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Dedication

To Peter Hutton (1943–2016)

Rama, your shadow still falls across the table





Epigraph

Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history. . . .

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

I found a river under the road.

—ANA EGGE





Chapter 1

The Farewell Brunch

SUNDAY, AUGUST 29, 1976


 



You’re Invited!

Come for a real New York Brunch at our house and say Adios Au Revoir Arrivederci Sayonara

to our son—and to Hell with RSVP.

Just Be There.



 



THADDEUS SUSPECTED HIS PARENTS WERE DISAPPOINTED he wasn’t going further with his education, but he was wrong. Sam and Libby never for a moment thought Thaddeus was going to get a graduate degree, though law school would not have been out of the question. But the life of a scholar? Professor Kaufman? It was not how they saw him. He was charming, he loved fun, pleasure, jokes; he was not the boy of their dreams. In truth, love him as they did, had he not been flesh of their flesh, he was not someone with whom they would ordinarily have been close. Not to mention his mushy liberal politics, his unscientific, unsocialist belief that out of the goodness of their hearts people might share and share alike, live and let live. He was a moderate. A prospector forever on the lookout for common ground. Weeks ago, during the bicentennial patriotic orgy, people his age were insisting that America acknowledge its deficiencies—stop the war, end poverty, own up to epic political corruption—while Thaddeus and his girlfriend spent most of the day in bed, rising only to try their hands at baking a red white and blue layer cake that succeeded solely in bespattering the immaculate Kaufman kitchen.

“Here’s what I believe,” he had the nerve to tell them, when he had overheard them debating various theories of history. Maybe he was drunk, or high—they suspected he indulged in his generation’s rather contemptible distractions. He was draped over the brown sofa. His girlfriend had slipped past them, down the main hallway and into his bedroom. “The whole purpose of history or progress or whatever we want to call it is to create conditions in which people can love each other, and enjoy life. Pleasure is the most we can ever hope for. It’s what makes us human. And love, too. Love is the ultimate pleasure. It’s the milk and honey of the emotions!”

“Oh please,” Libby had said. “Milk and honey my foot. You sound like an idiot.”

“It’s what I believe,” he said, with a lazy grin that struck Libby as distinctly postcoital.

Maybe he was a bit of a fool. They worried over that possibility. As a child there were nights when he literally danced before them, his little feet scraping at the floor, his arms making blurry circles before him. His model was Sammy Davis Jr. Their model might have been any president carved in stone. Sammy Plays Mount Rushmore! They would sit on the sofa, letting him sing and dance, their shoulders back, their chins held high, like Resistance fighters about to be executed. They always clapped too soon, before the finale, which would find him on one knee, his arms outspread. And the jokes! Where did he find them? Did he make them up? Shaggy dogs, guys walking into bars, the talking baby. When he was eleven, Libby found a book hidden under his mattress—The Toastmaster’s Guide to Laffs—and, her heart racing, her mouth a rictus of revulsion, she carried it to the trash can and disposed of it as if it were the vilest sort of pornography.

And now New York, thus the good-bye brunch they were getting ready to host, in their long, dark apartment, with its preponderance of hallways, its heavy furniture, sagging bookshelves, and murky purple-and-blue Persian carpets.

In a few days, Thaddeus would be gone and they would be alone together. It was not a prospect they dreaded. They would be returned to their original state, living one-on-one, just the two of them. They imagined noontime lovemaking, a luxurious privacy, never ever to be interrupted. Sam talked about learning French. Libby planned to buy a piano.

Not that he would be unmissed. He was their son! And he was good at the shop, a pleasant-looking kid, nice build, square shoulders, black hair, blue eyes, an open face. He had a ruddy, Russian look to him, according to Sam; to Libby he looked like the suitor in a silent movie. But he liked the customers and the customers manifestly enjoyed his genuine friendliness, his interest in them, his warmth, his desire to make them laugh. He remembered so many of their names, a feat that was amazing and a little weird, like double-jointedness. He gazed admiringly at the books the customers chose before bagging them. He flirted with the loveless. He joshed with the infirm. He listened with what seemed like rapt attention to the garrulous. He made calls to other shops if someone couldn’t find what they needed at Four Freedoms. He made room on the obligatory bulletin board for the flyers and index cards that people wanted to post, announcing upcoming madrigal concerts or dining room sets for sale. He played with their dogs, slipped pennies or nickels to their children. “That boy of yours could charm the birds out of the trees,” a professor said to Libby one day in late July. By then she had heard so much commentary about her son’s gregarious, people-pleasing, hail-fellow-well-met personality that her own basically contentious nature sprang to the fore and while she was writing up his sales receipt—Carl Sandburg’s two-volume biography of Lincoln—she somehow added an extra dollar to the total.

“I like my birds in the trees,” she replied, handing him his change.

IN COLLEGE, IT HAD STRUCK Thaddeus as odd and sort of tacky how many people leading comfortable, privileged lives went after their parents with hammer and tongs, swapping late-night stories of idiocy and abuse, portraying the people who gave them life as tax cheats, hypocrites, dumbbells, racists, penny-pinchers, sloppy kissers, warmongers, anal-retentives, or emotional zeros who thought only weaklings cried (his own parents). Maybe his friends had a right to their bellyaching, but that sort of score-settling was not his way, and besides, what would be the absolute worst thing he could say? That Sam and Libby Kaufman made him sad? That there was a stultifying aura of self-denial in their household? That they steadfastly refused to laugh at his jokes? Not his riddles or knock-knock jokes, nor his Jerry Lewis imitations, not even his Lenny Bruce riffs, which he performed for them verbatim until he finally knew better. So his parents were a bit of a drag, yet he simply did not have the heart to criticize them. Especially since he knew their lives had been damaged, horribly damaged, perhaps ruined. He could feel what they felt, he could all but see the hole that had been bored into the center of their world. Misfortune had slapped the smiles off their faces, shortened their tempers, and fostered in them a resentment of everyday life that was as hard as granite, yet weightless and unacknowledged.

They had a baby and the baby died. A fairy tale composed in the foulest pit of hell: the baby died and they lived unhappily ever after. That’s why picnics were a pain in the ass, that’s why fashion was for suckers, that’s why dancing was for fools, and comedy was for idiots.

Life was endured, like a spanking or a blood test.

It had taken Thaddeus six years to finish college. Actually six and a half—he graduated after summer school and received his diploma in the mail, then stayed in Ann Arbor and worked in a record store and on a novel. He took records home from work and taught himself to appreciate genres that were new to him—opera, bluegrass. More to enjoy! Writing was a kind of torment, but he reassured himself that one day it would bring him pleasure. It would not necessarily make him rich, but there were other rewards—pride, praise. An amazing woman who might think he was a genius.

His return to Chicago was really a first stop—his destination was New York. But first he had to save some money. He moved back home to work at his parents’ bookshop, and did not kid himself into believing they were thrilled to have him in their apartment. They were hospitable in a “from each according to their ability, to each according to their needs” kind of way. Sam and Libby Kaufman did in fact love Thaddeus to the best of their ability, and as to their needs—well, identifying their needs was a bit trickier. They needed him to be pleasant and courteous and clean and it was the least he could do. They needed him to never mention his sister. And they needed him not to make too many emotional demands on them. From time to time, he wished they would love him a bit more, but their hearts were not whole, so how could he expect them to love him wholeheartedly?

