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Epigraph



“You may either win your peace, or buy it.”



—JOHN RUSKIN



“In loving him, I saw great houses being erected that would soon slide into the waiting and stirring seas.”



—DAVID WOJNAROWICZ
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Prologue



Down below the cry of gulls, below floors of tourists undressing and dressing for dinner, below even the shrinking figure of his killer, a man lies crumpled and bleeding. He’s been dead for only a few seconds. He’s sprawled on his stomach, his body twisted at the hips, his left arm hooked in a U above his head. From a distance, from high above, he looks almost as if he is sleeping. It’s the blood leaking through his pink shirt that gives the crime away.

Outside, the sun is setting on what is unarguably the most beautiful city on the planet. There are a lot of dead bodies in this town. Upstairs in the man’s room, an English guidebook recommends taking a boat out to San Michele to visit an entire island of them. Among the legions buried there are the composer Igor Stravinsky, the ballet director Sergei Diaghilev, and the poet Ezra Pound.

This city is sinking and has been for centuries. Enjoy it while you can. The blood is pooling around the body. Screams are blaring from all directions. The killer is making a run for the exit.

But none of this has happened yet.




Part I

Setting the Trap




Chapter 1



The plane from New York landed just before dawn, its wheels tapping blindly along the edges of the runway. Nick Brink awoke to economy-class clapping and slumped forward with a quiet animal groan. His neck muscles were wrenched. Two bruises pulsed above his left ear. Somewhere in the cramped confusion below his waist, his legs were completely numb. It was not a good idea to be over six feet tall on a nine-hour flight in a discount seat. But as the plane decelerated across Marco Polo Airport, all he really felt was lucky. For Nicholas Brink, at age twenty-five, had never been to Venice.

No mythical city should be judged by its airport. Nick, born in a nonmythical city with a famous airport (“Dayton taught the world to fly”), knew not to expect too much from the view out his window. Still, through the dreary wash of tarmac grays, the few foreign words he spotted, USCITA and SICUREZZA and IMBARCO, read like promises of love and wild music. He had made it—or at least, he’d almost made it. The real Venice floated somewhere beyond this Gobi of concrete, and Nick had plenty of time to reach it. He wasn’t meeting Clay on the Grand Canal for another three hours. If by some miracle he got through the airport in record time, he might even catch the sunrise while standing on one of the city’s stone bridges.

Nick slipped his feet into his shoes just as the plane rolled to a defeated stop forty yards from the terminal. Please, God, no, he prayed. After nine hours morgued in the same position, he felt it might be beyond his endurance to sit still for another ten seconds.

“Folks, there’s a delay at the gate,” the pilot announced to the long tube of American sighs. “A very slight delay.”

Nick watched helplessly as morning began to thaw on the tarmac. Eventually, a flicker of molten orange seeped around a distant tail wing. As the sunlight reached his window, he leaned his face into the glass. This is enough, he decided. It was midnight in New York.

When they finally taxied to the gate, a bell dinged and seat belts clattered. Passengers rushed from their rows only to find themselves stuck once again. They clung to their spots in the aisle like insects to a strip of flypaper.

“I’m here on a tour,” a beefy young man in front of Nick announced to no one in particular. He wore a red NASCAR sweatshirt and nylon shorts hiked up to expose a talcum-white tan line across his thighs. He hugged a bed pillow to his stomach, and in his palm lay two earplugs, yellow and gnarled like extracted teeth. “I’m meeting my cousin. We’re doing the whole bus package.” He turned around to make eye contact with trapped Nick. “Milan, Perugia, Florence, Siena. I’m forgetting some places. What’s that town with the famous wells? We’ve got two full days in Venice.” He volunteered this information with a manic urgency, as if he were afraid this might be his last opportunity to speak to another American.

Nick listened to the guy ramble on about discount hotel rates and the tour’s fifty-seat luxury coach with its state-of-the-art AC. It wasn’t the ideal soundtrack for Nick’s first morning in a foreign country; he would have liked to grab the earplugs out of the guy’s hand and shove them in his own ears with a look of disdain. Instead, he nodded along dutifully and even improvised a few enthusiastic Oh, cools. Although Nick had lived in New York City for seven years, he’d never developed the talent for rudeness. He believed in friendliness the same way he believed in his youth: he thought both would save him. His youth and friendliness were master keys to all future rooms.

“You’re going to have a wonderful time,” Nick assured him.

“Yeah,” the young man conceded. “What about you? Is this a vacation?”

Nick smiled as the aisle cleared ahead of them.

“I hope not.”

One delay bred others: first at passport control and then at baggage claim. There were no announcements this time, only the same group of passengers from his flight rearranged in a fidgety, classless clump by the conveyor belt. After forty minutes, the first-class bags began to rain down the ramp, each suitcase decorated with a neon-fuchsia PRIORITY tag. But Nick was in luck. Perhaps the Italian handlers had mistaken his neon-orange HEAVY, OVERWEIGHT tag as a special class all its own, because his silver-metal case tumbled down before the other economy flotsam. Nick anchored his shoe on the carousel’s lip and hoisted the HEAVY, OVERWEIGHT suitcase onto still land. The suitcase contained every last possession he owned.

The spring air outside was moist from a recent rain and cut with fresh diesel exhaust. He wheeled his suitcase beyond the airport’s automatic doors, pausing to help corral an elderly Canadian couple’s runaway luggage. Near a huddle of smoking, bickering Italians, Nick veered off the walkway and rested his leather carry-on bag on his suitcase. He quickly dug through it for his passport and cell phone. Then he kept digging. He couldn’t find the map of Venice that Clay had given him, with their meeting point circled in red. In his jetlagged state, all he could recall was that it was a dock on the Grand Canal. A dock with two words to its name—or was it three?

Nick patted his body for the folded square of paper, the panic building with each breath. He was in danger of botching up the plan on his very first morning in Venice. It didn’t help his search that most of the clothes he had on were borrowed, the pockets still as unfamiliar to him as rooms in a stranger’s house. Usually he’d wear jeans or sweats for such a long flight, but he’d wanted to enter Venice dressed like he belonged. He wore a pink button-down shirt underneath a billiard-green blazer that was already proving too hot for April in Italy. His twill pants were ocean blue and they felt heavy on his legs, as if he were indeed climbing out of an ocean in pants. The shoes were his, black alligator loafers that he’d saved up for months to buy and therefore rarely wore. Closet dust was still embedded between the scales.

The expensive borrowed clothes might have been a mistake. Yesterday, in New York, as he dressed for the airport, he tried to shove his wallet in the back pocket of his pants, only to discover that it was sewn shut. Nick couldn’t decide whether he was supposed to rip the seam open or not. Ultimately he tore the stitch loose, but his ineptitude in operating a simple pair of pants hadn’t been a boost to his international confidence. Now here he was, frantically frisking himself down outside the airport. He fought the urge to toss the ridiculous, too-heavy blazer in the garbage. Who was he fooling by wearing it anyway?

