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I know that in writing the following pages I am divulging the great secret of my life, the secret which for some years I have guarded far more carefully than any of my earthly possessions; and it is a curious study to me to analyze the motives which prompt me to do it.
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1

Back a few years, when you could still deny that LeBron James was the greatest player of our generation, I worked for a baller named Calyph West. He’s no more than a footnote now, an already bygone figure in the true new religion of American men, the world of sports, but professional basketball is, to me anyway, the grandest distraction of them all, and know him when, why yes I did.

Remember that year, that great aberration of a year, when it seemed like all Portland was on the come-up? Before the injuries came and took us at the knees, before our city peaked and crested into caricature, when we were still young and dangerous and somehow won the West? The Heat came to town preordained to win in five or six games. It seems a half-forgotten time already, but it was the beginning of the Three Kings in Miami, so LeBron didn’t have a center or a point yet, and Oden was healthy then, so it went five all right, and against all we clinched at home 4–1 after some half-anonymous man with hops and beautiful shoes denied LeBron at the rim with six seconds to go after Gerald Wallace fouled out. Yeah, that was Calyph.

That night before the trophy presentation, some national sideline guy cornered him and became the first to ask the question that’ll dog him like an old sitcom actor’s catchphrase into his nursing-home days: “How’d you get that high?”

Us locals knew better. “No higher’n usual,” he said, tugging the flat brim of his new hat askew. It wasn’t a boast. Plenty of rookies can get their elbow over the rim, but the real anomaly of Calyph’s ups was their persistence, even with the brace, even after the surgery. I think we all loved him a little more for his refusal to claim the moment had brought anything special out of him.

But then, that moment never meant to him what we’d have it mean. To us, it was his promise fulfilled on the highest stage, in the crucial moment, against the best player on the planet. To him it was just a token fulfillment of what time and chance and microfracture surgery had kept from him, an extremely choice but nonetheless fleeting abatement of his hunger to matter in the games that mattered most. He was not a star; he was not ever a star. When he retired, the despair of lost promise hung about him. That there yet remained fifty long years of life with which to dissipate it could not be with any surety called good fortune. What happened to him? Among other things, I happened.

In the summer before the come-up days, when it was still all new, three tufts of smoke hung in the high air over Calyph’s place, where the party was. They were pink and slightly scrawny, and looked equally like spent fireworks and signals of distress. They looked like excess, they looked like trouble, they looked like boasting and simple information. He’d just agreed on his first contract extension, and though the team wasn’t bound to it yet, Calyph must have felt he had a new $32 million behind his desire to entertain. Here the party at, his smoke seemed to say. Down here, swag be phenomenal.

I could see the pink blooms from the main road, through the trees. I imagined that beneath them young men were walking between Calyph’s outdoor court and his rose garden in bright suits as dapper and occasionally horrifying as the ones they’d worn on draft night, mingling with U of O guys up for the summer and our city’s pittance of rappers in coral-pink topcoats and ice cream shoes, while Antonia sat high above behind a shut window like an inscrutable damsel waiting to be rescued from a distress no one could name. I’d just begun with the Wests, so I didn’t know yet what I wanted more, to be down with him or up with her, and I sped toward the house in no hurry to discover it, hoping only for another day of model servitude that would worm me a little deeper into their mutual life.

I’d been watching Wimbledon when Antonia’s message came, to come get her out of there. I sent back right off that it was my one day of freedom. I didn’t capitalize so I’d come off angry, but of course I was pleased. All that summer I was thinking of her, and trying to spend my days off very classy. Until the weather turns, it’s a good time of year for doing it up just so. You can wear a lot of nice linens that time of year. You can drink peach and pineapple juice with all your meals. In the late dusk you can walk down to Jamison Square amid gleaming new buildings with the names of old royalty, like you’re on your way somewhere. It changes when the rains come, and by fall I would be sick of aspirational living and wistfulness and the simple emotions of summer. By then I’d be waiting for the wet to make the city swell with its sad, potent energy, and rot it with black moss.

