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  Tarrytown, Westchester Co., NY – May 2008


  Before calling the cops, Gregory King rummaged through the drowned man’s pockets. To his great dismay, they were empty and full of holes. The only object holding any remote value was his watch. Cheap and flashy, with a neon face and a brass wrist band, it could not compare to the two-thousand dollar Swiss watch that he got for his eighteenth birthday. It did not matter. This particular watch had come off another person’s hand, which instantly made it ridiculously desirable. Corpses did not frighten him, so he touched the swollen flesh without any squeamishness. More than anything, Gregory considered it a great honor that the dead man had chosen to reveal himself to him of all people. How long did the body ride the waves before washing up on the sandy beach before the Kings’ house? Who had that man been in his past life? How did he end up in the Hudson? There were no visible wounds on his body. The square bald head appeared to be intact. Was it a suicide? An overdose? An accident? Those questions seemed of secondary importance now. Gregory’s attention was fully concentrated on the watch. It stopped working from the water getting underneath the glass cover, but the inside mechanism could probably be fixed. Broken or not, he still liked the watch and had every intention of keeping it.


  Having slipped the find over his own wrist, Gregory reached for his phone to finally call the police. Then he woke up.


  “Wakey-wakey, pal! Rise and shine!”


  His father’s recently bleached teeth flashed above his head. Elliot King, a strapping WASP with a touch of Middle Eastern, was known as the first stud on Wall Street. At age fifty-four, he boasted a lush chestnut mane, with only the temples touched by the frost of time. His muscle tone would make a thirty-year old jealous. For his clients Elliot donned Yves St. Laurent suits that sold anywhere from three to seven grand on Fifth Avenue. Sporting one of those suits he looked like a James Bond villain. Of course, at home he dressed like a total dweeb, just to spite his family. Sitting on his sun-flooded bed, Gregory surveyed his father’s ridiculous getup. A Hawaiian shirt stuffed into pink shorts with a woven belt, a pair of beach sandals over white knee-high socks, a captain’s cap and dark sunglasses covering half of his face.


  “Really, Dad? You’ve got … to be kidding.”


  “Nope. I’m dead serious.”


  “I didn’t realize the circus was in town.”


  “You don’t understand. It’s the latest fashion. Everyone on Wall Street dresses like this. Don’t be such a grouch. Put on some pants and come down. I have a surprise for you.”


  A surprise. That word made Gregory nervous. Dad loved to give surprises, but his surprises often had traumatic consequences. Last summer he brought home a marmoset as an exotic pet for his family. The very first day the primate tore up the curtains in the living room and bit Evelyn, Gregory’s younger sister, on the ear. The girl needed to get shots against rabies and tetanus. Mom cackled hysterically in the waiting room of the ER but did not talk to her husband for three days. Nobody knew what happened to the marmoset after that incident. Gregory hoped that the animal had not been euthanized. What did Dad have in store this time? There was some mysterious jingling noise coming from the pocket of his shorts. Could it be keys to a tiger cage? A man who dressed like a murderous clown was capable of anything.


  On his way out of the room Gregory tripped over the cord of his Gibson electric guitar. The instrument collapsed with a groan, causing the empty beer bottles under his bed to jingle and smashing the owner’s big toe. Gregory howled in pain and let out a volley of curses. Did Elliot suspect that his youngest son was a regular boozer? What would he say if he found out that Gregory was stealing from the dead in his sleep? Most likely, Elliot would react with understanding and tolerance. After all, they were all a bunch of thieves, the entire Wall Street crew.


  The back entrance of their three-level mansion led to a private beach covered in tiny pebbles. Limping still, Gregory walked down the wooden steps heated by the sun. Dad was paying outrageous money for the questionable privilege of living on the banks of this cold, murky dump. Hudson was no longer that clean, pristine river that had attracted Dutch settlers in the seventeenth century. Now it was a giant sewer servicing the entire tri-state area.


  So, what about Dad’s surprise? There it was! A motor boat rocking on the mercury-gray water surface. It was an open vessel made of white fiber optic material, about twenty feet long.


  Gregory felt both relief and disappointment. Seriously, another wind-up toy? His father woke him on a Saturday morning for that?


  “Uhm … How much did you spend on this thing, Dad?”


  “That’s none of your concern, kid.”


  “It looks like a soap dish.”


  “A very high-end soap dish, if I may say so.”


  Servile notes laced Elliot’s voice. Clearly, he was fishing for some praise, some approval from the younger generation. Too bad, Gregory did not look terribly impressed.