His hand struck a corner of folded paper: the map had fallen through a hole in the blazer’s lining. He tweezed it out with relief. Clay had circled a dock called Ca’ Rezzonico that sat halfway along the snaking Grand Canal. Nick couldn’t resist taking the word for a joyride, singsonging it aloud—“Ca’ Rezzonico. Ca’ Rezzzooooniccooo. Ca’ Reeeezzooooonicoooo”—each time exerting more gas on the vowels until they glided over the speed bumps of consonants. He had memorized only a handful of Italian expressions. Thankfully, Clay spoke Italian. Clay had once lived in Venice for eight months. His expertise would see them both through. “Ca’ Rezzoooonicccooooo!”

“Ca’ Rezzonico?” a woman’s voice repeated, like a bird answering a call. Nick turned to find a thin middle-aged woman with gray-blond hair spilling out of a straw hat. The shadow of the brim fell over her eyes, leaving her teeth to do all the work of greeting. They were so square and bleach white that they might have been veneers. “Are you waiting for us?” she asked Nick.

An American family stood behind her—a slim, freckled husband with a cable-knit sweater tied around his waist; a teenage daughter, husky and pretty in a yellow dress with a plaster arm cast covered in signatures; a dark-haired boy of ten or eleven who, of the whole family, possessed the coldest and wisest stare. They were all sensible packers, each with only a wafer of a suitcase at their side. They exuded the unburdened ease of the wealthy who could simply buy whatever they needed at their next destination. Poor people like Nick had to act like donkeys with their own stuff.

“Did Giulio send you?” the older woman wanted to know.

Nick offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. You have me confused for someone else.” He glanced around as if it were his job to locate promising substitutes.

“Lynn!” the husband snapped at the same time the teenage girl whined, “Mom!” Lynn laughed. She clearly relished her role as the family clown. The husband lowered his voice. “I told you, Giulio isn’t sending anyone.”

“But this young man called out our dock!” she replied. “Ca’ Rezzonico. And you said Giulio would send an American!” She reached for Nick’s arm and tugged on his bicep. Perhaps the billiard-green jacket reminded her of parking attendants back home.

“And I told you, I canceled that palazzo. We’re renting the one right across the canal, remember? San Samuele is our dock.”

“Oh.” Lynn released Nick’s arm. She stared up at him and coughed out a laugh. “I’m sorry. I really did think you had come for us.” Her eyes lingered on his face. Nick often attracted the curious attention of older women, as if he were forever being auditioned for some missing element in their lives: adopted son, sex partner, errand boy, devoted gay best friend.

“It’s no problem,” Nick replied. “I wish I could help.”

“I wish you could too!” Lynn cried theatrically, as if to compensate for the mix-up. “You’re so handsome!”

Nick was still unaccustomed to being called handsome. The lanky, awkward Ohio teenager had clung to him through his early twenties. Handsomeness had only crept up on him in recent years. (His mother had proved uncharacteristically perceptive when she’d told him as a child, “Wait, just wait, the best ones take the longest.”) He balked at Lynn’s flattery. Blushing, he glanced at the rest of her family—husband, daughter, son—as if expecting each to confirm the compliment. Instead they gathered their belongings, offered frail waves of goodbye, and followed the signs down a covered walkway for water taxis.

There were two ways into Venice: by bus or by boat. Even a first-timer like Nick knew that the princely mode of entry was by water. He watched the first-class passengers and their fuchsia-tagged luggage flutter down the same path the American family took. Clay had informed Nick that the bus was the cheap, reliable, and utterly romance-free option. “Take the bus and save money,” he had advised. Nick steered his heavy suitcase toward the bus stop across the road. He gripped his wallet in his back pocket to ensure it was still securely buried in the twill. He couldn’t afford to lose it; the wallet held the nine hundred dollars he’d converted into euros at JFK. It was the lion’s share of his spending money. The wallet also contained one other essential ingredient for his plans in Venice: his old business card.

Nick reached the cement median in time to taste the burnt fuel of the bus he’d just missed. There was another bus slumped against the curb, its motor rumbling but with no driver at the wheel. Nick boarded the empty vehicle, stowed his carry-on and suitcase on the luggage rack, and took a seat by the window. The upholstery was a pattern of swirling confetti, and the air-conditioning vents produced a hot, whistling halitosis. Nick turned on his phone.

When the screen brightened, he learned that he only had forty-five minutes to make it to Ca’ Rezzonico. He didn’t have his boyfriend’s new European cell number to warn him he might be late.

A text appeared, sent several hours ago. It was from his sister.

What?! You’re moving to Venice?

That message was followed by variations on the theme.

You’re kidding, right? What about NYC?

Nicky???? Only his sister and Clay ever called him Nicky.

I didn’t think anyone actually lived in Venice. I thought it was all tourists.

Wait! Starting my shift, but do you mean Venice Beach, California?

At the departure gate of JFK, Nick had fallen into a last-minute tailspin about leaving New York. He realized the danger of texting any of his Manhattan friends: they might convince him to stay. His entire plan for Italy hinged on never going back. So instead he’d decided to reach out to his older sister in Dayton. Margaret Brink was a safe source of sentimental contact. Plus, he figured that at least one family member should be notified of his whereabouts.

The Brink siblings, all two of them, Margaret and Nicholas. Margaret was four years older. Through their vastly different childhoods, they had been close at some points, distant at others, like two radios scanning stations and occasionally landing on the same song. That happened with decreasing frequency as they both made their separate pilgrimages through their teens. Margaret, bleached blond and mahogany brown from weekly tanning-bed appointments, had the time of her life as a teenager—quite literally, she’d never top those flirtatious, attention-rich, alcohol-induced highs of her junior and senior years of high school. The world promised Margaret Brink far more than it could ever deliver, at least in their West Dayton suburb with its ranch houses decorated like country farms and its social jockeying modeled on the cosmopolitanism of nearby Cincinnati. All these years later, Nick could still picture his sister in her bikini, floating in their aboveground pool in the backyard, surrounded by the equally blond froth of her five best friends, Margaret’s hawk eyes trained on the absolutely acquirable prize of the shirtless boy with the gold neck chain posing on the pool ladder. There is another Brink in this cheerful summer tableau, the thirteen-year-old Nick, hiding in the shadows of the second-floor window that overlooked the bright-blue circle of hose water and teenage lust. His eyes were also trained on the lithe chest and scraggly-muscled arms of the boy on the ladder. The world promised Nick nothing at that age but showed him glimpses of its finest possibilities.

Nick had the good fortune of a miserable childhood. At eighteen, there was nothing to miss and very little holding him in place. He went east for college. No Brink had ever visited Nick in New York. If they had, they might not have recognized the extroverted young man who lived there.

He could admit, in hindsight, that Margaret had been a decent sister. She’d watched over him, loved him at the right moments, and, perhaps most compassionately, left the secret grenades embedded inside him undisturbed. (All kids are afraid of the dark, but how many suspected while hiding under the covers that they might also be the monsters?) Nick and Margaret had never once spoken the obvious about his sexuality—she hadn’t asked, and he never offered. As routinely happens with siblings, their relationship flourished in separate cities. Now in their twenties, they volleyed lighthearted jokes or heavyhearted animal news items to each other over text. Nick had gone back to Dayton for three Christmases and two Thanksgivings in his seven years since moving away—each time staying for no more than forty-eight hours. The world had changed drastically in seven years. Surely Dayton was part of the world. Surely it too must have changed and wouldn’t care anymore whom he chose to have sex with. Yet Nick dreaded every return. For him, walking around as a gay man in his hometown was tantamount to being out on bail: he was free to go about his business, but everyone treated him with a heightened suspicion, as if unsure whether he had committed a crime.

