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The first time I was invited to a Tuxedo Society dinner, I was dreading it. My best friend Brock had been nattering about these events, claiming they were “fun nights out” and “elegance personified.” All I knew was that I’d graduated from college almost three years ago, that I’d been turned down by every drama school in the country, and at twenty-five I was still working at a candle shop called Smells of the Season in a Herald Square vertical mall, persuading mostly tourists to buy squat glass jars of pastel wax labeled things like Summer Squall, Christmas Eve Cinnamon Fog, and, inevitably, Pumpkin Spice Harvest Embrace. Inhaling these aggressively chemical compounds for eight hours, six days a week, had most likely made me sterile and clinically depressed. Brock suggested the candle fragrances should include Suicidal Bouquet and Lilac Self-Hatred.

I was sharing a basement apartment in the far reaches of the East Village with two medical students who I rarely saw, and who, en route to examining femurs and spleens, would ask me, “So how’s the acting thing going?”—without waiting for a reply. I was grateful for this disinterest, which didn’t require me to chirpily answer, “Hangin’ in there!” or “Go fuck yourself!” By actually helping their fellow human beings, these students were my superiors in every way, which only increased my snarky despair, but I didn’t want to alienate them in case I got hit by a bus or set myself on fire in a lunge at becoming a candle called Failed Actor Moonblossom.

“But you’ll need to wear a tux,” Brock texted me. “You have a tux, right?”

Weirdly, I did. I’d unearthed a passable Armani tux at a thrift store for my gigs as a cater waiter. The tux came in handy for evenings spent balancing trays of champagne flutes at museum galas, where the wealthy patrons would ignore me or grab my ass. I’m not terrible looking, and riding my bike everywhere keeps my butt where it should be, so I put on the tux with my almost-clean dress shirt and, I’m ashamed to admit, a pre-tied black bow tie. Learning to tie such an accessory was far beyond me, because I’m mildly dyslexic and tend to reverse numbers and be unable to remember titles of movies or bands when under stress, as in, whenever anyone asks me to name my top ten favorite anythings, I go blank, which is why I work extra hard when memorizing a script, something that I haven’t needed to do in over a year. Fine, over two years. Improv with a comedy troupe where no one gets paid doesn’t count (although, and this is humiliating, I like improv and I’m sometimes pretty good at it).

The Tuxedo Society dinner was being held at a fancy-ish restaurant in Midtown, meaning it wasn’t a hangout for people my age, but more for corporate types and their guests from out of town. There were high ceilings, abstract Italian brass lighting fixtures, and tables set reasonably far apart, with well-dressed diners. I heard the Tuxedo Society regulars before I saw them, from a burst of raucous laughter and someone howling, “So I said, ‘I can’t understand you with that huge cock in your mouth!’ ”

“Here he is,” said Brock, standing up. Brock is much more socially confident than me, since he’s tall and gym-built, and missed out on a modeling career due to being overly perfect. Even Brock’s admitted, “I’m too much of a blond cartoon Nazi, as if I should be waltzing with a von Trapp girl in a gazebo. Nowadays people want quirky models who look like they’ve just wandered away from skateboarding on a highway off-ramp or their twelfth try at rehab.” But Brock is good-hearted and supports himself as a salesclerk at the Ralph Lauren flagship on East 72nd Street, where his Aryan splendor fits right in.

“Everyone,” said Brock, “this is Andrew Birnbaum, who’s a wonderful actor and can get you a discount on scented candles.”

The eight people, six men of various ages and two stylish women in their thirties, were looking at me with welcoming smiles and a mood of “We’ll judge him on every level and compare notes later.” Everyone was in formal wear, although the tuxedoes ranged from custom-fitted to maybe passed down from a dad or brother who was a slightly different size.

“Join us, Andrew,” said a stocky, effusive guy, somewhere in his fifties but with thick dark hair and the tough-guy mug of an Irish bartender. “I’m Reggie O’Malley and I promise I won’t hit on you until I’ve had three more Manhattans.”

“For a total of eight,” said the far older man sitting next to him, who was frail, with hearing aids in both ears, but with decent posture.

“And this is Daniel Bitchface McPissypants Narwell,” Reggie said, pointing to the older guy. “Who was once a lawyer on Wall Street but now has a YouTube channel where he sells replacement serving pieces for Royal Doulton and Wedgwood, in case you’ve shattered your favorite tureen and can’t live without another one exactly like it. And next to Danny…”

Reggie indicated an intimidatingly suave couple: a slender guy with one of those long, strict, professorial faces and his broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted companion. Their tuxes were sleek and their cufflinks glinted. “This is Terry Swanberg, who claims to be a fabulously successful architect of Hamptons beach cottages for white-collar criminals, and that’s his disgustingly dreamy husband Miles Hespers, whom you may recognize from three years ago in the Summer Olympics, when he won a bronze medal in men’s diving, and his mother is very proud. And yes, Miles is Brazilian, but he emigrated as a toddler and he’ll be competing again this summer.”

Terry and Miles nodded at me in unison as I thought, Is everyone here more accomplished than I’ll ever be?

“And on the other side of the table,” Reggie went on, “are Mikaela Varley and Pei-Sze Huang, who sell high-end real estate.”

“But not just because we’re lesbians,” said Mikaela.

“And satanic negotiators,” added Pei-Sze, who I believed, because both women were expensively elegant, in taut black velvet and what I imagined were casually real diamonds.

“And then we’ve got Maunders Coxley,” Reggie informed me, “whose name I can barely say without giggling, but he’s a highly respected celebrity florist.”

Maunders, while self-contained, had a tousle of blond curls, a pale yellow rose in his lapel, and his tux included a vest embroidered with a pattern of tiny orchids: he was a sartorial garden.

“Of the Philadelphia Coxleys,” said Maunders, which sounded like a football team composed of debutantes.

“And finally,” Reggie concluded, “please say hello to Timothy—Timothy, what’s your last name this week? Timothy’s a porn star who makes more than all of us combined by bending over in a jockstrap on his OnlyFans, and he’ll have you know that he does not escort, not since this afternoon.”

“Beckley, my new last name is Beckley,” said Timothy, who was cute but not obviously sexual, which I’d later learn was the key to his desirabilty: “I look like everyone’s cousin,” he’d tell me, “who they see at a wedding and wonder if he’s nerdy or maybe secretly hot, and if I wear my fake eyeglasses and play video games in a leather harness, my income doubles.”

These dinners, Brock had told me, were held a few times every year for nothing except gossip and light networking. As the meal progressed, and more cocktails were served, the voices got louder, the laughter more unhinged, and topics ranged from Broadway musicals to the closeted sex lives of movie stars to when a tablescape veers from quietly tasteful to “so fussy it’s like Martha Stewart swallowed Gwyneth Paltrow and vomited all over the sideboard.” Other remarks I overheard included:

“Everyone in the Top Gun sequel had sex right after they shot the touch football sequence. They’re not gay but they’d gotten so buff and oiled up it just happened.”

“I loathe hydrangeas. They’re common. Hydrangeas are the three-inch penises of shelter magazine photo spreads.”

“He’s one of my regular clients. I didn’t even know he was a senator until I saw him on CNN, banning books with queer content in Texas. I just wanted to raise my hand and say, ‘Excuse me, do any of those books cover rich brats whose parents paid for their campaigns and who like to be called a dirty little muskrat whore while being choked?’ ”

“She looked at over one hundred and twenty apartments before deciding to make an offer on the first one I’d showed her. I wanted to strangle her, but instead I just said, ‘Good choice, Millicent. Let’s go in at full asking,’ although of course, since she’s a billionaire shipping heiress, she wouldn’t hear of it.”

Mostly filthy jokes were told, and the soused chortles became increasingly rowdy, drawing disapproving glares from nearby tables. Toasts were made, to a beloved Abercrombie & Fitch catalogue hunk who’d overdosed, female pop stars who’d peaked thirty years earlier, and a new Netflix series set in ancient Rome with copious frontal nudity. The evening was entertaining, but at moments I became embarrassed, by the silent screen−caliber hand gestures and the group sing-alongs to both classic ballads and the raunchiest rap refrains. We were behaving just the way straight people think gay people behave, shooting everything over the top and into some rainbow-tinted stratosphere.

I had to pee, so I excused myself and found a bathroom stall, because I hate urinals, which are too exposed and neighborly. I’d had plenty to drink, and as I unzipped I heard the outer door open and then our brawny host Reggie’s voice, only he didn’t sound drunk in the slightest.

“Hand it over, and we’ll both walk out of here, with no questions asked,” he said.

Another voice, unfamiliar, replied in what I think was French, and Reggie answered, also in impeccable French. The door opened again.

“Is everything okay in here?” asked Timothy, the OnlyFans favorite.

“It will be,” said Reggie, and then the stranger hissed, “Faggots,” and there were grunts from a punch being thrown and someone shoved violently into a wall. A trademark gay-bashing was obviously in progress and I had to help, so I opened the door to my stall.

Timothy had a man twice his size in a headlock, and Reggie was extracting something from an inside pocket of the man’s suit jacket. Another thug, with a shaved head bearing a scorpion tattoo, entered, and as he raised an arm to stab Reggie with a sizeable hunting knife, Mikaela appeared behind him, grabbed the knife, and swiftly sank it into the thug’s neck. Then the guy Timothy was holding broke free, elbowing Timothy in the gut, causing Reggie to deftly remove a pistol with an attached silencer from the guy’s shoulder holster, before Mikaela slammed the guy into the row of sinks. As he reared back up and grabbed Mikaela by her elegantly conditioned and highlighted ponytail, Reggie shot him in the chest, and he slumped to the floor. Reggie, Mikaela, and Timothy exchanged barely perceptible glances as they straightened their clothing. Timothy disinfected his hands with antibacterial sanitizer from a wall dispenser, and the three of them left.

I wasn’t sure if I’d been spotted, since I’d only managed to open my stall door a few inches. There were two dead bodies in the room, and I thought: I can call 911, or alert the maître d’, or finish peeing and then step gingerly over these corpses, return to my table, and either try to forget what I’d seen forever, or find out what was going on. I was too stunned to be as frightened as I might have been, or should have been. And in some demented way I was thinking, New York City.
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At 2 a.m., in an all-night Starbucks knockoff near Times Square, Brock explained, or began to: “All the names and professions and relationships in the group are real, but there’s more going on. Reggie was a Navy SEAL with a top security clearance. That is, until someone outed him, and he was dishonorably discharged. It was right before they finally got rid of ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.’ Then, two presidents later, the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff offered to reinstate Reggie and reissue his two Purple Hearts. But Reggie was still seriously pissed off, so he made a demand. He said that he wanted to form an undercover counterespionage unit, using all the bravest and most capable queer operatives he could find, to prove a point. He wanted to rub the military’s nose in those earlier policies, and prove that LGBTQ+ people can serve their country at the highest level. Reggie has incredible special ops training, plus he’d been stationed all over the world, so he has contacts with very highly placed gay people in just about every foreign government.”

From watching Reggie in action, I could believe this background, but I was still incredulous.

“Reggie’s recruited members with military experience, but also athletes and tech wizards and some extremely smart and connected people with access to the most powerful politicians and Silicon Valley investors. Mikaela and Pei-Sze have sold homes to prime ministers, oligarchs, and Mark Zuckerberg’s yacht broker. Maunders Coxley, the florist, is on retainer at the White House, and routinely supervises the décor at think tanks and summits and Swiss chalets where major Bitcoin deals go down. No one notices him because, as he says, ‘I’m just a silly homo waltzing in with eighteen boxes of calla lilies and birch branches.’ Miles, the Olympic diver, still competes and can pass information to other champions from countries the CIA can’t get anywhere near.”

“But why do they need the dinners?”

“As cover, so Reggie can assemble the players he needs, and conduct actions in less-than-authorized locations, like that restaurant men’s room. When people see the Tuxedo Society members laughing and drinking and carrying on, we don’t just seem harmless, but ridiculous. No one’s scared of us, or gives us a second thought, except maybe to roll their eyes.”

“Us? How long have you been involved?”

“One day, about a year and a half ago, I was working at the store, and there was a commotion coming from one of the dressing rooms. When I went to check it out, I found this guy lying on the floor unconscious. Reggie was standing over him and explained that the guy was a terrorist who’d been hiding in the store to execute a Japanese diplomat browsing with his family. Reggie had, as he put it, ‘neutralized the threat,’ and he asked me if I could grab an outfit so we could get the guy, who was still breathing, dressed up and pretend he was a drunk country club board member. I tracked down pink pants and a Kelly green polo, with deck shoes and a visor, and Reggie was impressed. He trained me and has also been using the store as a resource, because I can make anyone look rich. I’ve done three Tuxedo Society dinners, and Reggie’s been asking me if I know any actors, so I thought of you, and I told him about how great you are at improv and accents, which would ordinarily be hopelessly geeky, but he said that’s what he’s looking for. He just texted me and says it’s a good sign you didn’t call 911 tonight, because it means you’re either cool under pressure or a mindless sociopath, and I said, ‘You mean an actor?’ He uses all sorts of professionals, which you and I sort of are, and he can get you into the program. Are you interested?”

I couldn’t speak. This was all so unlikely and at first I thought Brock was making it up, but I’d seen Reggie and his team at work and there might be blood on the soles of my cheapo black shoes. I trusted Brock, but I was overwhelmed by what he was proposing, so I asked, “Can I think about it overnight and get in touch tomorrow?”

“Sure. It’s a lot. But, I don’t know, since I’ve signed on, I feel like I’m not just selling down-filled vests and windbreakers with little embroidered anchors. It’s sort of Jason Bourne with a dash of the Marvel movies before they got boring and incoherent.”

“Except—people are actually getting killed.”

Brock was sucking the dregs of his smoothie through a straw, and he waggled his eyebrows at me and said, “Darling, not always.”

Back at my apartment, my roommates were sleeping, so I locked myself in my room, in my boxers and a T-shirt, and I shut off the light, but I wasn’t about to get any sleep. I’ve been raised as a very nice Jewish boy by devoutly liberal parents—my mom’s a middle school librarian and my dad’s an English professor at a community college. They’ve always emphasized that violence is never the answer; as my mom once told me, “If you lay a finger on your brother, I will break your arm.” I’d avoided contact sports during gym class (claiming “a history of herniated discs”), and even when playing baseball I’d specialized in positions like left field where I might as well have been dozing in the parking lot. When I was in a play with a fight scene, the moves were always meticulously choreographed, with me usually yelling, “OWWWW!” thirty seconds too soon.

But, if Brock was being honest, the Tuxedo Society members were the good guys, and those creeps in the bathroom had been armed and aggressive. I couldn’t believe I was even considering the whole deal—it just wasn’t me, and even the thought of operating under that sort of pressure made me shiver. As I pulled the covers up, I decided I’d call or text Brock in the morning, on my way to buy sprouts at Whole Foods, and tell him, “Thank you so much for thinking of me, but I couldn’t possibly commit mayhem even for a worthy cause. I shop at Whole Foods.”

“Of course you’re anxious,” said a voice from the darkness, causing me to stifle a not particularly masculine scream, jump up, bang my knee on the nightstand (one of those plastic crates), and switch on a floor lamp to illuminate Reggie, standing at the foot of my bed. As I was about to ask him how he’d managed to enter a triple-bolted apartment and a locked bedroom, he said, “Honey, that’s amateur night. A kids’ birthday party magician could break into this building. But Brock told me he’d approached you, so I suspected you’d be all over the place.”

“I… I can’t. I’m not a coward or a baby, but I do ride a bicycle and I always wear my helmet and come to a full stop at lights and stop signs.”

“Pussy.”

“I am not! I’m law-abiding! And I’m a pacifist! The theme of my bar mitzvah was Non-Violent Protest! Okay, the theme was really Cabaret, and I was dressed as the Emcee, but the subtext was antiwar.”

“Exactly. And the only thing I love more than being a Navy SEAL and defending my country is being gay, and that shouldn’t be a contradiction. And you won’t necessarily have to kill anybody, it’s not a merit badge. I need someone who can transform into anything, from an embassy secretary to a clueless tourist, so think of it as an acting challenge. Brock says you’re really good but that you haven’t been getting work, so why not put your talent to use? And I’ll only mention this because I can tell from your haircut and college-dorm-room sheets that you don’t have a boyfriend, but with the Tuxedo Society you’d be meeting some of the hottest guys all over the world. But above all else, you’d be doing good, unless you don’t think that freedom matters.”

This stung, because every year on Presidents’ Day my mom would build a display in her school library called a Salute to Freedom, with books about Nelson Mandela, Harvey Milk, Sojourner Truth, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and, at my request, she’d added a poster of Meryl Streep in Silkwood, where Meryl plays a character who gets killed just as she’s about to expose the cover-up of nuclear mishaps. Meryl is my acting hero, and if I joined the Tuxedo Society I could combine all her greatest roles, from the impervious strength of Margaret Thatcher to the international romance of Mamma Mia!

“You’re thinking about Meryl, aren’t you?” said Reggie.

“No! Maybe. Okay, what happened in the men’s room tonight? Why did you have to kill those guys?”

“Because they’d both been hired by a cartel to destabilize the American government, beginning with the assassination of the First Lady. Those men were at the restaurant to sell a hard drive with an outline of how the murder could be falsely but credibly traced to the Chinese, igniting an international catastrophe.”

“Who were they going to sell it to?”

“I’m not sure, but there were Russians and Iranians on-site. We stopped the sale but not the larger operation. There are many countries in play. Something major is going down, but we’re chasing the details.”

“How did you know it was that restaurant?”

“Timothy slept with one of the waiters, who’d heard something from a sous-chef who bakes gourmet chocolate chip cookies for one of the three wives of a Saudi prince.”

“Oh my God…”

“Yeah, it gets tricky. And dangerous. And interesting. This could be your Tony Award for Best Performance in Saving the Free World.”

Reggie was diabolical, because while I’ve dreamed of winning an Oscar, although I tell people that one of those Indie Spirit or Tucson Film Festival awards is actually more meaningful, I’d spent my childhood glued to the TV broadcasts of the Tonys, which were not only the gayest prizes but could lead to my meeting Meryl at the nominees luncheon and just naturally becoming her protégé and BFF. I forced myself not to ask Reggie if the Tuxedo Society held a Tony-night dinner, or if the Tuxes, as Brock had told me the members were called, might attend the ceremony itself.

“We went to the Tonys last year.”

“Shut up!”

“I’m going to leave now. But remember this address: 581 Hannister Avenue in Queens. Don’t write it down or put it on your phone—we don’t like to leave breadcrumbs. But you can show up tomorrow morning at eight a.m. to start your training, instead of going to the gym for spin class. If you’re not there, no harm done. I’ll just assume you hate America and democracy and the LGBTQ+ community.”

I wondered if he’d leave in a puff of smoke and fire, or leap out a window except we were in a basement. At my bedroom door, he turned: “And by the way, there’s a swimming requirement, taught in our private pool by a special guest instructor, Ryan Gosling, naked.”

“You’re lying. Nice try.”

“Find out.”

I spent the rest of the night debating the absurdity of the Tuxedo Society and its activities. But every time I Googled their name on my phone, to see if there was any record of the group’s existence, my screen would be filled with a photo of a naked Ryan Gosling from the locker room scene in that comedy with Steve Carell (with Steve’s head blocking the full-on view of Ryan’s crotch). I’d been hacked, because my screensaver is ordinarily a photo of Ryan Reynolds wearing just pajama bottoms in the Amityville Horror remake.

Okay, there it is, my helpless obsession and the ocean I drown in: pop culture. Ever since I can remember, stars, movies, theater, music, and TV shows, from every era, have been my second language. Who am I kidding? My first language. I’m not even listing my social media habits, because TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube are pop culture sliced into digestible tidbits or amateur reworkings (“Look, it’s me pretending to be famous!”). My phone is pop culture for the subway, or any other venue where my hands and brain start twitching for content (by which I mean that saved meme of the hot naked guy lip-synching to early Britney). I translate everything, from a sunrise to a stranger’s overcoat, into a plotline and a set of obscure references. I’d be the Jeopardy! Supreme Grand Master Champion but only if every category was Useless Information Only a Strange, Lonely Gay Guy Would Have Memorized Without Even Trying. I’m not snobby about show business—I’m fascinated by everyone involved in it, from the glammed-up faces on the cover of Vanity Fair’s annual Young Hollywood issue to the grips and boom operators on the location shoots in my neighborhood, blocking traffic and irritating everyone except me. When I see assistants with old-school walkie-talkies telling pedestrians the block is closed, I get giddy.

I’m not proud of my particular approach to life, but I’m not ashamed either. It’s a matter of DNA, as if my parents were watching Entertainment Tonight or scrolling through Other Shows You Might Like on Netflix while I was being conceived. Luckily, I’ve found that a surprising number of people, from every demographic, will happily compare Broadway revivals of Company (including the gender-swapped version) and the Ghostbusters reboots (don’t get me started). They’ll also watch indies filmed on the writer/director/star’s iPhone in a Bushwick apartment, hoping to be astonished, even if they’ve seen indies shot on iPhones before. As my mom has said about me, “Some people take heroin, so your just being strange is better.”
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I showed up the next day for the same reason my mom says I have to try exotic foods, like beets or kumquats: “If you don’t like it, you don’t have to finish it.” Because nothing else in my life was going very well, I tracked down the address in Queens, although I had to retrace my steps because I’d reversed the street numbers. I finally reached an undistinguished, grafittied brick building with a steel door. I pushed the bell, an overhead surveillance camera rotated, and I was buzzed in to a nondescript waiting area. There, I was greeted by a dancer I recognized from the choruses of several broadway shows, and the Instagram where he splashes in the Fire Island surf wearing the same white Speedo as his five friends, like nurses with bulges and manscaped torsos. “Hiiii!” he said, “I’m Jace and I’ll bring you to Reggie. Let’s scoot!”

As Jace spun and did a Fosse version of walking, I followed him but without imitation, so I wouldn’t dislocate my pelvis. I have a love/hate/deep-envy/jerkoff-fantasy relationship with dancers because, unlike actors, they have a verifiable skill. I’m not the best dancer, and on the rare occasions I’ve been cast in musicals, I’ve always been placed at the rear, well behind the star, so my stumbling gyrations will do minimal damage. But of course I dream of professional dancers’ physical esprit, so after a few seconds of following him, I did mimic Jace, and immediately decided I’d broken my hip, just like my aunt Penny in her Boca Raton bathroom. I’d soon come to know that there’s a corps of Tuxedo Society dancers, used as effervescent couriers who can adeptly high-kick a weapon out of an enemy’s grip.

Jace gestured fulsomely, in spokesmodel mode, to a large, gymnasium-like space with mats on the floor, a balance beam, a pommel horse, and a thick rope dangling from the very high ceiling, an ambience designed to make me admit to any crime rather than use this equipment; if you want to interrogate a gay Jewish boy, just wave a basketball in his face. And yes, I’m aware that many LGBTQ+ people and Jews are exceptional athletes, to which I respond, bless their hearts.

“Think quick,” said Reggie’s rough, commanding voice, as a football made a direct hit on the side of my head. Rather than quaver I stood perfectly still and said, “Really?”

“Fine,” said Reggie. “I don’t expect you to become a martial arts expert, but I can teach you how to handle yourself.”

I changed into sweats, and for the next three hours, Reggie coached me in sidestepping a potential attacker, jamming my fingers into his or her or their eyeballs (because nonbinary people can be evil, too, trust me), and using a larger and stronger assailant’s physical superiority against them, which involved leverage and calculating when to collapse. I surprised myself by not just working hard at these bruising drills but getting into it. Reggie was an excellent teacher, since he didn’t belittle me but worked with what meager skills I had. At one point he summoned Jace and told him to come at me with his bare hands. As we grappled, I pinched the most minute micro-inch of excess flesh at Jace’s waist and whispered, “Someone’s been hitting the Krispy Kremes,” causing Jace to start crying and protest, “Reggie!”

“Not bad,” Reggie admitted. “Whatever it takes.”

Reggie then brought me into an adjacent room, a sizeable laboratory and data-processing facility with a satisfying array of metal racks holding beakers filled with bubbling, neon-lime-green liquid, and a wall of tech equipment higher than my head (I’m five-ten, the official gay male size, insisted on by anyone from guys just under five feet to people who stand on their tippy-toes in group photos). This machinery was fitted with countless blinking lights, dials, and whirring discs, all of which I was pretty sure did nothing, as assistants in white lab coats and hard hats checked gauges and recorded the results on their tablets. I assumed these people were either swiping on Grindr or about to break into a musical number on a commercial for “the world’s most advanced hydrogen-enzyme detergent.”

“Is any of this real?” I asked.

“Of course not,” said Reggie, as the computer wall split in half, revealing a more authentic-seeming inner sanctum, where a single engineer in a brown twill jumpsuit, with protective goggles perched on his forehead, was overseeing a metal table arranged with attaché cases.

“This is Dr. Edwin Huron,” said Reggie, as the engineer looked up from his tasks. Dr. Huron was a version of my favorite character from any secret-agent movie, maybe because he was a role I could conceivably see myself being cast in: the sexily intense nerd. He had a swoop of thick brown hair, a skinny neck, elongated limbs, and a wide grin.

“Hullo, mate,” said Dr. Huron, in a companionable English accent, rather than anything too sneeringly posh. Since I’d been recruited as an actor, I duplicated his voice in saying, “Morning, guv’nor,” causing Reggie and Dr. Huron to stare at me with a message of “Are you actually an asshole or just imitating one?”

“That wasn’t awful,” Dr. Huron allowed.

“Not on your Nellie, bloke,” I said, doubling down.

“He’s the actor?” Dr. Huron asked Reggie.

“It’s just a rumor,” Reggie assured him. “What’ve we got?”

Dr. Huron held up a tired nylon backpack, explaining, “This looks like the same backpack half of New York carries, correct? Filled with smelly gym clothes, an empty titanium water bottle, crumpled drugstore receipts, and a broken pair of sunglasses. But if you unzip the front pocket, which usually holds an expired student ID or a Best Buy discount card, the whole thing inflates to a life raft with pouches of vitamin gels, so you can survive at sea for at least two weeks.”

As I reached for the backpack, Dr. Huron said, “Don’t try it, not until it’s a necessity.”

Next, he picked up a rolled yoga mat, explaining, “You can carry this or wear it slung across your back on a strap. Its first function is to make everyone on the subway despise you, as some peaceful-looking yoga freak—have you noticed that the people who are always on their way to yoga pity the rest of us? But this mat is multipurpose.”

He held the cylindrical rubber mat in the crook of his right arm and it strafed a paper cutout of a faceless man in a suit hanging from the ceiling many yards away. I jumped at the blast of gunfire from this disguised assault rifle, as Dr. Huron said, “The trigger is located at this end of the mat, and can fire three full rounds before reloading. Additional cartridges of ammunition are tucked into this eco-conscious reusable shopping tote.” He was holding a stained hemp bag printed with the words “THE EARTH IS BETTER THAN YOU.”

“Jesus. So whenever I see a yoga dweeb…”

“They could be an operative,” said Reggie.

“And, should the mat and the tote prove insufficient for keeping people at a distance, you can add this.” Dr. Huron was waving a clip-on ponytail: “This can also be used as a hipster-style topknot, if you never want to have sex with anyone ever again.”

I wasn’t sure if Dr. Huron was joking, but he didn’t seem like the type. He’d picked up what looked like an iPhone: “If you need to contact Reggie on a secure line, don’t use your thumbprint or retina for recognition. Enemy combatants may force you to do that, or hack off your thumb and squeeze out your eyeball, so your life will become expendable.”

What was I doing here? Would my thumb and eyeball be kept on ice in a mini-cooler, or stored in a baggie like playground Cheerios?

“But this device may defeat them,” said Dr. Huron, handing me what appeared to be an ordinary iPhone from two iterations ago.

“So how do I call him? What does this phone recognize? Do I need eighteen secondary authentification passwords?”

“No,” said Reggie, as Dr. Huron told me, “Put it down your pants.”

“What?”

“It recognizes your penis.”

“Just like everyone on your dating apps,” said Reggie. “Dr. Huron’s already downloaded a photo you posted on Mangle, using the name MerylMan.”

Mangle was the latest hookup app, a combination of “man” and “mingle,” and stipulated a dick pic.

“Stop wasting time,” advised Dr. Huron.

I reluctantly undid my belt and stuffed the phone into my boxer briefs, which were black and relatively clean. When police officers find a body wearing these briefs, they scrawl in their report, “The victim appears to be a gay man trying to be sexy, while also imagining that black boxer briefs are slimming and can be worn more than once without washing.”

As I adjusted my crotch, Reggie dialed his own Android and my new phone vibrated, making me utter a small moan.

Reggie texted something on his phone, and when I fished mine out of my pants the screen read, “I’m glad you shave your balls.”

“Oh my God…”

“But this may be your most essential weapon,” said Dr. Huron, opening a slim attaché case made of compressed carbonite. The interior was fitted with dark packing foam, with what looked like a black credit card in a recess at the center. Dr. Huron removed the card.

“What does that do?” I asked. “Is it razor-sharp to cut people’s throats? Can it pick locks? Is it poisoned?”

“No,” said Reggie. “It’s an American Express Black Card, with no credit limit, which can be used all over the world. But if I catch you charging personal items, like some limited-edition Nike whatever or a new racing bike, I’ll cancel it. It’s for emergencies only. It’s the most valuable thing you own, including your kidneys.”

As Dr. Huron passed me the card, I held it gently and reverently, like a Communion wafer or a baby chick. I’d dreamed of applying for this sort of card, but the fees are astronomical, and I’d never trust myself. This card was beyond a license to kill, because it could purchase Business Class airline tickets, obscenely expensive facial exfoliating masques from countries I’d never heard of, premium orchestra seats to shows where the star was about to leave, and more black boxer briefs in lieu of doing laundry.

“Don’t make me regret this,” Reggie warned.

“Oh, and these power bars?” said Dr. Huron, extracting an innocuous-looking cellophane-wrapped snack from the backpack. These were the sort of “protein-rich,” “electrolyte-stacking,” “stamina-optimizing” treats studded with “sugar-free carob slivers” that are more fattening than twelve Baby Ruths.

“They’re grenades,” said Dr. Huron, hurling a bar at the bullet-ridden target, which exploded into flames and billowing smoke. The noise and destruction made me recall squatting on the toilet after scarfing one too many ordinary “12-essential-nutrients” power bars.

If I’d ever fleetingly entertained the notion of becoming a spy, Dr. Huron’s output was exactly why: the gadgets. I considered asking him for an amphibious car that turns into a speedboat and a jet pack that I’d use to fly over traffic and drop water balloons.

“Fuck,” said Reggie, studying his phone. “I guess it’s now or never. Come on, we can finish your training later. You’re coming to Washington.”
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I couldn’t stop by my apartment to grab anything, but Reggie assured me that clothing and “styling crap” would be waiting for me at our destination. He drove us in a rental car to a military base in the Bronx, where we boarded a bare-bones, three-seat, single-engine plane, which wasn’t the ultra-elite travel I’d been anticipating, the sort of private jet where a tech mogul in a hoodie snorts coke with a rail-thin model in ripped jeans and sable, and the mogul defends the expense and climate damage by calling the flight “cost-effective.” “Regular airports take too much time,” said Reggie, once we were in the air. “Here’s your passport.”

I was confused, since as of this morning, my passport had been in my bedroom, barely hidden beneath a fitness magazine, which I’d bought for the movie star whose bicep routine was being promised on the cover, with the star’s T-shirted arms Photoshopped to boulder-like Captain America proportions. These articles are fake, because the stars inject steroids while proclaiming their “gains” are “all natural” and strictly thanks to hours in the gym and only eating skinless, unseasoned chicken breasts. But I don’t care because these magazines are the male equivalent of bridal publications that run photo spreads of the same gowns every month, alongside the same articles on choosing “just the right gift bags for your groomsmen,” but keep readers happy at the gynecologist’s office.

I opened the passport to view the sultry face of my professional headshot, above the name Rick Fennimore.

“Rick Fennimore?”

“Can you do that?” Reggie asked. “Pretend to be a gentile? I can have them change it to Heshy Rabinowitz.”

“But why do I need a different name?”

“So if anyone traces you online, which they will, this can slow them down. Did you want us to use the dick pic?”

“No, this is fine.”

A confession: I secretly liked becoming “Rick Fennimore,” and not just because “Andrew Birnbaum” is such a dutiful and suburban name. For professional reasons I’d once thought about going by Adam Berne, Ace Barnes, or, on mushrooms, Andre Von Bernier, but since Meryl never became Merle Strathmore or Merry Sloane, and because I love my family and would never disdain them, I’m sticking with what my parents chose. But Rick Fennimore wasn’t just a spy, but a spy who could seductively unbutton his shirt to mid-sternum, a stance that would make Andrew Birnbaum look like he’d gotten dressed in a hurry or the dark.

“It doesn’t really look like you,” said Reggie, studying the passport photo over my shoulder.

“It’s not supposed to. An actor’s headshot is meant to look like their hotter, younger brother who’s got perfect skin, killer hair, and a crooked smile to die for, or a moody allure that says, ‘I’m thinking about how I’d play Hamlet or a Zac Efron part after Zac turns it down.’ And sure, when I show up for auditions and the casting people see me in the flesh, they’re disappointed. But I love my headshot because it makes me look like I have a career.”

“Got it. Okay, here’s what happening: we’re going to the White House. The First Lady is giving the Estonian prime minister and his wife a tour, and while they’re both in the clear, they’re bringing some staff members who may not be. A body was found in a storage locker at Dulles, and we think he was one of the Estonian secretaries, and a terrorist might be taking his place. So you and I will be working for Maunders, who’s installing springtime floral arrangements throughout the building.”

“We’re florists?”

“We’re assistants. Efficient underlings. We’ll shadow the First Lady and patrol for anyone suspicious.”

I was still in disbelief, but I was in the air, with a fake name and a forged passport. I’d had minimal training, and I might be making contact with a trained hit man (or hit person, because gender shouldn’t be a limitation when hiring maniac assassins). And I wasn’t sure where Estonia was.

“Estonia’s in Eastern Europe on the Baltic Sea,” Reggie told me, always a few steps ahead, “across from Finland and Sweden. They’re a parliamentary republic and they like America because they hate Russia. They’re good people but keep your eyes open.”

“Will there be guns?”

“Always assume there are guns. I’ve brought your backpack if you need a power bar.”

I had a horrific thought, of an absent-minded impulse when my blood sugar drops, so I unwrap one of the power bars, take a bite, and blow my head off.

“I’ll be right there, or nearby. You’ll do fine.”

After we landed, a black van brought us to the White House, although I couldn’t see out of the tinted windows. But after stopping briefly at two security checkpoints where Reggie presented the necessary credentials, we were driven to a rear entrance of what was definitely the first family’s official residence. I’d taken a tour as an eight-year-old, on a vacation trip with my family, during which my mom said, “You should appreciate this place as an American landmark, but it was built by slaves,” and my dad said, “Many American presidents were fine people, but not always. I’ll point out the portraits of the unpleasant ones.”

The White House’s current residents were the Democratic President Kyle Pershing and his wife, First Lady Reata Pershing. They were the first interracial couple to share the titles—Reata was Black, and Kyle was a good-natured, well-intentioned liberal who I’d voted for. Frankly, I was more undone about coming into any proximity with Reata, an effortlessly glamorous and blazingly intelligent figure who’d worked steadily to modulate these attributes to avoid being labeled a mere fashion plate or an Angry Black Woman by conservatives. Reata’s name was pronounced ree-AH-tuh, but her enemies often deliberately stumbled over it. She’d been a tenured professor at Harvard before putting her career on hold to support and, many people insinuate, mastermind Kyle’s rise. Reata’s field was Archaeology with a concentration in Ancient Greek Civilization, and she’d authored several revered textbooks and done copious fieldwork. But among the most viral aspects of Reata’s stardom was the incredible yellow shantung sleeveless dress with a matching coat that she’d worn at the Inauguration. “That dress,” Brock had commented, “made me proud to be an American.” Reata’s outfit, and the gown she’d selected for the Inaugural Ball, in a vivid teal silk, had both been created by young designers of color, and signified an assertive improvement over the more drab wardrobes of earlier First Ladies, although I’m excluding Jackie Kennedy because she wasn’t just a First Lady but an eternal goddess, and my mom treasures her childhood Jackie Kennedy paper doll book, preserved in a plastic sleeve.

I’m not saying that couture supersedes policy, but let me put it this way: when Viola Davis played Reata in a Netflix series, she’d looked amazing in a copy of that yellow ensemble, she’d won an Emmy, and I bet she kept the dress. As Brock put it, “Reata is pro−gay rights, pro-choice, and she makes Oprah levitate.” As for me, I could easily pitch a musical called Reata, with the first act peaking as the star (Audra? Janelle? Maybe Cardi B in a stunning Broadway debut?) strides along Pennsylvania Avenue in the yellow look, like Dolly Levi greeting a grateful nation of dancing campaign volunteers, led by me. Okay, maybe led by Jace.

But today I wasn’t here to worship Reata, and grab a selfie to make my parents believe I have a future, but to protect her. Reggie and I met up with other Tuxes, including Maunders, Brock, and Timothy (taking time off from his porn career), in a basement locker room, where we changed into pressed khakis and white oxford-cloth button-down shirts overlaid with knee-length canvas aprons printed with the Coxley Blossoms logo (the company’s initials in sprouting branches). Maunders was haughty but exceptional, instructing us, “The arrangements have already been finalized and everything’s waiting on brass carts, and the index cards in the pockets of your aprons have instructions for placement.”

“We’ll all seem to be busily removing the earlier, drooping arrangements,” said Reggie, “and substituting the new ones.”

“Please don’t get any ideas about rethinking the tulip clusters or tugging on the gerbera daisies, just because your Montessori preschool teacher called you creative,” Maunders continued. “There’s a casual meadow theme that can’t be disturbed. Wear your white cotton gloves and use both hands with the vases. There’s enough water to replenish the flowers but not splash on the floor, not if you’re careful.”

“Um, so Reata’s gonna be here?” asked Timothy.

“Yes,” said Reggie. “I’ll give you five seconds to get it out of your systems.”

Timothy, Brock, and I grabbed each other by the forearms and quietly howled, “REATA!”

Three white gay men celebrating a high-personality Black woman could be construed as cultural appropriation, but our fanship was genuine and we wouldn’t be lip-synching her speeches or sneaking into the family quarters to try on her gowns or leave “WE LOVE YOU” Post-its on the mirrors. Reata was something beyond a movie star, because she championed all minorities, and her memoir Together We Rise was a bestseller, inspiring millions, with a dazzling cover photo that’s on my Instagram, beside a classic bare-chested image of Paul Newman, who, as my mom will tell you, was Jewish by the way. Whenever I pass a bottle of Newman’s Own salad dressing on a supermarket shelf (with the proceeds going to charity), I always whisper, “Shalom.”

“I can’t even,” said Brock, regarding Reata, as we calmed ourselves.

“She’s got a trans cousin, who was a guest at the State of the Union,” said Timothy.

“I should’ve brought her a candle,” I said, glaring at Reggie accusingly for not letting me stop by the store on our way to Washington. But which fragrance—was there a Hibiscus Icon or Timeless Role Model Peony Ovation?

“You will not be speaking to Ms. Pershing or making eye contact or whimpering,” said Reggie. “Our suspect will possibly be part of the Estonian entourage.”

“Gentlemen,” said Maunders, whose I’m-the-boss apron had his signature embroidered across the chest, “check your earpieces.”

We’d been equipped with these concealed devices, which were so tiny I couldn’t believe how effective they were, as Reggie said, “Tuck in your shirts,” right in my ear. Then the group lined up and left the basement, each member surreptitiously catching sight of himself in any reflective surface and touching his hair. I wanted to look good for Reata and also, it struck me, for my country. I’d never served in any of the armed forces or even thought about enlisting; I was a spoiled member of a peacetime generation. But in my crisp Coxley Blossoms apron I felt a surge of duty. I was also incredibly, throat-parchingly nervous, always my go-to response before stepping onstage.

Our carts, stacked with graciously well-thought-out floral displays, were waiting for us. I checked and rechecked the note card in my pocket: I was being sent to the Blue Room, with a map to guide me.

Everyone silently pushed their cart in a different direction, like a billiard ball tapped by a pool cue. The front wheel on my cart wobbled and I stopped breathing, but after a second’s pause, everything was fine.

White House staffers hurried by, as I concentrated on acting as dedicated and well mannered as I could, as if I were someone who’d done this a thousand times. I almost overshot the double doors to the Blue Room, but backed my cart up and pushed it into this grand oval parlor, where Jackie’s renovation had covered the walls with a cream damask, leaving the floor-to-ceiling draperies and custom carpet in a deep sky blue. There were upholstered and gilded chairs, along with a mantel and two ornately carved mahogany tables set with floral arrangements awaiting my care. I carefully lifted the vases now to be retired onto my cart and diligently positioned their replacements, sniffing the fresh flowers, which shamed the toxic air-freshener aromas of the candles I hawked.

There were voices from the hallway. Two Secret Service agents in dark suits entered, secured the space, and then there she was, in an emerald pantsuit and polished hair and makeup: Reata Pershing. As a cater waiter I’ve passed hors d’oeuvres to big-name stars, noting who was even shorter than reported, who’d had a recent eyelift (the upturned crow’s feet are a giveaway), and who said thank you. A few of these celebrities had wowed me, in that bizarre manner of brushing against a brand name in person, and accepting that they weren’t a plausible look-alike but the real thing. I’d almost prod them with a fingertip, as if they were mannequins in a wax museum.

But Reata, who I was trying not to stare at, with scant success, was something else, maybe because she wasn’t an actress or a newscaster gobbling a dab of caviar on a Triscuit at a fundraiser. Reata glowed, with a generosity and a pleasure in her task. She was almost a parade float representing herself, but there was a down-to-earth quality that had disarmed the world and caused me to freeze with a vase of flowers in my two-handed grip.

“Stop staring,” said Reggie’s voice via my earpiece. “There are four undersecretaries with the Estonian delegation. We’re focusing on the guy with a mustache.”

As I deposited the mantel arrangement and stepped back to measure its symmetry, I turned my head to scope out the Estonian prime minister, wearing a pinstriped gray suit, and his wife, who had the rigid ash-blond upsweep of someone determined to look identical in every photo. They were listening closely to Reata, who was detailing the renovations undertaken by previous regimes: “Teddy Roosevelt was responsible for the Napoleonic chairs, with reproductions commissioned during the Truman administration. But one of my favorite pieces was salvaged from a warehouse by Mrs. Kennedy and restored through donations. It’s the pier table along the wall, where this handsome young gentleman is placing those gorgeous anemones and freesia—is that right?”

As Reata spoke, it occurred to me: of course she’s attuned to the room’s past, as a historian. Her voice was warm but authoritative, sharing her passionate research and appreciation. I was also thunderstruck: it had taken me a second to grasp that I was the “handsome young gentleman” and that Reata had asked me a question. Maunders’s voice in my ear said, “Yes, they’re freesia, along with lilies of the valley.”

“Are you watching the guy with the mustache?” said Reggie’s voice.

“Freesia?” Reata repeated. “Although I shouldn’t bother you while you’re working.”

Reata’s ease nudged me into action, and as I was about to answer, I saw the secretary with the mustache reaching into his pocket. I had to distract him, so I undertook the unthinkable and dropped the vase on the floor, yelping, “I’m so sorry! Everyone be careful, broken glass!”

Reggie, Maunders, and Brock, hearing the commotion over my earpiece, rushed into the room, as the Secret Service agents rapidly escorted Reata into the outer hallway and as far away as possible. The Estonian prime minister and his wife were befuddled, but one of Reata’s aides had entered and was leading them outside as well. This was all happening at once, as Reggie stepped behind the mustached secretary and yanked his arm behind his back; Maunders reached into the guy’s pants pocket and found his phone, which he tossed to Brock.

The mustached guy twisted free from Reggie and ran toward one of the room’s five doors; as a reflex, I tripped him and he fell onto the shards of shattered crystal, slicing his hands. He grabbed my leg and I tumbled onto the floor with him. He pulled me to my feet, holding a chunk of jagged crystal to my throat, telling Reggie and the others, in lightly accented English, “We’re walking out that door. If any of you follow, I kill him.”

“Feel free,” said Reggie. “He’s not important.”

“And he broke the vase,” said Maunders.

“Because he was out all night dancing with his boyfriend,” said Brock. “Who’s cute but please, they’re both bottoms.”

This chatter confused the mustached guy, as Reggie propelled his cart directly at him, ramming it into his crotch. As the guy yelped and loosened his grip on my neck, Maunders grabbed a second vase and, gritting his teeth, slammed it onto the guy’s head, sending the freesia flying and knocking the guy at least momentarily unconscious. Brock pulled a pair of handcuffs from beneath his apron, flipped the Estonian onto his stomach, and secured his hands behind his back, as I struggled to my feet, slipping in the spilled water.

Within minutes, Reggie had dumped the hogtied Estonian onto a cart and wheeled him to a service elevator like a suckling pig on a platter at a Yuletide banquet, and with each floral arrangement replaced—Maunders had wisely stockpiled backups—we returned to the basement.

“Stick around for the interrogation,” Reggie told me. “We don’t have time to drag this asshole back to New York, and the FBI will be useless. His phone would’ve triggered a chunk of explosive material someone had duct-taped under that pier table. If his plan had worked, you, Reata, and the Estonian delegation would’ve been blown to bits.”

“Was he a suicide bomber?”

“He’d probably given himself a margin to escape, since he’d planned what was about to go down. But he’s working with someone else in the White House, and we’re going to find out who that might be, right now. Whoever it is, they’re probably long gone, but there’s still a chance they’re on-site. Follow my lead.”

Before I could digest the havoc we’d skirted past, and the likely end of my life, Reggie was opening a steel door. As Brock gestured and ordered, “Go!” I followed.

The Estonian was tethered to a metal chair with zip ties at his ankles, the handcuffs still in place, and bungee cords around his chest and waist. A linen napkin, lifted from a supply cabinet, had been shoved into his mouth, and I tried not to think about an identical porn image I’d seen on a site called Daddies in Bondage: The Twink’s Revenge. There were two folding chairs, and Reggie pointed to one, so I sat as he stood over the Estonian, removing the napkin.

“I am not speaking,” said the Estonian, and without looking at me, Reggie held up a forefinger so I wouldn’t say, “But you just spoke.”

“And you’re not Estonian,” said Reggie. “Your accent is Romanian.”

“I’m from Uzbekistan!” the guy protested. Reggie had only said “Romanian” to draw him out.

“So why are you trying to kill the First Lady?” Reggie inquired, without raising his voice. “Who’s paying you?”

“I am not speaking,” the guy repeated, and I mimed zipping my lips.

“Rick, the power drill?” Reggie told me, barely turning his head in my direction. Power drill? What power drill? But then Brock entered, handing me a power drill, with his expression transmitting, “Do I have to do everything?”

I held the power drill, remembering when my dad had ventured to help me build a birdhouse in our garage, and after five misshapen attempts and a full squeeze bottle of Elmer’s glue, we’d agreed to call the debris an “art piece.” Reggie cleared his throat, so I passed him the drill. He pressed a button and the ferocious-looking five-inch drill bit roared to rotating life.

“Do you have a favorite eye?” Reggie asked the guy from Uzbekistan, which made me wonder if I had a favorite eye, which made me shut one eye and then the other, to compare their vision. They were pretty equal, and as I began picturing myself with a rakish, pirate-like eyepatch over one or the other, I pulled myself together, because Reggie had calmly positioned the implacably whirring drill bit two inches from the attempted bomber’s right eye, which Reggie was treating as the default favorite.

“I’ll start on the right,” said Reggie, as I thought about adding, “Which will seriously interfere with your flirting.”

“Stop!” the guy yelled. “You are not allowed to torture!”

“You’re right,” said Reggie, keeping the drill in place. “But seeing as how you almost just slaughtered an especially beloved First Lady, I’ll make an exception. But we won’t call it torture. I’ll just tell the United Nations I was installing a shelf. In your head.”

Reggie moved the drill an inch closer.

“I am not being paid!” the guy screeched. “I am being threatened!”

“By who?” asked Reggie, still pointing the drill, and pumping the speed.

“I don’t know! I have a wife and child in Hoboken! These men, they came to my house and said they would kill everyone if I didn’t cooperate. They showed me a photo of the Estonian secretary, who looked just like me, if I grew a mustache. I had no choice!”

Reggie and I were thinking the same thing: facial hair is always a choice.

Brock poked his head into the room, and we both dismissively mouthed the word “Hoboken?”

“Why should I believe you?” Reggie asked the guy.

“I will give you my address! And I can show you an encrypted text, with my instructions. But please, I didn’t want to do it. I wanted to save my family!”

I suspected he was telling the truth, the way I do in acting classes when someone’s drawing on what the textbooks call a “sense memory” of an actual parental scolding or a teenage drunk driving arrest. I can intuit when an actor’s being honest, or when they’re being a sitcom star. As Reggie lowered the drill, he said, “The address? I’m waiting.”

Soon we were back on the plane, with Reggie telling me, “The guy’s a stooge. He had security clearance, but he doesn’t know where it came from. The only people he’d met in person were wearing balaclavas. The family story and the Hoboken address check out, but there was probably cash as well. He didn’t plant the explosives, and he doesn’t know who did, but it must be someone very high up, whose presence in the White House wouldn’t be questioned.”

“But who would want to kill Reata?”

“You name it. She’s got a much higher popularity rating than her husband or anyone else in government, and there are rumors that she might run for office. But beyond that, she’s a symbol of racial progress and every lefty cause out there. For everyone who loves her, there’s an online army posting slurs and hate.”

This was true but I didn’t want to admit it. My admiration for Reata was boundless, and I’d longed to believe that her charm and her essential goodness transcended political boundaries, and that she was a unifying force, although no such person or movement exists, beyond The Rock, Beyoncé, and Tom Hanks in any movie where he’s gruffly ornery but a sweetheart underneath, and even these celebrity saints have their detractors. I’m an ardent leftist, even a radical, but there comes a point where political conflagrations, even among friends I agree with, become so rancorous, and the national divisions so depressing, that I pivot my mind elsewhere, either to books or plays I love, or selfless people I admire, doctors and nurses or some guy on Mangle with awesome shoulders and a dog, especially a golden retriever or a slobbering rescue, but never anything small and yappy, although Brock and I once dissected if hating Chihuahuas is homophobic. (“People always claim they need a small dog because they live in a studio apartment,” Brock said, “but I ask them, so do you just fuck elves?”)

Reggie told me his contacts at the CIA were going through the Uzbek guy’s phone, which was a burner but still might contain clues. There wasn’t a geographical element to the would-be bomber’s motives; he’d been chosen from a massive database because of his resemblance to the Estonian secretary who’d been murdered, and his susceptibility to blackmail. “But whoever these people are, they came very close, so stay ready.”

Back at my apartment, I collapsed on the bed amid unsorted laundry and empty boxes of breakfast cereal (only amateurs own bowls and spoons). That first Tuxedo Society dinner felt as if it had taken place a century ago. My phone buzzed; it was my mom, whose calls I’m obliged to take according to ancient Jewish law. I’m subject to a range of superstitions, both theatrical (“Break a leg,” no whistling in the theater, rubbing the crotch of my Ken doll before an opening night, etc.) and pure OCD (knocking on wood, the occasional bout of unneccessary handwashing, and a COVID-related wrapping of my hand in the sleeve of my sweatshirt before touching a subway pole). But the source of my deepest fears, and to be fair, my most abundant joys, is modern liberal Judaism, which dictates these covenants: you can have a Christmas tree but you should be ashamed of yourself; you can support a Palestinian state but always remember that without Jews musical theater is mostly English bombast; and if you let your mom’s calls go to voicemail, someone wildly untalented will get a job you were destined for, plus whenever you smell something oniony it will be coming from you.

“Hey, Mom,” I said, forgetting I shouldn’t say “hey” because my mom will most often respond, “I’m not a teenager and neither are you.”

“Where have you been?”

My mom always asks this accusatorily, because she believes I keep dark secrets from her. These mysteries, in her festering brain, can include a fatal illness, a boyfriend who hits me, cockroaches on my apartment kitchen countertop (which happens if I leave food out), having unprotected sex with a man who’ll never love me, and subsisting on Hostess Snoballs and Ruffles potato chips (in this last case, her paranoia is entirely warranted).

“I’ve been… working,” I said, quasi-truthfully.

“At the candle store?”

“Yes.”

“You are so lying.”

I’m not sure why, but the one person I can’t credibly deceive is my mom. As an actor, fakery is my business, but there’s a scary closeness between my mom and me. I’m not sure why detectives bother with lie detector tests when they can just bring in the perps’ moms with their arms folded.

“I’m not lying. I’m just exploring other opportunities, but I don’t want to jinx them.”

“Acting work?”

“Yes.”

“I want to believe you. Are you eating garbage?”

“Right out of the dumpster. And it’s free!”

“You are so funny. Daddy and I are worried about you. We love you so much and we don’t want you to give up hope.”

This was a lovingly supportive but also passive-aggressive thing for my mom to say. It struck a chord: Was the Tuxedo Society a detour from my acting career, or a variation? During that interrogation, why had I been both petrified and engrossed? What if I’d had to watch Reggie actually torture someone, or hand him the box cutter? On the other hand, that guy from Uzbekistan via Hoboken had intended to murder Reata Pershing, and had held a chunk of broken crystal to my throat. Did I still imagine this was playacting, even with the bloodshed I’d witnessed? And at what point would I come clean to my mom (although the words “clean” and “my mom” are redundant)?

“I’m not giving up,” I swore. “But if I told you I’d joined a secret organization dedicated to our country’s freedom, would you be upset?”

“I’d say stop being so dramatic. Borrowing someone’s Hulu password doesn’t mean you’ve joined a secret organization. And you’re not a joiner.”

She was right. I’d been a drama club stalwart, but that had been the extent of my collaborations. I’d lasted a week in Cub Scouts. (Whittling? Tying knots without a consensual bondage aspect?) In truth, all I’d ever yearned to do was act, because of a bedrock curiosity about other people’s lives. My own had been limited and coddled.

“Mom, everything’s good. I’ll come out there in a few weeks to see you guys. Is everything okay?”

“Of course. And don’t forget to RSVP for Jenn’s wedding. I’m not your social secretary.”

Jenn’s my cousin and I’d been dawdling with my response to her wedding evite out of glaring insecurity: I’d be trapped in a ballroom with hordes of relatives asking me about my prospects. Maybe I’d casually remark, “Oh, you know, I’ve been doing this and that. Would you like an exploding power bar? Or is the brisket getting the job done?”

“Don’t forget,” my mom cautioned. “You’re still a part of this family.”

Why didn’t she just call me Fredo or Paulie Walnuts?

“And we just want you to be happy.”

