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			1

			It was always nighttime there. Or in his memory he had only ever been there at night, the cobblestone streets and the strangely empty sidewalks, the black vastness of the lake as seen from the back seat of a town car. It was a city that existed in a perpetual hush, a chilly dark. As if the place had been built for these kinds of shadowed errands.

			There would be snow on the ground. The middle of February. The flat, sad month. Like a house when no one is home.

			The steady hum of the plane’s engine carried them along. The window shades were all closed. A flat-screen showed news without sound. David played solitaire on his phone. The green meadow of the background pulsed against the black and red and white cards.

			Click. Click. Click. Drag. Click.

			The cards flipped all at once, scrolling across the screen. Chaos that resolved itself into order and then back into chaos, in need of order, future order.

			He put his phone down.

			Cody was still asleep. His head hung slack, mouth open, though he seemed comfortable enough, his arms folded peaceably across his chest. Self-contained, unobtrusive. He’d worked for David for—his brain wandered. For years. How much time had David and the boy spent together, if you added up the hours?

			The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.

			The quick brown fox—

			They were somewhere nearing Greenland. It was not his plane. Of course it wasn’t his plane. This plane that was brand-new. A tax loophole David had been familiar with—bonus depreciation. One-hundred-percent write-off for “business equipment.” In some realms, business equipment meant planes. Millions, just x-ed off the ledger. But whatever equipment had to be put into use by December 31 of the calendar year—Stearns had just made the cutoff. Wheels up before New Year’s Eve. This year the exemption had dropped to whatever percent. Next year, even less. In a few years, the exemption would cease to exist, or more likely, it would morph into some other sneaky form, open for exploitation, but that was out past the limits of his purview.

			The plane was large, bigger than Stearns’s last one. A full bedroom, a galley kitchen. Polished doors that separated the rooms, doors that slid silently and obligingly out of sight. The windows were larger, stamped out more of the night sky.

			The flight attendant was somewhere in her thirties. Young but not enough to be vulgar. Low ponytail, low heels. David had known, when she first said her name, that it would instantly become vapor. And so it had.

			She had made up little passenger kits for the overnight flight. Hand wipes and squat water bottles and Chapstick and miniature tubes of face lotion and a sachet of hydrating powder that made your water more…wet?

			He unscrewed his water bottle and tipped in the sachet of powder, or however much powder he could manage to get inside. He screwed the cap back on, shook the bottle. He took a slug. Assessed whether this water tasted particularly wet.

			Hard to say.

			David had a small leather notebook that fit pretty well in a jacket pocket. An overly fussy leather-worked cover, Liberty or whatever, lined pages and a gold-leaf edge. He kept notes to himself here. In blocky handwriting. It wasn’t his handwriting. But it had to be, because he had watched himself write, watched his hand move the pen across the page.

			Rose Chair Apple

			Hall of the Mtn King

			Rebecca, Marylebone—Geoffrey. Rainer, 9.

			Invisible spheres

			As a kid, he’d learned cursive on lined practice paper. The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. The swooping tails of the g’s and the q’s, the queerly looped z—he’d filled page after page. Miss Shapiro had gone to each student, met them in their private child world. Used her own hand to press theirs into place. It was about learning to hold the pencil right. The minor ache of his fingers taking up an unfamiliar position. Awkward, at first, and then it had become natural.

			Miss Shapiro, who must have been barely in her twenties.

			Now he seemed to clutch at his pen with a clumsy hand, the letters shaky and juvenile, awkward again. Miss Shapiro, where are you?

			

			—

			The flight attendant must have been watching, discreetly, to see when Cody woke up. At the first signs of stirring, she started to prepare dinner service.

			Around she came to unfold the table, reconfigure the big leather seats into their dining arrangement. Click, click, she locked the seats into their new place. She spread a white tablecloth. Laid out the salt and pepper shakers, a pair of silver mid-century blobs. They were heavy in the hand, pleasingly so. The dishware, the flatware—the choosing of these items had taken up a not-insignificant part of Stearns’s mental energy. Multiple calls to David, discussing these decisions. Curious to think of now. These concerns.

			They used to wear the outfits. The girls. The flight attendants. One of his first real business trips—those Austrian Air hostesses in red, head to toe. Their stockings were red, their little caps. There were little fabric curtains on each window with the names of the cultural capitals of Europe printed in script. Mouthfuls of Champagne. A little burp, David smiling at the red nurses. Smiling at the folding tray that marked his universe. He said nurse but he knew they weren’t nurses, no. They were air hostesses, but those outfits—they had a nurse feel. Which meant they would care for you. So you could relax, all was well.

			A glass of white wine for Cody. A slightly prissy sight, Cody lifting the stem to his mouth. David had three fingers of Scotch. Alcohol was to be avoided. That had been the initial wisdom. He had complied, at the beginning—fear, it turned out, was fairly motivating. David gagged a little on the supplement regimen, piously declined his evening Scotch. Then the futility was clear, and he was ashamed by his own efforts, that he had ever believed they might help.

			And really, even his brief sobriety had seemed flimsy. Subject to the usual human waffling, that murky internal dialogue with which all manner of things were explained away. A lifelong Punch-and-Judy act—how one version of David pretended to himself that, yes, it was decided, no drink that night. Which, after the private gauntlet, usually meant, yes, yes, actually a drink tonight. Knowing he would have the desired thing, but first there’s just this little play we are doing in which no, no, he would not.

			Frowny face, smiley face.

			

			—

			The liaison in Zurich was a woman named Gould, Anna Gould—he called her Ghoul. The process had taken months. Months and months.

			Ghoul had messaged again.

			Ghoul needed a second assessment from another specialist.

			Ghoul needed another round of paperwork completed before she could send along next steps.

			All the bureaucracy that had to be navigated, as in any other transaction.

			It was a business exchange, ultimately—that had been a comfort.

			Ghoul required the boring, expected items. Passport, birth certificate.

			Did David Hastings exist? Yes, he did. Born in North Linden Hospital at 3:02 in the morning, deep in an eastern winter.

			Could David Hastings travel to Zurich? Did he have the proper documents?

			Yes, here was his younger face that stared out from his passport photo. A younger face, blithe, a David Hastings who did not know what would befall this current face. Though as he understood it, it had been happening already, that many years ago, proteins circling and gumming up the brain, plaque crackling along his neurons. So this younger David already contained the information of his own senescence. As everyone did, he guessed.

			This younger David did not care.

			The passport meant that this older David could pass through borders and cross oceans.

			A stopover in London, then he would arrive in Zurich at the appointed time.

			

			—

			Another Scotch. Heavy glass, fumes that warmed his mouth.

			He’d been there last on a business trip. Had only ever been there on business. The reason he had gone most places.

			There had been a constant drizzle, he remembered. Being outdoors was like moving through a cold breath. The outlines of the lake, a darkness that was even darker—the drizzle was so fine and uniform that it didn’t appear to disturb the lake’s surface.

			A restaurant meal with Stearns under art, some kind of significant art.

			It had always been winter, on those trips, and it was winter now. So there was a version of summer he’d never see: a crag of mountains, some glassine Alpine lake, Edelweiss, and so on.

			Hills Are Alive—what he called the song as a kid. They got the cast recording and even his father seemed to soften when his mother put the album on after dinner. The Von Trapps were special—it was there in the songs. Clean and bright, the man sang. The man’s voice had tenderness inside of it.

			Blossom of snow, may you bloom and grow forever—that’s the part that twinged in David.

			Forever—a timeline he had not really considered before.

			Seeing the movie as an adult surprised him: he hadn’t remembered all the peril. Only the greenness and the sunshine and the voices that sang in clear glass tones.

			Hills are alive. What else will disappear—things only he knows. The surface of a pond that cut up and refracted the sunlight. The quick brown fox, the lazy dog.

			The wife collecting the stems of cut flowers from the kitchen counter, scraps left over from her arranging, the air prickly with the wet plant matter.

			Flowers, the light. What else was there, really?

			The phenomenal world, which didn’t mean good, did it? Just meant things as they happened.

			The two days he had spent sick in bed at summer camp, feverish in his sweat-damp sleeping bag, back when they were no thicker than a bedsheet.

			Hello Mudduh, hello Fadduh—don’t leave him, don’t drive away.

			Friday Night Frolics, the boys preening in lipstick borrowed from the head of camp’s wife.

			The camp director lit the candles which stood for:

			Courage

			Honesty

			Responsibility

			At night, they lowered the flag. Evening formation.

			The mawkish words that often looped, as of late:

			Each careful step along the byway.

			The itinerary was on his phone, and there was also a single sheet, printed out and folded in half, inside the notebook. Of course, Cody was the real keeper of the schedule, but it was one of these little feints they made at normalcy. They let David hold the itinerary, as you’d let a kid flap around in his father’s necktie.

			As a game, David tried to recall the contents of the itinerary without looking.

			Well, go ahead, David. Give it a shot.

			His brain jumbled and stuttered and spit out—nothing.

			Game over, try again.

			He unfolded the itinerary. And yes, of course they wouldn’t go straight to Zurich.

			London, first.

			Rebecca.

			After the flight attendant cleared their plates, she served coffee and tea. She brought out a plate of black-and-white cookies.

			Courtesy of Mr. Stearns, she said.

			David considered them. The pause went on too long.

			Nate ’n Al’s, Cody supplied. Your favorite.

			Okay.

			David crumbled a cookie into smaller pieces on his saucer. Cody seemed to have said something else, his face expectant.

			These lags—they were both used to them by now.

			David smiled a half smile, ate one of the cookie shards.

			Black-and-white cookies—one of the things you wished tasted as good as they looked.

			On an empty leather seat, there was a silver cardboard box tied with a wine-colored ribbon. Cody untied the bow to lift the lid—a plastic tray inside, with rows of dried figs, half-dipped in chocolate, each nestled in its own hollow.

			Want one?

			David didn’t respond.

			Yeah, I guess they don’t look so good, Cody said.

			Cody replaced the lid, retied the bow.

			The engines whirred. Just as they had been whirring for the past stretch of hours. The racket was so loud, when you paid attention, so seemingly inescapable, but the brain got used to it. Tuned it out, somehow. As he had tuned out the noise of the engines so far, and would tune them out again.

			Starting right about—right about now.

			David had discovered, this late in his life, a new kind of privacy. Here, at age seventysomething. An interior chamber where he could make himself safe, calm, tucked away. He amused himself there. He kept himself company—for none of them could follow. They recited words and sentences from an old way of life, mannered and rote, and he could sometimes dial in.

			Then back to the inner world.

			The attendant cleared the dishes, took away the linens. She reached across David to fold the dining table into its slot. Cody murmured something. She nodded. Then the cabin lights were dimmed.

			Now the sun goes away, now it’s time to close your eyes. Because—because I said so.

			The back bedroom had been neatly prepared for sleep, the recessed lighting turned low. The world, back here, was the dove-gray carpeting and the dove-gray blanket folded on the white duvet, polished tortoiseshell panels. On the door, an ivory bathrobe waited on a hanger with its ghost arms entwined.

			

			—

			As he started to arrange himself in the bedsheets, there was a soft knock on the door. It slid open a few polite inches.

			Cody.

			I have Trazodone, he said, or Ambien?

			Such medications were also to be avoided, back when it had mattered.

			How about Klonopin, David said.

			Cody stood while David swallowed the doled-out pill, drank the water that was the extra-wet water.

			Want any moon chocolates?

			This meant the melatonin that came in little royal-blue cardboard boxes with a moon on the front, balls of chocolate in a blue candy shell.

			David grunted, which meant no moon chocolates.

			Sleep well, Cody said, the door sliding closed again.

			

			—

			Blackness. A few hours. No dreams.

			

			—

			He woke with the usual start. Stared at the curved ceiling.

			Where was he—the question hovered without urgency.

			In and out, his brain went, like a radio tuning. Fuzz, intensifying fuzz. Then a signal edged in. Adjust, adjust—hello. Tune in, Tokyo.

			The engines droned. So then he knew.

			This was pretty close to being dead, wasn’t it—hurtling along in this plane, making a high arc over the Earth, crossing time zones, eating up the hours. Lying here on his back, under the immaculate white sheets, his arms at his sides.

			So he was already practicing.

			He sat up a little against the pillows. He pressed a button under the ovoid window nearest to him. The window shade started to rise, revealing a segment of black outside. He let his fingers rest on the window—cold, true cold.

			Just this panel of glass, then—what, some kind of acrylic? Probably an inch thick, all told, maybe less. Such a thin separation, really, between the warm domesticity of this bed, that robe, the comforts and ingenuities of the man-made world—and then, just a blip away, the void.

			He pressed the button again and the shade descended, became again just a tan flatness.

			

			—

			David came out of the bedroom in his sweatpants and socked feet. His lips stuck to each other, so he had to lick them apart.

			Cody was sitting up in his chair. Maybe he hadn’t slept at all.

			The news still played silently on the flat-screen.

			Sleep well? the boy asked.

			David nodded.

			Not much longer. The boy looked at his phone. We’ll land at London City.

			Heathrow?

			They can’t land these planes there. London City is the closest.

			Heathrow is better, David said. Let’s do that.

			It’s just not possible, Cody said. I did check.

			Ask if we can divert to Heathrow.

			We have our slot booked at London City.

			David narrowed his eyes but didn’t say more.

			The ride in should be quick, Cody said. Pretty quick.

			Silence.

			David fumbled for his notebook in his jacket. Tapped it once when his hand found the outline—there it was. In its place.

			

			—

			A final trip to the bathroom before landing.

			The toilet lid was a fat square of beige leather that lifted to reveal the silver basin.

			Void pressure, not good.

			Aim, poor.

			Dot dot dash—he was basically pissing in Morse code.

			A pretty feeble distress signal.

			There was a faint spray of urine on the floor and bowl. From him? He wiped the seat down, somewhat, with a fistful of tissue. Watched the dark circle in the bottom of the toilet slot open, suck it all away with a roar. Out to the atmosphere, au revoir, his piss like a spritz of perfume in the night sky.

			

			—

			David wanted to change into fresh clothes before landing. So why was there no change of clothes in his bag?

			What’s up? The boy could tell he was distressed.

			I need to—David gestured at himself. I want a clean shirt. At least.

			The boy got up: nothing in David’s bag, nothing in Cody’s bag, either. All David’s clothes were folded away in the big suitcase, loaded in the belly of the plane.

			You should have thought of this, David said. Why didn’t anyone think of this?

			He was annoyed at the boy. He was annoyed at Sylvia. The housekeeper who had not properly kept house. But actually David had been the one to pack; it was his fault there would be no fresh clothes.

			He did not usually pack his own suitcase for trips. This time it had made sense. It would have been too complicated to explain to Sylvia the requirements of this particular voyage. Could he even explain them to himself?

			He had stood in his closet, taken in the surroundings. It was like a private séance he conducted. The right clothes would reveal themselves. And Cody would check his work. But first, let David try.

			The closet shelves were lit by hidden bars of light. The sweaters were folded, the shirts hung at obedient intervals. His shoes looked back at him blankly, plumped out with the wooden shoe forms. Barely touched by dust except for a few of the pairs on the higher shelves.

			David stared down these clothes he would not wear again.

			Unreal. That life had ever seemed to require so much costuming.

			He had once cared quite a bit about his clothes.

			That first set of shirts he’d ever had made for himself, back when he was in his twenties and freshly employed—the fabric too shiny, he never wore them. He had been talked into doing it, really. Everyone at the office went to the same tailor. Part of becoming a new person, a process that required its new skins.

			He had gone to midtown to have his measurements taken. It wasn’t a hotel room, but the apartment had the smooth, anonymous qualities of one, as if every object and piece of furniture had been bought at the same time. David was the final appointment of the day. After they were through, the tailor would head out of the city, take a car to Connecticut. To the home of an arms dealer he visited every time he came to the Eastern Seaboard. The tailor relayed this information, as he worked, in a neutral tone.

			The measuring tape spanned David’s shoulders. The tailor moved quickly and expertly. Brief points of pressure, a finger that held the tape at each end of David’s waist.

			Another appointment, later. This time for David’s first suit. There was a folio that opened to hundreds of fabric samples. They looked at them together.

			David knew he was meant to have opinions, exhibit some preference.

			Why not the blue, the tailor said, after a long silence. See?

			A very kind man.

			The pattern is so subtle, the tailor said, it’s really more like a solid. You’ll see when it’s larger, it practically disappears. A whisper.

			Always that sense that they were talking in code. Conversations took on a strange symbolic quality, though they were speaking of real things, tangible things. A sleeve, a cuff, a weight of worsted wool.

			Had David known that the smaller-scale pattern of houndstooth was called puppytooth?

			He had not. Until then. A jacket of puppytooth, almost undetectable to the eye.

			Many things he had not known.

			David had not known to rip the stitching on the pockets of that first suit jacket. Out on the night sidewalk, a girl he’d taken out for Chinese and gimlets had teased her hand to one of his jacket pockets and nimbly opened up the stitching with her fingernails. He must have looked horrified.

			Why did certain things remain—the gaping jacket pocket, destroyed/not destroyed, the crown of the girl’s hair illuminated as he walked her to the hot mouth of the train. The clarity with which he knew the night had gone badly.

			Now David needed a note to remind himself what he was doing.

			LONDON, TWO DAYS, THREE DAYS ZURICH, COLD—the word COLD was underlined twice.

			He’d chosen the soft gray sweater he was wearing on the plane. Scottish cashmere, with the reinforced stitching. He’d chosen the pair of dark trousers, too, the overcoat he’d brought that Sylvia had gone over with a little plastic device that bit away any pilling. Chomp, chomp, nip, went the puppytooth.

			An overcoat of such a deep navy that it was essentially black—a mourning coat, he thought, though really it was morning coat, and anyway this was nothing like a morning coat. He did not exactly know what a morning coat was, only that it was not at all like this coat.

			These clothes would be left behind in a Zurich hotel room. There in the future that would persist beyond him. His hard shell of suitcase, a coffin with its mute holdings. This mourning/not-morning coat. Or would Cody scavenge the leavings for himself—the clothes reanimated, given a second life?

			These dress shirts that had been measured and cut to his body, neckties that had once communicated some urgent quality of self to others. How much more formal everything used to be. It was one of those things that no longer mattered.

			Other things that used to matter: handshakes, business dinners, name recall, a specific flavor of obeisance to one’s superiors, follow-up phone calls, meeting someone face-to-face. A well-ironed shirt. A glass of Calvados with dessert, a small swallow of fire. A commuter train that ran along the pewter river, voices from other seats floating above you. Ordinary boredom. The Sunday roasts of childhood, the meat pinkened and wet. Stiff clothes meant only for church.

			Scrubbing behind your ears with a washcloth.

			Going into an office. That had mattered.

			Once he had a Rolodex, flapping as he turned the knob. Flap, flap, there they went. Each card was a person in his firmament. His people, flap, flap, flap, waving back at him, the constellation built up over a lifetime.

			David dispensed his yearly Christmas gifts for his secretary and assistant. In business, gifts should only flow down the hierarchy. One of the countless rules that one made the effort to learn. The time the new girl had presented him with a gift-wrapped bottle of grocery-store whiskey and wished him a trembly Merry Christmas.

			That girl would be sixty now. Something like that. She’d been sweet. She had tried hard.

			Now the young people had different brains—this wasn’t hyperbole. It was one of the data points he soothed himself with. Better to exit now, when the world still contained elements of legibility. Soon it would be entirely foreign, no footholds at all for someone like him.

			What did they call this supposedly advanced mental operating style? Higher-order thinking. These young people seemed to see the world in blunted terms, a cost-benefit analysis performed on a grand scale. It wasn’t just the surface differences. It was a blankness behind the eyes, an understanding that the systems had been exposed and there was no use pretending anymore. They had seen behind the curtain, and it was gruesome back there—the false fronts, the papier-mâché masks, the pulleys and gears.

			This little life, this little life. It was awful to see things this way. Just the skeleton under the skin.

			(How do you feel, Mr. Bones?

			Mr. Bones feels rattlin’—ha-ha.)

			From what movie? From whatever movie.

			And hadn’t he started to notice the rip himself—how he focused helplessly on a corner of the room that gathered dust, or caught sight of a staggered line of broken drywall up by the ceiling? Why was everything so warped, so diminished? People’s expressions seemed strange. A face that was either laughing or in distress, he could not tell which.

			Fuzz, went the radio in his brain. David, come in, David, one, two, three—

			He had learned that the smell of old people, which was now the smell of himself, was the smell of the skin aging. It was the acids in the skin oxidizing, giving off a particular chemical compound. Like a piece of fruit starting to rot, off-gassing its own end.

			Regular soap did nothing for the smell. There was only one specific persimmon soap, made in Japan, that cut through the phenol.

			The heavy stink that he remembered from his own father’s sick room, intimate and invading: now the smell gusted from his own bedsheets.

			The persimmon soap came in tiny squares, faintly orange. The puffed plastic mailers ripped open along their dotted path and there were the soaps, each in its own plastic shroud. A barcode label on the outside, another on each plastic bag—everything was so ugly now, so insistently venal.

			Had it always been that way? Perhaps.

			Mr. Bones feels rattlin’—

			The soap may or may not work. Hard for his own nose to gauge one way or another. The lather was unsatisfactory. He tunneled the bar between his ass cheeks, ground it into his armpits.

			Would the young people believe it if you told them that one day their skin would oxidize and reek? That they would need to order flimsy bars of special soap from foreign countries?

			They were brains in a jar, barely encumbered by the body. They worked to minimize the time before people would click on an ad. Tracked the flutter of eye movements on a screen, and figured how to funnel those flutters most efficiently into profit. Map the contours of the brain and divert it along the intended course.

			Unless that brain was useless, addled.

			Addled. That was the sort of old-fashioned euphemism. For the stutter in David’s mind. This shuffle of other disappeared things—images, facts, names, stretches of time significant and minor.

			The quick brown fox.

			I grow old, Mr. Bones.

			Ha-ha.

			

			—

			When this had first started, David spent enormous energy trying to pretend everything was all right. This was back before he understood what exactly was going wrong, back when he still straddled the old world and the new. David didn’t know what was happening to him yet, but he did know that nobody should be allowed to see how tightly he was gripping each moment.

			To conceal this took a tremendous amount of work. It took effort to hide effort.

			Off his brain would go, slipping away on a loop, and he’d focus his attention on observing the pathway of his thoughts, trying to leave a trail of mental breadcrumbs so he could find his way back.

			He silently repeated words to himself. Sometimes this seemed to help.

			Sometimes he stared into space and it seemed he was holding a piece of string and he could not explain what the string in his hand was or where it had come from or what was waiting on the other end.

			There were little tricks to soften the exposure of such incidents. If there was an unusual pause, David might start to comment in some innocuous, neutral way about an object in the room. This ushered the conversation down a helpful side street.

			At first, David had tended toward such chattiness, wanting to fill the silence. Then, even talking seemed difficult. And wasn’t the jig up? He lost what felt like hours.

			(The budget is off by nearly eight figures. Can you explain this, David? He was blank. Stared out the conference room window. David?)

			Stearns had been the one who railed against the board, the insult of an exit package. Remove David, after however many decades of service? A company he had navigated through the choppy economic waters of multiple recessions? Stearns offered him a job. A favor. Not exactly CFO anymore. But David was grateful.

			Stearns was sympathetic. Very sympathetic.

			And so Stearns had let things slide. For a while.

			A souring. A confusion. They were mad at him and he didn’t know why. He had missed a certain meeting—important. An important meeting! People avoided his eyes.

			He spoke and he heard himself speaking but it was as if someone, someone else, redacted his sentences. Certain words were blacked out.

			The elevator doors opened and the girl looked startled to find David standing inside.

			Oh—her voice was uncertain. Should I press the lobby?

			David smiled pleasantly.

			He kept the cords to old electronics. He kept the empty boxes that had once contained CD-ROMs for accounting software and a digital wine encyclopedia and a plastic briefcase of cassette tapes, forty hours of a language course in German. He kept little plastic bags with replacement buttons and a forlorn twist of thread, hanging tags for clothing he no longer owned. Charging cords for nonexistent cell phones. Those empty puffy mailers that the packages arrived in, flattened and stacked on the bedroom floor.

			Another housekeeper fired. Then rehired, then fired again. Back to Sylvia.

			He had decided, all at once, that he must get his taxes in order. That he should collect the documents immediately and piece the puzzle together, solve for x, solve for y—wasn’t the deadline for estimated payments nearly upon them?

			It’s already dealt with, Cody said. And said again.

			His last outburst—Sylvia had gone through his closet during a quarterly deep-clean, took it upon herself to throw away any sweaters with holes. She had not even asked. Wasn’t it obvious that they could be mended? Don’t touch my things. He had spoken harshly. Do not. Touch. My things. He made her unearth the sweaters from the trash, every one, send them out for cleaning and repair.

			Lights were dimmed for landing. The attendant made her last pass, carrying a silver tray with a pyramid of rolled washcloths, damp and steaming—she used a tong to pass one over, the night nurse at her final rounds.

			He laid the washcloth over his face. Took a deep, hot breath. The darkness was pleasant. There should be more times in one’s life when you could lay a hot towel over your face.

			Another inhale of the wet dark.

			When the washcloth cooled, he wiped his cheeks, scrubbed behind each ear. Like his mother used to do—scrub behind the ears and scrub the ring of dirt from the shirt collar.

			Why was that not—not a thing anymore? Didn’t collars still get filthy? Didn’t ears still gather their mysterious grime?

			The attendant was kneeling by Cody’s chair.

			We’re still good on our landing slot, she said. And our ground transportation is all set?

			Yes, Cody said. He looked at his phone, gave a thumbs-up. All set on the ground.

			She disappeared into her own realm, into the galley, and closed the sliding door behind her.

			As the plane angled sharply to the runway, David watched as Cody’s cell phone slid off his bag and shot down the aisle, knocking under a front seat and disappearing.

			And so, in this way, they bumped back to Earth.
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			A minor scramble, after landing, Cody and the attendant working together to retrieve his cell phone, wedged deep in the seat’s machinery.

			On hands and knees, both of them, a light shining on the hidden workings. Faces pressed to the floor to peer underneath the seat. The attendant made a sweep with her arm. Another sweep.

			Success: the phone clattered into sight.

			You’re lucky, the attendant said. Sometimes we have to call ground crew and have them take the whole chair apart.

			But that had not happened, and now the girl waited for them at the top of the fold-down stairs. The attendant held out David’s overcoat, showing the shine of the satin lining.

			Lovely to fly with you, she said, and helped David’s arms into his sleeves. Her warm aliveness at his back—too brief.

			She offered up a bowl of wrapped mints, and David grabbed a handful for his coat pocket. Provisioned in this way, he made his careful path down the steps, gripping the metal railing as he emerged into the gray light.

			Early morning, blustery. A wind that pushed back on him as he stepped onto the tarmac. His eyes smarted a bit in the tart, cold air. There was wetness on the ground, a run of oily-looking puddles.

			The airport was a small, long building, two stories, beige, the windows framed in a bright marine blue. It looked like a storage unit.

			Where are we, David thought.

			Where’s the car, he said. Their luggage had already been loaded onto a cart.

			Let’s just head inside, Cody said. We’ll do passport control.

			It’s wet, David said. I’m not walking in that. I don’t want to sit in a car for however long with wet shoes.

			A man in a suit approached them with a big-smile face.

			Good morning. You are tail number NF90—

			Yes, Cody interrupted. Yes.

			I’m part of the Lounge Team. Right this way, please.

			David didn’t move.

			I want to get in the car, he said. The puddles.

			It’s fairly dry along here, the man said. But we can get a cart to bring you over.

			It’ll be fast, Cody said. Look—it’s dry here to that door.

			Very quick, sir, the man added.

			You can go to the bathroom, Cody said. Before the drive.

			David let himself be led toward the beige building, past a scatter of orange cones and the worst of the standing water, and the path was mostly dry, true.

			A hallway with oversize photos of planes on the walls. Suns in different stages of setting—in the background of the photos.

			What is this—

			London City, Cody said. They followed the man in the suit.

			There was no one else around. An empty airport. Or an empty storage unit. They went through glass doors that opened with a flash of the man’s badge. Turned down a carpeted hallway.

			Another hallway.

			Bright overhead lights. A plastic gate, then a turnstile. They had to go one by one.

			Now the handoff—they were passed on to the next post. Another man, seated behind a smeared partition.

			Your passports, gentlemen, the man said.

			Here we are, Cody said, both passports already in his hand.

			The man flipped them open, stamped without hesitation.

			Welcome.

			Not so bad, Cody said. See?

			My bag, David said. He stopped.

			It’s all on the cart, Cody said. It’s right behind us, it’s coming.

			And then a luggage cart arrived through a side door that beeped open, the cart steered by a man in another suit.

			See? All the bags. We’re all set.

			David blinked.

			The car, he said.

			Yes. Right outside. Let’s go.

			The parking lot was empty except for the one waiting car. Its trunk and side doors already yawned open.

			David stood, docile, while Cody talked to the driver, then followed Cody into the back seat. It was an SUV, or what passed for an SUV in England. Still bigger than he normally liked.

			The drive seemed long. The boring landscape seen out the back-seat windows, basically Northeast Kingdom: trees, ground, clouds. But all seen from the wrong side of the road.

			The world after this world will be exactly the same as this world, only a little different.

			The world after—

			There was a shutdown at Heathrow, the driver said when they hit a bout of traffic. They used drones, it’s a new one to me. To make it so no one can take off. Or land.

			Drones?

			For global warming, the driver said. Like a protest.

			Neither David nor Cody responded.

			Major issues today. A real mess. So it was good, wasn’t it? the driver said. That you didn’t fly into Heathrow?

			Right, Cody offered.

			David took out his phone. Played solitaire while Cody worked, or did a passable imitation of work.

			David’s screen wobbled a bit: there was a slight pixilation in the cards, wasn’t there? Some kind of glitch.

			He looked out the window—where had he found himself? This was not his home.

			Wrong side of the road.

			Back to the phone. Power through, keep at it. And he did. Red on black on red. Tidy it all up, cards accordioned in their proper places.

			Excellent. He played another game.

			Maybe an hour till they hit the first layer of city, and then they were in it. Nothingness, nature, then civilization. Or, before civilization, first the ugliness that radiated out from civilization, the clutter before the actual city. Biggish highway, then the smaller roads. The streets were wet from rain. Black iron fences around each square of park. Parks, the good and civil. A civic good. The sky was a gray field pressing down overhead, everyone’s coats buttoned tight.

			A light swiveled around David’s brain until it landed on the correct information:

			London.

			London, Rebecca. It was strange, Rebecca choosing to make her life here. In this country, under this oppressively low sky, though the effect was unifying, in a way. Like the uniformly modest heights of the buildings. It was human-scale, an inward-turning city. London City. And it was far away from David. He had waited for his daughter to return to the States, but then she’d married an Englishman. Even after they had a child, he’d expected the sojourn to wrap up, for Rebecca to return to real life.

			A different time zone was like a different universe. It had made it easy, maybe too easy, to be out of step. With her life. How the ellipses showing the day and the night swooped over the map, divided its citizens into dark and light, and they were never under the same swoop of time.

			How long had it been?

			He opened his notebook. The child was nine. His own child’s child.

			He closed the notebook.

			

			—

			If it were possible, would he do this alone? Make a quiet exit, like closing a door, like leaving a party without the tedious pantomime of goodbyes. That pleasure in knowing you were headed home while the noises of the party receded, already at your back.

			Certain logistics prevented a solo departure. Cody would be the one to hold his hand down this road. It was all the paperwork, the letters required from multiple parties. David’s actual birth certificate, not an electronic image of it. Not that he could have produced an electronic image, either. Of anything.

			The affairs, which must be put in order, as affairs always did.

			Stearns knew what had been planned. Hence the use of the plane, the farewell gift.

			This was a narrow path that David had to walk.

			Ghoul had made the issue of timing very clear—he had to be lucid enough to sign his name, exit with some faculties intact.

			For reasons of: you had to be crazy to do this but not so crazy.

			It was tricky—he could find himself abruptly disqualified if he passed a certain point. Which could happen at any moment, really. Even if he seemed, for stretches, to be doing fairly well, it was still unknown. When the day would come and he’d find that the contents of his brain had been excised with an ice cream scooper instead of these dainty little teaspoons, here and there.

			Unknown when the day would come, only that such a day would come.

			So the choreography would be tight. Don’t wait too long, don’t let darkness fall: he had to make his way forward before the path was blocked.

			Like most things, it was about timing. He had always believed that to be true. Know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em—etc., etc.

			Someone had told him once: You should always leave a party right when you think to yourself, I’m having such a good time at this party. Because after that, they had said, the night could only go downhill.

			There were other requirements, Ghoul had explained, besides the medical records, the doctors’ sign-offs. More subtle, requiring more finesse. This is where Cody shone, where he proved himself necessary.

			Ghoul needed a letter. It had to be a letter from David—that was the whole point.

			David and Cody had decided, without discussion, that David would attempt to write the letter on his own. He had not wanted to use a computer—this is when he had first pressed his leather notebook into use. Where had the notebook even come from? He would not have acquired such a thing on purpose. But now it had a purpose—this would be a private endeavor.

			And maybe it made sense that this task proved so difficult, that the attempt to write the letter only underscored the necessity of the letter: things really had become unmanageable. Other words for it: unbearable; meaning-less.

			Disconcerting, this mental ice floe, populated only by David, floating off into the polar darkness. He was sometimes a figure standing on the shore, watching himself float away, and sometimes he was on the ice floe, losing sight of land.

			The ice floe—he had tried to write about that. In the letter. In his strange new child’s handwriting, these fat, scratched-out blocks.

			The ice floe. The white room in the brain. How he knew when he was smiling and it was an error.

			This dark hour, this loneliness.

			Fear which lacked a shape. A dark, crumpled coat thrown carelessly into the corner of an unfamiliar room.

			The invisible spheres were formed in fright.

			This line remained intact. He wrote it down, to feel the certainty of each word, the correctness of the phrase. At least a few things were whole, there at hand. Like the quick brown fox. Like the lines of the paper. Invisible spheres—he had more to say, but he got stuck on this. Invisible spheres, formed in fright. Invisible, indivisible—this is when he abandoned the letter altogether.

			After that attempt, they did what they were always going to do. David sat in the overstuffed chair in the living room, the brass light turned on, Cody at the table with his own laptop, and Cody spoke aloud and David nodded or sometimes indicated that Cody should try again, and in this way the letter was written.

			Now Cody was beside him in the back seat, studying his phone. He appeared absorbed in some pressing business on David’s behalf, the picture of diligence.

			Cody had grown up in a small town and propelled himself, by dint of pure will and ambition, into a different world. Not so unlike David. The particulars had smoothed away, but the general outline was there—Texas or New Mexico, some yeehaw state. Business school back East, a trading desk where David had first encountered him. Cody had a boyfriend (partner, he often said, with emphasis). Partner. Cody had, presumably, a life, but had made himself available on weekends, after hours. After David’s ouster, Cody had left, too, had followed David to Stearns. And then followed David again, after the official diagnosis, when Stearns delivered the mercy kill.

			Since his first day on the job, Cody had kept up a steady focus on David and his various David needs until he had nearly fused himself to David’s side, and now here they were. However many years later. In the back seat of a black car, in another country, another time zone.

			Cody with his little girlfriend. Or no. Little boyfriend. Little friend. Cody and his boy friend, which was now an unremarkable option for one’s life. Remarkably so.

			Cody had taken how much from him by this point—nearing the mid–six figures, or was even that a low estimate? The numbers were neutral. Not even a flare. It seemed to matter less and less. A story in a language that he was quickly forgetting. Or was it that, in a way, it seemed fair? An accurate accounting for what had passed between them? The boy had quietly decided that the existing agreement was not sufficient, that there were larger debts to be paid. For his loyalty, for tethering himself to David’s downward spiral. Perhaps the boy was exactly right.

			David could admire this initiative.

			Wordless, it would all be wordless.

			As a younger man, David would have been consumed by this kind of deception. It was part of his job: to catch these errors and frauds and tricks, collect the evidence of human wrongdoing. He’d taken real pleasure in the careful construction of the reports that laid out his findings. The way some people took pleasure in building model boats that fit inside wine bottles, spent airless weekend afternoons hunched over the worktable until they raised the miniature sail with a tug of the thread.

			People lied and they stole and they did it to varying degrees. But there was some part of them that wanted to tell on themselves. David had seen this play out how many times in how many decades of his working life?

			You needed to jolt them out of the story they’d practiced.

			Did you falsify the Brookner accounts?

			They had prepared an answer to that question, surely. So what were the sideways questions, how could you knock them off course?

			Tell me what happened with the Brookner accounts.

			Tell me? You saw the mental lag time. Whir, whir, went their brain, whir, went the cogs behind their eyes. It was like a cartoon, sometimes—that obvious.

			David was never intimidating. That wasn’t his thing. He was well dressed but only to a certain eye. He looked like anyone, like any mild older man. He took a thoughtful, nonjudgmental stance. He kept his voice even, neutral-to-warm. Things happen, was the gist of his approach. We’ve all done things we weren’t proud of. Nothing they might say would surprise him.

			That alone was significant. For them to believe that he was not expelling them from society, that whatever they might have done wasn’t so far outside the bounds of human behavior.

			Anyone would have done what you did, in your place. That often soothed them. That phrase.

			Even before the board had fired him, or excused him, even before any of his issues had become too obvious to ignore, David’s skill set was already less and less valuable. Everything was digital, every move documented, already evidence. The system could diagnose its own errors. People told on themselves in a dozen little ways every day, click by click.

			Did you steal money from me, Cody?

			No.

			Tell me, Cody—what happened to the money?

			Whir, whir, he could imagine it now. But Cody had been discreet, and fairly expert, he had done it in modest little dribs and drabs, and maybe he would sidle away from this questioning in a fairly expert way, too. The thought cheered David, as if he had passed down some information of value to the boy. In addition, of course, to the money.

			Had they made the arrangements? Had the will been notarized, had copies been distributed to relevant legal entities? Did the boy remember the donor-advised funds? They were under the LLC. The DAFs, the CRUTs and CRATs. Did he know?

			Yes, the boy said, and yes, the boy said, when he asked again, and then the boy had helped David write down these questions in his notebook with a big, underlined YES.

			No more credit cards, only a single debit card. Low limit. Like a little housewife under the thumb of a bully husband. His wallet, once nicely strained by its contents, now bagged out shabbily: the one debit card, his identification. His home address, the boy’s number.

			Another burst of concern—the notary, had they notarized the will? Yes. Look in the notebook. Yes. Yes again.

			

			—

			Do you still want to go through with it?

			Ghoul got in touch multiple times before his trip to ask this very plain question. There was probably some exact number of times she had to ask, legally.

			The calls were received on speakerphone, Cody on hand to smooth along any confusion. The boy kept his face blank during these calls.

			Do you still want to go through with it? We would be very happy to hear that you have changed your mind, Ghoul said.

			Mr. Hastings, she added.

			It’s your decision, Ghoul said. You’re the boss.

			You’re the boss—it seemed a very American way of phrasing this whole thing.

			You’re the boss, applesauce—lights out.
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			They were inside the city, nearing the hotel. There were more people on the sidewalks than David had remembered. Everything was overrun—wasn’t this still the nice part of town?

			It all looked swarming, ugly. A few pedicabs strung with lights and fake fur were blasting music, holding up traffic. Electric bicycles swerved by at an alarming clip. Digital advertisements flashed and dissolved on massive billboards, ersatz Times Square.

			At least they drove past the park, a welcome swath of pale green, though the branches of the trees were barren. Wasn’t it still civilized and mild inside that place? The walking paths that cut their clean angles—some things remained.

			The car pulled up outside the hotel and joined a line of cabs and hired cars. Flags snapped over the hotel entrance. The bellman was busy on his phone, stuck in his own closed loop, unresponsive even when the driver tapped the horn. An exhale, a sigh. Cody had to get out of the car to physically bring the bellman over. David lay back against the seat with his eyes closed.

			All right, Cody said, opening David’s car door.

			David made to get up but his seat belt was still buckled.

			Oops, the boy said. Got it?

			He waved off the boy, unclipped the buckle. I can operate a seat belt.

			The hotel lobby, too, seemed more busy than it should be. Guests with rolling suitcases and plastic shopping bags looped around the handles, athletic shoes, and baseball hats. No shame as they walked the marble floors in these outfits. The revolving door stuttered and started, a couple making their tortured way out to the street with the clanking donkeys of their suitcases trailing behind them.

			Clank, clank, clank.

			He felt the annoyance start at the base of his neck.

			If he squinted and imagined the people away, it was just the room. Beautiful. Black-and-white Deco floors, so punchy. The polish of a genuinely grand piano, a glass chandelier drippy in the air overhead. The carpeted dining room that waited beyond the arches.

			The last gasp of the old world—though even that was fraying. You could tell by the way the staff didn’t fully inhabit their uniforms, a new layer of irony that prevented complete embodiment.

			But you could fill in the blanks a bit. Still.

			His first boss had claimed to have only ever stayed in hotels built before 1920 or some nearby year. Some aesthetic rule he’d made for himself. It had impressed David, the theatrical confidence of Mark’s living. This hotel would have certainly pleased Mark.

			Mark’s own funeral: bloated with readings and hymns, a preteen altar server in the drapey robes and hot-pink flip-flops that she shuffled her bare feet in and out of with distracting, zoned-out regularity.

			Do this in memory of me—the altar server snapped out of her trance to ring a copper cluster of bells.

			Ding-a-ling-a-ling.

			Mark had always kept a jar of bright-red pistachios on his desk. He cracked them between his teeth, expertly tilted his trash can with a nudge of his shoe and spat out the splintered shells without looking. A real skill, David thought, as he remembered it. The whole maneuver. Executed with grace. The cultivation of minor human talents: they would disappear as we disappeared.

			Mark is part of the past now—this timeline excludes him.

			The reception area was off to the side. Cody conferred with the woman behind the desk in her gray uniform jacket. Some issue. David had requested—or Cody had requested—the older part of the hotel. But there were no rooms, it seemed, in the older part. David wasn’t really listening.

			Cody argued quietly with the clerk. He made an apologetic face in David’s direction, then turned back to the clerk.

			What occupied David’s attention?

			A potted orchid on the check-in desk that trembled a little in the air. A dark smudge, like a thumbprint, on one of its snowy lobes.

			Certain people who had been afflicted had suddenly demonstrated some shocking new talent—artistic or musical. It had been an amusing thought. Imagining some new compartment of his brain lighting up.

			He had never been artistic, never played an instrument. Well: recorder, in grade school. Every student got a recorder. The whole class must have ingested a not-insignificant amount of plastic, the way they all gnawed away at the things. Carried in drawstring bags of brown felt, swinging the bags coquettishly by their drawstrings. The somber, adult feeling, being given responsibility over this object. You mustn’t lose it. A dire warning.

			When it was time, pressed into a half circle in the music room, they’d blast the contents of their lungs into the mouthpiece.

			Hall of the Mountain King.

			Thumb presses against the hole.

			Thumb flaps open, thumb presses again.

			Producing such rude, shrill notes, it hadn’t seemed like music at all.

			Every Good Boy and so on. The recorder in its little brown felt purse.

			The first time he had gone to the Philharmonic, David had mistaken the racket of the players tuning their instruments for a strange, avant-garde song. He had listened attentively, tried to detect some kind of shape in the sonic junk. David, the dutiful student. He had never shaken the sense of checking a box. Straining to be moved in some way. And even as the music had started, the actual music, he wanted to be elsewhere. Perhaps his entire life had been a form of that wish. To be somewhere else. To hurry this along.

			There was some back way, wasn’t there? Some workaround?