The baby. There was no getting away from the baby. Hannah died when she was five months old, swiftly, horribly. Sam and Libby didn’t believe in God, but they had believed in nature, in its logic, its evolutionary journey toward perfection. But this? This was the worst of nature, the very worst. Mother Nature was a filthy beast. Their child. Their baby. Her little body overwhelmed by pneumonia—how not to imagine the bacteria raging through the fourteen pounds of her like an invading army, burning everything in its path? What was the purpose of pneumonia, anyhow? What earthly good did it do? And if it served no purpose and did no good—why did it exist? They were rational people, not scientists but scientific. They accepted disease and death, and they saw the benefits of mortality. It was how the world progressed. Our bodies, like the bodies of monkeys and snails and everything else that lived and died, were the fuel that ran the great engines of evolution. But a baby?

His parents were versed in history, classical music, radical politics. Perhaps if Leon Trotsky had written a pamphlet about infant care they would have known more about that particular field of study, but he hadn’t and they didn’t. Though Hannah was their second child, they didn’t know very much about infants and their delicacy—their firstborn had been sturdy and easygoing, he slept through the night, ate happily, never was sick. They didn’t realize how lucky they were, and how untested. By the time they realized that Hannah was in the clutches of an infection that she was powerless to fight, and they had stopped trying to bring her fever down with lukewarm baths, stopped chewing up baby aspirins and drooling them down her little throat, and stopped waiting for the pediatrician to return their increasingly distraught phone calls, when they finally had to admit that there was nothing more they could do but take her to nearby University of Chicago Hospitals, leaving their son asleep in his bed, it was already too late. By then Hannah’s temperature was nearly 106 degrees. Perhaps out of pity, Dr. Shuster told them that even if they had gotten her to the hospital sooner she would most likely not have survived.

When they returned many hours later, empty and hollow, they found Thaddeus on the sofa with a spoon and a jar of peanut butter, wearing underpants and socks, chortling at some unspeakable drivel on the TV set. He loved peanut butter and it was a treat to have unsupervised access to the TV. Over the years, there was some disagreement as to what Thaddeus was watching when they returned. Sam’s version had Thaddeus watching an old Tom and Jerry cartoon, shockingly racist, with an ignorant depiction of the cleaning woman in Tom’s house shrieking at the sight of Jerry, her polka-dotted bloomers exposed and a pair of dice and a straight razor falling out of her apron. As Libby had it, the boy was watching either a rerun of Leave It to Beaver, or Make Room for Daddy, or some other nauseating idealization of family life—she couldn’t tell the difference between any of those shows. But they both remembered he was there nearly naked and completely content with a tablespoon and a jar of Ann Page, a fat little Buddha with a beatific smile. They might have embraced him; he was all that stood between them and the abyss. But they couldn’t, they didn’t. He looked so happy. Madness to think so, and completely unfair, but neither stricken parent could escape the feeling that there was something wrong with a boy who could be feeding his face and laughing at the idiot box while his sister died.

Of course they never said as much, not to each other, and certainly not to him. Some things don’t have to be said.

THE FAREWELL BRUNCH WAS CONVENED at the end of August, on one of those scorching late-summer days in Chicago when the sun felt as if it were trying to force itself into the apartment, a burglar made of flame. An old air conditioner croaked and rumbled in one of the Kaufmans’ windows. The curtains were tied in a loose knot chilled and resting atop the Amana like a chignon, allowing the refrigerated air to enter the room, if only it would. The people in attendance were basically Libby and Sam’s friends, with whom they had shared their socialist past and with whom they now shared a sense of proud internal exile. To Thaddeus, they were honorary aunts and uncles.

Not everyone who had been invited was in attendance. Sam and Libby had had the idea that the occasion of their son’s going-away party might also be an occasion on which old wounds might be healed, or at least soothed. They had hoped to see their old comrade Doris Washington, but she had married a dentist who, while not Nation of Islam himself, took care of Elijah Muhammad, and now Doris was basically Black Nationalist and had cut herself off from the Kaufmans, and, they assumed, her other Caucasian friends. Also absent were Sy and Linda Cohen, who had begun their rightward drift during the Vietnam War and were now great friends of Charles Percy. The Kaufmans considered Senator Percy a country-club jerk, but the Cohens seemed eager to ingratiate themselves with their new Republican pals, and it seemed to have paid off for them—they were planning a move to D.C., where their long-standing anti-Stalinism would presumably be put to good use in one of the new think tanks. An invitation had been sent to Mario Esposito, who’d once had the nerve to fight for leftist principles in the Teamsters Union, but who now heard voices and lived with his daughter, and apparently never left her little town house in Jeffrey Manor. Pierpont Davis, Lucy Medoff, Bob and Kathy Brown, James Komatsu and his unacknowledged lover Allen Watanabe, Cal Harrington, and a half dozen others with whom Sam and Libby had shared so many meals, so many picket lines, so many late nights redolent of Chesterfields and mimeo ink, and who had either drifted away, driven by the steady wind of political defeat, or had stormed away, propelled by irreconcilable differences of theory and practice. Vietnam, Black Power, the rise of Women’s Lib, the nightmare of the Cultural Revolution, the outrageous behavior of the new student rebels with their drugs and sexual obsessions, all of these things not only ended socialism as the Kaufmans understood it, but drained the vitality from their social life as well. And as the hour of the good-bye brunch approached and it was clear to them that Thaddeus’s moving to New York was not going to be the momentous occasion that would bring the old bunch back together again, Libby and Sam carried chairs away from the dining table and then pulled the table open and removed not one but two of the leaves.

Nevertheless. Here were the Mendelsohns, both leaning forward on their canes like old, smiling vaudevillians waiting for applause. Margie Mendelsohn, who always sang “We’re Here Because We’re Here” when she entered your house, had translated Being and Nothingness into Yiddish, and Herman, who, though somewhat serious about his Judaism, played organ at the Rockefeller Chapel. Here was Len Wasserman, recently forced out of his position in the economics department at the University of Chicago and now writing a book about Keynes, with his white crew cut and aviator glasses, ferociously fit like Jack LaLanne. Mrs. Thomas was there, their formerly Negro and now Afro-American housekeeper, whose first name might have been Margaret, though none of the Kaufmans had ever used it, considering it condescending to call her anything but Mrs. Thomas. They liked to think of her as a kind of family member, though now that she was here on a Sunday it did occur to Sam that Mrs. Thomas might rather not have been invited to the farewell brunch. She was in her fifties and was there with Mr. Thomas, who worked in an underground parking garage in the Loop, and whose face was speckled, losing its pigment to vitiligo. And here was Stanley Davidson, freelance book reviewer and free-spending customer at Four Freedoms. Rounding out the party were the Gomezes, a relatively young Mexican couple dressed for a dance recital scheduled for later in the day, she in a festive skirt with a multitude of brightly colored hems, he in trousers whose legs were three times broader than his own, both in shiny shoes with Cuban heels.