As he sat alone on the bus, it would have been a comfort to hear his sister’s astonished voice. “Venice, Italy? Nicky! You’re crazy! You can’t just move to Venice! Who does that?” It would have confirmed the audacity of the plan. Failing his family’s approval, Nick delighted in their shock; in it, he sensed a hidden admiration for his gift of survival. Unfortunately, Nick knew that Margaret wouldn’t answer her phone right now if he called her. Midway through her night shift as an emergency-room nurse at Dayton Valley Presbyterian, Margaret was elbow deep in “manslaughter”—that’s what she called anything wheeled into the emergency room between the hours of two and five in the morning; it was all men and all slaughter. Margaret was only twenty-nine, but she was already married to her second husband and tortured by her first set of stepkids. She’d been overlooked for a promotion at the hospital. She drove the same car she’d been given by their parents at sixteen. Life in Dayton had not been easy for the adult Margaret Brink.

He’d send her a photo of Piazza San Marco, he told himself. He’d send her a plane ticket one day if he could.

Passengers began to fill the bus’s confetti seating. Nick got up to help a woman who was battling a fold-up stroller. When he sat back down, he checked his phone: his forty-five minutes had shrunk to thirty-five. What if he arrived at the dock an hour late and he and Clay couldn’t find each other and he had to spend all his money on a night at a hotel? He searched out the window for the bus driver and saw the beefy young man from the plane walking toward the bus. Worse, the guy was waving directly at Nick’s window. Fears of another package-tour monologue flooded Nick’s head. Dude, save me a seat, the guy mouthed.

Nick was already climbing out of the bus by the time the young man reached it. “I forgot something,” Nick said apologetically. “Have a great trip! Enjoy the wells!”

Hauling his suitcase across the road, he followed the signs for water. He hadn’t gambled away the comforts of New York to reach Venice on slow rubber wheels; he was going to enter the city the right way. He hurried along the strip of white pavement. He prayed he wasn’t too late. He couldn’t afford a ride on a motoscafo, and he had no intention of paying for one.

The scheme that he and Clay had devised—a harmless con that would settle their debts and set them up for years to come—involved a single deceitful act on Nick’s part. All that was required of him, really, was the gentlest of lies, a mere nod of the head and a few rehearsed sentences delivered with a reassuring smile. The problem with the plan was obvious to Nick: he was not a gifted liar. But he would use this boat ride into Venice as a trial run.

Ca’ Rezzonico, he repeated in his head, Ca’ Rezzonico. Then San Samuele.

The sky had darkened by the time he reached the airport’s pier. Nick scanned the chaotic waterfront activity. Tourists lined up in front of wood docks that extended into the brackish lagoon. At the end of the docks, sleek brown motorboats the shape of fingernails idled while picking up passengers. Nick had imagined the waters of Venice as still as dusty glass, more a mirror than a motion. But the surface was surprisingly choppy, and seagulls skimmed it tensely before tumbling back over the waves. One motoscafo sped off toward a cloudburst of sunlight on the horizon, a couple standing at the bow, their arms intertwined. The image of the couple on the vanishing motorboat was so familiar to Nick that his mother might have shown it to him in his crib: “On our planet, this is what romance looks like.”

Rain began to strike the water’s surface with the ferocity of machine-gun fire, and those travelers not far along in line retreated to the shelter of the information kiosks. Nick took his carry-on bag in one hand, lifted his suitcase in the other, and ran through the crowd of trunks and toddlers and flowering umbrellas. On the farthest dock he spotted a teenage girl struggling to thread her broken arm through the sleeve of a raincoat. She stood at the front of the line with the rest of her family. Nick raced toward them as a motoscafo roared up and the father began shouting and gesticulating to the captain.

“Excuse me,” Nick exclaimed, targeting the mother. “Lynn?” She looked up without a hint of recognition. Her straw hat had vanished, and she was covering her head with a magazine. “Do you remember me? I’m the one Giulio didn’t send.”

Her eyebrows rose, and she flashed her white teeth. “Oh, yes, hello.” She turned to her children and husband. “Look who’s here! The one Giulio didn’t send!” Lynn had stolen his joke and run off with it, which Nick took as a positive sign. The husband wiped his forehead, glanced warily at Nick, and then down at Nick’s hands, as if he expected them to contain an item they’d forgotten.

“Did you say you were taking a boat to San Samuele?” Nick asked.

“That’s right,” the father answered coolly as he passed his family’s suitcases over the dock’s edge and into the captain’s arms.

“Well, my dock is—”

“Ca’ Rezzonico, we know!” the wife intoned. “Kids, get on before it pours.” The boy was the first to take the captain’s hand and jump down onto the deck. The daughter paused on the precipice, apprehensive about navigating the drop with her cast. Nick rushed over and guided her by her good arm as the captain intercepted her at the waist.

“Well,” Nick stammered, left alone with the parents. Parents of any sort made Nick nervous, although these two didn’t have much in common with his own. They looked exhausted by the strain of the past twelve hours, not by the past thirty years. “I wondered if you might consider sharing your water taxi,” Nick said. “Our docks are right across from each other. We could split the fare.”

“The driver wants two hundred and fifty euros to take us!” the father howled. “Because it’s raining! Why would it cost more because it’s raining? How does that modify the route from the airport? Do I look like a dupe?”

“John,” his wife moaned as she shook out the magazine. “You’re complaining to someone who’s offering to cut the price in half.” She eyed Nick sympathetically. “Of course we have room. Anyway, you’ll get soaked if you stay here.”

“But his suitcase is enormous. The captain will charge us—”

“John!”

“All right, fine,” John groused. “Yes, let’s split it.”

Nick waved his arm like a maître d’ to invite them to board first. Both Lynn and John descended and disappeared inside the boat’s low cabin. Nick paused on the dock, double-buttoning his green blazer and ensuring that it concealed his back pocket. He hurled his overweight suitcase into the arms of the grumbling captain, then took the man’s hand as he descended onto the deck. He ducked into the cabin and climbed onto one of the long chrome-accented benches upholstered in butterscotch leather. The inlaid wooden floor was pin-striped tan and chocolate. The Venetian “taxis” held little resemblance to their ripped-vinyl New York counterparts, and to Nick’s initial appraisal, seemed worth every bit of the two hundred and fifty euros that John was going to shell out.

The kids sat on one side, the parents on the other. But as a unified family they stared down at Nick as if he were an intruder who’d just barged into their hotel room. He glanced at Lynn, relying on her camaraderie to ease the tension, but she didn’t soften. The job was left to Nick.

“I’m so glad Giulio sent you guys to collect me,” he proclaimed. The parents and daughter laughed, all but the boy slouched in the corner, studying Nick with a look of sullen boredom.

“I like him!” Lynn concluded as she nuzzled against John, as if liking a strange young man made her more susceptible to liking her husband. John wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

“Our docks are very close,” Nick promised. “They’re right across from each other on the Grand Canal, so it’s really not out of your way.” He had no idea if this was, in fact, the case. He was merely repeating John’s earlier assertion. He should have studied Clay’s map more carefully. Why had he even mentioned it? He’d already talked himself onto the boat; they couldn’t kick him off now. Maybe he was alleviating his own guilt about sticking them with the fare. But really, what harm was he doing? They would have paid the full price for the motoscafo whether he was on board or not.