			Rebecca and her however many years of piano. She had stuck metallic star stickers on different keys to bypass memorization, mimic actual skill. The metronome that kept vicious, relentless time on the top of the piano. No talent for it, Rebecca. They were not a musical family. Or much of a family. Tick went the metronome, as it measured out their various failures. They had not kept time in the obvious, necessary way that families were meant to. Which they were meant to do for one another. They had lost the little brown felt bag with the instrument inside, oh, no.

			Every Good Boy Does Fine—

			Tom with his nylon-string guitar. His boarding-school roommate.

			Freshman year, the first day. All new. All of it new.

			This was 1960…something.

			He had entered the dorm room to Tom’s shining face, the honey-colored guitar in his arms, a guitar that he tuned, ineffectually, at length. Later, Tom strummed and sang softly to himself as he looked at the corner of the room. His voice was sweet but still childish and earnest, and in that way, embarrassing.

			Their room with its one big window, a sill good for sitting, good for breathing out his illicit cigarette smoke. Two blocky twin beds, in the blond pinewood.

			Tom had brought a quilt from home. He had brought his junior high yearbooks, bound in pebbled navy leather.

			Many such missteps—didn’t he understand?

			Tom changed clothes with a shy hunch, his pink nipples winking.

			The mossy-green sweater he wore that entire first year. He tugged often at the sleeves, his hair in a Pat Boone crew cut.

			It was Tom who had to memorize a stanza of the poem for drama class—I grow old, I grow old. He’d lie on his bed and repeat the lines aloud while David smoked, getting up every so often to ash out the window into the snow-sharp air.

			I grow old, Tom recited, age thirteen. I grow old.

			Not a particularly notable student, David.

			Good in math, hopeless in Latin. English was okay.

			Tom had won the Latin Prize, the Drama Prize. Certificates on heavy card paper, calligraphy courtesy of the French teacher.

			Tom displayed these in the room, another fatal error.

			

			—

			At first the news had not seemed bad.

			The reality of it had taken a while to set in: the doctor had couched the situation in terms that didn’t quite pull David’s mental fire alarm.

			That had made it seem eminently reasonable—to decide to withhold this information from everyone. Perhaps it would progress slowly enough that this diagnosis would be outpaced by unremarkable aging.

			It wasn’t technically early-onset.

			It probably always felt early, no matter how old you were.

			The lurch of panic—wait! Even when you were ninetysomething, wouldn’t it be terrible to find out they really meant it, after all? It had always happened to other people. You could flatter yourself by pretending to consider it, your own death, but that was an exercise, really, a little parlor game. And then it had happened to him.

			Lumbar puncture—an awful pair of words.

			A needle in his spine. Don’t move, don’t move. A desire to jerk away. He stayed still. The humble, primal feeling of bending in supplication, offering his naked back.

			Take it.

			The headache that came on afterward, a piercing siren.

			The younger doctor who, even with all her assiduous attention to him, couldn’t hide the churn of her big, fresh life that happened outside this hospital—he could see it on her, the after-work plans, her young, vivid family. Even witnessing the end every day couldn’t dim it, apparently—the vigor of life.

			They scanned his brain with different machines of different strengths. An EKG, an EEG. A sleep study. He had imagined some bright-lit medical theater where he would toss and turn in blue suit pajamas while doctors observed solemnly through a one-way mirror. The sleep study turned out to be just a plastic monitoring device he wore on his index finger through the night, no drama whatsoever.

			Dilated cardiomyopathy—no.

			It was not his thyroid. It was not syphilis. Of course it wasn’t—he hadn’t been setting sail on the South Seas.

			The doctor wanted to know if any family members had ballooning of the heart.

			No. What was it called when it was pretty much the opposite, when they had little raisin hearts?

			Did any family members have severe abscesses in their groin or armpits?

			No.

			But how would he know? His own father had been afflicted by all kinds of maladies. Probably he had boils in his groin, under his arms—that would make sense, have a certain plague logic.

			Okay, he said to the doctor. So let’s do it—surgery, whatever. Meds.

			There were therapies, she said. By which she meant medications. But none of the medications would actually improve anything, she said. At this point, there was only maintenance, their goal to avoid worsening of his symptoms.

			Best-case scenario: a holding pattern, hoping that the meds that kept you stalled didn’t also cause a fatal swelling of the brain.

			Amyloid plaque, the doctor said so often, often enough that David started hearing it as Amy Lloyd plaque.

			I hate you, Amy Lloyd, he thought idly.

			It was true that he lost more and more time. The lost stretches went on longer. Actions he could not explain. Why was he parked at a gas station in an unfamiliar town in the hottest part of the day? Why had he woken up in the back seat of his car?

			Sylvia was hurt, threatened to quit, a fight he had not remembered, harsh words he had supposedly said.

			The beerish smell of urine. The source of which was, apparently, his own wet trousers.

			Cody’s hours were increased. Sylvia started spending the nights. A pinch hitter, too, whose name he still did not know, a home aide called in for relief.

			The doctor was tolerant of David’s research, his feeble, off-label attempts. The plastic cap, a few thousand dollars, ordered from a website by Cody. A penlight clipped to his nostril that shot red light into his brain. Red lights to penetrate his skull. Household lasers, he thought. Interesting. An interesting moment.

			He wore the laser cap while he watched the Turner Classic channel on low volume, a halo of red light in his vision until the timer clicked and the device shut itself off. And then he was just a man, in the plain dark, wearing a cheap ball cap with plastic lights.

			A fecal transplant—perhaps we could all be cured by taking other people’s shit inside ourselves, cueing up the new and superior operating instructions that belonged to a foreign gut.

			Even this he considered, for a while.

			Aricept gave him vivid dreams. So dense and terrifying that his real life seemed flat—he remembered whole lines of dialogue, a series of complex episodes set in the rooms of his youth. He dreamt a crocodile the color of tar ripped him from his bed.

			Cell death. Fever. What is the actual process, he wants to know. From now until the end.

			What will it be like, Doctor? When the crocodile the color of tar rips him from his bed?

			Cotton wool plaques: this was the medical term the doctor used. Like the batted cotton rounds his mother used to take off her makeup with cold cream. Now distributed here and there around his brain.

			Tangles, another word. That the doctor said.

			The medication gave him loose stools. Sometimes a blur of shit in his briefs—at least twice he had eased a pair of soiled briefs carefully down his skinny legs, stepped out of his shoes and pants, and balled the briefs into the trash.

			They had him switch to morning doses—the dreams went away. His stools were dense and knobbed, swathed in pale shrouds of mucus. A few times he had gotten close to the bowl to inspect with the flashlight on his phone. This dark information from deep in his guts—it wasn’t cause for alarm, supposedly, unless the stool was streaked with blood.

			Or if it was completely white.

			

			—

			Starting in his fifties, he had gotten an Executive Physical every couple of years—David flown out to the middle of nowhere, Minnesota, three straight days of testing. You were plucked completely out of your life, a total pain in the ass, but get it all over with in one gasp—that had been the idea. Company line; they all did it. Above a certain level. His time so valuable that the care of the body needed to be siloed into a three-day span, the rest of his existence squeezed dry with the demands of work.

			Some of the humans in this life had been marked as valuable, and so their care had also been marked as urgent. Congratulations, valuable person.

			David had already been removed from the company when the date of his next Executive Physical rolled around. He’d been rehomed with Stearns. Not exactly an Executive anymore.

			He hadn’t even asked if Stearns would cover it—if you had to ask such things, you already knew the answer. David had gone on his own steam. A self-dubbed Executive.

			It turned out to make no difference—as long as you could pay the fee, you could go. It had always been that way, of course—the term was nothing more than a flattering tickle of the balls.

			Effective!

			Executive Physical—okay, as long as it’s for real Executives only!

			A strange series of underground tunnels there at the Clinic. Those navy sweatpants, standard issue, so that everyone shuffled around in unfamiliar clothes, looking out of sorts, like disaster victims.

			Though, compared to the acutely afflicted in other buildings, the heartbreak cases and last-chance, moonshot patients, they were not victims at all. They were time travelers, offering up their sacks of gold coins to disrupt any future doom, in the hope—or expectation, really—that they could maintain control of the story.

			His blood was drawn and filled multiple tubes. A shocking velvet color, when glimpsed out of the corner of his eye. Capped in bright-orange plastic. He tried to keep the sight blurry. They collected these specimens and eased him back onto the leather slab, touched his shoulder with a reassuring hand as they adjusted the plastic halo that scanned his brain. Classical music played as he lay in absolute stillness.

			Classical music meant: This is boring, aren’t you bored?

			An MRI machine, full-body. David kept his eyes closed as the surround of technology clanged away.

			Breathe in, the voice of the machine said. Now breathe out. Hold your breath.

			Clang, clang, clang. A sudden pressure twisting through his skull.

			Thank you, Mr. Hastings, the nurses said, in pleasant, cheerful tones, each new test or sample completed. Like he was the one doing them a favor, indulging their apparently endless interest in the workings of his Mr. Hastings body.

			Valuable person, thank you for your participation! Like when he had his knee surgery done.

			A great knee guy—everyone wanted to suggest theirs. He was knee-deep in knee guys—he had his pick. You wanted to retain full range of motion. You wanted all available degrees of flexion. You wanted them to junk the useless parts and slip something better in their place.

			Surprise me, Doc. Dealer’s choice.

			The papery curtain clipped around his hospital bed. For a few hours, post-op, David had been parked in the emergency-room overflow. A hallway, pretty much.

			It’s like a bus terminal in here, the surgeon said in a confiding tone. David was quickly moved into his own room. Lemon ice in a plastic cup, metallic pull lid. A container of silky beef broth that he sipped while watching television.

			A brief visit to the land of the unwell, but only in order to return, with even more vigor, to the land of the well.

			The Executive Physical assigned you an obsequious appointment coordinator, who arranged for a catered lunch, never as good as you would imagine. Considering what the whole thing cost. Clusters of red grapes. Room-temperature grains mixed with damp clumps of supermarket feta. Real silverware, anyway, though the napkins were paper.

			They gave you a plasticky binder with your schedule inside. With an array of strangely toothless handouts on “Healthy Habits”: Exercise three to five times a week. Drink eight glasses of water a day.

			Groundbreaking research they were doing, here at the Clinic.

			Such things had bothered him less when he wasn’t the one who paid the bill.

			He ran on a treadmill with probes stuck to his chest. Breathed into a plastic face mask that fogged up and dampened his cheeks. Irksome, all of it, but he had usually made a pretty good showing.

			Though the last few times his treadmill sprints had been more of a jog. Then more of a brisk walk.

			Aortic ultrasound, bone density. Blah. The welcome knockout of a colonoscopy.

			Polyps, they told him, but guess what? Small ones, so they were already gone. They’d taken them out during the colonoscopy, snip, snip. Great! Thanks a ton.

			After all the fuss, he had always gotten good news. Or neutral news, which at his age was good news.

			Maybe he had felt a moment of concern, premonition—what if this time was the time? Your number up, unfolding the paper to find the black circle. But, like all things, it hadn’t happened until it happened.

			It had happened like:

			Remember these three words, the doctor said.

			ROSE CHAIR APPLE

			Later she said, What were the three words? Can you remember the three words I said?

			Rose, he had remembered. Rose made sense. Rose, like a girlish doodle on a notepad, a swirl at the center, the long stem.

			Red roses for romance, yellow roses for friendship.

			Rose. He said this with certainty.

			Where had the other words gone? Vaporized. When he turned the corner in his brain, there was just an empty room. He felt his smile miss its mark.

			Rose, he said again, trying for a confident tone.

			Take your time. Her face was patient.

			A clock he had to fill in—4:13 p.m. There was a blank circle on the page the doctor had placed in front of him. So fill it in. Put in the numbers.

			4:13 p.m.

			He’d taken up the pen, considered the empty circle. He had seen a million clocks in his life. So just transcribe one of the million clocks onto this circle.

			He clutched at the pen. Okay. So do it. Just start. Four. Thirteen. Okay.

			Four. One. Three.

			He put something on the page. Made some marks. The lines knitted together, the hooks of a 3—which way did they face?

			The long hand and the short hand, the numbers squeezed and breaking their boundary: it was a tangle on the page and a tangle in his mind.

			Every good boy does—

			(David? David, did you hear what we said?)

			The doctor glanced at his attempt for only a moment.

		

	
		
			4

			The hotel elevator had an upholstered bench along the back and mirrors on all sides. Mirrors on the ceiling, too, like a jewelry box. David sat on the elevator bench while Cody stood, his hands clasped. Silently they were lifted skyward.

			Their floor was the only lit number, there in the double-breasted rows of buttons. Pleasing big buttons, serious buttons. The row of buttons repeated in the mirrors, and so did the infinity of Davids, David’s seated self stretching on in multiples. A man in a dark coat, repeating forever, a man in a dark coat, rising into the air.

			Posture pretty good, this man.

			Bearing, fairly dignified.

			Ding—the doors of the jewelry box parted. The infinity of Davids got to their feet when David did, very polite, but did not follow him out.

			Cody made his confident way down the corridor.

			David paused outside the elevator.

			Blink, blink.

			These times when his body shorted out, didn’t respond.

			Cody turned back, stopped.

			The luggage is coming up separately, Cody said.

			David?

			David felt his notebook in his jacket, out of habit, and the solidity of the thing allowed him to jolt into motion, to make himself follow Cody.

			Couldn’t they have gotten a room closer to the elevator? Had the hotel always been this vast, the corridors this endless? He sighed in an angry way. And sighed again. His knees. The torque of pain that twisted to life at the base of his spine.

			They went through another door to another hallway. Up ahead, a door swung open and a room service cart was bumped into the hallway. A woman in a bathrobe angled the cart against the wall, then retreated, the door closing before he could make out the woman’s face.

			She didn’t finish, David said. He paused to peer down at the plate of spaghetti on the cart. Red sauce. A soiled cloth napkin.

			Don’t touch that, the boy said. Come on. We’re right up here.

			Finally Cody stopped. Did some business with the key cards. A cheerful green light, an audible unlocking. Cody pushed the big door inward.

			After you.

			Here was David’s luggage, already standing at attention in the vestibule of the suite.

			Old wing, Cody said.

			Old?

			Yes, you wanted that. The old wing.

			Okay, yes. Yes. He had wanted the old wing and here it was.

			Whatever issue there had been at the front desk had resolved itself. It had required no involvement from him.

			It had surprised David to learn, after a life of concerted effort, real effort, that very little actually required his involvement. Problems seemed to either fix themselves or stop mattering.

			It’s like this, now—a refrain he often found himself repeating.

			He walked into the room. Good—none of the new anodyne garbage, the hurriedly constructed boxes that looked onto an airshaft. These old rooms had some heft. As if they had been made on purpose.

			Cody fussed with the curtains, the gauzy privacy shade that was lowered, cast a milky light. He pulled the cord to raise the shade and peered outside. Not a bad view, he said. And it’s quiet. He looked down. You can’t even hear the cars.

			David didn’t say anything.

			I’m just across the hall, Cody said.

			If this were the old days, Cody would stay in a nearby hotel, a lesser hotel, but these were no longer the old days. The boy would be fifteen feet away. His proximity was necessary. The strange corridor, with its sudden turns and set of interior doors. The confusion of a second (?) service elevator.

			It was worse, all of it, when David was tired or in a new place. When he drank too much. When he was—under stress. Yes, yes. Check.

			I want to lie down, he said. It came out in a surprising whine, forlorn.

			Of course. I’m just across.

			That’s all he needed to know. Across. David didn’t even bother to attempt to remember the convoluted pathway from the elevator to his room—Cody would navigate for both of them.

			

			—

			He lay on the coverlet, shoes on, fully dressed. The coat was heavy—he was sweating. He could smell his underarms. That old-person smell. His eyes leaked tears but it was neutral, an accidental misfiring somewhere in his brain. He felt absolutely blank. The tears trickled into his hair, his ears. This was perhaps a side effect of the medication. These leaks. Or perhaps it was the Amy Lloyd special—some scabbing over of an important lobe, rust on the coil that regulated his tear ducts.

			In a minute, he would sit up, find the room phone. He would order a hamburger with pickles and ketchup and—his brain circled the drain, trying to find the word—and mustard, those tiny glass bottles of mustard, the silver dome that the waiter lifted to release the humid smell of warmth and meat.

			So sit up. So make the call.

			

			—

			They had come to England on their honeymoon. David and Annabel. Young, still awkward with each other. He was twenty-three, she had probably just turned twenty-one. An unfashionably early age for marriage among their set. Unfashionable in many ways, the pair of them. Trying to be grown-ups when everyone around them had been doing the opposite.

			They had not stayed in a very nice place. Water damage on the room’s ceiling. The bath faucet that sputtered and spit, the plug on a rusted chain. The legs of David’s blue jeans dangling from the sink, a stain on the thigh he had failed to wash out.

			The hotel served breakfast in a breakfast room, old drapes over the windows and silver pots of tea for each table.

			Annabel would tell this story later like it was a funny story. The honeymoon, the strangeness of the other person. Both of them young and stiff and vibrating with anxiety. They sat at the breakfast table of the hotel, with the tablecloths that reached the floor and their water glasses filled. They had nothing to say. At the other tables, the couples and families looked animated, their conversations churning along. What were they talking about? Those other couples? David couldn’t begin to imagine. It seemed impossible that they might ever have anything to say to each other.

			David broke the silence. One two three, he said in a low voice. One two three four five six seven. Annabel played along right away. She tilted her head. Held his eye. One two three, she said, four five?

			In this way, they got through the first meal of their honeymoon. Chattering nonsense. One two three, they said back and forth, in conversational tones. It only took a few minutes of this little game until they broke into actual conversation. The tea was hot, the toast came slotted upright in a silver holder. She patted her mouth with the napkin. Their dishes were cleared and David signed the check with a grown-up bravado, utterly relieved.

			One two three, his brain supplied pleasantly, there on the hotel bed. He checked his notebook, took out the itinerary.

			One two three, hello, Rebecca.

			Dinner that night. Okay. Rebecca. His child.

			The itinerary noted that their meeting would be at a private club, of which Rebecca was a member.

			A private club! Was this a fancy of her husband’s—or maybe it was one of those desires she wouldn’t allow herself, yet would happily launder through another person?

			That glass-eyed doll in a ratty pinafore that young Rebecca used to employ as her spokesperson.

			Mickey.

			Mickey wants more ice cream. Rebecca didn’t hate her little blond school friend. It was Mickey who hated the pretty school friend. Mickey who had taken the other girl’s bracelet charm and dropped it down the heating vent.

			Mickey did it. Okay. Okay, if Mickey was bad, then Rebecca was good.

			Where was Mickey now?

			The same place he was headed.

			He lay back on the pillow. If this was what remained, he could be happy. Just this—David on this vast white hotel bed. But life, which included this hotel room, also included the shit dried down his thighs and the time he had found himself alone in a parking lot, dazed in the high sun, and the fact, a fact that would not leave him, that one day he would cease to swallow. The body would refuse. Whatever meager control he still had over himself, over David Hastings, would be x-ed out, and there would just be the body, which would tell its own story, play its own song out to the end.

			It would appear premature, if done correctly. He returned to this in moments of hesitation. That this was the only way to sidestep the body’s authority—exit while the good things were still in reach. A fair number of good things.

			And exit while his body was still onboard. When the issue was mostly that his brain shook information like dice in a little leather cup and then let the dice loose in a jumble on the green felt and it was sometimes not a very fun game!

			Leave the party right when you think, I’m having such a nice time at this party.

			Business advice: a successful negotiation meant both parties should come away unsatisfied, both parties should feel a little bit cheated, should feel that they had given up something important.

			

			—

			Notes he kept for himself in the leather notebook:

			His PIN, the phone number of the lawyer. Rebecca’s full name—first, middle, last. His own full name. Her husband’s and child’s names.

			Stearns, Stearns’s phone number. Stearns wants to go to the Palm, 7 p.m. But that was crossed out—in his own hand? He wasn’t sure. He could not remember a dinner at the Palm.

			Medications were not in his purview: Sylvia or Cody parceled them out, according to who was on duty. However they organized things, he wasn’t involved. It was their business now.

			Cody had been given powers.

			Rebecca would be furious if she knew. Powers! For an outsider. Powers of attorney, powers of medical attorney. Only until it was over. Then the proper lawyer would step in, the estate lawyer who would execute the will. No probate, no dangling questions, the loose ends neatly knotted. Stellar work, clean work: this has been a David Hastings Production.

			Other strategies were blunt—problem, solution. There was now a pair of reading glasses in every room, including the bathrooms. A Post-it note on the mirror, one stuck on the toothpaste tube, one on the cabinet where clean towels were kept. A piece of paper folded in an inner pocket, and in his billfold, where Cody had written out the address of David’s house. The street, but also the city and state.

			Had he been surprised? No.

			At first, it had been like those punched tin lampshades—his sense of things still pretty solid, pretty structured, but there had been a few little circles of blankness, leakages of light. Nothing so noticeable, stutters in his thinking: was he repeating himself?

			What do you call it.

			This phrase had become a staple of his conversations.

			What do you call it—his voice would trail off.

			He poured a cup of coffee before he found another full cup, still warm, on the table.

			He gave answers that satisfied others but seemed odd to himself. Incorrect.

			The discovery, mystifying, that he had not paid the last two installments of his property taxes.

			He had still maintained a grip on competence, seeming competence. So it had gone on longer than it should have. Before the others couldn’t ignore it anymore.

			The missing money. The budget in a state of such butchered confusion that they had to hire a forensic accounting firm to retrace all his foolish steps.

			David Hastings had not shown his work!

			(David, are you listening to what I’m saying?)

			If they hadn’t tracked down the deficit, stalled in an archipelago of overseas accounts, they would have pushed for charges.

			Perhaps it was a question of exhaustion. A brain on overdrive, burnt out.

			So working for Stearns shouldn’t have been a problem. David’s minor duties. It should have been a hayride on a summer evening.

			And yet.

			Activities which were unremarkable suddenly revealed themselves to be nesting dolls made up of countless other actions and decisions. He would start to do something, then some crucial step of the process would be unreachable, and so the whole task stalled out. Like going to the trouble of setting up a board game and making sure that all the pieces were there and accounted for, great, and then you discovered the instruction booklet was missing and you didn’t quite remember how to play.

			It was incredible, given all that. What did remain. The social habits, those things they had taught you—the polite smiles, the little nods, the replies that hit the proper cadences. The structure had been so deeply embedded that the cues remained intact. He knew when a response was expected of him, even if he didn’t know the exact rhythm of the response.

			He knew there was a pattern, a back-and-forth, that made people comfortable.

			A question asked, a question answered.

			He had been able to turn to a reliable series of phrases and words to fill his time onstage.

			Nice day, smiley face. Or: Rain again, hmm, frowny face.

			How are the kids?

			Any travel plans?

			Hanging in there.

			Brisk handshake.

			A smile that crinkles the eyes.

			He got by for a long time that way. Muscle memory. Do this in memory of me—ding-a-ling-a-ling.

			You doing okay? Stearns said. His eyes traveled over David’s face with concern.

			If David could remember the big players, he could sometimes thread together the story. Bill Stearns, who had built Qatar before Qatar existed.

			Yes, you pronounced it “cutter.”

			Stearns, my old friend.

			Rebecca, who did not live in the country. Rebecca and her son. The Palm, where he had gone every week for a decade. More.

			London broil, Annabel, yellow roses for friendship.

			Tom teaching him chess on the old, faded board.

			Tom teaching him the rhyme to remember the fates of Henry the Eighth’s wives.

			Divorced, beheaded, died; divorced, beheaded, survived.

			Tom’s sister narrowing her eyes at him across the green lawn at graduation.

			It was sometimes like looking at the kindling for a life, a meticulously laid fire that was cold, unlit. The possibility was there, the elements properly arranged, but he couldn’t make it spark.

			When he’d first found Switzerland, learned about the program, he had assumed the numbers would be much bigger. For what was on offer. But the price had seemed laughably cheap. Like when you read the trash tabloids, stuffed with their operas of bad human behavior, and there’d be an article about someone hiring a hitman to kill their cheating spouse or whatever sordid situation, and the husband would be dead and the wife would be in prison, their children doomed many times over, all these lives obliterated—and then the strange kicker was that the hitman had only charged five thousand dollars.

			Five thousand dollars to kill someone—nothingness.

			For what Switzerland charged to blow out the candles, David could hire two and a half hitmen.

			VAT not included, the paperwork said, which was amusing. As was the information, repeated in more than a few places, that payment was required in advance.

			Well, yes.

			A bank account in Bern, detailed wire instructions.

			PayPal, they informed you, was also accepted. Credit cards were not accepted.

			What, David thought, no points? No miles?

			The hope, at first, had been that he would be able to do it at home.

			A David Hastings Production.

			People came to his home to draw blood and diagnose minor ailments, people came to his home to train his body with weights and cook his meals and cut his hair. It seemed entirely possible that someone might also come to his home and deliver him from this world. That he could exit in his own bedroom.

			Thanks very much—would you mind closing the door on your way out?

			But this was not the case. Not possible.

			Rare, that something was not possible. Rare enough that it almost felt like a kind of pleasure, an old, challenging task: here was a problem that needed to be solved.

			No dice, California, not for Amy Lloyd brain.

			In other American states, it had seemed maybe possible, but you had to establish residency. He would not be establishing residency. He would not spend his final half year milling around a furnished condominium in a strange, unknown state. He wanted to do the opposite of establishing residency.

			So Switzerland it was. The swiftest, cleanest option, even with all its Ghoulish hoops and requirements. And it made sense that this would happen in Switzerland. Of course it would—ding.

			In that country, money was absolutely neutral. Money passed through silently, and it made no difference toward what end. It didn’t matter whether the money was used to buy toxic pesticides or to arm a terrorist cell or to transport narcotics—these stories weren’t real stories. Or, rather, they were merely stories, and in that way unimportant. The numbers were all, factual and self-contained, money reduced to a series of exchanges that happened in a mute darkness, passing from one offshore account to another. Phantoms slipping around in a void.

			Cody knew, and Stearns knew, and that was it. There were reasons why someone had to know. Obvious ones, really—David couldn’t go through the process alone. The forms, the phone appointments. The letter, of course.

			Cody, with his maps and organized documents, his phone that held the key to David’s whole life. He was the boss now, everything dependent on his help. His dispensations.

			I serve at the pleasure of ____, he thought. Wherever that phrase was from. A movie?

			There would be two staff members in the room (perhaps including Ghoul herself?) and the boy. And David, of course. Unless maybe David decided, at the last minute, that he didn’t want the boy there. Some people, they said, chose not to have anyone there besides the required staff. It seemed unusual. But animals crawled off to die alone, didn’t they?

			Apparently, the staff video-ed the whole thing, for legal reasons.

			It was painless, like going to sleep. Chin-chin, drink up, so long—no struggle at all. Or so they said, the Swiss people, they said that it was painless, and who could really correct them otherwise, after the fact?

			Advantage, house.

			So Switzerland made sense and it made sense for Amy Lloyd brain and it made even more sense because Tom had been living outside of Zurich for the last stretch of years. A train ride away, right over the French border. David had known this for a while. From the first time you could search out other people online, he had kept loose tabs on Tom. What his moves had been.

			After law school, Tom clerked on the Court for Warren.

			(Burger? Earl? One of the Warrens, anyway.)

			Some years in the Justice Department. He’d married a woman with a master’s in Victorian literature or some other fetching female concentration. Tenured at Columbia Law before age thirty.

			Tom as the next junior senator from New York—not hard to imagine. Not hard to imagine what would come after that, either.

			Then, an abrupt shift. No more Blah Blah Stoneblah Professor of Constitutional Law.

			Tom seemingly disappeared. Reappeared in a small town in the Northeast Kingdom, a peculiar go at creating a new life, a dinky hobby farm. Maybe it was some I Ching fallout, these sudden life swerves that people often seemed to make back then. And when he and his wife did return to the city, back into the fray, it was straight to the private sector. No more damp-eyed political optimism—Tom started at an established fund. Even through the garbage decade, there had been only a few years when he’d reported losses. He’d moved to London, then Brussels or some similar way station, and then Zurich. A famously brutal bet against the British pound.

			Then, approaching seventy, he’d gone off into the French green. A modest house, a small town. They were very involved in the public lands there, Tom and his wife. There in the French countryside. Some hearty effort to maintain them, or make more of them, or make them prettier?

			Tom and his wife of many decades. A wedding David had not attended. Because he had not been invited.

			Cody mapped out the distance for David online and printed out the map. An hour and forty-eight minutes, door to door, from the hotel to Tom’s residence. By car. A border crossing, David would have to pass into another country first. It made a kind of sense.

			So time had found them both, in this February, this slice of the world. It was not an accident, was it? A turn in the stars.

			Cody had made contact. With Tom.

			Hello from David Hastings.

			Cody had secured a friendly meeting between old friends.

			Tom had been, apparently, surprised to hear from him.

			David knew this because Tom wrote, I have to say I’m surprised to hear from you.

			Dinner? No, the wife and Tom could not do dinner, regretfully. They sent regrets.

			David had Cody write back immediately. No dinner, okay, but a brief hello?

			No dinner, but a hello, an afternoon coffee—all right. This was possible.

			Okay. It’s in the calendar, it’s all set!

			Tolstoy, A Confession. David had read it at some point in school. He got the other books mixed up, and maybe he was getting this wrong, too. Maybe Tom had been the one to read it, not David.

			But the title was a pretty good clue.

			You’d done something bad, you had to repent.

			I’m sorry—David almost wouldn’t even have to say it, would he? Just the fact that he’d found him at all, that he’d found him here, in this place, far from home.

			Hello, Tom.

			Hello, friend of my youth.

			

			—

			David had somehow gotten himself to the indoor pool, down on the lowest floor of the hotel. Below street level. It was an echoey, dim room, the surround of wet marble. There was a single occupant in the pool: a man swimming intent, measured laps. The air was damp, there in the underground room, and David’s shoes made a funny noise on the marble. These plasticky child shoes, laceless slip-ons. He still wore his coat.

			He tried to crouch down by the pool’s rim but his knees went soft—he gave up halfway and sat back hard on his rear. He pushed up one of his heavy coat sleeves to feel the water with his hand.

			Warmish water.

			I need my trunks, David said, to the man doing laps.

			Sorry? The man came to the surface. He peered at David while his legs churned, keeping him in place.

			I need my trunks, David repeated. My swim trunks.

			The man gave a tight smile. His nose was plugged with a pinch of rubber. The man shrugged, like maybe he didn’t understand what David was saying. Then he dropped back into the water. Back to his laps.

			David smiled back anyway, hugely.

			Well. He could at least put his feet in. He took off his shoes. It was easier, yes, to step out of these new slip-ons. He rolled up one pant leg and then the other. Peeled down the dress socks to reveal the bony, raw ankle and shocking pale feet. His calves were hairless as a child’s, these days. He’d splashed his pant legs pretty good, the back of his coat, in the process of getting himself situated on the pool’s edge, but it was worth it—the water was enlivening.

			The man’s laps were hypnotic. Steady.

			Laps that said: I will live longer than you.

			Laps that said: In fact, I secretly know that I will live forever.

			David had never been a good swimmer, never taken up the practice. None of the body discipline. Stearns had been a fanatic for swimming. Had his early mornings at the club and his lung-capacity training, a period of time when he’d carried weights in slow-motion passes in the bottom of a pool.

			David had jogged a bit. Off and on. Always stopping the habit right when it finally became easier.

			When required, David had, without pleasure, played the occasional round of golf.

			Many experiences for the human body that he would not have. Like walking a very long distance. Like learning a physical skill. He had gone in water but not as often as he should have.

			Salt water in the mouth, a wave that knocked him over. He was very small. Terror, the flash of total body helplessness. Then the father who scooped him violently out of the water, its own abrupt terror.

			A stagnant pond outside Woodbury, the bottom a suck of velvet silt that clouded up around each footstep, dull brown minnows that kissed his child’s ankles. The mother didn’t want to get wet. The mother stayed on the blanket on the bank. Could she see him? Was she watching? She rearranged herself to follow the shade.

			The lake house with Tom—jump in, just do it right away. No hesitation. Plug your nose and heave yourself out into the cold, clear water, the molten ice of it, ears popping as you sink down, down, down.

			And hadn’t he always been reluctant to cede control to the physical self, whether to a sensation good or bad? This way he resisted the overwhelm of bodily pain, the exertions and the exhaustions—but then he couldn’t give himself over fully to the pleasures, either. A chronic timidness, really.

			So you remembered them more. The few times something had actually broken through—oh, oh. The moments you would later identify as happiness. The mercy of another person’s body delivering you to yourself. A young man who still existed, there in a faraway, long-gone year. His face still bright and clear.

			When had David’s interest tipped so firmly toward the past? The present was drained, a holding place, while the past retained its glow.

			He was both here and not here.

			Here was—pink marble, a warm pool, David sitting on the edge with his dark coat flapped back behind him, like a cape.

			After a while, a pair of women entered in white robes and sandals. They stopped, mid-chatter, and seemed to recalibrate at the sight of David lurking on the pool’s edge.

			Good morning, he called out. They exchanged a glance. The younger one smiled, and they made their way to the open row of empty lounge chairs. They perched on the seats but did not unroll their towels.

			I’m waiting for my wife, he added helpfully, and it was true—wasn’t he waiting here for Annabel to finish at the spa, to come find him?

			David turned his attention back to the water. His feet were soaking, his white calves, too, his pants pushed up to his knees. He stirred his legs a little. The deeper water swirled but the surface remained undisturbed.

			The man still swam his laps, arms rising out of the water, one two three, one two three.

			David checked his watch out of habit—there was nothing there but his own bare wrist. He blinked, as if the glitch would correct itself. When he looked up, he saw the women had gathered their things and left.

			Okay. He maintained his post. He was meant to stay right where he was, an underground gargoyle keeping watch.

			A hand on his shoulder—it was Cody. Breathless, the boy’s neck going rashy like it sometimes did.

			I’ve been looking for you, he said.

			Reproach/nonreproach.

			I’m here, David said, in a bland tone.

			Annabel was not here, he understood suddenly. He understood this and buried this deep.

			Your food’s upstairs.

			Food—he considered this. No clarity came to him.

			Let’s go, Cody said. He helped David to his feet, crooked his arm through his, the pool water still cut by the man’s unbothered laps, straight ahead, plodding and graceless but, one two three, they remained steady.

			David sat on the upholstered elevator bench for the ride back up to their floor. His shoes made wet spots on the carpet. His coat hem dripped. He wiped his wet hands on the bench. Cody watched all this but didn’t comment from where he stood sentry by the buttons. The thousand Davids that lived inside the mirrors were still there. Old friends. He smiled a little smile at them, and they smiled back. They would remain there long after he was gone.

			

			—

			He had quit smoking, back when Rebecca was a girl. It had been a tortured process. First his attempt to quit on his own steam. Good cop/bad cop, but hard, wasn’t it, when you played both parts? Who’s on first, and so on.

			In desperation, he had finally gone to see a hypnotist.

			The hypnotist operated out of his Colonial on the coastal side of town, a peculiar man, but he’d come recommended. A garage outbuilding with a little bench in front where David waited, his appointment early in the morning so the air was chilled with marine fog.

			Come in—the hypnotist opened the door.

			David settled into the shabby recliner. He felt uncertain. He cast a glance in the open garbage can by the side table and saw packs of cigarettes, lighters. Abandoned by other clients, it seemed—proof this worked.

			The hypnotist was in a denim jacket and had dyed black hair and very tan skin. He was somewhat aloof. Was he seventy years old or thirty years old? It was difficult to tell. All this eye contact, more than was normal.

			The hypnotist took his time, drinking a glass of water. Glug, glug.

			Then the man settled in across from David.

			Choose a poster on the wall behind me—

			There was a whole gallery of options in cheap frames, hung slightly askew.

			Sun-bleached beach scene, sun-bleached alpine lake scene, sun-bleached autumnal forest scene. Already a test, seemingly, and David found himself flailing.

			Have you picked one?

			David waffled silently between choices and then forced himself to stick to the beach scene, keep his eyes fixed there.

			You are in an elevator, the man had said, and you are watching the numbers, and we’re going down, twenty, nineteen, and the numbers are dropping, eighteen, seventeen.

			Ding, the imaginary elevator reached the bottom floor, but the hypnotist had launched right back in: Now we’re going down a staircase, he said, and we’re going down, down, ten steps, and nine, eight, and then you had descended so far down that you were submerged, underwater.

			Quiet down there. Murky, silent.

			Then the man’s voice:

			When I snap my fingers, you’re going to come back, your eyes are going to open.

			Snap snap snap, his snaps coming quite fast.

			Wake up wake up wake up.

			The elevator bell dinged; the doors parted.

			All right, Cody said. His tone was weary. He walked slowly. Checked often that David was still following behind him.

			Back again through the maze, the extra doors, the looping path that somehow ended at his room. Even the back of Cody looked annoyed as David trailed him.

			El Jefe, he thought. He tried and failed to hear his own footsteps as he walked.

			Where am I?

			A run of mental snaps—wake up wake up wake up.

			So this was David’s room. He saw it again as if for the first time.

			A room service cart draped in a tablecloth, a little vase with a pink rose, baby pink. The silver dome with its center hole covered the plate. When he lifted it, there was a soggy exhale—a hamburger underneath, still warm. A little dish of acid-limp gherkins, the flat pat of burger under the seeded bun. The dish of spinach in a wet, dark tangle.

			He considered it all, then replaced the lid.

			I want to nap, David said. I’m tired.

			You really shouldn’t, Cody said. It’ll screw you up. You should try and stay awake.

			I want to nap.

			We can order something else if you want—

			Didn’t I say I wanted to nap?

			The angry voice, sudden, rising up as it did.

			Cody nodded. Okay. Nap. Of course.

			David sat on the edge of the bed.

			First, Cody said, let’s just make sure we’re all set. He held out a hand for David’s phone. Let’s just turn your location back on, he said in a soothing tone.

			Without complaint, David handed over the phone.

			Cody swiftly administered to the device. He smiled as he did so.

			All right, he said. That shouldn’t happen again. Did you turn it off?

			Did I turn it?

			Never mind.

			Cody left the phone on the table. Facedown, as a gesture toward privacy. This was a meaningless gesture—Cody had access to everything on David’s phone, every part of his life. Still. They made these little feints.

			I’ll get this out of the way for you, Cody said. Okay? He wheeled the room service cart toward the door. An awkward dance, somewhat amusing to watch. The door shut behind him.

			Alone? No chance.

			A digital beep. The door opened, Cody back inside. He smiled at David, a patient, paternal smile.

			I’ll just be out here in the sitting room, Cody said, and started to close the doors to the bedroom, the privilege of total aloneness no longer on offer to David.

			Tom. Your school friend, as Cody referred to him.

			Happy golden days of yore. Faithful friends who are near to us.

			The old times came into sharp relief, easily, though already David had forgotten the walk from the elevator to this room.

			Like waking up from anesthesia a few times a day. The lost hours—who did they belong to? Someone else had taken charge. Decided what could be tossed.

			Snip, snip. Throw it out.

			He had heard mentions of Tom from other classmates, over the years: he was an impressive man, in the real world.

			Not a surprise.

			It was funny, how the others spoke of him in fond tones—the self-forgetting that was involved, the necessary erasure. One of the classmates from the good old days—this was basically how he lived in their minds.

			Perhaps they had actually forgotten. He did a fair job of it himself.

			Partializing, narrowing one’s field of vision.

			(David?)

			No matter what the books had said, what they’d read in class, people didn’t often torture themselves over their mistakes, didn’t throw themselves in front of trains out of moral shame. When people he knew or sort of knew killed themselves, it was because they were about to get caught for something bad, or they’d just been caught, or they would soon have no money or no wife, and it was really not at all about shame, it was more about not wanting to be uncomfortable in the world. A basic calculation about suffering, entirely selfish. But understandable—pain loomed so much larger than pleasure.

			Worst day of your life—this sprang to mind fairly quickly. Many options, really—what flavor of misery were you after?

			Best day of your life? Not quite in reach. More slippery.

			The best day of his life was—well, the best day of his life was probably some day when he had not even known about days yet, not known that there would be good ones or bad ones.

			Tom, who spent the occasional Saturday afternoon drinking tea in one of the teachers’ offices. The teacher who was also a pastor, a Quaker with a Santa beard. What could they possibly have talked about? Were those afternoons when Tom had learned some essential lesson, some urgent truth the rest of them had missed?

			All of their years of schooling had been about the past and the future—look at everything humans had done, memorize the timeline, follow the march of the Enlightenment, and consider the achievements of history.

			Quiz: What year did the Library of Blah burn?

			Quiz: What was the significance of Blah’s declaration on the church door?

			In this way, they armored themselves with the past.

			Now use this armor to march yourselves into the future, discover new things, stake a flag at some distant point—beyond your own lifespans, maybe—and leave humanity better than you found it.

			They had all indulged fantasies—or David had, anyway—that the fact of their existence might tilt the world’s path in some new direction.

			In other countries, it happened even earlier. Society swooped in and handed you the map of your life, marked with its meager or expansive territory. Like when you learned at age thirteen or whenever they sent you off to technical school in France that you would be a tradesman or a teacher or a lawyer. Based on however you’d done on some test. Au revoir, no givebacks, no give-to’s!

			And even in America, where the dream (delusion?) could be stoked a little while longer, life pretty quickly separated them out into the proper places—David was a support person, a man whose name would never be known. Stearns—he would fare better, but only just. In the history books? No. No one he knew, actually. They had played their minor parts on the minor stage.

			He had not been great, not been a great man, but he’d expected that Tom would be. He had seemed closer than any of them.

			And here, in this shoulder season of life, they all told you to focus on the present moment. He could hardly do otherwise. They should have taught you this skill earlier—instead they’d sprung it on you, a jarring correction to the original mandate.

			Now, watch very carefully, they’d started out by saying. Follow this equation, they said. Don’t look away from my hand. Not even for a moment. Scribble, scribble, solve for x, scribble, scribble—don’t forget, they said, to show your work.

			Then suddenly they erased it all in a haze of dust.

			That was meaningless, they said. All of that was nonsense. Now just sit there, breathe in and out. Now learn that everything—oh, just everything—disintegrates.
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			Time, the boy said, to get ready.

			The shower spooked David these days. His center of gravity had shifted, his balance wobbled. Sometimes the bath was no better. The dubious undertaking of hoisting himself over the edge. Undertaker-ing himself.

			But why should he be afraid? Wouldn’t a deadly fall be expeditious, a way to solve the problem organically? A morally superior death, if David cracked his head open in the comfort of this nicely appointed bathroom.

			But he’d already wired the Ghoul! You’d hate to waste the deposit.

			Even with the date looming, the end in its sights, the body still took its care. David stepped slowly and deliberately into the glass shower enclosure. Watched to see that the soap lather ran down the drain and didn’t pool slickly at his feet.

			No slips, no falls.

			No more tears, he thought, the imperative on the label of the children’s shampoo that Annabel used to buy for Rebecca. No more tears, the bottle promised, or threatened, or soothed. David’s gaze often fell on the words during his own showers, his grown-up showers. No more tears—

			He turned so the stream hit the back of his neck and shoulders. He used the hotel soap, his wet hands shredding it from its pleated paper shroud.

			He had forgotten the persimmon. The persimmon soap.

			Which meant—something bad.

			Which meant—he would smell like a man who was rotting a little more each day.

			Okay. Good to get used to it.

			He clawed his scalp with a glaze of shampoo and then did or did not use conditioner, he did not remember.

			Laver Les Cheveux Doucement, said the little words on the back of the bottle in his hands. No other clues were offered.

			The nap had felt good, the shower better. He wrapped a white towel high up on his chest, the way old men did.

			When he wiped away the condensation on the mirror, he was an old man, bulked up in this towel, his droopy tits exposed.

			His eyebrows had faded, sheered out, but his hair had not gone gray—just dulled, instead. Like someone had left him out in the yard for the summer.