And then there was Grace Cornell, the twenty-one-year-old girl from the neighborhood who Sam and Libby thought of as Thaddeus’s Summer Girl. Because he always had someone. He was always in love, or so it seemed to them. The Summer Girl was by all indications friendless. Always a bad sign, in Libby’s view. She lived a few blocks away, which was the only logical explanation the elder Kaufmans had for her place in their son’s life. As they saw her, Grace was neither beautiful, nor in possession of any special personal qualities. She was not witty or quick, and her politics, if they existed at all, were at best those of the six o’clock news. Nevertheless, Thaddeus had formed a smoochy alliance with her. He gave her piggyback rides around the apartment, scrambled eggs and fried bacon for her, and would not allow her to wash a dish or scrub a pan. He tried to amuse her with funny walks, crazy faces, and barnyard noises, and when she deigned to laugh his face reddened with happiness. He was her tummler, for crying out loud.

And on the subject of crying out loud? Sam and Libby sometimes could hear their son and Summer Girl thumping away. They found the noise intrusive, actually loathsome, but they chose to say nothing about it. They could only wait it out, ride summer’s slow slide into autumn and peace. Matters concerning sex were difficult for Sam and Libby to discuss, as were all of the other bodily functions, and their reaction to this neighborhood girl bunking in with their boy night after night, using the apartment’s one bath, scurrying around in a towel and flip-flops, shaving her legs, applying her mascara, joining them for breakfast, coming home in the early evening with little goodies like soaps and fancy jams pilfered from the hotel where she worked, their reaction to her basically becoming a member of their household was to say nothing. It was a situation with an expiration date; if there was one thing that could be depended upon, it was time passing. They registered their annoyance and embarrassment via long pauses, and the occasional pointed question. Some of these pointed questions were directed at Thaddeus, such as, How is it you never seem to have money and we’ve been paying you at the bookshop all summer? (“Because you put the mum in minimum wage, Mum.”) But mainly the questions were directed at Grace, and the queries ranged from curiosity about her mother, whom they had yet to meet, her brother, whom they sensed was involved in illegal activity, and her education. She had tried to pass herself off as a student at the Art Institute, which was not exactly the London School of Economics, or the University of Chicago, or even the University of Michigan, but it was, as art schools went, a good one. However, upon further questioning it was revealed that Grace was taking only one summer evening class at the Art Institute. And the kicker was this—the girl had not even graduated from high school.

It was all quite obvious—though more to Libby than to Sam: the girl was a climber, and though the Kaufmans were merely middle class (or maybe a sniff or two higher), to scrappy, skinny Grace Cornell, Thaddeus was a catch. Sometimes she spoke like a girl from Eau Claire, Wisconsin, which was what she was, whose g’s were lucky to make their way to the end of a gerund, and sometimes she tried to sound like that skin-and-bones actress from Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

“Grace,” Libby called from the kitchen, as she and Mrs. Thomas prepared to bring out the food for the farewell brunch, “I hope you come and visit us at the store from time to time after Thaddeus leaves. Just because he’s off in New York is no reason for you to be a stranger.”

“Thank you, Libby,” Grace said in a quiet voice, as if she did not care if she was heard or not.

“In case you’re wondering what kind of Jews we are, here’s your answer,” Sam said to Grace, with a voilà wave toward the platter of bagels and lox Libby was placing before them. He was dressed for the heat in loose-fitting slacks and a sheer guayabera shirt through which his shaggy chest could not be ignored. He was a large, shambling man, with a high forehead and sleep-deprived eyes. He shaved daily, sometimes twice a day, and never failed to miss a spot.

The bagels, big, bloated Chicago bagels, were ready to eat, schmeared, loxed, onioned, tomatoed, and cut into quarters—no muss no fuss. The guests received them eagerly and with pleasure, except for Mr. Thomas, who frowned at his bagel and pulled it apart to inspect what was inside.

Grace’s hand hovered over the platter, deciding which one to choose, and Thaddeus looked on with keen interest. She always tried to choose the best one; she was never on automatic pilot. Libby kept her eyes on Thaddeus while Grace deliberated. See what you’ve gotten yourself into?

“We’re bagels-and-lox Jews,” Sam said to Grace. He felt sorry for her. Awkward, pretentious little shiksa. Sweet, though. “Here, we’re Jews of the belly and the book—but not the Bible, not the Torah, or any nonsense. Real books make real Jews, that’s what I say.”

“The old Sam Kaufman would have had something to say about that,” chided Margie Mendelsohn. “Who used to wear the little beard like Trotsky himself.”

Trotskyism ended with Hannah, and by the time of the Chicago riots at the Democratic National Convention in ’68, Sam and Libby were no longer calling themselves socialists. They didn’t even want to call themselves Democrats anymore—the Dems had seemed weak-kneed and complicit, aiming their outrage at the city’s mayor and its police force, who admittedly were ham-handed in the face of student revolt, but the idiot liberals were doing what idiot liberals did best, namely wringing their hands and getting it all wrong. In the case of the so-called hippies and yippies, the liberals failed utterly to realize this new crop of so-called leftists were basically barbarians. Stalinoid, narcissistic, violent, and entitled, antagonistic toward Israel, and actually rooting for a Red takeover of Southeast Asia. Back in the old days, Sam and Libby used to say humanity’s choice was socialism or barbarism. Well, socialism was a dead letter but barbarism was alive and kicking.

“So tell me, Grace,” said Herman Mendelsohn, who seemed to know a little bit about nearly everything, “are you related to the Cornell after which one of our great Chicago streets is named? That of course would be Ezra Cornell, of Cornell University fame. And who also founded Western Union.”

“I’ve never received a telegram,” Thaddeus interjected. He had just noticed Hannah, slipping out of the room, holding a bagel in one ghostly hand, a paper napkin in the other, on her way to wherever it was. He closed his eyes, waited a moment, cleared his throat to make damn sure his voice would be cheerful. “It would be amazing, like being in a Fred Astaire movie or something.”

“I don’t know very much about my ancestors and all,” Grace said. “My brother’s going to get some expert to do a family tree for us.”

Mrs. Thomas rose to bring pitchers of orange juice and tomato juice from the kitchen, but Libby insisted she sit and enjoy herself. Libby returned just in time to hear the words family tree.

“Those family trees,” Libby pronounced. She was dressed festively, in turquoise stretch pants and earrings befitting a Mayan god. “All these people who think they’re special because some great-great-second cousin came over on the Mayflower. Who cares? The Jewish people have been making history for five thousand years, writing law and making breakthroughs in science and industry and music and literature, and I’m supposed to plotz over some idiot who takes a boat ride three hundred years ago?”

“I always say, I’m not a Jew, I’m a human being,” said Stanley Davidson.

“But you’re not even Jewish, Stanley,” said Sam.

“I mean if I were,” Stanley said.

Sam adopted a more brunchlike tone. “So, how was Montreal?” To the Thomases he said: “He was up in Canada.”