  “You’ve been stuck in that midlife crisis mode for too long, Dad. You should’ve taken a mistress instead. Would’ve been way cheaper.”


  “Now, that was uncalled for. A mistress would be strictly for me. A selfish pleasure. This motorboat, on the other hand, is for the whole family to enjoy.”


  “You really think that seven people, minus the dog, can fit inside this eggshell?” Gregory asked dubiously. “It doesn’t look very sturdy.”


  “It has a four cylinder motor, for Christ’s sake!”


  “So? What good is the motor if it dies in the middle of the river?”

  “See, this is why I asked you to come out with me. If we survive the maiden voyage, it means it’s safe to bring women and children along. Come on, jump in.”


  Before climbing aboard, Gregory checked under the wooden planks to make sure there was no corpse trapped there. His last dream was so vivid and colorful, he could still feel the slippery cool skin of the drowned man on his fingertips.


  “Okay, Dad, show us what you’ve got.”


  Elliot turned on the engine and pulled the lever. The smell of fuel hit their nostrils. The sharp-nosed soap dish darted forward and began leaping across the glistening surface. With each leap, the father’s grin widened, while the son’s face grew dimmer. Nausea set in right away. Boating on an empty stomach, with a mild hangover from the night before, was probably not the smartest idea. But then again, nobody warned him.


  Having reached the middle of the river, Elliot killed the engine and looked at his ailing son.


  “Talk to me, pal. Anything to brag about?”

  Gregory raised his drooping eyelids. “Huh?”


  “Have you made up your mind?”


  “On colleges, you mean?”


  “Actually, I was referring to the prom. Do you have a date yet? Any young lady in particular?”


  Now Gregory was rather mad at himself. How easily he fell for it! Of course, his father used the whole “surprise” bait to yank him out of bed and get on his case.


  “Don’t go there, Dad,” he muttered through his teeth. “Let’s talk about colleges instead.”


  Elliot instantly perked up like a fisherman at the sight of his floater twitching.


  “Even better! One of my favorite topics. Where did you apply last?”


  “Columbia University,” Gregory replied, his nausea gradually subsiding, “school of music.”


  “Well, well, excuse me! You’ve got some serious balls there, kid.”


  “I wouldn’t be your son without balls. They were offering this ethnic minority scholarship. So I wrote this long, weepy essay about having Middle Eastern roots in an Islamophobic society, but I guess the admissions committee wasn’t too impressed by it.”


  “That’s interesting.” Elliot sniffed and reclined in his seat. “That piece about being of Middle Eastern extraction. Where did that come from?”


  “Like you don’t know? From my Turkish grandmother – duh!”


  “Son, we’ve been through this before.” Elliot was sick and tired of having to retell that bit of family history. “First of all, it wasn’t your grandmother. It was your great-grandmother. Second, she was only half Turkish. The other half was Albanian. Either way, it was a long, long time ago, and we don’t even know how much of it is true. You certainly have no grounds for calling yourself a member of an oppressed ethnic minority.”


  “Apparently, that’s what those pricks in the admissions office thought. In the end, the scholarship was awarded to some black kid from the South Bronx, as to be expected. At least, I can say I tried.”


  Elliot was not about to let the fish off the hook.


  “And? What does it mean for you?”


  “It means I’m back to square one.”


  “There’s Hofstra nearby,” Elliot hinted, scratching the tip of his nose. “Try them. Knock on their door. You never know. They have a decent engineering program.”


  Gregory’s head started shaking, as if he was zapped with electricity. “Oh, no. Don’t start now. Engineering? No fucking way. We already have one failed engineer in the family. He sits in the basement all day. You can’t ask him to change a friggin’ light bulb, that mechanic from hell.” Gregory turned around and spat overboard. For a few seconds he just watched the lump of saliva dissolve in the water. “You know, in the eighteen years of my life, I’ve never heard you chew him out once.”


  “Peter doesn’t need chewing out. He’s always the first one to admit his mistakes.”


  “And you’re always the first one to pay for them! Remember how the cops caught him drunk driving? You and Mom dished out ten grand on a lawyer. Pete lost his license for a year, and we all took turns driving him to class. I guess, there’s an idiot in every village.”


  “Shame on you,” Elliot chided him. “Saying such nasty things about your own brother.”


  “Why the hell should I be ashamed? I haven’t had a chance to screw up yet. Pete is the one who should be ashamed. It took him six years to get his bachelor’s.”


  “Some people’s brains take longer to absorb and process the knowledge. They need extra time. It’s not a race, you know, getting a higher education.”