			Little pouches of skin sagged over each eye. A glacial shift, but still noticeable, his eyelids that drooped at the rate of a few more millimeters every year.

			His face slowly lowering the curtains.

			Blink, blink: Exit, David.

			On the bathroom counter, the boy had laid out his shaving tools. This was David’s territory, still, a task he had fairly solid control over.

			He used the good razor from home, his skin pulled to some semblance of taut, the blade that cleared its way.

			Chin, cheeks, patchy spots under his jaw.

			Splash, rinse.

			The coarse cut hairs sharp on his fingertips, swept in the direction of the sink basin.

			The boy had unpacked for him while he showered. All his clothes were hung neatly or folded, the suitcase stowed out of sight.

			I’ll just wait by the door, Cody said. You have some time.

			David grunted. He studied the clothes hanging in the open closet.

			Chilly out there, Cody said. You might want to dress warmly. Then he removed himself to the other room.

			Pale-blue button-up with French cuffs, the V-neck sweater that was nearly the same color as his coat. Gray trousers and the new shoes.

			A recent humiliation, these new slip-ons.

			His old shoes, the nice dress shoes, plain-toe oxfords in toffee leather—gone.

			The shock when he had gone to tie his shoelaces. Tried and failed. Tears, then, like a child. He sat, bent over, with the laces in each hand. He held tight to the laces. Then tighter. Whatever he was supposed to do next was lost in the tundra of his brain.

			No more tears. Well.

			Now these black leather slip-ons, with their bright white soles like a thick slab of bread. Solution! Except they were wrong, the shoes. An obvious error. They often caught his eye, an aberrance in his field of vision. Too bright. A disconcerting smoothness where there should have been the usual uppers, the vamp with its thin, neatly tied laces. Capped in enamel.

			A name for that—for the little cap on the end of shoelaces. Gone.

			That one was probably okay. Sure, toss it overboard.

			He stepped out of the bedroom and the sight of the boy surprised him, leaning by the front door.

			Oh, Cody said, gesturing at his own face. Your—here. Just a sec.

			Off he went to the bathroom, then emerged with squares of toilet paper. Just a little cut, he said.

			David allowed Cody to administer to his jaw. The boy dabbed away.

			Oh, it’s on your shirt, Cody said, dismayed. David didn’t react.

			Let’s change, the boy said. Okay? Just the shirt. Let’s put on a new shirt.

			These momentary glitches, a docile stillness.

			All right, Cody said. His hand took David’s arm. That jarred him out of it. New shirt. No big deal.

			David was led back into the bedroom. Pulled off the sweater. He unbuttoned the shirt and yes, a streak of fresh red on the collar. Just a bit.

			He tossed the shirt at a corner of the room, and chose another shirt, white, careful to avoid the area of his jaw as he shrugged it on.

			The boy stood watching.

			All right, Cody said. Great. Housekeeping can get that out, he said brightly as he gathered up the shirt from where it had been flung.

			Silence.

			The stain.

			David blinked.

			Stains—who cared? The shirt could just as easily be thrown away. Who needed to care anymore about the endless maintenance of living, the stains and the water damage and the oil changes, the yearly dental cleanings?

			Derotate my teeth? No thank you!

			Only floss the teeth you want to keep, a dentist had once told him.

			The phrase had remained. Among others.

			Be true to your teeth or they shall be false to you.

			Or they. Shall be. False. To you!

			Be true to your school. (We are Piedmont’s fighting champions, bold and bonny bunch.)

			The apron of pale-blue paper that the dentist had clipped around David’s neck. Like he was about to tuck into a nice meal.

			The fillings, which, back then, had been an appealing mix of significant materials—mercury, copper, gold, zinc. Smelt it all together, dribble it in the molars. Some medieval quality to the proceedings.

			The daughter had loved to see the shine of the gold spots in his mouth. When he opened up wide for her inspection—my treasures.

			The mouth was now the brain, they had discovered, which was now the gut. Or something.

			Serotonin was actually up your butthole—they’d been, oh, a little off.

			The whole exchange with the boy had tired him out, the stupid shirt. It felt like enough of a gauntlet. Unfortunate that the evening would continue, the night already off course at this early hour.

			And the daughter still ahead.

			His daughter. Rebecca.

			He felt at his jaw for the scrap of toilet paper.

			Don’t let me wear this all night, he said to Cody, more curtly than necessary.

			Of course, Cody said. He folded the dirty shirt neatly on the desk chair. The car is waiting downstairs. Whenever you’re ready.

			We’re late? Again this forlorn whine, this stranger’s voice.

			We’re good, the boy said. We’re good on time.
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			And here was a townhouse, five stories high. The car idled in front. David looked out the window of the back seat, up at the stone façade. There was a guard, installed on the exterior steps, and a rash of flags mounted over the front door, like an embassy. The façade was lighted from below by the exterior lights that specified the building, separated it from the other night buildings.

			It was the flags that threw him, there over the big door. Scrambled his thinking.

			David had a flash of understanding. They were already in Zurich, this was an official building, the appointed time upon him at last.

			There was a hitch in his breath. Too soon, wasn’t it? He wasn’t ready!

			His eyes caught Cody’s with visible alarm.

			Instantly the boy’s hand was on David’s arm. Cody calmly took out the itinerary, read it aloud.

			Rebecca. Dinner. London. This was the club. Seven p.m. reservation under Larkin. Restaurant upstairs, check-in downstairs.

			I’m coming in with you, the boy said.

			Squeeze, squeeze, went the boy’s hand, signaling everything was correct.

			Cody would wait in the car during dinner, but the handoff was important, these interstitials, and Cody would be back here when it was time for pickup. Time to ferry him home.

			Right back here, Cody said soothingly.

			An entryway, a stone floor. Polished to lawsuit-slickness. The walls were seamless sheets of wood that wavered in candlelight. David hung back, letting Cody be the one to approach the woman sitting at the front desk, crowded out by a floral arrangement. So big, the arrangement. Were those actual tree branches?

			She was a Ghoul in training, this woman, with her many requirements. She needed to see identification. Needed full names of both parties. The boy supplied the correct answers, had all number of important David documents on his person, ready for the woman’s perusal.

			She wrote something on her paper and checked a tablet.

			Ms. Larkin is in the restaurant, she told David, Cody apparently already dismissed. Fourth floor.

			Just the named guest, she said, when Cody took his arm.

			I’m his assistant, Cody said. It’s medical. For medical reasons. I’ll be down as soon as he’s with his daughter.

			Only the named guest, the woman said.

			I’ll get lost, David said. He smiled. I really will.

			You can see, Cody told the woman, on your little video screen. I’ll bring him up and come right back down.

			All right, the woman said finally.

			And you can send him after me, Cody said, nodding at the security guard, if I’m not right back down.

			The woman frowned. The guard didn’t react.

			Cody stayed at his side, his arm through David’s, helping him navigate the elevator, the hallways hung with heavy velvet curtains. The carpeting was so thick that it seemed to eat up their footsteps.

			Everyone they encountered seemed like children, dressed up in party wear, traipsing around the rooms of this dollhouse. Their faces were done up and their hair shone.

			Good for you, David thought, as a woman squeezed past in a short dress and high heels.

			Now that he did not want to expend any effort, he saw nothing but effort all around him.

			Too many levels—Cody steadied him through each drop, through a turn down a hallway and then three shallow steps. A dip and another set of steps.

			They passed through a dim bar area, wall lights dialed to a golden glow. Then they arrived at another bar, the correct bar.

			A lull.

			Cody pointed out the woman who took up an uncomfortable perch on a barstool.

			There we are, Cody supplied helpfully. Rebecca.

			David nodded. Of course.

			I’ll check in with her later, Cody said. But Rebecca knows to text whenever you’re ready. I’ll just be around the corner.

			David started toward his daughter. Dressed in the prim British style, or so he decided, without any real knowledge of what that might be—a narrow skirt, tall boots whose tops were hidden by the skirt, a Peter Pan blouse. Gold jewelry that flashed its minor dazzle, its subtle good taste.

			She appeared to have finished most of the glass of white wine on the bar in front of her. She said something to the bartender, but the bartender glanced in David’s direction, which made her turn, too.

			Rebecca stood up nervously, her eyes taking him in with diagnostic intensity—what was she noticing, or trying to notice? She closed the distance between them, put an arm through his, and led him back to her barstool.

			Dad, she said, and at least that was familiar, not some British affectation.

			Something something about the place. She was chattering a bit.

			When it’s sunny out, there’s a nice roof terrace, she said. They open it up—it’s nice. Not now, of course.

			Yeah.

			It’s a bit frustrating, she said, looking around. Table’s not ready. It’s not even so busy. They’re good about that stuff, she said, usually.

			Right.

			She squinted at him. Dad, she said, you’ve got—she tapped her cheek. He stared at her dumbly.

			Here, she said, and reached out. He felt a tiny tug of his skin and then she held up a scrap of toilet paper, browned with blood. He tried not to look confused. She rolled the paper into a little ball that she rested on her cocktail napkin.

			He touched his face and checked his finger—no blood. A mystery.

			Your table is ready, the waiter said, and Rebecca drained her glass and stood.

			Shall we?

			

			—

			What did she know? Only that David had decided to slow down a bit, as of late. Step back from work.

			Retirement, or some euphemistic version of retirement. That information alone was enough to send her into a spiral. If she had known there was actually something wrong, that a genuine diagnosis existed and David was keeping it from her—hard to imagine the fallout.

			She had emailed Cody a string of articles to print and pass along to David. Retirement often marked a bad turn, was the general gist; it was when people started their slow decline. That had to be actively avoided—retirement from work would actually require extra work in order to keep the brain and body stimulated. It was its own job, really!

			Gut biome—time to take probiotics. Again with the butthole concerns.

			Creatine research, peptides, the correct sauna temperature to best replicate the resilience of some Norwegians in a clinical study. These congenial, sweaty Norwegians scolded him—why had he not developed a lifelong habit of weekly saunas with a group of close-knit friends? That seemed to protect against any misfortune.

			What was the correct sauna temperature? He didn’t know, because the article reported the correct temperature in Celsius and according to his mental calculations, it came out to 392 degrees Fahrenheit, which he knew was…probably…not correct.

			A kitchen drawer had been taken over by bottles of vitamins, tipped on their side, labels up, and there had been a stretch of weeks in which he had bothered to force them down.

			Do Not Age, one supplement brand was called.

			DoNut Age, his eyes saw.

			Was it truly possible for salvation to be purchased on Amazon.com or wherever Rebecca went to find these dim and stinky gelcaps? Was the brain just waiting for unregulated supplements to slough off the plaque before it would emerge, spanky and pink?

			Her protocol had intersected somewhat with his own desperate push. His brief sobriety. The laser hat on the skull, up the nose: a laser pointer, really, shoved up a nostril. So what could it hurt, throwing her regimen into the mix? It was all folk medicine. Offerings. The capsules tanged on his tongue as he washed them down: the pale red of the green-tea extract pill, the fat amino-acid vitamin that nudged its awkward way down the throat.

			This is the body of Christ, amen—David back in grade school, Friday-morning Mass. He opened his mouth for the bland Communion host. The wafer dissolved almost instantly: his tongue roved around, trying to coax the soggy body of Christ from his molars. Even so, he’d made a real effort to summon some solemn holy feeling, like how he took these pills, a gesture for the far-off daughter. The lost years, the brief birthday calls, dates for visits discussed but flights never booked—swallow, swallow, do this in memory of me.

			Similarly disappointing, similarly unmiraculous.

			Unmiraculous—like it had been to swallow the body of Christ. It had been more like gumming the wet sock of Christ.

			Do this in memory of me, ding-a-ling-a-ling.

			This was the way of things—this desperate religious surge, Mecca in a gelcap. Maybe it would all work. Maybe it would!

			How long this surge of hope lasted may or may not correlate with certain personality types. For David, it had probably been a month, all told. To indulge the dream. Allow an extension for the daughter’s fresher certainty. Maybe he was a special case.

			Why should I hire you, his first boss had asked, and David said, I graduated with honors—

			So you think you’re special? Mark said. His tone wasn’t unkind. A special guy?

			David sensed that the right answer was the one he had given.

			Not at all, David said. But I work hard. I’m a hard worker.

			Why me/why not me—that’s how some people dealt with bad news. Accepting that you weren’t special, after all.

			Rebecca hadn’t learned yet. He sort of had.

			The blight had come for him; it was too late. The vitamins stayed in the drawer. He let his brain blank out on words without trying to chase them down.

			The quick brown fox, the lazy dog.

			The lazy—

			What did you call them, the little half curtains on the windows? Strung neatly along silver curtain rods. These booths with partitions that closed you off from the nearby tables. So you felt even more important.

			Who did Rebecca come here with? People were members of such places so they could bring other people there. He didn’t know the contours of her life well enough to imagine who these others might be. People she wanted to impress. She didn’t work, hadn’t worked for years—he was fairly certain of this. He had an automatic transfer set up, guilt money still on its biweekly distribution schedule.

			Rebecca shook out her napkin, then checked her phone. He’s really on top of things, she said, with a slight eye roll.

			David waited to understand what she was talking about.

			I don’t like him, she said. When I call? He doesn’t always tell you. I know it, too, his voice does this weird cut-off thing, and I just know he doesn’t even mention it to you.

			Cody—she was talking about Cody.

			He’s a nice. Pause. A nice boy.

			I wish you would answer your phone. Or your emails. It’s just hard, she said. Always going through him.

			You can call me, David said.

			He says he tells you but I know he doesn’t.

			You can call me anytime, David said.

			Somewhere in the restaurant, a Champagne cork popped.

			David forced himself to return his attention to Rebecca. She was peering at him. He smiled, this strange new habit—but it worked, in its way. It seemed to calm her.

			Have you talked to Mom? he said.

			Her face showed her surprise.

			Annabel, he corrected himself.

			Yeah. She’s good. I mean, seems like it.

			David had stayed polite, unfailingly so, with Annabel—it was easier when she remarried and gave up alimony. So he was no longer aware, every month, of just how polite he was being. A doctor, the new husband—wasn’t he? He’d been relieved. Hadn’t she ended up ahead? Wouldn’t her anger finally lose its urgency, every conversation a fresh report from the scene of her woundedness? Time for the farewell tour, Annabel, darling.

			Though he couldn’t remember when they had last talked. Where was she, in this world? Panic, a quick hit of it—surely he should know.

			He hurried past this blank spot.

			We came here on our honeymoon, David said. Did you know that?

			Yeah, she said. I guess I did.

			She paused, like he might offer some amusing story to relay from the past, polished for her enjoyment, but he didn’t. One two three, he could say. But didn’t say.

			The past, where he lived now. Rebecca was obviously, insistently, a citizen of this planet. With its clubs. With its many levels. The ego churn in the room was almost a visible thing. What’s next, what’s next, what’s next—that was the hungry hum under everything.

			The waiter’s interruption was helpful.

			David took a slice of the dark bread, spread it with a thick layer of butter.

			She made an apologetic face at the waiter. For what, he didn’t catch, but assumed it had to do with him, some lag or error. He showed his teeth in a half smile, half grimace.

			It’s been cold here, she said, but it’ll be much worse in Zurich. You know Geoff wanted us to go to Switzerland for Rainer’s break. He’s big into that, skiing, real treks, the National Geographic excursions. I wouldn’t go now, she said. Not in the dead of winter. So gloomy. What’s the project?

			She waited for him to respond.

			He waited, too, for another nudge in the right direction.

			Switzerland? she added.

			Oh, you know.

			She studied him. She took another drink.

			Lag time, enough for a creep of unease. Fill the silence, David.

			It’s for Stearns, he said. I do little things, here and there.

			The invocation of Stearns was calming, too, he could tell. A familiar signpost from a familiar life. And that was enough—didn’t we just want the people we knew to stay in their familiar realms? Knock around inside the boundary of their familiar self, hit their familiar marks? Remain pretty much approximate.

			When they’d set up this visit, he had made mention to Rebecca of a business thing, the outlines of some consulting project that awaited him in Zurich. Had Cody smoothed along any jarring gaps? Probably. Hopefully.

			She knew he had not worked steadily for a while, and the prospect of actual business now seemed to brighten her tone.

			It’s wonderful to get back into things, she said in a high, unnatural voice. One less thing for her to worry about, if David kept himself busy.

			Busy-ness, which used to be his life, a busy-ness man.

			David had worked so frantically. Needless, his frantic work. And yet—they were all like him. Stearns and the others. Why did any of them fill their lives in this way? He had not needed to work as much, not nearly as much, and not with a feeling of such terror.

			He took a drink of his wine. His eyes fluttered a bit. The start of a histamine itch. But what could he be allergic to? He blinked rapidly.

			So much frantic work. But they had all seemed forlorn, in times of leisure. Vacation sent him into strange moods: he was unkind to his family, he drank more. A dissatisfaction, like a sickness. How everything seemed unfortunate, meager. This was his portion? This was his slice of happiness? His family stared balefully at him, waiting for some alchemy to be performed by his hand, like those trips when he was somehow expected to navigate them through an unknown city.

			It’s probably time for lunch, his wife would say, as if he weren’t hungry, too, as if he had failed to notice that they were all sweating and sunburnt and lost, the unhappy little unit of his family there on the foreign sidewalk? If I see a place I’ll stop, he said curtly, and returned to the thankless task of leading them along the strange blocks, every restaurant shuttered, every passerby seeming to sneer at David.

			We’ll just head back to the main street, he said. I’m sure something is open.

			They looked at him, his wife and child, as if they’d found him on the bottom of their shoe.

			It had always been a relief to return to work. Back to the universe that required his wholesale belief and, in turn, gave him the assurance that he, too, was real, that his life was something to believe in.

			Rebecca did not know how things had ended with the board, only that they had. She knew none of the unpleasantness.

			He welcomed his own forgetting on that subject.

			(David?)

			Just really great to hear, Rebecca said. That you’re back at it.

			It’s pretty straightforward, he said. The project.

			Had he done his particular monologue already? No way to know.

			For Stearns, he added.

			He was saying Stearns’s name too often, he gathered.

			I do little things here and there, he said.

			She gave him a look. But didn’t ask any follow-up questions.

			They were served slivers of pale fish in sauce, barely-there discs of orange citrus that dotted the flesh.

			This is to share, she said.

			The waiter had said that when he put the plate down: This is to share.

			A slackness between them. A smile, again, his big smile.

			You can eat those, she said, when he started to pick off the citrus rounds. The skin, she said, is quite thin.

			He chewed them obediently. You could eat them, yes. This seemed—chew, chew—technically true.

			Oh, Dad. She looked sad.

			He was silent. The pork chop came with an unfamiliar vegetable, shreds of a green stalk. He shifted the mass to the side with his knife. He scraped the plate audibly. Kept at it until the shreds were all in a knife-neatened square, cordoned off from the cutlet.

			Aren’t you hungry?

			She reached across the table to take possession of his silverware. She used his knife and fork to cut up little pieces of the pork chop. It looks good, she said.

			Don’t do that. Perhaps he grabbed the knife and fork back with too much force.

			She raised her hands, glanced around at no one. Well, I’m sorry, she said, her face red. She finished her glass.

			He took up a piece of the cut meat with his fingers and put it in his mouth. Pork was very sweet. He forgot this every time until he was eating it again. Strangely sweet. He swallowed.

			If Rebecca knew what was planned in Zurich, she’d stop him.

			She’d figure out the legal avenue. Go straight for the cut-off switch.

			What was the formal term—mentally unfit? Incompetent?

			She’d make it official. Punitive in her way, Rebecca. She didn’t seem to believe that anyone should escape their allotted pain in this lifetime. Stations of the Cross, Marylebone edition. Would she wear a hair shirt, if it were on offer in a nice navy?

			She would sometimes cry, as a girl, when David smoked cigarettes. Big, fakey tears that gusted in and out of genuine distress. It wasn’t even so bad, then, smoking, but she was ahead of her time. Had some suspicious nose for her parents’ pleasure, identified it as a destabilizing force. The time she’d refused to acknowledge Annabel when she cut her hair in the short style. Perhaps the girl had been right. It was a threat, wasn’t it? Other people’s desires, a mother taken by a new vision of herself. The insistence on the private pleasure of a cigarette.

			Well, honey, this is like one big cigarette that Dad is going to smoke. A really big one.

			The people in Switzerland had strongly suggested he inform his loved ones about his plans. If you “sneak away into the beyond”—their words—you could hurt their feelings and make them angry.

			Sneak away into the beyond—maybe this was a clumsy translation. Shouldn’t their terminology be more medical than that? Sneaking away into the beyond—like how you might describe a teenager dropping acid in their backyard. Groovy and loose.

			And anyway, hurt feelings, anger—that was exactly what would not matter to him, there in the groovy beyond. You made calculations, you weighed the future anger of others against the present trouble. And then you pretty much said, Okay. Kick the can down the road. Like having children, sort of. I’m at loose ends with life—why don’t you take over this problem? Why don’t I transfer this riddle onto another consciousness entirely? Good luck.

			What would the alternative be, if Rebecca had her way?

			A forced march through the next brutal decade. Whatever gruesome care scenario awaited him. His brain would short out completely, oh, sometime in the next year or so. He’d perhaps have the occasional flare of lucidity, though whatever scraps of reality he’d manage would be pierced with terror.

			There would be the dutiful once-a-year visit from Rebecca and the child. Then even less. Neither of them would want to be there. Wind would blow the trees against the windows and the humidifier would puff and David would deteriorate in his little slice of existence, running out the clock there on the very edge of other people’s real lives.

			It was not—David picked at a shred of citrus peel caught between his teeth—a pleasant thought. Not pleasant at all.

			So he was doing the right thing. His calculations were correct. Leave at five minutes to midnight.

			It was a great party—thanks a ton!

			He smiled at Rebecca.

			Rainer is looking forward to seeing you, she said.

			David kept smiling.

			Rainer, in his notebook, age nine. Rainer, age nine.

			He’s nine, David said. An inane offering.

			Almost ten. He’s got loads of friends, he’s really doing so well. We’re so pleased.

			That’s good.

			It was a little, oh, touch and go, right after last year, but the new school has been just so professional. Really a total shift—it’s like night and day. He’s thriving.

			Wonderful, he said.

			New school, okay, some incident, but he had lost the context, so he just kept the child’s name in his brain, Rainer, a solid name, Rainer, who was thriving, and he chewed dutifully on the chop and in this way the dinner passed.

			Many opportunities to extend the meal. Coffee? Dessert?

			To not choose these offered extensions seemed sad, an acknowledgment that the night had only been okay, that no spark of familial magic had overcome them—they were as they had always been, stiff with each other, missing the mark.

			Like those holiday outings, post-divorce, with itineraries planned out by Annabel. Even at the peak of her anger, she’d remained the wholly capable stage director of everyone’s emotions. Take the girl here, look at these lights, these window displays, there’s a holiday village in the children’s department, get an early dinner reservation at the restaurant on the highest floor—she’ll like the glass elevator.

			He’d been grateful. Enormously so.

			Shirley Temple for madam, David said. Rebecca’s legs swung from the restaurant chair in their white tights.

			Extra cherries? His voice had a festive strain.

			Oh, no, said the serious girl. Thank you.

			She opened her presents without fuss. Thank you, she said, in a neutral tone. She was often thanking him back then, but it seemed to mean something else, her affect oddly listless.

			The time he called to let them know she had left the new little coat behind, the wooden chess set.

			We’ll get them next visit, Annabel said.

			Did they? Had Rebecca ever brought the chess set home?

			Quite expensive, he remembered. The chess set. A smooth wooden box with a felt-lined drawer where the pieces were kept.

			Quite expensive.

			No dessert—was Rebecca sure?

			I’m really okay, Rebecca said, but David waved a hand. We need something sweet. You love sweets. He studied the dessert menu—it seemed bizarrely coded. So many of the words were capitalized, confusingly, and he scanned gamely for a bit, then put it down.

			You choose, he said.

			One yuzu cheesecake, two spoons.

			You, zoo. You, zoo.

			They took polite bites, Rebecca needlessly covering her mouth as she chewed.

			He tried to think, I love you, to see what it scraped up in him. He tried to gather himself to match the seriousness of the occasion—maybe the last time he would be alone with his only child.

			His child. All the illnesses and treachery—hadn’t she survived? His child, who had once vomited silently in the bathtub, then gone on playing happily with her bath toys. Who had once walked with mummy stiffness down the night hallway, her poxed limbs pink with dried calamine lotion. Who had broken a wrist on the backyard flagstones, drooled cherry medicine down her sleeping face on the car ride back from the hospital.

			The reel was playing too quickly; it was difficult to hold on to.

			I’ll have to show you the plaster, she chattered. It’s an interesting technique. They basically picked up the entire kitchen and moved it to the sunroom. Where it used to be. A bigger footprint, though. It’ll be totally different than when you saw it last—when was that?

			He blinked and pretended to try to recall. Pinball eyes, looking up, looking down.

			Gosh. I mean, maybe we hadn’t even moved in. She smiled. Well. I guess it’s been a long time.

			Too long, he said. He surprised himself.

			She kept smiling, surprised, too. Even this minor display of sentiment made them both awkward.

			It was a crumb, compared to what he was supposed to say. He was supposed to invoke something, speak to the strangeness of passing from one world to another. Burnish this evening with dramatic color, emotions vivified like those old hand-painted photographs.

			Maybe he had prepared some sentiments in his notebook? Some—remarks?

			He wasn’t that person, and neither was Rebecca. This universe was bounded, meager—they had only their usual roles, their approximate dialogue.

			No more tears.

			Mmm, Rebecca said aloud, to indicate that she liked the dessert.

			There was an email Cody would send out, after it was over, composed, mostly, by David. Certain additions had been made by Cody, reasonable enough, meant to forestall any liabilities. David understood the need to pay this kind of attention, and he was grateful.

			A few different versions, for the different audiences. But hers had taken the most effort to compose.

			
				Dear Rebecca, [sub recipient]

				By the time you are reading this, I will have passed peacefully and legally in Switzerland. It was entirely my own decision, blah blah, signed off by these doctors blah. My unfortunate diagnosis left no other choice. Dr. Blah has been authorized to share the details and an overview of my medical history with you, if so desired. I hope you can understand the many elements that went into this difficult decision.

				I apologize if this causes you pain. Please respect my blah, know that I will always love you. My lawyer can be reached at blah, and he is expecting your call and is prepared to answer any questions or concerns you might have. Thank you for being my daughter. I’m sorry for any ways I have disappointed you, or any failings. In particular, I wish that I had been more present, and communicated more often my considerable pride in you. Know that I have loved you as much as I could.

				Your loving father,

				David Hastings

				(Was the last name really necessary?)

			

			Not ideal. To ambush her with an email. But it seemed the only real way to handle it.

			Rebecca would be shocked when she found out what he’d done, and maybe (of course) she would be angry, but it was not his concern.

			The slice of You Zoo steadily disappeared from the plate. The two of them alternated with their forks until there was nothing left.

			He wiped halfheartedly at his mouth and thought, Rebecca is full-grown, she is a full-grown woman. Her constellation of self, her preferences and complexes and aversions, her taste for sweetness—he would only ever know a fraction of Rebecca. A shadow moving in another room, spied through a keyhole. A girl who had once loved a ratty doll, a doll now lost to the black mouth of the indifferent universe. This nervous woman with her nervous clothes and how her tone went up an octave as she spoke to the waiter—she was of his flesh but not of his flesh.

			This was a promising line of thought, and emotion stirred in his chest, but he couldn’t hold on to it. Like little Rebecca with her fake/real tears—the sentiment was real, this love for her, and swelled through him convincingly, totally.

			My child.

			Then, just as quickly, the feeling receded. He tried to get ahold of it again, but the music was too loud, a distracting after-dinner surge for the bar.

			This whole place, how odd, the look of a real restaurant, filled with a good number of people, but still it seemed so airless. It was sealed off in some essential way and no matter how they dedicated themselves to appearing otherwise, it was false, actual life kept at too much of a remove.

			Still, he raised the cup of espresso to his lips and it tasted real, like the real thing, and wasn’t it pleasant enough? This real cup of espresso, the daughter who had his DNA twisting through her, and what would it even look like to break it all open, his life, break himself open, like a Christmas cracker—here was his birthday lunch with his parents, he was a little boy, an hour that passed in near-silence, don’t you speak to your father that way, here were the years at school, here was Tom’s face, wet with tears and snot, here was Annabel on her wedding night, trying to hold in a fart unsuccessfully and bursting into sobs when she couldn’t.

			A being entrusted to his care—that’s how he’d felt about Annabel, and then about Rebecca. The baby with wrinkled hands that flickered and twitched around her face, her eyes black before they were blue. She grumbled in her sleep, with each breath, a wheezy ancient in the house.

			Annabel’s bones had shifted during pregnancy, her pelvis spread outward. Another time when the animal was ascendant. There was one person, then there were two. The sudden creature in the hospital room. Then the second labor: the placenta, marbled with fat blue veins. No one had prepared him. It had seemed horrifyingly solid, real, like they might be expected to take it home. Another mouth to feed.

			Annabel had to sit on a little inflatable pillow for a month. She retreated to an animal privacy, bent over her child. Whatever she and David had between them was revealed as flimsy. It didn’t matter so much for Annabel—she had found herself in a new country, with its absorbing new customs. But David was forlorn, redundant. The man in the suit who lumbered around in the background of their lives. Coming in and out of focus like a clumsy stagehand.

			His doing, certainly. Still.

			They’d divorced when Rebecca was ten.

			David tried to get the check—awkward, the fumble to accept the little leather folder, David peering at the receipt. He groped for a pen but it was all swimmy. Impossible—he handed the whole mess to Rebecca.

			My eyes, he said vaguely.

			She took over with her usual briskness. They just charge me directly, she said.

			Take my card, at least.

			They just need a signature, Dad—it’s all on file here, she said. My account.

			Tot up all the money he had spent on her—hundreds of thousands, private school and college and one year of business school, the help with the house purchase—and this evening would be a drop. But it was good, to nourish one’s offspring.

			The daughter looked at him with concern.

			Yes? he said.

			Ready? she said.

			He blinked.

			To go?

			The table in front of him was empty, wiped clean, even the candle blown out. When had that happened?

			They took the bill?

			Dad?

			Ready, he said, his hands braced on the cleared surface, for support. Up we go.
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			David understood, before he opened his eyes, that he was in his childhood bedroom. The bedroom with its little desk that matched the little bookcase and the bed frame, the painted cowboy in the red hat repeating on each piece of furniture—the cowboy who had accompanied him through his childhood.

			If I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.

			The prayer had never failed to terrify him.

			So the night was its own lawless realm? Survival was uncertain? So your soul could be taken from you like lunch money?

			Each morning David had woken with almost gasping relief—he had not died in the night, after all, because there was the cowboy with his looping lasso, his marigold shirt. There was the cowboy, and the cowboy’s cheeks were two red circles that said, You are alive.

			Not his childhood bedroom. David was—elsewhere.

			The darkness was so heavy that he knew he was in a hotel—the darkness was professional-grade. Civilian bedrooms never got this dark. He looked for more information and found the clock on the nightstand. The red numbers bugled 11:19.

			Hotel Room, Night.

			He turned on the light switch by the pillow, then shifted with effort to his feet. Carpeted floor.

			His gaze cast around the unfamiliar room. His eyes picked out the objects that were becoming familiar—his suitcase, his dark coat draped over a beige chair. His notebook on the desk.

			His knees throbbed as he walked himself across the room.

			He turned on the desk lamp, too, a brighter light.

			The notebook told him where he was. London.

			Back at home, Cody had gotten him a special clock. It said, in big kindergarten letters, the time of day, the day of the week, the month, the year.

			David had protested at first. He enjoyed complaining to Cody about the clock, and complaining about the new high wattage of all the bulbs in the house, the bathroom cast in buzzing cold light. I’m not performing surgery in there, he said.

			Then he found his eyes hungrily searching out the clock, first thing, in order to orient himself. Then he shut up about the clock.

			When Rebecca was in grade school, she had filled out a homework sheet.

			My name is Rebecca Hastings and I live in a house on BLANK street, in BLANK town, in BLANK county, in BLANK state, in BLANK country—the assignment zooming out farther until she located herself on Planet Earth, in the solar system, in whatever galaxy.

			It had seemed a needlessly frightening exercise, David had thought, sitting with her at the kitchen table, the scale too dizzying for a child.

			Click, click, click, the dial turns, and up we go, looking down on the father and the daughter, frozen at their posts at the kitchen table, and now we are in the quiet night air, hovering above their white clapboard house, their silent street, and now we are above the many roofs of the sleeping town, then we twist up and up, far above the train line, no longer in use, far above the dense, forested hills. We float over their eastern state, and up higher still, until the entire coastline is a mere nibble of the continent, up and up and up, there’s the faint blue of the lonely Earth, down there, just a flash before it disappears, too.

			What had it meant, any of it? Their little lives.

			Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole earth yet?

			A lapel pin that some zoomy senior at school used to wear, back when no one had, actually, seen a photo of the entire Earth. Nineteen sixtysomething.

			How had David felt, whenever he’d first actually seen a photo of the whole Earth? No memory. But the memory of the pin remained, the innocence of its demand, a relic from a time when huge swaths of life remained mysterious. Like that boys’ adventure magazine that showed treasure hunters across the globe posing with their jackpot discoveries. Send a dollar in to this address and receive a brochure on metal-detecting for fun and profit. Sure—the world still glittered with buried delights.

			Now they knew too much. What was in the drinking water. What was in the soil. What alcohol did to the brain and body. How it should be between men and women. And all this progress would continue after David was gone, this relentless march of knowledge, this breaking down of the world.

			He already had a hard time trying to explain the ways that life had felt different back then.

			The hours—how they had a different quality, had offered a continuity of thought. You knew when you woke up and you knew when you went to sleep, and in between you’d had an experience that you were confident could be called a day.

			They had all pretty much lived inside the same day. The shape was agreed upon—the hours familiar and measured. Which had turned out to be an important point of reference for the human project, after all.

			Now there were a million mental jaunts available to you in every moment, consciousness in a constant state of fracture, and even before he’d actually lost his mind, he’d lost his mind; everyone had. Everyone was afflicted like he was—maybe that’s why no one had sounded the alarm earlier. David was just acting the same as everyone was—addled, confused, blinking in the nothingness. Entire weeks were scrambled. The air went slack. Some necessary tension between human beings had been allowed to drop, had been discarded.

			Everyone lived in their own form of time, and it wasn’t so helpful, was it, when everyone set their own terms?

			He wasn’t sorry to be leaving. It would be better for everyone when they were gone, people like David. People who understood how things used to be. It was a necessary shift, and required a large-scale forgetting. No hemming and hawing for the lost self.

			The past grinding into the future.

			He peered out of the drapes. There was no moon at all. He was on a high floor, the street below crowded with parked cars.

			He was in London.

			England.

			The United Kingdom.

			The Northern Hemisphere. Planet Earth. Blah-blah Galaxy.

			Click, click, click.

			David put on proper pants but didn’t bother to change out of his pajama shirt. He pulled on a sweater over it and left the collar bunched up beneath. No coat—he wasn’t going far.

			The hallway was lighted so brightly that he was immediately energized. A second wind.

			There was a dead end to the left, so that made navigation somewhat simple, at first. Go to the right—he was a genius of direction.

			It seemed he passed through the double doors more than twice, but his footsteps were quiet on the carpet, and he didn’t mind his aloneness and the prospect that he was going around the corridor in circles. He would find the elevators eventually. Wasn’t it good, as everyone was always saying these days, to get in some steps?

			In the lobby, the lights were a little dim to indicate the hour, but there was the comfort of the faces behind the desk, the staff alert with daytime attention, and the other guests who crossed the black-and-white floor or stood huddled in the warmth of the vestibule. Delaying the end of the evening and whatever chill night waited outside. A night with no moon.

			He knew where he was headed. Though maybe he didn’t, because he veered accidentally into the Ladies’ Auxiliary Lounge, which turned out to mean the women’s bathroom. He exited, set himself back on the correct route.

			Success: there’s the bar, all tucked away, and in its narrow entrance, a woman stood at a sort of lectern.

			Is there a seat at the bar? David said.

			Are you staying with us?

			Yes—

			He smiled, to fill in the blank in their exchange where more information should go.

			Room number?

			He paused, rummaged around his brain. Stretched his smile a little wider.

			Last name Hastings, he said.

			She took up the slack. Tapped at a screen.

			All right, sir, she said, let’s go see if there’s a stool available.

			It was good to follow in the woman’s capable wake, through the small side room, with its round tables and velvet armchairs, then on into the bar. The bar was not very dark, as bars usually were—this place had a brightness from the mirrored wall, a clean white envelope of a room that felt good, the barstools capped in red leather and a fire in the brass mouth of the fireplace. The woman deposited him at the far end, at the lone stool that hugged the curve of the bar.

			All set, Mr. Hastings.

			She nodded at the bartender before she departed.

			Thank you, attendants! he thought. They would care for him tonight. He was under their care. Do no harm, etc. It was the law!

			He felt blindly for a coat hook before he realized he had no coat.

			Some cocktail had been invented here, at this bar. Famously. Or was he confusing this with some other bar? That’s what they all said.

			A moonless night, he thought.

			The bartender in his vest paced back and forth in his territory. There was some bad energy unhidden on his face. But no matter. On the wall behind him were all the goods: the shelves illuminated from below, the bottles doubled in the mirror. Goods, indeed. At these times you knew they had gotten some things right. In this life. All the gins and vodkas and whiskeys that would carry you off, blur the lines of yourself—and it was okay to drink glass after glass of the stuff in lovely rooms alongside strangers, strangers who were similarly entranced and similarly committed, a string of piano notes at low volume that twined underneath the chatter. It was a glimpse of what used to be fairly commonplace: grace.

			But then everyone had surprised him, wanting to disavow this pleasure entirely. For reasons of—health? Reasons of—self-flagellation? Pretty quickly after his last marriage, Stearns had completed a twelve-step program and now he answered the frantic, teary calls of grown men who were shivering and sweating, staring down a pint of whiskey. At least David had escaped the fate of being shuffled through any kind of program. Your failings were your own, and they were private, and if you didn’t really speak of them, that deadened them a little bit. The more you decided you needed a name for every granular tick of emotion or vice, the more these things took over your life, pathology being, in the end, a pretty appealing drug of its own.

			His Scotch came in a cut crystal glass alongside a silver bowl of nuts and another bowl of potato chips.

			Beer before liquor, never sicker. Liquor before beer, you’re in the clear. One of the instructional rhymes that seemed to appear out of nowhere in his youth, passed down from some traceless, ancient source.

			Socrates Sez: Hard stuff first.

			Cody believed tequila didn’t cause hangovers and someone—Rebecca?—had said German Pinots were basically Burgundy now, given the effects, these days, of a warming climate.

			Annabel used to drink white wine because red lit up all the invisible fractures of her teeth’s enamel.

			Whenever Annabel drank, the air between them softened helpfully and they felt some shared relief, even if it was brief. The temporary sense of the other person as a friend, a well-wisher. Hello, you—they were kinder to each other, even in the quality of their gaze. A window opened a few inches: a glimpse of another life.

			He had often preferred vodka, in the old days, because the smell could be easily masked, or so he told himself. Though maybe Annabel had always known. One of the many concessions and dishonesties you allowed each other in marriage. The knowing/not knowing, choosing whichever option let the day draw to a close with as little resistance as possible.

			Good night. Love you.

			You, too.

			David looked around. He had the sudden feeling that he had just spoken out loud.

			If he had, no one had heard.

			Beside him, a black-haired woman was sitting with her back turned, absorbed in conversation with her friend. He could see that she sat on her coat, which was humped over her stool, and that her legs were bare. While she talked, her fingers raked an empty silver bowl for crumbs. Both women had British accents: he noted this as they ordered another Champagne each. The woman drank hers quickly, then tipped back the empty glass more. She gave it a good shake—drib, drib.

			When the bill came, there was a serious flutter. The two women rummaged in the little purses they’d scrounged from the bar hooks. The black-haired woman’s face was wholly visible as she searched her purse, a face that became suddenly familiar to David.

			David flagged the bartender down.

			I’ll cover it, he said. Add theirs to my tab.

			Both women, now bright, looked to him.

			Oh my god, the far one said, you don’t have to do that.

			He shrugged and rotated his palms upward, as if to say, this was a matter beyond thank-yous, all of us setting sail into the night together, and this thought made him happy, the goodwill that radiated off the women as they smiled back at him, pleased, newly relieved of a burden. Only the far one got up to leave, gathered her coat. The other one remained on her stool. The one who David knew. She looked at her phone in a perfunctory way, then smiled at him.

			Would you like another Champagne? he said.

			She shrugged but nodded at the bartender at the same time.

			Thank you again—that was really nice. I’m Radha, she said.

			David. They shook hands.

			I didn’t mean to scare you, he said.

			Scare me?

			Wasn’t that why you left? You were there and then you were gone.

			She smiled in a vague way.

			At the pool, he said. You and your mother, maybe?

			What pool?

			Downstairs.

			Oh—I’m not staying here. She shifted. I didn’t know there even was a pool.

			He considered her face, which had seemed familiar. He held his hands up again, which now meant, Who knows.

			You’re staying here? she said.

			Yes.

			How long?

			He made a sound that implied an indeterminate length—his notebook was in his back pocket but he could not, of course, pull it out.

			She was younger than his daughter, he believed. Maybe thirty-five? Sure. Ages like this did not exactly mean anything to him. She was less groomed than his daughter but more made up. He understood she was more made up because there was eye makeup on her eyes and the scatter of some of the eye makeup on her cheeks.

			We’re staying at a pretty bad place, she said. It looked better online but you really do have to read reviews. Everything is like, a key card—like you have to scan a QR code to use the elevator, or turn on the lights.

			Terrible.

			I couldn’t figure it out, at first—it’s all on an iPad. Like even using the curtains and stuff.

			Even the curtains, David repeated.

			There was a thing I heard that said, now, with all that stuff, it’s like every person has two hundred people working for them. How much electricity you use a day.

			He didn’t follow this part.

			Like the curtains opening for you and everything on your phone and getting food delivery. It’s like, if you had two hundred servants in the olden days. The equivalent.

			I guess—yes. I see.

			Kind of crazy.

			She seemed able to motor the conversation along quite happily on her own. Interesting to watch her, this young person, young enough. Two hundred servants. Okay. He sipped at his second Scotch as she talked. Ate the replenished potato chips from the silver bowl but left the final few for her.

			Last call, the bartender said. The woman looked up in surprise.

			It’s not even one, she said.

			We close at one.

			She made a childish face and turned to David. Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it? she said. I’m not even tired.

			I’m jet-lagged.

			Does that mean you’re extra sleepy or extra awake?

			Good question. He tried to gauge what his body was telling him. Hard to say. Some vibration of energy, yes, he registered this, but couldn’t say what it indicated.

			I guess, he said. I feel awake, I guess.

			Other places are open, she said. Or we could go upstairs. She let her sentence trail off.

			The bartender’s face was blank, so either he hadn’t heard or he knew to pretend he hadn’t.

			She leaned into him enough that he felt the actuality of her.

			He drank his water. This stalled any response.

			The bartender brought the bill without asking first: the bar must truly be closing.

			David opened the folder even as he knew he wouldn’t be able to read it. He closed it thoughtfully.

			I’m a guest, he said.

			We can charge your room, certainly, sir. There’s a line, the bartender said. He reopened the folder. Right here.

			Your room number, the woman added helpfully.

			Last name Hastings, David said.

			And what room, sir?

			He looked at the air above the bartender. I may have forgotten, he said. The exact number.

			The woman didn’t seem outwardly fazed, but he detected a minor slump of the shoulders.

			David Hastings, he said. He felt for his room key, but when he pulled it out, it just said the name of the hotel. He placed it on the bar, anyway. Proof.