Davidson had been there for the Summer Games. In his youth he had hoped to go to the Olympics as a member of the fencing team, but he hadn’t made the cut. He’d gotten close, however, and his friends deferred to him about all things athletic, including baseball and chess.

“It was an eye-opener,” Davidson said. “I hate to tell you, but the Soviets were very impressive. I’m sorry, but that’s just how it was.”

“We can live with it, Stan,” Sam said.

“I lost count, they medaled so many times. The women fencers, gold gold gold. I never saw anything like it. I don’t know what they’re feeding those gals. . . .”

Libby had to interrupt. “A steady diet of Stalinist lies, I’d say.”

Grace was staring at her plate. As many times as Thaddeus had explained to her that his parents used to be followers of Leon Trotsky and in fact were anti-Communist, it still unnerved Grace to hear their guests go on about how wonderful the Russians were. Maybe, she thought, maybe they were all spies and Thaddeus was just too naive and cheerful to catch on?

“You’re going to get the real bagels and lox once you get to New York,” Margie Mendelsohn said to Thaddeus. She was a fleshy, forgiving woman. Thaddeus had always felt a special bond with Margie. He remembered telling a joke when he was ten or eleven years old to a roomful of his parents’ friends and her being the only one to respond, how her great soaring laugh rose like the clarinet in a Dixieland band while all the other musicians sat still with their horns in their laps, scowling at their shoes.

“And where will you be staying?” Herman Mendelsohn asked. “Right in the city?”

“College friend,” Thaddeus said. “He’s got a place in Greenwich Village.” He reached under the table and took Grace’s hand, squeezed it reassuringly. “There’s a million jobs in New York, and good ones. My friend Kip just got a job as a stockbroker and he majored in comparative lit. He can’t even do simple math. I’ll get a job and after a couple of paychecks get my own place. I’m thinking editor in chief at Random House.”

“Funny, funny,” Libby said. “You can always become a comedy writer.” She was back from the kitchen again, circling the table with the coffeepot. It was an old tin percolator that looked as if it had been stolen from the set of a cowboy movie. The Kaufmans had been burning coffee in it for at least twenty years. They were not poor. Their shop afforded them a decent living, yet their apartment had a bare and sullen quality to it. It wasn’t a form of Early Minimalism—they just didn’t believe in squandering money on nonessentials. Why would you piss away your money on butter if you could have margarine for a third of the price? Shampoo? Shampoo was for suckers who didn’t realize it was just soap in liquid form. What kind of half-wit would pay extra for Levi’s when the store brand at Wieboldt’s was just as blue, kept you just as warm, and was probably made in the same factory? This disdain for life’s little niceties was a daily, practical application of their otherwise dormant Marxism.

“And what about you, darling?” Margie asked Grace. “Will you be continuing with your studies?”

“I’m not rilly sure, quite yet,” Grace said. She moved her wedge of bagel and lox around her plate as if guiding a planchette around a Ouija board.

Thaddeus pressed his knee against hers. I’m right here, his leg said to hers.

“Is David Sheffield teaching human anatomy over there?” Herman asked. “Such a bright man. And a gifted teacher.”

“I’m not rilly sure,” Grace said.

“That would be a great job,” Thaddeus said, his voice booming. “Teaching anatomy. It’s not like you’d ever have to revise your syllabus!”

Grace smiled gratefully. It was what he lived for.

“She can’t be expected to know the entire staff, Herman,” Libby said. “You’re mainly a summer student there, isn’t that right, dear?” And then, to quickly cover the pettiness of her remark, Libby added, “Have you seen her work yet? It’s absolutely breathtaking. You’d think they were photographs—eggs and artichokes and what have you. All done with a pencil. Out of this world. So tell us. When did you start this? Is it a hobby, or is this something you’d like to pursue?”

“Oh pursue, definitely pursue,” said Grace. “I’ve been doing it my whole life. I’m self-taught, I guess. But I do my art every day. Even if I’m sick or having my period or anything.”

Libby’s eyes widened at the mention of Grace’s menstruation.

“Well, you’re such a lovely girl,” said Libby, the irony in her voice like a concealed weapon. “And pretty girls have so many options.”

But Grace was not going to back down. “Art is my option,” she said. “I’m not in the least bit pretty. I’m a visual person and I see myself clearly. I wasn’t cute as a little girl and I’m not pretty now.”

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” Sam pleaded.

“But I don’t mind it. It’s just a fact. You live in the body you’re born with. Anyhow . . .” She glanced at Thaddeus. He was looking at her with considerable amazement, as if the option of not doing everything imaginable to please Libby and Sam was being demonstrated for the first time. “I would love to be an artist,” Grace said. “I’ll just keep at it and maybe someone will discover me. That would be my dream.”

“Dreams are beautiful,” Libby said. “I wish we could all live in dreams.”

It was suddenly so quiet that when Grace put her coffee cup back down onto the saucer it clanked loudly.

Some of his friends talked about how it felt to be trapped at the parental table, and how mothers and fathers ran guilt trips if the visits were too short. Thaddeus was grateful he didn’t have that to contend with. He had told his parents that Grace was due at work at 1 P.M. and they were going to have to leave the good-bye brunch no later than noon. Grace worked in the Palmer House, the very hotel in which reporters and Democratic bigwigs watched from the windows in ’68 while the police gassed and clubbed the demonstrators on the other side of Michigan Avenue.

AT NOON, THADDEUS AND GRACE stood on the corner of Kimbark and Fifty-Fifth Street, hands linked. Not very far away was Stagg Field, where Enrico Fermi and his coworkers built America’s first atomic bomb in the squash court beneath the stadium. Thaddeus always wondered if radiation was running beneath the sidewalk, zizzing through the cement, entering his body through the soles of his feet.

“Was that awful?” Thaddeus asked.

“It was fine. I liked the part when you walked around the table and shook everybody’s hand. It was so formal.”

“I play by the rules.”

“Whose rules?”

“My parents. My poor parents.”

“Poor? With that big apartment and air conditioning and a maid?”

“I didn’t mean poor in that way. Anyhow, they sell used books. They don’t have much.”

“They have a maid. She comes every Wednesday at nine and leaves at two.”

“Anyhow, we don’t call it a maid. Housekeeper.”

“Whatever. She’s still mopping the floors and cleaning the bathroom. It’s kind of funny, them being such Communists and everything.”

“They’re not Communists. They never were.”

“Well, it’s still funny. And she never said a word and neither did her husband. I bet they would rather have been spending Sunday with their own people.”

Thaddeus wondered if there might be a bit of racism in that phrase: their own people. “They’re part of our family,” he said.

Grace laughed, but let it go at that.

They walked east to catch the number 5 bus downtown. A professorial-looking couple was walking toward them, the man balding, the sunlight throbbing in his little round eyeglasses, the woman with a straw bag and the look of an aging folk singer. They pushed a stroller with their shirtless two-year-old in it, and nodded and smiled as they passed.

“Do you know them?” Grace asked.

“Maybe they come to the store. I don’t know.”