“Do you know Venice well?” John asked him.

The backward lurch of the boat saved Nick from answering. Through the swinging cabin doors, he saw the captain rotate the wheel and spin the craft in the direction of open water. The captain sucked on an electronic cigarette, which blinked with rainbow colors on intake.

“Is this your first time to Venice?” Nick asked.

Lynn gripped John’s khakied knee. “Is it that obvious? I honestly don’t know why it’s taken us so long. Venice is the first place you’re supposed to visit. We’ve been everywhere but!” She shot a look at her daughter. “August, stop it!”

August was inserting a ballpoint pen into the elbow-side opening of her cast. “It itches,” she whined. According to the subway-grade graffiti covering her plaster cast, August was well liked, even occasionally loved, by her friends.

“I’m not saying you deserve a broken arm, dear. However, you should have realized . . .” Lynn trailed off.

August scowled at her mother and hid the cast in the folds of her dress.

Nick smiled at her sympathetically. “How did you break it?” he asked.

“Skiing,” she replied with a determined tilt of her chin. “In Sun Valley two weeks ago. I was on spring break.”

“Skiing!” Lynn wheezed incredulously, as if to refute the official story. Nick would spare asking August any particulars on the accident. He hoped she’d return the favor when a touchy subject came his way.

“It gets less itchy after a while,” he promised her.

“Couldn’t he pay for his own boat?” the boy yelled while kicking his wet sneakers on the cushions. Nick had harbored an irrational fear of little boys ever since he’d been one. Their fitful, unremarkable lives demanded so much—including victims.

“Magnus!” the father erupted. The man’s freckled hands balled into pale fists. The abrupt pitch of John’s anger frightened Nick more than it seemed to faze the little boy, who continued to glare at him from his corner. Nick wouldn’t want John’s anger turned on him.

“Sorry,” Lynn said. “He’s tired from the flights. We had to make extra connections because we booked so late. And you wouldn’t believe the difficulty we had finding a palazzo last minute with a bedroom for each of the kids.”

“I’m not sharing!” August griped, although it seemed to Nick that she had already won that argument.

“We pulled them out of school,” Lynn whispered with a guilty wink. “We couldn’t resist. And in light of what August did . . .” Lynn went mute over what was clearly an ugly incident in Sun Valley involving her daughter, or at least her daughter’s arm. After a minute of uncomfortable silence, Lynn retreated to a description of the palazzo they were renting: its views of the canal, its oddly impractical and garish art-deco bathrooms, a private rose garden with a restored water fountain. Nick set his concentration on autopilot, wowing at the appropriate pauses. Meanwhile, his brain was scrambling over the next step in his plan. It was hard to concentrate amid the relentless, stomach-heaving slap of the boat against the waves.

Nick decided he’d better pull the trigger while he had the courage. He dramatically groped the front of his pant pockets, beating his palms against his upper thighs as if putting out small fires.

“I think I’ve—”

But August shouted over him: “Look!” She pressed her finger against the cabin’s rain-streaked window. “Venice!”

Nick leaned forward with the rest of the family to gaze through the slender rectangle. There it was, like a tilted postcard in a frame. From a distance, it looked like a tiny raft adrift in the sea, piled with impossible treasures. The sun sparkled across the water, almost blinding Nick as he tried to make out the skyline. The beauty of it—or the expectation of its beauty—put a halt to his performance.

“The rain’s stopped,” John announced. He lifted his arms, unlatched a section of the cabin’s roof, and slid it forward. The back of the boat was now open to the salt air. Nick and his newly adopted family climbed across the seats and stood together on the bow. The wind spilled over them, and droplets of seawater covered their faces and arms. Both Lynn and August were shivering. Nick was glad he hadn’t tossed away his wool blazer. The borrowed outfit, which he’d deemed so ridiculous a half hour ago, was proving practical for weathering this chilly, glittering speedway across the lagoon—doubly so when he thought about it, as he doubted this family would have invited him on board if he’d been dressed in a T-shirt and jeans.

“I need my phone!” August ordered. Lynn hurried to retrieve it from her purse. The motorboat shot past overgrown islands littered with broken columns of brick and stone. A tiny Italian flag whipped around on the back of the boat, its tattered tricolor tail mopping up rainwater. The airport was long behind them. Ahead, the captain vaped, the light shimmered, the gulls swooped, and Nick thought he could see the hazy pink peaks of San Marco. How could he have ever considered taking the bus?

August asked her mother to take her photo. Lynn demanded that Magnus be included, which set both Magnus and August off in separate directions of resentment. As the rest of his family argued, John nudged Nick’s elbow. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“I’m Nicholas.” Nick saw no reason to lie.

“Where are you from?”

Nick had two choices, and technically neither was a lie. He opted against New York. “Dayton, Ohio,” he said. Did any city on the planet sound more trustworthy?

“Ahhh,” John purred. “We’re from San Diego, but my company does a bit of business over in Cincinnati. I’ve heard wonderful things.”

“Cincinnati is very close to Dayton,” Nick replied, also not a lie.

“Ohioans are good people,” John said, “kind people.” Nick had been told this fact his entire adult life by those who’d never stepped foot in Ohio. For some reason, the rest of the world felt the need to remind Ohioans of their inherent goodness. “What do you do for work, Nicholas?”

“I’m in antiques,” Nick said, not a total lie, although the truth would require flexing the past tense. “Mostly silver.”

“Ahhh,” John purred again. “An antiquarian.” Nick turned to face him. He thought it might be smart to study the man he was swindling. In direct daylight, John’s freckles multiplied like cells in a petri dish. He was a blur even while standing still, the vast needlepoint of red-brown dots swirling around his fragile features. If anyone had to identify John in a lineup, they’d recognize him solely by his skin. Nick knew that the majority of white America must still see Clay the same way: as a blur of black skin. He wondered if Italy was different in that respect and if that was the reason it kept drawing his boyfriend back like a second home. Maybe there was less rage here all around. Nick hoped so.

“You know,” John whispered confidentially, “we’ve inherited a set of silver candlesticks from Lynn’s uncle. Eighteenth century. Boston maybe? That’s what he told us. Nothing too valuable, but you never know.”

“Not by Paul Revere?” Nick asked simply to gauge John’s knowledge on the subject. The man shrugged. “Candlesticks are very rare in eighteenth-century American silver. But you’re right, you never know.” John grinned at this thrilling possibility. Nick understood one of the fundamental laws of antiques: nearly every American household was certain it owned at least one genuine relic. In a young country with an unreliable memory bank, anything passed down more than two generations was treated as a museum-grade artifact. But it didn’t matter. Right now, Nick wasn’t in the business of candlesticks. He was in the business of gaining John’s trust. “If you send me some photos of them, I could take a look. I know a few collectors who might be interested. No promises, of course.”

“Of course!” John dug into his shirt pocket and extracted a business card. “Email me directly.” He pointed to the address printed below his name, JONATHAN ALBERT WARBLY-GARDENER. Nick slipped the card in his blazer pocket.