			The bartender nodded. Just a minute, sir.

			In the bartender’s absence, they both smiled.

			She consulted her phone.

			I can find another place that’s open. I’m sure there’s a million, she said.

			He saw that she was very drunk.

			The bartender returned. Okay, sir. You’re in 752.

			Seven-five-two, he repeated to himself.

			To remember things, you were supposed to imagine a house with different rooms and put the words or numbers you wanted to remember into each room, like as a physical object, and then walk yourself through this imaginary house, and in this way you could recall anything, and in this way people remembered a hundred random numbers.

			Why would anyone ever need to recall a hundred random numbers? Why had that ever been a thing that a human did?

			So 752. He should write it down while it still hovered here, among them.

			He looked down at the bill, the pen. I don’t have—my glasses, he said. Could you?

			The woman took over without hesitation. The woman with two hundred servants. She filled in his room number. Did a quick scribble for a signature.

			Thank you.

			He should have written the room number down. But now it was too late—the bill had been swiftly removed.

			My room, he said.

			The smile.

			The woman repeated the number, when he looked at her. Then smiled back. So he did not need to write it down. She would get him there.

			Upstairs?

			All right—he would follow her.

			They were nearly through the foyer when there was an urgent voice.

			Sir, sir! The girl made him stop—the bartender was flagging them down. He’d left his key card on the bar.
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			The woman sat in the desk chair in the hotel room, her legs crossed. She used a single hand on the desk to swivel the chair back and forth. She smiled, performing the halfhearted prelude to a seduction, though David was hardly the correct audience. The tenor of her act was familiar, but its intended effect was faint. Years and years since he’d been in the game: I no longer desire my desires.

			And anyway, she had already provided the required aid. The night nurse had returned him to his proper place—many thanks. Thanks a ton.

			The right floor, the seventh floor, easy enough. He might have been fine up to this point, if left to make his own way. Might have gotten himself to the correct floor.

			To find the actual room would have been more difficult, if not impossible. David let the woman take the lead completely, navigate their way among the corridor signs that announced each room block.

			We’re in the fifties, she said. Fifties, fifties, she sang a little to herself.

			She waited primly for him to do his business with his key, but when his attempts failed twice to turn the light green, she took over. None of this seemed to bother her. Maybe she thought he was just drunk. And he was, wasn’t he? Pretty well drunk. A totally expected form of self-lobotomy, a casual blotting out of one’s senses. Tolerated, for now. Until the scolds had their final say. Steps, steps. Mucho steps. Mucho sober steps—no thank you.

			Nice, the girl said. She turned to look around the hotel suite. Oops, she said, in a teasing voice. Looks like you had a fashion meltdown.

			It took a moment to understand. Then he saw the closet door was open, a pile of clothes on the floor by the bed. He had not remembered doing this.

			Folded, he thought with a surge of anger. They should all be folded. Why had the boy left this mess?

			Here we go, the girl said, perking up at the sight of the minibar.

			She zeroed in on a bottle of red atop the refrigerator, alongside some bottles of water, a wine key. She studied the wine label and shrugged. Good?

			He nodded.

			German Pinot Noirs, he said flatly, are the same as Burgundy now.

			Wow, she said, like she wasn’t sure if this was good or bad news. He wasn’t, either, really.

			Is this German, though? she said. She looked at the label. It says France.

			Her name had escaped him somewhere between the bar and this room. Had she even introduced herself? Maybe it would come back to him. He let his gaze go soft.

			She was waiting for something. For some response from him. Time for the smile. But he was already smiling, he found. So he screwed the smile wider.

			She seemed to understand right away that she would have to manage the opening of the wine, the pouring of the wine.

			He took the offered glass. Drank a warm mouthful.

			It tasted—red. Wet. Warm. He sat on the armchair.

			Can I take my shoes off? she said.

			Of course.

			She smiled as she stepped out of her heels. Bare feet. Red toenails. He had always found painted nails sort of strange. Primitive decoration, trying too hard to mask the animal bits.

			It’s like a whole apartment in here, she said. She walked around in her bare feet. Can I look around? she asked, as she was already doing so.

			The silver box on the desk drew her attention. He hadn’t noticed it himself. Silver cardboard tied with a bow.

			What’s this? She untied the ribbon without waiting for a response. They look like little turds, she said, after she lifted the lid. She laughed.

			Figs, he said, after a pause.

			She sniffed at the box, then took out a single fig. A small bite—she chewed without enthusiasm. Kinda gross, she said. She left the lid open.

			Nice sweaters, she said. She’d gone to the open closet. Her fingers rubbed the sleeve of a black crewneck sweater. Can I wear it? It’s cold in here.

			He nodded from his chair. She pulled the sweater on over her dress. So soft, she said, and made a show of hugging herself. He knew already that the woman would take the sweater with her when she left. He wondered idly what else in the room she would help herself to. Did she understand that he didn’t care? She could have it all.

			Did people still use traveler’s checks? Another idle thought. They had worn special belts under their clothes, pouches that held their traveler’s checks and their passports. So terrified, always, that their valuable things would be taken from them. Their pieces of paper.

			A moment of too much silence. The girl gave an awkward laugh.

			I’m gonna pee, she announced.

			Did he hear her talking in the bathroom? Did she have some urgent calls to take care of?

			She came back after what seemed like a long time.

			Can I take a bath? It’s so big.

			Sure.

			Okay, really?

			It would take forever to fill up, a bathtub that size. It was freestanding, without legs, a sort of rounded, porcelain coffin. Or the thing you called a coffin when it was aboveground and made of marble and like a little house. Tomb.

			He watched the girl. Why was he just standing here? Surely she could fill a bathtub without his supervision.

			He made his way back to the other room. The antechamber—what did they call that room before the King Tut tomb? They were always discovering King Tut’s antechamber, weren’t they? They had discovered it five different times. Back when they were discovering such things. Seemingly every other month.

			News of the World—we have found King Tut’s hallway. We have found King Tut’s coat closet.

			David lay on the carpeted floor of the entryway. Better for his back. He dug his heels in and bent his knees slightly as he simultaneously tried to raise his hips. This was meant to release some tight lower-back muscle. An osteo had taught him this exercise. There had been a giant basketball shoe on the man’s office shelf, signed by one of the osteo’s celebrity athlete clients. The shoe was so big it looked as if it could hold an infant.

			(Where was the other giant shoe from the pair?)

			David’s spine was shot from decades of sitting at a desk. His head position—too forward. A head that always rooted in front of his body, out of order.

			He was very skull-forward, David. The osteo’s words.

			The osteo, the steroid shots and exercises for Q-lat release—these pathetic stabs at reversing the damage. Too late, really. You sat at the desk and made certain numbers swell up and other numbers recede and you took calls and meanwhile your skeleton fused and your nerves got stringy and you had to pay somehow.

			His legs shook and his body trembled and he dropped his ass back to the carpet.

			The woman called something out from the bathroom. He couldn’t make out any words over the noise of the tub.

			The water stopped.

			Wine, she called out. Can you bring the wine.

			The water started again.

			He got to his feet with some effort. He walked the wine bottle across the vestibule and into the bathroom, then into the alcove where the bath was.

			She was naked, of course, but the water level in the tub wasn’t more than four inches or so. Her nipples were erect. She had no pubic hair, which shouldn’t have surprised him—he wasn’t such a shut-in—but it surprised him anyway, the rude line of her vagina.

			He stood there, uncertain. She looked at him.

			The woman finished her wine. Yummy, she said. She sat up and held out her glass. The empty glass clicked his thoughts into place—so this was the reason he was standing in this room. He filled it. Wine for the stranger’s glass.

			She raised the glass in his direction. Cheers, she said.

			Cheers.

			Bad luck to cheers with no drink, she said.

			Is it?

			The air was limp. He wasn’t giving her whatever she was looking for. She splashed around a little in the bath but her heart wasn’t in it, either.

			I’m about to die, he imagined saying. Or, really, I’m basically already dead. This is like a furlough, shore leave.

			I’m gonna die soon, was what he said, some version of this.

			She laughed. I think about it, too, she said, all the time. Like, isn’t it crazy? But it makes you seize the moment, she said. Don’t you think?

			He did think, he said, he agreed. Her glass was nearing empty again. How had that happened so fast?

			Do you, like, want to sit down or something?

			He got to the bathroom floor with some pain. A cold he felt through his trousers.

			Are you married, she said.

			Once these questions had been loaded. Requiring a calibrated answer. Because he had been invested in what happened next, after he gave his answer.

			Not anymore, he said.

			Was this correct? Yes.

			He used to lie. Because he had needed to. The women on business trips or wherever. It seemed comforting, for these women, to believe that he had been married and then not been married. At least someone, once, had wanted him, someone had stamped him as acceptable for family life, and so he was respectable, trustworthy. A known entity, David, quality-controlled. But that didn’t matter anymore. Now it was actually the truth—he had once been married, many years ago, and now he was not.

			Divorced, beheaded, died.

			The women had not quite persisted. None of them. Most of their names were gone. The men, the few men—he had not wanted to know their names.

			See, Annabel? Annabel, his brain sing-songed, it was no big de-aal, was it?

			It had cost so much, at the time. Hellfire, betrayal—had the drama been necessary? The drama and the hurt gave it so much more power: all that churning angst, the hysterical story that had been laid over the activity. The fairly pathetic activity. Zooming out even slightly, you saw it for what it was—brief flares of the body, vanities and boredoms, physical sensations, none of it a real threat. A tensing of the muscles, a release.

			Easy to say now. Less easy at the time.

			And divorce seemed equally silly, playing house turned into a crime procedural. Bad, good. Evil, innocent. The damsel’s eyes were wet and the villain had to pay.

			No big de-al, Annabel, he sang again in his brain. Don’t think about it, darling. You never had to give it a second thought.

			Splash, the woman shifted in the bathwater. She said something that he didn’t fully track, but he did understand that the woman’s face was unbothered—she wasn’t shocked by what he’d told her. It seemed he could say anything to this woman and her expression never changed. A calm, religious demeanor, this woman who sipped at her wine. She lay back in the white porcelain bathtub, her hair draped over the rim, out of the water’s reach.

			Would she hear his confession?

			He would find Tom and he would say he was sorry.

			His old friend. The friend of his youth.

			Sorry for what?

			She seemed confused.

			There had been the ordinary unkindnesses. Who could really fault him for these? Some dinner when Tom stood, orphaned, with his tray, his eyes roving around until they clicked on David’s. David, sitting at the table with his friends. He let his gaze go dead, let his eyes return to the other boys.

			How many times did such things happen? Enough. Still, Tom never mentioned them outright.

			These things had mostly disappeared. So why did David remember the one night? Out of all the nights? Something had happened that day. Tom undressed in the room with his usual care. He folded his worn clothes on his desk chair and put on his navy chenille robe. Returned from the bathroom with peppermint mouth and damp hair. He got under the covers and curled himself toward the wall.

			Should I turn the light off? David asked, a rare show of roommate etiquette, consideration, and Tom said cheerily, No, it’s fine, though he had not turned his face from the wall.

			Just schoolboy stuff, he said to the woman. High school—I was unkind.

			But this was so long ago, the woman in the bathtub said. A pause, while she seemed to consider just how long. She drank her wine. Weren’t you guys, like, kids?

			Kids, teenagers, weren’t they vicious to each other?

			Nations wage these wars because they want to play God, their history teacher had said, pleased with himself. Man wants the power to kill, to act out the life/death drama, and so we start wars. The teacher, a young man, had been under the sway of faddish Euro psychoanalysis. New enough, in that realm, their stodgy campus lagging a decade behind the outside world. Psychoanalysis, like a word puzzle for life. The lion is actually the father is actually the breast is actually the ego. Everything was open for translation. A good way to fill up the time, he guessed. If you needed that sort of thing.

			But forget the battlefields, forget the Euro word games: you had only to walk through the dorms on any Wednesday night to witness a million scenes of brutality in miniature. The one they called Rat, who’d terrorized the entire floor and didn’t ever sleep until finally his guardian came to cart him to a loony bin. The boy wonder, age eleven, who’d lasted only a month, his wastepaper basket engulfed in flames. Hallway squabbles that suddenly combusted into darkly exciting blows, a nose bent out of joint and a face glazed in blood.

			David had been on the receiving end, as a first-year. His coat gone missing. Turned up floating in the fishpond. A chair pulled away just as he sat down, his tailbone ringing sharply as he hit the floor. Snicker, snicker, went the audience—he knew to never get too angry, to smile a little and show he was game. It was a kind of animal knowledge, how to defuse the pack fever.

			David was not popular, not really. He was quick, watchful, knew when to titter along with the group, when to add social punctuation—oh, boy; then what; listen to this. He didn’t ever start conversations but he kept up the conversational velocity. Everyone got used to him, tolerance becoming affection, basically.

			Tom had no such ability to hide—his face was naked. Shifted in the slightest emotional breeze.

			He would be a handsome man later—that openness was part of it. But back then, his face had been like a field of fresh snow, glowing with an almost accusatory purity. There was no way to explain to him that there was something in him, some natural quality of self, that called forth a beating.

			Do you remember that? he said to the woman in the bathtub. How you knew your friends’ parents back then?

			How strange—that they had met one another’s families.

			A time when you knew people and you understood some of their mysterious context.

			Freddie’s father, with his pinkie ring and hairy knuckles, a wife who seemed older, more like his mother.

			Frederic, his father called him, Freh-duh-rick.

			The boy’s twin brother, who visited for a weekend. The two of them walked the quad arm in arm, unashamed, like girls.

			Perry’s father took a group of them out before finals. The father was a navy officer, made a good-time show of ordering pitchers of beer, his face reddened to an alarming glisten as the night wore on. He sloshed their glasses full again and again, and he smiled and smiled but he was not a kind man.

			They got joylessly drunk, all of them. Finally the dinner was over, and they stood to leave.

			Where do you think you’re going, the father said to Perry. Perry sat back down at the table without looking at anyone.

			Afterward, David puked in the hedges outside the athletic building, his hands on his knees, an emptying so profound that it winched his insides tight and he was instantly sober.

			His own parents rarely came to campus. The beginning and end of that first year. Maybe once more afterward. His father sought out the headmaster, going up to the man as he was busy in conversation. He stuck out his hand to shake. The headmaster gave his father a polite slice of strained attention before he excused himself.

			His father was visibly puffed up with pleasure.

			Oh, David thought, distressed. Oh. You don’t know anything.

			It was a relief when his parents drove away. David could relax his watch. Wouldn’t have to see his father as forlorn, out of sorts, a rag-and-bone king ill at ease this far away from his false kingdom.

			Goodbye, so long. A sandwich his mother handed over, wrapped in wax paper. Already unpleasant from the drive. His bedsheets in peculiar dimensions, for the peculiarly dimensioned mattress, school-issued. Always make your bed. Make your bed and you’ll start the day off with achievement. Don’t be a slob—no one likes to live with a slob. Don’t fill up on dessert—just because it’s there doesn’t mean you eat it every meal. Wash behind your ears. Don’t be a pig. Don’t lend anyone money. Neither a beggar nor a borrower be.

			A telephone in the dorm hallway. The calls were never for him.

			Ping-Pong tournaments, a milk-drinking contest. The contents of your laundry bag disappearing, then reappearing, scattered in other bunks.

			Black marks for: bad.

			

			—

			The bathtub was close to full now, the faucet going at max force. The woman scooted her way back toward the tap, with her wineglass held above the water. She shut off the faucet.

			Silence.

			That’s better, she said. She settled down again. It’s definitely big enough—I mean, if you want to come in.

			She didn’t seem too enthusiastic about the idea. Were they both imagining the spectacle of David lumbering out of his clothes, lowering his nude body next to hers?

			I’m okay, he said. I’m okay here.

			He stayed where he was. Beside the bone-white shine of the big bathtub.

			You were closer, back then, to certain dark strains of family life. As you grew older, you understood how to hide such things better from outsiders, or you moved far away from your family, where you could hide these things from yourself, too.

			They were young boys.

			Without him saying so, Tom understood that David did not like going home.

			The students all left campus for Christmas, the school shut down, but there were other breaks, too. Fall break, or whatever they called it, which took him by surprise. Somehow everyone had known about this, had signed up for the shuttle vans early or made their return plans. It was too soon for David to go home. He couldn’t have said this explicitly to Tom. Still, Tom had invited David to come with him in some easy way.

			Tom’s mother, in a different era, would be diagnosed, medicated, but back then she just trembled constantly and seemed to swim through her own private atmosphere.

			The first time he had ever known a family without a father. It would be more normal, later. But it was odd, then, the three of them, Tom and his mother and younger sister, a sense of a patchy settlement, cobbled together outside the safe bounds of conventional life.

			There was some money, wasn’t there? Enough to send Tom to school, to keep up a house near a city. She worked, she must have, and David must have known, at some point, the story of the father’s whereabouts. These were details that didn’t imprint.

			What did: the mother at the wheel of the family car. She jittered through the radio stations. She saw him watching her in the rearview and gave him an uncertain smile.

			The first morning, coming downstairs for breakfast. She cooked with cheerful confidence, but the bacon was charred nearly black. The three of them, Tom and his sister and David, cleaned their plates. Somehow a wordless agreement had been made that no one would mention things like burnt bacon or the mother’s trembling hands, and this would keep the world on its even keel.

			The sister was more savvy than Tom. She was watchful, mostly silent. She studied David with undisguised interest.

			Another way he understood that Tom had not often had friends over.

			That first break had only been a few days.

			Back to school. Tom’s mother dropped them at the train station, a kiss on Tom’s cheek and a kiss on David’s, too. Be good.

			Tom’s house for school breaks. Then summer, too. A month at their shabby, borrowed lake house—David was invited along.

			Happiness, pretty close to it.

			The unbroken August weeks. He and Tom swam. Paddled the moldy rubber dinghy, knocked clean of another year’s worth of mouse shit. The simple bachelor food they cooked for themselves. Sometimes they went into town on the bicycles. A harrowing journey on a road with no shoulder—it was a game, to dodge the summer drunks in passing cars. Tom’s mother went line dancing at the guild hall. Gin punch on her breath: Good night, boys. The electricity in the house was unreliable, and David learned to use the kerosene lamps.

			Twist, twist, twist, went the knob, feeding the braided fuse into view. The smudgy smoke that rose into the air, the glass chimney that blackened and needed to be wiped clean again.

			A house of cards, with its triangled levels. Hold your hand very steady. The sister watched from the wicker couch. Tom was very exacting, placing each card. He said there was a hidden language in a deck of cards. How red was for day, black was for night. The four suits like the four seasons. The king of hearts was Charlemagne, he explained, and the king of spades was Alexander the Great, and so on, and tra-la-la.

			True or untrue?

			Chess on a cardboard board that was cracked white and peeling along the fold. The faint smell of mouse. A few of the pawns were long missing, replaced with wine corks.

			No patience for the game, David. Bored halfway through, he’d let Tom’s sister take over.

			Sore loser.

			I didn’t lose—I just didn’t want to play anymore.

			Sore player.

			All four years they had stayed roommates. The other boys seemed to tolerate this friendship. They assumed that David was benefiting in some way. And he was.

			Tom often made quick work of David’s assignments. Not like he actually did them, though he may have written paragraphs, from time to time, or suggested some more felicitous phrasing. It was more that his mind was so quick and sharp that David could present it with any subject and off he’d go, a windup and crack, a home run, Tom’s mind hurtling out somewhere beyond the stadium lights.

			The invisible spheres are formed in fright.

			And hadn’t he known many invisible things, Tom, hadn’t he taught him the secret language hidden in the deck of cards?

			The king of hearts was the Suicide King. See, right there? He showed him how the dagger blade was turned back, aimed at the king. The other ones weren’t like that.

			The minor chords he preferred, playing the guitar softly enough that they could still talk.

			You need a mind to make a mind—what a professor in college said once. And he’d understood it instantly because he’d thought of Tom—a mind that had made David’s.

			

			—

			Hello? A woman’s voice. She sounded annoyed.

			He lay on the bathroom floor. He stared up at the ceiling.

			You fell asleep or something, the voice said. He turned to look at the source. The woman in the bath, inside the big white bathtub. She was a stranger. But this was—okay. He closed his eyes again.

			What are you thinking? she said.

			I was thinking about this line. From a book, I guess, or something. They’re formed in fright.

			That wasn’t quite right, he thought, even as he said it.

			I don’t get it, the woman said. What is?

			I don’t really know, either. I guess—around us. It took effort for him to talk. The parts we don’t know. Like—a secret language.

			Okayy, she said. She splashed in the bathwater. The tone of her voice was the tone from television shows that meant: aberration, someone had done something out of the social bounds. Okayyyyyy, eye roll, blah blah.

			You sure you don’t want to get in with me? she said. She splashed a little more.

			No.

			She let out an angry laugh. You need to take a pill?

			He didn’t respond.

			I have to refill the water, she said. Her voice was suddenly sweet again. It’s already getting cold.

			She pulled the drain and both of them listened to the loud suck. She let it go on for a while, then plugged the drain.

			I have work tomorrow, she said, in the silence. Fuck, she said, still using her sweet voice.

			Work?

			Oh, well, she said. Let’s get the hot water going, she said. Brrr.

			And then the rush of the faucet was too loud for either of them to say anything.

			He stayed where he was. His back against the tiles. Coldness, a slab of coldness.

			Rushing water.

			Ice floe, the dark sea. No one on the shore.
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			First, the presence in the room.

			Someone else.

			The boy, there in the doorway.

			More information came, piece by piece.

			The unfamiliar bed.

			The unfamiliar bedroom.

			The further information, unfortunate, of David’s present physical state. His brain flopping for air. He opened his mouth to take a big breath: his lips cracked.

			The boy looked away, politely.

			David saw that he was in his pajama top and sweater and briefs, half-in and half-out of the bedcovers. His teeth were swampy, unbrushed—all the moisture seemed to have left his body.

			The boy would excuse himself, surely. Any second now.

			The boy did not.

			We have a table downstairs, the boy said.

			Pause.

			Breakfast, the boy said. They’ll hold it for us.

			Water, David said. He shuffled his whole self under the bedcovers. His head sent out an emergency siren.

			Cody brought over one of the water bottles from the mini-refrigerator. He’d already opened it for him most of the way.

			I’ll come back in ten, Cody said.

			

			—

			Cody had them bring the formal breakfast service to the table. Many levels of food on a silver tray, the various serving spoons and pincers. None of the little savory quiches seemed appetizing. Everything was too fussy. Too foreign and irregular. It was too early in the day to be surprised by a black olive or some tangy chutney.

			He needed the plain American inputs. The known quantities.

			He had his coffee with milk. Ordered white toast that came standing at attention in the silver cage. He didn’t bother to butter it.

			The jam is good, Cody said.

			David didn’t reply, his mouth stuffed with bland white bread.

			Cody lifted the wax paper hat off the pot of butter. It’s so yellow, he said brightly. Good butter.

			Wasn’t good butter very pale, David thought, idly, peevishly.

			At the next table, the family with the passel of kids finally departed. Poor waiter—they left behind the ravaged remains of breakfast, the table ransacked. David watched as one of their kids peeled off from the troops. The kid made for the grand piano in the corner, clambering onto the bench. The boy dinged a few piano keys. He looked around for a reaction. Then did it again. The parents stood by, seemingly charmed by this performance.

			A single finger pecked out “Go Tell Aunt Rhody.”

			The old gray goose.

			Halt. Restart.

			The old gray goose is dead.

			Jesus, David said. Be quiet, he said out loud, maybe too loudly.

			People turned to look.

			Cody smiled out in a sorry way. In the public vaudeville way. But David wasn’t sorry. He scowled, to cancel out the sorry.

			Irritability, so near to the surface. Another symptom, he’d been told. But it didn’t change the irritation itself, which, in the moment, was always entirely and obviously necessary, the only possible response.

			He flipped open his notebook.

			YES: some past version of himself had written this word and circled it twice.

			

			—

			Cody summoned the driver on his phone. Harder to track things now, even if you weren’t brain-sick. Everything was done invisibly—nobody showed their work anymore! All the helpful subtitles were gone, no more pantomime, so David only knew the car had been called because here the car was, parked in a line of black cars.

			David had stopped driving, on doctor’s orders.

			He had accepted this mandate without much fuss. Because, even before the doctor’s official order, David had found himself shying away from driving.

			The drive itself was usually fine, involving its usual, healthy amnesia—who really paid full attention while they drove?—but the parking, the constant anxiety. He came out in front of a restaurant sidewalk and squinted into the sun. He felt certain that there was a meter he had to feed, that his time was running out, but he could not remember where he had parked. He made fruitless circles of the nearby blocks.

			The meters that measured out time, sold it in little increments: exchange your silver for another thirty minutes. Another hour.

			Though you didn’t need to carry coins anymore—they all took cards. All the machines. So what was this Ziploc bag of old quarters in the glove box for? The coins that got foxed and moldy.

			Cody was made crazy by David’s persistent fear. Lately David woke at night believing that someone was breaking into the car. Why the car and not the house? It made sense in the way things made sense at that hour.

			Had the mileage been reset?

			Someone was driving the car at night, then resetting the mileage. To trick him.

			Clicking back the numbers so no one could tell. Almost imperceptible, to a civilian. But he could tell, David could tell, he knew numbers, and that was always something he had been good at.

			It was a nice car, David’s car. A sedate gray, not really flashy. Seats that heated or cooled him, depending if he pressed a red or blue button. Red was flame, blue was snowflake. The fire and ice buttons. There was a thin jacket he kept in the back seat, for chilly nights, a plastic square mounted on the windshield that paid all the highway tolls invisibly, without fuss. A fold-down compartment by the rearview mirror where he groped, fruitlessly, for a nonexistent pair of sunglasses. The sunglasses that did not exist because he was wearing them.

			

			—

			They had the morning free before going to Rebecca’s. It had either been his idea or Cody’s to go to the museum. Not a big one. Thank god. This museum was basically a house, pale and boxy. A mansion, or maybe there was a term for it. For that particular scale of mansion. Set back on a circular drive. The car dropped them off right by the door. Only a few other patrons in the echoey entrance hall. David sat on the wooden bench while Cody talked to the man at the desk, paid whatever required fees.

			How much to keep sitting here? he should ask. Did it cost extra to not have to go inside at all?

			He hoped that coming here had been Cody’s idea. Some well-meaning diversion, a field trip as conceived of by a young person’s brain: eat your vegetables. Surely this had not been his doing. Because otherwise even his desires had grown fainter to himself.

			Cody gave him the space to wander alone. David did what he thought was a convincing job of looking around. He imitated those around him, who seemed content and absorbed, performing their dutiful museum shuffle: walk, walk, pause. Walk, walk, pause.

			He stared blankly at a silver service set inside a glass cube. Paintings in gilt frames—the frames so drippy and thick that you couldn’t focus on whatever was inside them. They were nice, he supposed. Old, definitely. These brown paintings of dogs with mournful human eyes and big cartoony splotches in their fur, their masters costumed in their own pelts. Weird cloaks and some such. Some such things as these—

			Only when he turned into a room with bright-red walls did it come back to him.

			They had come here on their honeymoon. Another day that had seemed to go on and on—how was it possible, he had thought back then, with real panic, that such days would accrue into years? It had been a relief to have something to do, a place to walk, anything, other than each other, to focus on. The distraction opened some helpful space between them. David started to enjoy the glimpses of his new wife from across the big rooms. At a distance, he could take pleasure in the idea of her, see her in this context as the pretty young woman she was. After the museum, they ate a bad, expensive dinner at a restaurant recommended by friends of her parents’. Their stomachs roiled on the long slog back to their hotel. Then, the blessed apparition: they passed a rerun theater, showing the freaky comfort of Planet of the Apes.

			Warm feelings, still, for the apes.

			Turner. He remembered he had liked those paintings. Or at least found them hospitable, ready to be looked at, and in that way, understandable—paintings of skies, tormented skies. He didn’t worry too much about whether he was missing some meaning. Here was a cloudy sky, here was a storm brewing.

			Okay—check. Got it.

			The drama of the weather—his life contained drama, too, he felt. Or so he had felt, back then. He had married, hadn’t he? Taken a decisive step forward. The scale had become larger. Certain questions had been answered, which meant other questions could stop circling his brain, prickling under everything, ruining it all.

			Annabel had liked the furniture that Marie Antoinette had touched, lived with. Marie Antoinette’s favorite cabinetmaker, said the plaque. Marquetry woodwork, some clever mechanisms, intricate cubbies and lids. Things beloved by a woman from the past. However many hundreds of years ago.

			This moment, degraded but real, and the honeymoon room that flashed with Annabel’s young self, and the room of two hundred years ago, its people long dead. As he would soon be.

			What will it be like when you’re gone?

			It will be pretty much the same as before you got here.

			There had been that Elvis album with the funny title—I’m 10,000 Years Old.

			The little postcard Tom had taped up on his side of the room, a postcard of a painting. Where had he gotten such a thing? Neither of them had been out of the country.

			White rock cliffs that opened onto a sea, a horizon line. Three figures in old-fashioned clothes crouched mid-clamber in the foreground. On the precipice. Some painter that Tom liked, a German painter. Man made small before Nature, Tom said, by which he meant God.

			Nature meant God and Man was sometimes also God but Man wasn’t Nature.

			Some path to follow there—like how now the gut was the brain. Gut vs. Brain, Man vs. Nature, Spy vs. Spy.

			David walked around at a manageable pace. He let everything wash past his vision. Occasionally different things came into relief. Then a good blink and they were blurry again. He made a circuit of another room. Crossed the wood floor, with its pleasing herringbone pattern. Another nice thing to look at—the way the pattern fit together. A product of human ingenuity, back when it had seemed to correctly match human need instead of outpace it so dramatically.

			This misfit—between our requirements and the meeting of those requirements—was this why it all felt wrong, these days? Why life stuttered along, instead of glided forward: a misalignment of scale?

			There was another staircase, gray stone, other floors to visit, but he’d already made the decision that there would only be this floor.

			Partialization. Editing. These were important skills.

			He passed into a long, vast hall with narrow gothic windows.

			Some of the formality of his boarding-school dining hall, with its mullioned windows and Anglophile pretensions.

			Please, sir, more gruel—the boys slammed the empty bowls on the table as a joke. Gentlemen, gentlemen, the teacher said, in a patient tone.

			I love you, he thought now—that kind, patient voice. What it was saying.

			Oatmeal in the morning, peas that rolled off the fork at dinner. Peas, with their overboiled dimples. Corned beef, the mashed potatoes green on St. Patrick’s Day. Tom, lonesome with his tray, Tom, who roved for a home—don’t look over, don’t look over, don’t look over.

			In one of the museum’s hall rooms, a young man had set up camp in front of a painting. He was blond, in a bulky sweater and blue jeans, stationed at his folding easel. Already, there were the first overtures on his paper, a little stool with an open box of pastels beside him. He was making a copy of the painting on the wall.

			For a moment, David stood there and watched him at work. The young man, seemingly unaware of any audience. He held up a stick of pastel as a measure. Squinted with one eye. Allowed a thoughtful pause before he made any mark on the paper. Another squint. Another mark. The boy was obviously talented. Even his few lines already conjured a likeness.

			The scene felt pleasant: David’s diffuse admiration, a moment of human connection. Good things, still, in this world.

			He should have tried to draw. Learned about art, made room for such things. The thought was maudlin and probably untrue but it seemed, therefore, like the correct kind of thought. The correct genre of thought.

			Then the young man turned around rather abruptly. Sorry, he said, his face a stranger’s face. Can I just—the man waved his pastel in the air, denoted an invisible perimeter—have some space?

			The young man kept looking at David. Waited for him to move.

			David’s mouth opened, then closed. Stutter, stutter—he was blushing.

			There was a row of benches, a spine that ran along the middle of the room. David sat down hard on the nearest section of bench. He stared at the back of the young man, the back of his hair. His stance seemed, now, quite cocky, this young man, this whole endeavor entirely self-conscious, and who set themselves up in these garish public displays—an exhibitionist impulse, really—then acted pissy when you actually looked?

			All homos or mostly—how Stearns had once described his own high school. Or mostly. It had some prettiness, the rhythm of it. All homos or mostly. It had stuck, somehow. The phrase.

			All homos or mostly, Socrates Sez—meaning, Faggots all the way down.

			This is where Cody found him, sitting on the bench, his breath shallow.

			Did Cody sense the desperate drop in morale?

			Let’s get a little snack, he said, his hand at David’s elbow. Yes?

			The café was in the outdoor courtyard, tented for the season. Difficult to imagine there would ever be a summer: the gray day clung on and on. David sat at a cold metal table while Cody ordered up at the counter.

			They only had mint, Cody said. He returned with a plastic number for the table. Unless you want caffeine.

			Mint is good, David said.

			They can warm up a croissant?

			Birdsong drew David’s eye upward—there was a bird, inside the tented courtyard, up in a corner. The bird was black. Not a crow. There didn’t appear to be any openings in the tent—how had the bird gotten in? How would it get out?

			The sky beyond the tent was warbly and watery through the cloudy plastic.

			Look, David said. He nodded up to where the bird was perched on the metal tent frame.

			He looked again at Cody—Cody seemed to be waiting for an answer.

			Croissant, Cody said. Do you want one?

			The bird watched David from its height. The bird knew what was happening because it heard David’s thoughts before he even said them to himself.

			Have I been a good boy or a bad one?

			The bird had no opinion. David knew this, but he asked anyway. And why should the bird care? These were earthly concerns, and soon David would have no need for them, either.

			The daughter will be fine. She will do what she always does. She will find out the bad, hard truths, but not for a while. The little boy will have a nice life.

			Am I right? Won’t they be fine? Isn’t Tom fine? Didn’t every good boy do fine?

			Another nonanswer, the single, blinking eye of the bird like the shiny black head of a pin, no iris but all portal, aimed in David’s direction.

			Do no harm—hadn’t he done only a little?

			A chill from the metal chair made its way through his wool trousers and zinged his bones. He shifted. When he looked up again, he couldn’t locate the bird. Not a bird in sight.

			The croissant was warm and cottony and solidified in his mouth, seemed to require excessive chewing.

			Work, everything seemed like work. Even these good things—even this buttered mouthful.

			He chewed endlessly. And then chewed more.

			Can I have—he touched his throat—water.

			Off Cody went, another trip to the counter.

			David took out his notebook but didn’t open it. He just considered the shape of it in front of him, the stamped leather pattern on the cover that he had never looked at too closely. The edges gilded, like a Bible. He had no pen, he realized as he patted his pockets forlornly. But what had he wanted to write down?

			If he closed his eyes, it didn’t matter. Whatever he had lost hold of. He kept his eyes shut until he heard Cody return. The bottle of water and the glass on the table.

			Cody read aloud an email from one of David’s friends. A chatty email, a catch-up email—David listened but his mind wandered.

			Do you want to say anything back? Cody coughed. Shall we write a response?

			To?

			Cody said the name.

			I know who they are, David said dreamily. I just don’t know the exact name.

			Cody repeated the name. Nothing, no forward motion, until Cody said enough other proper nouns, a city and the name of a wife, and then David sort of clicked things together.

			There was a woman who always wore high heels. But she was a short gal. She moved to Mexico with her friends, a lot of gay guys. They died, I think. I don’t know if it was AIDS or what.

			Cody nodded.

			And she—what’s it called when they do the talks. All over. It’s events but it changes?

			TED talks, Cody said.

			Cody was good at pulling such names out of the ether.

			Mm, David said, yes.

			Why had he wanted to talk about this? Unclear.

			His eyes danced around the courtyard.

			See how they hide the heaters, he said. In the brown metal—but they’re just normal units. Smart, though. It looks a lot better.

			Yeah, Cody said.

			A lot better.

			Cody checked his phone. Which made David realize he had essentially stopped checking his own phone. It was a machine for playing solitaire. He could carry around a deck of cards and it would perform the same function. There was not much else inside that meant anything to him. If anyone needed him, they wrote to Cody. His phone contained his card game, his miniature hit of oblivion, and his phone shared his location with Cody, beamed out the information of David’s place on this planet.

			The current report: David, sitting here at this cold metal table, his sweater front dappled with crumbs.

			Birdsong, again, in the space above him.
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			A nap back at the hotel. His dreams disturbed by a vague sense of failure that lingered after the museum. Something David had forgotten to do. But what? He slept uneasily.

			Hills Are Alive, which, when he thought about it, just as a plain phrase, was also maybe the name of a horror movie.

			For when the hills looked at you and had unkind thoughts about you.

			No, but I mean really unkind!

			He sat up in bed. He would speak to Tom. No one else knew the accounting between them. He needed to do it. Face-to-face. As they said. As the parlance went. Still, the many days that would pass first. The Advent calendar, with the dotted squares of thin cardboard, the cheap, pressed chocolate that waited behind each closed door. Be patient—okay.

			A gentle knock: Cody. He suggested, in mild tones, that David might brush his teeth before they went to Rebecca’s. And so David did this, brushed with vigor. He dropped a frothing mouthful into the sink basin and grimaced in the mirror.

			Cody, in the antechamber, waiting for him. In the boy king’s antechamber.

			Snap, snap, David chomped his jaws together for the boy king, his lips pulled back to show that the task had been completed, the decks had been swabbed.

			Blink, blink, the reel snapped ahead.

			Now the car clacked over the cobblestone streets, David’s spine registering every bump in the back seat. His breath was too much in his nostrils and the toothpaste fumes irritated his eyes. Was he allergic to his toothpaste or to some foreign tree or spritz of foreign pollen—why were his eyes tight and wet?

			He peered out the window through the little slits of his eyes.

			It was a busy day out there, people going where they were going. They filled the sidewalks and streamed past the car windows, their motorized bikes weaving through the crowd, all of them swept up in the same urgent swirl. Bump, bump, bump, their own car nosed down a narrow, cobbled side street, seemingly in some attempt to avoid traffic. Failed attempt.

			That first job in the city—David the eager young man with spit-shine hair. The offices had been on one of the cobblestone blocks. A notched, uneven street, stones that listed off this way and that. Treacherous after dark or when inebriated. Mark had told him that the cobblestones in this part of the city had been brought over from Holland, back in the New Amsterdam era. They’d used the stone as ballast, on the voyage over, to weigh down the ship’s hulls. Then all that stone had to end up somewhere, so they’d used them to pave these streets.

			True? False? Instructive, either way.

			In this way, the past gets churned into the future.

			Nearly there, Cody said in a murmur as he touched David’s elbow.

			David looked away from the clamor outside the car and went back to his solitaire. Click. Click. If they were going to let humans meld with computers, he’d let himself meld into this game, let his brain liquefy into a vibrating pixel and make the infinite rounds. Shuffle, shuffle, the computer deals the deck. Heaven was a green screen with the cards in their neat order.

			The car slowed when they hit the residential streets. The driver turned onto a picturesque block of houses, all in a tidy row. Relentlessly civilized, the houses were pretty much identical. Victorian terrace houses, built with the white stone. Across the street was a small park, gated all around. So the quiet block with its quiet civic betrayal: probably the park was closed to the public.

			Cody tried to walk him to the front door. David waved him away.

			Rebecca, Geoff, Rainer. Rebecca, Geoff, Rainer.

			He opened the little black gate, not even waist-high. A gate to keep Victorian baby dolls out. He went up the flight of stairs with concentration. The doorbell was illuminated. He pressed it and listened for a sound. He wasn’t sure if he had heard anything. He pressed the doorbell again.

			The door swung open. His eyes had to adjust to the boy waiting on the other side, instead of Rebecca.

			Well, hi there, David said, suddenly folksy.

			Hi. The boy’s smile came only after a beat. His turtleneck gave him a serious air, at odds with his cream-puff face. You’re early, the boy said matter-of-factly.

			David nodded. He stuck out his hand, a habit to fill the silence, and the boy shook it gamely.

			The boy had pinkish coloring, like one of the denizens of the porcelain lamps from his childhood, pink-cheeked ladies with buckled shoes and milk skin. His mother’s wish for sophistication.

			Blond hair, like Tom’s. Similar slightness around the neck and shoulders.

			How long would they stand in the open doorway?

			Hi, the daughter called, hi, and then she was visible in the hallway and near. And then she ushered him inside.

			She was wearing sporty pants, track pants. Very unusual, for Rebecca. When they hugged, Rebecca felt poky in David’s arms, swimming in her fisherman’s sweater—sick-skinny. She took his coat.

			The apartment was nice. He couldn’t remember if this was their new place or old place. A big gold-framed mirror, a hall table. His coat went into a closet, behind a door with no knob, a door that opened seamlessly out of the wall and became invisible again when closed.

			She referred to the place as a flat.

			Shoes off, she said, if you don’t mind.

			He did mind. He minded very much.

			Even so. Shoes off in the flat. He stepped out of his slip-on shoes.

			Well, let’s all sit down, Rebecca said.

			The lamps were turned on against the day’s gloom, the gray that squeezed through the tall windows. She fluffed up a couch pillow.

			Geoff will be here soon, she said.

			Okay—had he asked?

			On the fireplace mantel, David saw a little plastic toy, like a Kewpie doll, nude and wearing a hat that looked like a strawberry.

			Mystifying—totally mystifying. His daughter was unknown to him.

			Great, David said. Great. He didn’t sit down in his assigned chair. He hovered instead.

			The bathroom?

			The bathroom’s wallpaper was green leaves, vining and twisting from floor to ceiling, the sink on shiny silver legs. Less than a minute around his family, and he was already hiding out. This was the final performance; surely he could muster some energy.

			Geoff, Rebecca, Rainer. He said this to himself like an organizing principle.

			He searched for the handle of the toilet for a long moment before he realized it was a pull chain, dangling in the air near his head.

			One good yank and the water crashed away.

			The reason for the husband’s absence wasn’t mentioned. Or if it was, he had lost it. Right, right, very well.

			The boy was some kind of musical genius, he gathered, or a musician, at least.

			He’s working on a section from Mahler. The Ninth.

			It’s the farewell symphony, the boy said pleasantly.

			It’s really impressive, Rebecca said, to hear them. Really high-level. They’ll spend June touring. And the showcase, she said, smiling at the boy. Shame you aren’t here next week—you could come.

			Farewell. He looked from her face to the boy’s face—nothing to see, no trick they were playing, no secret knowledge.

			They kept talking. Something something Chaiko.

			Chaiko? David repeated.

			Yeah.

			It seemed nobody would clarify what this meant.

			He was used to a certain delay in conversation, resigned to making his own way. He knew to keep his face attentive while his brain took its own time. Bushwhacking, that’s what David was doing, a lone man finding a path through the fog.

			Man vs. Nature. Man vs. the next five minutes.

			He should ask about the park. If they had a key to the park.

			Something something about music.

			You would put stars on the piano, he said to Rebecca. His voice was sudden in the room. Remember? To try and map out a song.

			He looked at the boy. These star stickers on the different keys, so she knew which keys to press for different songs. Different colors for the different songs, he said, and surprised himself with the memory.

			Well, that was backward, Rebecca said. It wasn’t really learning anything. It was just copying.

			That still counts, David said.

			Does it? It’s like a parrot. It’s saying words, isn’t it? But you’re not really having a conversation, are you?

			Was Rebecca always this way? Yes, he thought so.

			It sounded good, he said. When you played. To me.

			He seemed to have a memory of her playing. Of himself, listening with some pleasure. A pretty picture. Paternal and warm. But the image was static—if he tried to clarify his own face, or the details of the room around the piano, the entire scene slid away.

			The old gray goose is dead, his brain clanged at him.

			You were mad, she said. Because the stickers never really came off.

			He shrugged.

			You were!

			I think you’re right, he said. Probably you’re right.

			That shut her up.

			He smiled at the empty fireplace.

			Remember that homework, he said. When you had to say where you were.

			Rebecca smiled but looked confused.