  Elliot was merely repeating the words of the neurologist who had monitored Peter throughout his childhood and adolescence. The doctor hesitated to slap the boy with any concrete diagnosis. The team of specialists concluded, that the young patient was slightly delayed in all areas of development except for sexual. Plainly put, Peter just was not very bright. He did not need pills or therapy. There was no known cure for general stupidity. He just needed understanding and tolerance from his family. Obviously, Elliot, who had gotten his MBA at Cornell, found it hard to accept the idea that his firstborn was an idiot. It proved even more challenging to awaken compassion in his youngest son. Gregory would not cut his brother any slack.


  “The only thing that Pete’s brain absorbs well is alcohol.”


  With his round face and curly dirty-blond hair Peter King looked like a giant Gerber baby. It was hard to stay angry with him for a long period of time. And Gregory, with his olive complexion, bony hook nose and the chronic five o’clock shadow bore a vague but disturbing resemblance to a jihadist. He firmly believed that because of his ethnically ambiguous appearance his parents were constantly picking on him. No wonder certain sociologists believe that a European brain is programmed to react defensively to excessive melanin. Peter, with all his unabashed stupidity and carelessness, always got away with murder because of his rosy cheeks and button nose. His magic phrase was, “Mom, Dad … I’m sorry!” Elliot and Melissa King would drop everything and run to rescue their firstborn. Gregory struggled with the idea of his parents being racist. His own father was ashamed of his Turkish roots. Knowing Elliot’s vulnerable spot, Gregory would apply pressure to it whenever he could. Making references to the Turkish granny was the only way to get to him.


  “You brother hasn’t had a drop of alcohol in three months.”


  “I guess he deserves a medal for it? And working as a bouncer at a night club on weekends! That’s exactly how you and Mom must’ve envisioned his future when you blew a hundred and twenty grand on his education. That diploma just sits on your desk. He didn’t even bother to hang the friggin’ thing in the basement. He hasn’t worked a day in his profession, and he never will. Sometimes I think he came out of college even dumber than he was before he went in.”


  “You really shouldn’t tear your brother to shreds like that. He tries his best. He has a family now.”


  “Gee, Dad, I love your definition of family. I really do. So Pete moves into the basement with his chick and their bastard, and now all of a sudden he’s this perfect family man?”


  “That ‘bastard’ is your nephew.”


  “No, he’s some kind of mutant, an alien from another planet, a freak. His head is the size of a watermelon. Tell me, is it normal for a child to be blue in the face?”


  “We’ve been through this. Eric’s head is that size because of excessive water on the brain. It’s called hydrocephalus. It’s no joking matter. And you know why he’s that color. He didn’t get enough oxygen in the womb.”


  “And how in the world would he get enough oxygen? For Christ’s sake, his own mother smoked throughout the pregnancy. Amazing she didn’t give birth to a piece of smoked ham. She sleeps all day, and at night she smokes on the porch, and you and Mom haven’t said a word. Of course, if you caught me with a cigarette, you’d kill me on the spot.”


  “No, we wouldn’t. Smokers kill themselves slowly. You are welcome to go on a field trip to a cancer center. If you go once as a spectator, you’d be less likely to end up there as a patient.”


  Gregory did not expect an answer like that.


  “I have you all figured out,” he said, rising to his feet. “Now I know what it takes to get your approval. I’d have to flunk every class, get shitfaced, wreck the car, get arrested, bring home a tattooed hooker and have a bunch of blue-faced mutants. Then everyone would love me and feel sorry for me.”


  Elliot clicked his tongue. “Don’t get too excited, kid. You’ll tip the boat.”


  “You’re such a hypocrite, Dad! Know what? Screw you all. I don’t need you. I can do just fine on my own. Screw college. I’ll make a living with my music. A few days ago, this drummer came to audition for us. The guy was friggin’ amazing! Well connected, too. He’s friends with all the producers. We’re supposed to get a studio contract any day now. We’ll be famous. So you can all rot in hell.”


  To add more drama to his words, Gregory stepped over the edge of the motor boat and jumped into the Hudson, fully dressed as he was, Sketchers and all.


  Screw you all!


  He regretted his move immediately. The chilly dark waters closed over his head, binding his arms and legs. He had no time to get his bearings before the fast current swept him and pulled him. The river, so deceivingly calm on the surface, was treacherous and unforgiving underneath. The spirits dwelling on the bottom latched onto the prey. The cold caused his lungs to contract and when he came up for air, a hoarse wheeze escaped from his chest.


  Somewhere above his head Gregory heard the irate rumble of the boat engine. A few seconds later, his father’s hand caught him by the hood of the windbreaker and pulled him out of the water, like a wet pup.