Though I would come to do many things for the Wests, my official title was chauffeur. I was given an overgenerous weekly salary and the charge of an entry-level Jaguar, which I liked all the more for not being my own. I liked having to keep it mint, and I was honored and a little confused that Calyph let me garage it at my own place. Nothing in my upbringing suggested I’d enjoy a Jag a day in my life. When I was young I wasn’t rich enough to have one or poor enough to want one, not with the purity of the kids who really came up from behind the scrubgrass, who could enjoy the symbol of four wheels in the driveway gleaming out harsh American success without irony. I came from the great white middle-middles, and we could enjoy nothing but our sensible lack of gaudiness, supermarket steak, and football on the weekends. This is a terrible fate, and I think I envied something about every other class of American. This envy took more than a quarter century to manifest itself, though, as from an early age I was pretty preoccupied with my own unremarkable intelligence. I more or less raised myself, with the help of a few teachers, and I quickly fixated on the shared vision of my future we created together in their cramped offices, wherein I was raised from my depressing station to theirs through the miracle of public education. When I used to hear about cars and parties, I’d tune it out with the singular focus of a young man with a wrong idea about himself. I assumed I’d arrive at the fruits of my self-denying, perpetual-student, can’t-afford-it-anyway lifestyle in some kind of secondhand Corolla that smelled like acid-free paper and the absence of lust. I’d done a lot of English, and American Studies, but it was only when I discarded all that for different studies that this story begins.

I took the surface streets, because I’d been back just five weeks after two years away, and the city still glowed with the living nostalgia of homecoming—and because I wanted to make Antonia wait. Already I looked forward to rescuing her from something everyone else felt lucky to be at, picking her up out beyond the edge of the city and holding the door for her indolently, telling her no ma’am, it was no trouble at all, in the sweet, put-on voice I used to keep up the appearance of concealed bitterness. “I guess you had to come a ways,” she’d say, and I’d let a sullen look flit across my face before I assured her it was not so very far. It seemed best to nurse an imaginary grudge, to mask the gratitude I felt that they’d opened their lives to me so readily.

About seven miles south of downtown Portland, along the west bank of the Willamette, lies the Dunthorpe neighborhood. It’s small and forested, and doesn’t look like a neighborhood at all. Even if you find your way among the subtle hostility of sudden turns and dead ends to the properties with a river view, there isn’t much to make you anticipate the homes of athletes and other young and limited gods. Most of the team lived fifteen minutes away in West Linn, just down the 205 from the practice facility, where you didn’t need pink smoke to get your city friends through the politely discouraging landscape of a neighborhood designed for exceptionally chalky white people. Calyph lived next to the McCalls and the guy who invented Linux.

I pulled the car into the drive, descending from the road amid trees so tall and serene they made me want to know their names. The first sign I wasn’t in a national forest was the open security gate. Just beyond it, the line of monstrous cars began. There weren’t any Hummers—they couldn’t be parked downtown anymore without being defaced—but there were plenty of steroidal trucks and enough black Escalades for a prince’s motorcade. As the drive neared the house, the paving shifted from oil-dark blacktop to bright white gravel. The tires made a rush of white noise, a sound both antiquated and timeless. As I turned into the circle, I could almost see the ghostly grooves of carriage wheels. A woman in a vintage-store dress was sitting on the steps.

I pulled the car up alongside her, but as I slowed I saw it wasn’t Antonia. She too was small and frowning, and white, but she was a northern girl, with skin like skim milk and a tattoo of a fox head on her calf. Her eyes were very blue. She was holding a cigarette in a strangely protective grip, her wrist cocked so the cherry pointed back at her. We were maybe six feet apart. The window was down between us, and we looked at one another a moment in accidental intimacy. She seemed to be waiting for a pickup, and part of me wondered if she’d just get in the car. I remember taking in the look of her mouth—her canines were slightly sharp—and feeling a strange, instinctual dislike of her, a feeling of threat, combined with the sense that if she did get in I’d accept it and drive off without a word. She’d tell me where she wanted to go and I’d ignore her, waiting for my nerves to tell me what I’d do next. All that summer I’d been having moments like that. I’d become mysterious to myself, open to everything.