After hanging up, I asked myself: Was I happy? My career had stalled, the candle shop was deadening, and come to think of it, was there any sort of Tuxedo Society per diem? Did the group offer health insurance, something that, given the constant physical danger, would be a necessary consideration? Does Jason Bourne have a copay? I’d ask Brock, who, I had to admit, was enviably capable at his Tuxedo Society tasks. Was he like me, one of so many people straining to figure out their lives, only he’d happened upon the most unlikely yet fulfilling identity?

These questions were intimidating and soul-swallowing, like whenever I try to envision the true scale of the universe, or even our galaxy, and the sheer absurdity of my pinprick participation. Was keeping my head down the most prudent solution? Who was I before the Tuxedo Society, and what was I becoming?

When confronting such immense philosophical quandaries, I turn to the most readily available comfort: Mangle. As I scrolled through the endless images of scowling men, their Photoshopped abdominals and their butch use of words like “hot,” “hard,” and “ready,” I swiped right on a guy who wasn’t just out of my league, but maybe my species, someone I never would’ve approached even a day earlier. But I was weirdly emboldened and what-the-hell, so I swiped on “Harper,” a “CrossFit jock/biker/redneck fantasy” who promised he’d “fuck you within an inch of your life with my ten go-all-night inches.” I’d always presumed that guys like this were catfishing accounts from other hemispheres, with stolen photos of unshaved inmates, but Harper-who-was-probably-really-named-Kevin-or-Ron swiped back and, after some basic banter, sent an address.

I typed back, “so sorry, dental emergency, try again later,” because despite my Tuxedo Society exploits I was still me, a nervous, emotionally chaotic wimp who worked at a candle shop. A “dental emergency”? Why couldn’t I have said “fell off the oil rig” or “am currently in custody”? But I’d made an unaccustomed move. I jerked off to Harper’s photo with a slight new confidence: at least in my solitary imagination, and at the White House, I was getting more forthright.
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My next two weeks at Smells of the Season were informed by my adventures with the Tuxedo Society. As I sat behind the checkout counter, and advised customers on why their homes should reek of Gently Crushed Bayberries or Line-Dried Vermont Towels, I became convinced that tourists were a squad of ninjas disguised as retirees from Omaha and about to take me hostage. Each shopper was a potential Putin mercenary or runaway Saudi princess, but none of my paranoia turned out to be true. Over coffee with Brock, I asked, “Do you ever hallucinate? How do you compartmentalize everything?”

“Well, at Ralph Lauren everything’s already surreal, because people are trying on fifteen-thousand-dollar trucker jackets made from vintage quilts. Reggie’s had me track anyone with bodyguards and shipping addresses in Moscow. But mostly, when I’m with the Tuxes, everything gets heightened, and when I start to get shaky or scared out of my mind, I tell myself I’m in a new Ralph ad campaign with suave international cat burglars in black cashmere turtlenecks and leather trenchcoats.”

“Have you ever gotten hurt?”

“So far just a sprained ankle, a cracked rib, and a terrible haircut from when I had to stake out this Istanbul barbershop that specialized in Julius Caesar bangs. But there’s the adrenaline rush whenever Reggie gets in touch. He’s so level-headed, and he keeps surprising me with his skills, like fixing Julius Caesar bangs. But you know how in a lot of gay movies, especially the ones that win awards, the heroes are always achingly lonely or rejected by their families or killed in a ditch by bigoted farmhands? That’s not Reggie or the other Tuxes. It’s not like they’re imitating tough straight dudes, or Tarantino women with nunchucks, but it’s part of their arsenal. That’s one of the things I love about queer people: the code-switching. We adapt.”

Which also defines being an actor. In my regular life I was still auditioning, but with an impatience. The roles were usually stoners in wispy plays based on the writers’ college years, or a spokesperson for a “bank that cares about you” in a TV spot; there was also a five-hour tryout for a “group-dynamic colloquy” where the actors were expected to help “craft the narrative,” meaning there wasn’t a script—I was fine with stuff like this, except another actor will usually stage a sobbing “breakthrough” to get more lines.

Finally Reggie texted me to meet at the headquarters in Queens, which I hoped might mean another encounter with Dr. Huron, who’d become my nerd-crush.

The Tuxes gathered in a room I hadn’t been to before, a cross between a baseball team’s clubhouse and the lobby of a boutique hotel, with slate floors, battered armchairs, and interestingly handcrafted lamps (think clay urns with reptile scales and one-of-a-kinds made from carburetors). Brock, Timothy, Terry the architect, and Daniel Narwell, the guy in his eighties, were there, along with some Tuxes I didn’t know.

“Ed?” said Reggie, as Dr. Huron held up the Uzbek bomber’s phone.

“Because it’s a burner,” Dr. Huron explained, “there was almost no way to identify individual callers.” I was trying my best to pay attention while swooning over how Dr. Huron tugged his thick, dark hair away from his horn-rims, like Clark Kent teasing Jimmy Olsen. “But I was able to pinpoint a location for a call right before he entered the White House. It was coming from the Senate cloakroom, which unfortunately has no video surveillance or phone logs. But this means that the contact was either a congressional staffer or more likely a senator, whose presence in the cloakroom wouldn’t be questioned.”

“I’ve made a list of possible turncoats,” said Reggie, “who could be either on the payroll of a foreign government or interested in a more localized disruption of the current administration, either as revenge or an undermining—without Reata Pershing, the Democrats would lose one of their brightest lights and campaign powerhouses.”

“And a potential future president,” said Dr. Huron.

Reggie continued: “At least three of our senators are members of the most influential and ultra-private conservative organization in the country, the Constitutional Committee, which supports only the strictest, most literal adherence to the Founding Fathers. They’ve been plotting for decades to put right-wing justices on the Supreme Court, and keep Democrats out of the White House. And Daniel is a member in good standing.”

“I was a senior partner at Stennings, Braithwaite, Taysman, and Forst for over thirty years,” Daniel explained, slowly rising to his feet with the aid of a cane. “I didn’t just work with the Constitutional Committee, I shared their values. I love the law, and I trusted our forebears, until it came to marriage equality. The CC members wouldn’t hear of it, even though same-sex marriage isn’t prohibited or even mentioned anywhere in the Constitution. I’d been with my friend Oliver Naismith since I was twenty-five, although we were very discreet, always maintaining separate homes, and Oliver married a deeply understanding woman. But when she passed away, Oliver and I finally lived openly. And the CC members were receptive, up to a point. They’d include Oliver at certain cocktail parties but rarely private dinners at their homes. They’d expect me to understand, claiming, ‘It’s a matter of tradition and Christian morality.’ They’d say this to my face. I asked Oliver if I should resign, but he was getting quite ill, and by the time he died, I was nearing retirement and didn’t have the energy to confront the other members. But when Reginald contacted me, about working from within the CC, I was intrigued. And grateful.”

“Daniel’s been fantastic,” said Reggie, “because he’s got such extraordinary access. And he’s friendly with the personnel department at the Committee’s building on East 84th Street, where there’s an annual summit next week. Which means they’ll be hiring a waitstaff.”

The night of the summit we didn’t wear tuxedos but white service jackets, bow ties in the Committee’s signature burgundy (for the blood of their pilgrim ancestors), black pants, and highly polished shoes. Brock and I were already trained cater waiters, but benefited from Reggie’s tutorial in the most hushed behavior, including never addressing a member directly, disappearing through swinging doors set into the wallpaper, checking topcoats, and mixing archaic cocktails like Singapore Slings and Sloe Gin Fizzes. We wouldn’t be moonlighting actors or students, but career servants who existed for the serenity of the select few.

The Committee Building, its clubhouse since the 1920s, was an imposing limestone sanctuary, a cross between an imperial embassy and something more fearsome, with high Doric columns and massive oak doors, to conceal and cosset. We entered through a tucked-away side tunnel, already in our full uniforms, with any backstairs chitchat or laughter prohibited. We were there not just to work, but to maintain a standard of obsequiousness.

“Circulate,” Reggie had said earlier. “Keep your noses clean and your heads bowed, so you can overhear conversations.” He’d pinned photos of our four primary targets to a whiteboard, to be memorized. We gathered in an elevator that rose to a hidden hallway, where we were given silver trays and marched single file into a large mahogany-paneled room with a fireplace twice the size of my bedroom, set with a roaring blaze from logs laid across andirons featuring the Committee’s crest in hammered brass.

The windows were draped with burgundy velvet, and the floors were thickly carpeted, for an atmosphere of cloistered agreement. There were at least thirty members present, from age forty to a gentleman who seemed already mummified. There were exactly three women, in long-sleeved, high-necked dresses, heirloom pearls, thick stockings, and sensible pumps, and there were no people of any color besides a bleached parchment white. While the membership was extremely accomplished, the room had the air of a coven, where highly educated, highly placed, utterly assured lawyers, billionaire CEOs, and career politicians would determine the future of America, and maybe sacrifice a goat or a Jewish waiter in the basement, with a pentagram chalked across the parquet.

“Very mansion of the undead,” I murmured to Brock, as we launched ourselves one by one into this genteel-yet-forbidding fray.

“These are the people who never shop at Ralph Lauren because it’s for social climbers and not-our-kinds,” Brock replied.

As I took drink orders and retrieved glassware, I heard:

“Diversity is out of control. Any Latina woman with a GED gets hired to run a university and she’s gone three months later.”

“Bill gave me the best tip: rent the motel room in the name of a Democratic congressman and after you’re done and the hooker’s gone, leak it to the press.”

“Edith and I are both disappointed in Tad Jr., but he insists on getting married to this Rebecca person. He says only her father’s Jewish, which doesn’t count, and she’s a neurosurgeon. But still.”

“It was priceless. I was standing there on the fifth hole in Palm Beach, and Louisa and Walt Brattles come roaring toward us in their new cart, and Walt’s so plastered he can barely steer, so they hit a tree and they both fall out onto the green, but Walt didn’t spill a drop of his highball.”

None of these people were on Reggie’s list of suspects. He was bartending at one end of the room; he caught my eye and tilted his head slightly toward a middle-aged man in a navy blue suit making his way through an archway into a smaller parlor, a library lined with bookshelves holding miles of bound lawbooks. Most of the men were wearing these boxy navy or dark gray outfits, which hid their bodies for an interchangeably somber dullness. But this guy’s silver hair was a bit more carefully combed and his necktie more painstakingly knotted, in the manner of a Dixie gentleman. He was on Reggie’s whiteboard: the notorious Senator Fleming Fairmont.

Keeping a few yards back, I trailed the senator into the library, where a younger first-term congressman was waiting, a chipmunky, gleaming-faced up-and-comer with a brush cut and possibly some muscle tone.

“Trent,” said Fleming, offering a manly handshake that went on a few seconds too long. “I hoped you’d be here. Are you settling in?”

“Oh, yes,” chirped Trent. “Committee assignments are announced next week.”

“Have you heard,” Fleming said, lowering his voice and gesturing to a tufted leather couch, “about the Blue Room?”

“What?” said Trent, way too eagerly, as he hadn’t learned to be cagey with gossip.

“Well,” said Fleming, “no one knows this, it’s been totally buried, but there was an attempt on our First Lady’s life. An unsuccessful attempt, needless to say.”

“Really?” said Trent, as if Fleming had popped a dog treat into his slavering mouth.

“No one knows who’s responsible, but I’m told the President is terrified.”

“He should be,” said Trent. “Are they doubling down on security?”

I was slowly but respectfully picking up abandoned beverages and grouping them onto my tray, while Fleming ignored me, as if I were a framed hunting print or an ottoman.

“I assume so. Because it won’t be the last time this happens.”

As Trent’s eyebrows shot upward, Timothy appeared with his tray and Fleming glowed, sitting up just a bit straighter. Of course: Fleming recognized Timothy from his OnlyFans. Timothy had also registered this; he’d told me that, wherever he goes, in any city, he can always tell who’s seen him naked, by the slack-jawed double takes, especially from men accompanied by their wives and children on the street. Timothy was merciless, asking Fleming, “Another champagne cocktail?”

“I don’t mind if I do,” Fleming all but drooled, “young man.”

A few minutes later, Timothy glanced over his shoulder, causing Fleming to traipse after him into a cigar room nearby, with no one else in sight. As Timothy blamelessly dipped a finger into a half-finished Scotch and licked it, Fleming almost came in his pants, which was when Reggie shut and locked the door, and Fleming saw he wasn’t alone. Reggie, Timothy, and I stood equidistant from the senator, who trembled between panic and being stimulated by the presence of three uniformed men.

Fleming was a six-term senator from Alabama, and a connivingly familiar fixture on the Washington scene. He relentlessly sucked up to anyone in power, and his lips and tentacles had become affixed to Reese Dantine, an evangelist with three soaring glass cathedrals (in Atlanta, Utah, and Dubai), a YouTube channel with over a billion subscribers worldwide, and an unparalleled fundraising apparatus, through which countless hand-scrawled checks from elderly widows, drawing on their pensions and Social Security payments, were funneled toward Reese’s five-hundred-acre estate with a twenty-five-vehicle garage and a man-made lake. Reese had a solid chance at becoming the next Republican presidential nominee.

Without any damning government track record, but having attained mainstream celebrity and a worshipful Christian base, Dantine was charismatically positioned to run the country. Sniffing a skyrocket, Fleming had been photographed during weekly prayer breakfasts at Dantine’s newly acquired Beltway townhouse. Fleming was Klan-like in his voting record, which accounted for his popularity in his home state, with a caveat: at sixty-four, Fleming remained a “lifelong bachelor.” His ghostwritten autobiography, titled My Bold American Visions of Freedom, had described “the love of my life,” this nonexistent lady, as being “a flight attendant named Birgit on Air Denmark” who, after Fleming’s down-on-one-knee proposal of marriage on the tarmac, had “sadly returned to Copenhagen,” to pursue “her dreams of in-flight camaraderie.”

Fleming had opposed every LGBTQ+ civil rights bill, and had vociferously denied being gay, on Face the Nation, Meet the Press, and Reese Dantine’s morning show, Wake Up with Jesus, which, as Brock had noted, “sounds super gay, especially if it’s a one-night stand.” Smarmy and drawling, Fleming perceived himself as a kingmaker, anointing his chosen candidates, while he was really more of a perpetual lapdog, panting and groveling after whoever’s coattails could get him re-elected.

“Good evening, Senator,” Reggie began, “or may I call you Fleming?”

“What is this?” Fleming asked, trying not to seem rattled.

“It’s a discussion,” said Reggie. “Starting with your knowing about the attempt on Reata Pershing’s life.”

“I know a great many things. It’s part of my job.”

“But that action was instantly classified, and yet here you are dishing it up to that cute little Trent Pardue of Salt Lake City. Who played lacrosse at Brigham Young University, which explains the shoulders.”

“He’s a fine young lad.”

“Cut the shit. What do you know about Yuri Marfosky, the guy who tried to set off the bomb?”

“That’s the first time I’ve ever heard the name, but thank you so much for passing it along. And now I really should get back to the membership.”

“But can I ask something?” said Timothy, raising his hand. “You log on to my account as HillbillyCumdrainer, right?”

“Excuse me?”

“And you sent me that DM, asking if I sold my used jockstraps and if there was a price list.”

“I have no idea what you’re babbling about. Gentlemen.”

As Fleming headed for the door, Reggie didn’t block his path but said, “We have your credit card receipts. You log on to Timothy’s site over fifty times a week, twelve times today alone. You’ve made specific requests for a molded lifelike plastic replica of his ass, dildos in sizes from Freshman Year Roommate to The Destroyer, and you sent him a photo of yourself in a yachting cap, a Miss Alabama pageant sash, and a leather codpiece, or is that your Christmas card?”

“I’m not judging you,” said Timothy. “You’re one of my best clients.”

“I’m from Alabama,” I commented, with a fulsome twang. “My parents and grandparents attend the First Baptist Church in Mobile, along with your aunt Marcelline and your first cousin Candice Rayette. Everyone’s so proud of you and all aflutter about that splendid Mr. Reese Dantine, thanks to you.”

“But what we’re really worried about,” said Reggie, “is your fiancée, Birgit. Did your OnlyFans expenditures break her heart?”

Fleming looked at each of us, conceding our upgraded status as something other than disposable peons.

“What do you want?”

“Information,” said Reggie. “I’m not sure if you’re implicated in the bombing, which would be high treason and punishable by death. But you hover, scooping up tidbits to be bartered, to keep you relevant at parties like this. What have you heard?”

I could see Fleming rifling through his options, like a riverboat gambler with copious debts. He didn’t come back into the room, but he wasn’t leaving.

“I have no idea who’s behind the entire operation,” said Fleming. “But it’s extremely well funded and international. Your bombing suspect, as I’m sure you’ve already concluded, is a bumbling idiot with zero connection to whoever’s in charge. But if I were you, I’d take a look at the Parnassus Group, a conglomerate based in Paris, Athens, and Geneva. They have interests in oil tankers, the creation of luxury villas in gated communities, commercial space travel, and casinos in underserved locations. And since we’re just jawboning—there may be an artifact in play.”

“What kind of artifact?” asked Reggie.

“I’m not certain, but it’s extremely valuable, to numerous bidders. The rumor mill is buzzing. Which means Paranassus may not have intended to kill Mrs. Pershing.”

“Why not?”

“They wanted to scare her. Away from the artifact.”

“Fairmont…”

“Good evening, kind sirs.”

As Fairmont opened the door, Timothy mentioned, “There’s a sliding scale, depending on how long I’ve worn the jockstraps. I’ll also be doing private shows with Reynaldo, that other guy you like. If you sign up today it’s ten percent off for Platinum Club members.”

Fleming left, as I murmured, “Y’all come back now.”

As I walked home, I wondered exactly what sort of artifact Fleming had been referring to. In classic espionage movies, the plot turns on one of two mechanisms: First, a nuclear device capable of unthinkable devastation, being smuggled by a cabal or a madman via high-speed rail and a convoy of container trucks. The movie’s climax will revolve around a digital countdown as the lone hero either cuts the correct (red or blue?) wire or flings the ticking bomb into the sea while hanging by one arm from the strut of a helicopter. The second and more layered option demands a mythological item, some fabled vessel or statue of immense historical import and rumored to possess world-altering magic—was this alternate setup underway? Given Reata’s background in archaeology and ancient civilizations, her interest would make sense.

I also questioned: If I’d been born decades earlier, would I have made the same compromises as Fleming? Maybe, but then I thought about Daniel, and how he’d navigated an identically prejudiced landscape without losing his self-respect. And Reggie had been kicked out of the military, but he’d fought his way back, on his own terms. The Tuxedo Society was a secret that I was increasingly glad to be in on. And Fleming might become an asset if pushed hard enough, and if Timothy promised him a soiled, autographed pair of flip-flops.

I have to confide something about my IMDb kink. Technically, I swear by small subtitled films about Norwegian farmers battling a cruel winter during an 1810 cholera outbreak, or a documentary about the history of electric fans. I love these works, but, fine, when I’m watching a wordless portrait of a depressed Scottish postmaster cooking his haggis, my brain yowls for an action movie.

I’ve devoured a backlog of Japanese martial arts specialties, where the fights and the glares are amazing, and the lead is most often a grittily vengeful detective battling a yakuza kingpin, culminating in multiple heads getting sliced off and bouncing right toward the camera. I’m up for anything Mad Max related, and of course I’m a Bond freak. Maybe instead of terms like Gen Z and Boomers, people should identify as Connerys or Brosnans. I’m a Daniel Craig baby (I’d caught up on his first installments online), and although Daniel’s retired, he was a dream Bond: unruffled, unbearably sexy, and at home in a tux or an abbreviated powder-blue swimsuit, as he rose glistening from the surf. I’m pretty sure Daniel Craig being tortured naked in Casino Royale made me gay, and the scene may also explain the Tuxedo Society’s hold over me.

But Bond has to be English, with his clipped diction and penchant for extra-dry martinis and Aston Martins, both savored after chasing brutes across a Moroccan construction site on foot and leading a speedboat pursuit along an Amsterdam canal. My action fetish more fully blooms in America. I’m good with superhero movies, especially the murkier Batmans—although after a while it’s hard to remember which highly paid actor is under the mask—and I’ll always be there for Uma Thurman in a yellow tracksuit raising a folded steel samurai sword. But my go-to favorites are most often the Mission: Impossible and Bourne franchises, and fine, they both star straight-ahead cisgender white guys, but I forgive them, because Tom Cruise and Matt Damon manage what I’ve always thought of as the greatest possible acting challenges: they must, at least a little, pretend to understand the nonsensical twists of the movies they’re in; spit out only a very few terse, manly lines of dialogue; and wallop truckloads of stunt people, while dangling from skyscrapers and bridges, and all without laughing. Anyone can believe in the plangent undercurrents of Chekhov or Albee, but only Tom and Matt can catapult from one warehouse roof to the next, often in Milan or Tokyo, after having been shot in the shoulder only seconds earlier, and without asking the director, “Wait, tell me again—why am I hang gliding off this pyramid onto an oil truck that’s on fire? What’s my motivation?”

I relish tackling a twenty-page monologue, alone onstage, as I relive my birth, but there’s an equally strong part of me that pines to face off with a lineup of heavily armed, glowering henchmen while muttering, “Let’s party.” I’m also a shameless fan of that scene where Tom, Matt, Jason Statham, Keanu, or Bruce Willis gets machine-gunned, but each guy yanks the bullet out of his arm with his teeth and sews himself up with whatever’s at hand, maybe fishing line or dental floss, using a rusty nail as a needle. These bruised and bleeding men never run into an emergency room pleading for opioids, which is what I would do.

As for video games, almost everyone I’ve ever met, including my father, is addicted, but sitting at a screen while clutching a console reminds me of the pandemic, when I moved back into my childhood bedroom out on Long Island and lived on Zoom and Skittles. Decimating goblins with chainsaws is fun, but the human element is at a digital remove. I’m not claiming that Tom and Matt are real people, or that since Tom’s hit sixty I’m not worried about his knees, but I’m helpless whenever a movie star enters a deluxe express train roaring through the Swiss Alps and gets attacked by someone nicknamed “the Annihilator,” and they end up bounding after each other from atop one railroad car after another, just as the whole screeching, smokestack-puffing murderfest plunges into a mountainside tunnel.

While I technically got that there was a difference between fictional, guilty-pleasure crime fighting and whatever Reggie had planned, the line was getting blurred. But there was dried blood on my Coxley Blossoms apron, and I filched a hand-calligraphied menu from the Constitutional Committee kitchen.
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Reggie doesn’t share intel until he’s ready (and I love flinging around the word “intel”). He texted me and Brock to show up at headquarters and meet with Marcus, who’s the Tuxes’ online genius. (Dr. Huron’s more an inventor and equipment mastermind.) Marcus is my age and was seated before a wall of twelve screens that could link to things like classified documents and live surveillance feeds from anywhere around the world. Marcus’s fingers were skittering across a keyboard much faster than I can think. He could talk and snack on trail mix (which I nibble when hiking to the subway) while pulling up hacked emails and blueprints for vaults; if he wasn’t attached to a device he’d seem incomplete. Reggie introduced him to me with “This is Marcus Fenders, who already has everyone’s PIN numbers and SAT scores. Marcus was one of the few Black, queer security engineers at Google, until I lured him away.”

“Google hired me to break into their systems and find the flaws,” said Marcus, “which took me the better part of my first day. I got bored. Andrew, were you really in a TikTok dressed as Papa Smurf?”

This image was already filling every screen as I protested, “I was getting paid to promote one of the Smurf movies! And I gave Papa Smurf a hidden heartbreak, because I decided he was secretly in love with the Smurfs’ nemesis, Gargamel. You can see the sadness in my eyes.”

“Are you spray-painted blue?” asked Timothy, who’d joined us. I had been and I didn’t want to talk about it.

Marcus was trans, and he later told me he’d been kicked out of the army after a previous administration had instituted a trans ban. President Pershing had reversed this cruelty, but Marcus had been more attracted to the Tuxes: “It’s a combination of revenge and excitement. I was one of the Pentagon’s most valuable IT specialists, but then overnight I became ‘a threat to unit cohesion.’ Which was horseshit.”

Like Reggie, Marcus is impressive. They both have every right to disdain serving a country that’s treated them so vindictively, but they’ve chosen another route.

“Here’s what I’ve got so far,” said Marcus, blessedly archiving my Smurf footage. “Parnassus is huge and completely unregulated. It’s run by a French family called the LeMotes—there’s a father, a hot son, and a super-capable daughter who’s pregnant. They’ve got financial interests everywhere, but the father is crazed for acquiring priceless antiquities for his personal gallery. Which is one of the reasons he hates Reata, because she’s overseen the repatriation of so many artworks to the countries they were looted from. It was her mission in the private sector, and it’s one of her core issues as First Lady. But Pierre LeMote doesn’t understand why he can’t own, for example, this statue of Apollo he had stolen from a museum in Berlin.”

The screens featured a rotating image of a gorgeous, life-sized marble rendering of this exceptionally hunky god, causing Brock to say, “I snubbed him in Provincetown.”

“Is it just overall greed, or is LeMote after something specific?” asked Reggie.

“Both,” said Marcus. “And although he exists in a world without receipts, I’ve tracked objects being sent to a network of private warehouses all around the world, where pieces can be stored under hyper-secure, climate-controlled conditions for indefinite periods of time. They’re always near airports.”

“Is there a recent artifact?” asked Reggie.

“Maybe,” said Marcus. “He was making dark web inquiries about something called the Clotho Diamond.”

“Clotho was one of the three Fates in Greek mythology,” said Timothy. “I went out with this Classics professor from NYU. I’d sit in the back at his lectures and play Kitty Konquest XII, which is this totally cool game about cat pirates who use starcruisers to steal gourmet cat food and attack aliens with fur and dander allergies on other planets. But I was still listening to the lecture.”

“Here’s the weird thing about this particular diamond,” said Marcus. “No one’s sure if it actually exists. It’s referred to in the Dead Sea Scrolls, and Louis XVI supposedly gave it to Marie Antoinette right before the birth of their son. Then it was listed in J. P. Morgan’s will as a bequest to a hospital, but it was never received.”

“Why would Reata be interested?” I asked.

“First of all, as an archaeologist, she’d love to take a look and get it documented,” Reggie guessed. “And maybe she wants it returned to Greece.”

“Or as a brooch for state dinners,” said Brock. “I mean, that’s what I’d do.”

“There’s a consortium that claims to have bought the diamond two years ago at a private sale here in the States,” said Marcus. “LeMote just transferred three hundred million dollars to a numbered Swiss account. But none of this is legal, and I can’t find any details of an actual exchange, so I don’t think LeMote has the goods. Not yet.”

“Usually a courier would transport any artwork or jewelry on a private jet,” said Reggie. “But the government’s been cracking down and X-raying everything. Reata’s been rigorous about trafficking.”

“Would LeMote really try to have Reata killed or at least threatened?” I asked. “Over a diamond?”

“Maybe,” said Marcus. “If she’s blocking the sale or the delivery.”

“And there’s probably more going on,” said Reggie, “at this level of infighting. If we find the diamond, we’ll have leverage. And we can ask Reata what she’d like us to do with it.”

“Hold on,” said Marcus, “there’s a Zoom.”

The screens combined to transmit Reata’s face, as she said, “First, I’d like to thank all of you so much, for saving my life yesterday. You do excellent work.”

Everyone was stunned and flabbergasted by Reata’s gratitude and her presence. Brock fanned himself discreetly while Timothy mouthed, “OMG.”

As Reata continued, I scanned the room behind her, which I assumed was her office. But instead of any White House formality, a wall of mahogany shelving overflowed with well-worn books, globes of varying vintages, antique magnifying glasses, an astrolabe, and stacks of overstuffed notebooks. Reata’s background in excavations and scholarship was everywhere. Most people go for blank white-wall backdrops, or virtual panoramas of forests and mountaintops, but this was more revealing, maybe deliberately: Reata was making her priorities clear.

“I’m sorry I can’t be more specific,” she said. “Not yet and not online. But please find the item in question, as a matter of national security. Do whatever you have to, within reason. It’s that important. It’s not just a diamond. More later.”

She was gone, and we looked at each other, weighing the impact of Reata’s request. Reggie was especially intent, and I was tingling, as if a recording had just intoned, “Your mission, should you choose to accept it,” and then self-destructed in a whoosh of haze and sparks.

“Wait,” said Marcus, pulling up a limousine reservation. “In two days, Parnassus is picking up someone at Charles de Gaulle airport. I can’t identify the passenger or a seat number. But whoever it is, they’re on the Delta nonstop from Kennedy to Paris on Thursday, Flight A-43 leaving at seven a.m.”

“That’s our courier,” said Reggie. “Flying commercial, to attract less attention.”
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Brock, Timothy, and I would be on board Flight A-43, disguised as flight attendants. As Reggie explained, “Sure, there are straight guy flight attendants, but the majority are women and gay men, because during the early days of air travel, it wasn’t considered a manly occupation. It’s a perfect ruse, because passengers usually either harangue or ignore flight attendants, and the uniforms make them seem interchangeable. So you’re going to smile and greet people and get them extra pillows and skimpy blankets while you’re identifying the courier.”

“How?” I asked. “How are we supposed to do that?”

“Use your instincts,” said Reggie. “Watch for anyone who’s jittery or way too composed. There’s always a tell, like in poker. If someone’s carrying contraband, they’re either going to be completely fine every second or sweating and jumpy. You’ll figure it out.”

I barely slept the night before, from nerves and a mild squeamishness about flying, but by 5:45 a.m., Brock, Timothy, and I were striding through JFK, our wheeled luggage in tow. Timothy and I were wearing the regulation three-piece gray polyester uniforms, with Delta’s winged crest on our breast pockets, while Brock had opted for the gray pants with a cardigan in a shade called Passport Plum. Many of these traditional outfits, rethought by a noted New York fashion designer, were being phased out because the stiff acrylic fabric had been causing hives, and my neck was already itching.

“Here we go,” said Brock, our movements falling in synch, as if we were being filmed for a frisky promotional video or a musical called Fly with Me or Heads in the Clouds, about three perky stewardesses seeking transcontinental love in the early 1960s.

“On your left,” said Timothy, as we passed a stalwart pilot, his hair silver at the temples, in his uniform with five stripes of gold braid at the cuffs of his sleeves.

“I’m feeling cabin pressure already,” said Brock.

“Okay, I’m just going to say this,” said Timothy. “I mean, we’ve all joined the Mile High Club, right, by giving a blowjob in one of those tiny bathrooms. But if I did it with that pilot in the cockpit and the plane crashed, would you blame me?”

“Only if you don’t stop giggling after saying the word ‘cockpit,’ ” I told him.

We simultaneously nodded at a trio of female flight attendants from a competing airline, who offered a satiric salute. I was getting into this, even after Brock hissed at me, “Stop swiveling your hips. You’re not a Vegas showgirl.”

“It’s called a runway for a reason,” I replied.

I respect flight attendants beyond measure because they’re tireless, both physically and in being continually good-natured and helpful. They run tight-quartered, airborne daycare centers filled with scared, obstreperous passengers, who sometimes try to open the cabin doors after the plane has left the ground, but the crew never complains. They’re paid to be of agreeable, attentive service, but their hospitality isn’t false—I was going to emulate these sky-high Samaritans.

We breezed past the check-in desk at our assigned gate, which the grousing passengers took as a positive sign that the flight would be departing on time. I gave them a cursory glance, hunting for the courier, but I didn’t want to come off as an obvious plant working undercover, or cruising, say, that young guy with the baby in a carrier on his chest. But was the baby really his, or a camouflaged gambit? What if the diamond was in the baby’s diaper? Or inside the baby itself? I’d seen a long-forgotten seventies movie called King of the Gypsies (which nowadays would be titled Social Worker of the Roma). In the jaw-droppingly unlikely storyline, Eric Roberts, Susan Sarandon, and Brooke Shields play members of the same larcenous clan, who steal a jewel by having a child swallow it at an exclusive Fifth Avenue boutique and then poop it out at home. This factoid alone made me a valuable Tux.

After stowing our wheelies in a private corner, Brock greeted First Class and Business Elite passengers as they began to board, saying, “Welcome aboard Flight A-43,” “Thank you for flying Delta,” and in one case, “I love your Hermès scarf, or is it ironic?”

Timothy was taking beverage orders in Business, while I’d been exiled to Comfort+, Premium Economy, and the only class I’d ever personally flown, Basic Economy. I’ve long believed that more desirable men, at clubs and on apps, take one look at me and think, “Basic Economy.”

Our courier might be seated toward the back of the plane, to lose themself in this more populated area, but before I could start scrolling through passengers on my tablet manifest, a woman was blocking the aisle while trying to cram a quilted duffel, a cheap plastic hard-sided suitcase, and a packed tote bag into the overhead bin, most of which had already been filled by her seatmates.

“Let me give you a hand,” I said. “Although if you’re willing to leave some of this at the gate, it can still be checked through.”

“This is carry-on,” she insisted. “I carried it on. This is your fault because these bins are so small. I need my medications, my extra poncho because this plane is so goddamn cold and stop shoving Mr. Fluffyhead! Oh my God, I’m calling security!”

At first I wasn’t sure who or what Mr. Fluffyhead might be, until I saw a long, not especially clean ear sticking out of the tote bag, and something began making distressed yipping noises. Mr. Fluffyhead was the woman’s security animal, an elderly rabbit that she plucked out of the tote bag and slung atop her shoulder like a ratty mink stole or a wilting corsage. She continued, “Mr. Fluffyhead goes everywhere with me, because even with the Xanax and the Rexulti booster gelcaps, I’m prone to severe panic attacks and convulsive nausea.” She began stroking Mr. Fluffyhead and speaking to him: “I’m sorry, Mr. Fluffyhead, that this mean flight attendant hates animals and wants me to projectile vomit.” Then, to me: “Do you have any fresh lettuce?”

As I got the woman settled and vowed to obtain lettuce, parents with three kids, seated across a middle row and a side seat, began imploring me in a language I didn’t recognize, so I aimed a forefinger at various areas of my body—Did they want a headset? Slippers? A cup of water? They aggressively refused each zone until I touched my crotch, then they wagged their heads affirmatively, so I indicated the nearest restroom, while another passenger griped, “Why were you grabbing your genitals? Does this airline screen its employees for sexual predators? Did I see you on Dateline? Were you a youth pastor in Des Moines?”

As I denied this, which only made me sound creepier, I blessedly heard Brock’s voice over the PA system announcing, “Will all passengers please take their seats, secure your seatbelts, and move your seatbacks to the upright position, in preparation for takeoff.”

Happily, the video of safety instructions was playing on screens set into the seatbacks, so I didn’t have to deliver the expected speech, but I did stand in the aisle at the front of the section and point to exits, along with demonstrating how to wear the oxygen masks that would drop from the ceiling if we were all about to die horribly as the plane burst into flames. I took this opportunity to survey the almost-full flight for a potential courier. I lectured myself, Don’t be waylaid by the cutest guys, the courier isn’t necessarily a man, don’t be so politically correct that you eliminate racial minorities, and remember that old age or infirmities can be faked—in grade school I’d sprayed my hair with gluey silver radiator paint and drawn thick black lines on my forehead with a Sharpie to play crochety old codgers, with a teacher calling me “Our own Wilford Brimley.” It’s called range, people.

The young father with the suspiciously quiet baby was smiling at me, proving he was either (a) a horny gay man, (b) a nice person, or (c) a resourceful psychopath. I ditched him as a suspect because he was rocking the baby affectionately, and the family groups were also disqualified because kids aren’t given to keeping secrets. This left couples and anyone traveling alone, which narrowed the candidates to a young pair obviously on the verge of divorce, because the more employed wife was humoring her scruffier husband by squeezing into a cheap seat beside him: she was stewing while he was bingeing Seinfeld reruns on his phone. I checked out lone wolves, including a Hasidic rabbi who’d already asked not to be seated next to any women; a preppy teenager in a blazer and sweatpants; and a grandmotherly type in a rhinestoned pastel-pink tracksuit and oversized reading glasses, paging through the latest paperback about Princess Diana. The rabbi seemed like a too obvious costume (and I didn’t want to be pilloried by my relatives for antisemitism), the kid was self-consciously sulky, but the sweet older woman was pinging because she had a grandchild bracelet rattling around her wrist, which included several jewellike charms, her bottle of Tums contained pills that weren’t brightly colored Tums, and peeking out from the neckline of her white, lace-trimmed T-shirt top, with its watercolor portrait of a kitten, was ink that might be a dagger or a torched American flag. I’d keep an eye on her.

As the flight neared its third hour, I checked in with Brock and Timothy, as we deliberately bypassed Reggie, in his plaid flannel shirt and Polartec vest, seated in the last row of Business, clearly the air marshal.

“Nobody’s jumping out at me,” said Brock, as he used the galley microwave to prepare doll-sized filet mignons, which I plated and put on his wheeled trolley. “Except that guy in 3A, who’s wearing a cashmere zip-up and Ferragamo loafers. Maybe he’s a finance bro, but he keeps pretending to watch a rom-com, which a regular-guy douchebag wouldn’t do. His self-tanner is clammy and he wouldn’t let me put his Bottega Veneta briefcase in the overhead—it’s under his feet.”

“Business seems pretty clear,” reported Timothy. “There’s a priest who asked for my autograph and two guys who I think are on a college basketball team, which might be a cover story, but wouldn’t two guys be a little conspicuous? The only person I’m thinking about is this French lady who’s making a big hoo-ha about being bored and getting grossed out by the wine list and acting like she’s asleep while making sure her hair doesn’t get messed up. She keeps checking her phone and using her pinkie to put these little dabs of night cream under her eyes.”

“So she’s probably just French,” said Brock.

“Except I looked over her shoulder at her phone and it’s on airplane mode so why is she checking it? Unless the diamond’s inside the phone.”

Someone screamed from Economy, so I ran to see what was going on as the other passengers looked concerned yet up for drama. When I wrenched back the curtain the pissed-off young wife was sloppy drunk and hissing, “I hate your guts and I know you’re fucking that whore in your poetry whatever the fuck it is!”

“It’s an experimental short fiction workshop,” said her husband, further enraging his wife by remaining calm. “And I’m not fucking her, even if she wants to. As usual, you’re imagining things.”

“I’m imagining you fucking her in our bed!” the wife fumed, “because I don’t use that cheap lavender and lemongrass drugstore shampoo that soaked into the goddamn pillow!”

The woman tried to step over her husband to reach the aisle, but fell onto him, pummeling him and then lurching onto another passenger’s lap. She stood up, swayed, and declared, “What is everybody looking at? You’re all probably fucking him!”

She started throwing half-hearted punches, connecting with the foreign dad’s neck and then pulling on the teenage kid’s longish, elaborately unkempt curls. The rabbi stood up and yelled, “Flight attendant! This is what happens when women are allowed to fly!” The drunk wife grabbed the spiteful passenger’s security bunny and announced, “I’m gonna kill this fucking thing!”

As the wife and the bunny’s owner began tussling, other passengers swarmed the pair, pinning the drunken woman’s arms to her sides. Since the pandemic, fliers had become accustomed to subduing unruly passengers. I got the bunny away from the wrathful wife and passed it to its owner.

Brock and Timothy appeared, with a shopping bag filled with rolls of duct tape. As the passengers kept the sputtering, flailing woman still, Brock and Timothy deftly wrapped her, again and again, with the strong, wide silver tape, until she resembled a large turkey that someone was FedExing. Her husband was apologizing and claiming, “She’s not a bad person, she’s just batshit jealous and she shouldn’t drink,” and I felt sorry for both of them, because they’d probably loved each other early on and had a rent-controlled apartment, so splitting up wasn’t in the cards.

As we lowered the trussed-up wife into an empty seat in the last row, she was breathing more evenly. Throughout the fracas, I’d kept an eye on the senior citizen in the tracksuit, who’d been strangely disengaged, resolutely looking out the window. For a woman with a grandchild bracelet, she wasn’t overly compassionate.

The lights were dimmed as most of the passengers dozed (the supreme mark of caste in air travel is how far back your seat reclines). As I visited the upper classes, Brock affirmed that the finance bro was most likely not the courier, because he’d taken out a laptop and was clicking through high-end watches, photos of himself at the finish lines of corporate-sponsored Central Park marathons, and wedding venues, all indicating he was a guy who’d started earning real money, thought he was in better physical shape than he was, and had begun emailing his fiancée on planning a ceremony that would outdo their friends’ events.

Timothy crossed off his Frenchwoman because he’d chatted with her, and she’d brought up the Hamptons estate she was decorating for “zese awful Americans who like carpeting.” She’d assumed that Timothy would be sympathetic to her elegant angst because “you are ze gay, no?” Timothy reasoned, “She’s way too self-involved to smuggle anything, and I bet she thinks diamonds are cheesy.”

Speaking of the diamond, I’d walked slowly past the Miami-matron passenger, who, as she napped, had let her blanket fall partway off, for a view of her bracelet, jangling with charms of golden-toned profiles engraved with the names of grandchildren. These tributes alternated with garishly colored, jumbo plastic gems, except for a remarkably well-cut diamond. I’m no expert, but something caught my eye, a hard-edged dazzle (not unlike my cousin Jenn’s engagement rock). Could this cozy mah-jongg champion be the courier, hiding her priceless cargo in plain sight? Was this the artifact Reata was after?

I notified Reggie, while also inquiring if he wanted a warm chocolate chip cookie before we landed in Paris. He had a pistol tucked in his belt, so the plan was this: I’d delay Grandma’s exiting the plane for as long as I could, so Reggie could quietly corral her, reveal his weapon, and guide her away from the aircraft and into a holding room. Brock and Timothy would block other passengers from getting an eyeful of what was happening, and the detention would go smoothly.

The lights came up, and the passengers in Economy began to rearrange their clothes and stow their tray tables (they didn’t get warm chocolate cookies, to punish them for flying cheaply). I strapped myself into a mini-seat for our descent, and once we had landed and taxied to the gate, everyone was, as instructed by Brock via the PA system, “free to move around the cabin.” I helped folks retrieve items from the overheads, and smiled as the woman with the security bunny grumbled about a class action lawsuit. I cut the duct tape from the troubled wife with a pair of scissors (one of the few sharpened implements permitted on board). She was now sober and embarrassed, but freeing her also slowed the grandma from leaving the plane, which was handy.

Finally everyone had left my section and I’d taken my time getting the grandma’s matching pink wheelie out of the bin, placing it in the aisle, and extending the handle. But where was Reggie?

“Young man?” the grandma said. “May I get past you?”

“In just a sec,” I said, and then, with a hint of desperation, “Tell me about your grandkids.”

“Tell me about your boyfriend,” she countered. “Or don’t you have one?”

I was obstructing her. Things were getting ugly.

“There’s still a bottleneck in Business,” I said. “It’ll only be a minute.”

“Get out of my way. Or I’ll ask you about not getting into grad school.”

“I was wait-listed.”

“But you still didn’t get in. I’ll bet I can see it on your parents’ faces. The shame. The disappointment.”

“Shut up. That’s not true.”

“Out of my way, you little pisher.”

She wasn’t just grandma-shaming me. She was Jewish grandma–shaming me. We were standing face-to-face, but I had a height and weight advantage. She wasn’t getting past me.

“So you’re a flight attendant. On Delta. And you still don’t have abs.”

“I have abs!”

“Let’s see.” She punched me in the stomach with surprising force. She stomped on one of my feet.

“You want more of this? Are you gonna hit an old lady? With your little toothpick arms? From what—Jazzercise?”

She shoved me with both hands so I’d move backward, getting us both closer to the exit. Why wasn’t Reggie here? Or Brock and Timothy?

“Yeah, I’ve got grandkids. A podiatrist, a creative project manager at Amazon, and a probate attorney. Gee, no flight attendants. What does your bubbe tell people—that you’re still finding yourself? Or does she lie and say you’re a psychologist in a group practice? With a husband?”

My grandparents do ask me if I’m still doing “those little acting things,” with the implication “as a hobby.” This woman was getting to me, but could I throttle or at least restrain a woman three times my age? I’d put my uniform jacket on a hanger and was wearing just my vest. She reached through the arm holes and began twisting my nipples.

“I’m sorry, is the baby crying?”

Now she’d done it. This was the phrase my older brother Ben had sneered when we’d wrestle (Ben is now a pediatric surgeon). And the grandma was slapping me, again and again, right across my face. I grabbed her right arm and heaved her into an empty row of seats.

“Oooh, look who’s fighting back. The boy who uses the five-pound weights for his chest workout.”

“I’m still getting results!”

“I don’t see ’em!” She kneed me, right in the crotch, and my back rammed into a seat. I lifted her ankle and twisted it, and she screamed.

“I’m an old lady! That’s my bad ankle, with the arthritis! But I’ve got another one!”

She kicked me right under the chin, so I crumpled onto the floor. I clutched one of her oversized sneakers, with the Dr. Scholl’s insoles, but it came off in my hand, as the woman steadied herself by gripping two armrests, hoisting herself a few feet into the air, and landing both feet right onto my chest.

“Maybe next time I’ll get a warm cookie!” she crowed, stepping onto my head.

“Not so fast,” said Reggie, charging in from Business with his pistol pointed at Grandma, who was raising her palms, seemingly in defeat, but she wasn’t done yet.

“And who’s this? Pointing a gun at a helpless woman on Medicare, which barely covers my blood thinner?”

“She’s not helpless,” I warned Reggie. “She’s a nasty bitch.”

“With an IRA,” she said, “and a niece who owns three Cold Stone Creameries in Connecticut alone. You gonna shoot me?”

“If I have to,” said Reggie. “Hand over the bracelet.”

I’d used an armrest to get to my feet, but I was staying clear of Grandma, to give Reggie a clean shot.

“Fuck both of you.” She unzipped her fanny pack and took out a small gun of her own, painted pink with sparkles. “I got the separate parts through Customs and then put them together in the bathroom—isn’t it adorable?”

She pointed her gun at Reggie and then at me, in a standoff. But she didn’t see the open overhead just behind her, with a fire extinguisher in it.

“Nobody really likes your potato pancakes,” I told her. “Your friend Estelle is right—they’re dry.”

“You shut your filthy mouth!” the woman yowled, but it was too late. She was distracted—I went for the fire extinguisher and slammed it onto her head, while Reggie grabbed the gun out of her hand. As she went down she said, “Oy vey iz mir! You little fucking shonda!”

A shonda, my mom had told me, is a Jew who’s disgraced his people, maybe by marrying a shiksa or knocking a Jewish grandmother unconscious. Except I wasn’t a shonda, because I was about to unhook Grandma’s bracelet as she lay on the floor moaning further curses. I was going to bring Reata a gift. I was a Tux.

Three uniformed gendarmes marched down the aisle, with guns drawn, shouting in French. Reggie identified himself, also in French, and I think he asked to see a warrant, which was produced. One of the gendarmes thanked him, as his companions got Grandma to her feet and started dragging her away.

She was strangely unflustered, as if she’d seen this coming. She told me, “Good luck with that zit on your chin. Or did you think if you slathered it with concealer no one would notice?”

She’d gone too far. As she was led off, Reggie’s fury doubled, so I asked him, “What’s going on? Are they doing our job for us? Will they confiscate the diamond?”

“Those aren’t real officers,” he said. “They’re working for Parnassus. They’re counting on us not firing our weapons with so many civilians around. Someone tipped them off. Fuck.”

Reggie wasn’t having a meltdown but his response was more intimidating. He was pulsing with contained ire, since he hated any kind of helplessness. He was most likely plotting our next move, but I didn’t want to question him or start blathering. The diamond was gone, Grandma had escaped on my watch, and I’d do anything to set things right.
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Pei-Sze and Mikaela were waiting for us outside the airport with a minivan. We drove in silence to a beautiful, freestanding stone house, almost a château, on the outskirts of Paris. I’d never been to France before, and this building was very high-end, well restored but hundreds of years old, with artfully subdued landscaping.

“Oh my,” said Brock, as we put our bags onto the white pea-gravel drive.

“I usually hate old houses,” said Timothy, “because of ghosts. But this is fancy.”

“Is it a hotel?” I asked.

“It’s a private home,” said Pei-Sze, and Mikaela added, “It’s been in the same family for generations. Every broker was after it, but we have the listing.”

“It’s for sale?” I said, as Reggie moved quickly into the house; he was working on correcting the airplane betrayal. He wasn’t the sort of person to pause and admire architecture, because he was after results.

Inside, the place was breathtaking, with large, pale, high-ceilinged rooms furnished with a mix of antiques and modern leather-and-chrome classics. My social media profile was skimpy, and my Instagram had only two personal photos, one of me on my first day of pre-K wearing a Hello Kitty sweatshirt (which I stopped wearing after the other kids kept saying, “Hello, Kitty”), and another of me as a twelve-year-old Nathan Detroit in Guys and Dolls. I’d have posted shots of my swanky French surroundings, but Reggie had discouraged identifiably Tuxedo Society images. “Is anyone living here?” I asked.

“It’s been fully staged,” said Mikaela. “The owner’s things were falling apart, and the plaster was crumbling, so we freshened everything up, especially the plumbing. It was a wreck.”

“We start showings next week,” said Pei-Sze. “For right now, it’s a safe house.”

Pei-Sze and Mikaela were severe and always chicly turned out. Their profession was aspirational, so the women presented themselves as luxury objects and connoisseurs, so buyers would trust they were in the finest, kidskin-gloved hands. Pei-Sze was the financial authority, today in a creamy wool pantsuit without a blouse, for an air of sexual dominance, while Mikaela was the aesthetic component, whose slim tweed skirt and nipped jacket spoke of her exquisite design sense. The women radiated an aloof tastefulness, with a dash of Charlize Theron appearing in one of those ad campaigns that are so elegant, you can’t tell what the product is.

“There’s a bedroom for everyone,” Pei-Sze said. “But don’t make a mess.”

Was she looking at me?

Brock walked me to my room, with its large, canopied, ironwork bed and the walls outlined with molding in tones of white and charcoal; I might’ve stepped into an art film where a gorgeously alienated couple would do coke, have hate sex, and leave each other without a word. But I couldn’t spend time appreciating the Egyptian cotton sheets and stacked pillows, because I’d caused so much harm aloft, and Reata was waiting for the diamond.

“That wasn’t on you,” said Brock, as I slumped on the bed. “Even Reggie didn’t see it coming. Once those imitation officers were boarding, Timothy and I tried to get in their way, to give you more time. You were doing great.”

“I was getting beaten up by an old lady. And why does everyone guess that I don’t have a boyfriend?”

“Because you never brag about having one, like those guys who are constantly saying, ‘Well, Roger and I hate kombucha,’ or ‘When my partner and I took a place on Nantucket…’ ”

Brock didn’t have anyone either, but that was the case only for brief spells. Men are always after him, as if he’s for sale beside the $3,000 Navajo-patterned bathrobes at Ralph Lauren. His good looks are a challenge, so rich guys pursue him as a trophy. His type, however, is more often a difficult, flat-broke Argentinian painter or a self-absorbed museum director wearing one of those absurdly tight, bare-ankled, shrunken-schoolboy Thom Browne suits that almost no one can get away with. As Brock once said, “I go for someone who’ll give me trouble, but at least they won’t bore me.”

I’d met Brock at another friend’s birthday party a few years ago, where we’d gotten drunk, headed for the maid’s room Brock rented in a rich lady’s brownstone, and started to make out, until we realized we were having way more fun dishing about everyone else at the party. Brock and I had an instant familiarity, from shared references (such as whether Passion is Sondheim’s greatest show or an arid downer, and why not both) to a get-over-yourself outlook when people start becoming too intense about whether cashews consent to being eaten. Brock’s pecs and jawline can be intimidating, but he’s loyal and always willing to analyze my behavior. There’s a restlessness to him, which the Tuxes might be answering. He loves fashion and retail but disdains becoming another Manhattan gay-about-town. His aptitude for risk and crisis management was pulling me along.

“Can we fix this?” I asked, doing what I’d always promised myself I’d never do, which was beg for sympathy.

“We’ll see what Reggie comes up with. But you didn’t embarrass yourself. And even that zit on your chin seems like a choice.”

Later that evening, Reggie brought the core group into the living room, where I tried not to accidentally knock over the decorative ostrich egg mounted on a brass stand. Reggie opened his laptop for a Zoom with Marcus, who said, “Here’s what I know. The LeMotes have the diamond, but there’s more to it. The diamond is one of three precious gems that belonged to a legendary crown called the Diadem of Apollo, which was supposedly commissioned by Nero. Each stone represents one of the Moirai, meaning the three Fates who controlled everyone’s destiny in ancient Greece. The gems are rumored to have individual powers, but whoever can assemble all three, and return them to the Diadem, that person would, so the story goes, be able to change the fate of the world.”

Okay. The Tuxes’ mission had just ballooned. We weren’t just officially sanctioned jewel thieves. Reata’s urgent distress was understandable.

“Is there any proof?” asked Reggie. “Or is it all just nonsense, like the curse of the Hope Diamond?”

“Well, the Hope Diamond,” said Marcus, “according to certain historians, had been the eye of a statue of the goddess Sita. It was stolen from New Delhi and changed hands many times. Some of the people who owned it or even touched it died on the guillotine, or were torn to pieces by wolves, or went bankrupt and hanged themselves. It depends on which accounts you believe. But the Diadem of Apollo is way more mysterious and valuable. If intact, it’s estimated to be worth billions. But Pierre LeMote especially wanted the Clotho Diamond, because Clotho was the Fate who oversaw every human being’s birth, starting the thread of their lives on her cosmic spindle. LeMote’s daughter is pregnant, so he’s convinced that the diamond will give him a qualified and even a supernaturally gifted heir to continue his empire. A dream that doesn’t sit all that well with the baby’s mother or Pierre’s son Luc, who’d both be kicked to the curb.”

“How did Reata get involved?” I wondered.

“I’m not positive, but she may want the complete diadem for the Smithsonian, or she’ll have it returned to Greece. She included the Diadem in her master’s thesis on archaeological conundrums. She’s caught the collector’s fever that surrounds the Diadem—people are obsessed. Especially if the legend is true.”

From our glimpse of her office, Reata wasn’t content with her role as First Lady. She’d spent years in the field, especially in the temptingly well-preserved ruins of Pompeii. She’d also been instrumental in negotiations to bring the Elgin Marbles back to Athens. The Diadem was exactly her wheelhouse. Was Pierre LeMote behind the assassination attempt, to keep Reata as far from this highly sought-after, and conceivably paranormal, artifact as possible? Who wouldn’t want it?

“So the diamond’s our first step,” Reggie surmised, “in assembling the complete Diadem. If we can gain access to the LeMotes. Tell us about the son.”

“Luc LeMote is thirty-two and a French tabloid called him ‘the most eligible gay man on the planet.’ He helps run his family’s corporation, but he doesn’t get along with his father. He’s also one of the few Frenchmen who work out. Gym culture isn’t big over there, but Luc’s a regular at a place called La Salle de Sport, because he likes cruising the hotties.”

Reggie interrupted: “La Salle was founded by a navy buddy of mine, who was discharged a few months after me—he got fed up and left the country, and brought his Navy SEAL training routines with him. He’s one of the original Tuxes, so he’ll be happy to pitch in.”