			Like—the street. Then the town. Then the state, you know. David let his hand twist up and out, to indicate—everything. The universe.

			Kinda.

			Well, I do. Funny. He looked at the boy. Do you—he paused. Have a lot of homework?

			Yeah. He said this like—yes, obviously.

			Which was worse, talking to David or talking to a parrot? He should ask that next. Instead he smiled his absent smile.

			The husband finally made an appearance. He brought a sense of rupture to the house, official business. News of the World: he was the human embodiment of it.

			He bent down to kiss Rebecca on the cheek. Then shook David’s hand with an aggressive squeeze.

			David was unimpressed. Was he imagining the boy was equally unimpressed with his own father, the man who presently had a good grip on the boy’s shoulder?

			Geoff, he told himself, Geoff. Gee-off—no, wrong: Jehhfff.

			Anything to eat?

			The man’s accent sounded fake, just by being an accent.

			There’s a plate on the counter, Rebecca said.

			You’re sweet.

			Geoff sat down, a hand on each knee. So, off to Switzerland?

			Mm.

			Beautiful there.

			David nodded.

			You know Mount Eiger? I’ve got friends who’ve done expeditions. Not to the top, of course.

			Mm? David smiled at the space near the husband’s face. The empty space around the husband was bright, as if his blond hair were irradiating it.

			There’s a tunnel. You can take a train there and see it.

			The man made an outline in the air with a finger. You know—he turned to the boy—it’s that famous mountain. You’d all know it, he said, if you saw it. Pfft, he said. Murder Wall, that’s what they call it.

			Murder Wall, Rebecca said, with a nervous laugh.

			Well. We can go in summer, anyway, take a real hike. But I still like Verbier best. December, January—for off-piste, it’s unmatched. Do you ski?

			David shrugged. Not in a—long time. My knees.

			They took my knees, he had the urge to say, and I’m not quite sure what remains. He actually wasn’t. He had the surgery. Knees scooped clean. What had they put inside? Two big Brazil nuts. Two acid-yellow tennis balls. Two nice little snow globes. Shake shake shake and the flurries drift down.

			In reality? Some medical polymer—he wasn’t really sure.

			The husband smiled in his direction.

			What did the husband do? He would never know.

			Did you tell him about the stars? David said. On the piano.

			He looked around at the seated people with a pleasant expression.

			Very pleasant—so why was the air so limp?

			Rainer—Rebecca held out her hands to the boy—why don’t you show Grandpa your room.

			Grandpa: both David and the boy made a skeptical face, hearing that word.

			Still, Rainer got obligingly to his feet. A polite little host.

			Follow me, he said.

			They went down a long corridor, darkly painted. He heard Rebecca’s voice in the room where they had just been. He looked back over his shoulder and saw the light of the room but could not see her.

			The boy’s room was a grown-up’s idea of a boy’s room. But he supposed that’s what all children’s rooms were. Their parents’ wishes on display. Pink hearts for girls, blue moons for boys.

			Like his own childhood room, the cowboy on repeat. Pictures of biplanes and blimps, like information for his younger self about escape, about how you might fly somewhere far, far away. The bookshelf with the abridged Tom Sawyer and Old So-and-So in King Arthur’s Court. Little Nemo in Slumberland, the boy who sailed across the night sky.

			Oh Mama! said Nemo. The old-fashioned nightgown that bloused out around the boy as he tumbled through the darkness.

			Rainer’s walls were somber blue, a blue-and-green plaid blanket spread on a spindle bed. Very classic, tasteful. Very taste-full, Rebecca’s choices obvious.

			There was a desk lamp on the nightstand. A musical instrument in a black zippered case leaning against the wall. Inside the open closet, another instrument case was visible, about the same height and mass as the boy, like a waiting sarcophagus.

			A table took up much of the room. It was a train set, old-fashioned, on the kind of table that was specifically a table for train sets.

			David sat down on the bed.

			Let me hear the song, David said.

			Which?

			The one—you’re learning. The goodbye song.

			Farewell?

			Farewell. Yes.

			It won’t be that good if it’s just me playing. It’s like, only one part. You need everyone.

			I’d really like to hear what it sounds like.

			The boy considered this for a second.

			I can play it on my phone?

			Okay. That’s good.

			David lay on the boy’s narrow bed with his eyes closed. The plaid blanket was pleasingly rough. Real wool.

			The twin bed was nice, too. Better, in a way. A mattress that had been helpfully edited—no runway available for tossing and turning.

			Ready? the boy said.

			He nodded, his eyes still closed.

			A few solemn notes to begin, but then it seemed, to David, like a pretty happy song, trilling like it did. Springtime, softness, a warm night. He felt himself relax. It was a lovely song, really, and it carried you along in a peaceful current. It could accompany a love scene in an old film, the girl in full blue skirts, the man in shirtsleeves, the evening walk by the carousel. The kind of night where the air itself smells warm.

			The gazebo, with its glass windows, where Liesl dances, lets herself be twirled. The evening hovers outside. Her eyes are shining.

			I’ll take ca-are. Of you.

			But suddenly a trumpet or something, some awful drum—the whole tone of the song changed in a rush, took on a frightening hurriedness. All the music started to swell and double in volume, and he felt his throat close.

			Okay, he said, and sat up. Enough, enough.

			But it’s just starting—

			Turn it off.

			The boy tapped his phone. There’s, like, thirty minutes left, he said.

			David didn’t move.

			It was sad, David said. A sad song.

			There’s a more sad one, the boy said. Probably the Sixth. The Ninth actually has all the ländler parts. It’s, like, almost a waltz.

			Well.

			Ländler, whatever that was. Almost a waltz?

			Something something three-quarter time, the boy said. Want to hear it?

			David didn’t answer. He got to his feet with effort. His socked feet. He walked over to the train set.

			Quite a setup, David said. It was. The tiny fake trees, pine-green, a mirror for a lake, the banks that sloped gently down to the false water.

			It’s from Bappo. My other grandfather, he supplied, when David looked blank. Let me turn it on, the boy said.

			On the table, all the miniature streetlights suddenly lighted, with a realistic flicker like the old gas lamps, and the tiny windows of the tiny houses along the tracks lighted up, too, became golden squares. You could believe that life was lived behind those windows. Real life.

			The table was close to eye level for the boy, but David had to bend down to really see. To take it in properly, get a sense of the full scope. The boy seemed to understand that the intensity of David’s attention was unusual. With new gravitas, he flipped a toggle switch—now the train came steadily along the miniature tracks.

			The black-and-white crossing bar lifted. The engine pulled along its cars with an audible whistle.

			In the tiny station, in a tiny station office, a tiny man in a navy cap watched unmovingly as the train passed.

			The sudden sense of life force was tremendous. This is what God saw, looking down on a city block—all the interlocking systems at work.

			David’s eyes filled with tears.

			The little man in his little room. He waited for nothing.

			The feeling was dread, but it was sorrow, too. Looking down on this tiny universe. The little trees, the mirrored surface of the pond. How we made these objects to look at, religious objects, really—they showed us what our lives were. The miniature gazebo—David let himself touch its cutout sides, the place where the people go in and out. It was almost flawless. You could almost believe in it.

			The boy blinked at him.

			I don’t really play with it anymore, he said. I wanted to move it out but Mom says it would be rude to Bappo.

			I had one, David said. When I was a boy. It wasn’t so big as this. The lights didn’t turn on. But it was electric. A Lionel.

			Lionel, he repeated.

			The boy looked bored. There’s a Lionel in my class. He’s always in trouble.

			Oh?

			The boy shrugged. He’s okay.

			Friends are important, David said. You always remember your old friends.

			The boy leaned against the wall, next to one of the zippered instruments. He started zipping and unzipping a section of the nylon case.

			We were supposed to go skiing, he said, for break.

			Zip, zip.

			Then there’s this showcase, so we couldn’t.

			Zip, zip.

			Would you rather go skiing? David said.

			Another zip and unzip, then a final decisive zip to shut the case. The boy crossed his arms. I dunno, he said.

			He got the sense the boy actually didn’t know.

			A moment to impart some wisdom—there was often not a correct answer, he could tell the boy. Everyone he knew had some sense of the unsatisfactory shape that their life had taken, bad decisions, a crucial opportunity that had been discarded. But choices that seemed, in retrospect, to be significant—they rarely were.

			Still. Certain moments that took on a strange brightness. Hovered in memory.

			The young self, which had been his own self—the self who had lain on the dock with another young self. The finger that grazed his wrist. A point of contact. This was a turn, wasn’t it—a turn in the stars. The body that acted without thought.

			Zip, zip. David was returned to the room.

			What use would it really be? For David to offer up any advice? It would sound like words, which would not cohere into anything the boy would understand. So he did not say them.

			Well, David said. Plenty of time. In your life—for skiing.

			The boy was unimpressed, appropriately, with this meaningless sentence.

			Mom said we should visit you this year but Dad doesn’t want to.

			Oh?

			I’d go, the boy said, shrugging. I’d go surfing. Lionel surfs a lot—they went to Bali. If the water ever gets, like, sucked out all of a sudden, like back into the ocean, then it’s a tsunami. And then you run.

			That’s good to know.

			But it’s probably too late, the boy said. By then. He leveled his gaze at David. There were dead bodies in the trees—you can look up pictures.

			David had the impulse to give the boy something—his watch, yes, that was something people did, but when he felt for it on his wrist, it was bare.

			He looked down—both wrists empty. Nothing to give.

			I’m going to die very soon, he could tell the boy. I’m going to be a dead body. Not in a tree.

			He didn’t say anything, his right hand idly encircling his bare left wrist.

			He wouldn’t tell the boy, and he wouldn’t tell Rebecca.

			Maybe it could be preserved a while longer. Their sense that this was all real. That it mattered—what they ate, how they dressed and clothed themselves, what vitamins they ingested. The boy—that he win or not win his competitions.

			Drink your milk. If that was even the prevailing wisdom anymore.

			Farewell Symphony. What was it called when you played someone off the stage? Just that, he guessed. Playing someone off.

			Farewell, Chaiko, Rainer, Rebecca. The husband wasn’t worth remembering, the name already dust.

			The boy seemed to have decided that their time together had run its course.

			Well, he said, and sighed, like a harried adult. I have my lesson pretty soon.

			This was the prelude that let the boy leave the room.

			David was alone.

			He went to the train set. He took the die-cast man in his navy uniform into his hand.

			He could feel the little ridges of the man’s coat lapels, the slight raise of his necktie. His thumb brushed over the outlines, and they were soothing, these glyphs.

			He went to replace the conductor, then spotted it: another one of those strange little plastic dolls, intruding on the train set. Out of place, visiting from some other world. Nude, with a fruit hat, a red cap of cherry. The doll loomed, out of scale, next to the covered bridge. And now he could see, above the doll’s bare ass, a pair of tiny plastic wings.

			Well—angels came in many guises. Angels wore fruit as hats and angels had tiny little asses. Sure. He picked up the angel. Should he take it with him? No. He placed the angel next to the conductor, back at his post.

			Good to know that even in the emptiness of the room, the man’s eyes were open. That the angel would keep watch. The conductor, the angel: Thank you for your service.

			The husband had already left. Perhaps he had said goodbye. Vapor, if so.

			He was back in the living room.

			They had eaten—David knew because he burped and tasted lunch.

			Rainer had a music lesson; his friend would drop by to pick him up. Any minute. A shame to wrap this up, said the daughter, murmur, murmur, murmur.

			What a pleasant afternoon, the daughter said. They were standing in the hallway again. His coat had been returned to him.

			He felt his daughter’s body as she hugged him. He let the hug go on and on, long enough that she was, unusually, the one to break it off, to pull back.

			You’re doing okay? She looked around his face. A hesitation—would she actually say something?

			Good, David said. I’m good.

			I worry. It’s good you’re keeping busy, working. I just—you’re okay?

			I’m melting away, he thought. Amy Lloyd.

			Okay, he said. It’s good to keep busy, he repeated.

			Smile with teeth.

			We’ll see you soon, she said, cheery. Her eyes darted between his, then peered beyond him at the waiting car.

			Is that Cody, then, she said, not really a question—she had already held up a hand to wave. I’m just going to run down and chat, she said. I just want to see that he has you all set. Just a minute.

			He watched from the doorway as she crossed the street. She stooped to the car, Cody rolling down the window. She said something. Cody glanced his way, then shook his head.

			When David turned, he saw the boy leaning against the hall table.

			Good luck, David said. At your show.

			Case, the boy added. Showcase.

			Yes.

			Are you coming back? the boy said.

			Back here? No.

			The boy shrugged in an accepting way.

			Not ever, David added, and wagged his eyebrows. So this is farewell, he said, in a joking tone.

			Farewell, the boy said, matching the jokiness. He pretended, broadly, to wipe away a tear.

			This pleased David—this exchange. He was certain the boy would not remember it.

			The boy rubbed his nose with his hand. Bye, he said.

			He turned and skated down the hallway, sliding in his socks back into the narrow darkness.

			Rebecca paused to let a car cross the street, then returned to the gate, coming up the steps with a harried look on her face. She peered at the empty hallway.

			Did he not say goodbye? Rebecca’s cheeks were flushed. Rude, she said. That’s very rude.

			She started to make her way down the hallway. I’ll get him.

			He felt, with striking clarity, her desire for his approval.

			No, no, David said. He did. He did say goodbye. He’s good. A good kid.

			Well. She crossed her arms. Thanks, yeah, he is.

			Where is—David let his voice trail off.

			Geoff?

			Yes.

			Oh—well. He had to work. Back to work! Her voice was high.

			Okay.

			A little surge in her expression.

			If you come back through London, she said, the showcase—it’s next Tuesday. Maybe the timing would work out.

			He made a gesture in Cody’s direction—can you. If you just put it in an email—

			Right, I’ll send him the details. That would be fun. If it works out.

			I love you, David said, and said again, and this embarrassed them both but he let it wash over him, his eyes closed, and then left her there in the doorway of her home.

			Any tug as the car drove away? He didn’t let his eyes linger on the house.

			Rebecca’s worried, Cody said.

			No warm-up, apparently. David didn’t look at him.

			She has—Cody paused. She has some concerns.

			He sensed that Cody was about to suggest some new avenue, a possible delay, a change in plans. Not interesting to him. He closed his eyes to head this off.

			Tired? Cody said.

			More genius commentary. David continued to ignore him. He leaned back against the seat, one hand feeling the empty wrist where his watch normally was.

			So he had given the child his watch—good, a good thing. A passing down of a weighty symbol, the proper object to hand off from one generation to another. He smiled at the thought. He kept his eyes closed and his body shifted a little when the driver turned from one road to the next, and he allowed for the pleasant feeling of someone else navigating you through the world.

			They had driven some way back to the hotel—twenty, thirty minutes?—before Cody asked if David wanted to charge his phone.

			My phone?

			Pat, pat. David performed the Sign of the Cross:

			In the name of the coat pocket, the coat pocket, and the pants pockets. Amen.

			Nothing.

			Whir, went his brain.

			The search of the back seat was unsuccessful.

			You had it, David said.

			No, I didn’t.

			You had it, I’m certain.

			Blink. Exhale.

			Well, yes, maybe I did. Do you mind, Cody said to the driver, leaning forward. We’ll just head back to the house.

			All the way back? We’re nearly to the hotel, the driver said. The traffic will be much worse that direction.

			Yes, Cody said. We’ve left something.

			You left something, David said primly. You did.

			Yes, I did.

			David smiled in the general direction of the front seat. So when the driver glanced back he could see who had been correct.

			A slog in bad traffic. Then finally back to the street which was the daughter’s street. The little doll gates. Back again.

			She hasn’t seen my text, said Cody.

			How do you know.

			It has the time on it. The time stamp. Cody looked at the screen. Her phone isn’t ringing. Should I just run up?

			I’ll come.

			The driver idled as they both exited the car. Back into the chill air.

			Which house—David hovered for a moment in the unknowing until he could follow Cody.

			Press the lighted button. Listen to the air.

			The daughter opened the door with a start.

			Dad.

			So sorry—I tried to call, Cody said.

			Is everything all right? She was in her athletic pants and now some flimsy camisole, her collarbone on alarming display.

			He left my phone.

			So sorry, Cody said in a general way, an apology that seemed aimed at both David and Rebecca.

			Well—I. I can look. Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest. It’s a bit of a bad time.

			A woman appeared in the far hallway. All okay? the woman called.

			Yes, Rebecca said.

			Rebecca said yes but her face looked very much not yes. Very much no, said the daughter’s face, very much something was wrong.

			Shall we just make a quick round of where we might have left it? Cody said.

			Where you left it, David said.

			Yes. Where I might have left it, Cody said. Then we’ll be out of your hair.

			She seemed reluctant to allow them inside. But there were not many other options. He still recognized when people were backed into some curious corner.

			Cody stopped to untie his shoes. David didn’t bother. He was old enough to keep his shoes on.

			The woman in the hallway had drifted to Rebecca’s side.

			This is—Rebecca’s voice was high again—Lauren.

			The woman smiled warmly. Hello. Very good to meet you.

			My father. Cody, his assistant.

			David shook the woman’s cool hand. Without really seeing her. Just the basics, dark hair and eyes.

			They’ve just left a phone, Rebecca said in her shrill voice.

			He knows where he left it, David said. Ask him.

			Cody looked at Rebecca with an apologetic smile, a shrug.

			Well, let’s check the sitting room, I suppose, Rebecca said.

			The room looked wrecked. A plaid coat with buttons as big as coasters was flung on the couch. Two wineglasses, a wine bottle corked and dripping on the rug. Was that a pack of cigarettes? Why was there a pair of shoes here and not in the designated hallway?

			Check the cushions, Rebecca said. She collected the wineglasses in one hand and the wine bottle in another and exited the room swiftly. As if her completely neutral face would prevent this sight from imprinting.

			The woman helped them look, pulling the cushions out of their place.

			It’s always like that, isn’t it? the woman said. It slips out somewhere.

			What did? Who was this woman?

			When Rebecca returned, she had put on a sweater. She seemed near tears.

			Found it?

			Not yet, Cody said in a chipper way.

			Ask the boy, David said. Ask him.

			He’s at his lesson. For a while still. Maybe his room.

			I’ll check the restroom, Cody said. Is it—?

			End of the hall. Straight back.

			The boy’s room, David said. I’ll look there.

			Cody glanced at Rebecca. Where is—

			Last door on the left.

			She had already reordered the couch. The cigarettes were gone, the plaid coat neatly folded on a side chair.

			Cody ushered David toward the hall. Some murmur was audible between Rebecca and the woman. A soft tone in the woman’s voice.

			Soft enough that a brief rip opened. Enough for the truth to make itself known.

			Oh. Oh.

			Then the moment passed.

			David was alone in the boy’s room. There was the table, with its little world. The train that was stopped and silent, the lamps that were unlit. The surface of the lake, which reflected the nothing of the ceiling.

			Here was the wool blanket. The abbreviated bed. And the black void of his phone, hard to see, at first glance, on the dark rumple of blanket. Then a shift and the hallway light caught it. Right there. Right on the top. No rummaging required.

			David sat on the little bed with the phone in his hand.

			Rebecca was in the doorway. She turned on the ceiling light.

			Dad—you found it?

			He looked down and saw that he had.

			He held it up.

			Good!

			He made a show of putting the phone in his pocket.

			Neither of them moved from their posts. Rebecca in the doorway, David on the bed. He stared at the blue wall.

			You know, Dad—Cody didn’t come inside. He was never inside.

			David kept staring ahead.

			So he couldn’t have lost your phone. You see?

			He felt his face twitch.

			Dad?

			Right. He got to his feet. We’ve got to get back now.

			The annoying choreography of a repeat goodbye, the awkward clump of them in the front hall.

			Very nice to meet you, said the woman. She smiled her warm smile. It was too intentional, had some other meaning. She held the smile too long.

			Had they actually met? Had anyone said her name?

			For a second she was in focus: a woman with a lined face and quite dark hair.

			Then she went blurry again. A stranger returned to the unknowable soup. She left the stage, receded into the dark hallway.

			So. Bye again. Rebecca laughed a half laugh.

			So sorry, again, Cody said. He stood up from putting his shoes back on. So sorry to barge in like this.

			Well, you did call, Rebecca said. She didn’t seem convinced.

			Shall I wait in the car? You two can have some time alone.

			No need, Rebecca said.

			A quick hug, arms flung briefly around his shoulders. A mumbled goodbye, then the daughter nearly shut the door on their heels.

			The quiet of the street. The dark car that waited for them.

			You found what you needed? the driver said.

			Just the hotel now, thank you, Cody said. Thanks so much.

			This time David did look back at the house as the car drove away. The curtains were pulled across the windows, a light on. The front door was closed on whatever life, on whoever’s life—it was already too late to know more than this.
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			The final flight.

			They would land in Zurich after dark. The cabin lights were turned down. The flight attendant walked the aisle, checked that all the sliding doors were latched. She smiled at David as she passed. He smiled back, showing his teeth.

			Night flights always had the feel of the supernatural, like the plane and its occupants might just as easily keep flying beyond the reach of radar, pass completely out of the known realm. There was a slippage between worlds and time zones, up there above the cloud line, a reprieve from ordinary human rules.

			These planes went higher than normal planes, Stearns had said. That’s why the flight times were so much faster—different airspace.

			That was promising. Different airspace, different warp of time. And it wouldn’t be so bad. If they just flew on. If that’s what the end was like, it wouldn’t be so bad. It would be a hum and a boredom and a sense of forward motion, even if the forward motion was forward into nothingness.

			But now the descent had started. So soon?

			Time, already, to return.

			He looked out the window as the Earth got closer, the lights gridding out into civilization.

			Tom, somewhere below. One of the many pinpricks of light.

			David would never take another plane ride. Never see the world from this height again.

			(Until the angels, nude and wearing strawberry hats, swooped him right up to heaven!)

			The drama of the moment was drained somewhat by his aching knees. The muscle up by his right shoulder blade that hummed with pain.

			He shifted in the seat. He tried again. A doleful stare out the window.

			The last time, David told himself. The very last time—this serious work was interrupted by Cody, clearing his throat. Cody hacked once, hacked twice. He smiled when David looked over, then tipped his head back to drop Visine in each eye.

			The runway drifted closer, white dotted lights, and then there was the jolt, the wheels making contact with the ground.

			Okay. He’d gotten here.

			They stayed in their seats.

			Air from unseen vents blew on him with steady force. His eyes were already dry, each blink dragging his lids across his eyeballs.

			Another blink.

			It will be just a moment, the attendant said.

			The plane had taxied for a while, then gone quiet. They were parked. Still the door was shut.

			Why can’t we go? David asked Cody.

			They’re coming to us, Cody said. His tone was patient—had David asked this already?

			Passport control, Cody added.

			Ah.

			He sat back in the leather seat. Back in the wind tunnel.

			He closed his dry eyes.

			Enough of a pause for fear to rush in.

			The sudden feeling that came over him. The feeling that something really wrong was happening—an instinct to flee, an urgent command that originated in the body’s intelligence, beyond the reach of the brain. Soon it would be difficult to change his mind, he understood. After they got ahold of his passport. Made it official. So here was his chance. His last chance.

			Go! Run!

			He could imagine the way his legs used to pump him forward, those times he would go running, how the road pushed him along with each stride.

			Run!

			Would you like some water while you wait? the flight attendant said.

			David nodded from his seat. A bottle of water for him and one for Cody. Room temperature.

			None of the—he made a gesture with his hands over the open water bottle. A gesture that meant, The special thing for water in the special pouch that I remember. Then he smiled.

			Pardon? the girl said.

			The powder. He smiled again.

			She smiled back from a fog.

			Did you want ice?

			No thank you. He sighed, he looked out the window. No thank you, he repeated.

			Through the window, he saw the other part of the airport. With the regular planes, the normal ones. The big, beached white whales, bellies shining, anchored at the gates. Red tails of the planes, the plus sign, which was also the flag.

			Edelweiss, in script, written across the big metal belly of one plane.

			How had they known? Ask Cody. Who had arranged it?

			Hills are alive. If it wasn’t dark, he was pretty sure he would see hills out the window. Or mountains?

			How long did they wait? He didn’t know. He had retreated to his ice floe. Played his own private movies.

			Remember the lake, the soft wood of the dock, halfway rotted and damp at their backs. The water below hit the posts and sloshed, the irregular lap of it. An eye pressed in between the slats to peer down at the shadowed bottle-green of the lake. The cheddar sandwiches they ate with wet hands.

			The card game that Tom’s mother had taught them, a rainy night at the lake, the restless, bristling energy generated by cooped-up humans inside a too-small house. Bad diarrhea—how he left the faucet running as he painfully emptied his bowels in the wood-paneled bathroom.

			Trying to make popcorn on the stove. They’d burnt the aluminum pot so badly that he and Tom had hidden it in the bushes. A cheap aluminum pot that they flung into the brush.

			The pinkie finger that nudged his wrist. Tom. Both of them there on the dock, laid out in the sun. It happened easily enough. Without words. Body for body, a simple equation. A mouth that landed near his mouth, but not quite.

			Hello, animal.

			They were both cold, their skin chilled. The wet swim trunks bunched and rustled. If you did not kiss on the mouth, it was not official. It was like a reflex, a bodily spasm that could not be admissible. Fruit of the poisoned tree, or whatever the term was—he had been sick-happy with sun and the cans of beer, cans that still required a key to open.

			They had kissed on the mouth, after it was beside the point.

			Then afterward—but don’t think of that. You could stay there on the dock. There in the sun. Tom’s cheeks flushed. His chest rising and falling.

			The silver key was—the silver key was for opening the beer cans. When some cans still required keys. When life still had these occasional stutters, moments of friction that let you realize when you were about to take in a good thing.

			Church keys—why had they been called that?

			Some story he remembered from a childhood book. Where a little urchin huddled in the cold, watching through a window at a scene of happy warmth and plenty, the family inside the house gathered around a feast. A fat, glossed turkey and fruits and sweets and the candlelight. Such an appealing sight that the urchin didn’t pull away and so froze to death.

			Like David. He peered at the old warmth, the scenes of life. From this frozen jag of ice. His fingers already blue and stiff.

			Didn’t the soccer team crash here? David said. The plane crash. They made socks out of their elbows. The dead ones’ elbows.

			In Zurich? No. Cody smiled in a pitying way. I think if your plane crashed here you could probably take a ski lift home.

			Well. They crashed. Somewhere.

			Not right here, obviously; David hadn’t meant that.

			I didn’t mean here, David said meanly. I didn’t mean that.

			Of course.

			David closed his eyes.

			A lot of them died, he said. A lot.

			He opened his eyes. Now a uniformed man had come up the steps. He conferred with the pilot in low tones. The pilot laughed a little.

			Okay, the man said. He followed the flight attendant back to where they sat. He had no trace of an accent. You have something for me?

			Cody fanned out their passports for the man. Like he was showing his hand: pretty good, two genuine American passports. Pretty good hand!

			David watched as Cody and the man exchanged words. The man stamped their passports. He made another offhand remark, tossed back to the attendant.

			The man, in his little dark cap, his shining buttons. He didn’t actually work for border patrol, immigration, whatever. David smiled to himself. It was obvious, wasn’t it? This man was Death. Why else would he know to come right onboard? Come right up the little steps and right into the plane? Why else would he stamp the passport with so much finality—it was the last stamp David would ever get.

			Good evening, sir, the man said, and looked straight at David. Welcome to Zurich.

			So polite. In this guise.

			Good evening, David echoed back.

			Our appointment in Zurich, he thought—so they had both kept it.

			Cody did or did not know that Death had visited them. His face was indifferent.

			David’s coat was brought to him by the flight attendant. He let his arms aim back somewhere behind him as she tried to gentle on each sleeve. A few attempts, and then success, his coat dropped over his body.

			It was a pleasure to have you onboard, she said.

			Where would she go now? This pretty young woman. Did she work for him? No—no, he didn’t think so.

			Orient yourself: This was the last leg of David’s journey. Cody would return on a Swiss Air flight, his ticket already booked. So who knew where Stearns’s plane was headed next, where this young woman would find herself.

			A pleasure, David repeated, aware of his gaze being too intense, how he searched out some response in the girl, but she wasn’t playing ball, or maybe she was just distracted with her own living, that highly effective narcotic.

			Have a wonderful trip, the girl said.

			Edelweiss—how had they known to write it on the plane? Ask the boy. He should ask the boy.

			The song on the record, sung in the plain folk way. Folky because the man was an actual folk singer. Then the song in the movie. Less plain, more pretty. In the mouth of an actor, it was a song that spoke to a single person. Happy, the man sang, with a stumbled half laugh.

			More particular, that version. Asking more clearly for what it wanted from you.

			Reprise, which usually meant: Again, but worse.

			Their bags waited on a luggage cart on the tarmac. White lines painted on the runway, a small radio tower that barely cleared the roof of the airport. A red light blinked at regular intervals, beaming out the location to other night travelers. This is the place, the red light said, here you are.

			And here was the sleek black car, its polish evident even in the black night. Their luggage followed in a metal cart, manned by an airport employee in a fluoro vest. Just a normal work shift for him, this man who hefted bags to and fro, a pair of safety headphones pupped over his ears.

			Nocturnal arrivals, odd hours, these noncommercial planes with their scramble of tail numbers. Planes that carried people on shadowed, private errands—this place probably had a fair number of them. Below zero, must have been. David’s eyes watered, his nose running, too. All the soft places of the body where the cold got in.

			The driver stood with funeral solemnity as their contingent approached the car, then stepped forward to open the back door. David settled himself in the back seat. Shut the door against the cold.

			Where was the boy?

			The driver and Cody were conferring outside. He watched Cody place a brief hand on the driver’s black-jacketed arm.

			The gesture was sort of unnerving, strangely somber.

			He settled against the seat, averted his eyes.

			Silly to think, even for a moment, that Cody would be saying anything to the driver. About this trip, its particular purpose.

			Don’t get carried away with the drama: Wasn’t that the whole point of this? To undercut the swell of violins?

			He shifted in his seat. Buckled himself in. The tarmac was lighted by the sizzling sulfur lights. David shook his head a little to try to knock the sound out of his awareness. That bluish, bleachy light that was the light of in-betweens, corridors, and parking garages. Spaces where people moved from one place to another. Where no one was intended to linger. So why were they just parked here? Why weren’t they moving yet?

			Finally Cody got in and shut the door. He yawned and buckled his own seat belt. David watched the driver out the back window, helping the airline worker load the rest of the bags into the trunk.

			The driver had the look of a movie henchman, dispatched in the movie’s first five minutes—thick-necked, bland Euro face, especially in his dark suit.

			He’s quite the—

			David fumbled for the word.

			Meatball, he said, and eyed the driver as he heaved the final bag into the open trunk. This word was not quite the right word.

			You know Julian, Cody said. They always send Julian.

			David was silent.

			You like Julian.

			Okay, he thought but didn’t say.

			So this driver was another of the handmaidens—the sentries. The people who were meant to usher him from this world to another. There would be more of them, the closer he got to the appointed time and place. It was becoming too obvious to ignore.

			Except handmaiden was girls. Boys was—handman? So handman. So shake the big hand and say goodbye. Firm handshake, now, confident grip. Bye-bye.

			In the wells of the car’s side doors, there was loose hard candy in metallic wrappers. Red and orange and green and purple, the wells stuffed to the brim. He rested the fingertips of his left hand atop the pile. Sifted through with a slight crunch of the shiny wrappers. He took up a blue candy and let it fall.

			The car’s leather seats had a grid of little holes, and the floor of the back seat was quite clean, freshly vacuumed. There was the smell of—the smell of the chemicals that cleaned the back seats of cars. Like the stink of the Stanley Steemer man, who Annabel would call to the old house a few times a year. The Stanley Steemer man, who soaked their wall-to-wall carpets in an absolute flood of chemicals. Forty-eight hours before the carpets dried. Suck, suck, suck—David’s bare feet as he walked across the strangely sodden floor of his own living room.

			Toxic, certainly—all those chemicals. Back when they had blithely invited the stuff into their homes, even paid more to douse each room in the extra-strength poison.

			Why had he yelled at Rebecca at dinner? She had spilled something. It had just been cleaned, their carpet. He had roared at her. He could not remember what she had spilled. Of course he could not. The poison was in every room—none of them had seen it. The Stanley Steemer man. He blinked hard.

			There was a hum in his head, a voice not his own.

			Where was Tom? They were both under the same swoop of night now, both in the same swoop of time. Here in the northern sphere. How many miles away?

			This man had been his driver before, Cody said. David understood this to be true, he believed Cody, but he didn’t quite have the memory to back it up.

			One of his private rules, for business travel. Always good, when possible, to stay in the same places, employ the same helpers.

			One of the rules from his old world.

			His preferences were understood, noted. No chitchat, just soft music, air around seventy degrees, year-round. He carried on entire phone conversations and did his business without needing to think too hard about the presence of another human being—he kept people around who knew how to make themselves blank.

			And now he was the one who was mostly blank, a vessel traveling mutely through the world. The driver could ferry around a goldfish in a knotted plastic bag on the back seat, sloshing this way and that, and it would be pretty much the same thing.

			All right, Mr. Hastings, the driver said. He adjusted his rearview. We all set?

			The light overhead was David’s personal light: it illuminated just him in a pool of cool light.

			So this was it. David in the cool, lighted back seat of this car, this young man beside him. A young man in a puffy coat.

			The man at the steering wheel piloted them through the night—a man who knew him, but whom he did not know.

			Solitaire on his phone, though there was the humming thought that David should be taking in everything out the window. He should stuff any novel sight into his brain. Gobble, gobble, store it all away. But for what? Why take photos if no one wants to see the vacation slideshow?

			They said to show your work, but then there was no proctor. Just David, who did not, it turned out, care.

			They drove out of the airport. The road looped dramatically and then merged into a bigger road.

			Now they were driving in a tunnel. Quite long. A pale chemical light, irradiated and yellow. Like a morgue. Or, like a morgue on TV. Where you were filed away like an important document.

			The tunnel went on and on. A curve in the road—he kept expecting the car to emerge out of the tunnel and into the night. But no. More tunnel.

			Whoosh, whoosh, the lighted, never-ending tunnel.

			The sameness of tunnel was punctuated by the occasional off-ramp, the occasional red emergency phone.

			Still more tunnel.

			He looked out the window as the car passed a sign for an off-ramp:

			Ausfahrt

			Okay—good. Thanks a lot—assfart, very good. He had gotten a sign and the sign was clear. He didn’t need to pretend to be interested. In life, in out-there. He was too tired—the phone screen was a relief. Click, click, click.

			That was the good thing. About the stupid phones. Whatever question there was, the object was always an answer. Of some kind. Even a meager one.

			On the car speakers, music played continuously—it seemed easier this way. There was less to think about, another kind of answer on offer. Classical music, songs that were unknown to him, kept to a modest volume. All classical music was now basically the Farewell Symphony. One long, ongoing performance. Involving many musicians, many participants. A waltz, almost, in three-quarter time. Except sad!

			Whoosh, they were still in the tunnel. Somehow still driving through the tunnel. Syrupy, chilly light that slipped past the car windows.

			Whoosh.

			Whoosh.

			He glanced out the window: another sign for Assfart.
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			No one smiled—he remembered that now. Here, it was stupid to smile at a stranger.

			Swiss men, with their tiny, plastic-rimmed glasses. The lenses of their glasses were eyeball-size, as if any more optical real estate would be vulgar. Nylon parkas, with toggled drawstrings at the waist. They were dressed like tram conductors. People ready to do their duty. Whatever that duty was—it was amorphous, all-encompassing, as if life itself were the duty.

			Stupid, here, to smile at a stranger. It was not stupid, though, to wear a fine dress shirt with a cashmere half-zip and a fine-grained suede vest on top. Absurd, this relentless layering of wealth, particular to the moneyed Europeans. The merchant bankers. If some of the people he’d known in his life could’ve just worn price tags, that would’ve been preferable. Cut out the middleman.

			One of Stearns’s old clients had taken them out on a work trip here. Decades ago. They’d made a whole night of it. This was when Stearns still drank. When Stearns drank—that was a sort of an understatement. When Stearns still rode a sea swell of liquor. Back when Stearns would go off on his drunken tears. They were mostly entertaining. His quippy monologues, his big American face like a midlife Howdy Doody, Stearns holding boozy court.

			Stearns had rented some excellent sports car he’d take up to the autobahn later. After the work leg of the trip was done.

			Okay—but where did you leave the car, Stearns?

			A drunken ramble through the many levels of a Zurich parking structure. Stearns paused in front of a sports car.

			This is it?

			No, but it’s a pretty one, isn’t it?

			Stearns said the most ordinary parking garage, there in Switzy, was better designed than any museum in the States. He was full of plain admiration.

			You could eat off this floor, Stearns said.

			They had spent a good amount of time traversing the beautiful parking garage before Stearns remembered he’d parked on the street.

			That client had been part of a pharmaceutical family. If he was thinking of the right client.

			One of the old families, the original ones. The biggies.

			That was all around here, those companies. Pharma factories that churned out their helpful chemicals. Surely, you thought, the lake would be zippy and toxic and glow with medication runoff—but no.

			The air was clean, the water was clean, the food was fresh. The ugliness was kept apart, diverted elsewhere.

			All the filth, moral or otherwise, was hidden away, funneled to one part of the city. Brothels, which were legal here? Yes, David thought so. Or they had been. Lines of drugs that Stearns bought over the course of an evening. How peculiar, the purchase of a single line at a time. Even the drugs needed to be forced, again and again, into the language of commerce. A blunt measurement of time and pleasure and money.

			That certain kind of liquor made from herbs. Lace curtains in the windows.

			The late-night kebab shops, with their red neon signs alight, their faces burnished in the glow.

			Their hotel was in the old part of the town.

			Old Town: Cody said this like it meant something to David.

			Old Town: pretty much what his brain was these days. A place where the past was ascendant. It was more interesting, more alive. His actual self was just a tourist in his old life at this point, the present moment pressed into service only as a portal to the past.

			Old Town, indeed.

			The car passed into the city limits.

			They drove along the river. Black water.

			The streets were dark, mostly, though the bridges had been lighted, each low arch—one, two, three, four, the reflections doubled in the water. Two towers illuminated, too, with the lights pointed up from below: some kind of church. Or cathedral, when it was big like that, like Notre Dame. The two towers each ended in the mildness of rounded domes. On the other side of the river, there was a pointed tower with a gold clockface. Illuminated, too, in the same temperature of light.

			David tapped on the car window, in the direction of the cathedral.

			Towers, he said.

			Gross Monster, said the driver from the front seat.

			Gross Monster—okay, David thought. Sure.

			You can climb to the top, the driver said. Very good view.

			Mm, Cody said, his tone polite.

			Beside Cody, in the back seat, Gross Monster was silent.

			

			—

			Their hotel wasn’t modern—it was emphatically old-fashioned. Not very populated at this time of night. Old-fashioned, but the front door opened automatically: it swung outward onto the cobbled sidewalk. A single clerk waited behind the wooden reception desk.

			Had he ever stayed here before? In this hotel? It was possible. In an old life.

			Here was the smell of the lobby curtains that had collected the dust of the years, the skin mites and motes. Maybe David was in there somewhere.

			To the left of the reception area, a staircase flared out to the lobby floor. There was a bar area beyond. Now empty.

			Polished wood for the banister, the steps carpeted with a deep-burgundy runner. A tiered chandelier loomed two stories up the square atrium, icy with crystal. Gilt and dark colors, heavy wood, the European version of fancy. Burgundy and forest green and navy, colors that were formal and staid and spoke of the past.

			Europe basically looked like an upscale steak house. Or the other way around.

			The room key was formidable, attached to a tassel in the same burgundy as the stair runner. The tassels fell pleasingly through David’s fingers.

			Breakfast in the restaurant at seven-thirty, the desk clerk said. Served till ten-thirty. If they wanted to have dinner in the hotel restaurant, they would need reservations.

			Did they want, the desk clerk said, to have dinner in the hotel restaurant?

			How’s that sound, Cody said, turning to David. Dinner here tonight?

			Another night, the desk clerk said. Tonight the restaurant is closed.

			Oh. Cody laughed a little. Well. I don’t know. Maybe.

			Very good, the desk clerk said. You will let me know.

			David’s room was on a different floor from Cody’s. Cody seemed anxious about this. But it was one flight between their rooms. And the hotel was only a few stories high, anyway. You could just take the big staircase. No need to even mess with the small caged elevator that they’d ridden up to this floor. The elevator door wouldn’t close until you’d drawn a gold screen of metal into flimsy place. You had to latch it yourself. It had given David the uneasy sense that, as in a bad dream, he might somehow be personally responsible for the proper operation of the elevator.

			This was the biggest room they had. Or so Cody said, as he opened the door for David.

			It was all an appealing deep yellow.

			The curtains were yellow brocade and matched the brocade coverlet. The coverlet that was pulled to a European level of tautness. The carpet was also yellow, the yellow gold that filled the room.

			Tassels. He liked all these tassels. Both stuffy and burlesque, the twisted gold cord that dangled where the curtains were tied back.

			The fancy/formal thing.

			Where’s his big porterhouse? Where’s his scalloped potatoes, shaggy with cheese?

			Welcome, written in chocolate drizzle on a white rectangle plate. In cursive, pretty good cursive. Good control, considering the medium. Miss Shapiro would be impressed.

			Strawberries and blueberries in a bowl on the plate, covered in cling wrap. Oranges, not very orange. Somewhat drained of orange. A persimmon, with a little star cap. Figs, green, not in season.

			None of it was…in season.

			A card, handwritten, on heavy stock:

			Dear Mr. Hastings, welcome to the Goldenrod Suite. We hope you will enjoy your time with us. Please let us know if we can improve your stay in any way.

			No exclamations, which was unsettling.

			Like a threat. No More Tears.

			A tiny circle of chocolate cake with a gold-leafed coin stuck in the top. Also made of chocolate. Gold coin because—money? Because here meant money?

			He plucked off the gold coin, took a small bite. He chewed thoughtfully.

			You have to brush away the sugar bugs, Annabel had told the girl. When she was young. Brush your teeth so the sugar bugs can’t get you.

			The chocolate pooled in the divots of his back teeth.

			Let the sugar bugs eat his teeth away. Let them take a good go at him while they still can. When he still had something to offer.

			Glass bottles of mineral water by the bed. Labels on the bottles printed with an illustrated mountain range—Murder Wall? Murder Wall water?

			On the desk, there was a glossy magazine, in English, that, upon closer inspection, was actually some kind of map or tourist publication. Then a folded copy of The New York Times. The pink newspaper, too.

			No thank you! Not for him!

			It would be like reading about your Zodiac sign on those old place mats at Chinese restaurants. Amusing but meaningless. But good for them, good for all involved. For filling up their time. Everyone had to do it somehow.

			The stocks are up, the stocks are down.

			Oh, no, the…Olympics…still haven’t chosen their next…host city!

			Which city…might it…be?

			(Year of the Cock—in school this had always sent them into hysterics.)

			He stood at the window. Surprised himself by letting out a burp.

			Cody unpacked David’s suitcase in silence. No comment on the burp.

			David checked out the bathroom: big bathtub, glass cube of shower.

			Brass fittings—genuinely old? Fake old?

			An old man in the mirror: genuinely old.

			Which way is north? David looked out the window again. He looked at his phone. He tried to call up the map. It didn’t load.

			Where the map should appear was instead just a beige void, none of the territory named. Like the universe before it had been named, which was like nothing.

			He kept waiting for the map to emerge, and it did not. There should be—he made a gesture. The compass. It’s broken.

			He handed over the phone to Cody.

			Here. We can just sign into the hotel Wi-Fi.

			I’d just like to know—where north is, David said. It should load.

			Maps needs to download again, Cody said. The app.

			Waiting, the screen said coyly.

			Okay. Waiting.

			Just a minute, Cody said.