“People like you, though. I see that. It must feel strange.”

“It’s fine. Why shouldn’t they?”

“People don’t like me. I don’t rub people the right way.”

“You do me,” Thaddeus said, wagging his brows Groucho style.

“Strangers then. When people get to know me, it’s better.”

“That kid liked you. He was looking right at you and smiling.”

“What kid?”

“Sitting in his stroller like a little king.”

“I didn’t notice. Kids are not my thing. It’s hard enough for a woman to be an artist.”

They were just then passing the building where Grace lived. Thaddeus had yet to see the inside of her apartment. It had seemed awkward and strange before, her refusal to allow him into the rooms she shared with her mother, but he no longer questioned it. He had even stopped imagining what it might be like in there—though he was sure the place was dark, untidy, sad. It had once been the janitor’s apartment until he refused to live there, saying that his doctor told him the lack of daylight was driving him into a depressed state of mind. Grace’s older brother, Liam, paid the rent, but rarely visited. She was evasive about where Liam lived; different answers were given, Boston, Mexico City, Tucson. Maybe all the answers were true, maybe none of them. Liam sold marijuana in quantities. That much he had been able to ascertain. The idea of breaking the law was terrifying to Thaddeus, but Grace seemed to take it in stride.

THE PALMER HOUSE. GRACE HAD been working there for two years, starting off in housekeeping and more recently behind the desk in her blazer and skirt. She sometimes complained about work, because that’s what you did, but she was proud of the hotel, proud of its luxury and its history. It had been bought and sold a few times, torn down, rebuilt, renovated, modernized, and through it all, it remained a home away from home for people used to the best things—presidents who came to Chicago slept in the Palmer House, as did bankers and movie stars, Capone himself, Mark Twain, Sarah Bernhardt.

“Should I come in?” Thaddeus asked her as they approached the gilded entrance, with its carvings, its bright windows, its fairyland glow.

“Definitely,” she said.

“I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

“We’re like a family here,” she said, as she took Thaddeus’s arm and led him in. The traffic hummed behind them. The heat was epic, the noonday sun. Stanley, the oldest of the bellmen, opened the door for them and touched the bill of his braided cap. Grace stood so straight she seemed an inch taller. They were on her turf now. “Here I am not liked,” she said. “Here I am loved.” She whisked Thaddeus through the lobby, her lobby, which looked like a room in a sultan’s palace, red and gold, with inlaid ceilings and soaring arches. There were still dozens of American flags, large and small, scattered through the lobby, left over from the July bicentennial celebration.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Surrender,” she said. She led him to the elevators, where the brass doors were finely etched with Art Deco designs.

Through the corner of his eye he saw the chimera of his sister crossing the lobby. He always looked. He’d looked a million times. It was a reflex.

When he turned back again, the elevator doors opened and he followed Grace in. The car was carpeted and upholstered and lit with cheerful little lamps.

“You got us a room?” Thaddeus whispered, as the elevator rose with the chains clanking.

She linked a finger through his belt loop and yanked him closer. “I’m sort of a favorite here, if you must know, you terrible boy,” she said. “I can do what I want.”

He was still trying to decide if she was beautiful, though it didn’t matter. There was something hard about her. She was thin, but not the way models are. A pioneer thinness, the scrawn of deprivation. He could imagine her in a gingham dress, in a rocking chair, on a porch, with a shotgun on her lap.

The room was on the tenth floor and it was as stately and full of promise as a box from an expensive shop, everything in it just so, the gleaming bath fixtures, the spotless carpet, the tall mahogany dresser with its double rows of brass handles. Room 1030—they would never forget it—with its triple-glazed windows and view of Grant Park and Lake Michigan, where a ceaseless progression of little waves made their way to the shore, each one showing its frill of white foam like cancan dancers shaking their petticoats.

Next door, however, someone was weeping. Or was it above them, or below them? It sounded like a woman, but it could have been a man. Grief can blur the distinction. They heard the sobs through the plaster. Silence, and then more sobs. Grace turned on the little bedside KLH radio. It was as easy as that.

“So? What do you think of the room?”

“Your boss doesn’t mind?”

“I’ve got my boss wrapped around . . .” She raised a pinkie, grinned.

“Try working for my mother,” Thaddeus said.

“Mothers,” said Grace. “I can hardly wait not to be one.”

“You’re already not one.”

“I’m too young not to be a mother. You’re only not a mother when people start to ask you why you don’t have children.”

“I still haven’t met your mother,” said Thaddeus. “I haven’t even seen where you live.”

“Think of me as living here,” said Grace. “In a lovely place with a beautiful view. And all my friends are beautiful artists and we all live for art, and nothing is stupid or boring.”

It was art that had brought them together, initially. In the beginning of the summer, Thaddeus had accompanied Libby to the Hyde Park Art Fair, where every year hundreds of local painters displayed their paintings and sculptures and weaving and carving and photographs in a vast outdoor democracy of effort and ambition, yearning and love. Libby wasn’t there to buy anything. One simply attended the fair; it was part of living in the neighborhood. Some of the locals exhibiting their work were Four Freedoms customers, and Libby and Sam made it a point for one or the other of them to show their face at the fair. Somewhere along the way Libby and Thaddeus came upon a ratty little card table that, in disregard of the rules of the fair, Grace had wedged between two officially sanctioned booths: one displaying paintings done in the style of Maurice Utrillo, and the other, manned by a thin elderly lithographer in a heavy sweater, showing a multiracial group of children playing on an Anywhere USA street. On Grace’s renegade little table were propped a number of her drawings, hyperrealistic renderings of eggs, apples, and artichokes, each done in overwhelming detail, each exuding a kind of mania for verisimilitude.

Libby bought an egg drawing for thirty dollars, and later that day Thaddeus returned to the fair, hoping to buy another of Grace’s drawings, perhaps the artichoke, and to strike up a conversation with her. But by the time he made it back, she had already been asked to leave—forcibly escorted out by a pair of furious fair organizers, women in short capes and darkly hemmed nylon hose, and shoes that clacked like castanets across the asphalt playground.

Yet the very next day Grace came into Four Freedoms. The egg drawing had been paid for by a check drawn on the store account, so it was possible she had come looking for Thaddeus just as he had gone looking for her, but if that was the case she never admitted it. She continued to say she was there hoping to find a book of Ingres drawings, which Liam had told her about, having seen an exhibition of the work at the Fogg Museum in Cambridge.

Though she was aware the Kaufmans were not fond of her, it was nevertheless bizarre to Grace that Thaddeus could ever complain about his parents or suggest that staying with them over the summer represented some kind of sacrifice on his part, a trial by fire. Grace would have been more than happy to live as the Kaufmans lived. They had Persian carpets, beautiful pale green glass vases from Hungary in which stood indestructible pussy willows. They had floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. They owned a gigantic Magnavox stereo console, and they owned their own business.

And now summer was almost over, and despite the weeks of physical intimacy, Thaddeus and Grace were still a bit strange to each other. What would become of them once Thaddeus was in New York? “You’ve got to visit me there, promise me you will” was as close as he’d come to asking her to go with him. “I already miss you” was as close as she came to saying she wanted to go with him.