“I love this,” said Brock, as we sipped from cobalt-blue bottles of a bubbly French water I’d never heard of, in the château’s kitchen at midnight. “A diadem with a past.”

“That NYU professor I told you about,” said Timothy, “he said the three Fates were scary, like three witches or three female gang members in prison.”

“Women can be amazing in threes,” I said. “Dreamgirls. The First Wives Club. These three girls I knew in high school who were named Caitlin, Caitlynne, and Catleen. They had a major Kardashian fangirl thing, so they wore thick pancake makeup, skinned their hair back, and shaved their eyebrows off and drew them back on. Caitlynne liked me because we’d talk about Kourtney’s exes and if Khloé’d had one nose job too many.”

“It happens” said Brock. “For the Kardashians, plastic surgery is like potato chips. Sometimes I want to slap their hands and say, ‘Leave some in the bowl for everyone else.’ ”

“But do you think the diamond and the crown thing can really do stuff? Like change the future?” asked Timothy. “The professor said that nowadays people think the Greek gods were just fairy tales, but they’re willing to believe that Jesus was resurrected and Moses parted the Red Sea.”

“If there’s one thing I know for certain,” Brock decreed, “it’s that statement jewelry can change your life.”

A day later, everything was in place: I’d be a gym member with Brock as my trainer, and Timothy would be a towel boy, with free rein in the locker room. Reggie would be an American businessman interested in opening a branch of La Salle in New York, being led on a tour by his friend Tate Banton, who had Luc’s schedule. Luc’s regular trainer would take a sick day, and Brock would fill in for him. Since Brock was very much Luc’s ideal, a relationship, both professional and personal, would hopefully ensue.

The gym was on a side street and rented the ground floor of a postwar office building. There were the expected free weights, treadmills, mats, and machinery, but the walls were a sleek subway tile and the lighting was more bistro than the headachey fluorescence of an American fitness chain. Back in New York I had the cheapest membership at one of those places that functioned mostly as a before-and-after-work hangout for single women in flesh-toned yoga pants, who’d sweat off extra ounces while trolling for recently divorced straight guys who spent most of their time on their phones.

Riding my bike, some almost-completed half-marathons, and spasms of more serious regimens had left me in acceptable-but-not-outstanding shape, unlike Brock, who today wore a painted-on white tank top and shorts designed to showcase his glutes and thighs; “I’m like a Zumba instructor in Vegas,” he decided, as we got dressed, or undressed, in the locker room before the facility opened, so we’d be ready for Luc’s 7 a.m. session.

“Gym bunnies?” asked Timothy, wearing a Le Salle de Sport T-shirt, track pants, and headband and carrying a stack of towels. “I wonder if guys have sex in the steam room over here, and if I’ll have to mop stuff up.”

“And everyone here is uncut,” Brock told him. “So there’ll be smegma everywhere.”

“Shut up!” said Timothy, as legitimate gym members began to check in, and Timothy practiced his “Bonjour!” as if he was about to distribute complimentary baguettes.

I wore a much-laundered T-shirt silkscreened with the logo of a now-defunct food delivery app (the T-shirt had been a promotional giveaway), along with the black shorts I’d owned since high school and sometimes slept in. I was there to magnify Brock’s robust beauty, as if I were his preadolescent little sister. I lay on my back on a padded bench, lifting a minimal amount of weight as Brock used his butchest voice to count off the reps and say, “You can do it, pal,” “Three more, bro,” and accidentally, “Atta girl!”

At exactly 7 a.m., Luc LeMote showed up, in a trim, sleeveless black top and matching nylon shorts. Reggie had shown us photos, but he was even more handsome in person, exceedingly tall, with good arms and a face that, while long-jawed with a generous nose, exuded a privileged sexuality. In America, Luc might have been considered a bit much or even odd, because my countrymen often value symmetry and the most conventional facial features. But Luc made such standard, NFL-quarterback normalcy seem bland and uninteresting. There was something discreetly ravenous about Luc, the glinting, predatory hunger of a man who gets what he wants.

As Brock adjusted the bench for deltoid work, Tate, Reggie’s navy pal, conferred with Luc, apologizing profusely for the absence of his usual trainer, who’d developed flu-like symptoms and didn’t want to infect anyone. Tate duplicated Reggie’s solid, working-man frame and just-the-facts manner, and he was calling over for Brock to substitute with Luc. Luc appraised Brock, who was shamelessly executing a standard beefcake-in-public maneuver, by lifting the lower hem of his tank top to wipe the nonexistent sweat from his brow. This seemingly unconscious movement fully exposed Brock’s extraordinary stomach, which, in New York, had once caused an almost equally well-proportioned and corrugated bodybuilder to slap him.

But something was off. Luc was shaking his head no and indicating—Was someone standing behind me? Someone even more ripped than Brock? Tate was pointing directly at me, impatiently—no. This wasn’t possible. Had the rules of the gay male universe been tampered with? Had fundamental wires been crossed?

Brock was gracious and shoved me toward Luc and Tate. I crossed the gym awkwardly but with a shy pride, like Miss New Jersey, with her slight mustache and overly plumped lips, somehow snagging the Miss America tiara.

“Andrew, this is Luc LeMote,” said Tate. “And since his trainer is out for the day, he was wondering if you’d like to work out with him.”

“Um… sure. Why not?”

“Luc,” he said, offering a firm and, I’ll admit, dizzying handshake. Luc was smiling and looking right into my eyes, as if we were already having sex.

“Andrew,” I said, since Reggie had discouraged any false identities while the Tuxes were in Paris, because the LeMotes’ security force, which occupied two full floors in their office tower, would easily ascertain who anyone really was. My cover story was embarrassingly simple: I was an underemployed American would-be actor on vacation in Paris, thanks to a discount airfare.

“What would you like to do?”

As I said this my face flushed, from the cheap innuendo and Luc’s ongoing smile. “Whatever you’d like,” he said, as nearby gym members acted like gay guys anywhere, with an overlay of French hauteur: their expressions didn’t change, veiling a volcano of gossip waiting to erupt until they’d start texting.

“Your friend is nice-looking,” Luc told me, as we took turns on a leg press. “But you’re far less, what is the American word? ‘Obvious’?”

As I blushed again, I wasn’t completely sure if I’d been flattered.

We exercised together for an hour, like workout buddies since time immemorial. Luc was well mannered and appreciative without getting handsy or slobbering in any way. There was something coiled and withheld about him, because he was a world-class businessman. As we were finishing up, he asked, “Do you have time for a coffee?”

“Of course. I mean, fine. I mean, good, yeah.”

Luc’s smile beamed just a bit brighter and it occurred to me: Was my Long Island ordinariness, my lack of game, the mystical catnip? Should I push my naïve, dude-from-the-States simplicity? As an actor, I could draw on, oh, pretty much my entire life to facilitate this impression.

“So, Andrew,” said Luc, once we’d sat down at a nearby outdoor café with small marble-topped tables and rattan chairs (French cafés are Starbucks without the stale brownies and overpriced bags of plantain chips). “Are you enjoying Paris?”

Luc’s voice was almost unaccented; no, that wasn’t it—he came off as unplaceably cultured, because, as I’d learn, he was fluent in at least five languages. Having been raised all over the world, Luc could fit in anywhere. He sounded like the Euro voice-over for an ad showcasing an unthinkably costly sports car or chronometer.

“I’m having a great time. Your city is unbelievably beautiful, so I’ve just been walking everywhere. It’s so much less grungy and mobbed than New York.”

“New York has its appeal. You’re a New Yorker.”

Oh my fucking God. He was wooing me, which was undoubtedly his bedroom-eyed technique for closing any deal or persuading a prime minister to break a few tax laws. I was caught between keeping in mind that I was supposed to be infiltrating this guy’s family and tracking the diamond, and melting into an adoring puddle of if-you-touch-me-I’ll-marry-you.

Here’s my excuse: aside from hookups and hookups who’d returned for seconds but nothing beyond that, I’d had two boyfriends in my entire life. My first (everything) was Ethan, who I’d met in an introductory college acting class. He was from Arkansas and while not quite a farmboy, still said “golly” and could play believably innocent characters with cowlicks and freckles. We’d spend hours strolling around campus and then locking his bedroom door (he had roommates) and doing everything we’d been counting on as we’d strolled. He’d been a great first boyfriend because we’d both been virgins, and he loved cuddling, but sometime during sophomore year, we realized there were other guys in the world, so we broke up amicably and had nostalgia sex right before graduation.

My second boyfriend was Peter, who I met online. He lived in Bushwick while studying to become a nurse, which I sincerely believed balanced out the vanity of my being an actor. He’d been raised in a rabidly Catholic Polish family in Pennsylvania, where he’d often visit even though his parents called him demonic. Peter was bearded and earnest and read self-help books without cynicism, which was heartbreaking and sexy. He’d talk about how much he wanted to get married and have kids in a way that only peripherally included me (who he sidelined as sweet but frivolous). Because I liked having sex with him, and because I intended to become worthy of him, we stayed together despite almost daily cheating (on both our parts) and his mounting alcoholism.

Peter ultimately turned into a project, someone I might save, which is a terrible basis for a relationship, because I became less a lover than a caring parole officer, and he began resenting me furiously, and we broke up by “taking a breather” that resulted in no contact for a year and Peter finally transferring to a different nursing school in Barbados. I’d romanticized our months together as passionate and anguished, but that was a stretch. We were two mismatched people afraid of being alone, until common sense prevailed.

So I wasn’t the most experienced gay guy, and I’d certainly never sat across from someone as rich and sumptuously sexy as Luc, who was watching me clinically, as if he was about to either ravish or murder me (both of which I’d be good with, so long as things happened in that order). I pretended not to have a clue about his family or their far-reaching investments, which Luc referred to as “the business” and “the things I’m involved in.” We talked about the upcoming season at the Paris Opera (he was on the board) and the shows I’d recommend in New York (as I thought, I bet he won’t go to the half-price-tickets booth). He was very well read, with favorites including French authors I’d barely heard of, but we bonded over gay writers, especially Brandon Taylor and Justin Torres, who I cherish. Our conversation was elevated, with him touching my hand during a sidebar into Scandinavian horror movies (in which scarecrow-like cannibals dismember teenagers who’ve been trysting in fields—why do trysting teenagers never see this coming?). This was just how I’d imagined people behaved at French cafés, although I’d visualized everyone smoking and daintily picking apart croissants with their fingertips, without leaving scattered piles of crumbs the way I did.

“I’m so sorry, but I have to get to the office,” Luc said, after over an hour. He paid the check, and as we stood on the sidewalk he stroked my cheek, adding, “When can I see you again?” Once we’d exchanged contact information, he said, “I’m so glad we’ve met,” and he walked off purposefully, circling back a few seconds later and saying, “I forgot something,” as he put his hand on the back of my head and kissed me. Then, without any further chitchat, as if he’d crossed off “put my tongue down the American’s throat” on his day planner, he was gone.

Back at the gym, the Tuxes were waiting in Tate’s office.

“This is unexpected but helpful,” said Reggie. “I’ve had your things moved to a hostel, so you can’t be traced to the safe house. How was the café? From the video feed Marcus hacked into, you guys looked chummy.”

“It’s so interesting that you’re his type,” said Brock. “It’s like he shops at Target.”

I’d been waiting for this wisecrack, as everyone hooted.

“For your information,” I said, “he’s already texted me about dinner tomorrow night at some place called Trouvailles.”

“Which is very major,” said Tate, “for the five people who can afford it.”

“I’m totally jealous,” said Timothy. “I brought him a towel in the locker room and he didn’t recognize me.”

“Or he was messing with you,” I speculated. “He’s very smooth.”

“Because you’re only in town for a week,” said Reggie, “you can ramp things up. The goal is for you to visit his home and, even better, his office, and plant these tiny recording devices that Dr. Huron sent over. So we can find out what he knows about the diamond—his whole family may be in on it, or maybe just his father. Get him to talk about it.”

He handed me what resembled an Altoids tin containing ten circular chips the size of Adderalls. (And no, I don’t store Adderalls in Altoids tins. Anymore.) “They’ll stick to anything, so leave them under a table or a desktop, as close to the action as you can.”

“How should I bring the whole thing up?” I worried. “Do I ask, ‘By the way, did your dad just pay hundreds of millions for an ancient diamond that might be able to alter the future? And did he also try to kill Reata Pershing?’ ”

“Perfect,” said Brock.

“We’ll claim your body at the morgue,” said Reggie.

“Are you gonna, like, fuck him?” Timothy wondered, and everyone looked at me.

“I’m an actor,” I said. “With an incredible instrument and technique. If I’m forced to, I will act sexual pleasure with a rich hot guy.”

“Pretend you’re me,” suggested Brock.

“Be careful,” said Reggie. “But follow his lead. See what happens.”

Just like in improv, where audience suggestions or another actor’s responses can cause revelations.

“You should put one of those little recording things up your butt,” said Timothy.

“So we can do a live podcast,” said Brock.

Pei-Sze and Mikaela drove me to a youth hostel in a more rundown part of the city, and handed me Dr. Huron’s backpack and yoga mat because, as Pei-Sze noted, “you’re on the clock.” I checked in by myself and was assigned something between a cubicle and a shoebox, with enough room for a twin foam mattress atop a plywood platform. There was a group bathroom down the hall, and everyone else was either a student with a Eurail pass, on their way to Ibiza or Slovenia or Berlin, all of whom asked if I had weed, or they were middle-aged travelers who’d quit their jobs or lost them and were seeking a spiritual rebirth until their unemployment ran out, all of whom had CBD gummies tucked into jars of memory-enhancing capsules. My hostelmates were mostly American and overwhelmingly friendly, and I continued to pose as a hapless tourist, which I was, consulting other people’s well-thumbed guidebooks and asking the goth girl behind the check-in desk, who was the hostel’s sole employee, for directions.

The next morning a garment bag was messengered to me, with an additional large, glossy white cardboard box. The bag sheltered by far the most expensive item of clothing I’d ever worn, a slimly tailored midnight-blue suit, and the box held a black cashmere turtleneck, swathed in tissue paper, along with shoes of an almost liquid midnight-blue suede. There was also weightless underwear in a finely combed cotton and dark cashmere socks. The costliest fashion, Brock had told me, can be the most ethereal, “because rich people won’t be doing manual labor.” Everything fit perfectly, as if Luc either had a trained eye or had measured every inch of my body with a remote device. A thick vellum card read, “See you tonight,” signed with Luc’s scripted initials. I had a nearby stylist cut my hair, because my usual overgrowth would contradict my new outfit.

As I inspected myself in the hostel’s only full-length mirror, cheaply framed in a hallway, I had the aura of being costumed as a super-refined gigolo in a French film where at some point I’d be seen with my jacket slung over my shoulder, standing alone on a deserted beach at dawn, with a cigarette dangling from my lower lip, followed by the word “Fin.” Maybe I was being purchased, like the heroine of some softcore S&M bestseller who ends up being mildly bound with silken ropes in a boudoir-like “playroom” and lashed with a petal-soft whip (the willowy ladies in such steamy trilogies are tortured with lingerie). I reminded myself: if I was whoring my body, it was to save Reata and rescue a priceless, potentially hazardous antiquity while looking like Natalie Portman’s discarded lover in a zillion-dollar Chanel campaign.

A Mercedes was waiting outside at 7 p.m., cushioning me in what the prospectus would term “the finest German engineering.” I was left outside a museum-like historic building, mixing limestone blocks with ebullient carving, and I could see the Eiffel Tower a few blocks away. The restaurant’s interior was a soundstage of glass and sheer white fabric, as if it might stretch for miles and dancers would flit from the shadows, swirl around me, and soar upward into the enormous glittering chandeliers. I was disoriented, from the excess, the subtle strains of classical music, and the presence of other diners at well-spaced tables, everyone discerningly well dressed as befits a nation of people who assert that their much-admired personal style simply “happens,” as if doves drape them with slouchy yet sensual clothing as they leave their whisperingly perfect homes in the Marais.

“Andrew,” said Luc, rising from assuredly the best table in the place; he’d been seated on a tufted banquette and was just getting off his phone. He took my face in his hands and kissed me lightly on the lips, as the maître d’ held out my chair. I was becoming the world’s most cosseted infant as hands wafted me into place, and the tall, thin tapers on the table, in sterling silver holders, were nothing like the squat, odiferous candles I foisted on customers at my day job.

“You look splendid,” Luc said, as we sat. “I hope I wasn’t being presumptuous, but I doubted you’d packed anything for an evening out.”

“Oh, was this from you?” I asked, fingering my lapel. “I thought the French tourist bureau just sends stuff to everyone.”

“I’ve been thinking about you.”

“Is that so?”

“I won’t be more specific, not just yet, but I was in the most tedious meeting, so I recalled you in that drooping little T-shirt.”

“So why was the meeting tedious? What exactly do you do for a living?”

I was going bold, hoping to steer the conversation toward the diamond.

“Really?” he said. “You’ve never heard my name? Or my family’s?”

“Remind me—do you own Luxembourg?”

I was verging on presumptuous myself, but he continued to smile.

“My family has interests in textiles—including everything you’re wearing—wine—including everything we’ll be drinking—technology, real estate, several airlines, and, like everyone else, oil. We’re diversified, which is the key to forward motion and acceptable profit margins. My sister heads our legal team, while I’m more creative—I oversee messaging and design for the full range of products and services.”

“You’re the gay one.”

“And aren’t you lucky?”

I was smiling. Luc was guarded, repeating only vague details easily found online, and in countless articles in Vanity Fair and The Wall Street Journal, which Marcus had forwarded to me.

“But let’s talk about you. You’re an actor, although you downplay any success you’ve had. Most Americans are obsessed with their careers, and with comparing themselves to competitors. Yet you seem more—relaxed.”

“I’d like to be. I love acting, but the business side can drive you crazy. I’m probably not even on the right coast, because New York’s only good for theater and basement comedy. Which I love, but I should be heading to California, for pilot season or something supporting in the streaming spin-off of a superhero franchise on its last legs. So I’m after more non−show business experiences. Like tonight.”

The weird thing was, while I was concocting a plausible bio, I was telling the truth. This was part of the Tuxedo Society’s appeal: tonight wasn’t merely an acting opportunity, or even a patriotic endeavor, but an adventure. I’m naturally timid or at least careful, so my back-and-forth with Luc was an unaccustomed feint, toward a larger life.

“My last ex,” Luc said, “was a Formula One driver. He won three Grand Prix championships, was very good-looking, and was exploring what he called his brand potential. Then he began leaning on me, to add his face to some of the fashion houses my family owns, and their lines of sneakers and leather goods and perfumes. I don’t like being used.”

“So you broke it off?”

“While he was in Saudi Arabia, competing in qualifying events. He most likely should retire. He’s almost thirty.”

I was being tested to see how I’d respond, to both the existence of a celebrated rival and Luc’s cruelty.

“In racing movies,” I replied, “it’s mostly about watching the star’s face while he’s behind the wheel, before his car spins out and catches fire but he staggers from the wreck. I wish they’d drive through rush hour traffic with groceries and their kids squabbling in the back seat.”

Luc laughed. We were at that preliminary stage of courtship, when both people are on good behavior, but goading each other toward honesty. At the same time, I was performing the role of a guy-on-a-date, flirting and not burping or implementing my very ulterior motives, which I was neglecting. There was a burst of hilarity from a table nearby and Luc asked, “Who are those people?”

I turned my head. The Tuxes were enjoying themselves a few tables away, all dolled up and being just loud enough to seem harmlessly inebriated.

“Ah,” said Luc, “it’s a boys’ night out. There’s your trainer, the blond from the gym. Let’s make him jealous.”

Luc raised his champagne flute in Brock’s direction, and Brock pouted, but then did a thumbs-up, as if the best man had won.

“He’s sweet,” said Luc. “I’m sure one of those other men at that table will be availing themselves.”

“He’s great,” I said. “You know, for a flawless blond ex–rugby player.”

I’d said this because Ralph Lauren had a discontinued, lower-priced line of sportswear under the Rugby label, and Brock had slipped me deadstock items from the warehouse.

Luc mimed a yawn, but the rest of our meal went well, as I absorbed the following:


	Luc’s father had built the company and had Luc work, from his teenage years onward, as a salesclerk, on a loading dock, in Mergers and Acquisitions, and finally, in marketing.

	Luc had come out at fourteen and his family hadn’t been surprised. “My mother began as a showroom model, so she was quite pleased at having a gay son. Karl Lagerfeld attended my fifth birthday party and brought me a teddy bear dressed exactly like himself, with powdered white hair and a frock coat.” But there were issues: “My father won’t let me succeed him, because he thinks I’m irresponsible and superficial, by which he means gay. When I point to Karl’s corporate genius, my father says, ‘Ah, but Karl was one of a kind,’ by which he means I’m not.” I noted this conflict because Reggie might be interested.

	Luc adored Reata Pershing: “Your First Lady is a marvel. My father’s irritated by her, he thinks she’s overreaching, but I’ll be working beside her, on repatriating artworks. France has more than its share of stolen goods, and she’s showing us the way.” Was he lying, to cover his father’s tracks, or was his admiration the real thing? What about the diamond? Was Luc part of the exorbitant, ill-begotten purchase, or was his father once again excluding him? And if Pierre was hoping the gem would miraculously produce a more acceptable, presumably heterosexual male heir, wouldn’t this infuriate Luc and his sister, who’d become merely the mother of the boss? How far could I prod Luc on this?

	Luc was attracted to me but didn’t trust me: “Of course I’ve had my team do some light investigation. As I’m sure you’ll understand, I rarely have faith in anyone. I expect the worst, but I like being surprised.”



All of this was keeping me off-kilter, since I was being seduced and was on trial. I questioned whether I was in over my head, not just because of the deceit, but from Luc being so much more prominent and savvy than me. I was dating way, way above my pay grade, which was new but titillating. Luc had ordered for both of us and the food was delicious, even if I had no idea what I was eating. I’m quasi-vegan, but I might’ve nibbled the carcass of some small, exotic endangered animal, but like the rest of the evening, I could claim it was in the line of duty.

Before joining the Tuxes, I’d Googled the word “espionage,” which means, among other things, “the art of gathering intelligence and discovering secrets.” Which also pretty much defines romance. I leaned into my courage, or my gall, or my Jeremy-Irons-in-a-smoking-jacket bona fides and wondered, “Do you believe in fate?”

Luc stayed still—had I pushed too far, exposing my knowledge of the Clotho? Or might my suggestive musing pay off, in some indication of whose side Luc was on—his father’s or Reata’s?

He smiled and said, “I might. Do you?”

I was stymied—had he lobbed the ball back into my court, to test my manipulation?

“I have no idea. But I’m having a very good time.”

I could hear myself, inventing and delivering borderline cheeseball dialogue, which was also exhilarating. Actors my age prefer fumbling, fragmented love scenes, but this was midnight-in-Paris improv.

“So,” Luc said, “would you like to see where I live?”

We walked a few blocks to a building even more austere and of landmark quality than where the restaurant had been housed. There was a keypad and fingerprint recognition, and Luc took me through a stark foyer and up a grand, modern marble staircase without handrails of any kind to an expansive, loftlike full floor. This space was so vast that I barely took in the grand piano, two black onyx fireplaces, low, curved seating, and gleaming wood floors without carpets. As my eyes were becoming accustomed to the furnishings and scale, in semidarkness, Luc was behind me, kissing my neck.

He tugged off my jacket and reached underneath my turtleneck, still kissing me. For a second I asked myself: Was I genuinely aroused or doing my job? Were both possible? If I’d seen Luc’s photo online, which way would I have swiped? None of this mattered, as he tugged my turtleneck over my head and said, “The rest. Now.”

I kicked off my costly new shoes, unbuckled my belt, and slid my bespoke pants to the floor. Since my underwear wasn’t really mine either, I dropped it. I was standing in front of the still fully clothed Luc, both of us breathing heavily yet holding back, since Luc was in charge. He sat on a couch, never taking his eyes off me. “Display yourself.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant, since I was already naked, but then I got it. I turned around slowly and spread my ass. I glanced at Luc over my shoulder. As I faced him, I ran my hands over my chest and grabbed my cock. Whatever was happening, I was completely on board.

Luc stood and left, so I went with him. We reached his bedroom. The moonlight from a wall of windows illuminated the large but simple bed, without any fussy regiment of pillows or anything besides linens that had cost more than my four years of college. Luc gestured and I lay on the bed, waiting.

Rather than perform a striptease, Luc efficiently removed his clothes, as if he were his own manservant. His body, fully revealed, was even more chiseled than our workout session had promised. Luc would be photographed by paparazzi, on beaches and aboard yachts, so he kept himself in impeccably good shape. His physique had been impersonally honed, as a business necessity. He was also, in a French and a gay male manner, exceedingly vain.

He wanted me to suck his cock and I happily obliged. As the sex proceeded, he dominated but not entirely. He had a generosity; maybe sex was one of the few areas where his family and his investors weren’t watching, so he could please only himself and me. As he fucked me, he smiled at his own expertise. This wasn’t dorm-room or outer-borough, shove-the-takeout-containers-off-the-bed sex. This was something between a Parnassus Group coffee table book and making love, and I lost myself so completely that I barely thought about how I’d describe the experience to Brock and maybe the other Tuxes.

In the early hours of the morning, as Luc slept, I crawled out of bed as silently as possible and made my way to the bathroom, a predictably echoing chamber of white marble, with a shower large enough to store five normal showers. I wondered if I was being filmed, in the bedroom and here, by surveillance cameras, but I doubted it. Luc was a suspicious but private man, and he’d never arrange that degree of exposure. I retrieved three of Dr. Huron’s tiny recording discs from my pants, which had stayed heaped on the living room floor, and I quickly stuck them beneath a side table, a bookshelf, and a desk in what appeared to be an office, although it lacked even the most organized clutter.

I crept back to bed, and by the time I woke up, just before 7 a.m., I turned to see Luc’s pillow, but he wasn’t there. I assumed he’d be in the bathroom or brewing coffee, until I propped myself up on an elbow and saw the pool of blood, soaking into the sheets where Luc had slept.

I jumped out of bed and ran through the apartment, but he wasn’t anywhere, there was only a trail of more blood, now muddied with my footprints. I called out his name to no response. Where was he? If he’d been injured in some way, why hadn’t he woken me up? Why hadn’t I heard anything? Unless—had Luc been taken? But by who, and to what end? Was the Clotho diamond, however prized, worth Luc’s capture, or his life?

Should I call Reggie? Where was my phone? Was there a French 911? I stood in the living room, trying to center my thoughts. Had I somehow attacked Luc? I’d had wine, but only a single glass. Had I been drugged and committed some vicious act during a manic episode?

“Andrew?” Reggie said, ascending the marble staircase. Yes, I thought, with overwhelming gratitude—Denzel Washington is here, or maybe Clive Owen, someone born to size up fraught situations and take charge.

“We don’t know anything, not yet,” said Reggie, heading into the bedroom. “It happened within the last half hour,” he told me, as he surveyed the sodden linens. “We’d activated the discs you’d planted and we heard someone open a door, climb the stairs, go to the kitchen, and then there was silence, since you hadn’t installed a disc in the bedroom, but whoever it was, and there may have been more than one assailant, they left, within minutes. They must’ve had access codes or disabled the security system. I got here as fast as I could but I was blocks away. I heard you scream.”

Had I screamed? I couldn’t remember, but if Reggie was telling the truth, someone had attacked Luc, someone trained to slash a victim quickly and soundlessly. But what if I’d opened my eyes—would I be dead now?

“They didn’t kill you on purpose, so you’d be the prime and only suspect,” said Reggie. “There’s film of you and Luc at dinner and entering this building. Marcus is searching through footage from the surrounding neighborhood, but so far he’s got nothing. These are my theories: Luc had intercepted the diamond, so his father had him murdered, as a traitor, and has staged everything to look like an abduction. Or a competitor has kidnapped Luc, and will ransom him in exchange for the diamond—but Luc fought back, which explains the blood. Or maybe Luc’s ex-boyfriend, the race car driver, is taking some extreme form of revenge.”

Any of these were possible storylines, to be hashed out by notes from studio executives and focus groups, but they had no effect on my terror.

“You have to get out of here right now, and I’m not just talking about this place or Paris—we’re leaving the country.”

“But Luc, and the blood…”

“We’re taking care of it.”

Tuxedo Society members, in hooded hazmat suits with little black bow ties printed at the collars, were already climbing the staircase with cleaning supplies.

“Luc will be reported as missing within twenty-four hours, but we’ll be across the border. Are you ready?”

Was I? For what? Escape? Arrest? A Tux handed me a change of clothes, along with my backpack, yoga mat, and duffel, which I’d left at the hostel. My fancy outfit from last night was being shoved into a garbage bag, presumably to be burned. The team was wiping down every surface with bleach and stripping the bed.

“Come on,” said Reggie, as I struggled into my jeans and hoodie, as if resuming my normal life, without surreptitious trips to Paris and a brutal crime scene. Things were, as Brock would later comment, “getting real, baby. No more Mr. Nice Girl. You’re in the Tuxedo Society.”
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Three hours later I was sitting beside Reggie on a train to Rome. We were both dressed as Catholic priests, including black suits, crucifixes, and stiff white clerical collars. Between Luc’s disappearance and today’s persona, I was grappling with every conceivable theological dilemma.

Luc had been stabbed beside me. Reggie had advised, “This shit happens. The people we’re up against play rough.”

“Do you think he’s dead?’

“I don’t know. He could be anywhere and in God only knows what kind of shape. I’ve got Tuxes searching for him, but whoever arranged this had a head start.”

“But would someone kill him over a diamond?”

“It’s conceivable, especially this particular diamond. Which everyone’s after. Reata’s got more information, but for our ears and eyes only. We’ll be seeing her in person. But Andrew, you have to look after yourself. We need to function.”

Yes. Of course. I had to keep it together, in the face of—what exactly? Homicide? An international manhunt for Luc, as well as me? I shut my eyes, obliterating this reality. I opened them: I was still here, on a train, outraging my Jewish ancestors. Focus, Andrew—one nightmare at a time. Jews don’t have hell, so I’m marginally safe. But what if the Catholics are right about everything, especially blasphemy—then I’m doomed. And is waking up in a blood-spattered bed an irreversible trauma, a mystery to be unraveled, or simply the worst date ever? Topping even that night I’d spent with a guy who’d dropped acid and accused me of being his mother, which had turned him on?

My mother. Seeing me dressed as a priest. I’d tell her I was shooting a pilot, called Thoughts & Prayers, as an earnest young gay cleric running an inner-city community center and praising the Lord on the basketball court. Stop it, Andrew—your mother is not on this train. But given my current maelstrom, she might be. No. Get specific. If I’ve been cast in this role—what’s my backstory? What does my character want? He wants to be back home on Long Island, riding his bike to get a Slurpee.

My conclusion: I didn’t have one. I’d been attracted to Luc, and now he was hurt or worse. I had no idea what to do with that or with any other aspect of this cataclysm. I didn’t just compartmentalize—my brain filed every aspect of the past tweny-four hours under “Stuff I can’t even think about because my head will explode.” This folder also includes anyone dating a Republican, anyone being a Republican, making sense of the Middle East, making sense of Alec Baldwin, owning a pit bull, sitting through an entire opera, people who don’t vote, and how to pretend any sort of composure at a nude beach.

“But why are we dressed like this?” I asked, as a more limited, practical matter.

“First of all,” said Reggie, “it’s a disguise, to shield you from the European authorities. But more specifically, Reata’s on a goodwill tour, where she’ll be meeting with the Pope. She’s asked us to join her, at the Vatican.”

“We’re going to the Vatican?”

Before I could even begin to absorb this destination, a young mom and her twelve-year-old son were greeting Reggie and me from the aisle, as the modern train sped through the French countryside, which I should have been paying attention to, since if my parents were here they’d be saying, “Look out the window! You’re in a foreign country!” But this nearby mother, standing a foot away from me, was asking, “Fathers? May I talk to you?”

“Yes, my child,” said Reggie, causing me to think, Jesus Christ, did he really just say that? But Reggie was diving deeper: “I am Father Mulcahy and this young man is Father O’Rourke.” Was he using an Irish lilt? Were we priests or leprachauns?

“I’m Ashleigh and this is Jericho,” the woman said with a Midwestern accent, flatly Ohio or Nebraska, and she was wearing leggings and an oversized Levi’s jacket, the back of which had been airbrushed with a portrait of a very caucasian, blond, dewy-eyed Virgin Mary, gazing upward, with the front of the jacket emblazoned with a vibrant Disney Cinderella and, for some reason, Nicole Kidman at her most radiantly perfected, an image copied from those ads promoting AMC Theatres, aired during the coming attractions at cineplexes, in which Nicole, draped in an elegantly sequined pantsuit, enthuses about movie “magic.” I love these promos, although I’m puzzled that Nicole sits alone in a luminous theater, as if she’s the only star left following a Hollywood apocalypse, or the first one to show up at a screening, to get a good seat.

“We don’t want to bother you,” the woman in the aisle said. “But I tell Jericho that when we see priests or nuns, it’s good luck. Like it means the train or the plane won’t crash. So could you bless Jericho?”

Jericho was studying Reggie and me with a skeptical eye, and it occurred to me that he might be gay, and was judging the effectiveness of our masquerade.

“Father O’Rourke?” said Reggie, to torment me.

“Aye, laddie,” I said, in my best Riverdance-ready brogue, which I’d picked up from scene work on Martin McDonagh plays and any number of vintage films, before the appearance of a priest denoted questionable bachelors, troubled politics, and financial settlements. I’d be a blameless, pious priest, so Jericho wouldn’t file any lawsuits.

“Jericho, ye seem like a fine young feller,” I said. “And yer mam must love ye very much. Do ye have a favorite Spider-Man?”

Jericho became interested. “I’ve seen all the Spider-Man movies,” he said. “And I like classic Spidey with Tobey Maguire, and also Andrew Garfield, except he seems depressed. The animated Spideys are good but I guess my favorite is Tom Holland.”

“And why be that?” I asked.

Jericho stared at me, indicating, “Because of the way his butt looks in the Spider-Man spandex, duh.”

“Why are you asking about Spider-Man?” Ashleigh wondered.

“Because in many ways,” I said, “Spider-Man be a secular saint, helpin’ everyday people be fightin’ supervillains played by gifted character actors. So I’ll be blessin’ young Jericho in the spirit of Tom Holland and anyone who makes this world a more peaceable place. Like Nicole Kidman.”

“I just love her,” said Ashleigh. “She’s so beautiful.”

“I liked The Hours,” Jericho added, “and that series on MAX where she killed her abusive husband.”

“Peak Nicole,” Ashleigh agreed, tousling her son’s hair.

“Bless ye and keep ye,” Reggie intoned, and the woman took the hint, thanked us, and she and Jericho returned to their seats, where I later overheard them arguing about whether Cate Blanchett has become too mannered. Jericho would be just fine.

“Are you out of your mind?” Reggie asked me, under his breath. “Spider-Man?”

“I’m a twenty-first-century cleric. The church needs to be more welcoming.”

“You are not really a priest,” he hissed.

“We all be God’s children,” I replied.
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As we left the train station in Rome, our outfits and reverent demeanor served as a force field. Strangers would automatically cede the sidewalk, in a city that was noisily crowded, sunlit, and visually stunning. Since I’d never been outside the States, Rome became cinematic, remembered as the backdrop for so many films, from Fellini to every romantic comedy in which the heroine visits the Trevi Fountain or the Spanish Steps, map in hand, only to trip and fall into the arms of some swarthy, flashing-eyed local who’ll either change her life, causing her to break up with her stuffy American fiancé (Chad, Tad, or Brad) over a long-distance phone call, or simply introduce her to the forbidden tingles of pasta, head-snapping motorbike rides around the Colosseum, and even sex, as indicated by a melting kiss on a palazzo balcony and a close-up of morning cappuccinos.

While lecturing myself to stay pure-minded and prayerful, my eyes raced ahead, savoring each crumbling column and awninged trattoria. Whatever else was transpiring, I was in Rome, goddamnit, fancying myself in a crisply striped cotton sundress, twirling at the center of a piazza, tossing my silly straw hat high into the air, very Mary Tyler Moore meets Three Coins in the Fountain, meets a three-episode arc of Sex and the City in which Carrie meets a married Sicilian novelist, Samantha beds a pizza chef, and Miranda gets her Fendi purse, a gift to herself upon making partner at her law firm, stolen by a gondolier on a day trip to Venice.

Reggie got us a cab that, after a death race through traffic, deposited us at a white-plastered building with small square windows and an oak door with ironwork hinges.

“We’re staying in a Vatican guesthouse, with other visiting priests,” said Reggie. “It’s like a summer share on Fire Island, only with fewer inhibitions.”

We ate a silent, meager dinner at a long, rough-hewn wooden table with a group of clerics from around the world, everyone keeping their eyes on their pockmarked metal bowls of soup and chunks of a dark, tasty bread. When I’d glance up, and accidentally catch someone’s eye, the other priest would quickly look away, from either modesty or gay bar snobbism. Getting sexually rejected by priests was a new low, even for me, or maybe everyone was just being polite and circumspect. Even more than at the White House or in my flight attendant’s uniform, this was a deeply undercover assignment. Reggie had asked me to lose my Irish accent (“I keep waiting for you to say ‘begorrah’ or mispronounce ‘Cillian Murphy’ ”) and stay alert for anyone out of place, because “Parnassus will do whatever it takes to undermine Reata.”

By 9 p.m., we’d been brought to an unadorned barracks-like room with six narrow cast-iron beds. We’d stowed our few belongings in battered cabinets, and soon wore only T-shirts and billowing cotton shorts. Our dorm-mates wore similarly blameless underwear, although I’d been hoping for some one-piece Mormon-style chastity garments. As everyone sat on their beds, preparing for sleep, a few of the guys checked their phones, a weirdly irreligious move. What were they looking for? TikTok memes of funny miracles? (“Look, it’s the prophet Isaiah rollerblading into a tree!”) Was there a liturgical hookup app called Fathr? I ostentatiously skimmed a Bible Reggie had given me, as if checking the index for the parts about me. Actually, with names like Mark, Luke, and Philip, the apostles might’ve been attending the Last Brunch. As I paged through Ecclesiastes, which sounds like the next Pilates, a Venezuelan priest only a bit older than me asked, “What are you studying? Which gospel?”

“I’m catching up on Moses,” I said, since Moses was a biblical figure I could remember.

“Moses?” the Venezuelan asked. “The Jew?”

My point of reference was The Prince of Egypt, the animated film in which Val Kilmer voices the stalwart young Hebrew, with Michelle Pfeiffer as his wife Tzipporah and Sandra Bullock spunkily playing his sister Miriam; this casting wasn’t just cultural appropriation but a gentile hijacking.

“I love Moses,” I said.

“Do you remember ‘When You Believe’?” asked a young Polish priest.

“From the Prince of Egypt soundtrack?” echoed a middle-aged English parson still in suspiciously good shape. “I adore that song, because it was the only duet ever between Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston. The heavens opened.”

“All the characters in that movie had those tiny little noses,” said an older gentleman from Australia. “Just two dots, like semicolons. So Disney.”

“Except Prince of Egypt was from DreamWorks,” corrected the Polish priest, who I was now calling Sister Mary Know-It-All.

“Did anyone see that Mel Gibson thing, The Passion of the Christ?” asked the Venezuelan.

“Oh, honey,” said the Englishman, “pure crucifixion porn.”

“Although Jim Caviezel was cute,” said the Polish priest. “I like a yummy savior.”

Reggie looked stunned by the conversation I’d triggered, as the English priest added, “Willem Dafoe was fabulous in Scorsese’s Last Temptation of Christ. And I know we weren’t supposed to notice, but Willem wasn’t just hanging on that cross—he was hung.”

“What would be your last temptation?” posited a nearby Jesuit.

“Fettuccine Alfredo,” said the Venezuelan.

“The seaweed wraps at this spa in Portofino,” decided the Australian.

“Austin Butler and Ben Whishaw as wartime buddies who share a tender night of love that they’ll never forget, in a bombed-out Normandy farmhouse,” suggested the Englishman. “With partially destroyed walls and a dusty bottle of cabernet.”

The Venezuelan fanned himself, the Polish priest did three snaps up, and the Jesuit enacted a chef’s kiss. For a fleeting second I thought—maybe I could become a priest. But before I could highlight my performance as Herod, the snazzy gay role, in my high school production of Jesus Christ Superstar, a member of the guesthouse staff leaned into the room, shut off the lights, and murmured, “Go to sleep, ladies.” I was close to cuing the barbershop harmony of “Good Night, Ladies” from Music Man, but I heard Satan cackle.



The next morning, as Reggie and I showered in a mildewy chamber with minimally separated cubicles, I noticed, as I’d suspected, that Reggie had retained much of his Navy SEAL physique. He was burly, with a massive chest, and I scolded myself, because the man I’d most recently been involved with was missing, I was still conducting a fictional affair with Dr. Huron, and I had to concentrate on finding the diamond. But Reggie caught me appreciating him, and rolled his eyes, obviously accustomed to hungry glances from novice priests.

“We’re here for an audience with His Holiness,” Reggie told me, once we were dressed and crossing the square facing St. Peter’s Basilica, beside busloads of tourists. It was like CatholicCon, a gathering of the faithful at their most esteemed shrine. Upon entering the cathedral itself, I became dizzy, my legs barely supporting me, as the architecture was staggeringly sumptuous, a visual tornado of marble acreage, multiple side chapels, and a torrent of gilding. Whatever I believed in, the cathedral was overwhelming me with a sense of what human beings are capable of in the pursuit of beauty. I challenge anyone, of any faith or lack thereof, to resist being awed by this gargantuanly theatrical majesty.

“It’s gorgeous,” I said to Reggie.

“It gets me every time,” Reggie replied.

Reggie touched my arm so I wouldn’t topple over, as I faced Michelangelo’s Pietà, both a religious icon and a shockingly realistic and superbly executed work of art. Encountering genius, all I could think was—How did Michelangelo manage this? Where did he begin? How can I thank him? Everywhere I turned there were bundles of radiantly hovering, rosy-cheeked cherubs, fully winged angels, and rows of stately, gleaming oak pews. “Come on,” said Reggie, tugging me along. “We’re late.”

Because the Tuxedo Society was underwriting my visit, I wasn’t here to gawk, but I kept turning back to take in one more towering archway and the light itself, streaming in through an oculus many stories above onto the inlaid floors. These shafts of sunshine had a sharp-edged, pictorial quality, as in the kitschiest oil paintings, except they were real. St. Peter’s exists as a set for the grandest opera, as a thrillingly monumental proof of God’s existence, or maybe as a collaboration between humanity and some divine interior decorator.

Reggie led us through mazelike hallways, the walls filled with exquisitely rendered Madonnas and other haloed figures; as a kid, I’d thought these people were wearing golden pie plates around their heads. We passed velvet-curtained, mullioned windows overlooking lushly planted courtyards, and climbed wide marble staircases, as if trapped in an Escher engraving, infinitely twisting. There was a musty authority to the premises, reminiscent of those grand, heavily ornamented turn-of-the-last-century apartment buildings on the Upper West Side, called things like the Ansonia and the Apthorp, occupied by the very wealthy.

We reached the third floor and signed in with two members of the Swiss Guards, a regiment consisting, Reggie had told me, of the only people legally permitted to live within Vatican City aside from the Pope and his army of cardinals, bishops, and lowlier-yet-still-ordained types. I’d seen photos of these Guards, but their uniforms were even more riotously musical comedy up close: a costumer’s sketchbook of outrageously festive pantaloons and fulsomely sleeved tunics, all in the boldest stripes of five-alarm red, a rich cobalt, and a mustardy yellow, topped by voluminous velvet headgear, like squashed soufflés, and boots with laced spats. In the outer square, we’d passed Guards who’d layered on armored breastplates and high, plumed helmets. Wearing such flamboyance took guts. Reggie had told me these positions were prized, and the two men who were marching us down the hallway were absurdly handsome, like Caravaggio gods with the deluxe coloring of Italians at their most lushly, painfully desirable.

The Guards halted at a lacquered alligator-green door—everything in Italy could’ve been purchased at Gucci. A man wearing the scarlet silk floor-length cassock of a cardinal, with the matching four-cornered red hat, ushered us inside, saying, “Good morning, Fathers. There’s little time to waste. I’m Cardinal Benselmo.”

Cardinal Benselmo—and I’m sorry, but I mean this technically—swished us into an antechamber with creamy walls, a frescoed ceiling, highly polished walnut floors, and an antique French desk.

“The Americans,” Cardinal Benselmo said into an intercom connected to a desktop phone, a quaintly Mad Men, Peggy-hold-my-calls touch.

“Are you prepared?” he asked us, as the sigificance of the next few seconds sank in—I was about to meet the Pope.

The cardinal brought Reggie and me through an inner door into the main parlor of the papal apartments, and I envy any job that supplies a residence—I’ve read that the editor in chief of Vogue gets a penthouse and a wardrobe budget.

The room was spacious and elegantly furnished. Nothing was fussy or garish, and like any decent New Yorker, my first thought was, I could live here, as I debated where I’d hang a flat-screen and whether the landlord allowed pets.

Seated on a high-backed, throne-like chair upholstered in white silk was a man also upholstered in white silk—His Holiness, Pope Terence. He was in his eighties and had held office for a decade, with a reputation for humility and a cautiously progressive platform on LGBTQ+ issues. I was divided: on one hand, Pope Terence had heralded the blessing of same-sex couples, although not as outright marriage, while also referring to “homosexual practices” as “disordered” and “unnatural.” He advocated “condemning the sin, but not the sinner,” a phrase that could also be applied to eating fried foods. He’d been rancorously criticized from all sides, as being way too liberal and relentlessly homophobic. Which meant, of course, that I should high-mindedly school him on queer civil rights, setting off the smoke detectors with the rigor of my I-am-a-proud-rainbow-warrior rhetoric.

Pope Terence stood and smiled, with a warmth only enhanced by his homely, regular-guy-with-a-hot-dog-cart face. He extended an arm and I panicked—was I supposed to kiss his ring, which was a sizeable chunk of gold?

“Welcome,” he said, clasping Reggie’s hand, without any jewelry-smooching.

“Your Eminence,” said Reggie, as I thought, OMG, do they know each other? From where, some weekend gay soccer league? Had they dated but fallen out over allowing prayer in the schools? “This is Father O’Rourke.”

As I writhed into something between a bow and a curtsy, I could hear my mom’s voice commanding, “Stand up straight! Be a gentleman!” But His Holiness had already taken my hand and gestured for me to rise, saying, in perfect English with a trace of his native Spain, “A pleasure. What a fine young fellow.”

Okay: Was I being cruised by the Pope? Had I been brought along as a papal snack? But I was highly overrating myself, because the Pope, as Reggie had mentioned, was entirely straight.

“The First Lady will be here any moment,” said Cardinal Benselmo, moving us toward a sitting area.

“I’m told that, as always, our world is in terrible, imminent peril,” Terence said, while we all sat. “From both known and anonymous individuals, hell-bent on destruction.”

“Sadly,” said Reggie, “that’s very true. And the First Lady is caught in the crossfire. You may be targeted as well.”

The Pope waved vaguely, replying, “So it’s Monday. How may I help?”

“Please keep your contact with Ms. Pershing as private as possible,” Reggie said. “Photographs are fine, but appearing outdoors presents tactical difficulties. We’ll also need a security detail and safe passage afterward. So we can shield both you and Reata at all costs.”

“And I thank you. But your companion seems troubled, over more than just my well-being.”

What was I doing—fidgeting or making some contorted face? Was Luc’s predicament and my attachment to the Tuxes taking an obvious toll? Especially because I still didn’t know the scope or the full details of the battle being waged? Was I about to be life-coached by a guy with an ultimate insider’s enlightenment?

“Life will never be without turmoil,” said Terence. “But there’s something which quiets my mind at moments of exceptional bewilderment. Please let me assist you.”

The Pope was wearing his white silk skullcap, but at his behest, Cardinal Benselmo was loaning me the more formal, tall, richly embroidered, and conical papal mitre, that big hat so familiar from Terence’s holiday Masses broadcast everywhere.

I should’ve said, “Thank you so much, but I can’t” or “I’m a Jewish guy profaning your faith, so my hair may catch on fire,” only the cardinal was already placing the mitre on my head. First, I had to restrain myself from blessing everyone in the room. Then, while of course I couldn’t, I was desperate to post this on Instagram. Next, I was sure this would’ve been a great look for my family’s next Passover seder. Finally, I stopped snarking and let the mitre take effect. I became more—I wasn’t sure what to call it, maybe stronger, from the hat’s authority and grace. This wasn’t a false peacefulness or unearned forgiveness—it was more of an encouraging pause, a calming hand on my shoulder, telling me I should keep doing my job as a Tux, which might help Luc. As an actor, I’d been taught: the perfect costume can anchor a performance.

“Your Eminence?” said the cardinal—was he talking to me? No, he meant the actual Pope, to whom he was announcing, “Ms. Reata Pershing of the United States of America.”

Reata’s four Secret Service agents filed in, and I was apprehensive: If I was wanted for Luc’s possible murder and a photo of me had been sent everywhere, would these agents recognize and arrest me? But I was ignored, maybe because, as Reggie had once said, “Those guys work hard, but they’re not the brightest bulbs in the federal chandelier.”

Reata strode into the room, raising the temperature. Her good cheer and aplomb were as dazzling as ever, but today she wore a navy blue sheath, piped in white, with a matching coat, gloves, and a modified black lace veil, showing respect for Pope Terence.

“Your Holiness,” she said. Pope Terence offered an air kiss, which Reata’s crisp glamour demanded. “Reata,” he said. “You bless this day.”

“It’s so good to see you again, even under compromised circumstances,” Reata told him. “Here’s what I propose: let’s take some pictures and then, if I may, I’d like a word with you and Fathers Mulcahy and O’Rourke.”

She’d memorized our aliases, and swapped a meaningful look with Reggie; a strategy was definitely underway. She added, “And Father O’Rourke, your hat is really working.”

I’d forgotten the mitre, which I quickly handed off to Cardinal Benselmo. As I sputtered to explain, Reata smiled, quadrupling my helpless awe. At a motion from the cardinal, a small group of photographers snapped Reata and His Holiness, appreciating one another, chatting on a settee, and with Terence introducing Reata to an oil portrait of his predecessor, a much less amiable man.

“Thank you, everyone,” Reata told these select members of the press. “Make us look good.”

“God be with you,” His Holiness said, a phrase with hallowed resonance when uttered by the Pope, who presumably spoke with God regularly, like a company’s president meeting with its CEO.

Once the media contingent was gone, the Pope asked Cardinal Benselmo to wait outside, along with Reata’s dark-suited squad, leaving Reggie and me alone with two epic world leaders. I was more out-of-body than ever, as if I were touring a Madame Tussauds exhibit come to life. I resisted taking a selfie for my parents, with the caption “Fuck all those drama schools who turned me down.”

“Reggie,” Reata began, “and Andrew.”

She was miles ahead of us, which didn’t surprise me. “Thank you again for your valor in the Blue Room, and your apprehending that potential bomber. I apologize for not keeping you in the loop about the gravity and scale of the situation. I’ve got the Clotho.”

She reached into her navy blue kidskin purse, removing a plastic ziplock bag containing the large jewel, and I half expected her to fish out extra bags with Pepperidge Farm Goldfish, like a playground mom. And yes, I’m an idiot.

“Luc LeMote is on our side. We’ve been in contact for months, since the Clotho went on the market. Just as his father’s hired gendarmes were about to deliver the diamond, Luc took possession; the gendarmes assumed that, as a member of the LeMote family, Luc would bring the cargo to Pierre. Luc only had a few hours to cover his tracks, so he hid the diamond in his gym locker and notified me, so my agents could retrieve it. As all this was happening, Luc was carrying on his normal life, to avoid suspicion—I believe this was when he spent an evening with Andrew. As for Luc’s disappearance, I’m still not clear on what occurred—Pierre may have discovered Luc’s betrayal and punished him, or other frustrated bidders may be conducting an interrogation, off-site. I’m praying that Luc is still alive, somewhere. I’m working with the French authorities, but it’s hard to trust anyone. That’s why I had to speak with the two of you in person, in a truly safe space.”

The Pope gestured to the apartment.

I was stunned: Luc had been angry at his father, but outwardly calm and seductive. Had our night together been a necessary distraction? Why hadn’t I picked up on his distress? Up till now, the Tuxes’ assignments had been relatively straightforward, but I’d reached that point in any thriller when everyone’s a suspect and truth becomes malleable. Clarity would be helpful.

“But why is this happening?” I blurted. “Over a diamond? Is it really that important?”

Reata looked at me with true kindness, and Reggie nodded, assuring her I was equipped for more confidential insights.

“The diamond is only a point of entry,” Reata began. “I assume we’ve all heard the legend of the Diadem of Apollo?”

As Reggie and I assented, the Pope asked, “But the stories can’t possibly be true, can they?”

Reata was glowing; as an esteemed academic and a treasure hunter, this was her turf. I was beginning to understand more about her. She spent most of her time as a hostess, diplomat, and her husband’s representative, but ancient history, and its ongoing resonance, was where she lived. Her office décor had told the story: she had the investigative instincts of Hercule Poirot (in the first, superior version of Death on the Nile), coupled with the panache of Lara Croft unearthing some mountaintop Assyrian temple, while being pursued by granite statuary come to violent life.

“When I was in grad school,” said Reata, her eyes sparkling, “I researched every source. Many experts aren’t even sure if the Diadem exists, or if it’s only a rumor. But I came across verifiable reports, centuries apart, attesting to the Diadem’s powers. This may have been why the three jewels were pried loose, to prevent anyone from assembling the full set. But the Clotho has cured infertility, caused sickly infants to thrive, and, it’s believed, was being clutched by Mary, Queen of Scots, as she gave birth to her son James, to assure his ability to rule. James’s father was murdered and his mother executed, but James was the King of Scotland for fifty years.”

Reata was only warming up—she must be a terrific professor, imbuing her lectures with the pace and commitment of a fireside ghost story, or any true crime podcast with an “angel of death” registered nurse.

“The Lachesis Ruby is thought to provide its owner with skill and success, since Lachesis was the Fate who determined the essential nature of anyone’s life. Julius Caesar carried the ruby into battle, giving him one victory after another, in Spain and Africa and Gaul, but his luck ended abruptly once he gave the ruby to Cleopatra, who then left him for Marc Antony, the love of her life. Was the ruby responsible?”

I almost urgently raised my hand, to shout, “Yes!”

“The final stone, the Atropos Emerald, is the most dangerous, since Atropos decided when someone would die. It’s said that the three gems had been reunited, from an equal number of continents, by a German art dealer in Hamburg in 1938. Through intermediaries, Hitler demanded the stones and had the dealer sent to Theresienstadt, the camp where he died along with his family. Goebbels unearthed the Diadem itself from a storeroom in the Louvre, and the piece was complete. I can’t say if the restored Diadem was a source of the Reich’s supremacy, for as long as it lasted, but there are photos of it at Eagle’s Nest, the Nazi retreat at Berchtesgaden, in a glass case. It disappeared again during the final days of the war, with the gems dispersed and smuggled God knows where, and sold to any number of collectors.