“Hey,” Lynn yelled over to them. “While you two are conducting business, you’re missing Venice!”

And they were. A tunnel of buildings had closed around them, mossy mosaics of brick and stone. The green-black waters of the canal lapped against rotted wood doors. The motoscafo passed through shotgun-thin alleys, under arched bridges so low Nick’s head almost skimmed their underbellies, through a parade route of tourists loitering on all sides, half like neon angels in cheap plastic rain ponchos, the other half dressed for heat that hadn’t yet arrived. Far above dangled balustrades and flowerpots and the exquisite embroidery of diamonds and crosses set in ancient, bloodshot marble. Every building was a new discovery. They stood together on the boat, struck silent in the religion of looking. Nick loved each detail that passed before his eyes: the seaweed shadows under the water’s surface; the gondola prows bobbing at their mooring stations like rooster heads; the flash of olive skin and clothespinned laundry in the highest open windows. Nick loved all of it. A part of him had expected to be disappointed by Venice; surely the city had been overhyped his whole life. Now he faced the far more unusual prospect of agreeing with common opinion: Venice was a symphony playing inside a shipwreck.

“Isn’t it something?” Lynn surmised.

The boat turned left onto the Grand Canal, affording the five passengers a view of an entire menagerie of palazzi across the water. The captain yelled over the cabin roof, “San Samuele?”

Before John could confirm the dock, Nick called to the captain, “Ca’ Rezzonico, primi!” It was vital to his already regrettable plan that he be dropped off first. The driver’s face creased in uncertainty. “Due stops,” Nick faltered, holding up two fingers. “Primi Ca’ Rezzonico. Then San Samuele. D’accordo?” The driver grunted and returned to the wheel.

John opened his mouth to counter Nick’s orders but closed it again. There were too many amphibious sights and sounds and close calls with lumbering tourist-laden vaporetti to sweat the question of who should be dropped off first. August shook her phone at Nick. “Can you—?” she asked. Peace had been restored in the Warbly-Gardener tribe.

The family of four posed against the butterscotch bench with the scrawl of centuries drifting behind them. Nick clicked three shots. When Lynn exclaimed, “You should have been in the picture with us, Nicholas!” he felt like he might throw up.

Nick knew there was no more waiting. He groped his pant pockets. “Oh no,” he gasped.

Lynn sat down on the bench. “Oh no, what?” she replied.

“I can’t believe it.”

“Are you all right?” John asked in a concerned, fatherly voice.

Nick must have turned green. He felt green, or whatever color matched the disgust crashing over him for taking advantage of these people—good people, kind people. His only consolation was the fact that they’d never know. He was stealing a ride; that was the extent of his crime.

“I don’t have my wallet. Oh, Christ! I must have left it on the plane.”

Lynn slapped her palm against her heart. “Are you absolutely sure?”

Nick performed a second perfunctory groping of his pants and wormed his hands up his sides, careful to avoid his back pocket. He stared at the family with a sincere expression of panic.

“All my cash and credit cards.”

“Did you check your carry-on bag?” Lynn asked.

“Good thinking!” Nick replied. He opened his bag and made a show of rifling through it. Then he lifted his hands in defeat. “No, not there.” He threw John an apologetic look. “Let’s go directly to your stop, San Samuele. I can’t give you my half of the fare. I’m sorry.”

“No, no,” John rasped. “Don’t worry about that right now. The least we can do is drop you at Ca’ Rezzonico. You should call the airline immediately—”

“I will.” Nick patted the breast pocket of his blazer. “I have my phone and passport. I’ll call as soon as I get off the boat.”

“It had all of your money?” Lynn groaned. “You have no cash on you at all?” Hadn’t they already established this fact? Nick was beginning to resent the gullibility of the Warbly-Gardeners. He would have to continue performing this inept charade as long as they refused to give up hope.

“Have you checked the cushions in the cabin?” August suggested. “Maybe it fell out there?”

“I’ll look!” squealed Magnus, the only family member who didn’t seem unduly bothered by Nick’s loss. They heard the farting sounds of a child’s hands squeezing into leather crevices. “Nope,” came the report.

“Ca’ Rezzonico,” the captain shouted as the motoscafo tipped toward a rickety wood dock. A massive white palazzo loomed in front of him, set back from the water by a strip of pavement. Nick felt the weight of guilt lift just seeing the dock. He’d soon be free of them.

“Well, this is me,” Nick announced, lifting the strap of his carry-on bag over his shoulder. “Again, I’m sorry about my half of the ride.”

“Will you be okay?” Lynn worried. She climbed to her feet, only to be tossed off balance by the rocking waves. She stabilized herself against her husband’s chest.

“I’ll be fine. Thank you so much. It was really nice to meet you.” He meant it. They’d been baptized into Venice together, and he was grateful for their half hour of kindness. Maybe he’d run into them again in twenty years and admit he’d been too poor to afford the ride. It would be funny in twenty years.

Lynn whispered urgently into John’s ear. Nick couldn’t hear what she was saying and decided not to wait around to find out. The captain was already struggling to deposit his suitcase securely on the dock; the swaying of the boat was frustrating his efforts. Nick glanced beyond the sagging planks of Ca’ Rezzonico, where a long brick walkway telescoped into the city’s dark innards. He saw a figure advancing toward him, a mere pinprick expanding between two walls.

Nick crawled through the cabin and spun around to give one last wave to the family, only to find one of them missing. Instead, John was now ducking out from the cabin doors with a fan of orange euro notes in his hand.

“Nicholas,” John said severely. “Take this.” He waved the fifties, still crisp from the airport ATM.

“That’s not necessary. I’ll be okay.”

“No,” John persisted. “I insist. It’s only three hundred euros, but it should see you through until you make arrangements with your bank.”

“Honestly, I’ll be fine.” Nick’s foot searched blindly for the dock step. “Really, you’ve already helped too much. I don’t want to take any more.”

Lynn climbed out of the cabin and clung to her husband’s arm. “Don’t be crazy. We’re not going to leave you stranded in Venice without a cent. Take the money.” John shook the cash in accompaniment to her pleas. “It makes us happy to help you. We’d feel terrible if we didn’t!”

“I’d rather not,” Nick whimpered. “I don’t want it.”

“You can pay us back,” John reasoned. “You have my card.”

“Please,” Lynn begged. “You’ll ruin our vacation if you don’t accept it!”

These monsters, Nick thought, and at the same exact moment, These wonderful people. He lifted his eyes to escape them and gazed down the brick corridor beyond the dock. He recognized the beautiful orb of his boyfriend’s head and his loose, darting stride that favored the right hip. Nick felt his throat catch with adrenaline and love. Nothing else mattered, least of all this stupid test to see if he could scam a free boat ride. He noticed that Clay had undergone a slight change in appearance since he last saw him: his hair was clipped short against his scalp and he wore a preppy blue-and-white-striped button-down. They were both new men in Venice.

“Email me when you get your funds settled,” John instructed. “You can PayPal the money back to me. Don’t forget, we have that bit of business to discuss anyway.”

Accepting the money would be easier than arguing a case for refusing it. Nick opened his palm and slid the three hundred euros from the relentlessly generous Warbly-Gardeners into his jacket pocket.