  “You certainly won’t get a swimming scholarship,” Elliot said when his son was already inside the boat, panting. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a refill on your puffer. Which reminds me. We should take you back to see the pulmonary specialist before you go off to college.”


  They traveled back to the shore in silence. With his back turned to his father, Gregory was sitting at the nose of the boat, all shrimped up, his teeth clattering. Elliot was visibly annoyed that he had to cut the trip short and made a mental note not to bring his youngest son along ever again.


  The second they docked, Gregory jumped out of the boat and dashed at bullet speed towards the house, leaving a wet trail in the sand. On his way through the kitchen, he bumped into his mother, nearly knocking the bowl with batter out of her hands.


  “Look what I found,” Elliot said to his wife. “Catch of the day.

  “Jesus Christ, what happened?

  “I’m going to let your son tell you the story.”


  Melissa sighed and resumed mixing the batter. “It’s not safe to leave you two alone. You’re both like children.”


  Thoroughly conditioned platinum ringlets framed her face that various rejuvenating procedures had turned into a mask of blissful apathy. She was wearing an embroidered peasant blouse and a floral broom skirt. Silver and turquoise bangles covered her sinewy wrists. That was how all family therapists dressed.


  Melissa only worked a few hours on any given week, but she had her certificates and a stack of business cards, which flattered Elliot. He could brag that his wife managed to build a career, even with three children, and now she was helping save other people’s families. The outsiders did not need to know that her income did not really affect the family budget. Melissa spent her modest earnings at craft fairs and in beauty salons. Handmade scarves, bracelets, Botox injections. She was the trendiest and best preserved fifty-three year old woman in Tarrytown.


  2.


  Having spent thirty minutes in a hot shower, Gregory still could not get warm. Cold lingered in his bones, like an old grudge. When he finally left the bathroom, wrapped in three towels, he was still shaking from a combination of hypothermia and anger.


  His wandering gaze fell upon the electric guitar, the same one he had cursed at earlier in the morning. Feeling a superficial sting of remorse, he lifted the long-suffering instrument from the floor, stroked the body and strummed the chords.


  “Sorry, girl. Didn’t mean to hurt you. Dad really got under my skin this time. I came close to drowning. But don’t worry. Pretty soon you’ll see the big stage. We’re supposed to get a six-figure contract any day now. Then we’ll start living for real.”


  For now there were three of them. Kyle McMahon from Sleepy Hollow was the song writer and the lead singer. His repertoire reflected the esthetics of the 1990s. Kyle grew up to the sounds of alternative rock, echoed in his own compositions. It was pretty much the same old Green Day, minus the edge and therefore more palatable. Martin Zielinski from White Plains played keyboard. Gregory played guitar and did back-up vocals. They really needed a drummer. Then the band would be complete, and they could start thinking about a name. The new guy who came to audition and who allegedly had contacts with various studios was named Ricky Beck. He studied music at Hunter College and rented a studio in Manhattan with two other Bohemian slackers of similar caliber.


  Martin, the oldest and most pragmatic one, had serious suspicions that this Ricky fellow, to put it mildly, was full of shit. He really did not have any connections to producers. He just said those things to make an impression. Kyle held a different opinion. The prospective drummer became the bone of contention between two friends. Kyle considered himself the leader of the band, since the rehearsals were taking place in his basement studio, but Martin was the one who had paid for most of the acoustic equipment. Gregory, who had nothing to offer apart from his divine talent, stayed out of those discussions. Listening to the two friends fighting, gave him a strange sense of validation. They had yet to record their first album or play their first concert, and they were already at each other’s throats, like real rock stars.


  When he got bored of playing, Gregory leaned his guitar against the wall and pulled out a cardboard box from under his bed. That box contained the objects he had taken without asking and left as souvenirs, even though they held no commercial value. There were pens, sharpeners, iPhone cases. There were hair clips, bobby pins and scrunchies pulled off of random chicks he had hooked up with behind the school building, at the movies, even in the back seat of his father’s Mercedes. There were half-melted candles, snatched from the altar of the Methodist church his parents dragged him to. There was a war medal he had taken from the uniform of his deceased uncle right before the mortician closed the casket. That medal was probably the most valuable item in the entire collection. The cardboard box was something of a temple he had built around his vice. That vice, as he had learned from one of his mother’s psychology textbooks, had a melodic and mysterious name – kleptomania.