“The jewels began to resurface earlier this year. They’ve been pursued by dictators and museums and Russian billionaires—the staff at the Smithsonian has been putting together a database. And you may think I’m crazy, and you could be right, but if my studies have taught me a single valuable truth, it’s this: the rich and the greedy will do anything to extend their dominance and vitality. Those who want the gems, and who’ll commit any crimes to get them, represent a real menace, whether the legend’s true or not. So I intend to find the trove, and the Diadem if possible, to be kept under the most impregnable conditions, so they won’t ever become a temptation, or cost more lives. I can see from your faces that you’ve already decided: this lady is beyond batshit and everything she’s said is conspiracy theory babble at its most incoherent.”

I love tales of long-lost treasures, such as the Golden Fleece, the Ark of the Covenant, and the Shroud of Turin, so I believed Reata instantly, and her account jibed with everything Marcus had told us. I’m not sure if any inanimate object is inherently enchanted, like King Arthur’s Sword in the Stone, but belief can cause ruthlessness and cultlike behavior. Recovery efforts lure record viewerships, whether the goals are the latest “secrets of the Titanic,” the whereabouts of D. B. Cooper and his bank robbery fortune, or the remains of the Königsberg Castle’s Amber Room, reputed to have been hidden from the Wehrmacht in a salt mine.

“If the gems are brought together and placed in the Diadem,” Reata went on, “they’ll encourage the worst sort of tyrants, in doing the most flagrant damage. My husband and I have talked about this, and we agreed that the Tuxedo Society is ideally suited to retrieving the jewels, completely under the radar. So we’re in this together.”

“Of course,” said Reggie. “We’ll get it done.”

“Reggie,” she said, “I’m trusting you with the diamond, so keep it under wraps until we can track down the full cohort.”

“But are there any leads, on the ruby and the emerald?” Reggie asked.

“Not so far,” said Reata. “But I’m convinced Fleming Fairmont knows something.”

“He steered us toward Parnassus,” Reggie said. “When we leaned on him.”

“He’s a snake,” said Reata. “But my husband says that Fairmont’s well connected, especially to the most unscrupulous and ambitious people. He’s pushing Reese Dantine for the presidency. So amp up the pressure.”

“Reata, you must take every precaution,” said Terence. “And gentlemen, please don’t expose yourself to unnecessary risk.”

We were either in a huddle, conferring on what to do next, or nearing the closing moments of our movie’s first act (crowd-pleasers are always divided into three acts, so the movie executives overseeing the scripts can keep their jobs). Which meant I should text my boss at the candle shop and request another week off, using the cough and fever emojis.

“I’m flying back to the States,” said Reata. “Reggie, keep the diamond on you at all times. And I shouldn’t say this, but I’m like a kid again. Well, a kid in college with a junior year abroad at a dig for the Trojan Horse. Have any of you seen The Da Vinci Code?”

Reggie, the Pope, and I all looked at Reata with disdain—of course we’d seen The Da Vinci Code. Everyone’s seen The Da Vinci Code, so they can compare it to the book and leave disparaging reviews on Rotten Tomatoes. My aunt Libby had me watch it on Amazon when I was ten years old, telling me, “Andrew, this movie’s about the hunt for scrolls that will reveal a feminist slant on the life of Jesus. And it’s got an albino killer, which is always a last resort. What I’m telling you is, it’s a total gentile funfest.”

Aunt Libby is my greatest influence, especially in cultural adventures. She reminds me of Reata, because they’re both fiercely smart and up for anything. Reata was grinning. She was in her forties, but I could see her clambering into a Minoan cave at eighteen, in jeans and a T-shirt, with a soaked bandana across her face to filter the dust.

“Of course you’ve all seen Da Vinci Code,” said Reata. “But remember how Tom Hanks, as a university symbologist decrypting a codex, kept almost getting killed, and he ends up running all over the world? That’s what we’re in for. So be prepared, and Your Holiness, a pleasure as always.”

Reggie and I accompanied Reata through the many passageways, with Pope Terence contributing backup troops. The First Lady was surrounded at all times, because even within the Vatican, there were undoubtedly informants and traitors. We moved through the Sistine Chapel, which had been cleared of tourists. The chapel was larger than I’d expected, with the fabled ceiling high over our heads. Our group paused briefly to crane our necks and bask in Michelangelo’s handiwork, which had undergone a cleaning and surprised viewers with the crayola brightness of the artist’s biblical rumpus, as Adam and Eve cavorted beside David and Goliath, with Jesus and what the brochure labeled “several minor prophets” all attended by so many “unknown nude youths,” or as I thought of them, “Michelangelo’s unpaid interns.” I was stunned by the ceiling’s extreme, interlocking complexity and ferocious detail, as if hundreds of Christian tarot cards had been artfully glued into place, or a horde of sublimely drawn and colored Pokémon.

“It always reminds me of the world’s most difficult jigsaw puzzle,” commented Reata, “the one that takes you all summer.”

Our momentary gawking was ill-advised, as I realized that our group, consisting of Reggie, me, Reata, her Secret Service detail, and twelve Swiss Guards, wasn’t alone. I lowered my chin, accompanied by the neck pain endemic to the chapel. I saw that two rows of maybe ten cardinals each were positioned at one end of the chapel, with an equal number of bishops, in hot pink vestments, like a battalion of the most vivid lipsticks, blocking our nearest exit.

A cardinal stepped forward, announcing, “We just want the diamond. Then we’ll release the First Lady.”

Why hadn’t I seen this coming—nobody’s more superstitious than the devout. They spend so much time praying, with middling results at best. The Clotho could supply what everyone, but especially the most godly, yearn for: a guarantee. Dangling Reata, amid rumors of her mystical relic, was like yelling “Sure thing!” at a racetrack.

“It’s not happening,” Reata told this full-skirted mob. “The diamond doesn’t belong to you. But I love your outfits. Very mother-of-the-bride.”

The leading cardinal raised a hand, and his brethren advanced, getting within a few yards of us. I’d had a brief Candy Crush habit in eleventh grade, and these men reminded me of those maraudingly perky video bonbons, endlessly racing through a grid.

“There’s no way out,” said a bishop, taking a sawed-off shotgun from the folds of his bubblegum-hued cassock. I remembered something else Reggie had told me: Vatican City polices itself. Italy’s laws don’t apply. This was the Wild West, with gaudier accessories.

Reata and I locked eyes. We were both well educated, ordinarily polite individuals, with a secret yen for edgier behavior. We were like five-year-olds, goading each other toward a rope swing over a rain-swollen creek, or vaping teenagers, primed for a spring break parking lot brawl. We both also harbored workplace crushes on Reggie, and we were sketching ourselves onto the cover of some queer-nerd comic book, with a Black woman and a gay guy fighting crime and the patriarchy.

“Come and get it,” said Reggie, but the bishop dropped to the floor, having been smacked over the head from behind by a tall brass scepter topped with a gothic crucifix. The scepter was being wielded by Timothy, dressed in an altar boy’s lace-trimmed surplice. Timothy nimbly rotated the rod, like a rock star with a microphone stand, daring anyone else to get within range. The bishops encircled him, as our Swiss Guards went head-to-head with the cardinals.

“I don’t want anyone getting hurt,” said Reata. “Just let us pass and we’ll be on our way.”

“Not without the diamond,” said the cardinal, who then had a rosary knotted around his neck by an adept Mikaela, in a full-length traditional nun’s black habit. She pounded the cardinal’s head against a wall as, quite literally, all hell broke loose. The Swiss Guards had been schooled in martial arts, and began picking off the cardinals, tripping them and sending pairs smashing into each other.

The Secret Service contingent, with their weapons drawn, were shoving the bishops toward the exit, as Timothy grabbed their leader’s shotgun, which had skidded away. As the melee increased, I compared it with both a Wolverine/Deadpool fracas based on a medieval tapestry, and the rumble in West Side Story, only with longer petticoats and more lethal kickboxing.

“Reata!” Reggie yelled at me. The three of us were clustered amid the frenzy, with our backs to each other, the most traditional Charlie’s Angels/bank heist pose. The Secret Service agents had cleared a path to the exit, so Reggie and I each took one of Reata’s elbows and lifted her swiftly toward escape. When we were almost at the doorway, an especially snarling bishop, waving what looked like a bejeweled dagger, most likely filched from a display case, blocked us. As he pointed the blade at Reata, I mustered my fight training from both Reggie and a community theater version of Sweeney Todd (I’d been a very young Sweeney, but I’d applied an effective amount of sepulchral eye makeup, so I’d resembled an Egon Schiele painting crossed with a cheerleader sobbing after a bad breakup). I’d slashed my customers’ throats with a spurting prop razor, but today, my brain suggested something even more ingenious, so I screamed Sweeney’s high note at a pitch that caused sympathetic howling by every Roman hound in the neighborhood, while halting the chapel imbroglio entirely, as everyone tried to figure out where that unearthly shriek had originated. It wasn’t the most manly technique, but it worked, as Reggie spun and knocked the dagger from the oncoming bishop’s hand and shoved his thumbs under the guy’s ears, causing him to collapse in a heap. (I’d always wondered if this military “pressure points” technique was real. Question answered.)

“Come on,” Reggie said, and we brought Reata out the door, only to be confronted by three more cardinals brandishing the wooden folding chairs dispensed for overflow seating in the main cathedral. The cardinals buckled, moaning the most secular curses, as they were shot in the kneecaps by the Secret Service crew.

“I owe you pizza,” Reata told her team.

“This way,” Reggie directed, opening a hidden door behind a column, and he went first, with Reata and me right behind him. The steep, narrow staircase was in darkness, and of course I instantly concluded: we’re descending to the Phantom’s secret lair tucked beneath the Paris Opera House, and we’d soon be boarding a subterranean rowboat amid candelabras rising from the gloom. I hummed the intro to “Music of the Night.”

“The movie of Phantom was truly unspeakable,” Reata told me, over her shoulder. “All that fog.”

As I was about to defend Patrick Wilson, who’d played the Phantom’s romantic rival, Viscount Raoul, in a blond pageboy wig suitable for a Park Avenue heiress, Reggie hissed, “Quiet!” and we continued our trek into whatever lay beneath the Basilica—a home theater? a laundry room? the finished basement where everyone got high between catechisms?

We hurried through the lowest level. Bulbs flickered as we passed by, on motion sensors, and were extinguished after we’d left. We were in the catacombs, with crypts in alcoves along with skeletons embedded in the walls. I gasped when a bony hand brushed my face, and Reata whispered, “The Sistine Chapel is pretty, but this is my kind of place. It’s the necropolis. It was originally a pagan burial ground, from around 54 BC, but they’ve added tombs for every pope.”

She paused before a larger, more open, if shadowed area, captivated. “This is it,” she told me. “This may be the sarcophagus of St. Peter himself. There’s still controversy.”

“Ms. Pershing?” said Reggie, and she reluctantly kept moving.

After what felt like miles, we climbed another set of stairs, emerging into blinding sunlight from a concealed tunnel ending blocks away from the cathedral itself. A mammoth black SUV roared up, the doors opened, and more Secret Service personnel hustled Reata inside. As the doors swung shut, she called out, “Thank you! Find the ruby and the emerald! Save the world! And Andrew, send me your parents’ numbers so I can tell them you’re eating!”

I’d have happily complied, but as I turned to Reggie I was hit in the head by a chunk of rock being hurled by someone seated on the back of a moped, as its driver sped off around a corner and everything went black.
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When I awoke, or, more specifically, became lucid, three days later, I was in bed at my apartment on Avenue A, with my head bandaged. There was a sizeable lump near my right ear, and everything hurt, including my elbow and my knee, from when I collapsed on the pavement. I fumbled for a bottle of water I didn’t remember having placed on my bedside crate, as Reggie said, “Welcome back.”

Reggie’s face was furrowed with concern, a rare response from such a stoic crusader. “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I pushed you too hard. This was my fault.”

“But—how did I get here? What happened in Rome?”

“You got slammed by a rock from some asshole on a moped. From what we know he was probably aiming at Reata, but she’d already gotten into the SUV. So you took the hit. You were concussed but the encephalogram didn’t show any brain damage.”

I touched my head through the bandages, which wasn’t a good idea, and Reggie was already handing me painkillers.

“You were in an unfamiliar city and your vision had been affected from being underground. The Italian police are still looking for the guy and his accomplice, who was driving. We’re not sure who’re they’re working for, but they probably thought Reata had the diamond. But I should’ve been watching out for you.”

I slumped backward onto the pillows. “The doctors say you’ll be okay, but they’ve been keeping you sedated. We haven’t called your family, because that’s your decision. But you were great, you did whatever we asked, and you protected Reata.”

“Have they found Luc?”

“Not a trace. But whatever’s happened to him, it could be the same people who did this to you.”

“And the ruby and the emerald…”

“Are no longer your responsibility. We’re dealing with everything, and with keeping Reata safe—she sends her best. Look to your left.”

There was a huge stuffed panda in the corner, holding a satin heart on its chest, printed with the words “MY HERO.” The panda was wearing a ball cap from the White House gift shop. There was a note attached reading, “Fuck those guys.”

“But I had no right to subject you to so much danger under such intense conditions, right out of the gate. We got you on a plane, and Brock met us at the airport. He’s out picking up groceries. I told your roommates you need peace and quiet, with no loud noises or weaponized altar goblets.”

“Thank you. So am I still—a Tux?”

“Honorary. Your service was valiant, but is no longer required.”

I considered this. Had I been kicked out? Placed on leave? In Rome, why hadn’t I been more aware of my surroundings, and ducked?

Brock returned, bearing all the sugary crap I loved. Once Reggie had left, we indulged in a more down-and-dirty conversation.

“I shouldn’t have dragged you into all this,” Brock began.

“No, I agreed to it, and it was amazing and terrifying but—I let you down.”

“Honey, you did nothing of the sort. You went above and beyond, but the Tuxes aren’t for everybody. And I went through a pile of returned stuff at Ralph, which is all in mint condition, and I brought you these.”

He handed me a salmon-colored cotton crewneck with the embroidered logo and a pair of madras bermuda shorts, to start my new life, if I was going to become a day trader taking the jitney to Montauk.

“But Brock, are you still—active?”

“Yes. But you shouldn’t come back, that would be crazy. I heard about Rome. You need to take some time, to literally get your head together. I asked the neurologist if you’d have a scar and he said no, but possibly some memory loss. I asked if they could make you forget that last revival of Follies.”

“Except I remember it. With no set and everyone using hand puppets of their younger selves,” I said, as my head pounded, maybe from that particular recollection.

“And here are three Polo catalogues, including the homewares collection, with the latest wicker…”

I was grateful, both for Brock’s thoughtful offerings and for his nonchalant understanding, which was far better than pity or dutiful caregiving. I spent the rest of the day in bed, and by the next week I felt well enough to bike to the candle shop, to resume my previous, blissfully mundane schedule.

I’d hated Smells of the Season, but it had become an oasis, a soothingly pretty, sparkling cube where nothing bad could ever happen. That was the logic behind the mall’s mini-boutiques: to foster an alternative to a hostile outside landscape. Scented candles in jars aren’t essential, but they can perk up a peeling Formica kitchen countertop or a cramped, farted-up bathroom. I almost wept, because I was home.

I spent the next few days wallowing in routine, in dusting the jars, arranging them by color and intention. The Christmas varieties, the Bayberry Cider Medley and Santa’s Sugar Cookie Surprise, were always prominently displayed. Especially pungent holiday candles, which make your whole house smell like Grandma’s in a bipolar baking surge, are a year-round staple. I fetishized neatness, and when a candle was sold I replaced it within seconds, so there’d be no empty spaces in the parade grounds of little glass soldiers. I’d greet customers with such good vibes that they’d either freak out and leave, or buy at least five candles, to thank that heartbreakingly helpful salesclerk, who most likely sleeps on an inflatable mattress near the oversized Backwoods First Snowfall pillar candles with three wicks.

A weight had been lifted: I was sheltered within a benign retail nowhere. Gunmen have attacked malls, but everyone’s always surprised, because malls are so overlit and mechanically friendly, the opposite of derangement. I viewed myself as a 1950s homemaker, running a bake sale for charity, to keep busy once my kids had left the nest and my husband had lost interest. This was refreshing, because no one was holding a bayonet to my throat or launching a chunk of granite at me. I was floating; I was fine.

The following Monday morning, as I toiled diligently at the computer balanced on a ledge behind my counter, calculating inventory and which bestselling items should be reordered, I heard the shop’s front door open, with the distinctively gentle, bell-like microchipped recording that any customer’s entrance would activate; this tinny melody was Christmas carol–y without being December-specific.

“I’ll be right with you,” I said, not looking up. “Feel free to browse. We’ve got an amazing new Autumnal Back-to-School Daydream fragrance, it smells like burning leaves and three-hole lined notebook paper…”

“I’m in a bit of a hurry,” said a strangely familiar, lightly continental voice, and I wouldn’t raise my eyes from my screen, afraid the aberration of my past weeks was recurring.

“Andrew?” said the voice, and there he was, standing a few feet away, removing his wraparound sunglasses, in a trenchcoat with the collar up: an unharmed Luc LeMote.

No. This was impossible, some fiendish hologram. The painkillers were making me hallucinate. Luc was severely injured or dead. I’d been soaked in his blood.

“I heard you were attacked in Rome. But you look well. Pale.”

“Thank you.”

My hallucination was talking to me. And smiling.

“Are you really here? How? I thought you were either murdered or being held captive. Did you escape?”

I touched the now-reduced lump on my head, as if this would snap me back to reality.

“I’m alive. I’d stockpiled my own blood, so the DNA from the crime scene would match. After I stole the diamond I had to vanish, or my father would’ve had me killed. That’s why the Tuxedo Society rushed you out of my house.”

This had a certain logic, but had Reggie known about the fakery? And if he’d been in on it, why hadn’t he included me? Or was Luc lying, and why had he returned? He’d smuggled the diamond to Reata, but was that his true allegiance? This was more brain-blasting Tuxedo Society madness and I had to shut it down.

“No. You’re not you. You’re not here. Or you’re a really nasty and expensive robot. Get out.”

“I understand why you’re upset, but there’s no time for that. I need you to bring a message to Reggie, something I can’t entrust to any device. Tell him the Lachesis Ruby is being held by Elki Jenstromm’s father.”

“What? Who? What are you talking about? Why should I believe a word you say, or that you even exist?”

“I can prove I exist.”

He was coming toward me, around the counter. He was about to rob me, to force me to open the register, or maybe he had a screwdriver or a gun or a substance he’d rub on my hand that would liquefy my internal organs and kill me within seconds. I backed away, into a glass wall.

Luc grabbed me by the waist and kissed me, with a toe-curling lust that didn’t feel fraudulent, but maybe that meant I was deep into my schizoid episode. At least it was a really hot schizoid episode, and after a second of ambivalence, I kissed him back, as the scents of every candle in the store wafted like cartoon bluebirds encircling us with a silken ribbon.

“Hi there!” said a woman’s voice, as the front door’s prerecorded melody jingled. “I’m Marge Neerman, from Eau Claire, Wisconsin? I was here last August and I bought the Iced Vanilla Malibu Sunrise candle at fifteen percent off?”

Over Luc’s shoulder I saw a sweet-faced woman wearing a sweatshirt airbrushed with Elsa from Frozen hugging Martin Luther King. She was carrying shopping bags from every nearby store and waving a pink-angora-mittened hand.

“Remember me?” said Marge. “Is that discount still on?”

“I have to go,” said Luc. “Reggie can explain. But you have to tell him. Elki Jenstromm’s father.”

As Luc hurried out, Marge gawked at him and then turned back to me: “Hubba delish yowza. You got yourself a major cutie patootie there, Mister Lucky Duck!”
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I spent the rest of my workday selling and gift-wrapping candles, along with accepting empty, blackened jars that cheapskate customers claimed “didn’t work.” I kept asking myself: Is Luc in any way real? But Marge had seen him, and I could taste him on my lips. I left voicemails and texts for Brock, with no response. And if I was being called into service as a messenger boy, to what end? What if Luc was some sort of double agent, kissing me into dastardly cooperation? Why should I jump back into such global uncertainty, when the Tuxedo Society had all but broken me? And politely discarded me?

If I refused to transmit Luc’s urgent words, would that be unpatriotic and disloyal? But I could do what Luc had asked and then sign off. I’d keep my guard up, I’d resist any further entanglement, even Dr. Huron in a Fair Isle sweater-vest and a tweed newsboy cap. And even if Luc had somehow materialized, I wouldn’t entertain even the slightest notion of a sexual rematch. But why was the Tuxedo Society so rife with romance, as if it were a candle called United Nations Sandalwood Intimacy?

I’m not being asked back, I assured myself after work, on the subway out to the Tuxes’ headquarters in Queens. I can repeat Luc’s message succinctly and get the hell out of there. I was no longer a Tux, for good reason. I wouldn’t try to re-insinuate myself, and I wouldn’t hope that Dr. Huron would be wearing rumpled pajamas and a fedora, which was how I’d dressed him during a masturbatory relapse.

Jace answered the door, saying, “Andy! There you are! I’ve heard you were way popular in le Europe! Let me get Reggie!”

I stepped inside apprehensively, and not just because I’d never heard anyone else use the phrase “le Europe.” Reggie appeared and waved for me to follow him. I hesitated, since I’d promised myself a quick farewell. But then I wouldn’t get to see Dr. Huron, possibly with his sleeves haphazardly rolled up and suspenders. So I traipsed after Reggie because I’m le whore.

Marcus was at his bank of computer screens, as Reggie asked me, “So you claim you have a message?”

“From Luc.”

Reggie waited to see where I’d take this. “As I’m sure you know,” I began, “he’s alive.”

Reggie didn’t say anything, which was his tough-guy’s confirmation.

“You were part of it, weren’t you? So why? Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you let me go through that? Waking up with him gone and blood everywhere?”

“Because you’re new. It toughened you up. You were still able to function. And because Luc had intercepted the diamond, it was imperative that his father think he was out of the picture. And you were on foreign soil, where you might’ve been questioned by either the police or any number of private interests, and it’s not that I didn’t trust you, I just thought things would be easier if you didn’t have to lie. We couldn’t risk your being tortured and confessing that Luc wasn’t dead.”

I was outraged: “So you’d rather me be tortured without any leverage?”

“I’d rather you not be tortured at all, but it was always a possibility.”

“Diet Snapple? Dr Pepper? Coke Zero?” said Jace, returning with a tray of beverages. Seeing my confused and obdurate face, he handed me a bottle and said, “Let’s stick with vitamin-infused smartwater, shall we?”

“So you saw Luc?” asked Reggie.

“He showed up at the candle shop where I work. And he gave me a message for you, which he said I had to deliver in person. ‘The Lachesis Ruby is owned by Jelki Engstromm’s father.’ ”

I took a breath, since I’d reversed syllables. “Elki Jenstromm’s father.”

“On it,” said Marcus, and within seconds, “Elki Jenstromm was the silver medalist in men’s diving, representing Denmark in the last summer Olympics. He’s competing again, two weeks from now in Tokyo. His father is Henrik Jenstromm; the family owns a fifth-generation bank in Copenhagen, with suspicious foreign investments. Elki’s gay with a straight twin brother, who’s competed in the men’s relay and water polo.”

Brock popped in, asking, “Did I hear the words ‘men’s water polo’?”

I was surprised that thousands of gay men hadn’t begun gathering outside the building, chanting these words. But Brock’s ears are extremely sensitive. He’d once told me, “I can hear a Dartmouth wrestler buying deck shoes at the store while I’m still a block away.”

I should leave. I’d relayed the message. I didn’t know or care about Henrik Jenstromm or Olympic swimmers—okay, that last part was a lie, but I wasn’t attached to this investigation, not anymore. Goodbye. Adios. Have fun in Denmark or Tokyo or wherever. But why wasn’t I moving?

“How would Henrik Jenstromm get his hands on the ruby?” asked Reggie.

“He’s donated tons to the National Museum of Denmark,” said Marcus, as he scrolled, “and his wife’s father is the ambassador to Greece. Henrik’s also an adjunct member of the Constitutional Committee, and he was nominated by Fleming Fairmont, for the international branch.”

Sorry. Not interested. If I catch the next E train I can get home in time for that new HGTV show about flipping rental properties in Des Moines. A place where no one ever gets shot at by bishops or licked by renanimated French corpses. Most likely. The door’s just a few yards away. Here I go. Any second now.

“All right,” said Reggie. “We’ll talk to Fleming Fairmont, and by talk I mean squeeze some truth out of his pasty little skull.”

“Fleming’s in town,” said Marcus, glued to his screens. “He’s staying at the St. Regis, which is seriously pricey on a senator’s salary.”

“Fleming takes kickbacks from half the Republican party,” said Reggie. “But we’re not going to his hotel. I can tell you just where he’ll be, and what we should do. Marcus, contact Timothy. I’m not sure of his current last name.”

“He’s just using Timothy this week,” said Marcus. “He says that legends only need one name, like Cher or Madonna or Zendaya.”

“Did you know that Timothy’s tongue has its own Instagram?” asked Brock. “With over two million followers.”

Why was I thinking about checking out Timothy’s tongue Instagram? Shut up, Andrew’s still-healing brain. Get busy, Andrew’s feet. That HGTV show won’t watch itself.

“Good job, Andrew,” said Reggie. “Luc’s information is invaluable. But you’re on permanent hiatus, so we’ll take it from here.”

I’d actually taken a few steps, when:

“Andrew?” said Dr. Huron, who’d not only just joined the meeting but remembered my name. He was wearing a loosely knotted knit necktie and a corduroy three-piece suit with tasseled old-man shoes. My erection wasn’t my fault, because he was deliberately done up as British librarian/Nobel finalist clickbait, like Eddie Redmayne in any British biopic where he crosses an Oxford quad in October, hunched from calculating a theorem or composing a sonnet. With his shy toothy smiles and wind-tossed russet hair, Eddie ratifies a basic show business bylaw: all sexy Englishmen become movie stars, from Ralph Fiennes to Colin Firth to Christian Bale. They get their teeth fixed and it’s done. We’ll deal with Idris Elba and Jonathan Bailey later, because they’re so sexy they count as Americans.

“Good morning, Andrew,” said Dr. Huron, adjusting his horn-rims, just to give me a heart murmur. “How’s your cranium?”

For a second I translated this medical term as Latin for “I can’t live without you.”

“Much better, thanks. Good to see you.”

Shut it down, I told myself. You’re infatuated with Luc, especially now that he’s alive, so you shouldn’t be crushing on Dr. Huron, even if Dr. Huron is more immediately available. Andrew, I mean it, stop thinking with your dick, because your emotional and physical well-being are at stake, even if you just flashed on Dr. Huron splashing naked in the early morning light of a Coventry pond, unawares, in any E. M. Forster adaptation.

“I like your necktie,” I told Dr. Huron, modulating to sound straightforward but coming off as if I’d be leaving a shiny red apple on his desk and maybe a scented candle called House of Lords Sparkle Lube. Brock caught my eye as he subtly mimed giving a blowjob.

“Andrew,” said Reggie, “weren’t you just leaving?”

I was. I am. But I could ask a perfectly innocent question, couldn’t I, on my way out?

“I’m going, but I’m curious—how do you know where Fleming Fairmont is going to be?”

“Because he loves piano bars. So we’ll find someone who can sing to distract him.”

Oh shit. Super oh shit. Not fair. Truly mean. I love to sing.

In fact, I bet Reggie is aware of how much I love to sing. He’s taunting me.

Singing’s a big part of why I became an actor. I hate to admit this, but there are clips of me on YouTube as a seven-year-old in a sequined vest warbling boy band hits, with full-out choreography and a blond-tipped perm. My mom also posted my middle school talent night medley of “My Heart Will Go On,” “Quit Playing Games (with My Heart),” and “Shot Through the Heart.” And yes, I’d made a heart shape with my hands. And glued an iridescent heart-shaped purple teardrop to my cheek. And fine, I sometimes audition with “As If We Never Said Goodbye” from Sunset Boulevard, because it shows off the octaves I can span.

“Andrew’s a great singer,” said Brock. “He does a one-man version of Wicked, playing everybody, in under ten minutes.”

Because it’s the only way I’ll ever get to do “Defying Gravity.” I once had a dream where I was at an Idina Menzel concert and her throat was scratchy so she said, “Andrew Birnbaum, get up here. Be my Elphaba.”

“But Andrew’s not available,” said Reggie. “We can’t ask him to do this.”

God damn you, Reggie. What’s your game?

“Andrew, here’s the thing,” Reggie continued. “You’re retired, with honors. Although this would be a contained situation, with zero physical threat…”

“I’m available,” I blurted. “If it’s just singing, that’s not a problem.”

“I was a member of an a cappella group at Oxford,” volunteered Dr. Huron, “in the Physics Department, called the Radioactive Isotones.”

“Well,” said Reggie, “what if you guys did a duet? Fleming would have to change his panties.”
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That night, Dr. Huron—whom I was now calling Edwin—and I were seated at a tiny secluded table at Helen’s Hot Note, a piano bar in the West Village that has been around for at least forty years. Helen herself is an ebulliently tattered former chorus girl, now well into her nineties, but still showcasing her dancer’s legs in fishnets, with her upper body swathed in three window treatments’ worth of grimy pink satin and bunched netting glued with rhinestones, which often fall off as she circulates, schmoozing her customers to buy more liquor. Aspiring performers drop by the Hot Note after midnight, to test material or just to stay in practice. The regulars also include over-the-title Broadway stars, who’ll stay for hours, still riding the adrenaline blast of standing ovations from their hit shows; they’re shot even higher by the rowdy adoration of hardcore fans.

Tourists and longtime show queens hang out, and on occasion, a big Hollywood name will swan in with an entourage, confessing their cabaret addiction; I’d once seen Anne Hathaway sing half the score from Book of Mormon, and she was amazing. Edwin and I had collaborated on a cover story: we were both from out of town, but had met that afternoon at a matinee of the long-running Michael Jackson jukebox show, something that only folks from the hinterlands would go to see (New Yorkers are terrible snobs regarding shows not written expressly for the high-browed stage, preferring artier pieces about 1920s lesbians in Paris or lonely-teens-on-the-spectrum).

Through the dim lighting and high-decibel gossip (“Could Barbra still do the movie of Gypsy using AI?”) I saw Fleming Fairmont making his way toward a corner table. While the Hot Note isn’t a specifically gay bar, it’s far too gender fluid for Fleming’s loyal Dixie voters, so his privacy was maintained by what he considered foolproof camouflage: a beret, a fisherman’s knit sweater, and not just dad jeans but granddad jeans, with their shapeless-yet-ironed fit. Since he wasn’t in a boxy navy blue suit, Fleming imagined no one would recognize him, and he came off like a registered sex offender exhibiting his watercolors at a New England seaport gallery. If the Tuxes came on too strong, we’d scare him off, so Reggie had devised a means of misleading and then ambushing him.

As Fleming ordered his customary Brandy Alexander, with a paper parasol and a plastic hibiscus, Helen, who’d been briefed on Reggie’s plan, was winding her way toward the small stage at one end of the packed room. “Hey there, Hot Noters!” she brayed, climbing over the atmospheric coffee-can footlights and standing before a brick wall covered with framed, autographed photos of herself from decades past. “We’re cookin’ tonight! I see some new faces, some old faces, some old faces with new cheekbones, and just a whole buncha talent! Who’s gonna be brave and start us off? I’m lookin’ at…”

Helen surveyed the crowd, flourishing her microphone like a divining rod, skimming past me and Edwin and then returning: “How about you two little lovebirds? Get up here, pronto!”

Edwin and I acted flustered and reluctant, but the room’s applause encouraged us and we made our way onto the stage.

“And what have we here? Is this a first date?”

Edwin and I sputtered, “Yes,” as I thought: That’s kind of true.

“Well, if music be the food of love, let’s chow down! What’re you two big handsome galoots gonna sing tonight? To fall madly in love by?”

“Maybe ‘Whole New World’ from Aladdin,” I ventured, while keeping an eye on Fleming, who couldn’t stop ogling Edwin. I doubted that Fleming would recognize me from that night at the Constitutional Committee headquarters, when I’d been done up in my waiter drag. I also wasn’t Edwin, who said, “Or we might try Sondheim’s ‘Not a Day Goes By’ from Merrily. Although it’s awfully sad.”

“A Brit!” Helen crowed. “Prince Charming’s in the house!”

“Or,” I zeroed in on what Marcus had told me was Fleming’s favorite tune, from hacking his ringtone, “what about ‘Where or When’?”

The title of this Rodgers and Hart perennial made the crowd sigh, and Fleming dab at his eyes with his napkin. It’s a hauntingly romantic song, which Fleming had undoubtedly bleated alone in his boyhood bedroom while mooning over the photo of a high school quarterback in a yearbook—and had most recently whistled while watching Timothy’s OnlyFans.

“ ‘Where or When,’ ” Helen directed her steadfast piano player, a man close to her own age with the musical equivalent of a photographic memory. He played the intro to the song, and Edwin sang it in a clear and honest voice, without a trained performer’s self-admiring theatrics. As he was holding the microphone and singing just to me, I was flung back into my Tuxedo Society conundrum: Was this real affection, or an expedient ploy to ensnare Fleming?

As Edwin passed me the mic and I began the song’s first verse, I saw only Edwin, but I didn’t overdo things. I’ve got a decent voice, which I trusted, and I let Edwin’s cocker spaniel−brown eyes inform the lyrics. This was also an actor’s dilemma: Was I enticing Edwin? Was my vulnerability unforced or professional? Harmonizing on the chorus, our foreheads almost touched. To avoid getting hopelessly swoony, I peered over Edwin’s shoulder. Fleming was transfixed, mouthing the lyrics with us, so he didn’t notice that Timothy and Brock were now seated on either side of him, having slid soundlessly onto the banquette.

Singing releases something in me. When I’m playing a character, I’ll obey that person’s history and quirks. But with music there’s a more directly emotional freedom and less crouching behind research. For a moment I sympathized with Fleming: Had he ever permitted himself a relationship, or even a date with another guy, or were the Hot Note and watching Timothy’s videos his full inner life? Would even a hint of openness prod a less staunchly right-wing perspective? But politics rarely responds to even the most heartfelt ballad, preferring ugly anthems and mindless marches.

As the song ended, Helen led the crowd in an enthusiastic “KISS HIM! KISS HIM!” We did just that, and Edwin’s kiss was different from Luc’s, less showy than scientifically intent, seeking verifiable results. Kissing can be even more expressive than singing: some guys are grindingly mechanical, but Edwin was tender. What was happening? There’s a proven chemistry between English stars, all those Emmas and Ruperts, and less polite Americans. Edwin and I would be our own Emily Blunt and John Krasinski, each accusing the other of having an accent.

As the kiss ended, the crowd’s good-natured hooting jolted me back to our mission. Edwin touched my cheek, and I mentally began browsing for a cheap bureau at IKEA, with enough drawers for our combined stuff. Brock and Timothy were hustling Fleming toward a more secluded location, so Edwin and I left the stage.

Reggie was waiting in the club’s thimble-sized, barely functional kitchen (the place mostly serves finger foods). Brock and Timothy had Fleming with his back to the ancient refrigerator, as Edwin and I joined the action, and Reggie said, “Fleming, you repulsive rodent, you were holding out on us. Sure, you were on target about the Parnassus Group, but I’ll bet you’ve tracked all three jewels.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Fleming protested. “Unhand me!”

“She’s such a damsel,” said Brock.

“And you’re pals with Henrik Jenstromm, aren’t you?” said Reggie.

“He’s a dear friend. We met when he was speaking on funding international heritage sites at a G6 summit. I showed him photographs of my family’s fully restored plantation, to inquire whether it might qualify for the registry.”

“And Henrik is a world-class crypto-facist, isn’t he?” said Reggie. “Who believes that genetically superior leadership can control the ignorant masses. I’m quoting from one of his earlier essays in the Constitutional Committee newsletter, which he always forgets about.”

“We all evolve.”

“It’s true,” said Brock. “Fleming used to have a shred of dignity. But he’s moved past it.”

“I would find that insulting,” said Fleming. “If it weren’t for your eyelashes.”

“Hey,” said Timothy. “What about me? I sent you those used flip-flops.”

“Pardon me?”

“You asked me to autograph them, ‘To a fine legislator.’ ”

“Get real, asshole,” said Reggie. “Or I’ll have Timothy cut you off, and you’ll be banned from the Hot Note.”

For the first time, Fleming regarded Edwin and me, asking “Et tu, gentlemen? Your song was deeply moving. I believed in your love. Was it a sham?”

Edwin and I looked at each other—what were we willing to deny?

“Fleming,” said Reggie. “If you ever came out, or at least stopped getting gay teachers fired, I might let these guys answer that question. But you don’t deserve them.”

Edwin’s fingertips intertwined with mine, which made me momentarily forget about the Diadem and its hazards. Edwin was holding my hand. Was he renewing my Tux membership?

“How can we get to Jenstromm?” Reggie demanded. “What’s the best route?”

Fleming was surrounded, which as before, he found titillating. He squirmed against the refrigerator, like a tropical, sarong-clad maiden being sacrificed to a sun god in a 1930s melodrama. Fleming was a true masochist who enjoyed being debased by both Republican presidents and a kitchen filled with men. He was also eyeing a nearby bowl of pork rinds, the greatest Southern aphrodisiac.

“Henrik is very private and willful,” said Fleming, whose pronouncements were always suspect. “He doesn’t believe the world appreciates his vision of an enhanced pecking order. He’s often been unfairly attacked as a white supremacist.”

“Unfairly?” said Reggie.

“He lives only for his work and his twin sons, whom he considers proof of his achievments in social engineering.”

“Jesus,” said Reggie. “He used his kids as science experiments?”

“Essentially. From birth, he fed them a fanatically balanced diet, emphasizing animal protein, grains, and amino acids. He had them tested at six months, for coordination and athletic aptitude. They were homeschooled by a select coterie of scholars, psychologists, and trainers. Elki showed early promise in diving, although his performance at the last Olympics was a disappointment. This year will most likely be his final opportunity.”

“And his twin?” I asked, meaning the straight one.

“Arne is troubled. He’d excelled at gymnastics and cross-country skiing, and he was Henrik’s favorite, until he rebelled. He dropped out of every competition, stopped speaking to his father, and works as a nature guide in Sweden. He issued a public statement, about refusing to be positioned as, in his words, ‘a master race automaton.’ ”

“And the jewels?” said Reggie.

“If Henrik has the Lachesis Ruby, something I’m not at all convinced of, Elki could pinpoint its location. He’s his father’s most ardent pupil. He lives to make him proud.”

“So Elki gets us to Henrik,” Reggie speculated.

“Perhaps,” said Fleming, his smirk returning. “And by the by, how is our illustrious First Lady? I’m told she had a most productive chat with His Holiness.”

“Fuck you, Fleming,” said Reggie, evenly. “Ms. Pershing is doing fine, despite the best efforts of your criminal buddies.”

“Which is why you need me. And Timothy, I understand you’ll be offering tube socks and a very special pair of torn sweatpants. I’d like to be moved to the top of the list.”

“I’ll try,” said Timothy. “But last time you’d maxed out your PayPal. So I’ll need cash or a money order.”

“Young people,” said Fleming, “always so impatient.” As before, dealing with Fleming was like juggling slime. Outside the club, Reggie took me aside, informing me, “Nice work. But this was a one-shot deal. I’m still worried about you.”

“I’m fine. Just lending a hand. My good deed for the day.”

“Uh-huh,” said Reggie, glancing at Edwin loitering nearby.

With a dirty smile, Reggie took off, to consult with Marcus over verifying Fleming’s claims. Brock and Timothy were done for the night, and Edwin offered to walk me home.

As we strolled, I asked him, “How did you get involved with all this? With the Tuxes?”

“My mum was a journalist embedded with an English military patrol in Afghanistan. She was kidnapped and would’ve been executed, but Reggie and three other Navy SEALs saved her life. They infiltrated a Taliban encampment, under heavy artillery fire. Reggie rescued Mum and an American aid worker.”

“So you owe him?”

“I respect him endlessly. I was getting my doctorate at Harvard when he contacted me. He asked if I’d be interested in becoming an eccentric-yet-brilliant inventor of advanced spyware for an off-the-books queer special ops unit. I wasn’t certain I was qualified, but he said, ‘I can offer you a vintage blackboard and enriched uranium.’ ”

He grinned, which had to be his most lethal weapon.

“How long ago?”

“Five years now. You’re just a baby.”

This was true. Edwin equipped the Tuxes with lifesaving innovations. Tonight had been a blip, a reminder of why I’d left the organization. My participation was ephemeral at best: all I’d done was get hit in the head and sing in public.

“You’ve got a great voice,” I told Edwin.

“I’m a bit rusty. You covered for me.”

“Do you have… No, I’m not going to ask that. It’s so pushy.”

“Do I have a boyfriend? A husband? An other? No. I believe this is where I mention how taxing my job is, with so little time for a private life. Although that’s not why my last, brief whatever-it-was disintegrated.”

“So what happened?”

“He was a tenor.”

“How are you still alive?”

We were outside my building. The evening was topsy-turvy, since we’d already kissed, as stipulated by the crowd at the Hot Note. I had the choice of making a more serious play for Edwin, which might mean fully reconnecting with the Tuxes, or holding firm in my resolve to lead a less jeopardized life. I was standing on a mist-shrouded dock in Marseille, or a dust-billowing Casablanca airfield, parting from my it-wasn’t-meant-to-be heartthrob.

“We mustn’t,” said Edwin, delving into my star-crossed, black-and-white final-reel fadeout.

“We can’t.”

“I’m no good for you.”

“It would only end badly. We both know that. But years from now,” I asked, “when you hear our song, or bitch-slap another closet-case senator, will you think of me?”

“Always. I’ll never forget you, Kevin.”

I was momentarily affronted. Edwin was fiendishly smart, waywardly adorable, and he’d just revealed a sense of humor. But I thought about Luc, and what his fraudulent near-death had put me through. I recalled being assaulted by vicious cardinals. I saw myself lying unconscious in a Roman street.

“So this is goodbye,” I said.

“No, it’s not goodbye. I’m English. So it’s toodle-oo.”

“We’ll always have our exploding power bars.”

“Good night, Jasper.”

Edwin leaned in, kissed me lightly, and hurried away, past the Dunkin’ Donuts, the twenty-four-hour vape shop, and the heroin addict vomiting next to a hydrant. I cued the swelling of melancholy-yet-stirring orchestral music, but the spell was broken by a teenage girl loudly squawking to her friends, “So I says to him, ‘Get lost, Derek, I’m not sucking you off in the bathroom at Taco Bell. You’re not that special!’ ”

The next day, my sort-of agent had scheduled me for a rare audition. Brett Framing was an up-and-coming employee at a midrange agency. He’d been at one of my improv nights and agreed to represent me on an informal basis, which was a worrisomely mild form of interest. I hadn’t heard from him in months, but his assistant had sent me to read for a new play at a not-for-profit theater. I’d paged through the script multiple times and memorized the requested scenes, where I’d be playing several characters. The playwright had attended a prestigious drama school, received several highly sought-after grants, and her play had already been workshopped at two out-of-town conferences. As far as I could tell, it covered a young woman’s psychologically abusive relationship with her withholding mother, a bad recent breakup with a video-game designer who’d misspelled her name in a tattoo, and her compulsion to write songs expressing her rage over climate change and getting dumped for a thinner, blond Peloton instructor.

I was playing the young woman’s dog walker, a FedEx delivery guy, and someone called Douchebag At Bar. None of these characters had more than two lines but prompted the young woman to enter what the script called a “liminal space” where she would sing her fraught childhood memories. (The lyrics included “My mother’s polished fingernails / my lonely trips to Bloomingdale’s.”) I couldn’t tell if the play was brilliant or like someone reading their dream journal aloud at a slumber party, but I did my best to craft interior lives for my mostly silent roles, while my mind kept darting, to the whereabouts of the ruby, and kissing Edwin.

The casting director thanked me for coming in, and on the subway, I told myself that maybe her muting her phone during my audition had been a hopeful sign. As I headed back to the candle shop, I forced myself to be upbeat and not dwell on the five other actors my age who’d been seated in the waiting area. As I was unboxing the latest delivery of summery products, with names like Freshly Cut Grass and Triple Sweetberry Serenade, my phone buzzed: Reggie had texted to ask if I’d ever swum competitively.

What was he talking about? I’d done laps in neighborhood pools and ventured a few yards into the Atlantic, sticking close to the shore in fear of riptides, sharks, and being compared to preening guys with eight-packs (I’d counted). But what was Reggie after? I almost texted back, but strengthened my choice to disengage. I was done.

That night, as I was scrolling through a news site (and congratulating myself for not doing shirtless searches on the cuter first-term politicians), there was a “Breaking Story Alert” about how Reata’s Washington motorcade had been sideswiped by a drunk driver. Reata hadn’t been injured, and the driver, who so far hadn’t been linked to any terrorist cells, was in custody.

If I was being honest, I’d loved reconnecting with the Tuxes at the Hot Note, and this was major: Reata’s life had been threatened, again, in a very close call. That’s why Reggie had gotten in touch.

I especially like it when my most high-minded motives overlap with my more selfish impulses. I’d once volunteered at a food pantry because I got a free tote bag and there was a hot guy whose sinewy forearms spoke to me as we handed out canned goods. And now I could break my vow of keeping the Tuxes (plus Edwin and Luc) at a distance. Reggie had made the first move, after all. I had a truckload of well-reasoned objections, but the Tuxes needed me. And vice versa.

I was at the headquarters by 7 p.m., seated alongside Brock, Timothy, and Marcus, with the late arrival of Terry Swanberg and Miles Hespers, the architect/athlete pair I’d found alarmingly esteemed, as the sort of couple whose Style section wedding photos show their coordinated-yet-not-matching custom Prada outfits and well-groomed rescue mutt as the ring bearer. Reggie hurried in, but where was Edwin? Maybe naming a reconnaissance gizmo after me, as our “love drone”?

“Everyone,” Reggie began, “we have one week.”

“The Tokyo Olympics begin next Monday,” added Marcus. “Under the tightest security in history.”

“But here’s how we’ll be sequestered inside the Olympic Village,” said Reggie. “As alternates in diving, the shot put, and gymnastics.”

Alternates? What did that mean? Do Olympic athletes have understudies? Is there a slip of paper in the Playbill announcing “The Role Of The Sprinter With All The Buzz Will Be Played By Someone Slightly Slower”? Does the crowd groan, like when Josh Groban has the flu or a concert date in Omaha, after they’d paid a scalper for premium seats?

“I’ve gotten permission for an undercover op. The alternates are the runners-up from the Olympic trials, who’ll participate if a qualifying entrant is sick or injured, which never happens. The athletes have too much riding on this. So we’ve contacted the real alternates and paid them a good sum of money. They’ll remain in the Village, but wearing street clothes and staying in staff housing. We’ll be placed with the first-rung athletes, so we’ll have access to all the Games’ participants from every country.”

I lurched to quiet my brain and other parts of my body. Of course, I’d watched the Olympics online, by which I mean the events with men showing the most skin. Brock and I had gossiped about the Romanian gymnasts as if they were supermodels or any Ryan Murphy series with Jessica Lange. We’d referred to the Peruvian long jumper as “Alejandro” and sent each other photos of his equally good-looking cousin (Luis) in the stands. As for the swimmers, well—I’d grown up on Michael Phelps, and even though he’s retired, married, and has kids, I still think of him as my gateway drug to desire. I’m not sure why conservatives get incensed over YA novels with LGBTQ+ characters when there’s officially sanctioned homoerotic filth in prime time every four years.

Gay guys relate to the world from many angles at once. We can applaud an athlete’s years of training and record-shattering wins, while debating whether he shaves his entire body to increase his speed in the water, or if the teammates shave each other because it’s what bros do. We commend Jake Gyllenhaal’s forays into scruffy English one-act plays for limited Broadway runs, while also charting the dimensions of his thighs from Prince of Persia through the Road House remake (these are the less elevated movies he makes for his more slavering fans). And when an especially sturdy serial killer is arrested, with his perp walk in a raggedly sleeveless, tricep-exposing, plaid flannel shirt, we condemn his stabbings while checking his Facebook status to see if he’s “in a relationship” or “deranged but single.” Our responses are morally reprehensible, but as Brock says, “It’s not like we’re stalking any of these people. Yet.”

“Miles,” said Reggie, “you participated in the last Olympics and you’re on this year’s diving team as well. What can we expect?”

Miles had been born in São Paulo, but his parents had emigrated when he was a baby, so he swam for the States. While in his late twenties, he could pass for a college freshman. Brock had theorized, “Career athletes are raised in a bubble, because they train eighteen hours a day, seven days a week. They’re not really socialized, so they’re nicer and more innocent than the rest of us. Terry was Miles’s first boyfriend. They’re very Hansel and Hansel.”

“Well,” said Miles, wearing a T-shirt silk-screened with the face of Diana Nyad, the cantankerous lesbian champion who’d completed a swim between Miami and Cuba in her sixties. “People think the Olympic Village is this hotbed of horniness, where the most incredibly in-shape, pumped-up athletes from all over the world meet each other without any cameras or press around and just go at it. Which is exactly what happens.”

The Tuxes strove agonizingly to seem unruffled, as if we were far too refined for such smutty conjecture. Brock slumped to the floor, then pulled himself up, murmuring, “Low blood sugar.”

“Of course, everyone’s laser-focused on their events, and the Village gym is always packed. There’s a huge cafeteria, and masseurs and nutritionists are on call. And even though competitors have memorized the rankings, people are incredibly friendly. During my first Olympics, I remember thinking, This is the only place on earth where everyone’s as crazy as I am. In a weird way, it was comforting. So if you guys are pretending to be athletes, don’t strut around and snub people. It’s more like summer camp with drug testing. And sure, people hook up all the time, especially once their events are over. Whether they’ve won or lost, the athletes stick around for the closing ceremonies. So all bets are off.”

“So if we want to get close to Elki,” asked Reggie, “we should treat him like anyone else?”

“Yes, and I’ve met him, and he seems really nice. But he was constantly on the phone with his father, who was always down front in the stands. They were super intense. Four years ago, Elki’s twin brother was still competing, in separate events, before things went south. And yes, Timothy…” Miles acknowledged that Timothy had been raising his hand frantically. “Elki and Arne are identical in every way, although there were constant late-night discussions about which one had slightly more developed calves. The jury is still out.”

Timothy lowered his hand, satisfied for the moment.

“Thanks, Miles,” said Reggie. “And we’re all rooting for you. But, people—while we’re behaving normally and cultivating contacts, keep your eyes on Elki. We have to find the ruby before anyone else.”

“From hacking Henrik’s texts,” said Marcus, “he wants the ruby for Elki, to give him an edge. Because Lachesis controls the substance of people’s lives, Henrik thinks the stone will increase Elki’s stamina and precision, as if it’s an anabolic steroid that can’t be detected.”

“But isn’t that nuts?” asked Timothy.

“Athletes and their coaches can be more irrational than anyone,” said Miles. “They’ll use anything for that extra fraction of a second, or eighth-of-an-inch over the high jump, whether it’s a rabbit’s foot or a lucky pair of goggles or a legal vitamin supplement. Trust me on this.”

I keyed into everything Miles had said, from my own refusing to speak the name of Shakespeare’s “Scottish play,” which was a well-known theatrical jinx, to the photo of Meryl in her first off-Broadway play that I’d tape to my dressing room mirror. Athletes, like actors, fear a head cold, a sprain, or especially the yips, that inexplicable dread that can overtake anyone under pressure. Even after months of drills on a track, or weeks in a rehearsal room, someone fully prepared can unravel, convinced of imminent failure. I’d greedily swallow that ruby on a night when there are critics out front.

The lure of the Diadem, whether the stories were provable or not, was potent. If someone could alter or be assured of their fate, this wasn’t just life-changing; it could affect the record books. The jewels could be an ultimate self-help guide. People still swear by The Secret, that perennial bestseller that promises triumph through visualization: if a person can mentally see themselves crossing whatever finish line in first place, and trouncing their rivals, the reality will ensue. Although no one ever fact-checks this methodology: Why haven’t all The Secret devotees become verifiable winners? With the diamond, ruby, or emerald, nothing would be left to chance, and with all three, an even more assured dominance would be within reach.

“These are your assignments,” said Reggie, as Marcus posted the list on his screens, as if casting had been finalized for our high school’s senior musical, and there could be only one Evita and one Ché (I’d be happy with either). “Brock, you’ll be the shot put alternate. Timothy, you’re gymnastics. And Andrew, we need you in diving.”

Jesus fuck. Diving was Elki’s event and Miles’s. I had no idea why Reggie was allotting me this central responsibility, unless my membership had only been renewed on a trial basis, so I could prove myself. While I almost protested that I wasn’t up to it, I resisted. Maybe my time-out and my return to the candle shop had been a necessary adjustment, a breather, but not an ending. Maybe I could do this. I’d faltered in Rome, but I was beginning to see myself as not just an out-of-work actor, but something else. As someone who might have value, to my country and to Reata (or was this my homegrown application of The Secret?).

Because of my background and Equity card, I was also thinking, Oh my God, I just got cast in the LEAD!

Edwin entered, pushing a wheeled rack of clothing.

“These are your competition uniforms,” he told the group. “We’ve got warm-up suits, sweats, Speedos, unitards, sneakers, shower clogs, and jockstraps, all of which are compliments of Ralph Lauren.”

“You’re welcome,” said Brock, standing and bowing. “Although Ralph does this for every Olympics, because he gets millions in free publicity. And the limited-edition parkas, from the opening ceremony, can make you a fortune on eBay.”

“However,” said Edwin, “I’ve tinkered with the fabrics and zippers. Each piece has filaments that can transmit conversations. You don’t have to raise your voices, or yell into your sleeves, but Marcus will be monitoring everything you say and do.”

As Edwin said this, I’m not positive, but I think he glanced at me. We’d officially shut down any flirtation, or had things changed? Now that I was becoming a fake Olympic athlete, was I a different person, had my bogus sportsmanship given Edwin second thoughts, in his pants? Or was it smarter to hold off and avoid any distraction, with the future of the world in play?

“I’ll be available around the clock, as a sports doctor and physical therapist,” said Reggie. “Good luck, and don’t fuck this up. We’ll be isolated in the Village, but as soon as we’re at any of the stadiums, we’re bait, and the world is watching.”
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After a fourteen-hour flight our core group landed in Tokyo, although local members would be joining us—I wasn’t sure of the Tuxes’ complete roster, but Brock told me, during the flight, “Reggie’s cagey about names and numbers, but there are Tuxes everywhere. Check for the bow-tie tattoos.”