She lifted the cigarette and the moment passed.

I remembered myself and felt my hand go up to my tie. “I thought you were someone,” I said.

She shrugged her bare, inward shoulders. “You aren’t—”

“What?” I asked.

“Someone called someone for me. A cab, I thought. But maybe it’s you?”

“I’m for someone else,” I said. I shut off the car and came around. “I’m for someone else,” I said again and went up the steps and into the house.

Voices came from the patio in back, but the house seemed deserted. The living room was open and bright, and very beige. There were china vases and fat yellow candles and a lot of ottomans. I’d always imagined the room had been brought together with the overbearing help of an interior decorator, hurriedly chosen by Calyph’s mother during his rookie season, before Antonia could veto anything. The room managed to be neither baller nor particularly livable, and I felt sure all the party guests could agree to be a little sad that some middle-aged white lady had got her way there. It’d become a known secret that Calyph wanted to buy a new place with some of his extension money, something closer to the center of the city. I’d been taking him around to see places with his mother and brother Talib, with strict orders that this operation was to be kept from Antonia, whose restlessness it was designed to appease. Still, he meant to keep this place, too, and here and there a new personality was starting to show. On one wall there was a blown-up photo of two men sitting on the stoop of a ruined Ninth Ward house, its contents tallied on the wall in red spray. A suit of armor stood in a far corner like it was ready to storm over all this fussy business.

Passing through, I came to a room I hadn’t noticed before. It must have been shut up the few other times I’d been in the house. Secure in my solitude, I looked in. It was a small gallery, empty of furniture but for a cushioned bench in the center of the room. Tribal masks hung on the walls and ebony statuettes stood on pedestals. On the far wall there was a painting of a huge leafless tree standing isolated on the veld. It took me a second to see there was also a giant man in a black T-shirt standing perfectly still and looking at it.

He had his back to me, but I must have made some noise, because as soon as I parsed his colossal presence he turned. He was dressed in shorts and flip-flops, like a teenager headed to a pool, but he had a thick and ancient-looking beard. A friendly look beamed out of his prematurely aged face, which was familiar to me already from the billboards across town.

“That’s a baobab tree,” Greg Oden said.

I nodded. “Baobab,” I repeated.

He turned up his palm to show me a bright digital screen. “Says here they store up to thirty-two thousand gallons of water in their trunks.”

Again I nodded solemnly. From out of doors came the abrupt crack of what sounded like gunfire. Greg and I looked at one another, unsure, waiting for new sound. After a moment we heard again the far-off sound of cool talk and high laughter.

“It’s probably not serious,” Greg said at last.

I nodded mutely back at him once more. Putting my hands into my pockets and pivoting with a casual air, I drifted away down the hall. Somehow this didn’t seem rude. There was a dreamy feeling about the afternoon that neither small-arms fire nor the sudden appearance of our city’s seven-foot basketball savior could dissipate. It seemed best to float lazily along in silent witness, declining to talk to anyone, until I found Antonia.

Out back, the billboard faces were everywhere. On the patio, LaMarcus Aldridge was cooking a line of meats on a blinding grill. He too was wearing a T-shirt and ball shorts, as was seemingly everyone comfortable in their status, with only here and there a man like myself wearing a tie like a slim form of permission. Aldridge popped a bright spatula from hand to hand and called out, “Turkey burgers, turkey brats, turkey steak,” in a stadium vendor’s voice to no one in particular.

On a pedestal in the corner of the patio, a ten-foot ice sculpture stood gently melting in the sun, in case the casual dress should mislead anyone about the legitimacy of the celebration. She looked like a glistening Justice without her scales, sword and all, though someone had burned a hole in the palm of her empty hand to hold a blunt. She was getting freestyled to by a semicircle of guys who looked like the backfield of a college football team, though Ducks or Beavers I couldn’t say. While I watched, a guy in a lavender hoodie stepped up and rapped something containing the phrase “nigga nail a bitch like a telephone pole,” to general approval.