“Did he take the money?” August asked as she too emerged from the cabin, banging her cast against the doorframe. Charity had become a family affair. Only Magnus remained in the back—Nick’s new favorite family member—writhing across the butterscotch cushions like a child prince.

“Yes,” Lynn exhaled. “But we had to threaten him.”

“Um, if you’re going to be in Venice for the next few days,” August began, “we could—” But the invitation was interrupted by the captain’s peevish grunt. It was time for Nick to disembark.

“Again, thank you. I really appreciate it,” Nick said as he took the captain’s hand and prepared for his leap onto the dock. He aimed for the shelf of wood next to his suitcase. But at the very moment he sprung, a wave struck the boat, pitching it downward. The impact muted Nick’s trajectory, and he barely managed to anchor a knee and two palms on the splintered planks. His bloated leather bag slammed against his ribs. He’d nearly become a first-day casualty of the Grand Canal. But it was only when he got to his feet on the dock, with his right knee burning and perhaps bleeding, that he felt the lightness in his back pocket. His hand raced to recover what was no longer there.

His wallet was splayed on the pin-striped deck, his own abundant supply of euros spilling out of the billfold right at the tip of John’s shoe. When the captain picked it up and reached out to return it to its rightful owner, Nick didn’t dare make eye contact with the family. He grabbed the wallet with out-of-focus eyes.

The captain shifted the engine into reverse, and the boat swirled backward into the blue. Three faces stared at him from across the water. Silent, blank, only beginning to curdle with anger.

Nick’s hands were shaking. He bent down, his heart pressed against his knee, breathing hard, with tremors moving up his windpipe that might erupt into tears or laughter. In the lottery of emotions, he wasn’t sure which would win.

“Nicky!” Clay called as he rounded the corner. “See! I never doubted for a second you’d come!” Nick stood up, trying to straighten his jacket, trying to be the man he’d pictured yesterday when he’d put on these clothes. The act wasn’t working. Clay slowed his advance. “What’s wrong?”

Nick wanted to say something tough or witty. Failing that, he wanted to forget what had happened and bask in the lunatic beauty of Venice. He and Clay were still new as a couple, and first impressions mattered. But Nick had lost his courage, and out sputtered the truth. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. I’m a really bad crook.”

Clay grabbed the suitcase and took him by the shoulder. In the shadows of the alley, he kissed Nick on the mouth. “Don’t worry, I’m not any better at it.” He squeezed Nick’s arm. “A bad crook is the best kind.”




Chapter 2



The list of speakers for the dead wasn’t long.

It was a freezing New York morning that past February. Inside the church vestibule, Nick scanned the program and found, to his relief, only five names printed under REMARKS. Today’s memorial service wasn’t the first that Nick had attended to honor a legendary New Yorker whom he’d never actually met in life. In their sixteen months together, Ari had brought Nick to half a dozen of them, and that total didn’t count funerals or wakes. Nick would have preferred a funeral. The mourners tended to be too choked in grief to say much, and a sense of urgency hung over the proceedings, as if the coffin were a hot coal that had to be buried in the ground before it cooled and crumbled.

Memorial services were a very different beast. Because they occurred months and sometimes years after death, these “celebrations of life” gave everyone license to showboat. People spoke with anguished, saw-toothed voices; they used their moment at the microphone to rattle off decades of anecdotes, playing up their own parts and stealing all of the clever lines; some presented slide shows; a few took the opportunity to settle old scores; others had the audacity to sing. Funerals respected the sacrifice of an hour. But an 11:00 a.m. memorial service like this one for Freddy van der Haar could easily open a sinkhole in the center of the day.

Nick curled the program in his fist and drummed it against Ari’s shoulder. Five speakers wasn’t too egregious. He could handle five speeches.

“Hey,” Nick murmured. “What did Freddy die of, anyway?” But a choir had erupted inside the chapel, and Ari was tugging him through the vestibule doors to locate seats.



“They’re dying in droves,” Ari had said in the taxi that morning as they threaded their way through Manhattan.

“Who are?” Nick asked.

“The old New York scene,” he’d replied, drawing an intricate shape with his finger on the fogged back window. Nick tilted his head from side to side, trying to discern the image. All he caught were the blurry traffic colors of Second Avenue that the freshest lines let in. “So sad, all of that talent wiped out. It’s been a terrible season for them.”

Ari made “old New York” sound like a losing football team. But Nick understood what his boyfriend meant. While Nick was far too young to have any direct connection to the artists and bohemians who blew up Manhattan in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, Ari had managed to breathe some of their final intoxicating vapors. Of course, Ari had the advantage of time and place. He’d been born and bred on the Upper West Side, an only child of posh, quasi-bohemian Sephardic Jews. At forty-three, Ari never tired of bragging about coming of age in a New York “right before the rabbit-toothed grim reaper Giuliani scythed the entire garden.” He reminisced about wild nights in bars and clubs that existed in a far-off galaxy before the advent of camera phones. After two glasses of wine, Ari was prone to turn epitaphic: It’s gone. People talk like New York still exists, but it doesn’t. It’s not here anymore. Maybe it moved to your town in Ohio, while we’re all stuck on this island searching for it. Nick, annoyed at learning for the umpteenth time that his adopted city was actually a mirage, had to stifle the desire to scream, Good, I’m glad it’s gone! Now we can go on without the pressure of living up to it!

Nick wanted to love New York in the present—right here, right now, in the brightest, energy-sapping neon of today. Well, maybe not right now, right today. In February, the worn-out animal of Manhattan took on the dull camouflage of its pigeons. February was the worst month for the city, a flat hangover stretch after too many holidays clumped together. Memorial services for strangers—that was a fitting ceremony for the season.

Nick had attempted to bail out of the one today. Wouldn’t it be more respectful not to pay his respects to a dead man he didn’t know? Waking under three blankets and a down comforter, he’d contemplated a sudden flu, even test-firing a few phlegmy coughs. But Ari, lying next to him in the tucked-up position of a cannonball diver, gripped his chest with a cold hand that had fallen free from the covers in the night. “No way, Nick,” he grumbled. “You’re coming. I promise it’ll be interesting. Van der Haar was one of the last true eccentrics. Imagine the freaks and crazies that the service will draw.” When that bait failed to lure Nick, Ari retracted his hand and sent it scouting across the nightstand for his phone. “Don’t forget, Freddy was also a client.”

Nick couldn’t argue that point.



Inside the church he expected to find the usual misery of gray stone and stained glass. Instead, the compact, sunlit space looked more like a New England village meetinghouse. It had scruffy beige carpeting, opaque casement windows, and red velveteen cushions running the length of the pews. There wasn’t a cross or a confession booth in sight. Still, Nick sensed a hostile welcome; a riptide of irritated glances made it clear that they’d arrived late, and on top of it Nick had failed to keep the door from slamming shut behind them. Six gospel singers—four older black women and two younger white men—clapped and swayed at the altar in a spill of shimmery purple. Their deep, harmonic voices were accompanied by the tuneless pings and bangs of an antique radiator. Ari grabbed Nick’s hand to advertise that they were in the market for two seats together, and they scurried down the aisle with apologetic bent backs.