			It’s broken, David said. He grabbed the phone back.

			You just—here. You have to press accept.

			Sometimes the screen seemed to repel his touch. Refused to acknowledge the authority of his human self. As it did now.

			He jabbed at the screen. He did it again.

			Accept.

			Jab.

			Accept.

			

			—

			So north was that way. Okay. Good to know. Always good—to orient oneself.

			North was Tom. Somewhere north.

			He sat on the bed to ease his feet out of the shoes. He could smell his socks as soon as the heels dropped, damp heat that gusted up from the insoles.

			He flexed his socked feet. His neck crunched when he turned his head. A bell rang from down in the street, the street that he couldn’t see from the bed.

			You want to keep your coat on? You’re not hot?

			I’m good, David said. Though he noticed then that he was wearing his heavy coat and in fact it was quite heavy.

			A forlorn feeling—rootless, unmoored. He was sick, he understood this, but he didn’t know with what, exactly.

			He could go home. Yes, he was far from his home at this exact moment. But he could still get on a plane and return and he could arrive at his home and he could open his front door.

			Tears squeezed in his eyes and shimmered there but didn’t drop. He wouldn’t try some other time. He couldn’t wring himself through this again. Start the tape from the top. Did people often end it all because they didn’t want to schlep?

			Eh, we’re here, might as well just get it over with.

			No heroics. Diminishment, it was all a brightness knob turned down, and down.

			The dying of the light was really a dimming.

			The boy asked him something.

			Was he hungry? Sort of.

			There was only one restaurant nearby that was still open and fairly decent.

			Downstairs?

			No. Another place.

			Was that acceptable?

			It was.

			

			—

			Each measure of the carpeted runner was held tight to the stair rise with a brass rod. A rod that spanned the tread.

			David looked up at the big chandelier that dangled in the stairwell, but it made him dizzy. He watched where he placed each foot. He tried to keep a tight grip on the railing.

			Are your knees okay?

			David nodded.

			Each careful step along the—

			Cody’s phone rang, midway on their voyage down the staircase. David saw him look at the screen, then silence the phone, all while still moving.

			Down, down, down.

			

			—

			They were stopped at the front desk.

			We can keep this here, the woman said to David. She indicated the wall of wooden cubbies behind her.

			The key, Cody murmured to David. The room key. Here, let’s let her hold on to it.

			What does she want with it?

			Cody gentled the key from David and handed it to the woman.

			Do people lose them a lot? Cody said.

			The woman raised her shoulders, then let them drop—which meant, Maybe, yes, they did?

			David, keyless, followed Cody. The hotel door cranked to life, lurching open to the night air.

			They walked to the restaurant. It was only a few blocks away. So said the boy.

			The streets were bland, a row of storefronts with metallic signs. Nothing welcomed you in. It had the drained feeling of an airport mall, commerce without veil. A business lounge fashioned as a city. For the first narrow block, the sidewalks were only a foot wide. David followed behind Cody, not enough space for them to walk side by side.

			Dark windows, dark windows. More dark windows.

			A blue building that looked like a storybook house, stretched out to four cartoonish levels, a profusion of blue shutters that bloomed on the building’s face. Much shutter clutter.

			Knowledge from geography class:

			Switzerland, which did not have many mineral resources! Which had no seacoast! Four national languages! Great natural beauty but the land was unproductive. Comparatively!

			Why had there been such a focus on the major…exports of other countries? Maize—a word he had not thought of for a while. Very silly. A quaint vision of education, education as encyclopedia trivia. Though maybe they were just supposed to absorb the bigger knowledge that even geography was transactional.

			The street opened onto a plaza, very wide, ringed with stores. Omega, a sign read. The word was illuminated in pure, glowing white. The storefront underneath was closed, locked down behind a steel cage. The windows were empty. He squinted beyond—nothing inside, just spaces where objects were supposed to be.

			Cody had stopped a little ahead. He looked back at him. Okay? he said. Which meant, Are you done? Are you done standing in front of the closed store?

			And he was. Goodbye, Omega.

			Here was the restaurant. Cafeteria light, bright and unromantic. The tables were metal and so were the chairs, the floors black-and-white checkerboard. Big enough squares, there on the floor, that the tables and chairs looked sort of like chess pieces, out of place.

			Tom had been a very patient teacher of chess. It had never quite stuck. Checkers, preferable for impatient children. For—have I won or have I lost? Hurry up and tell me.

			Askew—what the chairs were. On the squares.

			Is the kitchen still open?

			Yes, it was. But they had to order right away.

			David never drank beer. Made him too bloated, Grain Belly.

			Grain Belly at the Crossroads.

			Now he wanted a big, cold glass. A big amber lager for Grain Belly.

			The waitress brought the food out quickly, each plate rimmed in a black-and-white checkerboard pattern. A pale veal sausage with tiny knots at each end. The veal was white and unblemished, an animal now processed to near-nothingness. One more turn through the grinder and it would become just a hum of white light.

			It was still flesh. Even this blankness.

			David closed his teeth and lips around a bite. He chewed thoroughly.

			After it was over, David would be…cremated, which would be the human version of becoming a hum of white light. Nothingness.

			He drank the beer in big gulps, thirsty like a teenager.

			Another belch, fairly meaty. He smiled at the chrome entryway, empty. Smiled at the chrome bar, unpeopled.

			Once he had been out at a restaurant and ordered a bowl of curry. When it was an unusual choice, still an exotic order. Halfway through his dinner, he had noticed a particular scrap of chicken that bobbed among the vegetables and other bits of chicken, a particular scrap that was rosy and pink—uncooked. Completely uncooked.

			Excuse me, waiter, there’s flesh in my flesh!

			It was a matter of degrees. Where on the spectrum the flesh was, a spectrum that spanned the breathing animal on one end and a sausage made of pure white on the other. For now, David was still a breathing animal.

			The veal slipped down his throat in a wash of beer.

			Cody paid the bill with one of David’s cards. The card was made of serious-looking metal, one of the business cards. David Hastings, Inc. Was this a business expense? David fluttered his lashes in a boozy, coquettish way, out at the empty room.

			And who, he wanted to know, would be redeeming these miles?

			You can’t fool me, David said. He smiled. You can’t fool me.

			The boy nodded absently, making a gesture at the waitress.

			She came tableside with a little plastic machine. Cody fed the card into its slotted mouth, and the machine made the machine sound. The loop was closed.

			Meanwhile, the woman sensed David’s gaze on her and made blunt, startling eye contact. No smile.

			

			—

			Outside again, these night streets.

			Cold air that sluiced up his nostrils.

			A tilt to the street, down toward the wavery water. They were walking at an angle.

			Limmat, Cody said. The Limmat River.

			Sure, but he hadn’t asked, had he?

			The hat Cody wore was unfamiliar. He hadn’t been wearing it earlier, David didn’t think. A baseball hat with the logo of some unknown place, pledging some mysterious allegiance. A message the boy was sending—to whom?

			David’s stomach was bubbly, uncomfortable. Heartburn, but more diffuse.

			A tram clanked by with a whistly, aching sound. Carrying the strangers inside to where they wanted to go. To home. Their faces flashed past from the glass-windowed frames. They were all going home, weren’t they? It was late.

			Omega, said the sign they passed.

			Home—David stopped suddenly.

			Where’s the key? He patted his coat, shook his hands around in the pockets.

			Christ. I lost the key.

			We left it at the hotel, Cody said. At the desk.

			David was frantic. He stopped, turned back. Let’s just check the table. Retrace our steps.

			I promise you, Cody said.

			David was already walking back in the direction that they had come.

			David. The boy was right behind him. Hey. David.

			David crossed the street, very good, but then his next move was unknown, the street branching apart. Which way?

			Cody stood and waited.

			Which way? Now, David said. Hurry—they’re going to close.

			His voice was raised. Very raised: this jolted the boy into action.

			He took his arm. Finally.

			Okay, the boy said. He marched David along with swift steps. You’re right. Let’s check.

			The restaurant—the cafeteria—was still open, brightly lit. A stage set among the black streets.

			Cody led him inside. Nothing on the table, he said, in his clear voice. He bent down. Nothing on the floor.

			Ask, David said. Ask her. They take them, David said. She has it. Ask the—manager.

			She doesn’t have the keys.

			She took it. His rage amplified. They’re all doing it. Rebecca’s boy. He stole my watch.

			He was vibrating with anger.

			I had it and he stole it. You—

			David, the boy said calmly. All right, all right.

			They think I don’t notice. He laughed. He held out his wrist, empty. She took the key.

			I’ll go ask her, Cody said. Okay?

			Cody went to the woman with the plain, unmoved face, which remained so as Cody spoke to her, and she looked over at David and back to Cody. She shook her head.

			Cody came back with a new energy. You know what? the boy said. She did take it. You were right. And the manager has the key but he already left. So, you know—you know what? I’ll just call the hotel and they will have a new key for us. Waiting for us. A backup key.

			David nodded. Fine, fine.

			So good, the boy said. That you caught that. Thank you.

			David relaxed. Very good.

			He had caught it! And it was good. Good that he had. He wiped at his lips. So no need to feel this unease.

			The boy took David’s arm. Again they left, walked past the glass window of the restaurant, the picture window. The woman inside, blank-faced, so blank that David felt a ripple of concern—but hadn’t the problem been solved? Hadn’t the boy said thank you?

			

			—

			Cody helped him open the door to the room. Turned on the light.

			I’m tired, Cody said. Nudge, nudge—and it worked, because David yawned himself.

			Moon chocolates, doled out from the little blue box. Did they even make him sleepy? He just liked to eat something sweet. Day is done, good job. The sugar bugs in need of their nighttime feedings.

			Do you want me to talk you through the schedule for tomorrow? Cody said. Should we look at it together?

			David shrugged. Crunch, another ball of chocolate gone.

			Ghoul tomorrow. Meeting with Ghoul. Tom the day after.

			But let’s just focus on tomorrow, the boy said, okay?

			All right. David swallowed the chocolate. Sucked his teeth.

			Water? Do you want to brush?

			I will.

			Okay. He didn’t seem convinced. Well—

			Nemo in Slumberland, you are going up and up.

			The moon that pale citrus yellow.

			A scoop of lemon ice.

			A scoop of lemon sherbet, which is not sher-burt. It’s not!

			Mother is in the bedroom doorway: What’s the matter in there, Nemo?

			Nemo could not tell her the things he had seen in the night. They were private things.

			How many times did Nemo die?

			Over and over.

			Every night a little death.

			His bed morphed, becoming a track to unknown worlds. Loop de loop, the boy sailed through the sky. Swooping and gliding in the darkness. Across the black and formless night.

			But the black night was only newsprint, the black mottled and faded. Darkness that wasn’t frightening.

			A softer world. In all its swirling permutations. It was dream logic that never seemed fully like a bad dream. Only a strange one. A different one.

			The world you are going to will be exactly like this world, only a little different.

			He woke in the middle of the night. A desperate squeeze, some business which needed to be dispatched at once. He had missed a meeting. The Wilshire office. The client would understand, but he needed to call right away to explain. Wasn’t he waiting on another call, too? He turned on the lights. The room blazed. He picked up the phone on the nightstand. He had to choose a button to press—he looked down at the options. The phone made a bad noise, an unhappy squall. After a while, he replaced it in its place (cradle?) and he sat for a while on the edge of the bed, and then he got up to piss and take a bite from a box of tasteless brown figs and then he tried to turn off the lights. He could not find the switch, and a question still rang in his head but there was no way to answer it, and so he closed his eyes tightly against the hot, bright room and it pretty much worked.
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			The boy seemed nervous as he sat there in the back seat. The reason for this was sometimes obvious and then got far away.

			They were going to a meeting. The meeting was important. This was the reason.

			But it was not Tom. Not today, not yet. But still important—because see how the boy looked so worried?

			They took the car to the meeting place. A café, not near to the hotel. Cody referred back to an email on his phone. And then did it again.

			It should be pretty quick, he said. She’ll just want to meet you before they can sign off. He patted David’s arm. It’s really just a formality. At this point.

			Yes, David said, out on his ice floe.

			The driver looked at him in the rearview. David scowled. The driver’s gaze snapped away.

			The car smelled like someone’s lunch. Not his lunch. He rolled down the window. Instantly his face and collar were spangled by drizzle.

			Too wet out there, the boy said. Let’s just put that back up.

			The car window closed again without David doing anything.

			The buildings they drove past were all beige or taupe or gray. Nothing bright, everything faded, drained of intensity. It had the look of a pencil sketch, this city, but then the dourness was cut by the greeny zinc of the church steeple. The single sharp point of life that reached above the clock’s bare face.

			He played solitaire on the phone, and after a while the boy leaned over and looked at the screen, then wordlessly pulled a cord from the front of the car and plugged it into David’s phone. The phone gave a chirp of pleasure.

			You were low, the boy said.

			The café was in a round corner building with big windows on the street. It was either before lunch or after lunch, and the room was mostly empty.

			Cody led David to a woman who was seated alone at a table. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun.

			The boy stuck out his hand.

			Hello, Ms. Ghoul, he said, though he said another name.

			We’ve messaged, the boy said to her. I’m David’s friend.

			She stayed seated but extended her hand.

			Hello, David said. He looked from the Ghoul to Cody.

			I’ll be speaking with David alone, Ghoul said. You understand, of course.

			Cody’s face tightened. Right, well. I’ll just be outside. In the car, he added.

			Very good.

			Cody smiled at David. All set, he said.

			Now David was alone with the Ghoul. The thought of this made him smile, look away.

			Yes? the woman said.

			He kept smiling but turned back to her. He toned the smile to a normal, bland smile.

			The waiter came over only when Ghoul made a gesture.

			Tea? Anything stronger?

			Tea.

			So we begin. She smiled.

			The tea was pale green, vegetal and bright, served in a thin teacup with pink roses. On a matching plate, there was a square of rhubarb cake, the fruit like gems under the dry crumble. It was a pretty sight: the green circle of tea and the pink and red on his plate. The river outside.

			In the warmer months, people sometimes commuted via the river—Ghoul told him this. Because the current was so strong.

			And a boat, she said. See?

			A wooden boat that ferried people from one bank to the opposite bank. And back again.

			The boat was attached to a cable that spanned the river—and the current alone, she said, was enough to move the boat along the cable to the other side, back and forth.

			No motor, Ghoul said. She used her cupped hand to demonstrate the engineering—the rudder, she said.

			The line that connected the boat to the cable was strung with pennants—red and blue and yellow and white, sawtooth flags that flapped in the wind.

			Pretty, David said tonelessly.

			You’ve been to Zurich before?

			He nodded. For my work. Business trips.

			Ah, so maybe you didn’t get the chance to see. It’s a very old city, very picturesque. The cathedral—called Gross Monster. You might like to see it. And our clock is actually bigger than Big Ben, Ghoul said. The clockface. The tower is, obviously, quite a bit smaller.

			There was some riddle there, right—the smaller tower but the bigger clock? The bigger tower but the smaller clock?

			He tried to show her, by his pensive expression, that he was following along. This puzzle that he was supposed to know the answer to: Fill in the hands of the clock in this empty circle. Add the numbers. Okay, great—he just needed a minute to work it out.

			Something something, she was saying. Zurich.

			He nodded when she stopped talking. Silence. So it was his time to say something?

			Maybe it was more snowy, David offered. When I was here last.

			She looked at him.

			It actually doesn’t snow, not very often. The elevation here is very low. So really, just rain, really. One or two days of snow—that’s a hard winter, we would say. So I highly doubt it was snowing when you were here.

			Ah, he said.

			A hundred years ago it still snowed in Zurich, she told him. In another hundred years, it would pretty much stop snowing at all. Even these one or two days a year. The Alps—who knew?

			Hills are alive, he thought but did not say. Edelweiss, which they’d written on the side of a plane. Just for him!

			He smiled so his eyes wrinkled.

			Bloom and grow forever—that was the part of the song that had the sorrow in it.

			She drank her tea.

			It’s nice where you’re staying. Many pretty blocks. Have you walked around?

			Yes.

			Maybe they had?

			Something something Grand Hotel, she said.

			Every hotel was maybe a Grand Hotel? In Europe?

			The old houses didn’t have numbers, she said. Each one had a distinct name, instead. Because back then, back in medieval times, there weren’t numbers.

			Was that true? Could that be true?

			Do you mean, David said, that numbers didn’t exist? Or just, on this particular street, they didn’t have numbers.

			That’s a good question, Ghoul said thoughtfully, but didn’t respond.

			This past stretch, he had lived mostly in a world without numbers. Before that, his life had been all numbers. This difference was understood to be a loss. But had it been so bad, to have that part of his brain so thoroughly excised?

			He had just been going Medieval, it turned out.

			Some people like to have a priest there, the woman was now saying. Or, your preferred denomination.

			The next world will be exactly like this one, only different—where had he read that? Who had told him so?

			No. Just—he gestured at the doorway. The empty doorway—the boy was where? Where exactly had he gone? He had a nervous flash that the Ghoul was just here to distract him, keep him busy. So the boy could—what?

			Your friend. Okay, Ghoul said. Friends are very good, very special.

			David nodded, pleased. Yes, he thought, yes, they were! She meant Tom, didn’t she? Was this part of her little riddle?

			Ghoul took in some air, held it. Well, she said, with an exhale. This is just mostly to see you, to talk to you. But I can tell you it is going fine, she said. You are doing great. Don’t worry.

			It hadn’t occurred to him to worry. Not about this.

			You are feeling—how? she said. They both considered the scale of this question. Then she seemed to want to corral it into a smaller form. You know you can cancel this, she said. It’s very simple. If you want. It’s no problem. It is—she gave a shrug, a sort of breezy, French-ish shrug, a little jarring coming from her.

			But they were French here, too? Right? But the uptight version?

			No, he said. I want to—go ahead.

			A strange dance. Not a business negotiation at all. What were they trying to get from each other?

			When would she ask him for the answer to the riddle? He had the sense that the correct answer had something to do with Tom. With how friends were good. Our old friends. The clocks, the confusion, one had a bigger face. Big Ben, the old friend who would step out of the past. Time zones, which made it so they lived in different worlds. Dark sphere for nighttime, bright sphere for daytime. But hadn’t he fixed that now? They were in the same time.

			If she repeated it, repeated the question, he’d be able to trace it out. The right answer. Boats with no motors. So how do they go?

			She had his file in her purse. Not quite a briefcase.

			I have your letter here. But I want to hear—you know, why is this sensible for you? Why have you made this decision?

			He blinked.

			It was easier to speak when he didn’t look at her actual face.

			The feeling of coming into a room and the room offering no answers as to why he was there.

			The friction required to jolt each moment into meaning.

			The different regions of his brain switching off, one by one, like a switchboard faltering, shorting out.

			Good night and good luck. Little Nemo is falling soundlessly through the void. Little Nemo in his nightdress, dropping through the stars. He was bracing himself for impact and it didn’t come, and it was so much worse, David said, to keep expecting it than it would be to just get it over with.

			Did she understand?

			She had her head cocked as she nodded.

			It can be very difficult for people, she said. But I think it is much worse when they have come too late.

			He was not late. He was pretty sure they were both saying that. Farewell Symphony—she would probably understand. Three-quarter time had sped up into some frightening pace. It meant, Yes, it was the right moment. It meant, Your heart is beating fast and you should get a move on, you should pick up your feet.

			Had he passed the test? Unclear.

			The teacups were empty. She brushed something from the tablecloth.

			You have dinner plans? There are very good places, she said. We have here the meeting of Germany and France and Italy, and therefore it’s very fine cuisine. With these varied influences. You should enjoy yourself.

			How had Cody known the meeting was coming to a close? Again people seemed to communicate silently with each other beyond his awareness, on a channel unavailable to him, because Cody was right outside the café window, there in his black puffy coat. He shifted from foot to foot in the cold, hands jammed in his pockets.

			The woman was speaking but David watched the boy through the glass. The boy and his familiar face. The boy in his puffy boy coat.

			Like, give the dog chocolate, Ghoul said, as she pushed her chair back. He can have some. At the end of it all, yes, okay.

			He was the dog, he supposed.
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			Everywhere he went, Death jostled him.

			They’d read the story in school. He liked it because it was so short.

			Death, startling the man in the bustling market in Baghdad.

			So get away, the man thought. You can save yourself. So get on a horse and ride far, far away. But the point was—Death knew where he was going. What a nice surprise, to see you here.

			And now David was both the horse and the rider and he was also Death.

			His coat was warm enough with a thick sweater underneath, leather gloves that he had not remembered packing. These gloves, which seemed like they might belong to someone else.

			The gloves had a knit lining, so sweat pooled a bit between his fingers and slicked his palms.

			His heavy coat, nearly black. These unfamiliar gloves and these strange gray streets and their unsmiling residents. Cold air in his nostrils. His ears were ringing and painful in the chill.

			A way station, this city, so who could afford to smile? They were businesslike, the citizens, clerks absorbed in their tasks. They had many souls to move along, didn’t they? Souls to shuttle from this world to the next. Appointments that needed keeping.

			One more day, his notebook told him.

			Twice more around the blank clockface, the face with no numbers.

			Then the meeting with Tom.

			Even without snow, the streets looked cold. So much stone. Stone, which repelled the idea of warmth entirely. The flag, white cross on a red background. Everywhere he saw it, the flag struck his brain first as medical, a sign that here they would administer to emergencies of the body. First Aid, Emergency, something was going wrong but you had found help.

			Wee-ohh, went the sirens here, like toy sirens. Less serious, somehow. Like this was all a game. Beep, beep, clear the roads.

			Many watch ads. Once you noticed one, you noticed a whole outbreak. Pasted on the sides of buildings and illuminated in shop windows: wristwatches, worn by beautiful brunette women or men with pure white hair. It’s their business, here—time. Time is good! Time is on your side. If you are beautiful. If your hair is white but your face is young.

			Otherwise…

			Well, anyway, the watches are sterling or the watches are gold or the watches are some attractive combination of metals. See how the arrows—no, the arms—move so smoothly around the face?

			The arms of the face, like the eyes of the face, which were—the eyes? The eyes were the windows of the face. Yes?

			Big stone basins were dotted in plazas and street corners, a spate of municipal fountains. This one: a statue of a horse with smooth egg eyes, reared up on its back legs. A statue to commemorate a certain military officer and a certain military victory. Heroics, civics, etc. Things that had pretty much disappeared, in this world, morphed into new, grotesque forms. But maybe it had always been grotesque. Like film stars or like God or your priest or whatever thing you wanted to believe was in charge.

			Here is the little spotted night horse for you to ride, but you mustn’t whip him.

			Okay, said Nemo. Then promptly disobeyed.

			David was lonesome for a big face full of sunlight. He wouldn’t get it. A sad thought—this chill would accompany him right to the end. David had already gotten his last sunny day and it had happened without him knowing it.

			Tears sprang to his eyes.

			So couldn’t he have another chance? Now that he knew to look out for it?

			Like when the realtor had them hire a window cleaner to do all the windows before the open house, and they looked through the beautiful, clear glass and walked through the freshly painted rooms, and wasn’t it so nice, now, their home? Weren’t they finally able to appreciate it? Only it was too late, by then, they were moving away, and so they had missed forever their chance to enjoy the real house—too bad.

			Someone was speaking in a language he didn’t know. Russian or something. They took a picture in front of a corroded green fountain, the whole thing oxidized: a winged gargoyle creature with the tail of a lizard. Open, fanged mouth of stone where the water spilled out. Pointed claws, a cherub at the monster’s side. A cherub who looked calm, unperturbed.

			Gross Monster and Co.

			He was the gross monster, with grasping claws and barbed tail. Cody was the unbothered cherub, the attendant. Youth, watching the grotesquerie from a safe remove.

			Here was the lesson, though: both of them were oxidized, mossy green, time shrouding everything.

			

			—

			Let’s get something, David said. For the boy. Something he would like.

			The boy—Cody understood who he meant.

			The word for present took too long to arrive in his brain but Cody supplied it helpfully.

			A present for Rebecca’s son.

			Studious, serious. He liked…music, well, yes. What else?

			A book, maybe, David said. An old book.

			Cody searched for a place on his phone. There was a travel bookshop, but that wasn’t right, was it. Travel books—no. Something with significance. What did he mean? He wasn’t sure, exactly.

			Cody let his finger roam around the map. He zoomed in, he zoomed out. He found a destination.

			Cody led the way. If he noticed the tears still leaking from David’s eyes, he didn’t say anything.

			An antiquarian bookshop, everything inside a tight squeeze, as if they’d ducked into a rabbit warren, gone underground. The air was warm. A stepladder blocked much of the narrow aisle. A man in a windbreaker and a tie came out from a side door.

			Hello, David said. They all spoke English, no point in being pretend apologetic.

			I’m looking for a present, he said. For my grandson.

			How old?

			David looked at Cody.

			Nine, Cody supplied.

			These are very fine items, the man said. Not for children.

			Again David looked at Cody.

			Cody communicated something to the man without words—again the invisible messages. The man came around the counter obligingly.

			Maybe he’d like a map. This is your son?

			My son?

			Can we look?

			Some of the books are from the fifteenth, sixteenth century.

			Not really in the realm of comprehension. This scale of time. They weren’t in English, obviously.

			Well, we could find out. What he’s studying, David said. What language.

			Though it didn’t even matter what the book was; the point would be that it was very old. It would be a way of marking time. It could be a rock or a knife or a book or a shark tooth—the object itself didn’t really matter, just the years it had accumulated.

			We have the books for a young man. Some of the books here.

			They were in French, mostly.

			Does the recipient speak French or German?

			David shrugged. Little Nemo—is there Little Nemo?

			No. No cartoons.

			They looked at some books under a glass counter. Very nice cover, he said.

			The original woodcuts, made at the time. Very rare.

			How old?

			Eighteen seventy-two, the man said. Osgood is the only true first edition. Because of a fire, there are only fifty or so. True firsts. The George Smith is allowable—you are allowed to say first edition. But really there is just the Osgood. See the gilt jellyfish, many errors.

			Errors, David repeated. Gilt jellyfish, he thought.

			Errors make it more valuable, the man said without emotion.

			Nice grift. Why had he not gone into a line of work in which errors made things more valuable? The cloth of the book cover was a sapphire blue, quite worn. So you could see the weave, the places where it started to tug apart.

			It cost as much, basically, as the exit.

			Cody was doing something on his phone. He nudged David—he’d pulled up a website. A website that sold the book for less. Much less. But—that had nothing to do with him. Wasn’t that obvious? The book was inside the phone or the book was here, right in front of them.

			Yes? The man waited.

			David nodded.

			We can wrap, the man said.

			He did so with great care. The man—packaging the gift. First the shroud of bubble wrap over the book. The wrap had small, pearly bubbles—sophisticated, David thought to himself.

			A single zippy pass of the scissors through the wrapping paper.

			Then a length of black ribbon, cut to size.

			How long will you be in Zurich?

			The man offered up this nicety with marked reluctance.

			Oh, just a few days, Cody said.

			Very good. Have you been to Gross Monster?

			David looked over.

			The cathedral, the man said. There’s a spiral staircase.

			David turned to Cody.

			Your knees, Cody supplied.

			My knees, David repeated.

			Ah, the man said, like, Oh, well. Like, Bad knees, on the one hand, profligate spending, on the other, so it all evened out.

			Maybe it did. Probably it did!

			There—the man regarded the wrapped book with satisfaction. Into a bag it went, alongside a pale-pink receipt.

			Cody took the bag and opened the door to the street. David followed behind, the bell announcing their departure.

			Exit Gross Monster and Youth.

			

			—

			David’s knees were bothering him: the boy called the driver to bring them back to the hotel.

			There was classical music on the car system. Music without words. Music that meant, This is slurring over time in a helpful way. Music that meant, You will remember none of this.

			Cody looked tired. This fact landed in David without meaning anything.

			His knees glowed, his back. Mr. Bones feels rattlin’. What would it be like, to no longer feel any discomfort? No more glitches of physical pain? It would be like—like what? It would be like it was before he got here. Like music before there was words in it.

			The car pulled up in front of the hotel.

			Thank you, Julian, Cody said. The driver nodded. The henchman.

			Peace be with you, Meatball, David thought and did not say.

			

			—

			Cody left him alone in the room. For—he wasn’t sure how long. Stearns would be calling shortly. This had been the plan, which had been communicated to David.

			Farewell Symphony, a long-distance performance. A guest star, one night only.

			Stearns would call the room phone for this event—a landline. Better connection. More reliable.

			He looked at an article in the magazine on the hotel desk. The history of the Swiss national bank. Pictures of Swiss currency, the paper banknotes in their bright Easter colors. Lime and marigold and purple and an orange one.

			It had a name, that color. Not orange. Not red.

			An article about the national bank. The newly redesigned bills.

			Switzerland, said a fake headline in the fake magazine, Its Harmony and Contrasts.

			Swiss francs, he learned, illustrated each bill with traditional Swiss characteristics. Industry, creativity. Scientific advances. Somehow these things were related to wind and light. And other such things. So said the article. Swiss coins, the article also said, were issued by Swissmint.

			As if all the coins should be chocolate with peppermint insides.

			The magazine was fake, but the actual newspaper seemed just as fake. The point was the same, wasn’t it?

			Where had he put the persimmon soap? His rectangle of necessary orange chemical. Someone should have made sure it was here, and it wasn’t.

			He got into his robe. Lay in bed, propped up against a raft of pillows, his fists balled in a rage. Stink, he could smell it. Boiling up from his own body.

			He watched Baywatch on the room TV. Subtitles. It’s a new one. A new one, with its Harmony and Contrasts.

			The lifeguards were different. New people. New lifeguards.

			The world that was like this world, only a little different.

			The red of their swimsuits was very Swiss, very candy apple, very fire truck. The cowboy’s red hat on his child bed frame.

			The lifeguards cut across the choppy sea on a Jet Ski. Zip, zip, zip.

			A strange business. The making of these—movies, shows. It was very expensive—that’s what he saw. Everything on the screen had cost something, and you could do a sort of vague math, which added up to: very expensive! Yet they did it. Everyone agreed to pretend that it was necessary that they make this movie. That they build the sets and then dismantle the sets, that they costume the actors and then dispose of the costumes. It seemed like a lot of effort. Like, why bother? But time passed either way, didn’t it? At least this way you were occupied.

			Like life. Pretty much.

			Like how, if you did not look down to see that it was all built on air, if you agreed to keep your eyes averted, you’d stay busy enough and they’d give you a little card to clock yourself in and out, and you’d allow yourself to believe that it mattered. What other option was there?

			

			—

			Knock—it was the boy. He reminded David that Stearns would call in five.

			Do you want me to stay? he said.

			For the call? No. I’m—you know. I know what to do. David gestured at the room phone. I’ll pick up this and talk into the bottom part. He was joking but then wasn’t sure he actually was.

			Okay. Well, good. Okay.

			Can you—David pointed at the TV. The volume doesn’t go down.

			Do you want it off? Or silent?

			I guess silent.

			Cody left quietly. David resettled on the bed, right next to the room phone. So it was in arm’s reach. On the screen, the wordless drama continued.

			Stearns was sober now, but he remained, in other ways, an intoxicated person. Which meant: he availed himself of life’s distractions and pleasures, and chose not to contemplate any of the dark space beyond the outline of these pleasures, and in this way he would probably march himself, fairly happily, right into the ground.

			The inane headlines on his phone which asked, in hushed alarm, How healthy were mangos? How many different sources of resistant starch did you need per day?

			Yes, but ideally?

			Which flannel sheets were the best flannel sheets for side sleepers?

			How much watching time did you have this weekend?

			Questions for inebriated people.

			Ring, ring—he picked up the room phone.

			My friend.

			Stearns was on the other end. He called from—elsewhere.

			Hello, David said.

			No static on the line, strangely. He expected it but it was not there. The pristine silence was unnerving.

			Zurich! Stearns said this with a brightness in his voice. How’s Switzy life?

			Oh, David said. It’s all right.

			We had some good times there. You and me.

			Yes.

			Remember that night? Langstrasse, Stearns said. I told Cody to take you right back there. Same bar. Stay out all night.

			He laughed, so David laughed, too.

			All was good? With the plane?

			Very good. Very—thank you. A feeling of fondness came over him. Thank you for—the ride.

			Oh, please. My pleasure. It’s heading back to New York. Should be arriving any minute, actually. I lucked out, it’s a great crew. They’re just great. Then it’s been chartered for next weekend. This guy—you’d be very interested. He’s into land leases. It’s not a taxable event—it’s wide open.

			Land leases, David repeated, without comprehension.

			You know, you’re handing over a square of Manhattan and nobody’s thinking a hundred years ahead. This guy is, like, Let’s capture that value. The moment it changes hands. It’s really only ever been royalty and institutions that worked on that kind of time scale. Hundreds of years in the future.

			Right.

			He explained it all to me once—I could barely follow, Stearns said. You’ve got time, money on the other axis, but there’s another axis, too. The little corner shop becomes an apartment building becomes a skyscraper and it’s all nontaxable, each time.

			There was a silence.

			But won’t everyone be dead in a hundred years? David said. So when do you get the money.

			Pause.

			Like I said, Stearns said, I didn’t quite follow. But he’s a brilliant guy.

			(They’d all be dead in a hundred years, was maybe what Stearns was trying to say, so don’t feel too bad.)

			More silence.

			I feel shy, Stearns said, it’s funny. Like I wanted a drink. I didn’t have one, obviously.

			Good, David said, trying to imbue this with conviction. As if such a thing mattered, drink/no drink.

			How’s the weather?

			David looked out the window. Cold.

			I’m searching it right now.

			Type, type, type.

			Woo. Stearns let out a whistle. Chilly over there.

			Remember that house, Stearns went on. It’s on the grounds of the—art museum. But it’s maybe an hour away. Maybe less. That Indian fellow, he said, they love it there, you know. The Alps—they film their Bollywood movies. He was fun. A good time.

			Really, David said. I don’t—

			Doesn’t matter, Stearns said. Why should you remember him.

			I think I do, David said.

			Tick, tick, tick, went the static-less air of the thousands of miles between them. Now even thousands of miles had been eaten into nothing—the line was absolutely clear.

			Well. Are you okay over there? You’re still thinking, you know, that this is—the right thing?

			David lay back on the bed. Mm. Yeah. I think—yes.

			You’re brave, Stearns said. I don’t think I could do it. You’re a brave man.

			Oh, I don’t know.

			He had grown used to this—the expectant pause. A kind of showdown—who would fill the silence?

			Stearns bumbled on.

			I don’t even know what I’d do before—if I knew. Go on a bender, I guess. Or take Janet on some blowout. Paris or something. Venice is great now that you can get the, you know, Starlink.

			Mm.

			Stearns wanted more from David.

			Do you remember? Stearns said. His voice seemed tight. We talked about this once. I said, My last thought will be: I did everything wrong.

			He did not remember.

			And you said it wouldn’t be like that, Stearns said.

			Did I?

			So you know, it was a good thing. To hear. And I should say, it won’t be like that. For you, either. And you’re a good friend, Stearns said. You’ve been a good friend.

			Here it was—the official sign-off. This room where they stood together, for as long as the call continued.

			You, too, David said.

			Good night, my friend. I love you.

			Thank you. Thank you—good night.

			Exit Stearns.

			The circle was getting tighter. With each click of the dial. This new circle did not include Stearns—space was limited.

			Tomorrow he would see Tom. One more sleep till Tom. Two more sleeps till nothing.

			Click.

			

			—

			Hadn’t David thought it would happen again? That last summer. He drank himself dumb at every opportunity. As if that would summon it.

			Hadn’t he reached for Tom in a stumbling drunk and hadn’t Tom turned away, tucked him on the couch for the night with a blanket?

			Brown liquor, never sicker.

			Get some sleep.

			The bathroom, with its bare, buzzing bulb, David braced and trying to vomit as quietly as possible.

			A fat bruise on his shin from falling up the stairs. His body seemed to careen through space.

			The dark doorway of the night bedroom.

			Are you awake?

			Tom was either sleeping or pretending to sleep.

			Why are you leaving today? the sister said bluntly, that morning that David packed for the station.

			

			
				—

			The final year. Too late to change room assignments.

			They were polite with each other. But the air was sour. There were new silences. Tom started to change underneath a towel, his body turned toward the corner.

			Fine. David’s politeness dropped. He was barely civil. He avoided being in the room. And there was so much else to keep David busy.

			College applications. Describe your temperament and hobbies in six lines or less. A brief schoolwide obsession with snuff.

			The abrupt midyear disappearance of the pretty, young French teacher. They conjured various erotic scenarios in Quebec City and Montreal, imaginations not quite stretching to actual Europe.

			Tom made even less of a social showing than usual.

			Had there been some little remarks about a lovers’ quarrel?

			Probably nobody said anything—the others hadn’t cared for him anyway; it was no real loss.

			The announcement would have come sometime in spring. Tom would be the class speaker.

			The senior pranks always had more of a celebratory tint. Involving skin mags or quantities of liquor or fireworks, the general nouns of boyish fun. Why had they decided that Tom would be the target? What was in store for Tom?

			The word joyride made it seem friendly. What about a swim. We’ll drive to the pond. Take him for a little night dip.

			They squinted at him.

			What do you think, Hastings?

			Should David have stepped in? When they started talking about binding his wrists and ankles?

			These moments when the brain failed you. The negatives singed and indecipherable—maybe he had said something. Yes, he had.

			Yes, Mr. Stanley Steemer, I swear I did—cross my heart.

			Another flash—how, in the weeks leading up to May Fair, Tom had seemed shyly excited. Without comment, he started wearing a new shirt in a bright, robin’s-egg blue. Would anyone besides David notice this rare vanity, understand the modest sliver of imagined social glory?

			Tom, you looked very nice in your blue shirt. You looked like the adult Tom you would one day be—handsome, smart, excelling in some place far from here.

			Why did Freddie have the gun? It wasn’t loaded. They must have known it wasn’t funny.

			It couldn’t have been loaded. And yet.

			The figures slipped inside the dark room, the shadows who used to be boys.

			A squeal, piggish, a desperate wriggle, a pillowcase pulled over Tom’s head.

			You coming?

			Jacket hurried on over nightclothes. Tennis shoes without socks.

			It was barely off campus. Maybe a ten-minute drive.

			It felt much longer. The crying kept steady.

			Did David know the crying boy? It didn’t seem like it.

			They marched the boy into the clearing, tripped him onto the ground. They stood above him, Tom lying below.

			The mood trembled on the edge of crazy.

			Tom, there on the ground. His wrists still tied.

			Zoom out on the scene, the dark woods and the boys. Hover there above it.

			Look down on the dark woods, look down on the boys, like a bird watching through a single black eye.

			Who are you, David? That was the question that this scene asked, and the answer was: David was nothing. He was the boy, silent among the other boys.

			Freddie aimed the gun into the trees, the darkness. He pulled the trigger.

			A shot—

			Jesus—Tom had shit himself.

			It was over.

			The boys were uneasy, standing there, the necessary pack energy drained away.

			It would have been better to really hurt Tom, break a bone. This was worse. No blood, no wounds. Just this—Tom’s self, cracked open and sobbing, the animal information of his private terror.

			I don’t want him in my car.

			The decision was made to leave him in the woods. The road was right there. It was a short walk back to campus. Less than an hour, if you went at a brisk pace.

			The moon was out, anyway. A bright night.

			Or this is what David told himself, later.

			

			—

			In the morning, still no Tom.

			David went to his classes, as usual. No sign of Tom.

			Do we tell someone?

			Surely they must have considered it.

			It couldn’t have been more than a day. Was it? That he was out there? Your brain firmly rejected the possibility. Let’s say it wasn’t even twenty-four hours. Let’s say it was sometime after dinner when there was word that Tom had been seen back at school.

			David spent only a few nights in Freddie’s room. And yet—he could not recall his return to his own room. It had failed to imprint, bypassed the rational brain. But at some point he had returned, because David ran out the last remaining weeks alone in the room, now its only occupant.

			Where was Tom staying? Not on campus. Maybe with the Santa teacher?

			They waited to get in trouble. Maybe Tom had told someone, told Santa. But nothing happened. No one got in trouble.

			Tom looked different, the few times that David saw him on campus. Something had been snipped between his eyes and his mouth, though he spoke in a normal voice. He was missing at mealtimes. He attended classes but didn’t show up to study hall. No appearance at the penny bets, the roulette game they ran out of whoever’s room.

			Tom didn’t come to May Fair.

			The school kitchen made bulk trays of brownies and blondies, pitchers of pink lemonade. The teachers were in short sleeves, uncharacteristically jolly. If they saw the boys and their flasks, they said nothing.

			Graduation would excuse them all, but for now, the screws had loosened, the windows had been cracked open.

			Fun—life was fun; this was the message. Hard work, reward. Sweetness in the glasses.

			People came back from such things. Bullying, really, pranks. Everyone knew boys were rough on one another.

			Did this logic hold up? It seemed to.

			The moon had been very bright that night. Really, it had.

			End of the semester. Time to sign the yearbooks. Time to install the names on the plaques by the headmaster’s office to mark that year’s achievements: achievements of the physical body and achievements of the intellect.

			Boring, the graduation. None of the details remained. Just the fidgety wait on the chair, David exposed in the full sun, cooking in his dark robe. He listened without listening as people spoke.

			The ceremony had, like so many other moments, fallen short of its promised drama.

			After it was over, the boys had all seemed awkward with one another. The balance of their world was knocked off-kilter by this wave of outsiders among them, the families that would lead them away from one another.

			In the rush afterward, David shook hands, smiled, accepted congratulations from teachers, now transmuted from authority figures into genial adults. He knew without knowing that this would be the last time he saw some of these people.

			Then the cold shock of Tom’s mother. Her face was not happy. She looked distressed, nakedly so, both gloves held in one anxious hand.

			David, she said. She kissed him on the cheek. I wanted to see you.

			We wanted to get a photo of you and Tom. He’s run off somewhere. She let her eyes drift.

			Silence.

			She smiled, her gaze coming back to him. We’ll hope to see you at the lake this summer, she said.

			Oh, sure.

			You’ve been a good friend, she said. She held him by the shoulders and looked into his eyes.

			You’ve been a good friend—was it an accusation? He would think so, later, though the tone shifted as the years passed, the moment taking on its different shadows.

			Look at it this way, tilt it one way, now the other, study it for cut and clarity and color and—he couldn’t recall the fourth c. Unclear, was the gist.

			Reply Hazy, Try Again.

			The teacher and his psychoanalysis, his snakeskin boots. The pink lemonade.

			Santa Quaker, with the cross-stitch that hung in his office:

			No God on Earth but Human Kindness.

			Tom’s bright-blue shirt.

			The silly penny bets. Freddie’s early death, still a few years off. Still in the wings.

			Do this in memory of me—

			He cleaned out the dorm room. David’s clothes dumped into the hard-top suitcase, with the handles of fake leather. Who had packed up Tom’s things? Tom’s guitar, with its nylon strings, laid in its soft case, click, click, click, click, who had put it safely away?

			So long. So long.

			Had he really not seen Tom that day? He must have. At the very least, Tom’s name had been called and he had walked across the stage. He was the class speaker—he must have made his speech? Was it possible that David would have forgotten such a thing?

			Another moment:

			Tom’s sister, standing alone by the empty chairs, swinging a pocketbook, her face sweaty. She was obviously bored. She felt David’s gaze. She looked over, her hatred plain, and stuck out her tongue.

			

			—

			He kept himself busy that summer before college. Tagged along on other people’s plans. Some weeks spent building Park Service trails, sodas from the lodge vending machine. There was a drive-away that a group of them took to the Gulf Coast. Fat, tasteless oysters from warm waters. A paper plate piled with crawfish still in their shells, the awful tickle of their antennae. They’d visited someone’s cousin, who had one dead tooth and possession of a genuine scimitar, left behind by his Persian housemate. He showed them how he used it to slice a grocery store ham.