They fell into the big Palmer House bed. The headboard knocked against the wall and they had to pull the bed away from the wall by an inch or two, but it turned out not to be enough. The banging continued and they let it. . . .

When they were quiet for a while, Grace pressed herself against him. The tidal smell of sex and the sweat of exertion came off her. His feelings were too strong to confidently name—desire? tenderness? worshipful love? lust? “I’m in over my head here,” he whispered to her. “It’s like I never slept with anyone before, ever in my life.”

“I think my father was the first man my mother ever slept with,” said Grace. “She squandered her virginity. I shouldn’t say that, but she’s such a pushover. Always settles for less.”

“But she loved him. Maybe?” he asked. He could feel melancholy moving through her like weather. It drew him toward her, the knowledge of it. It wasn’t pity, it was simply knowing her, being able to feel what she felt. It created in him an intensity of feeling that was almost like a mania. He wanted to cheer her up. To lift her spirits, lead her out of her own darkness. He would have sung for her and danced, had he dared.

“He was good looking,” Grace said. “Even with that missing finger. I was obsessed with that finger when I was young. Sometimes he caught me staring at it, the little stump. And he’d press it against my forehead. I’d scream. Like how the teenyboppers screamed for the Beatles. That’s how I screamed for that jerk.”

“Maybe we can go see him one day. Would you like that?”

“I love that you always want to make things nice, but I don’t need to be rejected again. He’s not interested. His interests lie elsewhere.”

“I’ll bet he loves you.”

“I don’t even think he likes me. Or hates me. I’m just like . . . I don’t know. Nothing.”

“That’s impossible.”

“People aren’t really drawn to me. I might not be all that likeable.”

“You have to stop thinking that way. I liked you so much, from the very beginning.”

“Well, that’s why you get to make love to me in this beautiful room.”

A bar of light, reflected from somewhere unknown, glided across the smooth white ceiling. The music on the radio was Beethoven. Neither of them cared for it, but neither was willing to say so. Thaddeus turned the volume down and the suffering next door could be heard again, but very faintly. Thaddeus stretched, made a sound like a creaking door. The bed seemed larger than a normal bed, more comfortable, too. The exquisite sheets, the goose-down pillows. This is what life could be. He felt himself heading toward it, like someone who has been lost at sea and suddenly sees the first hopeful signs of land.

“What we have here, my dear,” she said.

“Yes?” he said. She often paused in the middle of a sentence. When they spoke on the phone, these silences irritated him, but in person they sometimes seemed profound.

“What we have here is so incredibly beautiful and unexpected. I feel like we have both sleep-wandered into something beyond imagination. I just don’t know how it happened, what connects us. Because as soon as we saw each other—we knew. When I think of all the ways we could have missed each other, I feel such blind terror.”

She saw the blood rush to his face and she smiled, knowing she had overwhelmed him. It was what she had, it was something she could do. Most of the standard advantages were his—college degree, plans for the future, a thousand books read, and a few he planned to write. But intensity was hers, and she could level him with it. Candor, emotional fierceness, a willingness to risk being hurt, these were all with her. She was not exactly pretty but she was beautiful. Her arms were slender and strong, with dark hair that grew in whorls, like fingerprints. At first the dark hair alarmed him but soon it was part of her allure—everything about her seemed real, the truth of life at last revealed. Her imperfections were perfect themselves, her mild perversities in bed were proof of purity, her aloneness in the world was really a manifestation of her oneness with the universe.

“I agree,” he finally managed to say. “A preordained accident. So glad.” For a moment, his mind was blank. Words were failing him.

Grace rolled out of bed and stood there for a moment, enjoying the way Thaddeus looked at her. Would he ever be free of her, a boy who looked at her with such helpless longing? Was he hers forever? She’d always known that eventually her fate would be tied to a man. Was this that man? She was so young. And she was wary of early alliances. Her mother had forged an early alliance and it had been disastrous. Grace’s father, more absent than present, more crooked than honest, more false than truthful, self-pitying and useless. His name was Terrence Cornell, Terry to his friends, of which there were many. He was a fleshy, wheezing, cheerful, and energetic man. Terry had been in the navy during the Korean War; he was a seaman first class on the USS Iowa and had lost half of the pointer finger on his right hand, caught in a hatch door halfway through his hitch. There was a suspicion that he had done it on purpose. “And what about this cough and my gunked-up lungs?” he often said. “I suppose I did that on purpose, too!” His theory was that there was something in all that on-board fireproofing that didn’t agree with his respiratory system, but he could not find anyone to give his theory credence—no doctor, no lawyer, no one but some old anarchist who worked in a health food store, a scrawny little yapper who wore a beret and sandals, and whose breath was yeasty from B vitamins. While his marriage was still going forward, Cornell supported his family as a portrait photographer in a little studio he rented on State Street. He specialized in children, and eventually there were rumors. Grace never knew if they were true or not and she did not want to know. Rumors about boys, rumors about girls—it seemed Cornell was more focused on age than gender. But that he would actually do such a thing was so very hard to believe; if anything, he’d been a bit distant with his own children. A bit of a touch-me-not. All Grace and her older brother Liam knew was that stupid people were saying their father was doing something wrong at his job. One day two policemen came to the house, like Joe Friday and Officer Frank What-the-Fuck, and asked Terry a bunch of questions, while Grace and Liam stayed in the kitchen with Maureen. “You know,” Maureen said (holding beneath the table the bottle of Gilbey’s with which she was lacing her lemonade, keeping the gin hidden as if her children were not in full awareness of it), “there’s a saying that where there’s smoke there’s fire and I guess whoever made it up was a real stick-in-the-mud, but you have to ask yourself where’s the smoke coming from if there’s no fire.”

The cops left twenty minutes later and Terry was all smiles because as far as he was concerned, they’d been able to see him as the war veteran father husband workingman that he was. But the next day there were four cops at the apartment and they tore the place apart, never saying what they were looking for. Closets, drawers, upholstery, the fridge, even the little bedroom Grace and Liam bunked in, with the butterscotch walls and the red-and-blue hooked rug, every corner of the apartment torn up, ransacked. The next day Terry was gone. His flight from Eau Claire could have been said to speak volumes, but you never knew. At an early age Grace believed that we are privy only to the appearance of other people, rarely their reality. Now her father plied his trade in Akron, Ohio. No talk of extradition, no more talk about what he did or did not do with the children who came to be photographed. There was vindication in that, wasn’t there? Grace wrote him a letter to tell him it was safe to come home, but he didn’t answer. She decided to never write him, or speak to him, again. Liam was more forgiving and made his own money. He didn’t need a handout to see his own father, but he came back from Ohio shaken. It took weeks for him to finally report that their father was now very fat, with a whole new array of symptoms and diagnoses—asthma, diabetes, varicose veins, arthritis. There was reason to believe he was involved in more questionable kinds of photography as well. Liam had seen a check for two hundred dollars from Sir Knight, a skin magazine.

“Come back to bed,” Thaddeus said.