I’d noticed a tiny black bow tie, really just two connected triangles, on Reggie’s bicep. Brock now unbuttoned his shirt, and hidden between his impressive pecs was an identical symbol. “When did you get that?” I asked.

“You have to earn it. Reggie decides. Two weeks ago I waylaid a Russian mole at the store, by hog-tying him with cashmere sweaters and shoving a decorative vintage shoe tree in his mouth. The guy had almost strangled me in the basement stockroom, where he was meeting with another sales associate, who I’d been keeping an eye on. They’d been using a tennis trophy display piece as a drop-off for stolen discs and hard drives. By the time Reggie got there, I had both of those creeps stashed with the out-of-season snowsuits.”

“So Reggie rewarded you?”

“He made sure I was okay, and then he took me to see a friend of his, an ex-SEAL who’s had troubles with addiction, so Reggie got him into a program, where he had occupational therapy and learned to tattoo. He works out of a tiny apartment in Gowanus. At first getting inked felt weird, because it meant I was pledging allegiance to the Tuxes. Reggie said it isn’t required, but you know what? I really liked the idea. It’s not just my initials or some Celtic knot that a drunk high school senior gets over spring break in South Beach. It means something. And I love that it’s butch, because it’s a tattoo, but it’s also swanky.”

Brock’s only a year older than me, but his favorite words are “swanky,” “swellegant,” “chichi,” and “soigné.” He once said, “Slang comes and goes, and there’s always some seventeen-year-old calling me cringe and then I have to tell him only fifty-year-olds are still saying ‘cringe.’ So 1930s adjectives confuse everyone. Some guy sent me a dick pic and I texted back, ‘golly gee willikers!’ ”

As the plane began its descent into Tokyo, I was sure: I wanted my own Tuxedo Society tattoo, but I wouldn’t ask for one. Reggie would bestow the honor, if and when I was ready. I still coveted an Oscar and a Tony and maybe a Grammy for my audio recording of the unauthorized biography of a Real Housewife, but for the first time in my life, that little permanent bow tie gave me some semblance of a concrete goal, something less flagrantly egotistical. The tattoo would mean I’d become something in between a knight of King Reggie’s Round Table, a Jedi, and whoever saved the tribe in Avatar from gentrification.

A bus took us from the airport to the Olympic Village, so I only saw the city from the window. Tokyo looked beautiful and overcrowded and like any boisterous urban hub, but with a teetering maze of office buildings, sizzling neon, and LED signage everywhere, for a glossily patchworked Blade Runner visual chaos. Tokyo has often been used as a backdrop for studio thrillers, so I cautioned myself: the rest of the world isn’t America’s movie set.

The Village had been put together over the past year on the outskirts of town, and the Games would be taking place at a new, architecturally dazzling stadium nearby, along with pre-existing sports venues throughout the city. There was a high chain-link fence around the Village, topped with barbed wire, surrounding five-foot-thick concrete walls. After previous terrorist attacks, Japan and the other nations were taking no chances. While there were banners and flags everywhere, along with billboards and Jumbotrons celebrating the Games, I was attuned to the ever-present risk: the Olympics always present a tragically popular ground zero for protests and political retribution.

We were brought, single file, through a forbidding, gated archway striped in the Games’ signature colors of purple, lime green, and orange, and fans were already streaking their hair in these vibrant hues. We were wanded and patted down by uniformed guards, and our duffel bags were passed through metal detectors. Marcus had managed to hack this system remotely; through my terry-cloth Team USA headband his voice said, “Now,” and when I placed my knapsack and yoga mat on the rolling rubber belt, no alarm beeped. I still hadn’t employed any of Edwin’s weaponry, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to, but I was here for a reason.

Timothy, Brock, Miles, and I, along with a horde of legitimate American athletes, were corraled by relentlessly cheery, helpful guides in official Olympic gear with photo ID badges on lanyards around their necks. “Welcome to the Olympic Village,” said a young woman named Yuriko. “Here’s your swag!” She handed me the first of many canvas goody bags, this one bulging with a pair of $1,200 sunglasses, the latest earbuds, a chocolate version of an Olympic gold medal in gold foil, a pair of shearling-lined Uggs, and assorted wet wipes, soaps, colognes, and condoms, all with the Olympic logo, an endorsement that the manufacturers had paid dearly for. And always remember: no one appreciates free crap as much as an out-of-work actor.

The Village was bustling with great-looking, ideally built, smiling, and excitable people my own age and even younger, of every race, nationality, and language (translators were provided). The Olympic Village was a Disney utopia, diversity at its finest. Everyone waved to us and we waved back, even though I was a deliberate imposter, and I’m not talking about the weary trope of “imposter syndrome.” I was passing as something I wasn’t, like cheating off a child genius’s geometry quiz. Just by looking at me, the career athletes were most likely thinking, Jeez, Team America’s gone seriously downhill.

Our dorm was prefabricated and massive, as if it had been ordered from a big-box store and ratcheted together with those primitive wrenches. There were white walls and long hallways, with companionable lounge spaces furnished with beanbag chairs, squishy leather couches, and tables laden with fruit and varieties of water. The dorm could’ve been a starship hurtling through the cosmos as we were tucked into pods where we’d artificially nap for the four-hundred-year journey to Mars (which is the plot of every sci-fi epic that doesn’t make its money back, with the stars awakening decades too soon, in their underwear). The many identical foamcore doors opened into small rooms with twin beds built from the sturdiest industrial cardboard; online scuttlebutt sniggered that this less-than-reliable construction material would discourage boisterous sex, but everyone’s accumulated hormones would find a way.

I’d be bunking with Miles, and as we unpacked I assumed my latest role: the name on my credentials was Sky Collier, which belonged to the actual alternate. Reggie, it turned out, had assigned each of us based on our physical resemblances to the real things, in case anyone started Googling—this coincidence most likely accounted for Reggie’s willingness to bring me back into the fold. My return was provisional and could be revoked. I was far from a true Tux.

The legit Sky Collier was way more firm-jawed and vee-shaped than me, but we were both brunettes in our mid-twenties, of a similar height. If I were Sky Collier, what would I be thinking? In an All About Eve strategy, I’d “accidentally” break Miles’s legs so I could replace him, but this wasn’t a helpful mindset.

And let’s get this out of the way: being called Sky Collier was as far from “Andrew Birnbaum” as I could get. If I’d chosen “Sky Collier” I’d have become a laughingstock, but since it wasn’t my doing, I loved it. “Sky Collier” was a fighter pilot mated with the sideburned, leisure-suited stunt man/detective hero of a 1970s network series. As if I’d been switched at birth, a significant portion of my now fully healed brain was certain: I was always meant to be Sky Collier. I would thrive as Sky Collier. I am Sky Collier.

From what I observed, the athletes were both jolly and eager, and more fixated and neurotic than anyone on earth. They’d devoted their lives to this moment, to their heartbreakingly contained shot at Olympic glory, and they were being obsessively supervised and rated by coaches, parents, and fans. The only way I could comprehend such soul-numbing stress was to substitute a childhood memory of my Cub Scout troop. At our annual jamboree, held in a high school auditorium, my ten-year-old self, as the only Jewish Scout, had been recruited to stand onstage alone, before two hundred squirmingly bored fellow Scouts, and explain the meaning of Passover. I’d vomited immediately afterward and been hospitalized for dehydration, because it turned out I had mono. That was my Olympics. People still think I died.

But Sky Collier was neither Jewish, gay, nor an actor. So I’d be jock-ish, farm-fed, and unflappable. “Sky?” said Miles, from across the room. “Let’s go find Elki.”

“Dude,” I replied, hoisting my crotch, “let’s hit that shit.”

“Darling,” Miles replied, “reel it in.”

We wandered through the Village as if taking in the sights, with Marcus, via our earpieces, steering us toward the Danish dorm. We lingered outside, usurping the locked entry as someone else was leaving, and I asked if anyone had seen Aksel, a person I’d made up. Standing near a lounge, there he was: Elki Jenstromm, on his phone, sipping from an Olympic-branded juice box.

“Elki?” said Miles, to renew their acquaintance.

“Miles?” said Elki, who had the look of a strapping blond, rawhide-necklaced, cargo-shorted hiker in a Mentos commercial, along with something more tended to, by which I mean rich. Rich kids, I’d noted, even with their shirttails out and their Nikes untied, are unmistakably confident that the car is waiting.

Elki said something into the phone, in Danish, ending the call.

“My father,” he told us, as he embraced Miles. Elki’s English was flawless. So many people in the Village were multilingual; only Americans neglected studying an array of languages. “So good to see you!”

“This is Sky, my alternate,” said Miles, and I gloried in my new name.

“Hey,” I said, because I was playing the role of a guy.

“Here we go,” said Elki. “It’s my last Games.”

“You’re gonna do great,” said Miles. “There’s video of you in the trials, killing it.”

“We’ll see. My father says I’m getting sloppy.”

“My dad says I need a haircut,” I mentioned, because my dad does always say this.

“You look fine,” said Elki, puzzled.

“Will we catch you tonight, after the opening?” asked Miles. “Isn’t there a bonfire?”

“I’ll try,” said Elki. “But my father says I need eight hours and thirty minutes of uninterrupted REM sleep every night or I’ll fall apart.”

I immediately worried, What if he has to pee? I decided maybe elite athletes are like astronauts, who wear special diapers. Thoughts like this are why I’m neither an elite athlete nor an astronaut.

“Got it!” said Miles, after one more hug. “Tonight.”

“Willkommen,” I said, realizing a split-second later that this was a German word and that I wasn’t talking to the decadent crowd at the Kit Kat Club.

“Was that okay?” I asked Miles, as we returned to our own dorm.

“All good,” said Miles. “Marcus?”

“Done,” said Marcus, from our headbands. “You got close enough so I could copy Elki’s phone, and his dad’s.”

Later that afternoon, our group took part in the opening ceremony at the main stadium. The team of entrants from each country wore matching, distinctive outfits and carried small flags as everyone paraded around the track. Close to five hundred US participants were present; Brock, Timothy, and I hung back, as many thousands of people, packing the stands, cheered vociferously for their countrymen and -women, as well as the full contingent of athletes. As I waved, I was overcome with both patriotism and a love for humanity, since the Olympics, while competitive, was an occasion for so many nations to gather without warfare or hatred. I didn’t quite belong, but I was swept up in the fervor.

“This is so cool!” said Timothy, merrily semaphoring with both arms. Timothy’s OnlyFans fame wouldn’t be a problem: other athletes had joined the app, because archery and lacrosse don’t pay the bills.

“This is major,” said Brock, and we both had tears in our eyes. We were representing America and the Tuxes. As soaringly triumphant Star Wars−meets−Oppenheimer music was piped in, composed for this day and heavy on the stirring brass and timpani, someone jostled me from behind, but as I turned, the next squadron was far off.

Once we were back in our rooms, I checked the pocket of my Team USA nylon jacket, with its oversized red, white, and blue diagonal stripes, and removed a note scrawled with “Danish locker room—midnight” and Elki’s initials. Was this sincere, or a misdirection? Who’d slipped me this folded paper, with the embossed Village logo? The person’s stealth suggested either an adroit athlete or a spy. Marcus had recorded calls and texts from Elki’s father to his son, but the content was the expected advice and admonitions.

“I’ll go with you,” said Reggie. “But something’s off.”

There was a mix-and-mingle bonfire at the center of the Village, with blazing firepits casting dramatic shadows as athletes danced, chatted, or ambled around holding bottles of nonalcoholic beverages. Reggie and I put in an appearance—we didn’t bring Miles, to avoid messing with his training rituals. The Danish dorm had emptied out, and Marcus unlocked the front door remotely.

Since the dorms were similar, we quickly scouted out the darkened locker room, which had shut down at 10 p.m. We kept the lights off to avoid undue attention. Locker rooms, even a facility as recently installed as this one, retain aromas of chlorine, body wash, and sweat, because there’s limited airflow. If there were a dedicated candle, it would be called Manly Odors Swamp Cloud. Reggie and I entered the empty tiled shower room, where a showerhead suddenly gushed water, followed by all the other showerheads, and we barely escaped being drenched. Someone was toying with us, and when a hand touched my lower back, I stifled a less-than-heroic response and turned to see Elki.

“I’m sorry about the showers,” he said. “There’s a control panel, and I wanted to make sure no one can overhear us.”

“Elki?” said Reggie.

“Arne,” said Elki’s mirror image, including his shaggy hairstyle and warm-up suit. “I’m Elki’s twin. I’m not competing, but the facial recognition software let me in.”

I’ll admit it: twins freak me out. Even specimens as gorgeous as the Jenstromms. They always seem like CGI, or that Diane Arbus photo of the eerie little girls mimicked in The Shining. I’d read about twins who’d invent private languages and insist on identical outfits. In an English experiment, a maniacally alike pair was handed two differently frosted cupcakes, and wept uncontrollably until the cupcakes were sliced in half so both girls could have matching treats.

Being unnerved by twins is, of course, a dolt’s prejudice, an offensive suspicion of difference or, in the case of twins, sameness. But how could Reggie and I be sure that this was, in fact, Arne, and not Elki imitating him?

“I’m the straight one,” said Arne. “So I’m not attracted to either of you.”

I believed him, as he continued, in an insistent, hushed voice, “Elki’s having a meltdown, from being bullied by our father, who keeps warning him not to end up like me. I’ve tried talking to Elki about how toxic our father is, but he won’t get into it, which I understand—diving is still everything to him. But I’ve heard about what you’re looking for—the ruby.”

“We saw your father in the stadium,” said Reggie. “Is he carrying it?”

“He doesn’t have it yet—he’s buying it from a Swiss jeweler named Karl Stangler. Supposedly, the guy paid next to nothing for it at the estate sale of a Bavarian countess, who’d won three gold medals in the 1957 Olympics for speed skating and competed nationally well into her eighties—her vitality was inhuman. Stangler had suspected the ruby was from the Diadem, but he acted disinterested until just before the sale ended, then he scooped it up. My father’s convinced that the Lachesis was the source of the countess’s longevity, so he wants Elki to hold it just before his final dive. My father’s more than a little crazy, but he’ll do anything to make Elki win. He’ll be electronically depositing $50 million into Stangler’s account, once he’s examined the gem.”

“How do you know all this?” Reggie asked.

“I’ve seen the awful things my father’s done, in financing the most corrupt regimes, through shell corporations and falsified accounts. Our family’s banking operations have become a front for political parties and candidates who believe in a radical new world order. I’ve passed as Elki before, to infiltrate my father’s offices and get a look at what he’s up to. I’m working with an international human rights organization to stop people like him, to atone for my family’s sins. Maybe after the Games I can get Elki to accept the truth.”

“So where’s the transaction happening?” asked Reggie.

“Just outside the Diving Pavilion, in two days. My father has an all-access pass because he’s registered as Elki’s coach. The plan is for him to test the ruby, verify that it’s real, complete the financial aspect, and hand Elki the stone, so he’ll absorb its mumbo jumbo. It’s pure fantasy, but my father keeps talking about that countess, whose world records still stand. Can you help?”

“We’ll be there,” said Reggie.

“Thank you so much,” I said, stunned by everything Arne had related.

Arne and Reggie shook hands as fellow members of the resistance, and Arne left silently. Reggie held me back to keep the three of us from being seen together and potentially alerting any informants Henrik might’ve paid off.

The next day, as the events got underway, I shadowed Miles and the rest of the team while straining not to be annoying, as in telling anyone, “Lookin’ good out there!” or “Way to dive!” I was reminded of visiting actor friends backstage after a performance when, even if I’d loved their work, everything I blurted came across as phony: “You were incredible!” “I’m such a fan!” “You were the best one!”

The diving competition was held over two days. Each athlete did six dives in the first round, then the finalists were winnowed based on the judges’ scores. Elki and Miles were the clear front-runners, tying with the highest numbers. I was stationed at the base of the diving platform to hand Miles a towel between dives. On TV, I’d been especially taken by the divers showering on camera, but the water was intended to keep their muscles warm and limber. Henrik hovered nonstop, kneading Elki’s shoulders and whispering vehemently in his ear. I’ve been around stage parents who suffocate their children by alternating praise and berating, and Elki had the obedience of those terrorized kids, who’ve trained themselves to please.

“Poor Elki,” I told Brock and Timothy when we rendezvoused in the cafeteria. “It’s JonBenét meets Mama Rose.”

“The shot-putters are really friendly,” said Brock, “but scary, because they’re these beefy giants, who could pick me up and toss me into the bleachers. When no one was looking I played around with the iron ball, which is actually called the shot. It weighs a ton, and I tried to cradle it in my neck and spin around but I kept dropping it. It’s like curling, because all I keep thinking is, I get that these guys are amazing athletes, but why is this a sport? It’s like trying to bowl while you’re drunk.”

“I did a little bit of gymnastics in high school,” said Timothy. “But the only part I ever really liked was the dismount. I’d practically fall off the pommel horse or barely lift myself up onto the rings, but then I’d copy those twelve-year-old Russian girls and raise my arms and do a big ‘ta-da!’ ”

“And the gymnasts?” asked Brock, in his best cut-the-chitchat tone.

“Well,” said Timothy, “they’re pure muscle, especially their necks. They sort of vibrate, like they’re always about to do a triple somersault over my head and end up behind me. The sex is incredible, because for them it’s cardio.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “Have you already had sex with the US men’s gymnastics team?”

“Of course not. Just Ryker and Ian and Mason. I did a group thing with the Egyptian tumblers, and it was so cute, because we made a pyramid.”

I was, as always, in awe of Timothy’s sexual prowess, which never matched the perkiness of his button-eyed, how-may-I-help-you demeanor. He’d once told me, “A lot of sex workers come from abusive homes or think their bodies are the only card they can play. But I grew up in this tiny little town in New Mexico where the nearest mall is eighty miles away and there isn’t even a post office, so all I had was my laptop. I’d game and watch movies and reruns of Friends, but there was so much porn. The only stuff that got me off was when the guys were really into it, and I could tell they kept going afterward. And I just thought, That looks like an interesting job. I started my OnlyFans when I was twenty, and the money bankrolled my move to New York.”

“Does your family know about it?” I asked.

“My mom does, because she walked in on me filming in my room. I had my phone on this tripod thing, and I was wearing bunny ears on a headband and I had food coloring and this little brush and I was coloring eggs. You know, naked, but like an Easter theme. And at first she asked wasn’t I chilly, but then she figured it out and said, ‘What about becoming a psychologist?’ Which is something I’ve always been interested in, and I told her this was helping me save up so I could go to grad school without student loans. So she got that and asked, ‘Should we start thinking about the Fourth of July and maybe a red-white-and-blue bow tie, with an Uncle Sam hat?’ ”

“And your dad?”

“I met him once and my mom says he’s a deadbeat, so she’s proud that I’m showing initiative. And I’m still totally committed to grad school, but one day Reggie showed up on my feed and he said that while he wasn’t interested in, like, having me tape a birthday greeting while I was jerking off, he asked if we could talk. So we had coffee and he said my skills might be really appropriate for the Tuxes, and I thought, First of all, I love that he’d said I had skills, and second of all, I like the idea of helping save the world. With my dick.”

Timothy was his own kind of patriot, and Reggie had been absolutely right: just like with me, it was the unexpected people who can prove valuable, because we don’t come off like obvious soldiers or spies. Timothy had been essential in the group’s interactions with Fleming Fairmont, who’d need CPR after Timothy posted footage wearing just his Olympic visor and a smile. Timothy might also become a top-notch therapist because of his unique perspective on human idiosyncrasies.

Everything was on track until, during the morning of the second and final diving competition, Miles began vomiting. He said it was just nerves and lightheadedness from forgetting to eat, but then he started shivering and foaming at the mouth, so Reggie and I carried him to the medical tent, where things only got worse. Miles could barely breathe, and then his joints locked; he couldn’t stand up, and his eyes rolled back in his head. The doctors gave him IV fluids and antibiotics but couldn’t diagnose what was wrong or how else to treat it.

“He’s been poisoned,” Reggie concluded. “Henrik got to him. We have to bring him to a hospital.”

Ambulances were parked outside the Village, so Miles was wrapped in blankets and lifted onto a gurney, with Brock by his side. Terry, Miles’s husband, was staying at a Tokyo hotel and would meet the guys in the ER. Reggie wanted to go but told me, “I have to find Henrik and beat the shit out of him for doing this. But first, we’ll grab the ruby and watch for who else is implicated. I’ve notified the real Sky Collier, who’ll be subbing for Miles. I’m not sure if he can beat Elki, but he’s really good.”

I was frantic about Miles and how everything was escalating, but I’d support the rightful Sky Collier and Team USA, with Henrik in sight. In my warm-up suit, I stood with the other alternates in a cordoned-off area beside the diving platform. The divers from Australia went first, and as they were slicing into the water, I saw Henrik hissing into Elki’s ear, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He wasn’t clutching anything or reaching into his pocket, so he didn’t have the ruby, at least not yet. From hacking Henrik’s calls, Marcus had predicted that the handoff would occur just before Elki’s dive, for maximum secrecy and whatever paranormal boost, however artificial, the jewel could deliver. Reggie was standing nearby, with the American coaches, and scanning the stands and the nearby entrance for suspicious goings-on.

The Americans were up next. With Miles hospitalized, Sky had become one of our team’s two leading contenders, except he wasn’t here. As Cal Halliman, the other American diver, neared the platform, I got a red-alert transmission from Marcus, via my headband: “No one can find Sky. He was on his way from the alternates’ dorm, and he disappeared. The video feeds are down. Andrew has to dive.”

What? WHAT? Before I could even comprehend this unthinkable solution, Reggie was at my side, telling me, “Henrik’s people took Sky, we have no idea where. They’re trying to make our team default, to eliminate any competition for Elki. Henrik’s planned the confusion as a cover, for the sale of the ruby. We can’t let him get away with this. Have you ever dived before?”

I shook my head no, as the closest I’d ever come was tiptoeing out a few inches onto the diving board, two feet above the water, at a neighbor’s in-ground pool, and retreating within seconds. I’d been eight years old, but I wasn’t a fool. Every cell in my very young body had warned me, “Don’t do this. You’ll die and everyone will blame you. You will never win a Tony Award or finish second grade. Your parents will be sad but mostly embarrassed. Pretend you just remembered a dentist’s appointment, get on your bike, and start a new life three towns over.”

“Just do whatever you can,” Reggie was saying. “Your scores won’t matter, but we won’t get disqualified. Be incredibly careful, and take as much time as you need, so I can scope out Henrik and Elki. This is hard, but I trust you. Is your head okay?”

During my last checkup, the doctor had said I’d completely recovered, and that there weren’t any lingering aftereffects from the incident in Rome. I’d felt like an action hero who, after being trussed up and pummeled with a baseball bat, appears tan and unruffled on the Riviera a few minutes later.

“My head is fine.”

“So are we good to go?”

I could start climbing the ladder, or run away, whimpering and craven, by which I mean behaving sensibly. Reggie was looking into my eyes, and the fact that he believed I could do this gave me, if not courage, at least the abandonment of sanity. This was Reggie’s great gift, and why the Tuxes revered him: he was passionately strong on behalf of all of us, and his bedrock decency wasn’t shaming but an inspiration. His leadership was so reliable it became sexy; this tough-minded, phenomenally experienced man understood something about me that no one else ever had: I was braver than I thought I was.

I was simultaneously flashing on Robert Duvall’s feverishly committed Colonel Kilgore in Apocalypse Now, along with Ted Lasso sparking his English football team with a cocktail of compassion and backbone, but mostly I was thinking about that scene in the 1930s musical 42nd Street when a hard-bitten director informs a trembling chorus girl, who’s a last-minute replacement for the show’s ailing leading lady, “You’re going out there a youngster, but you’ve got to come back a star!” And thanks to this fiendishly rousing pep talk, the completely untried Peggy Sawyer does just that. I was Peggy Sawyer, storming the beach in Saving Private Ryan.

I told Reggie, “Let’s do this,” as I saw Henrik a few yards away, staring at us, flummoxed that we were going forward. His scheme wasn’t foolproof, even if thwarting it necessitated my drowning. His scowl was a goad for me to unzip my jacket and step out of my nylon warm-up pants. Unfortunately I’d also have to lose my headband, so I’d no longer be mentored by Marcus.

I was soon wearing only my minuscule navy blue Speedo with two narrow red and white racing stripes. I’d never owned a Speedo before, because I rightfully lacked the physical audacity; even Brock wouldn’t appear in a Speedo, because, as he said, “They make you more naked than being naked. The only guys who can justify Speedos are Olympic athletes, because they’re in ultimate shape and it’s their uniform.” While I’d checked out other guys in Speedos, especially at the beach, they reminded me of girls with eating disorders wearing crocheted bikini tops and Daisy Duke cutoffs, to prove they can. Speedos are a fashion pathology.

I’d shaved my legs, chest, and pits, in my ruse as a diver, but this only made me more exposed. I wanted to hunch over and cover myself, but didn’t: I was acting the role of Sky Collier, Olympic titan. Someone not merely comfortable with public near-nudity, and plummeting from a very high tower into a small rectangle of water, but who lives for these gauntlets, a being who’s mostly dolphin. I straightened my shoulders and sucked in my gut, convincing myself I had abs. I wasn’t overweight, and if I squinted in heavily shadowed light from a carefully angled floor lamp I could almost detect abs, in the aftermath of a rigorous gym workout (of sit-ups, hanging leg raises, and planks, which I’d manage by promising myself a Snickers bar as a reward), but today I’d psychologically own that grail, that most prized male attribute: a swimmer’s build. This was the phrase that guys most often lied about on hookup apps. Claiming to possess a “swimmer’s build” means “I’m smaller than a mobile home.”

Reggie was watching me, cheerleading my efforts. I confronted the ladder, grasping a rung. The moment became circus-like, as if I were an acrobat in spangles on my ascent, with my life on the line, and no net. Was the pool a net, some assurance of preservation? Why do families bring children to watch aerialists—why not unfold webbed lawn chairs and wait for grisly car accidents at busy intersections? Shut up, Sky, I scolded myself, and climb the fucking ladder.

There was a lower diving board halfway to the top, and for a second I speculated: What if I pretend to be confused, like a cyclist pedaling into the Tour de France with training wheels, and his mom saying, “You’re doing fine! Use your handlebars!” Why hadn’t I been issued a helmet and kneepads and maybe an airbag?

I kept climbing, rung after rung, until my foot slipped and I dropped, my lower body dangling in the breeze, swinging out over nothing, as I heard collective gasps. I willed my toes back onto the ladder while thinking, Now this is how you hold an audience’s attention—with a suspenseful near-calamity. I resumed my task, as I could sense the popcorn being stuffed into riveted mouths as viewers asked each other, “Did he do that on purpose?” “Is he stoned?” and “Does he have life insurance?”

At last, my eyes were level with the upper diving board. Do I have a problem with heights? Do I get nauseous within ten feet of the windows on even the third floor of any skyscraper? Had I once laboriously grappled up an extremely minor tree in my family’s Long Island backyard, in pursuit of a merit badge in Outdoor Activities, only to be rescued by a member of the fire department after I’d clung to a wavering branch for an hour? Had I once made my way up a mountain in New Hampshire to impress a bearded, oat milk−chugging guy, and upon reaching the not-very-lofty summit made the mistake of gazing out at the majestic 360-degree panorama, only to go fetal and squeeze my eyes shut while promising God I’d never be mean to anyone if He could magically teleport me back to my rental car?

Do I have a fear of heights? No, I HAVE A FEAR OF FALLING AND DYING.

FUCK YOU, I told myself. YOU ARE NOT YOU. YOU ARE SKY COLLIER, INTREPID, MEGA-TRAINED AMERICAN SUPERSTAR. YOU ARE THE MERYL OF MEN’S DIVING.

I stepped two feet onto the diving board, where there were still railings. I did something else, because I couldn’t stop myself: I glanced around, at row after row of thousands of people staring at me, expecting artistry; at the girdered ceiling over my head; at the vast open air that engulfed me; and then, even more hideously, at the water so far below.

BAD IDEA. Was the world, and most specifically the diving world, out of its mind? Who invented this unbelievably masochistic event? Who’d decided, Wouldn’t it be a great idea to put a tiny little person way, way up, and have that person fly through the atmosphere, somehow contriving not to land headfirst on the concrete and tile surrounding the pool, but within the postage stamp−sized area of blue liquid, cleanly and precisely, without causing any visible splash? When would this ever become a handy knack? As with math, card tricks, or nibbling chocolate-covered insects, when would anybody ever really need to do it?

I briefly shut my eyes, AN EVEN WORSE IDEA. Because this made me dizzy and compelled me to conceive of myself hanging off the diving board upside down, clinging by my fingertips, after a grossly humiliating last-second panic attack, as opposed to my current, intestine-churning, knee-rattling panic tsunami. Instantly opening my eyes, I took three deep breaths, which is something every online advice listicle recommends for anxiety, as in, “Take three deep breaths, find your core, think of three things you’re grateful for, and then stick the gun in your mouth anyway.”

I was an actor. That’s why I was a Tux. I was embodying a character who could do this. FUCK THAT. I was an American paragon, about to give my life, or at least significant portions of my anatomy, for my country. FUCK THAT MORE. I remembered my dad teaching me to swim in our backyard aboveground pool when I was five years old. By profession, my dad is a teacher, so he can help people who are convinced they can’t master something, that the syllabus is beyond them. I’d been quaking: at swallowing water, at getting water in my eyes, at sinking to the bottom as the neighborhood, particularly other kids wearing cooler sneakers, pointed and chortled. My dad held my body horizontally as I practiced paddling my arms and my feet. He had me put my face in the water for a moment, then a bit more. He didn’t let go of me, but let me float, with his arms inches away. He told me, “You’re doing great. You’re a natural swimmer. You’re almost there. Nothing bad is going to happen. Don’t listen to your mother.”

And then, very gradually so I didn’t notice, he withdrew his hands, so I was unassisted. I moved my legs and arms in flailing but workable unison and suddenly I was across the admittedly not-very-wide pool, but I’d reached the opposite side, which I gripped, unsure of how I’d crossed this suburban ocean. My dad swam over to me, saying the straight-guy equivalent of “I love you,” which is “Great job!” We hugged, because we’d done something together: we’d begun to teach me not only to swim but to stop being afraid of everything, which was a habit I’d developed.

Okay. My dad was with me. My shoulders relaxed. I stepped forward another two feet, beyond the railings. My balls vibrated. And pinged. Jesus Christ. Because I’d been sure I wasn’t going anywhere near the water, earlier that morning I’d slid my phone into my Speedo and then, amid my mind-rupturing trek to the diving board, I’d forgotten all about it. Who was calling me? My mom? Had I forgotten Mother’s Day? Was it the candle shop, to ask if I’d be coming in this week? No, none of these people had this number. It could only be Reggie, who knew I couldn’t answer my phone because such devices were forbidden during an event, plus, by reaching into my Speedo, I’d be minting a new Olympic event: an athlete playing with himself on the high dive. Reggie could only be scrotum-dialing me for one reason: to bolster me, to remind me he was there for me, however far below. He was sending his very best wishes, via my nutsac. I loved him for this, while it dawned on me: the phone was also pushing my junk forward, so for the gay guys watching, and zooming in on my crotch, my package would come off as astoundingly enormous, barely containable by my suit. No matter how catastrophically I dived, I’d be memed forever as “That Diver With The Incredibly Big Cock, I Mean, What Is He Packing?”

Okay. Here it is. No more excuses or be-my-best-self therapeutic reinforcement. My feet had taken over, gliding with a strange, unexpected vigor toward the end of the board. How had the other divers proceeded from this point? I focused myself, as if in serene, macho prayer, like a bullfighter in the arena, or a boxer telling himself whatever boxers tell themselves, aside from inwardly screaming, “Not my face! Don’t hit my face!” I bounced lightly, although I had no concept of why. I put my hands high over my head, my palms facing each other, which I suspected made me look less like an athlete than a prima ballerina in Swan Lake. I was Tom Cruise, signaling to the director that I’d be leaping off the cliff, without a safety harness. I was Ben Affleck’s stunt double, signaling that I’d be skydiving out of the chopper while Ben was at his five-star hotel, meeting with his publicist. I was Taylor Swift, about to tackle her first serious acting role as an Appalachian waitress battling corporate frackers in a low-budget indie. I was me, after I’d heard Travolta mangle my name from the Oscar envelope (“And the winner is—Anton Birnbutt!”). I was mounting the stairs to the Academy stage while the world cheered or asked, “Who is he? Was he in like, some foreign movie?”

I bounced even higher and, without meaning to, before I’d consciously made the decision, I was off the board, pausing for a hummingbird microsecond in midair, and then dropping as gravity proved itself. I arched my back and targeted the blue rectangle, which was looming ever larger, a cackling, deceptively smooth shimmer waiting to rip me to pieces. I plunged faster and faster, and while instructing myself to be graceful, a strong, silvery arrow of intent, this wasn’t happening. My arms and legs were pinwheeling like Bugs Bunny after he’s been pushed off a cliff, the blue rectangle was still expanding, the crowd was making every sort of confused and appalled noise, and I’d be smashing into the water with random parts of my body within a heartbeat, when all of this was offset by a gunshot, cracking and echoing throughout the cavernous enclosed space, causing the crowd to scream, with everyone piling on top of each other in a furious hunt for the exits.

I was submerged within a blinding swarm of bubbles. Was I hurt? Had I been targeted? Had my concussion returned? Which sections of me had fractured? I pushed with my legs, and my head burst through the churning surface as I gasped for air and flung the water out of my eyes to see what was going on, and if my blood was seeping around me. It wasn’t, and as I paddled toward the side of the pool, I saw Reggie, kneeling and reaching for me with both arms.

“Come on,” he said, “we have to get out of here.”

Reggie wrapped me in a large towel, tossed my tracksuit at me, and took me by the elbow, shoving me along as I struggled to stay upright. While I hadn’t been conspicuously injured, I wasn’t steady, and the stadium was emptying out as sirens wailed and people yelled.

“Henrik’s dead,” Reggie told me as we hurried down the back hallway. “I saw Stangler get near him with a briefcase that he opened, and Henrik seemed satisfied. Henrik forwarded the payment on his phone, but just as he was taking the briefcase Stangler shot him at point-blank range. Elki was a few feet away and saw everything.”

“Oh my God…”

“Then Stangler takes back the briefcase so he can keep the money and the ruby, and starts to run out, but I body-slam him and he takes a header while the briefcase goes flying, and I catch it. He gets up and comes after me, but I bash the case into his head and he’s out like a light. I’ve got the ruby, so we’re good to go. But we’re not safe here, because I’m not sure whose side anyone’s on.”

We reached the American dorm and ran into my room, and as I jammed stuff into my duffel bag Reggie urged me to go faster. Once we’d left and were almost through the lounge, there were two guys in black hooded warm-up suits, black woolen beanies, and black Covid-style masks pointing assault rifles at us.

“We know who you are,” said one of these guys, in accented English, maybe something Slavic.

“We know you have the Atropos Emerald.”

The emerald? Reggie still had the diamond, and now the ruby, but I hadn’t heard anything about the emerald.

“We don’t have it,” said Reggie.

“Of course you do. You retrieved the other two stones. All we want is the emerald. Right now.”

Whoever these guys were working for, their information was faulty. But if Reggie and I walked them through the convolutions, I doubted these armed mercenaries would shrug and admit, “Well, in that case, no hard feelings, be on your way.”

“Fuck you,” said Reggie, who was toting my rolled-up yoga mat.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and reached inside for the power bars Edwin had engineered. They were gone, but on a nearby table I saw a red-white-and-blue basket brimming with identical power bars, and I guessed that someone had unknowingly added my bars to the mix. I lunged for the basket, grabbed a power bar, and hurled it at the approaching gunmen, only for it to hit one of their arms and bounce to the ground.

“Healthy snacks?” said the guy. “These are your American weapons?”

I picked up another two power bars and aimed them, but the raw-oats-and-honey variety along with the smoked-almonds-and-coconut bar weren’t the desired ammunition, except against late-morning hunger pangs.

“Give us the emerald,” repeated one of the deluded guys, just a few feet away. The only reason Reggie and I weren’t dead was because these goons intended to torture us, steal the nonexistent gem, and then kill us. I wasn’t sure where Reggie was concealing the other jewels; he’d maintained a secrecy in order to protect me. There were only two power bars left in the basket, but they were my favorite: cashew halves and carob chips. I almost didn’t throw them because I was starving, but Edwin had probably analyzed my taste buds to guide me, and as these bars sailed through the air, the two thugs laughed until the bars exploded in their faces, with a strong enough blast to send them reeling backward and blow the door to my room off its hinges. The guys tried to stand and began firing, but Reggie positioned the yoga mat and strafed them, their bodies twisting like marionettes with the strings slashed. Smoke and geysering blood filled the lounge.

“Come on,” said Reggie, indicating the way out. I thought to myself, Reggie is a trained marksman, but I’d hobbled those international scumbags with high-fiber chewy ’n’ crunchy energy treats. I was a Trader Joe’s hit man, and maybe next time Edwin could arm me with a nitroglycerin-filled bag of pita chips and a deadly slice of carrot cake.
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Two days later, I was back in my apartment doing something even more nerve-racking than my Olympic drama: talking to my mom. She’d left texts and voicemails, but I hadn’t answered, blaming the long flight from Japan, the time change, jet lag, whatever let me off the hook. So far, the media had concentrated on the poisoning of Miles Hespers and, even more, the murder of a Copenhagen banking billionaire by a Swiss jeweler who trafficked in black market gems. Any reports on Sky Collier’s flameout had been secondary, with the gunplay held responsible.

The real Sky had been unharmed but locked in an Olympic Village supply closet, bound and gagged. He’d been unavailable for comment because, as Reggie had told me, “He doesn’t want to complicate things and he’s glad to be alive. He’s a smart kid and this way he won’t have to explain his unusual diving technique.”

Reggie had been in touch with Elki and Arne, who were in shock over their father’s death but, at least in Arne’s case, not surprised. “Henrik had been associating with very bad people,” said Reggie, “and that’s what can happen. Arne thinks Elki will be okay, especially with Henrik gone, but it’s a lot to take in.”

Miles was, thank God, on the mend. The fast-acting poison had most likely been slipped into his breakfast, by someone who’d snuck into the cafeteria kitchen. At the Tokyo hospital, doctors had pumped his stomach, and his fever had broken in time for him to return on a plane with his husband Terry and the rest of us. Any further diving events had been canceled, and Miles was crushed at not being able to compete but told me, “What I really want is for the Tuxes to find the pigs who did this. That’s my gold medal.”

Stangler, once he’d regained consciousness, had told the Tokyo police he’d been waylaid by a masked assailant during the transfer of a legitimately purchased item. He refused to admit that he’d shot Henrik, but would most likely take a plea deal because the evidence was so strong. This battery of leads, crimes, and suspects was already bewildering me, so I obeyed Reggie’s advice to rebuild my domestic life. I called my mom back.

“Was that you?” she asked, without even saying hello. “On the diving board? Daddy thinks it is, and your brother’s printed out a still image, but there aren’t any close-ups. But while we were watching I said, ‘That looks like Andy,’ but we all laughed because…”

“Because I’m not an Olympic athlete. A lot of people think it’s me, which is hilarious, but come on. What would I be doing in Tokyo, let alone on the high dive?”

“Andrew…”

I didn’t like lying to my mom, especially because she can always see through me, so I went vague.

“Yeah?”

“Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“Um—I’m gay?”

“Hold on, let me tell your father. Because he’s deaf, dumb, and blind.”

If I was going to stay with the Tuxes, I owed my parents at least a synopsis. This would explain my absences, but even more, it would curtail an extensive blank space in my relationship with my family. I was also secretly proud of at least portions of what I’d been up to, and excited, and even eager to demonstrate that I wasn’t a total fuckup at everything.

“Mom, what if we all have dinner?”

“I would love that. I’ll make brownies. From a mix, but you can tell that to your therapist. How about Tuesday night?”

“That sounds good.”

“We can ask your brother, oh, and we’d already set Tuesday for a thing with your cousin Jenn and her fiancée, so we’ll make it a party. And Jenn is expecting you at her wedding. I RSVP’d for you, since your fingers must be broken. She and Brayden will be thrilled to see you.”

Jenn (her spelling) is thirty-two and the daughter of my beloved aunt Libby, my mother’s older sister (“Just a smidge older,” as Libby would insist). Jenn’s a dermatologist with a booming practice on the Upper East Side, but more significantly, she’s what she calls a “skinfluencer,” with 1.2 million followers on Instagram, more on TikTok, and 4.7 million for her YouTube videos, where she expounds on twelve-part skincare routines (“Proper cleansing is only a beginning”), invites fans to take video tours of her “product closet” and her place in East Hampton (“I’ve completely rethought my outdoor kitchen”), and critiques extreme close-ups of celebrities’ complexions (“Scarlett Johansson is pure albaster, I could spread her skin on twelve-grain toast and serve it to guests”).

Jenn’s never had any problems with self-esteem. When I was seven years old, the teenage Jenn had stared at me and said, “If you ever want a man to enjoy touching you, I’d advise swearing by a light, greaseless moisturizer.” As I grew up, she’d freely spout tips on everything from my acting ambitions (“Just get the upper bridge of your nose thinned, if you want to play romantic leads”) to my dating life (“I would introduce you to my trainer, who’s this drop-dead Australian with his own line of exfoliants, but I’m not sure you’re ready”) and her philosophy of life (“I’m an alpha and I’m not ashamed to say it. But I’ve experienced discrimination—this woman in St. Barts, at the Four Seasons we were staying in, she looked at me and I could tell she was thinking, Oh please, another beautiful blond viral superstar—yawn”).

Jenn means well, and she once came to see me in a play and said, “I liked it. You were much better than I expected.” She’d started dating Dr. Brayden Kembling two years ago, after meeting him on a dating app where she’d bought a $10,000 yearly membership guaranteeing access to young physicians in the fields of “wellness, self-care, and personal excellence.” My mom had told me, confidentially, “It’s like a matchmaking thing for people who want to coordinate their tennis outfits with their teeth.” I’d only met Brayden a few times. He’s a cosmetic surgeon in his thirties, but he’s ageless, like he could be a fetus or a perfectly preserved twelve-thousand-year-old mummy. I’m not sure if he operates on himself or tinkers with the latest formulations of Botox and fillers, but his face is mannequin-square and waxily smooth, with strenuously sculpted eyebrows. He’s technically very handsome, but Brock took one look at Brayden’s website photo and said, “He’s a hundred percent polymer. He was made in a lab from stem cells and fiberglass.” But, all in all, I love Jenn, and Brayden makes her happy.

Their wedding had been in the works for months, and while I was on the guest list, and receiving a weekly newsletter from a firm called Eventfully Yours, I’d been too intimidated to respond to the evite right away. It was not only that Jenn was so successful and she’d lassoed a spookily sanded guy, but I’d also been factoring in my brother Ben, who is thirty-four. He’s a great guy who saves kids’ lives as a pediatric surgeon, and his wife Samira is a gastroenterologist who has treated both my parents and healed their ulcers and blockages. They volunteer for six weeks every year at Doctors Without Borders, spelling each other in minding their two children. They’re more grounded and less shiny than Jenn and Brayden, and very much in love. So I’d be having dinner with my parents and four physicians, all of whom regard me as a stray labradoodle or dachshund-schnauzer mix, meaning probably not housebroken and due for a flea collar.

Or maybe I’m being paranoid. I’m the youngest in this crowd, but also the only member lacking a doctorate (Samira’s parents are MDs, too, and on staff at Mt. Sinai). My parents are scrupulous about never comparing me to what my dad refers to as “our own little intensive care unit,” but I’m prickly about the discrepancies in salaries, homeownership, and an overall maturity tote board. If I was going to hold my own, and share hints of my Tuxedo Society credentials, backup would be helpful. Someone who’d not only attest to the truth of my narrative, but enhance my romantic ranking. In short, I had to bring a fake boyfriend who’d make me look good in such illustrious company, maybe someone who’d pioneered a crucial vaccine while directing deeply personal movies that open the Cannes Film Festival but still reach a mass audience.

I couldn’t ask Brock because my family had met him and wouldn’t buy that we’d fallen for each other overnight; Brock is Jenn’s personal shopper at the store she calls “Ralph,” and she’s dubbed Brock “America’s Top Gentile.” My exes were long gone, and Edwin wasn’t on the roster, no matter how much I longed to introduce him by saying, “Everyone, this is Dr. Huron, who’s brought a cardboard box of home-baked pastries that can level the house.” I’m still preoccupied with Edwin, but asking him to step in, as a placeholder boyfriend, would become psychologically dodgy, piling too many layers onto our already complicated and tenuous attraction. Luc, even if I could GPS him, wasn’t a contender, since I couldn’t very well declare, “Mom, Dad, this is my technically murdered French fuck buddy, who, if the police burst in, doesn’t exist.”

Marcus is married to a cellist with the Philharmonic who skateboards to Lincoln Center with his instrument case on his back, and Timothy’s career, while lucrative, isn’t exactly, shall we say, kosher, so this left me with a solid although preposterous answer: Reggie. Hear me out. Reggie’s clear-eyed and well spoken; he’s someone who never broadcasts his superiority. He commands an immediate respect, from his unshakable sense of himself. Reggie doesn’t brag or showboat, but he’s still a natural leader. Not to mention ruggedly good-looking, like an ex-boxer turned war hero turned police officer (a role Mark Wahlberg would imagine he was right for). Reggie’s blue collar and earthy, in stirring contrast to the overly groomed and hyper-educated guests at my family get-together. Our age difference could work in my favor, since he’s not some questionable Gen Z mess (like me). I could rely on Reggie, no matter where the evening might swerve. He can handle himself.

“You want me to do what?” Reggie asked, when I brought up the idea at the Tuxes’ headquarters.

“You don’t have to really be my boyfriend, I mean, of course not. But I want to come out to my family, about the Tuxes, in whatever way you think is okay.”

“You want to tell them about everything?”

“Maybe not everything, but just enough so they’ll stop shaking their heads when they look at me, as if my acting career is a whim and I’ll enroll in culinary school or clown college next. They’re all amazing and I’m always the person they’re worried about. So if you could be a human letter of reference, or five-star review on my personal Yelp, that would be great.”

I couldn’t read Reggie’s reaction. Was it disgust, impatience, or a dog whisperer at obedience school inspecting a Pomeranian who chases his tail? He smiled gruffly, if that’s possible; he was smiling against his own better judgment.

“Fine. Because I’m still wary about you coming back, but you’ve been working hard, and while I can’t really say you dived, you did fall into the water from high up. I’ll be your boyfriend, except I’m way too old for the word ‘boyfriend,’ so call me ‘the guy I’ve been seeing’ or just ‘this is Reggie.’ Got it?”

I was about to hug Reggie with gratitude but stopped myself, because a hug might make him question our agreement. Reggie is the least huggy person I’ve ever met, and I forced myself not to speculate even slightly about what his body would feel like. He’d be my scene partner, my veteran costar. But we wouldn’t be in a rom-com where a thirty-something single woman hires a male escort to pose as her date to a friend’s wedding, or a high school romp where a brainy girl bribes a jock into bringing her to prom, to protest against her classmates’ caste system. Reggie and I would be taciturn cowhands in a western drama where the two gay guys express their affection through grunts, sex without removing their Levi’s jackets, and sipping steaming coffee from a tin pot near a split-rail fence.

“So this is where you grew up?” Reggie asked, as we parked our borrowed car (from Mikaela and Pei-Sze) in the driveway of my parents’ Commack split-level. Like the other homes on the block, it resembles a house drawn by a not especially imaginative child: a rectangle with oblong windows and an off-center entry. It’s not pretty or ugly but practical, and affordable on my parents’ combined incomes. I love the house because I was raised within its walls; it’s the box I was happily stored in.

“It’s very Long Island,” I said. “I used to wish my mom and dad were mobsters, so we could have columns out front and a cement fountain.”

“It’s fine. Be grateful.”

I suppressed replying, “Yes, darling,” and taking his arm.

My mom was already opening the front door because she couldn’t wait to meet Reggie. To her credit, she didn’t bother disguising this fact. “Hello there! You must be Reggie and this other person must be some random stranger we have to beg to come visit.”

“Reggie, this is my mom.”

“Joyce. Come right in.”

Everyone else was already seated in the living room, which, given my parents’ professions, was lined with teak bookcases from Crate & Barrel, packed with books that had clearly been read. I’m convinced that beloved, well-thumbed books exude the emotions from their pages, while unread books are asleep. My parents live for books, and if there was a fire, it’s not that they wouldn’t save me and my brother first, it’s that they’d heap our arms with books before rushing us away from the flames.

“Stuart Birnbaum,” said my dad, shaking Reggie’s hand. Joyce and Stuart, as Brock refers to them, are both attractive and always nicely dressed, as an example for their students and because, as my mom has often admonished me, “There’s no shame in a decent presentation. Even if I’m visiting you on death row, I expect you to comb your hair.”

“So good to meet you both,” said Reggie. “I’m Andrew’s parole officer.”

“I like you already,” my mom told him.

“Ben Birnbaum,” said my brother, “and this is my wife, Dr. Samira Basu.”

“Which is my full legal name on my birth certificate,” said Samira, smiling. Ben is tall, bearded, and somber, although not a pain, and I love Samira because she’s livelier and keeps Ben from taking things ultra-solemnly every second. They met in medical school and are supremely well organized. When they host Thanksgiving dinner at their nearby home, the meal always reminds me of a superbly run autopsy, with the turkey and side dishes served as if they’ll be entered into evidence.

“Oh my GOD,” said Jenn, who’d been arrayed on a couch with her gleamingly waxed and tanned legs adroitly crossed, one foot dangling a Chanel slingback as if it were for sale. Jenn, God bless her, has a tendency to wear a single designer head to toe, and tonight her svelte, nubbly cream Chanel skirt, hemmed to mid-thigh, matched her shrunken Chanel jacket, her flirty Chanel camisole, her Chanel silk camellia pinned as a brooch, her cluster of Chanel necklaces, her Chanel quilted bag, currently resting on the coffee table as if awaiting further instructions, and the Chanel sunglasses perched atop her head with its agonizingly taut French twist, to set off the Chanel earrings.

“Every time I see Jenn,” Brock had once commented, “I want to applaud.”

“I’m Jenn Gelman-Waxner,” she said, presenting her hand to Reggie as if she expected him to read her palm. “Although you probably recognize me as Dr. Jenn-in-a-Jar from YouTube.”

Jenn was already scrutinizing Reggie’s face, concluding, “I’d tell you to avoid direct midday sun exposure, Reggie, but you won’t listen. You’ve got that fair Irish complexion, which is basically an invitation to melanomas. But you’re a handsome man, so Andrew did well, which believe me, if you’d met his last two boyfriends, is not always the case.”

“Brayden Kembling,” said Brayden, sizing Reggie up as a possible rival in a Mr. American Manly Man pageant.

“Brayden’s also a doctor,” said Jenn. “Okay, Reggie, just as a shorthand, assume everyone here’s a doctor or at least a professional, except Andrew. And I’m not criticizing him, getting a master’s isn’t for everyone. Someone’s got to wear Old Navy.”

Only my pants and my socks, Jenn—my shirt is Ralph with Brock’s employee discount.

“Everyone?” said my mom. “Now that we’ve made Reggie uncomfortable, shall we have dinner?”

Once the crowd had been ushered to the dining room table and begun their salads, my mom cautioned, “We’re not here to interrogate Andrew and Reggie. Their relationship is none of our business. Unless they trust us to be interested and accepting, and because a loving outside perspective can be illuminating.”

“So how did you two meet?” asked Jenn. “My trainer meets all of his dates on one of those gay sex apps. Isn’t he hot?”

Jenn was holding out her phone with a photo of her admittedly godlike Australian trainer, but far more prominently featured was Jenn wearing flesh-toned workout gear so tight and seamless she looked naked and weirdly airbrushed.

“Actually,” said Reggie, “we met when I asked Andrew to join a secret government organization that I founded. We conduct covert operations all over the world and I thought Andrew might do well.”

There was a profound pause and then general hilarity.

“You had me going there,” said Brayden.

“It took Andy five tries to get his driver’s license,” volunteered Ben.

“But he did once bring me a gorgeous candle that smells like night-blooming jasmine and cotton candy,” said Jenn. “I put it in my linen closet.”

“Reggie,” said my dad. “I’m sure Andrew can accomplish anything he puts his mind to. But an acting career is hard enough.”

My mom was studying me. She was the only dinner guest who’d taken Reggie at his word and wasn’t persuaded he’d been joking, especially not at my expense.

“It’s true,” said Reggie calmly, causing an awkward yet fascinated silence.

“We can’t offer too many details,” Reggie continued, “but Andrew’s been invaluable. He’s pushed himself, although he’s still in a holding pattern right now.”

“Fine,” said Ben. “Don’t tell us how you really met. We don’t need to know.”

“Was it at a club?” asked Jenn. “Were you both high?”

I was torn. I was beyond grateful to Reggie for putting himself out there and for partially praising me. But while he was talking, I’d had a thought: the Tuxes are secretive for a reason. Maybe my wanting to promote my participation was ego-based rather than honest. And maybe I should keep my goings-on, however scrapbook-worthy, more private, for the sake of my family and Reggie. My parents are already concerned about me, but their fretfulness doesn’t cover my death at the hands and machetes of hooded guerrillas. And the more they were told, the more tempted they’d be to repeat confidential tidbits. Maybe Reggie was sending me a necessary heads-up about why it was imperative for the Tuxedo Society to maneuver far from gossip and intrusion.

“Andrew and I were introduced by our mutual friend Brock,” Reggie added, not technically lying. “And we’ve been enjoying ourselves.”

“I love Brock,” said Jenn. “He always notifies me right before Ralph’s fall things get shipped to the store.”

As the evening went on, my mom remained in private conversation with Reggie. I eavesdropped, but my attention kept getting pulled elsewhere, especially by Jenn reciting the particulars of her upcoming nuptials: “My pre-bachelorette party will be at Cipriani on East 42nd, where the theme will be a timeline of my pores. I’ve already posted a video history on my Insta, revealing how I’ve minimized blackheads and cysts through alternating toners. The bachelorette party itself is planned for a suite at the Ritz-Carlton, where we’ll have a build-a-Barbie station, so guests can bring Barbie from stylish workwear through evening sparkle, based on my personal wardrobe. Brayden and I are meeting with Rabbi Aaron Harklin, who counsels couples on remaining faithful by reading the Torah, making time for each other, and designing bathrooms with not just his-and-her sinks but his-and-her commodes so there’s no waiting time or playing the blame game when it comes to toilet tissue hoarding.”

After the group had finished our meal and were back in the living room for coffee and rugelach from my dad’s favorite bakery, Jenn took Brayden’s hand and continued their itinerary. The rehearsal dinner would have a Bridgerton “bustles and breeches” motif, with gavotte lessons available that afternoon. The ceremony itself would take place at a Midtown hotel ballroom with two hundred guests, “just friends, family, and patients whose lives we’ve touched.” Jenn’s twelve bridesmaids were classmates from her various schools, her BFF Bailey-Brianna, Natalie Portman’s breathing coach, and “at least one Golden Globe winner, I’m not saying who, in order to build suspense, but she loves me because I once drained an infected pimple on her cheek the night before she was being photographed for the cover of Welsh Vogue.”