“Don’t say that word,” I said, under my invisible breath. No doubt the lavender halfback wouldn’t care to be censured by the white help, but just five weeks with Calyph, together with my standard lifelong whiteboy fear of the n-word, had got me pretty attuned to which n’s were being used organically to strengthen the patois, and which were just bad rap filler and objectionable to men of any color.

On the outdoor court, children who seemed to belong to no one played a violent game of 21, screaming so urgently at every foul that I imagined the McCalls next door pausing on the way to the pool, shifting their grip on their blow-up rafts, and listening intently to determine if a child’s murder were occurring. Joel Przybilla stood in front of the basket, looming gentle as a birch tree, softly plucking up whatever air balls came his way and redistributing the rock to the lesser children.

In the Japanese garden, a dice game was on in the raked sand. I stood on the footbridge and watched the koi pass beneath me, imagining a monk clenching his fists in outrage, yet as I came closer, the tiny, austere dice seemed an extension of the blank beauty of the landscape. Three guys in the whitest imaginable T-shirts stooped around the roller, while a man who looked like a young Julius Erving stood holding a sheaf of bills.

“You wan crap, son?”

“I’m just watching.”

After a moment the roller swore and the men stepped back for him to stand. “White boy always wanna watch,” he said. He was older than the rest, and his thick face seemed familiar.

“You fuck up my roll, white boy.”

“You know you ain’t used to rollin’ on no cat litter, J,” somebody said.

“Sorry.”

“You come in here stirrin’ up my chi and shit, you best roll yourself,” the older man said.

“I never done it,” I said, and for a second I took in nothing else, only listened to the echo of my own voice, its new, sure sound. Almost as soon as I’d come to work for Calyph I’d grown tired of my bland white talk.

“It’s aight,” the older man said. “Step in, I fade you.”

As he dropped the dice into my palm, I placed him. He was one of the old Jail Blazers. He hadn’t been with the team since the late nineties, and I couldn’t imagine he lived in Portland—his most remembered remark about Oregon was the opinion that they were probably still hanging black people from trees not forty miles outside the city. If the team had known he was there they’d have sent some PR men to kidnap him, so eager were they to distance themselves from the bitterness of his misbehaving era. Now he was just a thickset, permanently angry has-been with a rap sheet, but in high school he’d been one of those black figures who entranced the suburbs with all we were not, and I’d practiced his between-the-legs dunk whenever I could find a low-enough hoop.

I knelt by the garden, rolled a seven almost immediately, got strong-armed into a double-or-nothing, and rolled another. I got up forty dollars lighter and full of the conviction that my people had been sitting in the good chairs for so long that any game that involved squatting put us at a disadvantage. Still, I felt a strange excitement in kneeling in the billow of those immaculate shirts. I remember a long gold chain brushing the back of my neck and how I shivered.

Turning back toward the patio, I was hailed to try some turkey steak, and then a new voice hollered my name, from the balcony. I heard the crack of a shot and saw a bright flash growing at me.

Something hit me in the chest and rebounded and I dropped, holding the burning place. Having never before been shot by something so bright, I rolled away from what struck me, fearing another stage, until I came up against the feet of one of the dicers standing firm. I rolled back and lay on the footbridge, trying not to writhe, as a happy chorus of profanity went up all around the yard. My body told me nothing, but I could feel in the air that I’d not been shot really, not respectably—not with a bullet or anything. Already I heard bits of muffled laughter, and after a moment’s relief at the promise of more life I began to feel angry that I’d been shot by some party weapon, and was not even close enough to death to distract people from their drinks. I’d been but trifling wounded, possibly for the pleasure of the crowd, and I was left now to lie among them as a feebly trembling figure of injured dignity. If blood had suddenly begun to spurt from my chest I would’ve felt a certain relief. Next to me the blinding core of the flare smoked and grew small.