“I’m going to pee,” Grace said.

“Can I watch you?” He had never watched anyone relieve themselves before. He was raised to believe urination and defecation were basically awful things that one had to endure, the body’s bad news. (The only truly good news was the mind.) His mother had taught him to urinate on the side of the bowl to avoid the telltale splash.

“Of course. But let me ask you something, buddy boy. How are you going to survive the real separation?” She traipsed across the carpet and opened the heavy door to the bathroom. He did not follow her in. He was more talk than action. She turned on the lights and the immaculate bathroom sprang into view. There was a fresh roll of toilet paper in the holder, the lead sheet folded into a kind of teepee shape.

“Maybe I’ll take a shower,” Thaddeus said when Grace came back to bed.

“No. Don’t you dare.” The more she cared about him, the bossier she became. Having been left to her own governance most of her life, she thought telling someone what to do was a form of affection. She thought that saying Absolutely not was sweet and the words Watch out, buddy meant basically the same thing as I’ll never let you go.

He closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the implication: she wanted more of him. More! Desire was like a bird flapping its wings inside his head. Love buzzed within him like a neon marquee on a street where every other business had called it a night. This was happiness as he had always imagined it. The pleasure was frightening. He was in a drugged state in which he did not completely recognize himself.

“This room is amazing,” Thaddeus said. “I feel rich here. I wish we didn’t have to go back to real life.”

“We don’t. We have it all day and all night. I could probably get Jerry to send up food. Maybe even wine. Or champagne.”

“Don’t you worry about being fired?”

“No. It’s like family here. At least for me it is. I can basically do whatever I want.”

“My parents would hate it here. Especially my father. He doesn’t like to go into places where ordinary working people aren’t welcome. To him, class privilege is like the smell of shit. It actually makes him sick.”

“Should I get champagne?” she asked.

“My parents announced we were having champagne when I graduated,” Thaddeus said. “So they brought out this bottle of Cold Duck. In an actual bucket. It was a yellow plastic bucket, like for a mop, but with lots of ice in it.”

“At least you graduated,” Grace said. She straddled him, kissed his eyes, not wanting him to see the look on her face.

They made love again. At first it was languid, lovely and friendly, easy and slow. But finally Thaddeus started to bear down, the look on his face serious, almost fierce, concentrating on her orgasm as if trying to decipher ancient text. He could not have cared less about his own. He was empty. But hers. Hers. That was the thrill of it anyhow. What happened to her face, her eyes, her breath. Finally, out of pity, she stopped him.

“It ain’t gonna happen,” she said, smiling.

Relieved, he rolled off her. He lay on his back, breathing in the expensive, perfectly cooled air. They were silent for a while until Thaddeus again announced he had best wash.

“Well, if you must,” she said. “The showers here are great. All the guests comment on the showers. Great water pressure. And amazing towels.”

“Did you ever read—”

But Grace cut him off. She had not read widely and she was already uneasy with how many times he asked her if she had read this or that. She was tired of saying no. Tired of being the person who knew not. Books were his thing, not hers. She did not constantly drop the names of obscure painters (not that she knew many, but still) and she was waiting for him to take the hint and stop asking her what she had read. She was waiting for him to realize you could not impress someone without depressing them, too.

He showered. All that shampoo. Conditioner, too. From France, no less. The perfume of it was amazing. Ooh la fucking la! The soft and thirsty towels. They made the towels at home seem like waxed paper. He forced himself to leave a couple of dry ones for Grace. This is how I want to live! I never want to run out of these towels.

RELUCTANTLY, THEY DRESSED. THE ROOM was cool, but when you touched the windows you felt the heat of the blazing afternoon. Thaddeus lingered before they left the room for good, committing it all to memory. Grace. The feeling of entering her, like a firm welcoming handshake. And the room itself, the bed, the immense, luxurious bed. The long drapes glittering with gold thread. The cool whisper of invisible vents. Oh, to live like this. It wasn’t just the coarse, mindless desire to be rich, it was wanting life itself to be rich. To be surrounded by beauty, to be beautiful yourself. And to have this girl, this kind of sex, to wander forever in an orchard of pleasure. Once she said, “I can make myself come just by looking at you.” What could ever compare to that?

He dug into his pocket, where there were three carefully folded five-dollar bills. He placed one as a tip on the nightstand before he left.

“Last chance,” she said, ready to let the door close behind them. She could feel his desire for her. He was in a kind of agony. It made her want to torture him in a friendly sort of way.

“The summer went so fast,” Thaddeus said.

“Are you going to miss me, you terrible boy?”

“I don’t even like to think about that.” He felt himself at last ready to pose the question: Why not come with me? But what if she said no? And what if she said yes? It was one thing to look at the astonishing view; it was another to leap off the side of the mountain, on the chance you might sprout wings.

Into the long hotel corridor. Grace turned the Do Not Disturb sign around so whoever was working the floor would know the room could be made up. The sign showed a cartoon of a little maid with popsicle-stick legs and a black-and-white dress, pushing a vacuum cleaner. The bed would be stripped, the sheets and the towels tossed into the big hamper. The air would smell of furniture polish spritzed out of a can. The pillows would be punched and shaken until they swelled up like new. It took twenty-two minutes to bring the room up to Palmer House standards but Rosie could do it in fifteen and then crack a window and light up a Parliament.

Lagging behind, Thaddeus listened for the sounds he had heard, the weeping. Where was it? All was silence, yet it was going on somewhere: he knew it. When he turned around he saw Grace was halfway down the long mauve corridor, heading for the elevators. Did she even know he wasn’t right behind her?

“Grace,” he called out. “Wait for me.” He stood there until she turned around. The dull, even light of the corridor. The pink-and-green carpeting. Her Mona Lisa smile. The hollow deadish ding of an elevator arriving on the tenth floor. A moment later another ding, one going up and one going down.

They necked in the ornate cube as it carried them to the lobby. When the filigreed doors opened, they were facing Mr. Hallenback himself, Grace’s boss, who, as luck would have it, was on his way up to the tenth floor with the intention of rousting Grace from the room she had been using in full and flagrant violation of company policy.

“Oh there she is, there she is,” Hallenback said.

Thaddeus could sense this was Grace’s supervisor. But what was he doing here on his day off? Someone must have ratted them out. He was younger than Thaddeus had imagined—in his late twenties, early thirties. He was not dressed for work, but in shorts, his legs massive, his bare feet in beat-up sneakers. He squeezed and cracked his knuckles as he spoke.

Grace smiled brightly, as if nothing was wrong. “Hello there, Mr. Hallenback,” she said. “Working on Sundays?”

“Get out of the elevator, both of you,” he said. “Right now.”

“Hey,” she said. “What’s the big deal?”

But there was a tremor in her voice, a crack of fear that went right through it, a place where it would break for good if any more pressure was applied.

“Out of the elevator,” Hallenback said, clearly affronted that the order had to be repeated. He had picked up one of the eight-by-twelve-inch bicentennial flags and thwacked it into his open hand as if he were a drill sergeant about to dress down a shoddy recruit.