As Jenn plotted the reception, the after-party, the wedding breakfast, and the two-week-long honeymoon at a resort in Turks and Caicos, Brayden nodded but didn’t participate, either because interrupting Jenn might pose a physical threat, or because they’d planned everything together and Brayden endorsed Jenn’s accuracy. The night ended with the assembled physicians checking their phones regarding, in the case of Samira, treating an infected gallbladder in an hour, and for Brayden, an emergency browlift tomorrow on a fifteen-year-old who’d just been accepted at an exclusive summer camp and wanted to look fourteen.
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I went through my own Samsung in case anyone was desperate for a Windswept Pine or Muted Nutmeg & Cookie Dough candle before dawn.

As Reggie and I were getting our coats, my mom took me aside, into the kitchen.

“So,” she said, backing me against the island, “this Reggie, he’s a capable person. Do you like him?”

“Yes. A lot.”

“He’s older than you. He’s almost as old as me and Daddy.”

“Does that matter?”

“Not a bit. Not if you respect each other. He’s very nice-looking. Like a bouncer or an Irish poet in a turtleneck sweater.”

“Do you have a crush?”

“Shut up. I talked to him, about you and this organization. The Tuxedo Society. Is it real?”

“Didn’t he convince you?”

“He did. And he started the whole thing, which is quite something. But I’m your mother.”

“You always say that, so I’ll give you presents.”

“Do you want me to smack you? Can that be my present?”

We smiled at each other. Sometimes our mutual love embarrasses both of us. There’s an unbreakable connection, as if we hear each other’s thoughts, and we’ll joke to keep matters even-keeled. That’s what’s unearthly about mothers and sons: while I’d left the womb years ago, there’s a phantom umbilical connection. When I’m at an audition, it’s my mom’s voice in my head telling me, “You can do this. Those other actors are perfectly nice people but they’re not you.”

“I’m proud of you, Andrew, for helping Reggie. For doing some good in the world. Because that’s how you were raised. But it also sounds dangerous.”

“That’s part of it.” Which was the butchest thing I’ve ever said in my life.

“Reggie said it was you, at the Olympics. On the high dive.”

“It’s okay. I waited half an hour after eating to go in the water.”

“That’s who you think I am. Your Jewish mother.”

“No. I think you’re an Episcopalian who drinks and beats her children with a hairbrush.”

“I wish. But when a man like Reggie says he cares about you, and he thinks you’re very promising, that’s a big deal. But it’s not an acting career. You get that, right?”

“There’s an overlap. And I can do both. And most importantly, keep my job at the candle shop.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m your child. I blame you for everything.”

“Of course. But let me ask you something else, just so you’ll turn red and run upstairs into your room and slam the door.”

“I can’t do that. You’ve turned my room into a home office.”

“After a few cases of Febreze. But here’s my question. It’s about you and Reggie, and all of this running around. Are you being careful? And I’m not just talking about getting hurt or killed. I’m talking about falling in love.”

Now it was my turn to blush and look away. I was about to confess that I’d coerced Reggie into the boyfriend scam, but I hesitated. Could I ever fall in love with Reggie? Was this the definition of never-gonna-happen? Could Reggie ever see me as anything but a bumbling novice? A mouse-sized door, or at least the tiniest window, had inched open, but I slammed it firmly shut. Like my mom, I was coping with more than enough.

“I’ll keep you posted,” I told my mom. “But I’m glad you met him.”

“And your aunt Libby sends her love. She was going to be here but she had to work.”

Aunt Libby’s the Supreme Court to my mom’s presidency: Libby’s the ultimate authority. Telling her about the Tuxes would be momentous, because she’d offer not merely a verdict but a well-considered New York Times Arts section review.

On the drive back into the city, I kept to myself. The evening hadn’t gone quite the way I’d foreseen, with my establishing a boastful equality amid my intimidatingly employed family. They’d been wowed by Reggie, but I remained fuzzy.

“I like your family,” said Reggie, steering across the Kosciuszko Bridge.

“Me too. Mostly.”

“You’re pouting because you think they overshadow you. They work hard. Stop begging for recognition and a pat on the head.”

“But…”

“You’re doing better. That’s what matters. Improvement. The Tuxes are taking a chance on you. Be worthy.”

I’d been yearning for a more effusive defense of my recent history, but Reggie was right. I’d been after my family’s approval, maybe accompanied by an abject we-had-no-idea-you-were-secretly-Batman apology. But that’s what a kid sulkily craves, or a disgruntled beagle. Reggie’s relying on me had been changing my nervous system. For transitory flashes, I’d become bold and even forceful, which were significant steps up.

“You’re at a crossroads. Are you dabbling and wagging your tail, or are you learning?”

I got what Reggie meant. I’d been an erratic hero and almost a team player, but not yet an adult. Adults don’t require constant flattery. Adults can place themselves, without undue fuss, in any environment. Adults prize challenges, not blue ribbons. I still wanted that Tony Award, but even more, I wanted to earn it. And my Tuxedo Society tattoo.

“You’ll get there. Maybe.”

Reggie was a consummate adult, at ease anywhere, including the Birnbaum split-level. He was also a gleeful son of a bitch, relishing my immaturity; I was his protégé and maybe his crafts project, as he assembled a capable human being from pipe cleaners and popsicle sticks. But kindergarten was over. I’d passed the preliminaries. I’d have to work so much harder. But something was burgeoning, if still out of reach. I was beginning to form a (gulp) grown-up personality, and set priorities, beyond amorphous and standard showbiz daydreams. I was the young Tom Hanks, moving from sitcoms to features. I was Timothée Chalamet, trimming his hair to play a boot camp recruit.

“You’re Deer Hunter Meryl,” said Reggie, confounding me as always. “Getting closer to Kramer vs. Kramer.”

Was Reggie mocking everything about me, or meeting me halfway? Because Deer Hunter was one of Meryl’s breakthroughs, and then Kramer was her first Oscar, for Best Supporting. I’m not comparing myself to Meryl, but her career is a great guide to anyone’s personal milestones, like those pencil markings of a child’s growth spurts on a doorjamb. Reggie’s phone buzzed and he put it on speaker. Marcus was calling: “I found the Atropos Emerald.”
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Everyone gathered in Queens the next morning. Marcus was diagramming his discovery: “The Japanese police have identified the assailants from the American dorm, the guys who went after Reggie and Andrew. They’ve done previous jobs, off the books, for Jack Stanton, who owns the most extensive cruise line in the world.”

“Waveriders Global,” Reggie confirmed. “He’s got a fleet of over fifty ships, registered in ports everywhere. It’s a perfect means of transporting contraband and ignoring local law enforcement.”

“Stanton heard we had the diamond, from a source at the Vatican, so he assumed we’d killed Henrik for the ruby, and that we’d have the emerald as well. Because that’s the only thing Stanton’s really after.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Atropos was the Fate who controlled longevity,” said Marcus. “She’d snip the thread of someone’s life whenever she saw fit. Her legend says she can end life or extend it as she pleases. Stanton has pancreatic cancer, with under a year to live. He’ll do anything for even a few months beyond that. He’s bought human organs on the black market, paid teenagers for their blood, and backed drug trials in Mexico, with no proven results. He’s a desperate man.”

Which I could understand, except he’d paid to have Reggie and me slaughtered in his quest for a storybook cure-all. There’s desperation and then there’s inhuman desperation with the means to massacre anyone who gets in your way.

“But two days ago, Stanton was contacted by a Russian operative. In the early days of the Revolution, when the tsar and his family were about to be taken prisoner, they’d prepared to leave the country. The women sewed jewelry into their clothing so they’d have funds close at hand. The tsarina owned a Fabergé gold bracelet set with the Atropos alongside lesser topazes and citrons. She believed the emerald could prevent the executions of herself and her husband and children. But the bracelet was stolen by one of her maids, and the royals were shot by soldiers, in a basement.”

I recalled this history from Wikipedia paragraphs on the young Princess Anastasia, who was said to have survived the death squad. There are plays, books, movies, and an animated and ultimately live Broadway musical, mostly fictionalizing Anastasia’s much-argued-over fate. I’d devoured each telling, because as a child, I’d pined both for Anastasia to have lived and for her to have traveled to America and become a small Long Island boy.

“The maid fled to a village in the Urals, where she died at one hundred and eighteen years old, outliving five husbands. After the funeral, her great-grandchildren brought the emerald, which they thought was glass, to a local jeweler, who was astounded. Being a Putin loyalist, he notified the local authorities. The emerald made its way to Moscow, to the Federal Security Service, which replaced the KGB. An agent was happy to make some extra rubles, and tested the marketplace. Stanton’s name came up, contact was made, and Stanton paid enough money for that agent to retire on, which isn’t all that much. So Stanton’s overjoyed, but there’s one hurdle left.”

“Authentication,” said Reggie. “Like most dying madmen, Stanton’s paranoid and single-minded. He has to be sure the stone is real, so it can increase his lifespan to some unheard-of degree. Most of us would just whisper a prayer and roll the dice, but Stanton hates being cheated, or taken for a fool. Which brings us to Lady Marlene Tresselmere.”

Marcus took over: “Lady Marlene’s one of the top art experts out there. She’s assessed precious stones, manuscripts, and paintings for the Metropolitan, the Getty, Tiffany’s, you name it. She trained at the Sorbonne and the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities in Cairo. She makes a good living, but nothing like the people who hire her. She’s hungry for a major paycheck.”

“I’ve met her,” said Reggie. “There was a Rembrandt that had vanished from an English manor house seventy years ago. The heirs died off but then it surfaced at auction. Everyone wanted it, but legitimate buyers had no interest in a skillful forgery—its provenance couldn’t be questioned. Marlene swept in, with the latest carbon dating and structural analysis instruments, but mostly her eye. She can spot a fake at fifty paces, and she’s got an almost infallible track record.”

“Stanton’s hired her, to verify the Atropos,” said Marcus.

“Where?” asked Brock.

“At sea,” said Reggie. “In the middle of the Atlantic, on board the Empress Olympia, Stanton’s brand-new ship, and the largest in the world. Making its maiden voyage from Miami to Turks and Caicos next week. International waters. Beyond the laws of any government. Stanton will be on board, presiding over the trip, and Marlene will helicopter in, once the ship reaches a midpoint. There’s only one problem. Marlene got greedy and was arrested yesterday for selling Marie Antoinette’s diary, lifted from an exhibition at Versailles. There’s been a media blackout because the feds are holding her in an undisclosed location. She’s a highly valuable prisoner, with plenty of information to barter.”

“So do we bail her out temporarily?” asked Timothy. “And keep an eye on her? Will she cooperate? If the feds give her a deal?”

“No,” said Reggie. “Her lawyers are meeting with the Department of Justice, hashing out her legal status. But we’re still going to work with her, or a version of her. A perfect replica.”

“You mean, of the emerald?” I asked.

“Of Marlene.”

Elizabeth Grand showed up the next morning, having traveled from her remote New Hampshire cottage. When I got to the headquarters’ lounge, she was deep in consultation with Reggie, but without the slouched-on-the-couch casualness of other Tuxes. She was seated on the edge of an armchair, with one leg crossed over the other, wearing an uncreased cream silk blouse and a well-tailored burgundy wool skirt. Her hair was a rich red, cut in a loose pageboy held in check by discreet tortoiseshell combs. There was a strand of undoubtedly real pearls around her neck and she wore a pair of burgundy pumps. Everything about Elizabeth was sophisticated without any unnecessary frilliness, like the smartly turned-out heroine of a Barbara Stanwyck movie, where Barbara is always the smartest person in the room, with an echo of the young Maggie Smith or Glenda Jackson as a formidably capable executive or headmistress. Nowadays even middle-aged actresses affect a giggling or sultry girlishness, in order to remain “relatable” or “likeable” to a mass audience, but Stanwyck and Elizabeth Grand were comfortable with unabashed and independent female power.

Elizabeth, Brock had told me, was a successful romance novelist, whose books disdained sappiness or dewy-eyed fragility. Elizabeth was trans, which gave her a comprehensive take on love. Her novels describe an array of couples, from the most relentlessly cisgendered and heterosexual to mixed throuples and beyond. There were LGBTQ+ characters, but not exclusively; as Elizabeth later told me, “I’m interested in everyone.”

When Reggie introduced us, I was, like in most situations, intimidated. Elizabeth was somewhere in her forties and she’d figured herself out on many levels. She smiled, maybe sizing me up as a character in her next book, or more likely a footnote.

“Are we sure about this?” Elizabeth asked Reggie, once a fuller cohort of Tuxes was at hand.

“You tell me,” said Reggie, as Marcus posted a photo, filling the wall of screens. This was an image of Elizabeth standing beside King Charles and Camilla, at the opening of a show at the British Museum entitled, according to a banner on the wall behind this illustrious group, From Middle Earth to Balmoral: The Country Home.

“You, like, met the King?” asked Timothy. “I always feel bad for him, because he had to wait so long.”

“Exactly,” said Brock. “He spent his whole life signaling to the waiter for the check.”

“I’ve never met the man in my life,” insisted Elizabeth. “Is that Photoshop?”

“It’s Lady Marlene Tresselmere,” said Marcus, “from five years ago.”

The resemblance was uncanny. Marlene looked like a more preening Elizabeth, and a bit older. But I saw where Reggie was headed.

“We’ll helicopter you onto the ship and you’ll examine the emerald. And swap it for the undetectable duplicate Edwin’s come up with.”

There was an image on the screen of a mammoth square-cut stone, the green of some Killarney glen, heightened for an “Ireland Is Waiting” promotional brochure. Blues and reds can shout, but the richest, most luxuriant greens are verdantly inviting, like a pristine dose of NyQuil or the flashing malachite eyes of a robot Siamese cat in a video game, a feline whose gaze forbids common petting or budget brands of supermarket canned food.

“But once I’ve done my bit,” said Elizabeth, “why won’t Stanton have me killed? As you’ve told me, he hates loose ends.”

“Because once he thinks he’ll live forever,” said Reggie, “he’ll hold off, for future advisories. You’ll be his good luck charm. His in-house sorceress.”

Elizabeth looked at all of us with amusement. “Well,” she said. “At the very least, it’s research. Background material for a new book.”

“We’ll be at your side,” said Reggie. “Every step of the way.”

“When do we leave?” she asked.

But Elizabeth wasn’t the Tuxes’ only secret weapon. Reggie brought the group into Edwin’s lab, where a tableful of devices were displayed, as if confiscated by airport security. Because Edwin and I were officially just friends, and an op was underway, we kept things impersonal, while I mentally dressed him in the sleeveless jersey and abbreviated shorts of a rower, flushed with exertion after a regatta. I was pretty sure that the losers of such a race have to strip off their shirts and toss them to the winners, but I might’ve been making this up. Either way, it took me a few seconds to hear what Edwin was saying.

“You’ll be on board a ship,” he was explaining, “so be careful about starting fires or puncturing the hull. Stanton will have world-class munitions, so here’s what I’ve come up with. These look like plastic leis for a Hawaiian luau night. But the petals can be dissolved in water and knock someone unconscious.”

“Like a roofie?” asked Timothy. “That’s why I never drink anything I don’t pour. How fast?”

“One sip. And these glittery hats?”

These were an assortment of shiny, conical, old-timey party gear and miniature derbies made of crinkled cellophane.

“You can wear them for fun, but they’re equipped with miniaturized jet packs, lifting you ten feet up and maintaining speed and altitude.”

“Wait,” I said. “If we wear those hats, we’ll be able to fly?”

“Within a limited distance, thanks to a wireless battery in your pockets. And finally we’ve got these New Year’s Eve−style noisemakers.”

He held up a shiny striped tin horn with crepe paper trim fluttering around the wider end.

“These are deceptive. They’ll make a noise but then shoot a blow dart into an enemy.”

Edwin put one of these jubilant party favors into his mouth and turned toward a life-sized inflatable clown I hadn’t noticed, across the room. As Edwin’s horn made a typical honk, an almost-invisible dart flew across the space and lodged in the clown’s neck, causing the clown to hiss and deflate as I tried not to think of how efficient this technique might become during a mime class.

“Don’t accidentally toot one of these at a midnight Mardi Gras bash, or when someone blows out the candles on a birthday cake. Although I’m also sending along a cake that can do considerable damage.”

“Will it take someone’s head off?” asked Brock.

“No—carbs.”

Edwin smiled, ducking his head. He’d made a scientist joke, the sort of lame gag lobbed by students studying for a Particle Physics exam after not bathing for a week. The room groaned appreciatively as I saw myself licking frosting off Edwin’s bare chest, in a Madrid hotel suite during our honeymoon.
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My mom’s snobby about cruise ships, calling them “floating trailer parks” and “book-free zones,” so I’d never gone near one. But here’s a related, maybe not so surprising, secret: I love malls. I’ve hung out at every mall within fifty miles of Commack, and I’ve dreamt about the staggering Mall of America in Bloomington, Minnesota, with its indoor roller coaster and over five hundred shops, and the American Dream Mall in New Jersey, with a ski slope and a shark tank. Malls were the earliest video games, because they’re enclosed fantasy environments where visitors stalk the Burberry outlet and the Cinnabon. In a way, the Vatican is the highest-end mall, and my compulsion explains how I ended up working in one of the few malls in Manhattan, although socialists sneer that the entire city’s been transformed into a commercialized theme park.

The Empress Olympia was docked in the Hudson beside a Midtown pier, and the Tuxes had been booked as a social group, as ourselves on a spree. The boat wasn’t merely giant but perplexing: it was so unthinkably huge that it made no sense, on land or sea. It was like something that had descended from outer space, and I couldn’t conceive of what kept it afloat. It reminded me of a boyfriend’s cat that would curl up and inexplicably roost on my chest, refusing to move.

“Look at this thing,” said Brock, as we were issued our boarding passes. “It’s like if Vegas and Disneyland had a baby, and it crawled into the ocean.”

Once on board we stepped into a multistory, absurd central atrium lined with boutiques for buying, say, dangly earrings and straw hats to flaunt while at sea; a steakhouse, a sushi bar, and a pizzeria; sitting areas for awaiting family members; and bizarrely, foliage. This area was designed to copy Central Park, with fully mature oak trees, boulders, lawns, Victorian streetlights, and winding brick pathways. Like everything about the vessel, it perplexed: Why would tourists pay thousands of dollars to experience an agonizingly artificial facsimile, when they could drop by the actual park just a few blocks away, for free? (This miniaturization of landmarks is a tradition, from Disney’s Epcot, which reduces entire nations to a single “French Quarter” café or “Taste of Austria” beer garden, to those Nevada casinos with a half-pint Arc de Triomphe or scaled-down Golden Gate Bridge.) “This is so much better than nature,” I told Brock, “because, first of all, there aren’t any cockroaches or dog poop, and secondly, it’s prettier, the way a plastic floral arrangement is stiff and fake but it reminds you that you’re in a dentist’s office.” I was blissing out. Everywhere I turned there was a toweringly abstract aluminum sculpture topped with the words “HAPPY” or “LOVE” and an acrylic chandelier cascading from eight balconies up.

“Here’s the thing about cruise ships,” said Brock, as we unpacked in our modest yet painfully gaudy cabin (the color scheme was fuchsia and bumblebee-yellow accent walls beside swaths of wallpaper embossed with toucans perched on palm trees). “We’re the very first people to sail on this thing, it cost over fourteen billion dollars to build, and it’s already starting to look shabby. Ships from the 1920s had mahogany paneling and brass trim, which got burnished over time, but lavender wall-to-wall shag carpeting and chrome end tables don’t wear well. It’s a family-style whorehouse with a twenty-four-hour, all-you-can-eat buffet serving croissants the size and texture of footballs.”

As the boat left the harbor, we stood alongside five thousand other passengers at the outer railings and waved to everyone on shore, which gave me an existential tremor: Was this my future? A loop of leavetakings, awaiting some higher, if potentially gory, outcome? Would I ever return to New York for an extended stay? Was I fleeing my life or finding it?

“We’re on the world’s largest cruise ship,” said Brock, mirroring my mood. “It’s Kafka with fifteen different waterslides. Coated with other people’s fluids.”

Our group toured the ship, to reinforce our stance as drunken queer revelers, and to check out where Elizabeth’s helicopter would be landing the next day. There were faux-weathered beachcomber-style arrowed wooden signs sending us toward the Adult Infinity Pool, the Children’s (Ages 8−14) Undersea Exploratorium, Aladdin’s Bountiful Avenue of Affordable Treasures, the Hot Stone & Laser Rejuvenation Super-Spa, assorted theaters and rinks, and dining opportunities for “around-the-world cuisine moments” calibrated for an American palate, meaning larger portions, more sugar, decorative radish rosettes, and “authentically Brooklyn” egg cream milkshakes beside “a tantalizingly Thai tasting platter.”

“I love that everyone’s already wearing T-shirts from the different hangouts,” said Timothy, in a rainbow ombré tank top reading “Life’s a Parfait at the Parfait Pavilion Party Place Plus!”

Reggie had reminded us to get appropriately rowdy, and passenger comments spanned “I love your diverse spirit!” to a muttered “There are kids here, you know.”

That night the overdressed Tuxes occupied a long table in the central atrium for the Welcome to the Wonder of the Empress Olympia banquet, as the waitstaff brought “pork & pineapple Polynesian kebabs” ignited for our pleasure. I was sitting in between Pei-Sze and Mikaela, so to juggle my romantic befuddlements, I asked them how long they’d been married.

“Together for eight years, legal for three,” said Pei-Sze. “We took our time getting hitched. We met in college when we were both applying to med schools. My parents are Pasadena-Republican-honor-roll commandos, and they wanted me to get a residency with a top-tier hospital by the time I was twenty-five and also marry a rich man who owned at least five vehicles. They were hideously upset when I got my real estate license, that is until I sold a downtown office building for a seven-figure commission. I told them, ‘See, I am a rich man and let’s take a spin in my Lamborghini. One of my Lamborghinis.’ ”

“My moms thought I’d be running a free clinic in Haiti,” said Mikaela. “They opened a restaurant outside San Francisco. It’s not only vegan but fruitarian, which means they only use apples and oranges that have dropped naturally from the trees, without the trauma of being picked. The place seats eight people at a time, and if anyone’s wearing leather they have to leave it in a barrel outside the front door. Even the barrel’s made from reclaimed timbers. They said I should help people, but I told them, ‘I help people get walk-in closets, and temperature-controlled wine cellars, so the wine doesn’t suffer.’ ”

“Mikaela actually says things like that,” said Pei-Sze, “and her moms beg us to stop coloring our hair because it’s symptomatic of the oppressive male gaze. We mentioned the Tuxes but we called it a humanitarian aid organization, which it sort of is.”

“Last year Pei-Sze clobbered this guy with a nine iron on a very exclusive Palm Beach golf course.”

“Which was an anti-capitalist gesture.”

“Because he was a VP at Boeing who ignored safety standards and arranged the murder of a whistleblower, and it was his own nine iron.”

Pei-Sze and Mikaela’s banter had a knowing rhythm, and their glamour wasn’t conventional, because it wasn’t intended to please straight guys. They were both in sinewy great shape, like coordinated art deco hood ornaments. They belonged together, so I wondered, “Was it love at first sight? How did it happen?”

They paused, assessing each other. Most longtime couples, I’ve noticed, will unreel an agreed-upon origin story, but Pei-Sze and Mikaela were more considered.

“I was attracted to Mikaela, but once we started talking I thought, She’s very opinionated, so she’ll be fun to argue with. I never tune her out, or predict what she’ll say. Because she keeps surprising me.”

“Sometimes I catch sight of Pei-Sze from across a room, and I think, I’d cheat on my wife with her. Then I remember, she is my wife. And if I’m being honest, the Tuxes revitalize us. We practice martial arts together, and when she was wearing a nun’s habit, and jumping onto that cardinal’s back in Rome, it was so badass. But I thought, Maybe I don’t need to tell my moms about this.”

Mikaela was nudging Pei-Sze’s shin with her foot, and their shoes alone had a torrid pulp-paperback combustion, from the ankle straps and black satin. Could this be my life with Luc, and his offhand of-course-I-can-wear-my-double-breasted-jacket-over-my-shoulders-without-looking-like-an-asshole Parisian chic? Before I could lose myself in this visual of hooking up with my French lover, both of us under assumed names, in a Hong Kong penthouse (which Pei-Sze and Mikaela would be showing to a Syrian pop star later that afternoon), the dinner was interrupted by the piercing, booming agony of someone yelling, “I HATE MY LIFE AND I WANT TO DIE!”

The voice was unmistakable. Everyone in the atrium, on each of the many balconies, peered skyward. There she was, leaning over the glass boundary of the uppermost walkway: my cousin Jenn, in her wedding gown.
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By the time I reached her, via a cylindrical glass elevator, Jenn had been restrained and was sprawled on the floor outside her stateroom, being comforted by nearby passengers. I knelt beside her, asking, “Jenn? Where’s Brayden?”

This caused an even more unhinged wailing, from which I could translate the words “bastard,” “pig,” “lying cocksucker,” “fuckhead,” and “love of my life.”

“Jenn, I’m so sorry and I won’t say his name again. But can you tell me what’s going on?”

Jenn wadded her floor-length, pearl-encrusted veil to rackingly blow her nose. She began to scream again but stopped after I took her hand, noticing the presence of her reading lamp−sized engagement ring but the absence of its even more blinding sequel.

“I… I was totally on schedule,” Jenn began. “I was three pounds under my goal weight, in case of emotional bloating, which can happen in the week before a wedding as a bride’s capillaries expand from anticipation. My hair was perfect because Martissa, my colorist, and I had treated eight swatches with different formulas, and settled on something we called Maximum Pale Moonlight. You see? You see?”

She’d grabbed a few yards of her softly waved hair extensions, which had attained the white-blond eeriness of a long-dead toddler’s ghostly curls. Jenn had enough hair on her head for three people, and over half of it had been purchased from entrepreneurial women in China and painstakingly bleached.

“My bachelorette party was a dream—all of my bridesmaids had ranked it on Instagram with twelve bouquets on a scale of one to ten. Brayden said that his bachelor party, in a private room at Soho House, had been ‘stellar,’ and he’s only used the word ‘stellar’ once before, after I gave him a blowjob while he was driving his Porsche to East Hampton to introduce me to his parents. Everything was set, we had ninety-eight percent ‘Will Attends’ to the evites, and Andrew, your mom told me that you’d totally planned on being there except there was an emergency and you were donating a kidney to Brock, so I completely understood. Are you okay?”

“I’m good, and thank you for being so understanding.”

“I love Andrew’s kidney,” said Brock, kneeling on Jenn’s opposite side. “It’s a mitzvah. Oh my God, ever since the operation I can speak Yiddish.”

Jenn was momentarily doubtful, but yanked the spotlight back to herself: “So I was in the suite at the St. Regis, it was twenty minutes before the ceremony. I was wearing two pairs of Spanx, which I don’t need but they’re like a hug, and I’d just put on my gown, which was custom-made by Vincente of Massapequa, which is the most exclusive bridal atelier on the entire island, and I looked in the full-length mirror and I thought—yes. This is exactly who I am. My upper arms are fabulous, the fruit acid facial peel had revealed an entirely new layer of skin, like newborn baby skin, no, like the inside of a kitten’s ears, and I was posting on my Insta every thirty seconds so I could include my followers, and the comments were amazing, ‘Jenn, your elbows are like marzipan,’ ‘Jenn, your waist is the size of a neck,’ ‘Jenn, your nostrils look exactly like the sketches on your mood board,’ and then there’s a knock on the door, and it’s Brayden. And of course at first I say, ‘Don’t come in, it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding,’ and he says, ‘That’s not gonna be an issue.’ ”

“Oh no. Oh no.”

“And he comes in, only he’s wearing like, jeans and a polo, it’s all Ralph but it’s like brunch casual, and I say, ‘Brayden, you’re not dressed, the ceremony’s in five minutes,’ and he says, ‘Jenn, this is really hard for me.’ ”

“Oh my God,” said Brock, as everyone winced at what was coming.

“And he sits on the bed, and he can’t even look at me, but he says, ‘I love you but I’m saving both of us from making the biggest mistake of our lives.’ And I’m not processing, I’m refusing to process, because this is my day, this is our day, and there are twenty-five pounds of lobster roll in the hotel kitchen freezer, and I say, ‘Bray, stop. Right now. Because I get what this is. You’re afraid of how right this is. It’s freaking you out. But I’m freaked out, too, because for the first time in my life, I’ve completed my checklist. Every item. Hair, brows, lashes, underlashes, self-tanner, the guy, the gown, the hotel, the rabbi, the bridesmaids’ dresses in peach sorbet, it’s the dream, and it’s done. No more catalogues and websites and Pinterests, we’re doing this, we’re so happy, and sure, the future is scary, because even with injectable filler every other month, those nasal-labial folds will not be denied. But who the hell cares, if we’re together.’ ”

Jenn’s eyes were shining, and despite some of the more disturbing aspects of her checklist, my heart was breaking for her. She was the most focused person I’d ever met. I’d envied her for being so bedrock-sure of exactly who and what she wanted. She wasn’t clingy or dependent on Brayden’s approval for her self-worth, but she was in love. For Jenn, love meant meeting someone she’d let see her after she’d just stepped out of the shower and only applied blush, eyeliner, and tinted moisturizer. Maybe Jenn had curated Brayden, from choice bits of George Clooney (the just-for-you smile), Glen Powell (the get-over-here squint), and every actor who’s played a hunky emergency room doctor on a Dick Wolf series, but for her, that was what love looked like. A male version of herself, who was every bit as reliable and forward-thinking as she was. A guy worth nuzzling in photos for her legion of followers, who call themselves the Jennetics.

“And then he says, and he’s still not looking at me, he says, ‘No, I’m not freaking out or getting cold feet, this isn’t about me. It’s about you.’ And I’m thinking that maybe I don’t want to hear what’s coming next, but I have to. Because if Brayden isn’t the guy I thought he was, if he’s going to trash my entire life, I have to hear why. And he says, ‘I’ve given this a lot of thought. Because you were the one. The optimal choice. Not just a finalist, but the winner. The woman who could stand next to me and people would say, “Bravo. Triple platinum. Bespoke fit.” The first wife of my dreams.’ ”

I’d had my suspicions about Brayden, but he’d been hard to read, especially because so many quadrants of his face didn’t move. But my fears were solidifying into scorn.

“And he keeps going, he says, ‘Jenn, I owe you the truth. Because I respect you. And because we’ve always been honest with each other, about areas we need to work on.’ And I say, ‘Like what? Which areas?’ And he says, ‘First of all, the age thing. You’re three months older than me. I thought I could get past it, I told myself it didn’t matter, but it does. It would be like marrying my mom.’ ”

How dare he. They were both thirty-two, although thanks to their often self-inflicted procedures they existed in some timeless, frozen-browed, chin-implanted Narnia.

“But he’s not done, he says, ‘And there’s your skull. You’re beautiful, you’re stunning, but we’ve talked about this. When you pull your hair back I can see it. A slight asymmetry. You could get a foam skull extender but I’d always remember. I look at you and I think, So close, but maybe when you were a baby you slept against a wall. I’ve had my skull measured and it’s like an architect’s rendering of a skull designed by NASA. And what if we had kids? We could hope for the best, but could we do that? To a child? Are we strong enough, to raise little trapezoids?’ ”

If this were anyone but Brayden speaking, I’d assume he was joking. But I’d seen Brayden catching sight of himself in a hall mirror and checking his eyes to make sure they matched.

“I thought he was finished, but he had one more deal-breaker. He said, ‘Jenn, I know you’ve asked your Pilates instructor about using the reformer to stretch your bones, and you were the first person to have platform Crocs, so even when we’re just hanging out you’re elevated, but when you stand next to me, you’re three-eighths of an inch too short. I got into this with my therapist, and we agreed that because I’m six two, my spouse must be between five seven and five eight, which is tall enough to qualify as a model, but not so tall that I’d get overshadowed. And please don’t insult both of us by denying it, but you’re five five on a good day. I’ve seen you, sneaking onto a higher step beside me, but who’re we kidding? It’s off, everything about us is off. You’re the most gorgeous woman on Long Island, and maybe my standards are too high, but isn’t that part of why you love me? This morning I was going through our engagement album online, with the pictures of us kissing in front of that trellis with the roses, and laughing together on the balcony of our hotel in Cancún, but there’s that one photo, we’re holding hands in that grotto, we’re standing right next to each other, and I hate myself for this, but all I could see was this big handsome dude, this guy whose driver’s license photo could be on the cover of GQ or Cigar Aficionado, and next to him is this adorable wizened troll, this shrunken elf with a skull like a dented honeydew melon, the one you put back in the produce display and it ends up in the dumpster behind the store. Do you understand what I’m saying? I love you, but we don’t make sense together. Unless, and okay, I debated whether I should ask you this, but is there any chance that you’ve been cursed by like, a witch or a SoulCycle instructor you accidentally offended, and that’s how you ended up like this? Because we could postpone, if the curse can be lifted.’ ”

Jenn was staring at me. She was smart enough to grasp the bottomless depths of Brayden’s oafishness, but she’d obeyed their common priorities for so long. She was ordinarily so together, so primed with backup plans and specialists for whatever defect had been detected, but today she hadn’t just been irrationally and fiendishly pulverized, she’d been erased. She was a shell of hopeful and costly preparations that could practically walk around by themselves, with a bereft child inside.

Jenn wasn’t selfish or superficial, even with her glossier preoccupations. When the two of us had watched the Miss Universe pageant together, Jenn hadn’t cattily critiqued Miss Uruguay or Miss New Zealand, she’d complimented the “architectural construction” of their swimsuits and wept for the first runner-up, “who tried every bit as hard and was just as bright and pretty, and now she has to smile and pack up her hot rollers.” Jenn spent hours online counseling teenagers with cystic acne, lending her expertise and recommendations for free, with constant follow-ups. Jenn cared about beauty, not from snobbery but the most kindhearted empathy—she wanted everyone to feel good about themselves and have access to the latest hydrating lip butters and mineral milks at Sephora.

“Jenn,” I said. “I am so sorry. You don’t deserve this. And it probably won’t help, but I’m so glad you’re not marrying that scumbucket.”

“Who should never have opened his mouth about another person’s flaws,” added Brock. “Not with that completely flat butt. I’m surprised he doesn’t slide off chairs.”

“I was thinking that!” said Timothy. After getting jilted, Jenn had operated on autopilot, having an assistant mass-email the cancellation and contact the vendors and hotel staff. She couldn’t face her parents or bridesmaids, so she’d taken the tickets for her intended honeymoon and boarded the Empress Olympia, hiding out in her room, keeping the upheaval at bay. It was only once we were well out to sea that Jenn had admitted even the most basic facts of Brayden’s reprehensible behavior and her own undoing. She’d been wearing her wedding gown for almost twenty-four hours, and when a crew member knocked on her door, wishing the just-married couple only the best, asking if they’d like their bed turned down, and carrying a bottle of the ship’s finest champagne in a silver bucket as a gift, Jenn had cracked, rushing outside and standing at the glass railing, intending to jump.

Reggie had joined us and said, “Jenn? You’ve been through hell and it’s not about to get any better. But I have a suggestion, and a request. Can we talk in your suite?”

Jenn and Brayden had naturally booked the Premier Honeymoon Exterior Duplex, with an expansive view of the water and a living area with a heart-shaped sectional overlooked by an upper bedroom swathed in red satin, including the drapes, bedding, and headboard, so it resembled an inflamed esophagus. Jenn changed into a floor-length robe embroidered with the ship’s logo, a frisky mermaid wearing a crown and holding a martini glass. She tugged her voluminous hair back with a rubber band and washed her face, so she looked at least five years younger than Brayden, and wistfully vulnerable.

“All right,” said Reggie, once we were all seated downstairs, surrounding Jenn on that unfortunate couch, as Brock and I tempted her with non-diet white wine and a tray of frosted black-and-white cookies, a favorite indulgence that Jen had denied herself for the full year prior to her non-wedding.

“As you may have guessed,” Reggie told Jenn, “Andrew didn’t give Brock a kidney. Andrew wanted to go to your wedding, but I asked him to be here. Because, remember when I told you about the Tuxedo Society and our espionage operations? And you laughed? Look around.”

Jenn’s eyes darted from me to Brock to Timothy to Pei-Sze and Mikaela. She was cosseted by a stealth cadre of that eternal category, the Gay Best Friends. As an actor, I’d read for plenty of these roles: the lonely neighbor watering his ficus on a shared terrace, the uproarious party boy with a whistle and a tambourine, or the always-prepared-to-dish (“Spill it, honey”) break room confidant. I don’t hate these parts, but they’re peripheral and sexless (even if accompanied by muscled love interests with no dialogue). Gay BFFs exist to gush over the heroine (“You’re hotter than any of those models”), allay her insecurities (“Don’t you dare lose any more weight”), select her ensembles (“I love you in periwinkle”), and tell her, as she embarks upon a first date, a job interview, or testifying at a murder trial, “Girl, you got this.”

Today, the Tuxes were essential to Jenn’s recovery, not as simpering homos-in-waiting, but as highly trained professionals, as People Who Aren’t Brayden.

“Oh my God,” said Jenn. “It’s real? So you’re like—gay spies? And Andrew actually—does stuff?”

“Correct,” said Reggie. “Here’s what I’m proposing. To take your mind off your undeniable troubles, and to reunite with Andrew, and to serve your country, we’d like you to help us out.”

Reggie unspooled a concise précis of the hunt for the three gems, and Elizabeth’s imminent arrival on the ship.

“So you’re after jewelry?” said Jenn, having listened to Reggie intently.

“Elizabeth’s chopper touches down tomorrow morning, three hours before the meeting. I’d like her to wait in this suite with you, so Stanton can’t spend too much extended time with her and suspect anything. He’ll never look here, because you’re technically on your honeymoon.”

“Okay,” said Jenn. “So the Tuxes are this whole undercover cloak-and-dagger Mission Whatever thing, and you’d like me to pitch in. Which I get. And I make my own money, so I won’t want to be paid. But quid pro quo—later this week, can something happen to Brayden?”

I was shocked, although I shouldn’t have been—Jenn’s organizational genius was reasserting itself. Her checklist had grown by a single (maybe literal) bullet point. And while I wouldn’t blame her for a second, was she talking about having Brayden arrested, beheaded, or at the very least, photographed in direct sunlight?

“You don’t have to kill him,” she said. “But since you’re so fancy, I’ll leave things up to you. Make him pay.”

“On it,” said Reggie. “And again, I’m not belittling your pain, but you’re doing exactly the right thing—instead of festering, you’re being proactive.”
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The next day, once Reggie had brought Elizabeth to the suite, Jenn’s spirits began to improve.

“Wait,” she said, thunderstruck, “are you Elizabeth Grand, the author?”

Elizabeth, after being ferried many miles by helicopter and deposited on the topmost deck of the Olympia, was neatly dressed and unruffled; even her hair remained fashionably styled and intact.

“I am,” she admitted to Jenn, “and I’m told you’re having an extremely disruptive week.”

“But…,” said Jenn, fighting back tears, “I’ve read all your books. That’s exactly how I dreamed my life with Brayden would be, like Nora and Reynolds in Shalimar Chalet, and Abigail and Belinda in Secrets of the Prairie Wives, oh, oh, and especially Sir Wainwright and Lally McGruder in Curtseys and Cummerbunds, where when Lally finds out that Sir Wainwright is trans she still loves him because since he’s a guy he can inherit Bournemouth Manor including the working dairy, the vineyards, and the tumbledown potting shed, which she’ll convert into a studio for doing her watercolors! Your books made me believe in love!”

“Thank you, although I’m so sorry if my work has led you astray. I wish your wedding hadn’t taken a turn.”

“Me too, although I guess it was good that I found out about what a shithead Brayden is, before the vows. But you have to tell me something, because it’ll cheer me up. I’ve read your Clementine and Clarence trilogy, where the coal miner and the dance hall girl are both trans, which is great, but they confront so many obstacles, like when the mine collapses and Clementine rallies the town to save Clarence and his coworkers, even though the church deacon keeps calling her a diseased harlot with a limited soprano, and then in the next book, where Clarence gets pregnant and has the baby in that mountaintop log cabin while Clementine loses her sheet music in the blizzard, and in the last book, where, just as the town signs a petition so Clementine and Clarence can be married in the sweet little clapboard church, even if the deacon predicts hellfire, there’s an attack by outlaws who force Clementine to clog dance, and then, just as Clarence leaves the baby with that amazing Osage nanny, the book ends! You have to tell me—what happens next?”

All the Tuxes were riveted, awaiting Elizabeth’s response.

“I’ll only tell you this,” Elizabeth said, “because you’ve been through such a terrible time, but I don’t think you should give up on love. In the next book, Deacon Fothernast contracts tuberculosis, but on his deathbed he has a change of heart, marries Clarence and Clementine, and baptizes their baby Claybelle.”

Jenn was caught between fictional joy and the contradiction of her recent betrayal. I longed to ask Elizabeth for advice on my own tangled love life, but Reggie was herding everyone from the suite, “so these ladies can have some downtime. Jenn, thank you for doing this, and I promise you’re not in any personal danger. Liz, or Lady Tresselmere, I’ll be here in an hour to go over logistics. Everyone, we’ve got a critical day ahead, so be ready.”

Reggie joined Brock and me in our parlor to outline our tasks: “Liz will meet with Stanton in his office at one p.m. The two of you will act as associates from her consulting firm, to back up her vouching for the emerald. I’m her bodyguard. Once Liz can hold the emerald, you’ll both participate. You’re in charge of a diversion, to cover Liz switching the emerald for Edwin’s duplicate, and palming the real thing off to me. Then we’ll get her back on the chopper. If everything goes as planned, we’ll have all three gems and can get in touch with Reata for further instructions. Once Liz is safely off the ship, we’ll look after ourselves, disembark tomorrow in the Bahamas, and head home.”

“I’m still worried about Jenn,” I said. “She loved spending time with Elizabeth, but she’s hurting.”

“Which we’re going to do something about,” said Reggie. “Tonight. The Tuxes are throwing her a birthday party, with all the trimmings.”

“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “Jenn hates getting older. Keeping her patients looking like teenagers is what she does for a living. And Brayden accused her of being ancient.”

“Which is why it’s a twenty-fifth birthday party.”

To impersonate Lady Tresselmere’s art geeks, Brock and I slicked our hair and put on narrow, Nehru-style black suits with a surefire accessory: grotesquely ugly, thickly framed, meaninglessly oversized black eyeglasses, designed at great cost by someone Scandinavian who also sketches chairs without legs or backs. Brock’s frames were goofball squares, while mine were owlishly round. “These glasses make us look appraisal-ready,” Brock said. “As if we’ve written monographs on mid-century stereo cabinets, and if someone rearranges the three white lilies in the crystal vases on our hall tables, we’ll get so upset we won’t be able to form words. I’ve met these guys and next to them we’re lumberjacks.”

I was already standing straighter and becoming delicately erudite, as we fetched Liz from Jenn’s suite. “Look at you two,” said Jenn. “You’re ghouls from a Tim Burton movie.”

“How are you?” I asked, which is probably the least helpful question for anyone whose life has just been upended, but I meant it.

“I’m… somewhere between homicidal and suicidal, you know? Part of me is relieved but mostly I’m still in shock, because I don’t have any idea what I’m going to say to people.”

“Except I keep telling her,” said Elizabeth, “she doesn’t owe the world an explanation.”

“Just like with Gwendolyn Ashby in Love with the Proper Corpse,” said Jenn, citing another of Elizabeth’s novels. “After her first three husbands are poisoned, everyone in London society stops thinking of her as marriageable. So I’m going to say what Gwendolyn says.”

“ ‘These things happen,’ ” said Elizabeth.

“And you’re okay with being our guest of honor tonight?” I asked.

“Why not? Like Liz says, it’s important to have fun without that shitwad, and believe me, I’m charging everything to his Mastercard.”

“Ready?” Brock asked Elizabeth, whose green silk dress not only complemented her red hair but would help with the emerald substitution.

Within a few minutes, Brock and I were standing behind Elizabeth, as she sat in an ostentatiously carved chair in a cavernous office that was part of Jack Stanton’s shipboard retreat, far from his passengers’ clamor. The three of us, along with Reggie, who wore the uniform of an invented private security firm, with a pistol at his hip, had been vetted at two checkpoints by their own hulking personnel. I’d waited for us to be recognized from the Olympics, but as gay functionaries we weren’t a threat or even a consideration.

The office was mahogany-paneled and thickly carpeted, decorated in Mogul Excess. There was a framed Picasso, a Braque, and two smaller Magrittes. These paintings were real, but the overly dramatic “museum-quality” lighting made them seem like amateur reproductions, as if the eyes in the angular portraits had been sliced out so someone could peep at us from the next room. Brock had told me that “Jack Stanton owns half of Vegas, most of Atlantic City, and a Mercedes-Maybach, which cost eight million dollars and get ordered a year in advance—everything has to be the biggest and the glitziest. He’s on his fourth, decades-younger wife, and I bet he can’t remember his kids’ names. He takes over the Ralph Lauren store and makes everyone on staff fetch him things, not just the top-of-the-line Purple Label blazers and those linen sweaters hand-knitted with American flags, but jugs of caviar from a specialty place on 57th Street and bologna sandwiches from his favorite deli. He spends a fortune, but you can tell he’s already thinking about the signed letter from Churchill he’s going to buy, to hang next to the photo of him partying at a Super Bowl with O. J. Simpson and Mel Gibson.”

An inner door, not the one we’d entered through, swung open, and a man who I instantly sensed was wearing lifts in his shoes strode into the room, announcing, “Howdy, y’all! Damn good to see ya!”

His accent combined tones of the generic South and his birthplace of Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, for a down-home bray. He was like the full-sized, full-color cardboard cutouts of himself that greeted customers at his venues. At a rough seventy-eight, it was clear he’d been ill; he wasn’t frail but thin, and his face was lined from age and numerous medical treatments. His custom suit was tailored to offset any weakness, with shoulder pads that could knock the paintings off the walls, and a shirt collar raised to conceal a scrawny neck. His hands and wrists were galleries of door knocker−scale rings (hammered from silver, with turquoise ovals) and a wristwatch so heavy and enormous it seemed more like an appliance, some restaurant-grade stove or side-by-side refrigerator/freezer clamped to his wrist.

“We’re gonna have us some fun, ain’t we?” he said, opening his arms with a slight arthritic flinch.

“So good to meet you, Mr. Stanton,” said Elizabeth, without standing, to assert her you-need-me-more-than-I-need-you equilibrium. “These are my associates, Gustav Brandt and Helmut Nesslerod.” On our way to the office, Brock and I had turned forbiddingly German, and we nodded in Teutonic unison, deferring to Elizabeth.

“Lady Marlene goddamn Tresselmere!” crowed Stanton, “right here on my little ol’ ship!”

I didn’t automatically hate Stanton, even though he’d hired people to kill me. Building an empire isn’t necessarily a crime, and cancer, so far, wasn’t something he could bribe or have his attorneys sue into submission. There’s something about a bully brought low that’s, if not tragic, then humanizing. When I was a kid, my uncle Seth had died of lung cancer at sixty-one. His ravaged appearance was frightening and inexplicable, because death, like age, was foreign to me. But now that I was older, I didn’t reject or fear illness so easily. Even massaged with health insurance and private nurses, disease is an equalizer, and I understood why Stanton was clutching at the Atropos Emerald to save him, or guarantee a few more days of attracting Saudi cash for a personal space shuttle.

“Lady Tresselmere, you and your buddies may be asking yourselves, why would Mr. Jack Stanton, who’s already got this gosh-darn Atropos doo-hickey in his back pocket, why is he so chompin’ at the bit to get your stamp of approval? Well, I’ll tell it like it is: my whole life, I’ve only wanted one friggin’ thing—the very best. And the very best comes with a certificate of authenticity, so some fifth-rater can’t start hollerin’, ‘Sorry, Mr. Stanton, but I got me the number one Van Gogh or the top-of-the-line Japanese teahouse in my backyard! Yours are fine, but they’re some jiggly-squat also-rans!’ But after today, I can tell any such pissant jackass to fuck the hell off, because I got the one hundred percent real-deal Atropos Emerald as officially rubber-stamped by Lady Tresselmere herself!”

Stanton most likely suspected that his condition, while never admitted to in the media, was no secret, but our pity would be unbearable. Besides, once the emerald was certified, he’d live forever, and we’d be specks of lint to be plucked from his oversized lapels.

“I’ll be happy to have a look,” said Elizabeth, her English accent slightly emphasized, because Stanton would love that. “This is quite momentous.”

“In a red-hot second. But let me pose a puzzler. Lady Tresselmere, you’ve more than likely gotten up close and personal with some major—what should we call ’em—objects of interest? Zillion-dollar whatnots that folks say can lower your cholesterol or choke your enemies in their sleep a continent away? Statues and scarabs that rich men pay dearly for? Has that been your experience, Lady Tresselmere? Are you a believer or an I-don’t-think-so?”

Stanton’s parched voice was unmasking him: this was an anguished man, teetering on a last-ditch precipice.

“I believe in history,” said Elizabeth. “In record-keeping and in firsthand accounts. But after becoming acquainted with centuries-old artifacts and artworks, I’m not immune to a touch of tinsel. Perhaps after enough time has passed, the belief of so many can alter an object’s capabilities.”

“I would agree with you there. In fact, I own Miss Marilyn Monroe’s white fox stole, and a partial dental bridge from none other than Mr. Elvis Presley himself, and both items are worthless, except they’ve been verified, so I got ’em front and center in the lobby of Stanton’s Starshine Casino in Tahoe, under glass, and folks will push a loved one’s wheelchair within inches, so they’ll be healed. But the Atropos has a particular meaning for me personally.”

“You’re speaking of the postponement of one’s death.”

“Damn tootin’, Lady T.”

The door behind him opened and a figure in white coveralls and cotton gloves appeared bearing a rectangular zebrawood box, which he placed on Stanton’s desk. At a signal from Stanton the coverall guy opened the box, and there, set into velvet, was the Atropos Emerald. Without meaning to, I gasped.

“May I?” asked Elizabeth, who’d slipped on her own pair of white cotton gloves.

“That’s what we’re here for, Your Ladyship,” said Stanton, with more menace than his previous false hospitality.

Elizabeth carefully, but with a practiced efficiency, reached out and lifted the emerald from the velvet. “Since you’ve hired me, at no small expense,” she said, “you’re aware that emeralds are the only stones judged not through magnification, but by eye alone. There are the standard rules of hue, clarity, cut, and weight by carat, but this piece transcends categories. Most emeralds contain significant flaws, which don’t affect their value, and can deepen their color. The Atropos is a law unto itself. The tint is more bluish purple than yellow, which is rare.”

The emerald was a few inches from Elizabeth’s face as Brock and I leaned forward, to submit corollary opinions. Despite my ambivalence toward Stanton, I was rooting for the emerald to be magical. Stanton was dying, so my knee-jerk reaction was hope. But that’s not why I was here, or Brock. Reggie had stipulated a diversion. Adherence wasn’t a choice because as I stared into the mesmerizing enticement of the Atropos, my legs buckled, my arms flapped, my eyeglasses tilted, and I fainted dead away, crumpling to the carpet, the victim of my own juvenile idolatry.

I came to a few seconds later, hideously embarrassed as Brock and Reggie dragged me to my feet.

“I’m so incwedibly sowwy,” I said, imitating Hanna Schygulla from the Fassbinder films I’d watched in a college seminar on Postwar European Cinema. “I hawen’t spent vewy much time at sea.”

“Or was it the Atropos?” said Stanton. “If you were faking, good job.”

“Gustav’s behavior has no effect on my conclusions,” said Elizabeth, gently placing the emerald back in its cushy resting place. “But I can assure you, in a notarized certificate if necessary, that the stone is over four thousand years old and genuine. It was once attached to the Diadem of Apollo. I’ve no idea what you paid, but my estimation is ‘near priceless.’ So congratulations, on money well spent. This emerald has already appreciated and if donated to a world-class museum would accrue a significant tax deduction.”

“And that Diadem whatsit you’re talkin’ about? I’m not necessarily interested, but who’s got their grubby little paws on it?”

“Unknown at this time, but I’m happy to make inquiries. It’s been a pleasure and an honor doing business with you, and I’d welcome future conclaves.”

As the attendant shut the wooden box and carried it from the room, Stanton said, “Well, ain’t this ring-a-ding good news. Plus I got to meet me a bona fide English royale, and a straight shooter at that.”

Elizabeth stood, coolly peeled off her gloves, handed them to me, and departed, with her associates and bodyguard in tow.

“And Gustav-arino,” Stanton called out, “get some shut-eye or a little Dramamine. I ain’t hankerin’ for anyone goin’ whoops-a-daisy on the Empress’s first time out.”

Reggie, Brock, and I escorted Elizabeth to a waiting helicopter. We thanked her and she smiled, telling us, “Whatever I can do, don’t hesitate.”

Once we were back in our cabin, Reggie commented, “Excellent work, both of you. Especially Gustav.”

“Great swoon,” added Brock. Should I admit that my fainting spell had been unplanned, or had this been obvious? “Did you make the emerald exchange?” I asked. “Liz was superb,” said Reggie. “Done and done.” Reggie was now the guardian of three precious stones, but closemouthed about the technicalities. The op had gone smoothly, while I smothered any memories of heist movies in which a conspirator murmurs, “Too smoothly.” The Tuxes were functioning like a White Lotus or Knives Out ensemble (both examples of superb casting and lottery-winner accomodations), Liz was on her way to New England, and we’d earned Jenn’s birthday bash. And I’d made myself useful, as Reggie had admitted. My bow-tie tattoo was inching closer.

That evening we jostled around our central table in the atrium, in our formal wear, which baffled the nearby vacationers in their pastel sweats, Hawaiian shirts, and ever-adaptable leggings; for most Americans, the all-occasion dress code is “backyard coma.” Jenn left her room in a sparkling black sequined strapless minidress, her bathrobe dropped in a laundry bag. She’d prescribed herself a proven salve: getting all dressed up as a first line of defense.

“You look fabulous,” said Brock. “Is that the Ralph from last Spring?”

“Fifty percent off, thanks to you,” said Jenn.

“Everybody?” said Timothy. “Repeat after me: BRAYDEN SUCKS.”

“BRAYDEN SUCKS,” we thundered, causing more than one traveler to tell his or her companions, “So gay,” which we took as the highest compliment.

“Jenn,” said Mikaela, “have you thought about getting a new place, for your new life?”

“Because we’ve got ideas,” said Pei-Sze.

“And there’s a presale on RL Home, which includes duvets and Euro-shams,” said Brock. “I can get you in before the store opens and we can Post-it things.”

“You should do a whole Insta story,” suggested Timothy, “on how dumping a creep can reduce fine dry lines.”