The last two pews seemed to be reserved for the homeless. Sleeping bodies, bundled in torn winter coats, were strewn across the cushions. That left the remaining ten rows crammed with upright guests who were here for Freddy. They whispered, giggled, dabbed tissues to moist eyes, waved flirtatiously to one another, shopped on their phones, and applied heavy doses of makeup. Nick spotted the odd dressed-down celebrity—musicians and artists who had been rediscovered so many times over the decades that their lives had been ransacked for any last item of cultural value. Some attendees looked conspicuously rich; the majority looked conspicuously poor; only one or two men conspicuously straight. But all were well above the age of sixty. By comparison, Ari, with his inky black curls and taut, stubbly cheeks, appeared like an ambassador from the kingdom of youth. Nick wasn’t sure what that made him, nearly twenty years younger than his boyfriend. Youth’s boy assistant? He was bound to hear a nasty comment or two. These cranky, seen-it-all New Yorkers could be so ruthless in their judgments. Even a simple compliment was usually delivered in the shrink-wrap of an insult: “Aren’t you a cute little trick!” Nick wondered what his friends his own age were doing this morning. Sleeping in, just going to sleep, still in a rush to see it all.

Ari had located an air pocket in the third row. Begrudgingly, several sitters shifted over. One wailed “For fuck’s sake!” to peals of laughter. Nick regretted not taking off his coat before he sat down; the radiator was as effective as it was loud. Technically, his gray-and-black houndstooth coat with leather buttons belonged to Ari. One of the boons of living with a man nearly your exact size was the doubling—or in Nick’s case, quadrupling—of your wardrobe. Ari hadn’t fared as well in that exchange. At first, Ari had bought Nick a few quality shirts and pants in an effort to safeguard his closets. Eventually he just shopped more frequently and tossed his boyfriend the overflow.

“What kind of church has wall-to-wall carpeting?” Nick whispered.

“It’s Quaker,” Ari answered. “It was probably the only denomination that would allow a service for such a hedonist. I’m also guessing it was cheap to rent.”

“But weren’t the van der Haars superrich? I mean, that last name . . .”

Ari widened his eyes at the obviousness of the claim. “Uh, yeah. Old rich. Like the oldest rich. They were one of the first Dutch families in New York. Nick, you should know about them from their silver collection. Are you forgetting everything you’ve learned at Wickston?” He softened his tone. “When I was a kid, the hospitals and museums had wings dedicated in their name. There was even a van der Haar fountain in Tribeca. That’s all gone now. Newer money took their place.”

“What did Freddy die of?” Nick asked again, but Ari leaned forward to tap the shoulder of a woman in the pew ahead. She had a gray wasp hive of hair; deep fissures scored her lips, in which foundation collected like shale.

“Ari, darling, glad you could come,” she whispered. “I’m sorry it’s so jammed. I know. We should have booked a bigger venue.” She rotated farther around to grip the back of the bench. Tabs of canary-yellow nail polish grew from veiny, rake-bent fingers. “The church lets the homeless sleep in here at night. Usually they’re swept out in the morning. But it was so cold today that some of them wouldn’t budge.” She grinned with mischief. “Who cares? Freddy would have loved that detail, don’t you think?”

Nick wasn’t convinced that anyone would want their memorial service doubling as a homeless shelter, but he gave a nod of earnest agreement. Ari introduced the woman as Gitsy Veros, Freddy’s longtime gallerist. Ari asked her when Freddy’s last show had been, and two of Gitsy’s fingers strolled her chin as she tried to recall. “Ten years maybe? His paintings never sold. His photographs did. Well, less and less. Maybe they will again now.” She slapped the back of the pew. “Were they ever the point? It was Freddy who was the real work of art!”

The choir ended on a soaring note. Gitsy glided from her seat and approached the altar. On either side of the podium stood two empty white pedestals; Nick wondered if bouquets or framed portraits had been forgotten in the flurry of morning preparations. Gitsy told a story about going up to East Harlem with Freddy in the mid-1980s to hear his favorite gospel choir—“He might’ve been cruising and using me as cover.” She gestured to the front row and introduced the speakers. Nick studied the five elderly men who sat there, trying to assess their likelihood of rambling beyond a humane ten-minute window. The men were cadaverous, their skulls decorated with badly dyed chunks of hair, their bodies too thin for their clothes, two of them clinging to walkers. Nick tried to inflate their hollow chests with once-spectacular personalities. In this church, on a different occasion, they could have passed for veterans or survivors of a brutal war that had killed all of their friends and family. Being old was its own war, Nick supposed, reaching for Ari’s hand. If these men kept their speeches short, they could be out within the hour and on the hunt for a Vietnamese restaurant in the East Village.

Ari hadn’t taken Nick’s hand. He was too busy twisting around in his seat, his eyes scanning the pews across the aisle.

“What are you looking for?” Nick asked.

“I wanted to see if the kid was here.” Nick squinted his eyes to extract more information. “The hustler,” Ari whispered, “who swooped in and got his name added to the will right before Freddy died.”

Nick grunted at his boyfriend’s harsh description, and Ari responded with a roll of his eyes. “You can be so naive, Nick. It happens all the time to old gay men with money. Sadly, they tend to be easy targets. Lonely, no kids, hungry for company. A good-looking guy shows up, plays nurse with benefits for a few months, tends to them, swears love, and walks away with the whole inheritance.”

“Is that what people think I’m doing with you?” Nick asked only half jokingly.

Ari prodded Nick’s knee affectionately. “Don’t blame me! I’m just telling you what I heard. I thought he’d be here, but I don’t see him.”

Nick joined in the search, perusing the rows for any other man under the age of sixty. He was curious what this hustler looked like. As a teenager, Nick feared he would eventually become something like his quietly miserable father, fixing radios in a Dayton basement. Then Nick feared he would turn into a version of his unhappy, Ohio-trapped sister. In New York, he worried he’d end up whispered about like this young man for his behavior around older men. Nick’s entire biography could be summed up by the people he feared he’d become.

“I’m trying to remember his name,” Ari muttered. “Cord? Cliff? Clay?”

“Did he get a lot of money?” Nick asked.

“Well, as you said, Freddy was a van der Haar. I’m sure he had a very nice egg tucked away. Plus, he owned a brownstone in Brooklyn that I know for a fact did go to the kid. That’s got to be worth a couple million by itself.”

“A couple million,” Nick repeated in astonishment.

“The kid’s getting too greedy, though. He called the shop about selling some of Freddy’s remaining silver. I’ll take a look at the pieces, but this whole business . . .” Ari shook his head.

“You don’t think . . .” Nick felt he didn’t need to finish that sentence, but Ari let his question hang there without acknowledging the implication. Gitsy was crying at the podium. She was recounting a story about visiting a hospital in the 1980s with Freddy, sneaking in marijuana and magazines to their sick friends to ease their suffering. Nick cleared his throat and whispered directly into his boyfriend’s ear. “You don’t think that this kid, this hustler, killed Freddy for his inheritance, do you?”

Ari grinned. Nick’s childish imagination was a constant source of entertainment for him (would Nick ever be forgiven for suspecting that their building’s super was dealing drugs out of the basement laundry room?). Ari shrugged at this particular allegation before waving to an acquaintance across the aisle.

Nick drove his thumb into Ari’s thigh to recapture his attention. “Answer this question. What did Freddy die of?”