			The night in Galveston. They slept on the beach and were woken within an hour by a policeman. Get up. Get up. You can sleep in your car but you can’t sleep here.

			The others seemed to think all of this was fun. An adventure. Like everything, it had felt like one big dare. Still, David forced himself through the paces, his anxiety barely concealed. That was before he had known to call it anxiety—when it was just the hidden information of his wrongness. An alarm, ringing shrilly, alerting him that he was not at home in this world: You can’t sleep here.

			College was a relief.

			A dorm room, similar to his high school dorm. A variation on a known theme. The same melody, only slightly shifted. Still well within his range.

			What was his name, the roommate? The boy who carried his things back and forth the whole year in the same Marlboro duty-free bag.

			Economics, for David. Very good. Very solid, very manageable.

			He applied for jobs, typed up his résumé. It had been a comforting story, David Hastings limned in a single page, the territory of achievement.

			But hadn’t he tried? Hello, old friend. He had. He had sent more than one letter to Tom. His tone relentlessly chatty, blasé. The smarmy slang they’d all adopted at boarding school. Take care, old boy. Another letter about nothing, airy talk about a girl he’d taken out, probably some worldly allusion to “screwing.”

			Insufferable.

			It had been a long time since they had seen each other.

			Maybe if he had acknowledged even that obvious, neutral fact, Tom might have written back.

			

			—

			David answered the door. Wearing the hotel robe. His armpits were sweating, his ass crack, too. Wetness coming from the soft spots. The soft spots in the animal body.

			Cody looked more dressed up than usual. His hair was darker and oily with some hair product, his cheeks a little damp. A new smell, which was—perfume? A girlish scent that made David aware of the boy’s body underneath his clothes. Was that its intended purpose?

			Our reservation’s in thirty, Cody said.

			People used to say things like that and then they would look down at their watch, but no one wore a watch anymore. So now there was a glitch when you said it, no place after for your eyes to land. A sad kind of downbeat moment, these gaps when the old ways and their absence were obvious, the new world not slurring over the empty space.

			Stearns had worn that novelty watch. When they were both in their twenties. Time to Fuck, the watch face said. Above a naked woman in a pinup pose. Only visible if Stearns tilted his wrist a certain way.

			What remains—the Time to Fuck watch.

			You should do a last blowout, Stearns had said, when David had first told him about Zurich. Go wild. What about a big trip?

			Time to fuck.

			How to explain he didn’t speak that language anymore—I no longer desire my desires.

			Cody had been saying something—David had missed it.

			Cody took out his itinerary and let it float into David’s vision.

			This place is the very best, Cody said. It has a star.

			A star?

			Michelin.

			Dinner. Okay.

			So much that would have to happen before any dinner was possible.

			David would have to get dressed. That was a requirement.

			He’d have to make another trip down the stairs, or in the rickety elevator.

			He’d have to sit across from Cody and be David Hastings.

			I want to stay in, David said.

			Really? It’s that place—Stearns called it in. There’s, like, a Picasso on the wall.

			You go. You can go.

			Oh—Cody made a face—no, I don’t think—

			Go, David said. You go. On me, you know—

			Cody held the cards, the literal cards—of course it would be on David.

			I don’t know, Cody said politely. This exchange bored him.

			Go, David said. I insist.

			Business expense—just write it off.

			Which David had thought, for a while, meant it did not count. Whatever it had cost, whatever room or plane ticket or meal—write it off. And then the math clarified and you understood that everything counted; it was just a question of degrees.

			Before Cody left for dinner, David asked him to help with his phone. How to get it set up. So he could listen—

			Yes?

			Farewell Symphony. Could the boy get it? Pull it up?

			There were many Farewell Symphonies! As it turned out. The Forty-fifth—no. Incorrect. No recognition. All wrong.

			Jesus, it couldn’t be that hard? Fare. Well. Symphony. Isn’t this what they were supposed to be good at, the young people? How to navigate through the junk?

			The boy kept clicking.

			Another option, a video.

			OF ALL THE GREATEST SYMPHONIES EVER WRITTEN, EPIC MASTERPIECES BY THE BEST MINDS—

			Stop. Wrong. Just the song—was that so hard?

			Cody handed the phone back. Finally.

			Press play when you’re ready.

			First, a blaring advertisement. The computer would write for you, apparently—thanks a ton. Your emails. Your cover letter. It would help you get the big job and then it would do the big job for you. Great, great, bye.

			Then, the song.

			At last. At last.

			A blurry, strangely stretched image of a man was fixed onscreen, the man who was the man who wrote the song? A black-and-white photo, to show old, to show serious, to show little loops of wire glasses nestled deep in the man’s eye sockets. The better to scribble the serious old song.

			This song, which seemed happy. All was well.

			Evening, gazebo, a young girl in a blue dress. I’ll take ca-are—

			Sweetness. The old sweetness.

			The young man in the cold lake. His eyes were shining.

			Small and bright, clean and white. I’ll take ca-are of you—

			It happened too quick. The shift.

			The song rushing into panic.

			Into—you know what’s coming, don’t you?

			He did. He sort of knew.

			His eyes were wet. Productive sorrow, productive fear. His insides tightened around the song’s forward motion, the song that moved forward because it could only move forward.

			The red line extended beneath the image as the song played. To show the time that had passed.

			He put the phone on the bed so he could lie down and concentrate more fully.

			Somewhere in this song was all the information about the song’s key and the chords and the notes and the musical scaffolding, all the technical information beyond David’s awareness. The parts that he knew he did not know enough to know.

			There was another language in the song, too. Meant for David.

			This language contained the knowledge, there inside the song, of what it would feel like. When the end came. It was frightening but also—it was all there was.

			He just needed to stay very still.

			He let the wetness run from his eyes into his scalp.

			For a brief moment, it worked. David managed to see an outline.

			An outline of what was coming.

			A glimpse out of the corner of an eye, a dark shape in a dark room.

			Darkness inside darkness.

			A violent jolt and David was expelled instantly from the mystery, startled by another advertisement.

			Skip, the button in the corner said, as the numbers counted down and the ad played on. He hurried to press skip.

			And then he was back in the video, returned to the Farewell. The song started up again where it had left off.

			He tried to get it back. To see the darkness inside darkness.

			But there was no darkness inside darkness. He had lost the song, the real song. He was listening to a different song, now, and there were no messages inside of it.

			Farewell, but not really.

			This other song was over.

			Again, he should listen again. Try again. See if he could get hold of it.

			So restart the video.

			But now the screen was cluttered. He tried to press the play button but another website opened instead, rude and bright.

			He abandoned the phone.

			Had David eaten dinner? Hard to say. His stomach was unsettled, insistent. So he was either hungry from not eating or nauseous from whatever he’d eaten. Thank you, Miss Marple.

			There was a wrapped present on the desk. Wrapped quite beautifully. A black ribbon over striped paper, matte.

			He started to untie the ribbon but it was knotted tightly. He slipped it off the corner, then tore open the wrappings.

			A book, plastic-jacketed.

			Twenty Thousand Leagues.

			He looked at it neutrally. Then let the object drop on the desk. The thing which had become another of the undecipherable things.
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			Hello, old friend. Hello, friend of my youth.

			Time for the outing. Time to make the visit, time to call on an old pal.

			First, a morning shit, quite dense, with a peculiar trout odor. David sniffed the air in the bathroom with interest.

			Many variations, these days. From the interior machinery.

			He dressed with what passed, now, for vanity—which meant David looked in the mirror before he departed the room. He smiled with chapped, pale lips.

			Overall: middling.

			But the eyes could do the heavy lifting—they were the same eyes as always. The same David. You could tunnel back decades and there he was. The red bar reset, the years toggled to zero. Start the song over from the beginning: do this in memory of me.

			Cody had been distracted. Unusual, that David would be the one to police the itinerary. To move things along. In the small ways he could manage to do so.

			Is it time to go yet?

			Oh, the boy said, as if today’s trip were a surprise. You still want to go?

			David huffed. Do I still want to go?

			If you’re not up for it.

			Who said that? A sharp, mean stare, so the boy hurried to correct himself.

			But yes, of course, the boy said. I’ll call Julian. He shouldn’t be too far.

			A mild drama at the front desk.

			No cars were allowed on the cobblestones! Not in this part of town. Forbidden!

			It was a protected district, a historic district, the desk clerk said. They could not keep getting picked up outside the hotel. Did they understand? Their driver was not allowed to drive here anymore. They needed to walk over to the park and have him pick them up on the far side.

			I’m sorry, Cody said. So sorry.

			Then they walked out the hotel door that automatically opened, right out to where the driver waited for them with the black car.

			David allowed himself to be loaded into the back seat. He was very agreeable today, wasn’t he? Very docile.

			He settled in and buckled the seat belt and nodded his approval at the volume level of the classical music. Any more specific definition eluded him: it was just the serious music, no words. Music that would accompany them on this errand. Fare Thee Well Symphony.

			Calling. To call upon. Hello, Tom. Hullo, old chap.

			The book was in the paper bag tucked at his feet. The book, which was no longer wrapped. Twenty Thousand Leagues—for Tom. He had decided. A message! The distance between them, which was there in the title, but then the mere fact of the book would correct that—David was right here.

			Bump, bump, bump, down the narrow, cobbled street. The car tires that ate away at the old forbidden stones with each hungry rotation—sorry! The river, which they followed for a while without anyone saying the name of it.

			The boy did some work with his phone, syncing it to the car.

			Some chatter now on the car speakers. A voice that spoke English, a voice that droned on—and on.

			And on.

			And when would the music start?

			David waited. The man kept talking. The man, whose voice came relentlessly out of the car speakers. No rest for this man, no pause. Just more words. It was not a radio show, it was not an advertisement. Finally the numbing talk had gone on at such length that he turned to the boy.

			Can we stop? What is this?

			In case you wanted—an audiobook?

			The audio—book?

			The biography of Grant. You have a few more chapters.

			He nodded but was confused. Biography of Grant, okay.

			The boy checked his phone. I thought—for the drive?

			I’m all right—just. David waved a hand. The music is okay. Let’s just listen to music.

			Of course, the boy said. Not a problem.

			The man’s voice disappeared. Off the stereo. With however many more hours he had coiled inside him. The life of Grant!

			Back to the music.

			Classical. Trilling, tra-la-la. Serious low notes. Minor key, which meant sad!

			Some people understood it better. They would say, This is the Blah Movement of the Blah Symphony. Okay. Sure. He just thought, Oh, this sounds pretty good, this eats at my heart and I am okay with it.

			

			—

			The city rapidly became suburbs, suburbs that rapidly ran up against hills, became empty fields. Beyond these, the famous mountains—finally he got in a good eyeful. An imposing range of mountains. Snowcapped, purple, quite craggy, and gratifying. The hills are alive! And the hills are dangerous, a cold-shocked place where you might crash your airplane and have to use your soccer teammate’s elbow skin as socks.

			They had made sunglasses in some ingenious way. Out of some plane parts. The stranded soccer team.

			The Alps, David said grandly.

			No, said Meatball, speaking for the first time. Those aren’t the Alps.

			Nothing further was said about the mountains.

			There was an issue on the boy’s phone, a disturbance. He looked unhappy.

			I just want you to be prepared, the boy said. They didn’t confirm.

			David was prepared. He smiled to show—I am prepared.

			I’ll try them again.

			Cody pressed the phone to his face. He gazed out the window. Ring, ring, the phone went. He put the phone down again.

			I don’t know if we should—just, you know, arrive.

			Tom knows I’m coming.

			Snow was visible up on the mountains but not nearby.

			Intermittent blue skies when the clouds ripped open.

			Then the quick shift back to gray, the clouds closing again, silently and swiftly: that’s enough blue sky for you.

			They drove on the highway. Motorway. Some numbered road. With its tiny toy cars that sped along, the little trucks with whatever modest loads. Bundles of maize tied with red ribbon.

			The blue-circle road signs, blue circles with the white arrows that pointed into one another. Which meant, This is the past churning itself into the future.

			And also: roundabout.

			They were headed for the border.

			Here was the red emergency flag with its white cross, and here was the French flag, here were the branched lanes for the different categories of vehicle. Sort yourself into the proper row.

			A white canted roof overhead, which covered the whole business.

			Time to cross over. Time to present the necessary documents.

			So many crossings. So many crossings and so many thresholds, manned by their many employees of the other world.

			An official spoke to the driver in French. He switched to English with the presentation of the passengers’ passports.

			Were they transporting meat or dairy?

			No. David grinned. Just the seventy-year-old meat in the back seat, presently stuffed into too-tight wool trousers.

			He kept grinning for the official, who waved them through. Doing his duty. Aye, aye, captain.

			Another grin for the cameras. For posterity. Were there cameras? There must be. He smiled toward the air, in case.

			Impossible to say how long they had been in the car. He fell asleep for some stretch of the drive. Woke himself up with a guttural snort.

			Right before he had the thought that he was hungry, Cody opened a little bag of almonds and shook them into David’s palm. They had a sandy coating that lingered, even after he used the wet wipe Cody passed over. In his lap, a bottle of water sloshed around companionably. Candy from the side-door pockets—David dispatched a handful. Food for the sugar bugs, a real feast. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Cody looked over with distaste as he chewed, but David did not close his mouth.

			Crunch!

			How much longer?

			Nearly there.

			Nearly there! He was excited. A squirmy excitement, his bladder acting up—excitement was the same as nervousness, which was the same as mild incontinence. Dribble, dribble.

			

			—

			The house was on a block of well-kept stone houses, semirural, painted shutters on the windows. Their house had a red door, with a gnarled copper knocker. A nice house, a good place—Tom had been fine, hadn’t he? After everything? More than fine. Wasn’t this house proof enough, like a trophy, the ding, ding, ding of the glossy shutters? Triple cherries.

			I think I should go up first—just check in, Cody said. I’ll just do a quick hello, see if, you know, everything is good. He looked anxious. Why don’t you wait here.

			David made an impatient sound.

			We’re here. David was already unbuckling his seat belt. So—so you can wait here. I’ll go, you wait.

			Let’s just—we can go together, Cody said.

			I said, wait here. Right? Isn’t that what I said?

			Cody only smiled. Meatball watched from the front but also stayed silent.

			David’s seat belt snapped off, his door popped open. He gathered up the paper bag.

			Here I am, David thought. It’s time.

			He made his own way to the door. The paper bag in one hand.

			There was movement behind him. When he glanced back, he saw Cody was out of the car, too.

			Not exactly waiting in the car, was it? Did the boy not understand these basic concepts: inside, outside? At least Cody hung back, lingered by the walkway. So fine. Fine.

			Up the steps, there we go. A clearing of the throat, the hard reset of a blink.

			He grappled with the knocker. Pleasing—that heft. Good! Proper, for this moment.

			Nothing. David tried again, with more force. Again the metal hit the door.

			In the lull of waiting, he stared at the knocker. Out of the whorled copper, a creature’s face emerged—a lion? A demon? The door opened before he could decide.

			The woman who answered was in a cardigan and soft beige pants and already her face was armed against the interruption. Behind him, he could feel the boy bristle.

			Not a good…His brain ranged for the word. Not a good start!

			David smiled with teeth.

			Hello, David said. With politeness. Is Tom home.

			Excuse me?

			She was American. He had known that, he guessed.

			Tom. Is Tom here.

			At this point, David looked back to the boy. We—we have an appointment.

			Tom, the schoolmate. The chum. The friend of my youth, hello, old boy.

			Hello, Cody said, and stepped forward. Hi—I’m so sorry. We’ve been in touch but—I’m Cody. You said today might work.

			Tom, David interrupted, with impatience. Is Tom here.

			The woman was unhappy. Tom isn’t home. She looked only at Cody, as if David wasn’t quite real.

			Behind the woman, there was a warm house, a house that looked and smelled like life, despite what she said, the warmth of the rooms and the lamps lighted and a cat moving swiftly through a farther doorway. Tom was in there. Tom had known he was coming, but why, then, was he hiding inside the house? He’d known David made this journey, so how could he refuse him?

			I need to talk to him, David said.

			David, the woman said, her face red with anger. Tom is unavailable. I think this is—she touched her collar. I think this is very strange, showing up like this.

			We had a date, David said pleasantly.

			Ma’am, I understand, the boy was saying to her in a smarmy voice, too indulgent, really, and no wonder the woman felt fine lying to their faces. It was entirely the wrong tone. She had to be made to understand what the situation was. The boy was doing everything wrong.

			I really apologize, Cody said. It seemed like today might be best so we decided to move ahead, and perhaps? If it is possible—

			David was getting agitated. It didn’t seem so bad, as it was happening. Like a burst of anger that spread all at once, one massive flash and he was swept up by it. He was trying to get inside the house. The woman closed the door on his body, but it barely slowed him down. A scrum or whatever the football move was, blunt force, a steady advance, one shoulder already over the threshold.

			She gave a tidy, shrill scream, like a single ring of a bell.

			At that instant, Cody got ahold of him.

			Cody pulled him back by a handful of overcoat.

			Down, down, down—a tumble, a violent drop right on his tailbone. Right on the stone step. His teeth clacked together, hard, and he sprawled back with a helpless, braying noise. The impact reverberated. A warm gush of blood pooled in his mouth. Had he bitten his tongue?

			He was in blackness—or his eyes were shut tightly.

			Okay, the boy said, okay. Here, take my hand. David? Are you able to get up?

			He opened his eyes.

			Another man helped him. Not Tom. It was the driver. The meatball. In his funeral suit. His black driving suit. David was the limp cargo. The livestock they’d transported across the border. The driver and Cody shuffled David back to the car, away from the house and its closed and shining door.

			She’s lying, she’s lying—wasn’t it obvious? He could cry. His face burned. Tom is just inside. Why else wouldn’t she let him in? Why was she keeping him away?

			David was held up between the driver and the boy, one arm around each of their necks, his stunned body doing its best. The three of them made a slow, agonized march to the car’s open door. Shuffle, shuffle, stop. What was the very slow version of three-quarter time? When time became stretchy and endless?

			One step, pause. Another step.

			Arthur Murray’s Dance Studio.

			Today we’re learning “A Waltz for Three Men.” “A Waltz for”—he looked down—“Six Feet.”

			My book! Where was his book. He started to crane his head, then a shock of pain kept him staring at the ground.

			At last, the car. With its immaculate seats. His familiar territory.

			They ducked David’s head as they put him in the back seat, like TV policemen. He was the perp. The bad man.

			You have the right to remain—

			Take a breath, sir, Meatball said. Take a breath.

			It was just them in the car now. Him and Meatball. All the car doors were closed.

			The boy was—where?

			From the back seat, David looked out at the boy and the woman as they talked in the now-open doorway. The red lacquer door. Bright candy red. The woman looked briefly in the direction of the car—David didn’t know if she could or could not see him sitting inside.

			He was in here, in the black car, and out there was life.

			The look of perplexity he could feel on his own face. How quickly everything was drained. His skeleton rang with pain. Who had rung the bell of his bones? Why did they quiver so? Mr. Bones feels—rattlin’!

			He wiped his face, which was wet—not blood, though. He studied his hands. Just sweat? He brushed the wetness on his trousers.

			The driver, in the front seat, kept his gaze down like he didn’t want to deal with this. Any of the mess in the back seat.

			Beyond his—pay grade. Beyond his—purview. Pay per view. And so on.

			Chaiko. Farewell.

			Rose Chair Ache.

			That last word—why choose that word? The doctor. Ache. What a strange word. Who wanted to think of the ache, any ache—body ache, heartache. No wonder it had not imprinted. An error in the testing—if the doctor had chosen a different word? It was possible.

			Click, click, turn the dial back. The months swept past, reset. The brain plumped itself, rosy now and spanking clean, packed neatly inside the skull.

			Where was Tom? He was not here on this residential street. Click, click, click, one two and three, the dial turns. He is not on this continent, not in this sphere. So-and-so town in So-and-so county in So-and-so—

			The boy returned to the car, bearing news.

			She said you can wait out here, he said. In the car. No promises, but he’ll probably be home soon.

			Soon? That was not very much information, was it?

			Soon, she said. But she didn’t really know how soon. Should we wait? the boy said.

			What else is there to do. Yes, he said. Wait—of course they would wait.

			It could be a while, the boy said.

			Would you like to listen to the audiobook? the boy asked.

			No. David’s voice was withering. No, I would not.

			The life of Grant—no! No other lives, please. Too late for other lives.

			They waited, the car on, parked in the road. And waited. The heater blew its stuffy air. His tailbone kept up a steady throb. Pain, each throb said, pain, pain, pain.

			

			—

			An hour? Maybe. David didn’t watch the clock. He tried to play solitaire, then put the phone down.

			No activity, in all that time. A quiet street. So when a car drove in, it was obvious that it was him. One of the little cars. Strangely compact and completely silent—these Euro cars. Toy cars with a big windup key in the back.

			An old man stepped out of the driver’s side. He looked stricken, wary. The old man who was Tom.

			Tom. He was there, recognizable under the slackness of the years. Tom, friend of my youth. Didn’t they know each other?

			The wife must have been watching, too—the front door opened before Tom got fully up the front steps.

			And then he was inside, Tom, disappeared in the privacy of the family home. The door shut mutely behind him.

			I’ll go knock, David said.

			He just got home. Give it a minute.

			Ring, his skeleton said. Pain, his skeleton said.

			He unwrapped a candy. Red one. Sucked on the hard globe inside. A cherry-cordial taste, like medicine. Like cough syrup, or the pack of orange pills, the kind that used to dye your teeth black. Mean mother who made you swallow the pills down, open up to show it was all gone. Open wide. Aah. Tongue out. Punish her by giving her an eyeful of your insides.

			For your own good. For getting better.

			Kind mother with the back of her hand on your sweaty forehead. You do seem warm. Salt crackers and okay, sit up a little, pillow behind your head, yes, you can eat in bed. Are you feeling very bad?

			Oh, yes—finally someone allowed him to say so, someone finally asked. Yes, I’m feeling bad. Yes, I feel awful.

			She was kind to him, in those moments. When she knew what it looked like to be kind—rest, a soft voice, sitting for a while at his bed. Warm milk, a scoop of chocolate powder. Let him stay upstairs—he doesn’t need to come down for dinner.

			Maybe she had just needed the script.

			Like the day she had died. His father had stepped out so it was just David and his mother. The script was helpful—so he knew to bend and kiss her quite-dry cheek.

			

			—

			Crunch—he bit the candy sphere into pieces. He poked with his tongue at the startling sharp edges.

			Was it Meatball who filled this car with candy? David had this sudden thought. Was the candy some personal expression of Meatball’s hospitality, some goodwill wish? A gesture out of the nothingness?

			You didn’t have to love me like you did but you did, but you did, but you did, but you did, but you did.

			A fragment of a lost song that bubbled into his brain.

			David crunched the candy down until he could swallow it.

			But you did, but you did, but you did. That part had always gone on for a surprisingly long time. Or he remembered nothing else about the song—because that part was endless in his mind.

			But you did, but you did, but you did.

			It synced now with the pain in his tailbone.

			But you did (throb) but you did (throb) but you did (throb) but you did (throb).

			Something else. He was forgetting something else.

			He looked in a dazed way at his lap.

			My book, he bleated. Where’s my book.

			The paper bag was in the front passenger seat, a little ripped. But when the boy handed it back to David, the book was still inside.

			I can hold on to that, the boy said. Just for now.

			David made another bleat: No chance. He kept the reassuring weight of the bag on his lap.

			A flutter from the house, the curtains of one front window opening.

			Not Tom.

			The woman’s face.

			The boy rolled down the car window. He waved his fingers at her.

			I think she’s saying it’s okay. Let me just check in with her, the boy said. Be right back.

			The boy was out of the car and halfway to the house before David could agree either way. His head juddered stiffly on his neck as he turned toward the front door, arranging himself to watch what would happen.

			A reprieve, a quick hello. Fifteen minutes, the boy said. Tom wasn’t up to more than that. Did David understand?

			Yes, he did.

			They weren’t going to allow for anything at all, so you really have to understand this is a quick hello only.

			A little spotted night horse to ride but you mustn’t whip him—

			(but you did, but you did, but you did).

			Do you understand? the boy said. I’m serious.

			Tom would come down to the car. He and David could sit in here and talk.

			David’s eyes glanced at Meatball.

			Julian and I will wait elsewhere, the boy said.

			He’ll come here. Into the car?

			Yes.

			David looked at the red door of the house. Why don’t I go inside?

			It’s easier this way, the boy said, which meant, They don’t want you inside their home. No dark spirit shall cross this threshold, or some other folk superstition.

			But don’t complain. David just had to stay where he was, to sit very still with his hands in his lap, and Tom would appear.

			Yes?

			Yes.

			Good, in a way. He had come this far, and now it was Tom who had to close the final stretch. Tom would have to take steps toward him, enter his universe. This car. It was almost its own time zone, this car. Hastings Standard Time. Parked here on the quiet street. It was right that Tom should come inside. It was right that they should be separate, away from the others, in this polished black universe. So they could speak more freely.

			Disconcerting: it was the stranger, first, for many paces. The strange old man who exited the front door, who came down the steps. But then it was Tom again, Tom who he saw in the long-legged walk, the storky self, the pale hair now brushed back from the receding scoops of hairline.

			David sat up straighter in the back, licked his dry lips. Made a quick, low, preparatory hum so his voice wouldn’t falter.

			Tom came nearer and nearer.

			The face which looked up and down the empty street. The body heading to the car. Close enough now that the window was filled only with the blurred nearness of Tom’s sweater.

			The door handle made a noise but the door didn’t open.

			Tom stayed outside.

			Again the noise of the door opening, without the car door actually opening.

			A pause. David inside, but Tom was outside, his face not in view.

			Was this a game?

			Then the pause turned into a question mark, a knock on the car window, and David understood that the car door was locked. Stupid. Stupid—he lurched across the back seat to unlock the door.

			Hello, Tom.

			David said this, or started to say this.

			The hello was lost in the shuffle of Tom ducking into the back seat. David got back to his own seat with flustered effort. The flurry with the locked door seemed to jar them both. Like someone had done something wrong!

			But nothing was wrong. Because here was Tom, settled in his seat. His knees and skinny legs, his profile: Tom.

			Tom!

			So much, so near! And so suddenly, which was how things happened, which was the lesson of the Farewell Symphony. One of many lessons.

			David smiled with full force. With a kind of radiance that surely Tom must feel.

			Well—Tom smiled back without the same intensity. But that was okay, that was understandable. Only one of them had access, right this minute. To the invisible sphere. To the language that was inside all other languages.

			I was in town, David said.

			You were in town? Tom repeated.

			I’m glad, David continued, we can speak.

			And did they—Tom looked at the empty front seats. At the empty car, no driver. Did they tell you I just have a moment?

			David was still smiling. Yes, he said. I understand. It’s just a quick hello.

			Did Tom see? How some intelligence beyond themselves recognized each other? It was animal intelligence, a body that knew this other body. A body that had spent years beside this body. They didn’t really need to speak, even. For the exchange to take place. And wasn’t that comforting?

			Are you, you know—all right? Tom said this to the back of the seat in front of him. This isn’t—I have to say, I don’t understand. I’m—well. I’m very surprised. As you are seeing.

			I should be in New York this fall, Tom continued. Maybe we can. Get together. At a better opportunity.

			He looked at David full-on for the first time, and seemed taken aback by David’s smile. He looked away quickly.

			It’s okay, David said.

			Well—no. It’s very unusual, isn’t it?

			Yes, David said, in a soothing tone.

			Skittish, this other animal. So you spoke in a quiet voice. So you said, Yes, don’t worry. And he didn’t need to worry!

			Because what did David want? He wanted to say, I didn’t know any better. Which was also and otherwise how you said: I’m sorry. And he did say this—I’m sorry.

			I’m sorry, David said.

			He let the words hang. Tom did, too, both of them silent, so the words reverberated at the correct pitch.

			This pleased David very much. They were falling right back into it, the knowing beyond knowing. Until Tom shifted, cleared his throat.

			That’s a nice thought, but this—it’s unnecessary, Tom said. Truly. I don’t need this, any apology.

			It wasn’t right, David said. Everything that happened.

			I don’t think of it, Tom said, with an almost laugh. I can barely remember that time.

			I am sorry, David said.

			Oh, I don’t know, Tom said. You got it pretty bad, too. They were hard on you.

			David blinked. And blinked again.

			I should have—

			No need, Tom said. Please.

			What was inside Tom’s brain? Show me the tape of the lost hours, Tom. What happened to you?

			He beamed these questions silently to Tom.

			The answer that beamed back: It was a very cold and very white room, with no doors or windows. An inch of standing water on the floor.

			Was it very terrible?

			Why was it David, now, who answered?

			It was nothing, David said. You said you were sorry. The water is rising higher but I don’t mind.

			Some things he had forgotten. Many things. A dream that blinked in and out.

			Life was little and brief and it was over with the clank of the slides changing in the projector.

			Well, David said. His whole body had suddenly relaxed. He was grinning, strangely. It’s good to see you, David went on. It’s very good. Your sister. David smiled warmly. I remember her.

			Yes.

			She was—a good girl. David had the urge to take Tom’s hand. Is she happy, you know? Doing well?

			A shadow on Tom’s face. She passed, Tom said. Some time ago.

			Oh—I’m sorry to hear that. I wish I had known.

			A wave of his fingers and Tom’s expression returned to neutral.

			The young Tom had been unable to display anything on his face except an immediate report of his thoughts and feelings.

			Now he was disconcertingly icy. A chill that sent David fumbling like Mr. Magoo.

			The radiance shorted out, was more difficult to tap into. Tune in Tokyo, tune in—

			She was a great person, David said grandly.

			She had a pretty rough go. Tom looked out the window, then back at the seat in front of him. Life was pretty tough on her.

			Yes, David said. He bent his head to show: thoughtfulness.

			It was probably obvious back then, Tom said. She was just starting to get sick. About that age.

			Yes. David had no idea what Tom was talking about.

			Tom, it’s me, from the room in the old house. Tom? I am holding out my hand.

			He thought he said this aloud but perhaps he did not.

			The different life that twisted between them—wasn’t there such a thing? The alternate? Another turn in the stars. A body careening through space, in search of another body? The old room in the old house.

			How is your—pause. Your trip? Tom said.

			So polite! David smiled broadly.

			It is okay! The trip is okay.

			Your work brought you here? To France? Tom said. I’m afraid I didn’t quite understand.

			Zurich, David said. But not for work!

			If Tom asked the question, he would tell him. He just had to ask. He just had to say, What are you doing in Zurich? And David would tell him everything.

			Just say the question. Just ask.

			What are you doing in Zurich? It’s the end of the line, my friend. Friend of my youth. Divorced, beheaded, died—but really! No givebacks, no give-to’s.

			More silence, Tom squirming.

			Well, Tom said, I’m glad that you are doing well.

			I am well. Thanks, David said. Thank you.

			Tom was so stiff, sitting there. There was no need to be uncomfortable. David said this to Tom in a confiding tone. Because, he tried to explain to Tom, the closer you got to the end, the quicker it all started to drop away. Tom would realize this soon. Pretty soon!

			Like how he looked at Tom but saw Tom’s teenage self. These purer selves, the selves that persisted. There was a world in which it had all gone another way, where they had all been very good. Wasn’t he forgiven?

			No response. David smiled anyway.

			He spoke with more and more speed. More fervor. He grinned like a Halloween pumpkin. He understood that this was difficult, hearing it secondhand. But David spoke the language now—the language that was Death. The language inside the songs, the Edelweiss, the Farewell. The forever.

			That’s why he was here! That was the reason.

			Our lives were so little, our little human lives, but there was always this song in the background, this melody, and you’d start to hear it more clearly when the end was near. You realized it had always been there. Whatever foolish things they’d done, not done: everything crumbled away. He had forgotten how to tie his shoes. Soon he would leave even his own name behind. Was it to make space for other knowledge? The truer things? He had loved him once. That was in the song, too.

			The slide projector clicks ahead.

			I’m sorry, Tom said. I don’t exactly—well. I don’t think I can give you what you’re looking for. I do appreciate that you’ve come all this way. I hope—a deep breath from Tom—that you take care of yourself, David.

			Tom had used David’s name, finally he had spoken his name. He’d waited for this. So now David could be honest with him, he could be straight.

			They give you the pills first, David explained to Tom. Then it’s just a drink, tastes bad but they give you chocolate. And it’s painless. But don’t worry, he said. Because it’s all Death, isn’t it, so it will just be more of the same. We’re swimming in Death now! Did he understand? They couldn’t tell you at the beginning, of course not, you had to wait, who would believe it?

			But here it was. The world David was going to, which will be the same as this world.

			I think I should get your son, Tom said, looking at the house. You just stay here, okay? Take care, Tom said. Take care.

			My son?

			But thanks for stopping by. I do wish—I wish you the best.

			Tom groped for the door handle.

			David didn’t let this distract him. He kept talking.

			The world he was going to, which would be the same as this world—you see?

			Now and at the hour of my death—they had said that, all of them, in chapel, boys reciting it together—did Tom remember? Could they have imagined what mystery waited outside the doors? What would become of them all?

			You could still hear their faint voices, if you tried. Even these years later. A message from a distant galaxy. Now and at the hour—

			Tom got to his feet, Tom was leaving the car.

			There was the boy, standing at the ready, an arm extended to Tom.

			Could we say it together? David said. Just once, could we just—now and at the hour—

			Tom grabbed ahold of the boy’s arm, then propelled himself toward the house. He left the car farther and farther behind with each step. Left David behind.

			No final words. No solemn goodbyes.

			David’s eye found the bag on the floor. The book. Let him at least give Tom the book.

			I just need to—

			The boy didn’t let him finish. He took the bag right out of David’s hand. The boy marched up to the mail slot, lifted the book out of the bag, then dropped it inside.

			He turned sharply on his heel and headed for the car, crumpling the empty bag between his hands.

			Stop, his face said.

			Stop, said the windows of the house behind him, the windows of the house, which were the eyes of the house.

			All right, the boy said to David. His voice was weary. He tossed the crumpled bag in the front passenger seat. That’s enough. That’s enough.

			But there was more to say! He had barely gotten started.
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			Outside it was still raining. As people came in from the street, they shook out their coats, their anoraks, and their dark wool overcoats, they let themselves get warm.

			Because it is warm inside, warm and inviting, the golden lights on the walls and real candles on the tables.

			In America, a white rose on each table would seem foolish or maudlin. In David’s old life. Tonight, in this place, it looks beautiful. These white roses, soft to the touch.

			Red roses for love, yellow roses for friendship.

			Annabel had sometimes used her fingers to open up a cut rose, fooling with the petals to make the rose fuller, more vivid.

			Helping it along, she said.

			He had never cared particularly for flowers, not understood Annabel’s desire to travel to see certain famous gardens. What would even make a garden famous? More notable than other gardens?

			Enough, now, to see this single rose. To think, It was good, how we tried to make our hours nicer, to set our tables with a flower, still containing life. A last surge of life. The same way it was good to light a candle.

			Are they real? Cody asked.

			Huh?

			The rose. It looks fake. The boy rubbed a petal between his fingers. I guess, he said, with some skepticism, real.

			Real—good! That was good.

			The boy smiled kindly. He was very present tonight, the boy. David could sense the shift. The idea that he had ever meant to confront the boy about the money seemed impossible—David could not conceive of it. It mattered so little, it was vapor. Less than vapor. He smiled back.

			The room had a wainscoting of pale blue. The booths were upholstered in red fabric, darker wood chairs at the tables. A big bouquet of the white roses. Small brass lamps that offered up intimate light. You saw how you needed only a few. Even with the Venetian chandelier overhead—pink-and-blue-tipped, magisterial and formal and almost gaudy—the room had a close, cozy feeling.

			Yellow roses for friendship, red for love—white roses for what?

			He asked Cody. Cody didn’t know.

			White roses for—

			In the next room, the windows looked out onto the water. The river. But it was all dark, anyway.

			David ordered a bottle of Champagne. David ordered a bottle of Burgundy. They wouldn’t finish either. But they were celebrating.

			Yellow roses for friendship. Champagne for special occasions.

			The Champagne poked out of an ice bucket, the bottle lazing in the slurry. Nearly adrift.

			Murder Wall—ask the waiter about Murder Wall. He thought this and then maybe asked, or maybe did not.

			He should have added a day. To see the Alps. Take the train, tunnel into the earth. To stand there, to look up at the pleated mountains.

			He had this thought only because it was impossible now to do such a thing.

			All the things it was impossible to do!

			His mood was elevated. Very much elevated.

			He would be unable to sleep. In this state. The blood coursing like this, with such force, his brain giving off its flares, putting on a good final show.

			And the waiter in his dark vest and shirtsleeves was Death, and so was the man and his wife in their wet anoraks, Mr. and Mrs. Death, and so was the busboy with the dark brow, audibly huffing to himself as he went back to the kitchen. Death, on hour six of a long shift.

			The boy across from him was Death, and the hands that emerged from his own shirt cuffs were Death’s hands. The hands that wielded their cutlery and brought the wineglass to the mouth and then the water glass; Death’s hands, and Death’s hands, too, the hands that rested, still, on his lap.

			He had tried to communicate to Tom. How Death was all around. How it had taken so many forms—like how they said God was everywhere. That old Quaker teacher Tom had liked so much. Same idea! Death was in the pewter river and these bland back roads with the concrete medians and beige buildings and Death managed the arrows on the clockfaces and Death rode the tramline back and forth and caught his eye from the passing window. Did he understand what he was telling him?

			The plates had a thin line around their border and the name of the restaurant in cursive. The soup came in a bowl with two handles, a frilled paper doily underneath, the soup itself a bright marigold color. Sliced meat—in the Zurich style, the waiter added. Which meant what, exactly? Veal, potato rösti, crème fraîche as a sour tang.

			The waiter scooped potato rösti onto their plates from a silver platter. Big spoonfuls, the waiter waiting to be told when to stop.

			High wood racks behind each table. Where people kept their hats and coats. The coats were hung on hangers, so they loomed above the diners, like their own spirits, keeping watch. Like the dark spirits inside us that, yes, wear long wool coats and those old-style hats. All of them do, didn’t you know? And now they had been made visible, just for a moment. So when you looked around, you saw the ghost coats swimming around the dining room. Almost every table had its own dark attendants. Whenever the door opened, the spirits shivered. Nobody seemed to find these dark spirits remarkable—their heads were bent as they ate with pleasure.

			What would happen to all his miles? How many hundreds of thousands of miles?

			Like the box tops his mother had collected forever, then finally mailed in for a set of cereal bowls. The bowls, strangely, indestructible, had persisted in this world for decades. No heirlooms left behind. But yes, the chintzy promotional bowls.

			A girl painted down there in the bottom of the bowls, cradling a sheaf of wheat. Sweetheart of the Corn. Her prim little smile, the girl who looked into the distance of the decades, her arms around her prize.

			A dessert tray was wheeled around with its offerings—a glazed tart, a bowl of berries, chocolate cake and cheesecake, and a quivering, colorless mass in a shallow pool of amber liquid.

			David pointed at the tart, its shingled fruit lacquered in sugar. The server lifted off a pre-cut wedge, a segment of the clock already parceled out. A segment of a few hours.

			Tiny macarons, smaller than usual. Like lapel pins.

			The wobbling custard that soaked in the amber juice. He hadn’t asked for it, but here it was on the table in front of him.

			Perhaps this was what our true selves looked like—a wobbling, colorless mass, about the size of a baseball, trembling and mute. A combination of fats and sugars.

			Prost, for cheers.

			For, clink the glasses.

			For a mouthful of Champagne, which was weightless and sweet, for bubbles that jumped in the throat.

			No pills tomorrow. The party line. For legal reasons. The body would be autopsied. He thought. He was pretty sure. Hadn’t that been part of the extra cost for foreigners—the required autopsy?

			Carved up, cooked, his animal body, which had just now carved into the flesh of another animal. He’d be the one under the knife and fork soon. In a few more clicks of the dial. But not yet. He was still a breathing animal. Flesh of my flesh of my lamb chop—delicious!

			Unfair, though. There were so many options to blur out pain, fright, discomfort. Why now, at the end, would he have to choose piercing clarity? Or what passed for piercing clarity, with his brain, which meant—these waves of sadness that ebbed into blankness. The bodily unease. A wish to skip ahead, to have this moment already over and done with.

			The boy checked his phone under the table. Perhaps he was trying to do so without David noticing.

			He looked at the boy’s bent head, the eyes that were busy taking in unknown information.

			David had transferred some fatherly feeling onto this person. He employed the boy—that had receded far into the background. But what would happen next? He had not inquired what might become of Cody afterward. Where he would go. The life that would open up for him—would it be a good life, a bad one?

			Cody was a happy person, maybe. Was he? Was it ever useful to wonder such things about others?

			Next year all our troubles will be miles away—

			Cody accompanied him to the door of the bathroom.

			The usual Morse code of piss—save our ships! Dot dot dash, ending in a sputter.

			When he was done, he washed his hands with very hot water from the brass taps. Stared at the soap dispenser, which beamed out a red light and automatically deposited a meringue of soap in his open palm.

			A wave of his hand, and a length of paper towel came silently out of the dispenser, taken up and then disposed of, his hands dried.

			Everything in his service. The meringue of soap, the desired towel. Thanks a bunch.

			The mirror showed a man with bright eyes. The rest was faded, passable. But the eyes were bright.

			

			—

			He emerged from the carpeted hallway.

			I can’t, a woman’s voice said, in cheerful English, and he knows it, too.

			His gaze cast around the room and didn’t land on any expected target. The people who sat at the white tablecloths were all strangers.

			But then there he was, his companion, Cody, the name reverberating, clicking into place alongside his face, his known face, and the boy’s hand was up. He gestured David to the correct table.

			The bathroom, David said. He meant to finish the thought, which was, the bathrooms are tremendous. The stall had been like its own hotel room. But he didn’t finish this thought, and so the words lay inert in the air.

			White roses, by the way, Cody said, mean purity.

			Purity.

			Yeah, like innocence. I looked it up.

			Okay. David made a little nod. Thank you.

			He went to grab his notebook. Worth making a note of this.

			In the reach for his notebook, he knocked over his glass of wine. A sudden wash of red on the floor, and more wine still dripping from the table.

			He scooted his chair away a little too slowly. The air in the room tightened, strangers looked over.

			It’s okay, Cody said. It’s nothing.

			The staff moved quickly to clean it up.

			David’s mind wandered—he’d scooted back, away from the table, but he’d scooted back so far that his chair was almost floating in the center of the room. Unmoored. David was a man out in space, sitting on a wooden chair with his hands in his lap. He smiled down at the waiter on his knees on the floor with a rag and he smiled at the boy sitting back at the table. In the air around them, above them, the dark coats shivered and danced: Hello, spirits! Hello, souls!

			

			—

			Sleep, it would be like going to sleep. He knew how to do that. So he would know how to—he sat up, blinked into the dark room.

			Tick of a clock? No. The night was quiet. Some people went crazy from hearing their own blood. Their own blood in their ears, the sound of their blood pumping. He’d read about that.

			He touched his phone: 10:27 p.m., Tuesday, February 17.

			February. It was after Christmas. After the New Year. What was this month, just a sad, cold click of the dial, a stretch to be gotten through. An orphan month, made up of scraps left over from the rest of the year.

			The tourist magazine on the hotel desk was out of date. He had missed the holiday parade. He had missed the Christmas market, the beeswax candles, the Advent calendars and the children with shining faces. They looked at him from the magazine with lighted candles held under their chins, eyes hollowed in the shadows.

			Hi, David. Hello.

			Here are the handmaidens, here to accompany you in their robes and their lighted candles. Now and at the hour of my death—

			We’re going down, down, down.

			Hello, Tom. Hello, old friend—have you forgotten me?