“You guys,” said Jenn, with tears in her eyes. “I know some jerks don’t think they should let queer people serve in the military. But I think they should only let queer people serve in the military.”

We cheered and donned our party hats, with the heavy elastic under our chins, as a bevy of waiters brought our salads, which also made Jenn cry, because picking at a salad is her go-to ritual.

As our group got rowdier, to salute both Jenn’s recovery and the acquisition of the Atropos, the evening blended the banquet sequences from Bridesmaids, My Best Friend’s Wedding, and Wedding Crashers. Rom-coms have morphed from the wisecracking couplings of the screwball era to a gang aesthetic. Maybe falling in and out of love is now a group pastime, which led me to cherish my Tuxes membership even more, because I’d been growing closer to everyone at the table. If being gay and moving to New York City are about finding your tribe, I’d been lucky enough to find my body-armored militia. I began to choose a classic Burt Bacharach tune for us to harmonize on.

As midnight loomed and the dining area cleared out, Jenn stood and declared, “I’d just like to say that, thanks to the Tuxes, I’m not just starting to feel better, but I’m getting close to my ultimate dream, which is to appear in an episode of Friends called ‘The One Where Jennifer Aniston Accepted That Having a Single Classic Hairstyle and Never Changing It Is Enough for a Fulfilled Life.’ ”

As we shouted “Here, here!” and “Jenn for Jen!” Reggie’s expression darkened, and I saw why: Jack Stanton was standing at the railing of the next-level-up balcony, flanked by ten crew members in Empress Olympia black coveralls, with black bandanas knotted jauntily around their necks. This tableau was unsettling, like a gang of moving men who’d heave your furniture out the window and into traffic.

“Did y’all really think you’d get away with it?” Stanton snarled. “That I wouldn’t run a backup check with my own goddamn expert? Who took one look at that phony-as-fuck emerald and told me I’d been hoodwinked?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” said Reggie, still seated. “Lady Tresselmere is an unimpeachable authority.”

“And I don’t know who in East Shitsville that woman was, but she ain’t no Lady Tresselmere. I just saw on CNN that the one and only Lady Tresselmere’s in police custody. Where you belong.”

“Maybe not,” said Reggie. “Unless you’d like the IRS to investigate your trafficking in untaxed antiquities.”

“Give it back, and get off my ship.”

“We don’t have the emerald.”

“Fellas?” said Stanton, addressing the men on either side of him, whose assault rifles were pointed at our table.

“Are you really going to shoot up your own property?”

“No, I’m gonna shoot up a tableful of thievin’ varmints.”

Varmints? I’ve been called a lot of things, but this was a first. Stanton was stomping into Elmer Fudd territory.

“Don’t do it, Stanton. You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

“It looks to me like a passel of pansified pretty boys and their Manhattan dollypops.”

“Hey,” said Jenn, “I’m nobody’s dollypop. And I’m going through a bad breakup, so I wouldn’t mess with me. Have you ever heard the words ‘hormonal relationship aftershock rage’?”

“I’m gonna pick you off one by one, until I get my emerald. Who wants to go first?”

As Reggie raised his hand, volunteering as Stanton’s target, the Tuxes did what we had to do. We swiftly activated the battery packs in our pants, or in the case of Mikaela and Pei-Sze, their evening bags. The whirring, drone-like mechanism in my party hat hummed to life, along with that of everyone else at the table except Jenn, who’d refused a party hat because she’d spurned “hat hair.”

As one, the Tuxes rose, slowly at first but gaining momentum, until we were levitating ten feet above our chairs. At first, dangling in midair left us more exposed, but by shifting my shoulders, movement was doable. Stanton and his cronies were staring at us, unsure if we’d become some onboard illusionist’s trick, or an airborne coven without fangs or wings.

“What the hell?” said Stanton, confronting our floating birthday fest.

“Still want that emerald?” asked Reggie.

“I’ll take it off your cold dead body,” said Stanton, as his men pulled back the triggers on their weapons.

Reggie raised his party horn with the fluttering streamers.

“Happy birthday,” he said, aiming the horn at the sharpshooter to Stanton’s left. He tooted, and within seconds the dart was lodged in the guy’s Adam’s apple as he moaned and tumbled off the balcony, onto a table filled with the remains of a family’s multicourse Tacos, Truffles & Tortellini Tastebuds Ahoy Combos. Whatever stragglers were left screamed and ran for cover, with only the warring factions still occupying the atrium, on one level or another.

“What the fuckety fuck…?” said Stanton, and then to his men, “FIRE!”

Before the bullets blasted, the Tuxes took our party horns and let loose with a New Year’s Eve−style cacophony. Five of Stanton’s men collapsed, one taking a header into the evening’s still-gushing multitiered chocolate fountain, as his unconscious body became coated, like a delectable after-dinner strawberry.

As Stanton’s remaining troops continued shooting, the Tuxes spun and somersaulted, high above the floor, like celestial mermaids or carousel ponies run wild. By twisting my body I could soar even higher, and Brock and Mikaela zipped headfirst at the balcony, blaring into the faces of disconcerted gunmen. Timothy executed a mid-flight pirouette, avoiding another barrage, as Pei-Sze took out a guy by first kicking the rifle out of his grip and then blowing a dart into his butt, in tribute to Michelle Yeoh at her most lethally dexterous.

As the Tuxes twirled and dipped through the air, they called to mind everything from those chimney sweeps skipping across London rooftops in Mary Poppins to the wafting children led aloft by Peter Pan. I wasn’t flying, not exactly, but I was Superman-adjacent. Flight is my most-longed-for superpower, because it facilitates crime-fighting and also eliminates those deadening lines at airports, plus, with the right star wearing the cape, it just looks surpassingly cool, as the ultimate escape from schoolyard bullying or cocktail party boredom.

Stanton’s henchmen had been incapacitated, their twitching bodies littering the atrium. We hadn’t sustained any casualties, but Reggie hovered only a few yards from Stanton, who’d hoisted a western-style shotgun, undoubtedly a vintage Winchester reconditioned at great expense. Our horns had been loaded with only three darts each, and Reggie had exhausted his supply, like the rest of us.

“A duel to the death?” Reggie proposed, relying on Stanton’s most overheated Remember-the-Alamo, Kevin-Costner-as-the-Marlboro-Man-in-a-Range-Rover pretensions. The prospect of watching Reggie fall from the sky appealed to Stanton, who was certain that with our leader dead, the other Tuxes would shamefully surrender.

“Just how do you intend to kill me?” Stanton sneered. “Whatcha got left? Or are ya all tooted out?”

“Mano a mano,” said Reggie, whose fists couldn’t counter Stanton’s close-range bullets. “But first, since we’re both quality warriors and gentlemen of Gettysburg—a toast.”

Again, Reggie was leaning on Stanton’s love of the cheesiest battlefield clichés, the tired flourishes from his ice shows and paintball arenas, as initiated by a guy whose Montana ranch had heated towel racks and valet parking. As a graceful Timothy handed Stanton a glass of champagne, Reggie retrieved a matching crystal flute from a tray on a balcony table. The two men raised their glasses with a dignified, old-world, we’re-the-only-real-men-left politesse, with Stanton ready to defy death by causing it.

“Salut,” said Reggie.

“Here’s mud in yer eye,” said Stanton, who really should have been wearing a ten-gallon Stetson and twirling a handlebar mustache as he told his chauffeur to “giddyup.”

Both men drank, and as Stanton set his glass down and Timothy took Reggie’s, Stanton pointed his shotgun, saying, “I betcha the real emerald’s in your fancy-ass luggage, tucked inside a pair of balled-up socks. You thought you could put one over on a gamblin’ man. Well, buckaroo, your estate’s gonna pay for the damage to my ship.”

This last remark was more petty than grizzled or dashing, and as Stanton prepared to shoot, his eyes rolled back in his head, he made a gurgling noise, and he slumped over the railing like an abandoned garment bag. Then his body weight caused him to plummet headfirst into Jenn’s birthday cake, which she’d wheeled into place below. Stanton hadn’t noticed that, amid the gunplay, Mikaela had deposited a petal from one of Edwin’s decorative Hawaiian leis into his glass, where it had completely and undetectably dissolved, incapacitating him as a result of his foolishly cinematic gesture. He was out cold, covered with buttercream frosting, and Reggie had the Atropos.

As the Tuxes descended to the ground, Reggie told us, “We have to abandon ship. The lifeboats. Now.”

Without bothering to change our clothes, we ran to the port side of the ship, with Brock, Timothy, Mikaela, and Pei-Sze climbing into one boat, while Reggie activated the system that loosened the moorings and lowered the craft until it settled into the water. Brock was already on his phone, alerting a yacht several miles out, owned by a member of the Tuxes, that would rescue the castaways.

Reggie and I stayed behind momentarily, to return Jenn to her suite.

“You’ll be safer here,” said Reggie. “When Stanton and his idiots wake up, they’ll be too embarrassed to admit what happened. If you’re questioned, just say you were on what was supposed to be your honeymoon, and you were seated with a table of partying drunks. Threaten legal action against Waveriders Global. Your story will check out, so we’ll get together back in New York.”

“I’ll be okay,” said Jenn. “But what about you guys?”

“The rest of our team is already off the ship, and Andrew and I are about to join them.”

“Andrew—you were amazing. I can’t wait to tell your parents.”

“What will you say?”

“That you’ve got the most awesome friends ever.”

We smiled at each other. “You did great,” I told her. “If Brayden could see you, he’d kick himself. Or we could all kick him.”

Under such extraordinary circumstances, we’d both undergone the improbable exuberance of Tuxedo Society antics. Jenn had mitigated her completely justifiable depression, and even my fainting had been pivotal. We’d always loved each other, but our affection had blossomed, like the friendships forged during wartime in those streaming series devoted to the Greatest Generation.

I’d left my backpack in Jenn’s suite. At portside, it inflated into Edwin’s full-sized raft, which Reggie and I tossed into the waves, along with ourselves. The other lifeboat was already out of sight, but we’d be close behind. Reggie had grabbed oars, and we rowed to get distance between us and the Empress Olympia. Within minutes the oceanliner was a line of barely blinking lights from the darkness, and we were surrounded by only the Atlantic, a clouded moon, and a hemisphere-wide sky. I couldn’t name the opposite of claustrophobia, but there was a terror at being two tiny people alone on the boundless-seeming sea, as opposed to the monitored, zillion-gallons-of-water studio tank that had housed the lovers clinging to that shard of door in Titanic. When you’re adrift, a camera crew just out of frame can be reassuring.

As always, I relied on Reggie’s forethought, so I had every confidence we’d be rescued soon. But my heart was racing over a less optimistic outcome, and the thin barrier of rubberized canvas between me and oblivion.

“It’s okay, Andrew,” said Reggie. “It’s just the ocean.”

I wanted to smile, but worried I’d start jabbering mindlessly. I would perservere, and counteract my latest feckless city-boy tremors.

“Reggie,” I asked, to fend off any memories of Jaws, or even Jaws 3-D, a sequel where the shark attacks the audience, “did you always want to be a Navy SEAL?”

“Well, from when I learned what a Navy SEAL was. It runs in the family. Both my parents were military, so we moved around a lot. But I was so proud of them, because they weren’t going to an office or muddling through. I was too proud, because I had to develop other resources.”

“What do you mean?”

“My mom was a pilot who got shot down in the Persian Gulf when I was twelve. My dad died a year later, during a firefight in Libya.”

“Jesus…”

“Yeah, not easy. For a while I hated them for leaving me alone, as if they’d just been gallivanting or out on a bender. I didn’t behave very well. I acted out, skipping school, getting high, you name it. I was living with an aunt and uncle in Topeka, who were saddled with an angry, stubborn teenager with way too much misplaced energy, which they kept trying to direct into football or bagging groceries or anything where they wouldn’t have to bail me out, again.”

“You got arrested?”

“Small-time shit. Shoplifting, stealing a tractor and driving it into a swimming pool, blowing up a bus station.”

“Reggie?”

“It was empty, falling apart for years. But it was just sitting there, and I was so bored in Science class that I’d spend half the day in the library, studying firearms and homemade explosive devices. I hate to say it, but I would’ve made a spectacular psychopath.”

“What happened?”

“The judge gave me a choice: jail or the navy. I enlisted, and before I knew it I was on a destroyer in the Mediterranean with twelve hundred guys. I liked the discipline, and I couldn’t get enough of the weaponry and the engine rooms. I begged the captain to let me hang around the bridge, so I could see what kept the ship on course, and also how I could ram that many tons of steel into, say, a lighthouse or another ship. I was still pissed off all the time because I was falling in love with the navy, but I’d seen what that life had done to my parents. It was like being the kid of addicts, and I swore I’d never be anything like them, that I wouldn’t get cocky or too attached. I was spiraling like you wouldn’t believe; I was like those guys who go rogue and they pick out an enemy combatant and it ends in a bloodbath, and they leave behind notebooks filled with sketches of guided missiles and screaming faces on fire.”

“What saved you? How did you turn into—you?”

I hadn’t asked Reggie about any of this before, because I’d never had the right. With people as self-controlled as Reggie, everyone assumes that the riddles of their personalities or their pasts are off-limits. Or maybe, in order for Reggie to open up, it had to be just the two of us, miles from anything or anyone, with the water, at least for the moment, gently lapping and no visible fins circling. This intimacy was solving my jitters, although Reggie wasn’t looking at me but leaning against the side of the raft and watching the plentiful stars, perhaps as a means of navigation.

“What saved me, pretty much, was being gay.”

“Really?”

“Calm down. I’d known who I was since I was a kid, although back in Topeka I was careful, because my aunt and uncle were churchgoers, nothing too loony, but there were rules, so I kept my mouth shut. Then during my second tour of duty there was a guy, and I fell hard. Because I was twenty-two and he was tall and rangy and kissed like a demon. A lieutenant. That first night, we’d gone ashore in San Diego and had a few drinks at some singles hangout. We were on leave and out of uniform, and once we were outside in the parking lot, he grabbed me and that was that. I’d had sex before, but it was nothing like it was with Chet. He was a few years older and we didn’t leave our motel for forty-eight hours.

“And afterward, once we were back on board, I couldn’t stop grinning like a fucking idiot. He’d unlocked something, all my rage at my parents and the world and Topeka, which is a perfectly nice place if you’re a farmer or an insurance salesman who goes to bed at seven p.m. and gets off on weed-whacking the lawn. But when I was with him, with Chet, I just… I thought, Man, this is right where I want to be. You know?”

I did, or I wanted to. My parents had all but told me I was gay when I was five years old and had begun comparing the original cast album and the movie soundtrack of Grease (I’d liked the added title song). My being gay wasn’t a tough call, and I’d never questioned it. In a certain sense, my true sexual preference is show business. I thought of acting, and the arts, the way Reggie was talking about the navy, as a true home and an identity. My aunt Libby hadn’t just confirmed this, she’d been like the very best drug dealer, plying me with Golden Girls reruns and a discussion of Barbra’s role as a high-priced call girl in a movie rightfully called Nuts (Libby and I agreed that her clients would pay extra if Barbra sang).

“Chet pointed me toward the SEALs. He could see how restless I was, and he said the SEALs would take everything I had. The training was crazy, the drills, the hikes, the underwater stuff, and not just the physical side. By the end of eight months I was a medic, a mechanic, and I could take an AK-47 apart blindfolded and reassemble it—basically, I could sneak up on you behind enemy lines, shoot you, extract the bullet, bandage your wounds, and deliver you to justice across five hundred miles of sand and rocks. I couldn’t get enough; I was shipped out to Somalia and Fallujah, you name it. I thrived, until there was this complete asshole, a sergeant who got court-martialed after running hard drugs for a cartel. After I testified against him, he outed me and Chet. Tit for tat.

“There was a tribunal, and every guy in our unit was on our side, even the colonel in charge of the hearing said it was a travesty but he had no choice. We were gone, shipped back home, and things got bad. Chet and I split up—he was dealing with the fallout with his family. I was furious and lost, it was like when my folks died all over again. I couldn’t hold a job because I’d get bored after the first day, so I drank and did blow and fucked around, but none of it felt good. I didn’t have benefits or a pension, because I’d been dishonorably discharged.”

Just hearing about this, I was massively outraged on Reggie’s behalf. His innate strength and avidity must’ve turned in on itself—he wasn’t suited for civilian life, or even a few hours without a logistical challenge and a mission that could get him captured and killed.

“And after they got rid of that fucking ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ crap everybody acted like, Gee, isn’t that peachy, are you going to re-enlist? Like all was forgiven. Like I should be grateful. I was obstinate, and I was working as a bouncer in New Orleans and doing some bodyguard shifts, but then I got that fucking email, from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Acknowledging, what the hell did they call it, ‘past errors and oversights,’ and offering to ‘restore and reinstate’ my Purple Hearts and my rank, as if that was all I cared about. Because I was still thinking, Fuck you, I love my country but I’m not acting like I have amnesia, until I got a phone call from Admiral Matthew Dennington, who I’d served under, and who’d always been a halfway decent guy. He wanted to see me, in person, at the Pentagon. He sent me a bus ticket.”

I was loving this, because of course, it was a movie. For a second I saw myself playing Reggie, after I’d undergone a year of CrossFit training, a special diet, and maybe a cycle of steroids. Stars might covet the role, because they’d be congratulated on their political sensitivity, on their noble effort at portraying an unassailably granite-jawed gay guy in a docudrama. But here’s what’s so special about Reggie: no one else could ever impersonate him, with his unique mix of adrenaline-fueled high spirits, enviable tactical ingenuity, brawn that isn’t merely for display, and, most surprisingly, a sly and even filthy sense of humor. The only person who could ever be Reggie is Reggie himself, and he’s too busy with the Tuxes to sell his story.

“When I was sitting across from Dennington, and he was asking me what I wanted, there were these framed photos on the wall behind him, most of them were just official portraits in full uniform, from when he’d gotten a medal or a promotion, but there were a handful of others, of Dennington at embassy receptions, and standing behind whatever president was getting sworn in, and most of the time he was with his wife Caroline, who’s terrific, they’d raised three kids. But there was this one shot, where Dennington must’ve been barely twenty, on his first tour, on a beach in South Korea, with his shirt off and his arm around the neck of some other sailor. I’d heard rumors about Dennington, but he was three times my age, so a guy like that wasn’t about to get all weepy and regretful about what staying in the closet had cost him. Because the navy was everything to him, and he’d done what he had to do. But I was thinking, Why did he save that picture, and what happened to the other guy, and that day, that memory, was it so special that he kept it close at hand, even if people might ask questions? Maybe that photo, and Dennington, were speaking to me, like, ‘Pay attention, bozo.’

“So I said, ‘I’ve got an idea.’ Which I came up with on the spot, I just opened my big mouth and began bullshitting because I thought, Call their bluff. Ask for the moon. I was thinking about not just Dennington but the other gay people I’d met, around the world, in every branch of the armed forces and foreign governments and just by hanging out in clubs and gyms. This was long before anybody was calling themselves queer, and if somebody used that word they’d get my fist in their face. But I’m talking about men and women, and trans people like Liz and Marcus, it wasn’t like we had so much in common, but there was a recognition that I could use to my advantage. These were my people, and a lot of them were smart and well connected, and—what if? It wouldn’t be some league of superheroes, more like a book club with torpedoes, or Homos United. And at first Dennington thought I was joking or out of my mind, but I started naming names, of people we both knew, people with influence and access. When I listed them and kept going, Dennington got quiet but I could tell: he’d spent his whole life keeping a lid on things, and not being seen in daylight with whoever he was fucking, so he was, I’d have to say, tickled. It wouldn’t just be revenge or reparations, but something positive, and proof that we belonged on every bronze plaque and in every roll call. So he said, ‘What you’re suggesting is impossible, but bring me a proposal, and mark it confidential.’ And he looked right at me and laughed, and said, ‘What the hell.’

“I’d read about Daniel Narwell, and his lawsuit on behalf of his partner Oliver, who’d been fired from his job at the Library of Congress during McCarthy. He got Oliver decades of back pay and an apology, even though Oliver died before the verdict came down. But I contacted Daniel, to help formulate a legal structure for the special ops unit I was yakking about, so we could be completely legitimate and funded, but also top secret and independent. And during our first meeting, Daniel was on his way to some charity wingding, so he was wearing his tux, I mean, the guy was born in a tux, and he looked so great and I decided that a tuxedo would be my group’s official uniform. Because it was distinguished and formal but also somehow gay. It’s like, anyone can look butch in fatigues, but a tux—that’s for Daniel and your buddy Brock and James Bond. The guys you don’t want to mess with, because they’ll jam a five-thousand-dollar fountain pen into your jugular.”

“So that’s why you named it the Tuxedo Society?”

“Yup. And because it sounds fancy and sissified, so no one sees us coming.”

Reggie glanced at me, to check if I’d been listening, or if I was humoring him. When he grinned, I didn’t just blush and get rock hard, I practically fell out of the life raft, just as the lights of the yacht glowed through the fog that had settled in, and Reggie raised an arm as if he was hailing a cab.

The other Tuxes were waiting for us on board, for what I’d thought would be a jubilant reunion, after our success on the Empress Olympia. We had the three jewels. The finish line was in view. But the atmosphere was more somber, if charged. Reggie asked, “What? What do we know?”

“Reata’s been kidnapped,” said Brock.





21

Within a few hours the Tuxes were seated in the Oval Office, facing President Pershing, who was ashen and trembling but holding himself together. He was tall, with ramrod posture but a softness as a result of his extreme kindness and quest to include every point of view in decision-making. He was a thoroughly good man, a stance unheard of in politics and easily mistaken for weakness. Along with the necessary egotism to become president, Kyle Pershing maintained a near childlike belief that, given the chance, most people will behave well.

He filled us in: “I received a video just over three hours ago, from a source that none of our cyber experts have been able to trace.” He turned a laptop on his desk to face us. Reata’s image flickered onto the screen, in grainy but realistic-looking footage. She was seated on a hard-backed wooden chair before a swath of white fabric with her hands bound by a zip tie. Uncharacteristically, she was wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, and a safari jacket. Being Reata, she wasn’t visibly frightened but direct and clearheaded, telling the camera: “Whoever’s watching this, which will undoubtedly include my husband, I’m as yet unharmed. This was my fault: I was in Geneva to speak at the International Women’s Conference, but I snuck off because an old school buddy of mine was on a dig, excavating a Norse longship in a floodplain outside the city. It was amazing, but I was running late, and on the road back to the hotel, my car was surrounded and I was blindfolded and drugged. I should’ve been more alert to my surroundings. I woke up wherever I am now. My captors are masked and refuse to identify themselves. They’ve commanded me to repeat this ridiculous demand…”

She read a message from a teleprompter affixed to the camera: “ ‘A renegade band of amateur, quasi-military vigilantes has stolen the three Moirai gems. These stones, while costly and of historic importance, are ineffective without being placed in the Diadem, which we have in our possession. We will trade the First Lady’s life for the diamond, ruby, and emerald in question. Once this arrangement is agreed upon, and a video image of the gems has been forwarded, a time and a place for the transfer will follow.’ ”

Reata began speaking for herself: “I haven’t seen the Diadem, so these idiots may be lying, but they’re buying into the legend. I’m not getting any scholarly vibes from these people, so don’t trust a word they say. Kyle, I love you, and if Reggie and the Tuxes are in the room, do your thing. And Andrew, I know you’ll be esssential…”

A red laser dot, from a sniper’s rifle scope, was centered on Reata’s forehead. As she protested, the clip ended abruptly.

“May I see that?” asked Marcus, and President Pershing handed him the laptop. As Marcus began analyzing the message, the President said, “While the FBI has begun a worldwide search, we still have no accurate information about where my wife is being imprisoned or by whom. She’s spoken so highly of your team, so I must ask: Do you have these jewels?”

“Yes,” said Reggie, who was standing, as the rest of us occupied a couch and side chairs. My wayward thought: Reata remembered me! I’d mailed her a handwritten thank-you note after she’d sent me that stuffed panda, but since then we’d had no direct contact. Reggie was undoubtedly formulating a means of locating and saving Reata, so more than ever, I had to become indispensable. I couldn’t let Reata, and Reggie, only think of me as an ill-equipped dork, impeding the Tuxes and embarrassing myself. I had to help get this done, or lose any shot at full membership.

“I’ll need more time to hack this,” said Marcus, “but it’s definitely real.”

“And of course I’ll return the gems,” said Reggie. “We’re talking about the First Lady’s life. That’s all that matters.”

“Thank you,” said the President. “Where are these items being stored?”

“I’ve limited any knowledge about that, so my team won’t be endangered. But I can have them here in a matter of hours, or delivered elsewhere if such measures become appropriate.”

“Get them,” said the President, “and we’ll stay in touch, for whenever those bastards give us more details.”

“ ‘A renegade band of amateur, quasi-military vigilantes’?” sniffed Pei-Sze. This slur had been gnawing at her. “It sounds like something with a sign-up sheet and a coffee urn.”

“How dare they,” agreed President Pershing.

“We’re the fucking Tuxedo Society,” said Timothy.

“And we’ll bring Reata home,” said Reggie.

Once the group was back in New York, Reggie asked me to go with him, to wherever he’d stashed the jewels. His reason became apparent after he gave our Uber driver an address on East 73rd Street, just off Lexington Avenue, belonging to my aunt Libby. Jesus, I thought, is my family at the center of everything? Am I putting their lives and condos at risk? And was there a minute for me to pick up a pound cake or a set of woven place mats and coordinated napkins as a hostess gift?

The building, a well-tended postwar white-brick high-rise, was sacred turf, because Aunt Libby is a proven goddess. As a child, I’d lived for the weekends we’d spend together, because my mom had correctly predicted, “You’re two of a kind.” Libby was the only person, or even AI program, who’d accumulated more show business data than me, and could download her archive into my brain.

The doorman recognized me (Libby had the phrase “doorman building” legally added to her name), and Reggie and I took the elevator to the thirty-second floor, although I still didn’t get why this was our destination. I rang the bell and Jenn answered the door. She was looking far healthier than the last time I’d seen her, in the wake of her canceled wedding. Her hair was freshly sunlit, her skin was (as always, even during a nuclear winter) radiant, and her eyes sparkled. Rather than encasing herself in a couture stalwart, she’d opted for a less familiar, younger designer’s output from a Soho collective, a chiffon patchwork top over painstakingly shredded jeans embroidered with daisies, and platform wedges wrapped in rainbow braid. With a vintage Pucci scarf in her hair and armloads of Bakelite bracelets, she was like springtime on a mega-successful dermatologist’s salary. She hugged Reggie and me, evidencing great affection without disturbing her outfit or makeup as she murmured, “Hold on.”

She vanished into the apartment. These premises were, for me, both an encyclopedia of my childhood and a temple of mugs with Broadway show logos. Libby occupied this three-bedroom (two-and-a-half-bath) nirvana, the place where they’d raised Jenn and her younger brother Mitchell (currently studying Costume Theory in Berlin), with her adoring husband Josh, rated as one of “New York’s Most Miracle-Working Orthodontists” in a survey. The décor was pure Libby, because no one would ever question her taste. Libby is, in fact, the person who introduced me to the concept of “taste,” meaning the penchant for judging everything and everyone on earth according to one’s personal statutes.

Libby preferred clean-lined pieces, with accent pillows and cashmere throws in what she called “classic neutrals.” Above all else, Libby sought to deny the densely tchotchked and begonia-patterned wallpaper frenzy of her mother’s place in a senior community near Tampa. “I love my mother dearly,” Libby had told me, “but her house is like a piñata stuffed with quilted floral bedspreads and matching dust ruffles.”

Jenn emerged from her childhood bedroom carrying a trending item from several seasons back: a translucent, hot pink rubbery plastic homage to the classic Hermès Kelly bag, a voluminous tote that said, “I’m not putting my name on a waiting list and paying twenty-five thousand dollars for a high-end purse but I love the look.” The tote was lined with crumpled tissue paper, which Jenn flattened to unearth the three Moirai gemstones. Reggie had smartly transferred this horde to someone who’d keep the treasures secure (Jenn’s Lucite earring caddy was immaculate), appreciate the backstory, and never be suspected of ownership (if backed into a corner she’d protest, “Oh, like I’d ever walk around in jumbo rocks, not until I’m forty”). Reggie placed the jewels atop the kitchen island (the apartment had been renovated years ago to become open-concept—Libby had been an open-concept pioneer), and Jenn said, “Wait a sec,” resting a tulip from a nearby vase alongside the jewels, “to zhuzh things up.” Reggie photographed the items with his phone and sent the results to President Pershing.

“Thank you,” Reggie told Jenn. “You’re an angel.”

“The Tuxes saved my life,” Jenn replied. “After you guys left the boat, Jack Stanton kept his distance and hushed up the whole battle. And the purser told me my trip had been comped. I got off in the Bahamas and flew back, because I can’t do Turks and Caicos, not yet. But I loved caretaking these stones. They’re like foster jewelry, and I think they’ve been having an effect on me. I’ve been getting stronger and more fearless. And they’re much prettier than Brayden.”

“Hello, Andrew, and you must be Reggie.”

My aunt Libby was here, and my heart sang a medley of “The Trolley Song” from Meet Me in St. Louis, the dance hit “What a Feeling” from Flashdance, and Emma Stone’s buoyant entrance number from La La Land. I’m so grateful to Libby, for expanding my childhood and assuring my parents that I was “strange but visionary.” Libby was always exactly who I needed her to be.

“Reggie, this is my aunt Libby.”

“Look at you,” Libby told him. “I’m thinking Colin Farrell’s Black Irish oomph meets Gerard Butler’s B-movie grit, in a hot tub with Henry Cavill if he finally lives up to his potential.”

Reggie replied, “It’s an honor to meet you, and you’ve got a wonderful daughter and a terrific nephew.”

“What can I say? I do good work.”

“And I’m loving your boots,” Reggie said. “Ferragamo?”

“Get out of here. The Boot Barn in Paramus, a perfect knockoff at one-tenth the price.”

Libby’s the savviest shopper in our family, which is saying something. Her radar for quality and end-of-season markdowns is an outgrowth of her career. Now fifty-eight, Libby has worked as an assistant buyer in Juniors Activewear for decades, first as a prized honcho at Bloomingdale’s and Barneys, but amid, as she calls it, “the changing face of retail,” she’s become a force at Amazon, Alibaba (the Amazon of China), and Home Runway, a shopping app that handpicks designer goods to be purchased or rented, most often by stress-ridden working women awed by Libby’s prowess. If you’ve worn stretch denim, shapewear, a sports bra, or a bathing suit that’s too nice to go in the water, at any time over the past thirty years, you’ve most likely been overseen by my aunt Libby. Her credo is “Trust me. I won’t let you or your butt down.”

Libby’s looks haven’t varied over the years, thanks to what she calls “blond vigilance” at a nearby salon; a perfect blunt cut (“timeless and flattering”); dieting with exceptions for double-chocolate brownies and Häagen-Dazs butter pecan; and a judicious use of Botox as administered by Jenn (“my in-house Merlin with a syringe”). Libby’s face is elastic but with that slight sheen that my mom terms “the Park Avenue showroom-floor glaze.” Libby’s wardrobe is age-appropriate and stylish, based on her meticulous observations of celebrity fashion (“I’m going for Audrey Hepburn restraint meets middle-period Candice Bergen all-American chic with a side order of Jennifer Aniston giving someone an award”).

I’ve been asked if Jenn was named in honor of Jennifer Aniston, although Libby’s explained, “There’s an academy of Jennifers, such as Jennifer Jones, Jennifer Beals, Jennifer Garner, and JLo. It’s from the Latin root ‘to smile warmly and promote a night crème with retinol.’ I wanted my daughter to become part of a proud self-marketing tradition.”

“Mom,” said Jenn. “These guys need your help.”

“I’ll do whatever I can. Jenn’s filled me in on the basics, and I’m loving your organization, which strikes me as a quirky Robert Altman crossroads-of-America epic waltzing with Guy Ritchie’s Cockney, coke-snorting shoot-’em-ups but also any movie where the tough-guy leader puts together a platoon of misfits to save the world, only gay, which will make the studio or streamer nervous enough to ask for at least one relatable straight character.”

“Me!” said Jenn.

Reggie gave a thumbs-up, adding, “But here’s the latest. We don’t have much time, because we’re waiting to hear from whoever’s kidnapped Reata Pershing, so we can exchange her for the Moirai jewels.”

Libby’s advice was always well considered and invaluable. During my first sleepover, when I was eight, she’d told me, “At home you watch TV, but here we talk about whether SpongeBob SquarePants, Patrick the starfish, and Sandy the squirrel are in a love triangle.” Whenever I’d brought up SpongeBob’s inner life with my brother, he’d said, “First of all, he’s a cartoon character. And second of all, he’s a sponge.”

When I hit twelve, Libby had explained sex to me with a taped bootleg of the musical Spring Awakening, and while some of the mechanics (among stifled German youth in 1891) escaped me, I applauded the cuteness of a just-starting-out Jonathan Groff and the tremulous yearning of an equally fresh-faced Lea Michele, although the prescient Libby had murmured, “I love Lea but she’s already a little full of herself. She’s not the new Barbra, not yet. No one is or ever will be.”

In my teens, when I’d first mentioned my acting goals, Libby had me watch Stage Door from the 1930s, with a coltish Katharine Hepburn in a theatrical boardinghouse; Fame, which covers the trauma and dancing-in-the-streets uplift of a performing arts high school; and Ingmar Bergman’s Persona, about a Swedish actress’s nervous breakdown. These works riveted and upset me, but once Libby and I saw Meryl in The French Lieutenant’s Woman at a local revival house, all was well. “I don’t know if you’re the next Meryl,” Libby had pondered. “But I’d like to see you standing on an English jetty, gazing out to sea in a hooded cape.”

“Here’s what I still can’t understand,” said Reggie. “Pierre LeMote wanted the Clotho Diamond to guarantee an acceptable heir to his money and his corporate holdings. Henrik Jenstromm was after the Lachesis Ruby to get his son an Olympic medal. Stanton thinks the Atropos Emerald will make him immortal, or at least postpone his death. None of them are collecting all three jewels, which, if you believe the rumors, will let whoever owns them rule the world. So who was waiting for the Tuxes to do the big job for them, and then kidnapped Reata to get the goods hand-delivered?”

Libby stayed seated, sipping a Diet Coke through an elaborate straw designed to eliminate creases above the lips. She began: “Let’s think about Fleming Fairmont, who’d be a great role for Kevin Spacey if Kevin was employable and not disgusting off-screen as well. Fleming’s playing every angle but he’s not a kingpin. He’s the sweating fixer who’ll double-cross anyone. He’s Roy Cohn meets Gollum at Fagin’s hideout, where he supervises singing pickpockets in Oliver! But who’s higher up the food chain? Who’s the Don Corleone, the Brian Cox conniving ogre in Succession, the Daniel Day-Lewis prairie Satan in There Will Be Blood?”

At the mention of Daniel’s name, Libby took a moment. Daniel was Libby’s most irrefutable crush, especially after his breakout role as a ponytailed, buckskin-loinclothed backwoodsman in The Last of the Mohicans, in which he became every intelligent woman’s lust object, a more buff Colin Firth with a blunderbuss. Libby had pledged herself to Daniel from his frock-coated decorum in The Age of Innocence, to his Mayflower martyrdom in The Crucible and his craggily winsome Abraham Lincoln, telling me, “Daniel and I are spiritually married, and Josh understands. When Daniel rescues Madeleine Stowe in the forest or kisses Michelle Pfeiffer’s gloved hand in a drawing room, he’s thinking of me. Even Madeleine and Michelle, as my surrogates, respect that.”

In my virginal teens, I’d never mocked Libby and Daniel’s relationship. Libby had also sustained a heavy-breathing fling with the younger, hard-bodied, come-and-get-it Dennis Quaid, but this was a rebound affair, after Libby and I had researched Daniel’s marriage to Arthur Miller’s daughter, or as Libby referred to her, “Whatever.”

“What we’ve got here,” Libby resumed, “is a series of thefts, a handful of international overlords, and a scrappy band of upstarts. Reggie, I’m channeling you as Clark Gable with a dash of any Brolin, and Andrew, you’re either Paul Mescal as an up-and-coming gladiator, or Chalamet wrestling with his perky Messiah status in Dune.

“But what we’re finally searching for,” she continued, as Reggie listened closely, “is a supervillain, someone with Dr. Evil−scale ambition and Citizen Kane cash reserves. Someone who’s convinced the jewels are his rightful reward, his Kennedy Center Honors medallion. And if we’re going Lex Luthor or Darth Vader, we should be thinking about a lair.”

“A lair?” asked Reggie.

“An island fortress. A labyrinth deep within a dormant volcano. An ice palace at the South Pole capable of interstellar travel. We don’t know how the supervillain built this mountaintop aerie or undersea city without anyone noticing, or how much it costs for heat and air-conditioning, or who keeps the place dusted and vacuumed, but when there’s that first panoramic aerial shot, as the lair fills the screen, the audience salivates, betting on whether our plucky band of ragtag heroes will sneak in through a sewage tunnel or the metal ductwork, and when the interior explosions will start and screaming, computer-generated inhabitants will be catapulted through the air.”

“A lair…,” Reggie repeated. “Of course. With Fleming scuttling around. And a supervillain hiding in plain sight. I see where you’re going.”

“And one more thing,” said Libby, shutting her eyes and massaging her temples with her French-manicured fingertips. (“Bright nail polish is for younger women. And actresses who give interviews where they say, ‘I can’t find my character until I choose her nail color.’ ”)

Aunt Libby was having what she called “one of my summer tentpole, entertainment-has-infused-my-cortex visions.” I couldn’t breathe, awaiting her revelations, which, she’d told me, had first come over her after seeing Faye Dunaway as a fashion photographer in the thriller Eyes of Laura Mars, where Faye receives mental portents of grisly future homicides while posing models for Vogue in her studio. “When Faye goes psychic,” Libby had said, “she widens her eyes slightly. And ever since I watched her do this, I’ve had the gift.”

“I’m seeing a diadem.”

“Oh my God,” said Reggie. We’d never mentioned the Diadem to Libby.

“That’s the clue. It’s the only way to harness the three jewels’ combined mojo. The diadem could unleash some ungodly creature, or shatter our reality into infinite metaverses. Metaverses are the ultimate apocalypse, because they’re what happens when filmmakers run out of ideas. Also, in bridal for next fall, I’m seeing a lot of diadems instead of flower crowns, which are what the Manson girls would’ve worn if they were bridesmaids.”

Reggie stood up and said, “Andrew, we’d better get going.”

“Where?”

“You’ll see. But your aunt is everything you’ve said and more. Libby, the country and the planet are in your debt. And Jenn, you are every inch your mother’s daughter.”

“And she’s single,” said Libby. “Thank God. I never liked Brayden but I didn’t want to nag.”

“Oh, really?” said Jenn. “Then why did you keep calling him Bran Flakes and Ray-Ban?”

“It was a caring mother’s reflex,” said Libby.

“Thank you both,” said Reggie, now carrying Jenn’s pink tote.

“We’ll talk,” I told both of my relatives.

“You’ll be the innocent Luke Skywalker,” Libby told me. “Sprinkled with just enough Karate Kid, who’s the underdog for straight guys who practice martial arts moves in their ski pajamas. Karate Kid is fentanyl for middle-aged men who sob for their lost childhoods during the Toy Story movies.”

Libby concluded, forcefully: “Andrew, you must get in trouble and have Reggie rescue you, but then you’ll save the day together. Bring me back a McDonald’s promotional Big Cup.”

We high-fived and I caught up with Reggie as he hurried out the door. I had my aunt Libby’s benediction, and from our hug I smelled like my cousin Jenn’s citrusy I’m-starting-my-new-life cologne. A supervillain, a lair, and the Diadem. As my mom always says, “If you want something done, ask a Jewish woman. And listen to her.”
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President Pershing had been contacted by the kidnappers, and an initial meetup had been set for the next morning, outside the Atlanta airport. Reggie summoned the Tuxes to our headquarters, and my stomach issues were tinted with a let-me-at-’em aggression, which was new. I was on the front lines, raring to make Reggie and Aunt Libby proud. I was scaring myself, which felt right: this was my opening night, my world premiere, and my appearance opposite Dame Judi Dench in a Shakespearean adaptation where she sends me into shiningly armored, trumpeted battle.

“Libby’s right about Fleming Fairmont,” said Reggie. “He’ll be acting as the go-between. He’ll be insufferable but he’ll bring us to the lair. Where, if they’ve got the Diadem, all hell may break loose.”

“Do you really believe that?” asked Timothy. “The whole legend of the Moirai stuff?”

Reggie turned to Edwin, whose research had been exhaustive: “The Diadem has a checkered history. It was most likely forged in gold for a marble statue of Apollo in the Parthenon, because Apollo managed to outwit the Fates once, by getting them drunk. He wheedled them into sparing the life of Artemus, a Tyrrhenian prince he was in love with, although Artemus’s wife died in his place. But that’s how the myth began, that the Fates could be fooled or manipulated.

“The story goes that if the stones are restored to the Diadem, whoever wears it will be granted worldly rewards beyond measure, invincible self-determination, and the deferral of death, possibly forever. Which brings us to someone on the verge of the greatest victory, which means he’s rapacious for a supernatural leg up, as an insurance policy.”

“Reese Dantine,” said Reggie.

Our supervillain had arrived.

“He’s running for president,” said Mikaela.

“And the election’s next month,” said Brock.

“He’s ahead in the polls,” said Pei-Sze.

“Which means he’s freaking out,” Reggie concluded. “And he’s incredibly rich.”

“He’s worth fifty-eight billion, without liquidating any real estate,” said Marcus, after skimming a Wall Street website. “And most of that’s tax-free, thanks to his megachurch.”

I loathed Reese, and not just for his right-wing isolationist America-first policies. It was the gladhanding, sanctimonious element: the only thing worse than a scummy politician is a scummy politician convinced he’s been anointed by the Almighty.

Reese was in shape, commissioning sleek suits, often worn with open-collared dress shirts for a hip-school-board-president effect. His head of thick, dark (most likely dyed) curls emphasized his not-your-granddad’s-minister routine. Like a country star plotting his rise on the pop charts, Reese had crossed over. He’d written, or had ghostwritten, a shelf of best-selling memoirs with titles like God Wants a Prosperous America and My Sacred Journey to Wholesome Leadership. He’d built his flagship glass cathedral, which had become a prayer-with-pizazz destination for extended families and retired seniors, and he’d opened branches around the world. His beatific blond wife had toned down her lacquered bouffant hairdos and drugstore Jezebel makeup, and she’d given birth to three towheaded and photo-ready tykes who were paraded onstage at rallies. The Dantines pushed themselves as A Family of Faith, and Reese’s candidacy had become inevitable and embraced by supporters who loved “what Reese stands for,” along with his “belief in core American values.” While initially referring to LGBTQ+ people as “deviants and criminals,” we’d lately become a more benevolent “problematic and troubled.”

Reese scared me because, while there’d been plenty of evangelical candidates, he was the first to achieve what Aunt Libby called “God-fearing mainstream stardom.” He was, on an oily, aftershaved level, sexy, in the manner of the best-looking married man from out of town at a Grand Hyatt lobby bar.

“Dantine’s on track to be president,” said Reggie, “which is why Fairmont doesn’t leave his side. He’s greased the wheels, with support for the guy as a Republican loyalty oath. He’s Dantine’s number one lackey, doing whatever it takes to send his meal ticket to the White House.”

President Pershing had already served two terms, and the Democratic candidate, while outstandingly qualified, was a woman, and odds were that the country still wasn’t ready.

In addition, Veronica Carlyle was a wonk, a dedicated civil rights lawyer, and a three-term senator, a résumé that should’ve worked in her favor but made non-college-educated citizens, and a surprising number of female voters, inordinately suspicious. I’d canvassed for her, and was hoping against hope for a resurgence, but Reese Dantine was a repellent powerhouse, with his followers proclaiming him “the voice of real America” and “a grassroots hero.”

But had Reese himself kidnapped Reata, or were his actions cloaked behind loyal associates? How arrogant was he? Was Fleming handling the ugliest extortions? And what did Reggie have planned?

“Reese is most likely keeping his hands clean,” Reggie said, “but we’ll find out. Reata is probably being held somewhere in the Clarion Cathedral, which is temporarily closed for renovations.”

“I’ve got ground plans and surveys,” said Marcus, posting these charts on his wall of screens and to everyone’s phone, “but they’re incomplete. Dantine has the local civil servants who issue construction permits on his payroll, so it’s hard to get a complete picture. But Reggie asked about a lair, and this place is two city blocks of blind alleys.”

“We have no idea who’ll be on-site,” said Edwin, “so you’ll be carrying traditional weaponry. Gunplay or explosives in a pile of glass present unique obstacles, from shards to structural collapse. So you’ll have to be incredibly careful.”

“We’ve been warned about bringing any support personnel to the airport,” said Reggie. “They only want me and Andrew.”

This was the first I’d heard of my potential role in the transfer: “Why did they ask for me?”

“I’m not sure,” said Reggie. “Maybe as a backup hostage, especially since Reata mentioned you in the ransom video, or because since you’re our newest recruit, they think you’ll be the most malleable. Which isn’t true. Are you good?”

If Fairmont and Dantine had targeted me as a weakling, then I only had more to prove. Reggie was already presuming my participation.

“And remember, everyone,” said Reggie, “our priority, at all costs, is Reata.”

The group was quiet on the plane to Atlanta. I was sitting beside Brock, who told me, in a low voice, “Watch out. Good Christians are scary.”

“I asked around for dirt on Reese Dantine,” said Timothy, leaning over from his seat behind us. “Because sometimes guys like that can be total kink monsters. I’ve heard rumors about him and the girls in his God Squad, who dress up like cheerleaders except with embroidered faces of Dantine on their chests, and they warm up the crowds by dancing to Christian rock.”

“Have you ever heard Christian rock?” asked Mikaela from across the aisle. “It’s the music that makes kids at bible camp cut themselves.”

“I kind of want to meet the wife, Devotion Dantine,” said Brock. “That’s her real name. She runs the church’s Shower of Blessings University and produces this reality show set in biblical times called The Real Housewives of Abraham—there are twelve of them and they squabble over one of the wives showing her ankles and who gets to bring Abraham his crude wooden bowl of fresh figs. Last week Naomi of Galilee found out she was barren and they made her leave the tent.”

“What will you say to Reese?” Timothy asked me.

“I’ll most likely just listen,” I said, thinking about it. “Until we get Reata back and then I’ll tell him which of his kids is gay. I’m thinking the four-year-old who likes being on camera and lip-syncing during the hymns.”

“Once we’re on the ground,” said Reggie, who’d been sitting a few rows up but was checking in before our descent, “we don’t know each other. We’ve got separate rental cars from different agencies.”

“Mikaela and I are sales reps for these new chewable antidepressants, in town for a medical conference,” said Pei-Sze. “They’re called Gladrex Gummies.”

“I’m Chaz Mondrelle,” said Brock. “I’m building a new boutique hotel downtown where the amenities include eco-friendly shampoo, which we pour into guests’ hands at the front desk, to eliminate bottles.”

“I’m a sophomore at Georgia State,” said Timothy. “And if anyone recognizes me from my OnlyFans, I’ll say it’s for credit in my Queer Studies program.”

“God save the Tuxes,” said Reggie.

Reggie and I disembarked last, and followed instructions on Reggie’s phone to a secluded area outside the terminal, where Fleming Fairmont was standing beside a black minivan.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” said Fleming. “It’s been too long.”

“Fleming?” said Reggie, touching the corner of his own mouth. “You’ve got a few drops of Dantine’s cum right here.”

“There’s no call for vulgarity. But to the matter at hand: Have you brought the jewels? All of them?”

Reggie was carrying Jenn’s pink-tinted see-through plastic tote, but as Fleming reached for it, Reggie held back, saying, “Not until we see Reata, in the flesh, and take her home.”

“Of course. Get in the van.”

We were ferried several miles, to the expected Atlanta landmark: the Clarion Cathedral. It was practically a city unto itself, an amalgam of spires, buttresses, and towers made from clear glass, as if it might turn invisible at will. It was overwhelming, although without the Vatican’s artistry or history. It was more of a mammoth convention center, akin to the Empress Olympia, a feat of engineering and fundraising rather than imagination. The construction techniques were incomprehensible, with so many seamless and soaring panes. Looking directly at it was difficult, as the sunlight bounced off every surface, causing shifts in perspective and prismatic rainbows, for a grandly kitschy effect, as if there were a stable for glass unicorns next door.

“Isn’t she a beauty?” said Fleming. “It’s going to become Reese’s second White House.”

“If he’s elected,” said Reggie.

“Which is why we’re here,” said Fleming, who’d barely acknowledged me. And oddly, there were very few security guards or church employees in the vicinity, and since the cathedral was closed, the place seemed deserted. Fleming led us through a main entrance, as the two-story-high arched glass doors swung open, of their own accord. Even the floors were glass, although etched to avoid scuff marks and unfortunate views from below. Walking into the cathedral became entering a snow globe or some other monumental version of an airport gift shop display. The angles kept mutating, as concealed lighting would illuminate walls within walls, for a fun-house distortion.

The central chapel was a Colosseum-style space, with a sweeping flight of curving steps. I refocused my vision to avoid swaying as the waves of sparkle and visible sky crashed over me. The Clarion Cathedral was more a ride than a house of worship, with extra-wide velvet-upholstered theater-style seating (with cupholders) rather than rigorous wooden pews. Churchgoers flocked to be entertained and flabbergasted instead of contemplating, say, the existence of the Divine and lessons in morality.

“Well, hey there,” said a mellifluous voice, as a shaft of artificial light blasted from above, with Reese Dantine at its center, standing before the glass altar. There was a modernist glass sculpture dangling in midair high above him, with a glass eagle, its wings spread, perched atop a huge glass crucifix resplendent with glass bunting and glass stars, for an abstract orgy of hallowed Americana.

Some optical trickery lent Reese an exalted stature, as if he were more imposing than merely human-sized. He’d been carefully styled to appear presidential, in a pin-striped navy blue suit, plutonium-white shirt, and neatly knotted Republican red silk tie. His face and hair were billboard-ready, and his smile was ravenously wide.

“Welcome, my friends, to Our Lord’s wonderland. It’s so good to see you. I’m told we’re lucky enough to host Mr. Reginald O’Malley and Mr. Andrew Birnbaum. Andrew, I’d like you to keep in mind, God loves every last one of us, and Judaism is no hindrance.”

This wasn’t a blessing. Everything about Reese and his surroundings was staged, and I remembered Triumph of the Will, a documentary Aunt Libby had taken me to, in a screening room at the Museum of Modern Art. This movie had been directed by the innovative if ethically hopeless Leni Riefenstahl, who’d photographed Hitler as a god among men, the Elvis of fascist supremacy. “Leni was Hitler’s cinematographer and publicist,” Libby had warned. “Every dictator’s got one.”

“I’m told you’re bearing great gifts,” said Reese, raising his arms as if parting the Red Sea or cuing a spike in audience applause at the end of a production number.

“Not until we see Reata,” said Reggie.

“And so you shall,” Reese intoned, as he nodded to some unseen crew member.

In an instant, the cathedral was transformed. Every transparent surface turned an opaque black, as if a tornado were brewing. The copious natural light was swallowed by darkness, with only the spotlight on Reese remaining. There was an eerie electronic hum, from exits being blocked. If there were settings on the cathedral’s central control switch, they’d been dialed to “Supervillain Lair.”

Then an immense wall, to Reese’s right, rose silently, revealing Reata, her hands zip-tied in front of her. She was still in her jeans, T-shirt, and safari jacket, with her hair pulled back by a rubber band. Her boots were crusted with soil, from the dig she’d visited. While always iconic, Reata was now a hands-on heroine, Amelia Earhart coupled with Sigourney Weaver’s forthrightness and Angela Bassett’s don’t-fuck-with-me clout.

“Reata?” Reggie called out from the gloom. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she replied, “but these bastards don’t deserve the Moirai jewels.”

“But of course we do,” said Reese. “Isn’t that right, Fleming?”

“You’re the future,” Fleming burbled.

“Let the First Lady go,” said Reggie. “Right now.”

“Afterward,” said Reese. “But we’ve got so much to do. First, if Mr. Fairmont would be so kind, let’s have a look at the treasure itself, which your group has been gracious enough to collect, from so many sources.”

Fleming grabbed Jenn’s bag from Reggie and strode down an aisle, handing his stolen bounty to a man in a gray suit with a jeweler’s loupe attached to his eye. This hired arbiter began scrutinizing the diamond, ruby, and emerald in turn. Reata was watching his every move—she was repulsed by Reese, but drawn to the artifacts and their antiquity.

As the evaluation continued, there was a rustling, and the beam from Reese’s personal lighting effect glinted off armed men who’d emerged from the shadows, as Reese’s private garrison.

“Everything checks out,” the jeweler or gemologist informed Reese. “These aren’t fakes.”

“Like this stooge would know,” said Reata. “What’s his background?”

“He’s verified relics for our church for decades,” said Reese.

“So you can sell them on the black market?” asked Reata. “Haven’t you made enough money by fleecing people in nursing homes?”

“Reata,” clucked Fleming, “this isn’t the time for petty sniping.”

“From a mere academic,” said Reese, and I was surprised Reata didn’t furiously snap the zip ties and lunge for his throat. Reese wasn’t merely a criminal and a bigot—he’d insulted her credentials. He turned to an associate, requesting, “The Diadem, please.”

Reata’s displeasure and interest only increased, but she wouldn’t give Reese the satisfaction of seeing her crumble.

Another gray-suited crony left the murk, bearing a velvet pillow nestling the Diadem, which was a chunky golden crown, newly polished, not a filigreed Tower of London specialty item but something far older and even crude that had survived for centuries.

“Good Lord,” said Reata. “Be careful!”

“Where did you get it?” asked Reggie, as this second figure handed the Diadem to the gemstone authority, who set the whole thing atop the altar and went to work, unrolling a pouch with delicate tools, each in its own tiny felt sleeve.

“It wasn’t easy,” said Reese. “Although the Diadem is of far lesser value without the jewels. The Diadem had been kept hidden for quite some time in a Tibetan monastery, where the monks abhorred its potential. They’d sworn to never unite the gems with their rightful setting, to keep the world safe.”

“And rightly so,” said Reata. “So what did you do? Torch the monastery? Kill anyone who got in your way?”

“Unnecessary. I sent Fleming, who promised the Diadem would be stored at the Smithsonian and kept unavailable. The monks respected Mr. Fairmont’s stature, and the reputation of our foremost American museum.”

“Although the heat was god-awful in Tibet,” said Fleming, from the aisle. “I was forced to wear linen and mop my brow. And I don’t truly approve of Buddhism, with all those bowls of rice and so much chanting. Although the fabrics and peonies are heavenly.”