“Damn, son!” Calyph cried from the balcony, over the disorder. He stood at the rail, the flare gun in his hand and Antonia by his side. He had on a plain blue plaid shirt and a pair of aviators he sometimes wore like a comic prop whenever he gave me orders. I hope they soothed him; the sight of him looking down on me like an amateur dictator only stoked my hot and disoriented humiliation. Antonia looked absorbed in something some sparrows were doing in a distant place.

“You steppin’ all over this place like the Family Circus kid,” Calyph shouted down to me. “What I pay you for?”

I felt more feet around me and the dicers helped me up. As I brushed myself off, one of them crushed the flare’s last embers beneath his shoe in a final gout of pink. There was a ragged hole in my shirt, just above my heart, and by the evening I’d have a quarter-sized welt I’d wish looked more serious.

I walked unsteady and stunned through the parting crowd, trying to look like my nerves were not twisted into fine fibers of hate. Once I even felt myself smile knowingly, as though this had been an elaborate practical joke we’d been planning all week to throw a little sizzle into his party. I tried to tell myself this was just a bad turn of an expected sort, that I’d fought for this sought-after job in a high-life world knowing that in its careless, loud dazzle sometimes the chauffeur got shot, for no reason at all. But seething with pride and shame, I could not sway myself from the conviction that I was less a man suffering the indignities of his job than a debased functionary of a failing empire. I felt that it was somehow correct, that I deserved it—for who can complain about being shot for being white people? And so I came under the shadow of the balcony, and looked up at this man, my master, and his wife.

“Next time, Jess, just wait with the car, okay?” Calyph had dropped his voice, but I knew it still carried to every ear that wanted to hear. “We got cameras here. We know when you’re here. You don’t have to call nobody. You don’t have to go and look. We know. Okay?”

“Yessir,” I said.

“Good. She’ll be down in a second now. Next time just wait.”

“Yessir.”

He sniffed in a tough way, and the violence was through. “Listen, I didn’t mean to hit you or nothin’. This thing always buck and shoot high.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, what absolution I could reasonably give. I just waved my hand a little, as if to say, Oh, did you shoot me?

He sighed, and for a moment seemed truly sorry. “Yeah. The fuck you gonna say, right? You need some Neosporin or something? A bandage? You eat?” The aviators came off, and he turned his head incrementally to include Aldridge. “Fix him up a turkey BLT real quick. Man’s gotta eat.”

I felt my posture relax, but the fibers of my neck were only twisted tighter by the shame of this reprieve. My nerves seethed, and it occurred to me the next time I did something wrong he’d cane me and then hand me a half-drunk lukewarm strawberry soda, to show everybody he was still a good guy.

“Maybe he want a turkey steak, Leef,” Aldridge said, popping the spatula from one hand to the other with especial panache.

“What is that made-up-sounding shit?”

“Prime cut, Leef. Pure, hundred-percent prime cut turkey steak.”

“Ain’t nobody want that. Make Oden eat that. You leave Jess alone with that South Beach shit.”

“Maybe I want it,” I heard myself say.

Something in me hoped he’d rise to this, but he only turned away. “Trust me, Jess,” he said a little tiredly, his voice going away from the rail. “You want that BLT.”

“Yessuh,” I said, because he’d stepped away, and would not hear.

I went off to the nearest bathroom, to raid the medicine cabinet for ointments and pain pills and hope my wound looked graver in the mirror. When I returned, an overstuffed BLT was pressed into my hand by an underling and I was made to recount my entertaining experience next to Lady Justice, who was melting unevenly in the sun.

“Coulda been worse, home,” one of the rollers said. “Coulda been Jayson Williams.”

“Man had the whole world.”

“I been shot before,” I said. I wasn’t about to abide my burning just being an excuse to talk about other people who shot people. I could see Calyph coming toward us, filtering through the crowd one complicated gesture of brotherhood at a time.

“A nail gun,” I said, elaborating. “BB gun, too.” They did not seem impressed. “Got a fishhook in my scalp once,” I added.

The men turned to me and laughed. “A real nature boy,” one of them said, draping his arm around me.

“Give him a real squeeze. Shit, boy’s been beat up his whole life.”