			He went to the window. He saw that there was no way to open it—the glass was seamless. He looked out. There was the darkness, which meant water, there were the lights.

			He left his phone on the desk in the hotel room. Ping, the beacon would reach up into the sky and say hello to the satellite and, if Cody checked, the sky would tell him that David was there in his hotel room.

			Interesting, to be here on Earth at a time when we had put the sky to work. Pretty much like what we’d wanted from God, wasn’t it—finally we’d roped the stars into our human affairs. Pressed them into our service. Thanks for everything, heaven—now tell me where the next turn is.

			He took the stairs down, following the burgundy runner. Each careful step—

			The lobby was busy, the bar area more full than he’d seen it. He started to push the hotel door and was startled by the give. It was automatic—the door swung itself open. After you—thanks so much.

			David walked down the narrow streets, his hands in the pockets of the navy coat. These prosperous and dull streets.

			His back felt a little better as he walked. The muscles uncrimping themselves.

			Just head toward the water. A natural slope downward. That was enough of a direction.

			For a while, in New York, Annabel had owned a bicycle, a cream-colored bicycle, and she was very aware of the possibility of the bicycle being stolen—it seemed to be a constant topic of conversation among her friends, how often everyone was having bicycles stolen. And Annabel was very anxious to prevent her bicycle from being stolen, and began to resent the bicycle for causing her this anxiety. One night, lying in bed, she heard a rustle down in front of the apartment. And she knew, with certainty, that this was the sound of her bicycle being stolen. She could easily get up. She could easily open the window, shout down, and interrupt the thief. There were actions to take, and if she took them, she could likely prevent the stealing of her bicycle. But she just lay there. Listening to it happen. She was relieved, to be honest. Finally the bicycle was gone, and now she would no longer have to think about the bicycle being stolen.

			She had been freed, and for that, she was grateful.

			This was how he felt. About leaving. That it was freedom, really, to let it happen. The thing that you had been so afraid of.

			She loved the bicycle very much. She had made a point of saying that.

			The surface of the asphalt streets was sliced and swooped by the metal tram lines, like skate tracks on a frozen pond. A clutch of bicycles were locked to a railing, more bicycles aproned around a bare tree. Lights were scattered somehow in the space above the cars. Some new form of holiday lights. How they floated up there.

			The wind was frigid off the water. There was a couple who walked past with heads bent low. The man pushed a bicycle. They didn’t glance over at David.

			Two trams passed each other, going in opposite directions. Swish, swish. Only inches apart. The air passed over him, too, in their wake.

			Next year, sings Mr. Bones, all our troubles will be miles away.

			The sharp point of a church steeple. The black outline of the farther hills. When he looked up, the air overhead was crisscrossed by power lines or tram lines, so it seemed like a net that hovered over everything. Suspended, not yet dropped.

			Life, worldly life. It had its own workings. He had gotten his allotted time.

			There was a flight of steps down to a concrete bank that ran along the water. No railing on the stairs or on the bank.

			Danger. The edge right here, unguarded.

			There was a dock where small boats were berthed, each stretched with a nylon cover. Under wraps. For winter reasons. A ripple passed underneath the vessels, a shift of water, the boats that floated here and there on their bellies.

			He looked for the moon. It was a minor moon, a sliver. The ghost coin of the full moon.

			Where was the little spotted night horse for him to ride? You must promise to treat the night horse very gently, Nemo. You mustn’t whip him. The little spotted night—

			Swans, here. In winter—yes? He saw them, so, yes. So they didn’t—fly away. Fly somewhere warmer.

			They weren’t the white birds he expected—they were more tawny. They drifted in seeming peace, staring out from behind their Lone Ranger masks. The alien meat of their necks. Cruel birds, weren’t they? Sure. He’d heard that.

			The group of them glided out from under the little bridge. In the light, out of the shadows, he saw that the swans were white. The correct white.

			The walk back was freezing. His head bare. Wind got under his coat collar.

			Back where, was the problem—the walk back to where, exactly?

			The name of the hotel—this had been dropped into the deep, dark well of his brain, never to be recovered.

			The daughter, who used to call black-and-white movies blue-and-white movies. It was true—the black was never really black. In the old movies. It was softer, deeper. Gray, really, or sometimes a swollen nighttime blue.

			The little spotted night horse.

			The lighted towers were important-looking, and the lighted towers would continue on importantly into the future. The stone banks along the river, too. Yes, it would all persist. So take it. Take it—the knowledge that this will all rush on without him. A hundred years passing, more, the centuries accumulating until the cathedral disintegrated entirely, dissolved into whatever sand dune would replace this continent. Okay, so that’s what he’d been practicing. Dust to dust to dust to:

			He was lost.

			Omega—he knew that, anyway. He could say that. Omega.

			Find north, use the compass on his phone, follow the digital arrow that pointed the way. But he had no phone. He had no phone because he had left his phone somewhere.

			Press accept, the boy had said. To connect.

			Who shall I say is calling? They had all known to ask that. Back then. Back whenever.

			He patted his pockets and found nothing. In the name of the coat pocket and the pants pocket and the other pants pocket: empty. There should have been a phone. There should have been his notebook.

			So many flags. White cross, red background. Everywhere he looked, the flags that meant, Uh oh, there’s a problem.

			Help me. It’s urgent! Piss, piss, dribble—save our ships.

			Divorced, beheaded, died.

			Survived.

			He did survive. Because here was a security guard in a small booth. The security man. Here in his little cube of light. On the floor of the man’s booth, David could see a set of dumbbells on the ground, everything else quite neat.

			The security man looked at David from his perch.

			I am lost, David said, pleasantly.

			Omega.

			The man got off his stool and opened the door of his booth to come outside.

			David’s gloves had disappeared somewhere. His hands were pale, at the end of his dark coat sleeves. He clasped his hands together, for warmth.

		

	
		
			17

			Whether the hotel seemed familiar or not was less important information. It was more important that David had been delivered here, so it was the proper place.

			An elegant and simple logic problem, without the problem part.

			When you looked at things this way, it was all simple. It was correct because—because it was happening. It was like this, now—okay. Period. No further questions, your honor.

			David stood near the staircase, outside the open entryway to the bar. He was uncertain of what he waited for, there at the base of the stairs. Some larger intention had shorted out. So you paused for more information. Awaited instruction.

			Mr. Bones feels…Mr. Bones feels…

			It was late but there were people at the front desk. People at the bar, too. They did not look his way. Was it happening this fast? His disappearance?

			The low noise that came from the bar had the murmur of good times, and he felt the pang of it, music from the realm that was not his. A song no longer meant for his ears. Life had gone on—this was the future that did not contain him. Already!

			It’s like this now. It’s like this—

			Next year all our troubles will be miles away.

			The bar had stools and an area with low couches. Arranged to foster connection, the sweet social ease—look at the men there, sitting together. The pair of men laughing with each other.

			Intimate, that was the word. For what passed between them.

			Why had some people found it and others failed?

			The smudge became familiar. One of the men’s faces.

			There, on the low couch, was Cody. Sitting next to an unknown young man.

			It was a strange feeling. To watch them from this distance, like watching a scene in a play. Cody picked a lemon wedge out of his glass, shook the ice around. They laughed. They were naturals, really. Playing through the scene so well, their gestures so believable. There was something on Cody’s phone that he leaned over to show the young man. The young man looked up, then back to the phone. Then looked again. He nudged Cody.

			Oh, shit. Cody stood up.

			David took steps toward the arched entry. Passed into the world of the bar.

			David, Cody said. This is—you remember Sam. My partner.

			Okay, David said.

			Hi, David, the stranger said. Nice to see you again.

			David let his eyes fall on him, then fall away.

			Sam was over here anyway, Cody went on. In Europe. For work.

			For work, David repeated.

			It was my idea, Sam said. I insisted. We were just having a drink.

			You were here already? David said. For work?

			David looked off into the vagueness of the room.

			Not here. But, like, close. It’s all so close here. The young man laughed. Europe. It’s all an Uber ride away.

			He felt disoriented. Cody and this young man looked ashamed, worried. Why?

			Because they had shown him how life would carry on, blithely. Just by doing what they were doing.

			The discomfort settled in between David and the young men, or so he saw on their faces. Had he failed to say something he was supposed to say?

			Let’s get you upstairs, Cody said. He made to take David’s elbow.

			He can have a drink if he wants. Said the young man that David may or may not know.

			Had he asked for a drink?

			David blinked.

			I’d have a drink, David said. He said it and found that it was true.

			Cody was unhappy.

			You might want to—Cody hesitated. Take it easy tonight?

			David blinked more rapidly. Why is that?

			Cody was flustered. Fine. If you really want. If you really want a drink, sure. Scotch?

			What are you drinking? David turned to the young man.

			I’m having a martini, said the young man. It’s good. He held out the glass. Want to try?

			It looked like a mouthful of ice. Just the sight made his teeth ache.

			I guess Scotch, David said. Yes.

			Cody glanced from David to the young man.

			Just a sec, he said. I’ll be right back.

			Cody was at the bar, but kept turning to look in their direction.

			The young man smiled pleasantly. Just the two of them now.

			Why was he with this stranger? Why was he in this dark room with this stranger?

			The stranger was talking. David looked down at his own shoes. The black slip-on shoes on the carpet. The greenish velvet of the couch skirt, chewed up by proximity to the floor. He settled back. The pillows on the couch around him were a patterned fabric, gold background with dark-red roses. He thought they were roses, the red blobs on the pillows, but when he looked again he saw the pattern was clubs and hearts, spades and diamonds.

			He’s learned a lot, the man said. I think in a lot of ways, you’re like a father figure. You know about his dad, obviously. That whole situation.

			David didn’t know what this man was talking about.

			So, yeah, the man said. Just—thank you.

			Thanks for what? David returned his gaze to the pillows. Scrolling with their pretty pattern.

			Cody came back with a serious glass.

			They’re bringing over more water, too, he said.

			And so they did—a bartender appeared with a tray and three water glasses. David picked at his teeth with a finger. An unsuccessful excavation. He’d pushed whatever it was even deeper. He sucked harder at his teeth.

			Anything else, Mr. Hastings? He looked up—but the bartender had directed this question at Cody, not David.

			We’re good, Cody said.

			I’m Mr. Hastings.

			David said this in a neutral way. If anything, there was a question mark at the end of his line, which surprised him. I’m Mr. Hastings?

			This is when things started to curdle. A sense that he had already disappeared. Cody had stepped into the outline of David, had already taken on his name. His name!

			The waiter left them alone. Other information started to blare into his awareness. This strange young man. The young man they insisted that he knew. The young man wore a wool sweater that had a faint aura, the blur on its surface that meant the sweater was high-quality.

			The thick collar, thickly stitched—it was his sweater, wasn’t it? David’s. They had been in his room. These two. It all clicked into place. They had pawed through his possessions, unwilling to postpone their scavenging even another day.

			My stuff. My effects!

			He shifted, uneasy. His mouth filled with spit. He squeezed his lips together, hands already in their clawed fists. That’s where the anger found itself most concentrated—in these Gross Monster claws. Rigor mortis set in, his awful grip.

			My sweater, David said.

			His voice was cold and terrible.

			Sorry?

			My sweater, he said in a strangled way. He took it.

			The man blinked and looked to Cody.

			It’s okay, Cody said. David. It’s all okay.

			You’ve been in my room. His voice rose. You went into my room. Who else?

			No one has been in your room, David.

			David made a choking sound.

			David, you’re right, Cody said. It was a mistake. Sam, can you give David his sweater. He spoke each word in a crisp voice.

			Oh. The man blinked. Seriously?

			Sam.

			A standoff. The man, Cody. Finally the man exhaled.

			Right, he said, right. Okay, the man said. You got me. Then he took the sweater over his head. The stolen sweater. It caught on the T-shirt underneath so the man’s vulnerable-looking belly showed.

			He tossed the sweater in David’s direction.

			All right, Cody said, and stood up. He shook his head at the man. Why don’t you get some air? Cody said. Just go for a walk—we need a break. Okay?

			Can I have the room key?

			Just go. I’ll text you.

			The man let out a laugh. Oh-kayy. Bye. Great, bye. He gathered up his coat. Good luck, he said to David, after a considered pause.

			

			—

			David had the sweater in his lap like a cat, some alive thing. He rested one hand on top. It still had a warmth to it from the man’s body.

			There was the buzz of drama—he’d figured it out, Miss Marple had solved the problem. So things were fine now, weren’t they?

			It’s a lot, Cody said. You’re dealing with a lot. I know it must be hard. He got to his feet. Let’s go upstairs.

			David stayed on the little velvet couch.

			I want a drink. I want to finish my drink.

			Whir, whir, he saw in Cody’s eyes. Then Cody sat down. His patience was eternal. Or his patience was eternal for the next, oh, twelve hours.

			El Jefe, David said. David muttered? Or said. Another, he said. I want another.

			Cody hesitated. But he did it. Off to order another round.

			Thanks a mill.

			Nothing to eat—no olives? Nothing? Well.

			Fresh drink, fresh glass. He took another good swallow.

			Where’d the girl go?

			Cody looked at him.

			She was sitting here. She went dancing? He laughed. With your little friend?

			Cody shrugged. I think she did.

			Oh, well. David smiled because nothing got past him. There should be a piano, he said. A big grand piano—over in that corner.

			Yeah.

			That would be nice? Right? He let his hand spread out on the sweater. So people could play.

			Yeah.

			I think it would be nice, I think so. David smiled. You can put stars on it to learn the songs.

			Cody was silent.

			Stars. On the keys.

			Still nothing.

			The boy is very good, David said. There was a word that he could not get to. The child of my—of my child.

			Yeah. You know she sent the video. His song. A video of him playing. Would you like to watch it?

			Not right now, David said. His voice was faint, and he took a big sip. Not right now, no.

			Some things were better to imagine.

			The trip upstairs was halting. His balance was shot. The boy took on most of his weight. Like they were comrades on the battlefield—get me to the medic. Get me to the Red Cross tent.

			A loose sweater was wrapped around his neck like a stole. A loose gray sweater.

			It smelled like—something else. Unknown.

			A dire slump now—David leaned on the boy’s shoulder. David took little steps. Shuffle, shuffle—the soles of his shoes didn’t leave the carpet.

			Let’s take a rest. Just here.

			Good idea! Because his shoes seemed to be stuck to the floor of the landing.

			The wallpaper had raised bits, which he felt against his cheek.

			Annabel would know what it was called. This type of wallpaper. He would ask her.

			A pause. An interlude, here on the landing. The boy’s body was fully against his.

			Oh, he thought, opening his eyes, oh, it’s you. Clean and bright.

			A door that opened onto the already lighted room. A vast slab of white, the bed’s surface, the turndown completed by unseen hands, his body that landed with a grateful and graceless plod. Okay. He giggled a little.

			Let’s get your shoes off.

			He lifted his legs out of the boy’s reach.

			Hey, the boy said.

			David laughed, turning over. He tucked his legs under him.

			Come on. David. Let’s just at least take off the shoes. Shoes off, okay?

			A kind of grappling, then, a low-energy wrestle, so then the boy was on the bed, too. The bulk of the boy’s body, here with him. A comfort.

			David?

			He didn’t answer. Better to not answer. It’s okay. Don’t answer, don’t open the eyes, just dwell in the body’s helpful disorientation. You don’t need to be sad. You had said you were sorry. He groped for the body beside him, which responded by just existing. His arm around the boy, the body against his body. The boy of my youth. Consoling—this is what was meant. It was this easy. No talking needed, no opened eyes. You located yourself with other information.
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			The priest split the church in two, the pews on either side of the aisle. This side will start the singing, he said, to attentive nods.

			(We were always so eager, weren’t we, to follow directions? To show we could do it right?)

			Call and response, the priest went on. This side goes first. Then, he said, this side will echo.

			Ready?

			This is the day (this is the day).

			That the Lord has made (that the Lord has made). Let us rejoice—

			David’s eyes opened.

			But it was still dark. Not the day, not yet.

			Still very, very dark.

			Where was the boy? Not here. David was alone in the bed.

			These bedsheets, which did not lose their freshness. His feet swiped back and forth in the cool, untouched stretch under the coverlet. Then he pulled the mess of sheets up under his chin—he felt very young, a child in the rumpled bed, and very old, like he should have a sleeping hat on. Sleeping hat couldn’t be the right word. Cap. The socklike thing that drooped over to the side, a Christmas Carol hat. The thing you wore on your head as you held out a craggy stub of candle and peered into the cartoon darkness.

			The hotel room would be occupied by a new guest. That very same day, probably. The aura would linger, though, wouldn’t it—the vapor that followed him everywhere now, the song beneath the silence. The night breath, the other world close by. Would they feel it?

			Someone would strip the bed, collect the rubbish. Someone would wipe the mirror in squeaks. Later—but that would be later.

			Now, he pulled the yellow coverlet over the mussed sheets. Realigned the pillows at the head. This was his faint attempt at making the bed. A tip of the hat toward making the bed.

			Always make your bed, his father had said. You start the day with achievement.

			At camp, the raising of the flag at daybreak, morning formation.

			The lowering of the flag at twilight, evening formation.

			It made it seem as if life would always have such ceremonies. Such solemn markers.

			He smoothed the coverlet. The pillow still held the shape of his head.

			Goodbye, David, he thought, a sorrow for his human body. Which had put in its time.

			He shaved in the mirror. The eyes that had always been his eyes. The face had grown and drooped and gone pale. The structure crumbled. But the eyes had always been there.

			That summer in college when everyone took the boat to Europe. Two weeks on the sick-making ocean. A student boat that teemed with other college kids. Salt crackers and beer and warm water, tablets of aspirin in a glass bottle. He masturbated into the little metal sink in a tiny corner of a tiny bathroom. His narrow berth, one of four in a small room, the syncopated night breath of four different sleepers. Up, down, in, out, wheeze, sigh. Humans, all these strange humans. Tuning up their private instruments in the dark hours.

			They would never become less strange to him. Other people. In all the years since that moment.

			Did he want to call his—daughter?

			Did he want to call anyone?

			Not especially. No, not especially.

			A final shower in the hotel bathroom, the water scalding. Almost too hot to bear. His skin reddened instantly. Vroom, went the blood, rushing around in his veins. His heart sped up.

			Rev, rev, you’re almost finished. So have your fun now.

			A bruise above his ass. Tender to the touch. It wouldn’t even have time to complete its life cycle. For now it was still in the first blush of purple. And so it would remain. These mild woundings and injuries, soon to be subsumed by the big one.

			No more tears!

			His ears bristled with hair. Nothing to do about it at the moment. A wetness when he stuck a finger in his ear and swirled. He wiped a smear of toffee-colored wax on the hand towel.

			There was a flurry of knocking on the door.

			He went in a towel to answer.

			The boy.

			Oh god, good. You’re awake. I called but your phone—he came in the room.

			David spread out his hands like: magic trick.

			Wake-up call, David said. You’re my wake-up call.

			

			—

			The boy had ordered up the full breakfast. The small white sausages, the size of thumbs, that arrived under a snowy white napkin, a side of grainy mustard.

			There was a pot of black coffee. The white glisten of the dishes, unused. David couldn’t eat. The thought was nauseating. And yet. Better to have something in the stomach. A few cashews picked out of the muesli, a bite of the brown, heavy bread. Bread that was a little damp, steamed from being transported under the heavy cloth.

			His eyes kept watering.

			Now and at the hour—

			Coffee in a teacup, a thin handle of thin porcelain. His ass ached. Where had the bruise come from? He would go out with an aching ass. Like in a cartoon, a swift kick to the rear, bye-bye! A halo of dizzy stars.

			The cold sausages. The pot of coffee, also cooling, a flower in a bud vase. A spray of baby’s breath—what was the opposite of baby’s breath? That’s what emanated from his own mouth: smoky ash, a mouthful of it.

			Did they always serve breakfast this early? In this black pre-dawn? Or was there some special dispensation, the circumstances explained—you see, it’s his last chance for good strong coffee and these white sausages piled unceremoniously in a bowl, glossy with oil. Let him tuck in, can’t you, can’t you just be a pal—

			The man who had brought all the food to the door was fairly unceremonious himself.

			Here we are, sir. The man held out the bill, and David scrawled something at the bottom in what seemed like the vaguely correct territory and he did not even try to tip and it was all something that would be worked out later, by Cody, at reception—the accounts would be balanced, any outstanding amount would be paid.

			He had the urge to take the man’s hand, to shake it firmly, but this urge passed.

			

			—

			The elevator arrived in its slow time.

			Cody pulled across the gold cage door, closed and latched it behind them.

			David watched the numbers as they descended. One lighted, then the next, then the next.

			We’re going down, down, down. How deep was a league?

			Oh Mama, oh Papa.

			Cody’s hair was a little wet. He smelled like soap. He looked very much awake, sparked and alive. They stood closer than usual, there in the smallness of the elevator.

			How old are you? David said, out of the silence.

			Thirty-four, the boy said. Almost. In a month.

			He smiled, the boy, with some embarrassment. Because he had invoked time, which belonged to him and no longer belonged to David?

			David smiled, too. The boy had time, presumably, and that was really all there was. How much you had left. And he could tell—for the boy, there would be a long runway.

			The elevator rattled.

			Goodbye to the room, goodbye to the cold sausages, the bowl of thumbs, goodbye to the goldenrod curtains. His suitcase, its duty done. The uneaten oranges in their bowl, the shriveled figs. The scene of plenty already desiccated, drained. Like the roses, already crimped at the petal’s edge, a tea-colored outline starting to creep into sight.

			He had made his bed—one point for the day. Off to a proper start.

			He clasped his hands in front of him, in his dark coat, then looked down and startled—why was he wearing these stranger’s shoes, these smooth slip-ons?

			We’re going down, down, and down, and twenty and nineteen and eighteen and down, down, down.
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			Six a.m., the city still asleep.

			It had to be this early, for some specific reason. Legal or logistical.

			But probably, too, because it was easier to say goodbye to the world in this half-waking state. His own brain, sleep-fuzzed, and the world outside the windows, too. The empty streets, the sidewalks with no people. It was a train set that wasn’t turned on yet, wasn’t coursing with the usual life. So you didn’t mind so much, leaving the party.

			Don’t be late, they had said, multiple times. Can you imagine? But David could imagine, because he felt it—the anxious churn of a possible error, the suspension in a time before you knew whether you were, in fact, late. When it could still go either way.

			Cody looked like he had not slept. A relief this must be, for Cody. Everything squared away, Cody impatient for his new freedom to begin. What vacation waited on the other side of this? A pleasure boat, sentimental music, bottles of wine that would be opened, finished. Another person whose face turned only to you.

			He let these thoughts drift off. Confusion, if he thought about it too much. A feeling that was unpleasant, the sense that there had been a disturbance, some violation. But it wasn’t very substantial. It wisped away to nothing. Best to hold it lightly.

			So mostly just the boy. The boy and his happiness.

			The day upon them, finally. All this coming to an end. And yes, it would be a relief, for the boy—to no longer be tethered to this balloon, which was David, a balloon slowly losing air in one long, ignoble fart. Assfart.

			This was all a fond thought. Really.

			He would have preferred to do it at night. A curtain dropped on the world, the darkness coming on, and your body, in its blithe animal stupidity/wisdom, getting ready for sleep. The sense of everything winding down. Moon chocolates, for melatonin, for tipping the body into: Okay, now it’s time to close your eyes.

			Because I said so.

			He knew how to sleep, didn’t he? So it would be just like going to sleep.

			Night, preferred. But not up to him anymore. It’s like this, now—

			One of his genetic tests had come back with some supposed DNA marker that said he was an early riser. Early-riser blood.

			You are more likely to die before eleven in the morning, chirped the DNA website.

			True! Good job, Doc—you nailed it. Now and at the hour of my death: it was in his blood.

			He was trying to think of a word and it wasn’t appearing. This missing word—an itch, a psychic nudge—nothing.

			You couldn’t allow for the possibility of another life. He had gotten what he had gotten. Whatever might appear, looking back, to be a fork in the road—it was just a trick of the brain.

			Light filters onto the floor. A room in the old house.

			They had finally cleaned the windows but it had been too late.

			A white bicycle is wheeled down a city sidewalk. An ice floe cracks into the black water.

			There had never been another story. Never before had a boy wanted more.

			Please, sir, may I have some more?

			Stupid, circling thoughts. Hills are alive. With the sound of—

			Car horns. The tires on the wet highway. Meatball at the wheel.

			It started to rain when they were just past the city limits. A silent drizzle that, for a quick, violent stretch, became a massive rainstorm, the wipers working at full speed, the noise of it too loud to hear anything else.

			Then, just as quickly, it was drizzling again. Misting, really.

			The windows were rain-blotted and fogged, nothing to see outside. A relief to have the focus narrow to the players in this vehicle. The breathing animals, near to one another, facing in the same direction.

			You wanted the coherence of your life to be visible.

			But was it ever visible? To anyone?

			Like your image in the mirror. Somehow not accurate. Though it had accompanied you your whole life, and seemed, all that time, to be the whole truth.

			Are we late?

			No.

			We’re good? On time?

			Yes. Yes, we’re good on time.

			The wet streets slipped past. Executor, not executioner. The boy had been given powers but not these particular ones.

			Are we late?

			No.

			There it was again. The sign.

			Assfart.

			He said it out loud this time.

			The boy looked over. Sorry?

			He pointed. See?

			The sign slid by.

			It means exit, said Meatball, evenly, from the driver’s seat.

			They were out in a rural area. Blankness on either side—farmland. No mountains, not here, just the low hills, a ripple of navy. The car turned onto a smaller road. Then the car slowed even more.

			It was an industrial park, a cluster of factory buildings. A soccer field, empty at this hour, behind a cyclone fence. Beside the soccer field, a bare, spindly crane was frozen over the mess of a construction site.

			He looked to Cody to confirm they were in the right place. But he had watched the GPS screen on the dashboard as Meatball had made each turn, followed the green illuminated route on the map, and they had made their way, stretch by stretch, street by street, the car eating up the green, and yes, their destination was correct. The satellites had told them so. The stars—grazie a million.

			No one would get out of the car or say anything until David did. He understood this without anyone telling him so. He closed his eyes, let his brain sail off on one of its little voyages, Nemo in Slumberland.

			The bed, how it pieced apart in the sky, the frame separating from the mattress and the sheets and the pillow. The boy in his sleep clothes. His nightshirt. The boy drifting up toward the moon, with its man’s face.

			Bells ringing for chapel on Sundays, the boys in ties and jackets. They crossed the lawn, the air inside warm with all the gathered, seated souls. The young and unformed souls. They fidgeted, the minutes endless. Waiting to be released outside, back to freedom, but first the debt that had to be paid. They were learning how to be bored—and how tremendously bored they were. Which was just a fraction of how bored they would be in the years that waited for them.

			Better that they didn’t tell you this. So you didn’t know yet. So you had some chance.

			The boy of my youth. The friend of my youth—

			David could stop this. If he wanted. Okay.

			A car alarm, some distance away. Bells would have been better. If he had the choice. Of what to hear. Nice, bright bells. But fine.

			Meatball shifted in the front seat, cleared his throat quietly.

			His own heart beat in his ears, his chest, a throb in the big artery along the back of his thigh, where it pressed into the leather.

			I’m doing it. I’m gonna do it. Was he saying this out loud? No, he didn’t seem to be. He unbuckled his seat belt and the buckle sprang open with a startling quickness—wait a second, he thought, just hold on a minute, but it had already happened. It was time to get out.

			He stood in the cold air.

			How far David had sailed from home!

			And here was the last building he would enter, the final door. The many thresholds he had crossed, and now it would all come to a stuttering stop, like a flip-book, ending here with the last one. No bridegroom to carry him across the threshold.

			Just Cody. Cody, who took his arm, his arm in its dark coat sleeve.

			A good shirt, a button-up. An undershirt, for sweat. For propriety, for the slight compression—keep the body in. Keep himself held tight.

			Would the driver be confused? Later? When it was just Cody who got into the back seat, David removed wordlessly from this scene—would he wonder at all?

			The driver was delivering two passengers to this industrial park. He would not take two passengers home.

			Don’t be confused, Meatball. You did your duty with great dignity.

			Manifest, that was the word he’d been trying to remember—who was on the passenger manifest? David and this young man, his accompanist. Two men in, one man out.
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			The room was strangely proportioned. European proportions—which meant, David guessed, something about the tiled floor and the way the windows were a little too high on the wall.

			A black iron side table with curlicue legs, a glass top, amber glass votive holders. The actual tea candles inside were unlit. Of course they were—it was early morning. A cardboard tissue box in a smeary pastel pattern. Wood chairs with vinyl seats. Hotel art. His eye glanced off it.

			There was a hospital bed with a yellow fitted sheet, butter yellow, and a white blanket, medium-weight. What had he expected? Something more like the old illustrations of child bedrooms—a wooden bed, a curtained window, a moon outside in the navy sky. A moon made of rice paper, a circle lit from within.

			Say good night, each to each. Time now to close your eyes. Time to pull up the quilt and tuck you in tight. Time to go off to Slumberland.

			The soccer field outside was a prettier place than this. More on purpose. Oh, well. Oh, well.

			Cody seems to be the one to move things along. They are looking to him to say the correct things and he seems to do this, to smile and shake hands, and David smiles also, to show he understands, too. Some business with his passport, which Cody has prepared for them. Where will the passport end up afterward? He hadn’t thought about it.

			Ghoul, whose real name he has now forgotten, forgotten for all time. She brings the paperwork.

			Death was meticulous with its records.

			Death wore a pinkish sweater with a curled collar and heavy trousers and sensible navy sneakers.

			The papers were spread on the table, a pen in David’s hand.

			Blue ink—not his preference. Blue ink was for grocery lists. Black ink for contracts. Yellow roses for friendship!

			No point in objecting. He took his time making the loops of his name. A ribbon of blue ink that linked each letter to the next.

			David Hastings. Shaky but complete.

			David Was Here.

			Mostly. Sometimes.

			A little video camera was trained on him, already attached to its tripod. At least this wouldn’t be recorded on someone’s phone.

			A home movie—look right into the lens. Very good. He cleared his throat, a wash of reflexive vanity that made him run a hand through his hair. He squared his shoulders a bit.

			Was there something in his teeth, he thought idly.

			You can call this all off, she said, at any time, okay? Do you understand that you can go home at any moment?

			He nodded.

			The woman looked at Cody, then at David.

			It would be better, she said, if you can say it out loud, not just nod—I understand, she modeled.

			I understand, he repeated.

			Okay.

			And you understand you will take the barbiturate and then—what will happen then?

			Well—he looked at the boy. Then I’ll die.

			Correct? Yes, this was the right answer. He had said the correct thing.

			She is competent and quiet, the woman, which is pretty much kindness. What else is required?

			There is a politesse, a humming field of all right, it’s all right.

			No curtains on the windows, he notices. But they’re up high. So it’s okay. So don’t block out any light.

			Curtains printed with the European capitals—something sweet in that, those old airplane curtains. Something credulous, very…credulous.

			Options, many options—where to sit. He starts in the white pleather chair, segmented so you can recline. He keeps it up straight. A nervous smile, like an unprepared host. Like he should have something to offer everyone. Annabel would bring out a pitcher of drinks, water, a plate of things to eat—people need to feel that you will take care of them. So she said. She had taken on these concerns—how other people might feel. So he did not.

			You’ll want to move to the bed, the woman said. Eventually.

			There was some reason—she explained it, but it didn’t matter. Everything fell through the net now—no need to catch it. He smiled and nodded.

			A ringing phone—the other woman startled. I’m so sorry, she said, and fumbled in her pocket, hurrying to click it off. I’m so sorry.

			Not sorry to leave it behind—that particular sound. Only existing in this universe, he hoped.

			Do this in memory of me—ding-a-ling-a-ling.

			He pulls the lever so the chair goes back a little. The noise of it makes him flinch.

			It would be bitter—the poison. A good thing, for poison to be bitter. Usually. But here they had prepared Cody for the unpleasant bitterness, and Cody had the supplies: the chocolates, the citrus-flavored mineral water. To counteract it.

			Swissmints, David thought, and unwrapped the gold metallic wrapper, eating a chocolate.

			Oh, Cody said. That’s for the—the nausea pills won’t be bitter.

			I’m just hungry. He says this unkindly, but the woman laughs at it and so Cody makes an uncomfortable smile.

			Right.

			He unwrapped another but doesn’t eat it. He wipes his fingers on the napkin.

			The first pills are so he doesn’t throw up the real stuff. They come in a little pleated paper cup. His hands are shaking.

			Cody’s face looks like an etching—cut vividly out of the air.

			He surprised himself by taking Cody’s hand. Is this okay, he said, already gripping Cody.

			What’s normal? David says. How are people usually?

			Oh, most people are very calm, Ghoul says. Like you.

			So he was calm. It helped to hear her say it. And so he acted calm.

			Nothing would happen until the second cup, the real stuff. Sodium pinot-barbiedoll. Or whatever. These first pills were nothing, just a marker of time. Forty minutes or so, and if he didn’t take the second cup, he’d have to re-dose with the first cup.

			Understand? Yes, he does. The clock starts when he swallows the first pills. No drama needed. He smiled at Cody. He can do it again, if he needs. If he needs more time. Take more pills, get another stretch of time. A temporary pardon. Drop the coins in the machine, the numbers reset back to zero.

			Did he have to piss? He scanned his body. It would be typical. The exit undermined by his failure to empty his bladder, a stupid discomfort in the background. But he strained a little: nothing. No message from his insides. The usual ache from his tailbone, the twang of his skeleton—correct, the correct amount of pain. You’re doing great, everybody.

			He let his eyes close.

			He had often gone on trips, and only on the plane ride home had he actually started to be interested in the place he had just left. It was only then that the place clicked into focus—because now he understood it was real.

			So much of life had been like that. The clothes that you’d packed, back home, in a state of unknowing foolishness—because here, at your destination, it was obvious they were all wrong.

			The windows finally washed, but only when they were selling the house—oh, oh—it could have been this way all along. But too late now. Too late!

			The time he’d taken a half tab of LSD in college—they’d put out a netted bag of oranges and a bottle of Coca-Cola beforehand. The instant the drug hit, the oranges and the soda had seemed utterly mystifying. But of course your past self hadn’t known how it would be. You had been guessing blindly. Like how you’d gone through all your living. You had to live life to know it, to understand it was real, and now he had done it and any wisdom or interest ginned up, it didn’t matter: there wouldn’t be another go.

			His phone was on the table, next to his notebook. A full battery—stupid that this should be a comfort. This object he had lived with for years, the world that had mostly existed on the screen: click, click, went the solitaire game, the cards finding their calm order.

			Which one was King Charlemagne? Which of his little friends?

			He had the sudden worry that the phone would make some noise or someone would call, some intrusion of real life. Real life or something else now, something less real.

			Can you—he made a gesture at the phone.

			You want your phone?

			Turn it off, he said. Can you put it away.

			After a beat, he added, Please.

			The notebook, too. His notebook. Had he imagined there would possibly be something he would want to write down?

			Good to close that portal. To seal off the doorway to another world. No more notebook. No more phone, no more messages to the satellites in the sky.

			Because you had to focus—here was the final test. He felt shy. In the face of it. A kind of boyish shyness.

			You wanted the whole reel presented to you—the highlights, of course. Moments when he had fulfilled his duty. Calmed the distraught wife, dried a child’s tear-struck face. When he had driven the car through the night as his family slept buckled and dreaming in their seats. When he had let his young daughter hang on to him in a warm foreign ocean, Annabel a hazed-out figure on the shore, a woman waving back. A moment that already contained its own nostalgia.

			What was family but a machine for forgetting?

			What to tell—it’s the last gasp of it. The things no one else will remember. The invisible spheres. The people who stood naked before him in a dark room. Bodies that had known his body. Another turn in the stars.

			One two three, the new young husband says to his new young wife. The uncomfortable clothes of their new life are still settling on their bodies. Four five six, she says back, their mouths opening and closing.

			He should have someone with him. The regret was total. There should be someone there, one of his family members. He would die far away from them. He could have called Annabel. He could have asked her. Annabel, who had known him back before their lives happened to them.

			Members of his family—just the phrase made his eyes wet. For they were just that, members of his family, as he had been a member of their family. Not much, but more than anything else. Anything else in this world.

			Where are they, stars? My family? Are they sleeping—can you find them for me?

			We’re going down, the elevator floors, it’s twenty, it’s nineteen, and now eighteen, and we’re going down, down, down.

			Had the hypnotism worked, back then, because hypnotism was a form of magic, or had it worked because he had been ready to quit and the hypnotist just provided the necessary pageantry?

			It’s okay, brain, the hypnotist said, and he spoke past the stupid human self. Past the stupid David Hastings, where something more animal lived. It’s okay, said the hypnotist to this truer animal, you can trust yourself.

			David Hastings. The point man, the silent man. His sharpness and his life hours—that was what he had sold. He had been a Valuable Person. That thought was inert and dead like the phone, odd that they had ever been otherwise illuminated.

			What would be the last thing he saw? He felt his gaze clatter around the room, the animal panic. Don’t, he tried to soothe himself. No need for that now.

			The boy was in the chair, his hand in the boy’s hand.

			A poster on the opposite wall, strange, whatever you called that—a nebula? A galaxy? Because the cosmos was spiritual, inoffensively spiritual. An inoffensive place to imagine your soul sluicing off to, a place for your soul to circle the galactic drain. A poster of space in a black plastic frame.

			My name is X and I live on X street in X town in X state in X country in X….

			Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole earth yet?

			He started to smile, then seemed to get afraid, to stop himself. But the boy smiled back, squeezed his hand.

			How long—when I drink the real?

			The boy looked to Ghoul.

			Less than five minutes, Ghoul said. Usually much less.

			So fast, wasn’t it? Someone could stick a bag of popcorn in the microwave and press start and David would be gone before the popping finished.

			But not till he drank the stuff. The real stuff. So for now he still lived in time. Just like them, just like they all did.

			He cleared his throat, sniffed. Good, maybe, that they did not have a clock in here. So you had to sit and swim in it, this moment. Feel it stretch out.

			Are you ready for the real thing?

			The boy waited for him to answer.

			Were they impatient? Impatient to get back to real lives? His was both the realest life in the room and the most unreal. A Halloween costume of a life. This had all been set in motion so long ago. Each step along the byway—but also possible, at this moment, that the other people in this room wanted these steps of his to pick up slightly. More like a trot. Could he maybe step along the byway at a good clip?

			Did they have plans tonight? These people? Groceries that needed buying?

			Throw out the old milk—it’s soured. Bring the cans down to the bin. Pick up the shirts waiting at the cleaner’s—the oil stain wouldn’t come out of the sleeve, too bad.

			Life, the littleness of it.

			He looked out the strangely high windows. Just squares of light, gray clouds, no trees. No rain, not that he could see.

			You could stop this at any time, but also, did anyone stop it—no, he didn’t think so. He should ask. He should ask but he didn’t.

			A ride that had already started. The bar had come down in your lap, you were stuck.

			But it’s fun. It’s just for fun, okay?

			Creak, creak, creak, the roller coaster jolts you up toward the peak. And doesn’t it thrill and frighten you, lurch by lurch, doesn’t it make you shiver? You can’t see where the tracks go after the drop: only the void that waits for you, the air thin and whistling. You are so high up, and getting higher.

			David took a sip of the water from the plastic drinking glass that he found in his hand. Amber tea in a mug on the side table—was this also his? He didn’t touch it.

			Is it—are you okay? The boy cleared his throat. If you want—we can just take the nausea stuff again. It’s been forty minutes—

			I guess—he tapped his chest, surprising himself. Invoking some body authority. Yeah, another forty minutes, I guess. I guess I should take it again.

			Another coin in the slot. Feed the meter.

			Of course, the woman said. She appeared in sudden relief. Of course.

			He tried to sense impatience. But it was just uncertainty, right, there in the boy’s face? How would anyone know how to do this part?

			Another swallow of the frilled paper cup of pills.

			There should be flowers in the room. A thought he had.

			Who was the timekeeper here? Not him. Someone was keeping track. The boy sat very straight but David felt his energy dipping in and out of presence. Tom, he thought. Here, holding his hand. But it wasn’t Tom. Whose child was this boy? Who did he belong to in this world?

			His own energy was dilating, sharpening. The last of the sweetness of the chocolates, food for the sugar bugs.

			Evening formation, the flag lowering.

			I guess—yeah, I can take the real. Stuff.

			A nod at Ghoul. She had it prepared. She was nearby but he had not noticed her.

			You should have your chocolate, she said. Here is the bitter part. She made a little face, to show bitter—and it was kind, wasn’t it, these things we did for the other animals.

			Bitter, it was bitter. As promised. Mixed into water, a glass of water.

			He had expected to hesitate. To catch it in himself, a pause. But the hesitation wasn’t there. This was happening—it was all in motion.

			He drank the cup in shuddering parts. The first sip, a surge, a rank swallow. His face tightened, the body recoiled. But it was always hard at first. Things that were new. And wasn’t the second sip easier?

			You had hidden things from others and from yourself. You once decided to sleep in shifts, like Thomas Edison, five times a day for thirty minutes. It was what you did before you could change your own life. Some way to believe there was an out. Looking back, you were always trying to exit—time was unbearable to you. How we all lived in it. There had to be some shortcut. You were good at finding the workarounds.

			You had never loved any animal, not truly. You swam in the Atlantic and Pacific and Mediterranean, in a few rivers and lakes, but not as many as you could have.

			As a child, you would pretend you’d done your homework at school, so after school, at home, you could play. Then you’d wake yourself up at midnight and do your homework at your little desk and you would put on your uniform and get back under the covers. In this way, you had figured something out about how to steal time.

			You wrote your Christmas list, all the wishes for the things you didn’t have.

			Your father gave you a coin that he said was a hundred years old, a coin you’d promptly lost.

			You sometimes laughed so much that your eyes got wet or you peed your pants or both.

			You had depression that was stagnant sometimes, and sometimes took on an urgency that was unbearable, flapping against your rib cage.

			You sometimes had fits of bravery. Going alone to a nightclub. You danced with a man, a little older than you, put your hand on his pants and felt him.

			You took the daughter up in the glass elevator and hid from her your sudden, terrible fear.

			You went to the apartment of two strangers, sat in a modest chair while on the bed they pawed at each other and moaned. Afterward, you stood around the kitchen, waiting for a car, the sink full of dishes.

			You kissed a man against the towel bar in a bathroom.

			You drank half a bottle of rye whiskey, lit candles, and invited over a woman, mostly unknown to you. You licked her bare, hairless vagina and fell into unconsciousness.

			Your custody of the body. Mostly unconscious. Mostly automatic.

			Your body, sweating in a close train car. Your body, bleeding from the nostrils, head tilted back so the blood pooled in your throat. You swallowed it in a warm and startling mouthful.

			Your body with a bone broken and a bone mended. The knees scooped out and replaced. Your body, under twilight anesthesia. Your body, under total sedation. Your body, with its easy, touching faith that it would continue on.

			Your body, that had known for a long time that it would never die. For a very long time. Your body, which had been entirely certain of this.

			Your body which had carried you along. Your body which had remained itself.

			He’d drop quickly into sleep. Any moment now. An urge to resist it, like a kid wanting to stay up past bedtime. But already he was starting to feel it. A deeper undertow than he had ever known. No use fighting this one. It spoke a different language, beyond pain or discomfort.

			The bed would grow legs, it would walk him through the streets of the winter city. Into the mouth of the pale moon.

			Annabel, went this sing-song voice, Anna-bel, you didn’t have to worry, see?

			He had always stayed on the surface. His whole life. It didn’t upset him, this knowledge. It just was. Many opportunities, many errors.

			The tears ran down his face but they weren’t from sadness. Here, at the end, there had been no need to strain, after all. It contained its own meaning.

			He sent this message out into the vibrating air, a message to join the other messages.

			I am holding out my hand.
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