Another shrug. Ari reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a tube of nicotine lozenges. He’d quit smoking a few years before Nick had met him, but he’d saved his lungs only to jeopardize his mouth.

“Well, let’s see. Freddy was HIV-positive. He had hepatitis B. He was diagnosed with lung and liver cancer. And his kidneys were failing because he was also a raging alcoholic junkie in his seventies. I think all of those conditions were competing to see which one could finish him off first.”

“And which of those illnesses won?”

“From what I heard, none of them.”

The pews burst into applause. The oldest of the old men with the cheapest of walkers was struggling toward the podium. Grimy fluorescent-yellow tennis balls were staked on the walker’s aluminum legs. The thick weft of the carpeting wasn’t helping to smooth the old man’s progress, and Nick instinctively rose to help him.

Ari grabbed Nick by the forearm and warned, “Don’t. He wouldn’t like that.” Nick sat back down.

A spotlight was switched on from the rafters and shone its watery halo onto the podium. Several minutes later the old man filled it, clutching the microphone, his face a contusion of shut eyes and invisible lips. Then, as if lit by the sun, the old man changed. When he opened his eyes, he appeared years younger, agile and alert—and even, Nick thought, handsome—as if the only thing he’d ever needed was a stage. The pews roared bawdily in anticipation.

“Ladies and assholes,” screeched the man’s vinegar voice. “Pricks and punks, you glorious angels of muck and two-dollar virtue.” Laughter scattered around the room. “Get comfortable because I’ve been waiting eighty years to roast this motherfucker, Frederica! When I met her, we were babies fresh out of the clink, only she had the golden last name and I had the golden mouth. We got along, as they say, like two toucans on fire. Who here didn’t cop heroin with Freddy back in ’seventy-three?”

Oh no, Nick thought. There was no way they would be out of here within the hour. Instead, they would be sitting right here in the third row, hungrier and hotter. He desperately needed to shed his coat. Somehow, post-applause, the other sitters in his row had stolen ground while he had lost the precious extra inches he’d been secretly hoarding. He couldn’t strip off the coat without standing, and that might make him a target of ridicule for the old man at the podium. Nick glanced at Ari, who was watching the one-man vaudeville routine with a giddy smile. Nick nudged him.

“Hey,” he whispered twice before Ari broke from his spell. “You didn’t say what really killed Freddy.”

“Oh,” Ari replied with a curt nod. “Some people agree with you. They figure the hustler did him in.”

“I didn’t say that he—”

Ari snapped his fingers. “Clay. That’s his name. Clay something. Yeah, most people think that this Clay character killed him to get the money before Freddy could change his mind. That’s just a rumor. I have no idea if it’s true. Officially, Freddy’s death was ruled an overdose.”

“An overdose?” Nick repeated.

“Yeah,” Ari said. “But in the end, whether it was drugs, murder, or disease, it comes down to the same thing. We all know what really killed Freddy. He died of New York.”



Midway through the third speech—the leitmotif of which was Freddy in his gender-fluid Berlin years—Nick whispered to Ari that he needed some air. Crawling from the pew, he scurried down the aisle with his eyes combing the carpet to avoid the glares. He opened the thin door to the vestibule and the heavy red outer door that brought him out to the lower edges of Gramercy Park. His feet crunched the ice and salt on the steps.

The chill rinsed Nick’s body, running around his neck and knifing up his pant legs. Soon this momentary relief from the stuffiness of the church would become its own form of torture, but for now he appreciated the icy slap on his skin. He swept his hair back so the cold could reach the sweat on his forehead. The radiator heat inside the church had merged with the endless, drowsy rotation of Freddy stories to the point that the past had started to feel like a temperature. Out here in the freezing noon, the cold felt to Nick very much like the future—healthy, invigorating, and a reason for his heart to pump fast.

The trees in front of the church—magnolias, Nick guessed, long stripped to their twiggy skeletons—were blooming with ice crystals. The church itself was buffered from the unending congestion of Second Avenue by a large rectangular park with a cast-iron gate. A hospital sat on the other side of the avenue, and most of the park’s midday ramblers were nurses or interns, judging from the white or pale-blue legs that descended from their coats. Nick knew he should go back inside before the third speaker finished. A prolonged absence was bound to jeopardize the points he’d scored in sacrificing his Saturday to one of Ari’s obligations.

Still, Nick allowed himself to rest for a moment on the cement wall by the door. It didn’t seem right for him to be sitting up front in that crowded memorial service. He didn’t get the references because he hadn’t known the man, and thus every joke, robbed of any tenderness, made him feel like he was laughing at the dead. He bundled his coat collar against his neck and watched the hospital employees circle the dry fountain well. A young couple, an Asian woman and a white man, were passing through the park at a clipped pace, knit hats bobbing in unison, both of them slipping and catching themselves on a patch of ice. Nick pulled out his phone to text Leo—What did you do last night?—hoping to be amused by some raucous escapade that had his friend packed in an Uber in terrible shape at 7:00 a.m. But as Nick scrolled through their text history, he realized he’d been asking Leo this very same question once a week for the past six months. What did you do last night? What did you do last night? He was using Leo as his informant to keep tabs on nocturnal New York. Which bar were you at? Were lots of people there? Nick slid his phone into his pocket. He could scour Leo’s Instagram account later.

A lone figure cut across the park, rounding the fountain, his breaths streaking white in the cold. When the man crossed the ice patch he didn’t slip or even slow his gait. He was black, only a little shorter than Nick, and had a thin, athletic body with a slightly uneven stride, as if a sleeping pain existed in his right hip that he was trying not to awaken. His hair was short and frizzy, slightly longer on top than on the sides. Earphones dangled on a cord from his waist, reminding Nick of the tasseled tzitzit that Orthodox Jewish men wore under their suits.

When the young man exited the park, Nick was surprised to see him jogging directly toward the church. He slackened his pace only when he shuffled between two parked cars. Then he stopped and stared hesitantly up at the red door from the sidewalk. There was a movement at his mouth as












































OEBPS/images/pagevi.jpg
VENICE =

Q etz Brm{gl :

& /§\ANTA Rm/tons/t%éct é/
9 CROCE’\ </// K \/”\;
14

= Sanfajtaa 7{’;11;4\5:1‘4 on

=~ A\ { J/ / =
o 500 yds. 2> "'z,.\m”/?/; Jt - /

e
o 500 m.

Lo &

Copyright © 2017 Springer Cartographics LLC






OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents










		Cover



		Map



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Prologue



		Part I: Setting the Trap



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12









		Part II: The Things That Get Caught in the Trap



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19









		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		P.S. Insights, Interviews & More . . .*



		About the Author



		About the Book



		Read On









		Praise



		Also by Christopher Bollen



		Copyright



		About the Publisher















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue




















		vi



		vii



		viii



		iii



		v



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		a



		b



		c



		d



		ii



		iv














OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
NEW

YORK

A Beautiful Crime

A NOVEL

Christopher Bollen

HARPER e PERENNIAL

e LONDON © TORONTO e SYDNEY © NEW DELHI @

AUCKLAND





OEBPS/images/9780062853905_Cover.jpg
“Deliciously
diabolical. . ..
Bollen’s wit
sparkles
on almost
every page.”

“Fantastic.”