I could easily reconstruct Fleming’s unctuous negotiation, during which he’d introduced himself as a Western savior. Fleming would do anything, without a second’s pause, to maintain his link to power. He was a lapdog in a Panama hat and a natty gingham bow tie, although maybe this isn’t fair to lapdogs.

“Fairmont,” said Reata, “you’re a small-time suck-up, and you’re just smart enough to know it. And don’t kid yourself—your shelf life is limited. If you don’t deliver, you’ll be replaced, by a more efficient rodent.”

Fleming smirked, under Reese’s however momentary protection. For all his Dixie gentility, he frightened me. He was how evil flourishes; he was Reese’s fertilizer.

“Here we go,” said the guy at the altar, raising the Diadem with the jewels fastened in place. The result was showily colorful, almost a costume piece, and I’d seen similar if less costly crowns in a recent revival of Camelot at Lincoln Center and in any number of ceremonial Viking tales on Netflix. The Diadem was a Game of Thrones prop mixed with the pageantry of A Passage to India, echoed by the cardboard versions awarded at Burger King in honor of a Whopper ordered on a customer’s birthday. Reata was transfixed, by a find she’d only seen in faded photos from the Third Reich.

I expected Fleming to obsequiously place the completed object atop Reese’s abundant curls, where the gel and hairspray would anchor it. But instead Reese said, “Andrew?”

Everyone turned toward me.

“Could you come up here?”

“Why?” asked Reggie. “We’ve met your demands, what are you going to do to him?”

“I’m not going to do anything to your little friend. But I’d like him to do something for me.”

What was he after? Some advanced cruelty? Would I be pressured to execute Reata? Would Reese be taking me prisoner, to ensure Reggie’s continued compliance?

“Andrew,” said Reata, “you don’t have to do anything, not for these traitors.”

“But Andrew,” said Reese. “Aren’t you curious? I’m not going to harm you, at least I don’t think I am. But I’m willing to use force, if you don’t get up here, right now.”

I started walking. Reese was bloviating, but I’d do anything to save Reata. I could hear Aunt Libby saying, “Fill the moment,” and my mom chiming in with, “Be a Birnbaum.”

I strode toward the altar. I wouldn’t beg if Reese produced some prized sword and prepared to disembowel me. I’d be the imperious Marie Antoinette, in either the MGM costume drama (where all the French people spoke like hifalutin Americans pronouncing “milord” in a fancy school play), or some later History Channel investigative re-creation. I’d approach the guillotine and stare down a mob of gibbering extras, about to check their cell phones the second the director called, “CUT!” Which was probably not a word the historical Marie would have wanted to hear.

I climbed the steps to the altar and stood a few yards from Reese, who said, to everyone, in his most pulpit-ready tones, “We’ve all heard the legend of the Diadem’s promise. How its owner can foretell the future, dominate the present, and halt his or her demise. In short, the Diadem would license that person to conquer or control fate. Which has been my quest. I’ve been diligent in assigning my soul to Our Savior, in spreading His gospel, in nurturing my flock. I’ve studied the kings and prime ministers of the past. I’ve hired presidential insiders from previous administrations to avert any mistakes, to guarantee a faultless campaign. I’m only days away from the presidency, with, according to every oddsmaker in Vegas, a ninety-nine percent assured victory. I’ve left nothing to chance. Except of course, for chance itself. Some invented and weaponized scandal—an underage pregnancy, a drunken slur supposedly caught on tape. The fallibility of the human mind, the wayward second thoughts at the polling place, the breakfast table diatribe against a spouse’s candidate. When I’ve asked my most loyal advisors if there’s even a fraction of an outside iota that I could lose, at least one honest man said the most chilling words of my lifetime: ‘Stranger things have happened.’

“But if the legend is true, if the Diadem confers even a partial supremacy, a tipping of the scales, well then—the hunt and the money and the lives sacrificed will be all to the good.”

“You mean if you cheat,” said Reata.

“If I’m unstoppable,” said Reese. “But this entire effort might be in vain. The Diadem, even with the jewels in place, could be nothing but a pretty trinket, some not-especially-valuable keepsake from an earlier age. A gaudy curiosity. But given the historical record, such ineffectiveness is unlikely. But there’s also a downside: What if a mortal, any mortal, who wears the Diadem doesn’t amend fate, but enrages it? What if that person provokes the Moirai? The Fates were thought to be vengeful and proprietary. Every human life, and turn of events, was theirs alone to ascribe. The Fates have destroyed many who’ve dared to subvert or ignore them. And I wouldn’t want to become their victim, not this close to the mountaintop. So what I’m saying is—the Diadem must be tested.”

“On Andrew,” said Reggie, adding things up.

“Why, yes,” said Reese, his smile broadening to Joker-like dimensions. “A guinea pig is necessary. Someone of little to no significance, an afterthought who would never be missed. A sacrificial nobody.”

“Andrew isn’t nobody!” declared Reata. But was Reese wrong? In my life to this point, what had I contributed? I’d been a dutiful son, a B+ student, and an aspiring actor—an aspiring everything. My days with the Tuxes had been a portal, to not just a larger life but something more productive, like joining the Peace Corps, only with hotter gossip about the cute missionary or the beefy guy who’d restarted the village’s generator. My life was in flux but to what end? And as for romance—could the Fates help me out, as if they were otherworldly Zoom therapists? I was no better than Reese, because I’d take his gamble—I’d wear the Diadem, not just as his mouse in a maze, his experimentally vaccinated bunny, but as myself, a nice Jewish canary in a cosmic coal mine.

“Are you ready?” asked Reese. “You should be grateful, this is quite an opportunity.”

“Andrew, you can say no,” said Reggie, although this was mistaken, because Reese could have his strongmen jam the crown onto my head. Better to suit up, to languorously puff a cigarette as the firing squad hefts its rifles. This moment was pure pop culture, anime, TikTok, graphic novel, Spielberg Saturday afternoon serial, and World of Whatever Xbox nerd armageddon in one.

There should be music, either a pounding techno pulse or a John Williams anthem, but no—a chilling silence was more suspenseful than underscoring.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Reata studying me. She understood everything. She smiled, just a bit, to encourage me. Wearing the Diadem would be, at the very least, an adventure. I had her approval.

Reese lifted the Diadem from the pillow and dropped it onto my head, in some bizarro twist on a coronation. I might’ve knelt but thought better of it. If I was Reese’s victim, I was also his equal. Although the Diadem did nudge whatever remained of my injury from outside the Vatican—I felt a twinge and wondered if some mystical jolt was in store.

I don’t think I’d ever worn a crown before, even a molded plastic toy from a rehearsal room dress-up box. The Pope’s mitre had come close and been beneficial. My brain rifled through every noted Hamlet, a role I’d, frankly, never sought—Hamlet is too damaged and morose, but he’s been played by everyone from Henry Irving to Richard Burton to Kenneth Branagh, along with so many aspirational guys and a smattering of women in my acting classes. Would the Diadem lend me some woeful nobility? Not so far.

As Reese eyeballed me for side effects, part of me was pleased—if the Diadem didn’t enhance or obliterate me, it would represent a huge waste of Reese’s millions and scuzzy longing. I held out my arms, the palms upraised—sorry, no dice, hotshot.

Then I saw them, first as lengths of black netting fluttering in the gloom. But the figures became clearer: three wraithlike women of varying ages, beckoning but self-sufficient, a constellation in some hazy midnight sky. The Moirai.

I checked whether anyone else was sharing this. But everyone in the cathedral, including Reese and Reata, was frozen and oblivious. Was my mind projecting psychosomatic apparitions? Was this a lingering souvenir of my head injury—had I once again left rational thought far behind?

The women, while floating, grew more tangible, too distant to touch, and not flesh, but fully present and mobile beings, something beyond spirits or CGI.

“I am Clotho,” said the woman on the left, who was holding a few inches of shimmering thread from a spindle. “I decide who’ll be born and whether they’ll be worthy.”

“Worthy of what?” I asked without thinking, as if interviewing a Fate were an everyday habit, something I’d schedule in between grabbing a 7 a.m. multigrain brioche and unlocking my Citi Bike.

“Worthy of life. This is your strand, Andrew. From twenty-five years ago.”

Throughout the voluminous space, images began to shimmer, as if projected against clouds. There I was, as a dissatisfied infant in my mother’s arms; as a toddler hugging a Paddington Bear (I’d been given a yellow rain hat to match Paddington’s); onstage in a middle school play condemning drugs and alcohol—I was dressed as an Ambien. More memories accrued, of sitting beside Aunt Libby on the opening day of The Grand Budapest Hotel, the most scrumptious moviegoing bliss; of scrolling through photos of Justin Bieber with Jenn and rating his girlfriends from “major” to “she wishes”; of my dad teaching me to swim.

“Are you satisfied?” asked Clotho. “Was this a proper beginning?”

What did she mean? Did I wish I’d been born elsewhere, into a wealthier family, or maybe a clan without so many PhDs? Would my childhood have been happier if I’d been more athletic, less immersed in show business, and not so consistently both opinionated and fretful? Or if I’d been straight?

I’ve never questioned being gay, or considered it a drawback. As an East Coaster from a liberal background I’ve been shielded from the sometimes violent prejudice the world can spew. But as an actor, there’d been conflicts. My almost-agent had asked if I was “openly gay,” or if I’d keep my sexuality “private” and hide or even lie about it, to be seen as more “castable” for a wider contingent of roles, meaning straight parts.

Clotho was waiting, my thread not yet spun. Her question was infecting my brain, proposing an alternate take on myself, deep-kissing Sydney Sweeney or Florence Pugh in a rom-com or R-rated thriller and having our off-screen affairs become clickbait (even my projection of a heterosexual Andrew Birnbaum was hopelessly gay). Did straight actors have it easier, or as Brock had once said, “Here’s what you have to understand: to the outside world, all actors are gay.”

“I’m good,” I told Clotho. “Don’t change a thing.”

She raised her spindle, for a “last chance” pause.

“Taller,” I blurted. “Two inches taller.”

Clotho let the thread unreel, as I underwent an instantaneous growth spurt. My bones expanded as I rose two inches, which felt like an extra few feet, as if I towered over the room, peering down at the mini-creatures far below. I was indisputably over six feet tall, not some quibbled-about five ten or five eleven and a half. My height hadn’t obsessed me, except when I stood beside Brock or auditioned right after some giant whose size-twelve Adidas haunted me.

I was a colossus, an exaggerated statue of myself—but had my other body parts blossomed as well? I stretched out my arms, which were ganglier, but I’d hold off on inspecting anything else until I was in the shower. Would these fresh proportions boost my fate? Would a slightly taller Andrew be more in demand, professionally or on Grindr, where I’d post photos with the top of my head out of the frame, because I couldn’t be contained?

Should I have requested additional favors, or submitted a Chanukah list of self-improvements? Had I abandoned my one-shot opportunity, like someone buying a fruit pie at a convenience store who almost gets a lottery ticket, but tosses a second fruit pie (apple cranberry) onto the counter instead?

“I am Lachesis,” said Clotho’s sister, as the ruby heated my forehead.

While there was a just-starting-out innocence to Clotho, who was definitely the youngest sister, Lachesis was calmly self-assured, with my thread draped across both her hands, the skein still attached to Clotho’s spindle. “You’re born,” she continued. “You’re taller. But your life itself—what are your dreams? If we gird you with talent and drive—how will you implement such things? Who will you become?”

I wanted to argue, “I’m twenty-five, I have no idea who I am yet, let alone what I’ll become!” But of course I had goals, such as paying my rent with my earnings as an actor. Also, when I tell someone, “I’m an actor” and they ask, as everyone does, “Have I seen you in anything?” it would nice to be able to reply, “Well, did you see the latest Jurassic Park movie? Do you remember the backpacker who got eaten by the T. rex during the opening credits?” I mostly toy with half-formed notions of where life might take me, but I’ve noticed something, exemplified by an actress I’d run into at an audition, a total sweetheart, but as we waited together she’d introduced me to her favorite game, called “Who’s having your career?”

This had been unnerving. The actress had postulated that someone else, from Meryl to a competitor two folding chairs over, owned a career she envied, or patterned hers after, or had been denied. “Meryl’s the impossible dream,” she told me. “High art with commercial success. She gets Oscar nominated practically every year and she’s won three so far. She’s not the most glamorous star, because that would be tacky, but she’s the most respected. She can do anything. But only Meryl gets to be Meryl.

“So I’m also thinking about Tilda Swinton,” she confided. “A slow build, quirky indies sliding into mainstream hits. There’s no one else like her, and she doesn’t have to worry about aging because she was never an ingénue. When I was twenty I was going to be Scarlett Johansson, major hot stuff but smart enough to work with serious directors. But now that I’m, I can’t say the word, but I’m circling thirty, I’ll settle for Tilda. Best Supporting, but she still gets invited to the Met Ball. And if Tilda doesn’t happen, well, maybe I’ll be one of those great New York theater actresses who only insiders know about. Guest shots on Law & Order to foot the bills, along with Cherry Orchard in some Obie-winning modern-dress production with robot servants at the Public, and during the day I go out shopping in shapeless cotton dresses and Birkenstocks with thick socks. Half cat lady, half secret genius, so I’m beloved. I can live with that, if I have to.”

This actress was consumed with her prospects, which she cheerfully analyzed for over forty-five minutes. This completely nice person had scared and depressed me: there was an intimation that those other actresses had stolen her future, and shoved her out of the race. She was twisting her fantasies of fame and wealth into formulas—should I be doing this, too?

Up until right this minute my future had been so unpredictable that I’d never bothered envisioning it, because my mind would blur and my anxiety burst its thermometer, as I’d fulminate: What if I never get jobs? What if my sell-by date keeps getting adjusted? What if everything is too hard and my parents start gently murmuring phrases like “fallback career” and “we’ll help you fill out the application”? I should ask Lachesis only for world peace and an end to hunger, but those weren’t the realms she was supervising: on the most selfish, dear-Santa, in-my-dirtiest-most-despicably-greedy-little-heart level, what did I want?

To do good work, to improve as a performer, to challenge myself, all the true-enough boilerplate Zen that young skyrockets cite in their earliest interviews, after their $280 million opening weekend as Young Ironman. I love acting, because it can swallow me, activating everything I’ve got, for a buzz like no other. But would asking Lachesis for a just-between-you-and-me jump-start, for some ancient Greek foot in the door, be shameful? Would I forever regret the results, no matter how sensational, because they hadn’t been unimpeachably deserved? Or was I being a consummate, high-minded jerk, spurning a golden ticket anyone else would kill for?

Lachesis was studying me, as if she’d read my every hesitation and convoluted thought as I grappled for not so much my trajectory, but a worldview, some quasi-coherent personal manifesto.

“What do most people ask for?” I inquired, as Lachesis twirled the thread of my life, like a jump rope or a cat’s cradle.

“Oh, you know, gold beyond compare, round-the-clock adoration, and multiple homes,” she said. “And occasionally a perfect partner and well-mannered children. So mundane. Mere happiness.”

For a second I thought about asking for superpowers, maybe just enough strength to lift a one-story building, or modified X-ray vision, so I could see how much cereal was left in the box without dragging myself into the kitchen.

“No. You’re not getting superpowers. We don’t do that. Not since someone wanted to shape-shift whenever his wife was yelling at him. He told me, ‘I’d like to see her tell a polar bear to stop drinking.’ ”

I’d only be twenty-five for what was left of the year, so if I didn’t make the ballsiest moves now, then when? I’d work as hard as humanly possible, but—what if I let myself be surprised? By whatever the Fates would come up with? Maybe this was the meaning of life, or at least my life—saying yes to everything, for example the Tuxes. Putting myself out there, even if a slap was imminent. Keeping Reggie’s progression in mind, how he’d pinballed from discouragement and disgust to a great idea of his own. This was the most perilously daredevil route, and maybe after a few more years of little to no acclaim or income, I’d get way more practical, and start teaching or join a government-funded improv troupe in Patagonia, or squirm my way into law school and graduate as the world’s worst lawyer (while still being able to do a multitude of accents and ride a unicycle).

“I’m good,” I told Lachesis. “Let’s see how it goes.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Of course not, but it was a foolishly lovely notion, and I was wearing a bejeweled crown and bargaining with the Moirai—what the fuck did I know about anything?

“So you’re choosing to be yourself? Without a single bonus coupon?”

Lachesis was skeptical.

“Except…”

“Yeah?”

“I want to go to the Tony Awards. I can be nominated or someone’s plus-one or an usher, whatever. But I want to go. And I want to get on camera for at least a half second, maybe as a winner runs past me on their way to the stage, but enough time so my aunt Libby can see me.”

“Done.”

Had I just made an unthinkable mistake? Should I have said, quoting every casting director since the beginning of time, “Can I get back to you?” The cathedral was still in darkness, with its population on hold—the world had stopped spinning, for my college-dorm-stoned-bullshit what-if session with the Moirai.

“Things end,” said Atropos, the final Fate and the oldest. She was reminiscent of Sondra, my grandma on my mom’s and Libby’s side. Sondra was a real estate broker who’d hawk a burnt-out fridge as “vintage character” and neighboring high-tension wires as “a landscape plus.” Sondra loves her family, and pesters us unequivocally: “Are we sure about the neckline?” “Which of your genders am I speaking with?” “You can let your child play in the street and if I hit him with my car we’ll all learn something.” Nana is also my staunchest advocate, railing against the drama schools that rejected me (“Yale? I’ve never heard of it”) and posting selfies of us on Facebook, captioned “My gorgeous and so talented grandson Andrew and his favorite nana, who he got his good looks from. Obviously.”

“Let’s talk death,” said Atropos, with Sondra’s enough-already-with-the-nose-ring frankness. “Your life will begin, and become whatever you make of it, but it can’t last forever. People die, and that’s my job.”

She raised the thread that linked the sisters while holding a pair of gleaming silver shears in her other hand, jovially remarking, “Snip, snip, Andrew!”

Of course my mind braced for a second circumcision, as if Atropos was an ultimate mohel, which in a sense, she was—except Atropos didn’t slice foreskins, but life itself, and she was saying, “How many years, or minutes, would you like, and how many do you deserve?”

Jesus fucking Christ—and look how the Fates had treated that guy. There are people, of every age, who can barely get out of bed, thanks to their preoccupation with death. I’d been spared any significant farewells, only a grandfather I’d barely known and a schoolmate hit by a Lexus. (As Jenn had said at the time, “You know, I’d rather be killed by either a hybrid car, because of climate change, or a Ferrari. It’s embarrassing to have ‘run over by a Honda Civic’ in your obituary.”)

Death was like a root canal or assisted living: something so far off that it might never happen, allowing my everyday compulsions to be lavished on why a director had called something I was doing “a choice, not a good one but still a choice,” or my local CVS running out of the little bags of potato stix I mainlined that weren’t available anywhere else, especially at 3 a.m. How could I fixate on death when my life hadn’t started? This idiot ignorance is most likely what had drawn me to the Tuxes and protected me, out of sheer obliviousness: our enemies’ bullets, knives, and fists couldn’t harm me, because my youth and stupidity were like Kevlar, a credo only a privileged white boy would come up with. Even that rock on that Roman street corner hadn’t knocked any sense into me.

But Atropos had a very real point. Whatever happened next, Reese would most likely have me eliminated. If I demonstrated proof of the Diadem’s gifts, I’d have outlived my usefulness and become a witness to his misdeeds. With his ever-metastisizing ego, my murder would be the most minor item on his to-do list, far below “presidential inauguration” and “seal all the borders.” He might even have Reata killed, or once he was elected, he’d lampoon the implausibility of her accusations. (“I imprisoned you, in my cathedral? I ransomed you for a—what did you call it—a diadem? Really?”) But I’d been his test case, and lab rats never live very long.

Aunt Libby had once said, “There are only two ways to die: on-screen or off-screen. On-screen is better.”

Aunt Libby is right: I wanted my death to count for something. To be memorable. Nobody gets a statuette for fading away while the rest of the cast overacts grief, fondling a stuffed puppy in a loved one’s childhood bedroom and shrieking, “Why? I loved him so much. Dear Lord, WHY?” The acceptance speeches write themselves.

“Okay, here’s what I’d like from you,” I told Atropos. “I’ll die whenever you decide, or the scissors slip. I’m good with that. But I’m taking Reese down with me and saving Reata.”

“So you’re making a demand,” Atropos countered, “as if you have a say in the matter.”

“Yes, I am,” I said because, in the words that would undoubtedly be chiseled onto my tombstone, what the fuck.

Atropos looked to her sisters, all weighing the slim thread of my lifespan. Historically, the only other being who’d tampered with their logistics had been Apollo, who’d gotten them drunk, but I didn’t have time for a beer run, or to buy a keg of whatever goddesses prefer—hard ambrosia? some ninety-proof elixir from an enchanted vineyard mulched by centaurs and cyclopses? While not soused, the sisters did something almost unheard of, since their birth as the daughters of Zeus and Nyx, the goddess of the night, whose name also sounds like a diet supplement. They smiled. I had amused them. But enough so they’d help me? This wasn’t an Aladdin setup, where the wish-granting genie is contractually bound to obey. The Fates had to be in the mood, or bored with the monotony of ruling mortal lives as if stamping passports or issuing summonses for traffic court.

Clotho giggled. Lachesis scowled at her, then helplessly joined in. Atropos was rolling her eyes, like, “I can’t believe my sisters are such airheads.” But then she uttered a short barking chortle, which is my favorite response in improv—when I can make someone laugh who’s obstinately resisting, folding their arms and frowning at the ludicrous and even offensive concept of enjoying themselves.

The sisters kept laughing, because it had been a long time since their last human punch line, or mortal moron, so why not have a lark, or an afternoon off from life/death/repeat?

“All right,” said Atropos, wiping her eyes and pulling herself together. “My sisters are ninnies, so I’ll go along. I won’t tell you what will happen, but we’ll do our best. Just don’t come back asking for any more perks, like beachfront property or a bigger dressing room with an espresso machine. We’re not a game show with five hundred models holding attaché cases on a tropical island.”

“I completely get it. And thank you, and I trust you, and what do you need me to do?”

In my head, a sonorous voice was intoning, like the narrator of a Twilight Zone−meets−Black Mirror elevated horror series, “Let’s see what the Fates have in store, for Andrew Birnbaum and Mr. Reese Dantine. Shall we?”
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Clotho saluted me with her spindle, Lachesis winked, and Atropos gave me the side-eye, like, “You asked for it, buddy.” The three sisters then withdrew, first into a flattened single dimension, which became points of starshine, then went black. The lighting in the cathedral returned, although the acres of glass stayed dark. Everyone regained mobility as if from an afternoon’s nap, shaking out their legs and clearing their snoozy heads. Reese turned to me, asking, “What happened?”

“Well,” I began. “All sorts of things. If you’re super busy, I can put together a summary, or we can chat later.”

“Something went on. I just checked my watch and over an hour has passed. Tell me or I start shooting.”

A batch of Reese’s henchmen confronted Reata.

“I met the three Fates, who couldn’t have been nicer, and they helped me figure out my life. They should really have a YouTube channel with a follow-along-at-home workbook. They could make a fortune.”

I was my nana, schmoozing my aunt Libby to get free tennis culottes.

Reese wasn’t having it and he motioned for his assassins to ready their weapons. Reata, fearless as ever, was looking at me with a devouring curiosity: she was way more interested in whatever I’d just gone through than in Reese’s ultimatums.

“I’d be careful, Reese,” said Brock’s voice. “If I were you.”

Brock was standing at the top of the center aisle, flanked by the Tuxes, an especially dazzling lineup, since everyone was in a variation of formal wear, from Brock’s Ralph-supplied custom-fit to Mikaela and Pei-Sze wearing Saint Laurent’s classic, slouchy variation on a women’s tux, called Le Smoking. Edwin, I noticed, was fetchingly rumpled in a vintage Brideshead double-breasted look with wide lapels and a slightly askew bow tie.

“I’ve just been chatting with your wife,” Brock continued. “The lovely and aptly named Devotion. She adores you, Reese. Or she did.”

“What are you talking about?” Reese demanded. “And who are you?”

“You’ll find out,” said Brock. “Personally, I’m on staff at Ralph Lauren. So I showed your wife the receipts, going back decades, for every item you’ve purchased for your many girlfriends and mistresses. Because who doesn’t want something from Ralph? A cashmere sweater set, a silk negligee, or, when the lady’s either very special or resistant, an art deco diamond necklace in a platinum setting. Devotion saw that none of these goodies, and hundreds of others, had been intended for her, but she recognized many of the names on the gift cards: At least five members of the Clarion Choir. A masseuse from Palm Beach and her even younger sister. Devotion’s dearest friend, who’s a former Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader, the frighteningly blond Purity Drappler.”

“I can explain everything! I was showing my appreciation to loyal members of my team!”

“Plenty of whom favor Ralph by Ralph Lauren, his highest-end fragrance, at twelve hundred dollars for a very few ounces. Devotion was blindly in love with you, but she’s not stupid. Although she did ask me, ‘But how can I leave Reese, with only a month to go before the election?’ I appreciated her quandary, and her fury. So I proposed, ‘Would a lifetime twenty percent discount at the store make a difference?’ She stopped sobbing instantly and counteroffered, ‘Even on all-weather outdoor chaise cushions from the RL Home Summer Entertaining Collection?’ ”

“Oh my God…,” said Reese.

“She’s done with you,” said Brock. “You’re Satan’s servant. And she’s getting sole custody of your kids.”

“But Ralph’s a good man,” commented Reata, dryly, relishing what the Tuxes were up to.

“And Devotion will be keeping the Atlanta mansion,” said Mikaela.

“I have many other properties,” Reese retorted.

“Not anymore,” said Pei-Sze. “Mikaela and I itemized everything: the London carriage house, the Washington colonial, the co-ops in Chicago and LA. Along with the theme parks, the other cathedrals, the golf courses, and the ranches you’ve opened as conversion therapy lockdowns for gay kids. Everything was tax-free, since it was all technically owned by Dantine Worldwide Ministries. Which made it simpler to transfer the consolidated titles to the Tuxedo Society.”

“The what?” Reese sputtered.

“You don’t need to know,” Pei-Sze outlined, “but our esteemed colleague Marcus arranged the digital swap, right under the nose, and bogus ledgers, of your not-as-sharp-as-he-thinks business manager. And we’ve been busy, contacting our most aggressively high-end buyers and selling everything at off-market pricing, for all-cash deals. Most of which are pending or have already closed, so your holdings are now in the portfolios of, among others, the royal family of Abu Dhabi and a propane magnate based in St. Petersburg…”

“Although the Montana spread,” Mikaela mentioned, “has been deeded, for the price of one dollar, as a summer camp for transgender and nonbinary kids to get some fresh air and live in complete and unfettered freedom.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Reese thundered. “And whatever you’ve perpetrated, the money from those sales is mine!”

“Briefly,” said Marcus, whose fashion-forward tux had knee-length shorts, an oversized jacket embroidered with a pattern of his initials in gleaming black silk thread, and high-tops in black kidskin. “There was quite a bit of cash flow, but since you’re such a modest and generous guy, every penny’s been donated anonymously, to a roster of deserving organizations, including Planned Parenthood, the Black Women’s Health Imperative, the American Red Cross, and so many wonderful LGBTQ+ nonprofits, like Lambda Legal and the Trevor Project, which specifically helps queer kids at risk. And God bless you for opening centers for homeless gay youth in five major cities. A crisis I’m sure you understand, since you’re pretty much homeless yourself.”

“Although don’t worry about your clothes,” Brock said. “Devotion had them dumped in the street just outside the cathedral. At rush hour.”

“But be careful about personal travel,” Edwin brought up. “Because we’ve allowed you to retain your fleet of limousines, minivans, and town cars, where you love to rehearse your sermons and campaign speeches, when you’re not singing along to your own baritone recordings of sacred music, which you’ve had auto-tuned. But here’s the rub: I’ve had every last vehicle rewired, to explode at the sound of your voice. But you may still sit quietly, reflecting on your newfound philanthropy.”

“You are disgusting.” Reese seethed. “This is diabolical.”

“Thank you,” said Edwin. “I’m truly fiendish. Because I’m not just gay. I’m English.”

Like Reese, I was nearly exploding, but from the most unrestrained delight. I had no idea if the Fates had lent a hand in the Tuxes’ well-thought-out machinations, but I didn’t care. If anything, maybe the Fates had become Honorary Tuxes.

“And Fleming,” said Timothy, “don’t worry, we haven’t forgotten about you. You’ve been such a help to Reese, in everything he’s done. So here’s your reward: Remember how last month, you bought that pair of my underwear which I’d peed and farted in?”

“I did no such thing!” Fleming protested. “And I resent your vile insinuation!”

“Okay, but you signed for the FedEx package, because you went for expedited overnight delivery. And Marcus was able to reverse the video camera on your laptop, so there’s super-clear footage of you sitting in your car in that 7-Eleven parking lot, jerking off with my Calvins over your head, except people can totally tell it’s you, because your nose is sticking out of the fly and you keep moaning, ‘Saints alive!’ and ‘Land o’ Goshen!’ ”

“What do you mean, people can tell it’s me? That’s a private video, which I’m sure doesn’t even exist! This is slander!”

“And it’s gone viral,” said Timothy, as an image appeared on the Jumbotron screen above the altar, of Fleming bleating and squealing, with Timothy’s stained, fragrant briefs covering his face like a homemade superhero mask, if that superhero yelled, “I am entering the kingdom of desire!” with his hand inside his pants. From the on-screen crawl, there were already over 15 million views and counting, with the headlines “FLEMING FAIRMONT, THE ALABAMA TOILET” and “SENATOR SNIFFY.”

Fleming was staring at the screen, his mouth open, and for the first time in his loquacious life, he was speechless, as Reese regarded him with horror.

“But Reese,” said Reggie, despite the fact that he and I were seriously underdressed, “we’re not asking you to withdraw from the presidential race. What we’ve done is eliminated your felonies and chicanery, to level the playing field. That’s all we’re after—a fair fight. And to make sure everything stays on the up and up, you’re invited to provide all the poll watchers you’d like. And so will we. Let me introduce them.”

Standing beside the Tuxes, and filling the aisles, were what can only be called a flotilla of drag queens, glamorously gowned, with towering hair and makeup that began with airbrushed perfection and accelerated into cubist delirium. Many of these queens had been banned from reading children’s books aloud during story hours at local public libraries, thanks to one of Reese’s many save-our-families diatribes.

“This is the most unholy vindictiveness and illicit political warfare!” Reese spouted. “You’re trying to destroy me, and everything I’ve built! My vision for America! Which is something none of you people can understand, because of your… Fine, I’ll just say it, because you’ve left me no choice. In fact, your actions confirm my beliefs. You’re smearing me and clawing at my dreams of decency and wholesome American values, thanks to your perversion!”

The phrase “you people” is never a great designation, under any circumstances.

“You’re mistaken,” said Reggie, at the forefront of a colorful ground force of outfits and personalities. “Because Reese, you and I have much more in common than you might imagine.”

“I have nothing in common with you, or any of your pathetic minions.”

Of course I pictured thousands of burbling yellow minions, from the Despicable Me franchise, bouncing into the cathedral.

“We’re about the same age,” Reggie went on, implacably. “And we both served in the military. In fact, we were stationed in Afghanistan together, in the same base camp.”

Reese was staring at Reggie, with dawning unease.

“This was almost thirty years ago, when you were using the name—what was it? Ron Danville? And if I recall, you were dealing uncut heroin from the local poppy fields to your fellow recruits, but shipping most of it back to the States, sometimes concealed in coffins. You were also trafficking underage girls and running who knows how many other scams. You were developing your gifts for raking in huge amounts of untraceable profits. Until you got just a touch too greedy, after the wrong customs agent, one of the few you hadn’t bribed, opened a footlocker at JFK, and the contents were traced back to you. And just before you were about to be court-martialed, you made a deal. You outed me and Chet Walker, the guy I was involved with, in exchange for probation. You were willing to ruin Chet’s life and mine, to save your own sorry ass.”

“Everyone knew you were gay!” Reese protested. “You didn’t even hide it!”

“Which the rest of our unit was fine with, until you went over their heads and testified to what I think you called our ‘depravity.’ And back then, that did the trick. Chet and I were kicked out, you were honorably discharged, and a few years later, Reese Dantine pops up, at a storefront church in Alabama. After the tribunal records had been sealed.”

I wasn’t sure when Reggie had pieced this history together, but he’d been speaking precisely, with an undercurrent of rage. Reggie was a proponent of always heading forward and never dwelling on the past; he’d only shared his life story while we’d been together in that flimsy raft in mid-ocean, an expansive yet private locale. Reese had stopped interrupting, once Reggie’s information had condemned him.

I took off the Diadem and, using a tool from the jeweler’s kit, clipped the zip ties on Reata’s wrists. I handed her the crown. She became a combination of birthday girl and Pulitzer laureate, contemplating her prize. She couldn’t speak, less from being rescued than from the historical impact of the find. She was already updating her doctoral dissertation, maybe on the Diadem of Birnbaum.
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Early the next morning, the Tuxes, after being fed and housed at a Washington hotel, were summoned to the Oval Office. The Pershings had been gratefully reunited and stood together, arm in arm, before the President’s desk. Reata was back in her First Lady finery, or as she’d put it, “my work drag.”

Reata laid out how yesterday’s events were being handled: “My abduction wasn’t reported and I’m not pressing charges. Reese Dantine’s life is in shreds, and a prosecution, based on the paranormal effects of a relic, could be problematic. So I like the Tuxedo Society solution. Dismantle Reese’s organization, expose his sham of a marriage, let all those terrific nonprofits benefit, and hang the bastard out to dry.”

Earlier in the day, Devotion had issued a statement, ending her marriage on the basis of “emotional and spiritual abandonment.” She was already showing glimmers of independent thinking, announcing that she’d be voting for Reese’s opponent, “a fine and honorable woman.” Donations to Reese’s instantly declared “Holy Defense Fund” were almost nonexistent, as his followers perused the internet for a new charlatan to subsidize. The blindly faithful rarely learn from experience, but they can be fickle. Overnight, Reese had sunk from being “America’s Golden Future” to the tabloid headlines “God’s Little Cheater” and, in the more responsible media, “Bankrupt and Besieged” as he was buried under lawsuits from his creditors.

Reese was hiding out in Fleming Fairmont’s Washington basement, with few other options, since Marcus had emptied Reese’s campaign war chest as well. He’d stepped down from his ministry, citing “overwork,” and had been glimpsed in the back seat of one of his remaining limos, glowering silently. He’d had a mechanic investigate Edwin’s tampering, but he’d been thwarted: even a recording of Reese’s voice had caused a Bentley to detonate, on a stretch of empty highway.

Fleming’s video had hit 198 million views on YouTube, along with an equally popular TikTok meme in which teenagers danced with underwear over their faces while shouting, “Lord have mercy!” Fleming had granted a single interview, to a right-wing podcast, in which he inferred that “a cabal of Deep State Communists” had hypnotized him and doctored the footage, “to make me appear pruriently homosexual.” Fleming was battling an even greater obstacle to redemption, after his beloved MeeMaw, upon watching the footage, had remarked, “I’m not surprised.”

“Reese is refusing to leave the race,” Reata said, “which helps our side. He’s still pretty deluded. Before you guys got to the cathedral, he’d bragged about becoming all-powerful, and how he’d kidnapped me as bait. And while arresting him would have its satisfactions, seeing him lose the election, along with his family and livelihood, will be more effective.”

“I’m sorry that your courage and ingenuity will never become public knowledge,” President Pershing told the Tuxes.

“But you have our most sincere thanks,” said Reata, “and you’re my personal heroes, as well as truly great Americans.”

Reggie was beaming, since this was exactly why he’d formed the Tuxedo Society to begin with. He’d made his point. Although I’d once asked him, “You do such amazing things, but how do you love a country that doesn’t always love you back?”

“I’ve thought about that,” he’d told me. “And Marcus and I have dealt with it, since we were both kicked out of the military. And there are dirtbags everywhere, including on the Supreme Court, trying to repeal the slightest steps forward. But here’s what I’ve decided: I love the Tuxes and the Pershings and my buddies from the service. That’s my idea of America. It’s our country, too. And as for the assholes, well, Marcus says, ‘Give me a few seconds on my laptop to fuck with their mortgages, their gun permits, and their 401(k)s.’ ”

“I’ve spoken with the Greek ambassador,” Reata continued, “and we’ve agreed that the Diadem must be stored in a lead-lined vault in Athens, with copies on display in both of our countries. But I’ll always remember Andrew wearing the real thing. He looked so distinguished. A god among gods.”

I was floored by Reata’s admiration, which she repeated while FaceTiming with my parents on her phone. “I can’t really get into specifics,” she told them, “but you’ve got a terrific son, who’s served his country and his organization. You should be very proud.”

“Always,” said my dad. “The details don’t matter and might keep us up nights. But we’d like you and your husband to know that we’re big fans.”

“And we thank you for looking after Andrew,” said my mom. “And please give Reggie our best.”

Reata tilted the phone toward Reggie so he could salute, as the other Tuxes applauded and Timothy yelled, “We love you, Birnbaum family!”

“And Reata,” added my mom, “I love your memoir and your mental health awareness program and everything you’re doing for the LGBTQ+ community. I’m dedicating a bulletin board to you in my library. And Andrew, tuck in your shirt.”

I looked down—how did she know?

As I fixed my sloppiness, Reata invited my folks to drop by the residence, and I was already guessing which baked goods they’d bring (a platter of assorted butter cookies, with a nondairy allotment, beneath a plastic freshness dome).

“Mr. President and Ms. Pershing,” said Reggie, “what’s our next assignment?”

“We’ll be in touch,” said the President, and then it happened, as I’d dreamed it might: Reata hugged me and whispered, “We’re making a lunch date and you’re telling me everything that went down with the Moirai. I bet it was major: I could see it on your face. And in exchange I’ll get us seats for that new Disney musical about King Tut, and I’m coming to see your next improv show. You’re the best.”

My first thought was, Maybe I could ask Reata to repeat this as my new ringtone. My second and more lasting response was, Why don’t I just remember every word?



At the airport, I told the group, “I’m going to use a final piece of highly sophisticated technology that Edwin gave me,” as I slid the Tuxedo Society black Amex card from my wallet. “To upgrade all of us to Business.”

Reggie said, “Fine,” and a cheer went up.

That afternoon, as I sat with Brock at the imitation Starbucks where he’d first explained about the Tuxes, he asked, “So are you okay with everything? With me bringing you into all this?”

“Of course. And thank you. I owe you a free candle. From the sale table.”

“Everyone had placed bets on how long you’d last. But I defended you. I said, ‘As long as we don’t ask him to do push-ups or ski.’ But you did great. You’ve been working on yourself.”

I had been. Maybe that’s what a person’s twenties are all about: not just obliterating your comfort zone, but rocking a diadem to fend off an unscrupulous zealot. Becoming an actor, or trying to, and moving into the city had been baby steps. Joining the Tuxes had molded me, and almost killed me repeatedly, and shown me what I might be capable of, if I stick with the program.

“Ralph Lauren should put you in his ads,” I told Brock.

“Even better—I just got promoted to being the deputy manager of the Men’s Shoe Department.”

“Mazel tov!”

“Bonjour,” said a French-accented voice.

Luc was standing beside our table, in a caramel-toned suede jacket, perfectly fitted jeans, and aviators.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Why are you out in public?”

“And where did you get those aviators?” asked Brock.

“Dior, and I’m no longer officially dead. Since the jewels are out of my family’s reach, I can emerge. I’d only been reported missing, so I’m letting people think I was being treated at a clinic for fatigue and a gambling addiction.”

“Which everyone will assume means cocaine,” said Brock, “and that you owed money to the Mob. Wait, is there a French Mob?”

“Of course. They’re called literary critics. But I’m back, and my lawyers have sued for half ownership of Parnassus. So I’ll essentially be running the company, with my sister. My father is livid, but he can’t say a word, or I’ll expose his trading in stolen artworks.”

“But why are you in America?” I asked.

“Unfinished business.”

Brock looked at Luc, then at me, and started making kissing noises.

“Can I see you? For whatever?”

“That means oral in an Uber,” Brock suggested.

“I’ll text you,” said Luc, with one of those imperceptible French smiles that read as “I’m thinking about either sex, money, or the perfect chambray shirt.” He began to leave, then turned and murmured to me, “Your friend is right. About the Uber.”

After he was gone, Brock commented, “I’m not judging you. Because once you’ve seen a guy fake his own death, that’s a commitment. Go for it.”

I hadn’t expected to encounter Luc, and while Brock had given his blessing, I was beset by romantic travail. I had to check in with my family, which I did, at my parents’ welcome-home-we’re-not-asking-any-questions-yeah-right dinner in Commack.

As my mom brought take-out Szechuan to the table, and my dad tossed me a package of my favorite potato stix from CVS, we were joined by Jenn and Aunt Libby (whose husband, my uncle Josh, was on call, after a patient’s braces had come loose right before prom, where the theme was Bitcoin and Solar Energy, because she went to a progressive private school with an investment folio limited to countries that let women get divorced).

“So,” said my mom, “you’re still in one piece.”

“And the Pershings said such nice things,” said my dad.

“And how’s Reggie?” asked Jenn. “And by the way, I met a vascular surgeon online but we’re taking it slow. And I’ve asked Pei-Sze and Mikaela to be in my upcoming YouTube episode on reversing sun damage in ten days or less.”

“Kudos on the surgeon,” I said, “and the ladies say your products are revolutionary. They’re going to put them in the medicine cabinets of all their rental properties. And Reggie’s fine.”

“And…?” said Libby.

“And nothing. We’re friends. Although we did have a very nice time drifting across the ocean in the moonlight.”

“Oooo…,” said everyone at the table.

“Shut up. My other friend Luc LeMote just showed up in the city and now he’s available because he’s not dead.”

My mom held up her hands—“It’s not any of our business.”

“And this morning I got this on my phone.”

I held up my Samsung. Edwin had forwarded me a video that someone had filmed at the piano bar, of the two of us singing together. Edwin had captioned it “We should make an album.” As everyone watched, there was audible sighing.

“He’s super cute,” said Jenn.

“Your voices blend,” said my mom.

“And he’s the scientist, right?” said my dad. “So he’s got his master’s and a PhD.”

While Edwin and I are only work buddies, his sending me this video was provocative. Was he rethinking our parameters, or flirting because he was drunk or bored, or did he only want to torture me, because he’d attached a shot of himself in a baggy cardigan worn over a faded T-shirt, with the insignia of his Oxford rowing team, and pleated gray flannels. When I’d forwarded this image to Brock, he’d texted back, “We’re putting him in the window for fall.”

“So let’s recap,” said Libby. “You’ve just completed some ultra-clandestine mission that you can’t talk about. And you’re caught between Reggie, who’s an Irish Tom Hardy without the emotional problems, and Luc, who’s the guy from a Saint Laurent ad mixed with anyone named Alain or Thierry and who’s capable of wearing a dinner jacket over his bare chest, plus we’ve got Edwin, who’s a younger Benedict Cumberbatch swooshed with a less needy Tom Hiddleston and Daniel Radcliffe if he was full-on gay instead of just loving to do Broadway.”

“Correct,” I said.

“How did this happen?” said my mom, before hurriedly amending, “Not that you aren’t a catch, and am I going crazy, or are you somehow two inches taller?”

“I noticed that,” said Jenn. “Did you have that surgery where they break your legs and lengthen them with aluminum rods? Or is there some new drug that isn’t on the market but will make a bundle, if it helps men get taller and keep their hair? It would make Viagra look like those multivitamin packets that sit in your kitchen cabinet for years until you throw them out.”

“So?” said my dad, very interested. “What’s your secret?”

I gave the same answer as any actress who’s not willing to own up to her weight-loss prescription: “It’s just healthy eating with a plant-based diet, exercise, getting enough rest, and plenty of water.”

Before anyone could comment, my mom interjected, “He’ll tell us when he’s ready.”

“Here’s my thinking,” said Libby. “Maybe this is only the first season of something on MAX or Amazon, where we meet everyone and superfans break the internet by rooting for the different love interests. They can call themselves the Reggie Heads or the Lucazoids.”

“I might be an Edwinner,” said my dad. “Because of his income potential and job security. If he’s affiliated with a university, he can get tenure.”

“So I don’t have to decide right now?” I asked Libby.

“Not until season three,” she speculated. “And maybe it turns into a polycule where everyone starts having sex with everyone else.”

“But wouldn’t that be jumping the shark?” worried my mom.

“Or fucking the shark and the porpoise and the manatee?” asked Jenn.

“We’ll see,” said Libby. “Or maybe a whole new bunch of guys will show up each season, to keep things crackling. It hasn’t hurt Bridgerton or Grey’s Anatomy. What I’m saying is, Andrew’s only just getting started.”

Another reason I cherish my aunt Libby: she’s great-hearted and uses her powers for the good of humankind, and especially me.

“And there’s one more thing,” I remembered. “Jenn, on the ship, you asked Reggie for the right revenge against Brayden.”

“I was joking!” Jenn insisted. “I was upset. Tell me everything.”

“Well, Marcus consulted with Elizabeth Grand, who’s a romantic supernova. And they came up with this.”

I held up my phone with Brayden’s current photo from a dating app, as I outlined, “Marcus hacked into every picture on Brayden’s social media and made the tiniest alterations. They’re almost invisible, but Brayden’s head is now slightly asymmetrical and one of his eyes is infinitesimally lower than the other. No one else would ever notice, but Brayden’s in crisis mode. He’s already made appointments with two different specialists.”

“That is a terrible thing to do to someone, even Brayden,” said Jenn. “Tell Marcus and Elizabeth I’m sending them gift baskets.”

The next day at the candle shop, as I was stacking jars into some version of a Christmas tree, the door opened, with the accompanying jingle, as Reggie entered. He’d never been here before.

“So this is your day job,” he said, picking up a sample and reading the label. “Talcum Honeywheat Caress.”

“That just came in,” I said. “And it won’t last. Do you want it gift-boxed?”

“Andrew,” he said, “you’ve surpassed all my expectations.”

“Which were pretty low.”

“Maybe, but you’ve done the Tuxes proud, and we couldn’t have brought Reese down without you. Come with me.”

My shift was ending, so Reggie and I took the subway to Gowanus, where we climbed three flights of a former ball bearings factory to the home of Chet Walker, the former Navy SEAL Reggie had once fallen in love with, and who he’d rescued years later from a spate of crystal meth and PTSD. As part of his rehab, Chet had become a tattoo artist—he was the person Brock had mentioned after I’d admired the tiny bow tie on Brock’s chest. Chet looked older than Reggie, thanks to his misfortunes after leaving the SEALs, but he’d been clean for over a decade.

“So he’s ready?” Chet asked Reggie, pointing to his cart of tattooing implements and squeeze bottles of different inks.

“Andrew,” said Reggie, “what do you think?”

While most of my friends from high school and college are covered with Incan sunbursts and the Super Mario Bros. and the Japanese characters for either “Good Fortune” or “I Got This When I Was High,” I’d resisted for the most humiliating reason: the physical pain. Getting inked struck me as having dental work when your teeth are just fine. But I’d come this far, and most of all, Reggie had given me the go-ahead. I was worthy. And I could hear my nana asking, “A tattoo? What do you need that for? Are you in a prison gang?” I would tell her, “Yes. We’re called the Raging Grandsons.”

“Um, where should I get it?”

“I’m thinking the head of your dick,” said Chet.

After a beat, Chet and Reggie laughed uproariously.

“Jesus,” said Reggie, “Andrew, you went as white as your mom’s guest towels.”

This was my role in life: to bring the gift of laughter at my own expense.

“Your right shoulder would work,” Chet recommended.

I rolled up the sleeve of my T-shirt, like a tough guy in an early Scorsese movie with a cigarette behind his ear, or a member of a 1950s cover band that plays at retirement homes.

I won’t say it didn’t hurt, or that I didn’t clench my face more tightly than when I got my third Covid booster, and maybe people who get multiple Covid boosters aren’t the usual tattoo demographic. Before he injects me with a flashlight-sized needle of novocaine, my dentist inevitably says, “You’re going to feel a pinch,” which is dentist-speak for “It’s okay to scream like a hungry baby who’s being run over.” But happily, unlike having a cavity filled, my Tuxedo Society ink was quick and only moderately uncomfortable. Chet had swabbed my shoulder with alcohol and worked methodically while Reggie said things like, “Andrew, are you still with us?” and “Chet, I didn’t say a polka-dot bow tie, do it again.”

“Take a look,” said Chet, spinning my chair so I was facing a chunk of unframed mirror. There it was: a small but not microscopic permanent bow tie. I felt both swaggeringly studly and as if I’d had a bar code stamped on me by someone in the produce department at Stop & Shop.

“It looks good,” said Reggie. “It looks right.”

I was smothering my grin, but couldn’t help confirming: my life had absolutely begun. I was provably a Tux. I was still a son, a brother, an occasional actor, and a candle shop employee, but—I was more than who I’d been only a few months earlier.

I thanked Chet, tried to pay him and was refused, tried to at least tip him and got snorted at, and had my ink bandaged so it would set over the next few days. Before we left, Reggie recounted the Tuxes’ dismantling of Reese Dantine, who’d been responsible for Reggie’s and Chet’s forced departures from the SEALs. Chet smiled, telling us, “When I saw his campaign ads, I thought that was him, even with the new name. He was an asswipe back then and he still is.”

“You should’ve seen his face, when he realized it was me,” said Reggie.

“Maybe we could try a little ink across his forehead,” said Chet. “Like, ‘Jesus Hates Me’ or ‘The Great American Fuckwad.’ ”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Reggie. He and Chet looked at each other, with a sense of completion verging on justice. They were both uncomplaining hard-asses, but they’d loved each other, and they’d been treated horribly. If they hadn’t been outed, maybe they’d still be together, but maybe not. Either way, I was proud to know them, and amazed by the arcs of their lives. I was grateful to be anywhere near guys like this, who weren’t just role models but actual heroes. And of course, everything about them was off-the-charts sexy: they were what every on-screen commando and resistance fighter pretends to be by scowling, swigging whiskey, and flossing with barbed wire.

Once we were on the street, Reggie said, “There’s one more thing. That first time we spoke, in your apartment, I made you a promise.”

“What?”

“I told you that the Tuxes show up at the Tony Awards.”

No. No. But this had been part of my bargain with the Fates, as my most ingrained and unquenchable childhood dream.

“So we’re going, tonight. Have you got your tux?”

I told myself that the Tonys were hopelessly retro, a curio from a previous century in which theater held a remnant of sway, and that I shouldn’t get so excited. But I couldn’t help myself: the Tonys represented my Tween Andrew pining for sophisticated Manhattan and Broadway prestige. I’d loved, and ranked, every awards show, and Libby and I had compared notes (she had a weakness for the Golden Globes, because “they’re an Oscar preliminary and the stars get drunk”). I’d written a report for my third grade class comparing the Grammys, the People’s Choice Awards, and the Country Music Awards, concluding that “cleavage and sequins are a universal language.”

This year’s Tonys were being held at Radio City Music Hall, another of my touchstones, and the Tuxes had been slotted for various types of participation. Daniel Narwell, who served as chief counsel for the American Theatre Wing, which oversaw the event, had orchestra seats, with Terry Swanberg and Miles Hespers as his guests, to assauge Miles’s Olympic debacle and to honor his previous status as a medalist. Mikaela and Pei-Sze were accompanying wealthy clients, and Reggie was working security, keeping an eye on a producer alleged to be laundering Saudi cash by investing in a doomed musical adaptation of Crime and Punishment (the first act ended with the title song).

Brock, Timothy, and I were seat fillers, so when a presenter stood to head backstage and prepare, we’d rush to take their place in whatever row, making the auditorium appear full for the TV cameras. This was exactly the right task, because I wasn’t a nominee or a full-fledged member of the theater community. I wasn’t a Broadway anything, but I was a bit more than a fan. I was an interloper with a Tuxedo Society tattoo.

“This is so incredible,” I said to Brock, as we waited at the rear of the theater. Aunt Libby had taken me to Radio City to see the Rockettes in the Easter and Christmas shows. Neither of these had been ideal for a Jewish child, but Libby had figured, “Since most of the production staff are Jewish, the Rockettes might as well be high-kicking matzoh balls.” I’d been enthralled by the pageantry and the live camels and sheep, along with the heavily made-up actors in the Nativity scene, with Libby whispering, “It’s like a TV special featuring the baby Jesus and the Bethlehem Dancers.”

The Tony orchestra rose from beneath the wide stage on a mechanical platform, and the crowd was formally dressed and appreciative, although I loved eavesdropping on insiders telling each other, as they applauded a musical number from one of the nominated shows, “It’s a total yawn, even if it wins it’ll close in two weeks.”

As a winner from last year left her seat a few minutes early, en route to opening the envelope for Best Featured Actress in a Play, a teaser award, an usher with a headset beckoned to me and I raced down an aisle to plop myself into, that’s right, the very front row. This was luxurious, because I could stretch out my legs, with the spectacle just a few yards off. As I settled in, my scalp and every inch of me tingled, because seated to my left was Audra McDonald, and to my right, none other than Meryl Streep. The Fates had come through big-time. The biggest.

I barely paid attention to the stage as euphoria walloped me: Should I greet these legends? Which one first? Would they hate a fan’s gushing, so should I stay silently invisible? Should I rifle through their evening bags for gum or hard candies? Would the glorious Audra offer me a Tic Tac or one of her six Tonys? Should the three of us join hands, in artistic solidarity? I kept stealing peeks, unable to stifle my exaltation, until Audra whispered in my ear, “It’s fine. Don’t have a stroke,” and Meryl touched my sleeve and said, “I hope you win.”

Thanks to the Tuxedo Society, I’d dodged bullets and blades (although not that rock), I’d visited world capitals, I’d tumbled from the high dive and modeled the Pope’s hat. Beyond this, I’d acquired an extended LGBTQ+ family, and my love life was shockingly active, if often imaginary. During a commercial break I checked my phone, to find a text from my sort-of agent, scheduling a callback for that off-Broadway show I’d read for weeks ago—maybe someone had dropped out. I was inching closer to someday belonging in the vicinity of Audra and Meryl.

I scanned the overhead video monitors, to catch sight of so many Tuxes sprinkled throughout the theater. Brock was seated beside Olivia Colman, and they were laughing at something Patrick Stewart had whispered to them. I was exactly where I wanted to be, even as a functionary.

A cameraman, shooting live video from the apparatus balanced on his shoulder, was prowling the aisles for close-ups. This would be my moment, to signal to my relatives watching at home, and especially my aunt Libby, who fasted during Tony week so the two of us could gorge on microwave popcorn, mini KitKats, and crappy orange soda (the traditional viewing treats) as we inhaled the broadcast from Libby’s couch, having made our selections on the paper ballots that Libby had printed out.

As the crouching camera operator swung by, Audra and Meryl both draped their arms around me, so our three smiling faces crowded the lens. I could hear Libby howling from her apartment, just the way I was doing inwardly.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” said Audra, “but are you by any chance a member of the Tuxedo Society?”

As I nodded, Meryl told me, “Because we need your help.”
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