Just as Calyph broke through to us at last, the man wrapped me in a full bear hug. I took a bite of BLT over his shoulder and chewed it calmly, but as Calyph came near the Justice I lowered my arm and returned the hug fully, swinging into the embrace and then out again, maneuvering the larger man toward the sculpture until I felt his shoulder strike it and then stepping free. The Justice slid easily from its pedestal, and as I watched it drop toward Calyph I felt again a slow wonder at my strange new self.


2

To get the job I told just two lies. It’s not that I wasn’t qualified. When I heard Calyph was looking for a chauffeur, I knew he wanted someone like me. It’d be just his peculiarity to want a white guy with a lot of education driving him around all “yes sir, no sir,” and we had some history. I’d saved his cat.

His accident was the first I’d heard of him in almost two years. Calyph had begun to look for a driver because of a crash on Macadam Avenue, which broke his clavicle and made ESPN. The team insisted he get a driver who could ensure his safety, or they would do it for him. I was living in Michigan then, in the Upper Peninsula, finishing up my second useless degree at Northern, the only graduate school to accept me, and trying to write music reviews for whoever would take them. My old Portland boss at the restaurant delivery service sent around the job notice. The sight of Calyph’s name was one of those details that recalls a gone world, as the smell of chlorine in a girl’s hair relumes old summers. I think even then I read his name as a destination, a way out of a life spent looking for the wrong things in books in the terrible cold, and I relived my six memories of him instantly. There I was, toting an insulated black food bag across white stones in the cool of the evening to deliver his Evil Jungle Prince. He’d always answer the door himself, always tip at least thirty percent, rounding up to the dollar, and always use a credit card that misspelled his name as “Caleef,” like it was pronounced. The year before I left Portland for grad school had been his rookie season, and he’d been the west side’s most celebrated customer of Takeout Train, Inc. He pretty invariably ordered the Jungle Prince, which was milkless house curry over rice noodles—and, after not very long, his nickname with the other drivers.

My chief memory from the old days was the incident with the serval. He was the last delivery of my shift one warm June night, and when I got to the door a little white girl answered. About a month before his orders had begun including fish curries, but it was the first I ever saw of Antonia.

“Can you drive us somewhere?” she asked in a frantic voice, childlike and irresistible. She had a terrifically stylish haircut that was trying to fall over her right eye. I wasn’t sure about her face at first. It’s always that way with the ones who end up really mattering. She was holding what looked like an unusually long kitten with enormous ears. It was twitching its nose sluggishly and goop was leaking from one of its eyes. They’d recently bought this exotic cat, a serval hybrid, and now it was sick and refusing to eat and the only vet they knew could treat it wasn’t answering the phone. It was after ten, and they didn’t know what to do.

Five minutes later, all three members of the household were in the back of my Corolla, which smelled like every restaurant I’d delivered from that night. The hood would have still been dented from one of the accidents, but they were too intent on the cat to notice.

In the old days I lived down the street from a twenty-four-hour animal hospital, and I drove them there, feeling that great importance of purpose that most any urgent night errand bestows. As we sped across streetlit pools of moist night, the kitten ate a little mango sticky rice off Antonia’s finger and I remember feeling relieved and unnaturally triumphant.

The cat got well. I hardly saw them again before I moved away, but when I did the tips were embarrassing. I think it was that night of impromptu chauffeuring that allowed everything to come after. I became a very minor memory, of a man who might be good in a pinch, and who knew how to get somewhere.

Even so, I knew it wouldn’t be easy to get the job. Just because Calyph conducted his hiring like young money living by whim didn’t mean he wasn’t looking for some expertise parallel to his own. I knew, too, that there were better ways of expressing my qualifications than those that were strictly true, and that I wanted the job badly enough to use them. Why I wanted it so much, I almost couldn’t say. There was a draw to the simplicity and old-fashionedness of the vocation, to being a servant almost. I got to bathe in the reflected glow of their luxury while assuring myself I was not so shallow as to actually want such things. But really it was them. If it’d been a quarterback and his blond wife I’d never have done it. It had to be a black man, exactly like Calyph in his unpredictability and buried intelligence, and his aloof and difficult white wife, his Antonia. They were like some obscure royalty, so obscure they hardly knew they were anything special themselves. To be in their lives would be the promise of a new beginning in a more vital world. Anyhow, I guess I needed the money.