“We are getting out of the elevator,” Thaddeus said. “There’s no reason to speak in such a harsh tone.”

Hallenback pointed the flag stick at Thaddeus as a warning. The lobby was all but empty, with only a couple of bellmen and the desk clerks, all of whom were doing whatever they could to ignore what was taking place.

“You were using room 1030, is that right?”

Grace was silent. Her face was scarlet and she stared at her feet.

“Right as in correct?” asked Thaddeus.

“Who is this?” Hallenback asked Grace.

“Yes, we were,” Grace said. “I was. Just for a while. It was vacant.”

“It was vacant,” Hallenback repeated, as if what she had just said reached the heights of absurdity.

“Well, it was,” Grace said.

“Do you know what the rate is on room 1030?” Hallenback asked.

“It’s Sunday,” Grace said softly.

“Don’t you know the first thing about the hotel business? Friday, Saturday, that’s when we offer discounts. Sunday through Thursday nights—full tariff, twelve months a year. Those are the workdays, goddamnit, the workdays, and people are staying with us because they are doing business. You do know what business is, don’t you . . . Grace?” He pronounced her name as if there was something unclean about it.

Grace forced herself to meet his gaze. Thaddeus moved closer to her. He realized he would only be making matters worse by speaking up again or putting his arm around her, but he moved his foot closer and closer to hers, until they were touching.

“I am going to do you a favor, and I am going to give you the employee discount on that room, but as it stands now you owe the Palmer House $105, plus tax, which I will have deducted from your paycheck.”

“You can’t, Mr. Hallenback,” Grace said. “You can’t do that.”

“Come on, man,” Thaddeus said. “Let’s be fair about this.”

“You can shut your trap,” Hallenback said.

Thaddeus’s eyes opened wider, his head snapped back. “I’m just saying you should be fair.”

“We will put a check in the mail,” Hallenback said to Grace. “You are not welcome to ever set foot in this hotel again. You no longer are employed here.” For a moment it looked as if he was going to jab her with the flag but he stopped short of her collarbone.

Instinctively, Thaddeus grabbed for the flag, but Hallenback was quick. He hit Thaddeus across the hand with it.

“How about I press charges?” Hallenback said to Grace. “Is that what you want?”

“How about I press charges,” Thaddeus said, rubbing the back of his hand, which was already turning rather red. “You’re not allowed to hit people.”

“Do you have any idea how the world works?” Hallenback asked. “You are, or were, an employee here. You know what employee means? You sell your labor—that is your relationship to the Palmer House. You don’t help yourself to rooms. You don’t help yourself to anything. You have a yearning to stay in nice hotels? Earn it. Go to college. Or better yet, get a high school diploma.” He smiled, seeing her reaction. “You didn’t think I knew that, did you? Well, I did, and I let you work here anyhow. Out. Of courtesy. To. Your. Mother.” With each pause he threatened her with the tip of the flag.

“Come on, Carl,” Grace said. “I said I was sorry.” She reached out to touch his arm and he smacked her hand quite briskly with the rolled-up little flag.

Thaddeus was astonished. His skin felt pinpricked and icy. Was he meant to do something now? Should he lunge at Hallenback? Would that only serve to make everything worse?

Hallenback turned and walked toward the front desk, reaching behind himself and plucking at the fabric of his shorts.

“What a crock,” Thaddeus said to Grace. “Are you okay?” He took her hand. A red welt was on the back of her hand, about the size of a centipede. He sensed the words I thought you said this place was like a family forming in his mind and he struggled not to say them.

“Just get me out of here,” she murmured. “Let’s just go.”

She shook her head as they headed for the doors. She shed tears, silently. Raymond the bellman was slouched deep in a club chair, reading the Herald-American, which he had expertly folded so it was no larger than a paperback book. This time he did not do them the honor of opening the door for them, nor did he touch the bill of his braided cap. His act of courtesy was to pretend not to notice Grace as she walked past him.

“Some family,” Thaddeus said as he gestured for Grace to go first through the revolving doors. He took a last breath of refrigerated air as the two of them were about to be engulfed by the fetid evening that lay in wait for them.

Why would you say something like that? she did not ask him, as she entered one of the pie-slice segments of the revolving door. Thaddeus entered the next segment and she felt him pushing at the door, making it go faster than she wanted. When they were out on Michigan Avenue, he put his arm around her and she pressed her forehead against his chin and said to him what she believed at the moment to be the absolute and unalterable truth: “I’m yours.”

Dear Liam,

How’s the Hotel d’Inghilterra? I trust, dear boy, that they are treating you in the manner to which you have become accustomed. I got sort of fired from the Palmer House but I got Mom to send a telex direct from the Palmer House to alert them that a VIP was on his way so I hope they rolled out the red carpet for you. Do you have your trusty Leica with you? I want you to take a hundred pictures of Rome. And if Genevieve is not too busy shopping she can take some of you in your room. I would love love love to see you in your custom-made hand-stitched, lemon yellow summer suit with the gauzy curtains of the giganto windows billowing behind you. One day I am going to get over there, too, so don’t cause any trouble because I would like the royal treatment when it’s my turn. Except I won’t have the trusty old Palmer House telex to pave the way, unless Mom cooperates, which I don’t think will be happening since she is royally pissed off at me right now. And why? you might ask. And why would our mother be pissed off at the dutiful daughter who has been more of a mother than a daughter? Well, my wandering brother, the answer to both these questions is the same. I am moving to New York City. Tomorrow. Via jet on American Airlines. Believe me you, I have been studying crash patterns and as far as I can see, no accidents have been recorded on Labor Day, ever. I am worried about Legionnaire’s Disease, though, everyone breathing the same air. Our mother is pretending she is pleased as punch, but the punch, dear boy, is poisoned. Since I told her my plans, she is drinking more and enjoying it less. She is making no attempt to clean up around this place or even pick up after herself, and somewhere along the way she has gotten the idea that Roses in the Snow looks good on teeth as well as lips. Don’t think I’m horrid. I’ve been doing this my whole life and for the last five years you’ve been free. Don’t get me wrong. I live vicariously through you and your amazing adventures. Because of you, I sometimes feel I am in Rome, or San Francisco, or Colombia, or Acapulco, though I’ve never even been on a plane or a boat. I went to Washington, D.C., when I wrote that embarrassing essay in sixth grade and came in third in the National Citizenship Contest, but that’s been about it for me in terms of exotic travel destinations. Because of you, you wicked boy, I can pretend I have partied hearty with the likes of Dr. John the Night Tripper and Stephen Stills. Don’t worry! I can see your eyes darting ahead in this aerogram, making sure I am not saying something you don’t want me to put out there. Anyhow, New York. Labor Day. I am going there because I am in love. (Ooops, there go your eyes again, only this time they’re rolling to the back of your head.) But the strange part is, I am in love with someone who loves me. Thought I’d give that approach a try, ha ha ha. He loves my art, and he doesn’t mind if I snore. So wish me luck. I’m off to New York, if the plane doesn’t crash. Give my regards to Genevieve, if you’re still keeping her around.
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