When Calyph saw me turn up again, there was just enough in his attitude that I could see he wanted me to lie. When I came into his study, he was sitting behind an immense oaken desk no one his age could hope to command. It must have felt like I’d come back to him from a long way away just to be the right man for the job, and he looked relieved somehow. We shook, he offered me a seat, and then he wandered the room, whistling and inspecting its books and prestigious-looking brass items like he’d just discovered this was part of his house. There was a globe sitting on a floor stand, and he spun it slowly as he talked.

“How’s your driving record?” he asked eventually.

“Spotless,” I assured him.

Later he asked, with what seemed like particular interest, if I’d know how to carry myself with the dignity of one who served in a great house. “I don’t want any of this humping around like a pizza boy,” he explained. “Nobody got more class than a good chauffeur.”

I assured him I knew this was true. Then I sat up a little in my chair and invented an explanation why.

“I came from money,” I said. “We squandered it, though. I was the last of the line.” The last bit was a little rich. It conjured a scene with a country house, a landscape garden—who knew what. I didn’t even know what I meant, and I was afraid he would laugh and expose me. But, being nouveau himself, he nodded in perfect satisfaction.

“Y’all ever have a Bentley?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Cool, cool.”

“Yeah,” I said, faintly let down by his credulity.

It’s not that I was ashamed of my past, exactly. My parents died young and I came up among aunts and uncles in an obsolete railroad town in Wisconsin; it was the most ordinary possible thing. When I got to college, to a school my teachers assured me was the Harvard of the Midwest, it was paid for with the life insurance money, and I found I was poorer than the people I wanted to know. Lacking even the explanation of being a scholarship kid, I just stopped talking about my hometown. My past became like one of those paper fortune-tellers, a device to be manipulated. By the time I came west and met Calyph I was pretty used to making it up anew.

The other lie was strictly necessary: of course I couldn’t talk about the crashes. I knew I was sound, in spite of my priors. Really, no one is more cautious about stopping distance than the man who’s seen the highway freeze fifty feet in front of him and burst into a red nova of brake lights. No driver is really defensive until his cabin has filled with the cry of his helpless brakes, which sound like the air is full of angry metal birds.

As the Justice tipped sunward and came free of her base, I saw Calyph lift his hands and freeze, and felt my wonder chilled by a distant remorse. She had to fall, there was no way around that, and yet, having brought it off, and so neatly, I now wished myself on the other side of things. I wished I could be the one to rush forward and throw my body against the ice, to keep him safe from harm. The Justice fell with the dignity of something elemental, as if she were slipping unnoticed into some Arctic sea. She fell sword-first, and gathering his weight Calyph twisted awkwardly at the knees and sprang away as the man who’d hugged me looked over his damp shoulder, dumbfounded. She hit the ground, and I remained a moment longer to savor the crash, but instead of the million splendid shards I’d hoped for, she only cracked in two and fell into an unremarkable rubble. For the second time that hour, a cry went up among the crowd, and I saw Calyph clutch his knee, and lingered in spite of myself, to see what I had wrought. But as the men rushed to attend him, he shook it off and straightened again, joining the crowd in looking for someone to blame, and I turned quickly away amid the brief chaos and slipped into the house.

When Antonia finally came out to the car, the taste of blackened bacon stuck like ash-smear to the roof of my mouth. Brushing flecks of char from the ragged hole in my shirt, I opened the door for her with my face turned away, but she didn’t get in.

“Close that,” she said quietly. Then she got in the front seat.

When I had come around to the driver’s side, she was still settling in, drawing the belt around her. She was a little one, with delicate-looking wrists and knees, and sometimes she seemed to be
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A novel
Chris Leslie-Hynan

“Feels like an instant classic.”
—Joshua Ferri
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