  Discarded objects have a different sort of energy. They exude oblivion and defeat. Things that are wasted, disposed of, lost or forgotten are carrion. Things that are stolen, on another hand, are fair game that never loses its freshness, trophies pulsing with life and mystery. Every object had a back story that continued telling itself infinitely. He made sure to expand his collection on a regular basis, adding new items to the mix. The process gave him profound satisfaction and calmed his nerves big time. Petty larceny felt even better than jerking off.


  The smell of baking coming from the kitchen reminded Gregory that he had not eaten breakfast that morning. Mad as he was at his parents, hunger triumphed over his juvenile pride. Ignoring his mother’s presence, he cut a huge slice of raspberry strudel and started stuffing his mouth with sweet dough.


  “Try not to choke,” he heard a nasal voice above his head. “Pour yourself some coffee. We already saved you from drowning. Now we’ll have to save you from choking too?”


  Gregory’s jaws froze. He looked up at his delinquent pseudo-sister-in-law, his eyes full of quiet hatred. Dara crawled out of the basement to kill his appetite. Of all the random chicks Peter had brought home, this one was by far the most repulsive, hands down. That swamp witch must have cast some magic spell on his brother, altering his vision. What other explanation could there be? A stained t-shirt fit snugly over her milk-filled tits and rolls of wobbly fat on her abdomen. At this point those rolls were probably not going to melt. The cyanotic boy was not even Dara’s first child. At age twenty-four, she boasted rather extensive maternal experience.


  She had a seven-year old daughter who lived just outside Buffalo. Dara had signed the girl over to her parents while still at the hospital. Nobody knew who the father was. Dara herself was not a hundred percent sure, and she never got around to requesting DNA tests. She also had a three-year old son who spent most of his time with his father in Portchester. Dara saw the boy two or three times a month. After the birth of the new baby those visitations tapered off altogether. Peter had never met her older children. Their photos were stored on Dara’s phone, and nobody knew her password. The only proof of their existence was the web of purple stretch marks on her belly and thighs.


  It was hard to tell whether Dara enjoyed living in Tarrytown. She had nothing in common with the local women. “Such a shitty little town,” she would growl between tobacco puffs. “A bunch of prudes and hypocrites.” Nevertheless, she held onto Peter with her decaying teeth and acrylic nails. It was not entirely inconceivable that she loved him in her own way. That love found expression in frequent slaps across the face and endearments like “asshole,” “moron,” and “loser.”


  Now, to be fair, Peter owed his girlfriend a lot. Dara helped him overcome his fear of needles. As a child he hated shots, and his parents had to hold him down from both sides, while he screamed bloody murder, his deep roar echoing through the halls of the pediatric clinic. Thanks to Dara’s positive influence, the big baby had matured into a grown man. In the eighteen months of their relationship he had gotten eight tattoos, pierced his tongue, his right nostril and both eyebrows. The cartilage on his left ear looked like someone had gone over it with a machine gun. And that was not the end. Peter was making grandiose plans to implant bumps into his forehead that would look like devil’s horns. His former phobia had turned into an obsession. That image enhancement did wonders for his career. Overnight Peter became the most menacing looking bouncer in Westchester. The club owner instantly gave him a whopping two-dollar hourly raise.


  Dara had been cursed with the black thumb of death, something she eagerly admitted. Every house plant she touched would end up dying, even the low-maintenance cactus. At the same time, she had a gift for reviving broken electronics. When Dara came to live with the Kings, all dead household appliances suddenly came to life. She liked to tinker with wires, buttons and switches. She could breathe life into an old radio, much to Elliot’s delight. He often joked about her having more testosterone in her body than both his sons. For the first time, he did not feel like the only man in the house.


  Dara was polite enough with Peter’s parents and addressed them as Mr. and Mrs. King, and in confrontations she could tell the opponent to fuck off in the most courteous and effective manner. Gregory had once heard Dara argue with his younger sister over vaccines. Evelyn did not understand why Eric had not had any of his shots done, and Dara put the young twerp in her proper place. “I won’t trust my son to those fascists. They already crippled my daughter. When you pop out three kids, then we’ll talk as equals. For now, stay out of my face and don’t tell me what to do.”


  “Greg, do me a favor and take the rest of the strudel to Mrs. Schussler,” Melissa asked him. “We won’t be able to finish the whole thing.”


  Bethany Schussler was not just their neighbor. She was Elliot’s boss. When he started working for her company at the end of the nineties, she helped him find a house by recommending her real estate agent. Imagining himself in his father’s shoes, Gregory thought that he would not like living next door to his boss. According to Elliot, Bethany was “friggin’ awesome” to work for and made his days on Wall Street surprisingly bearable. When the whole department went out to a bar after work, she would order strong, manly drinks, not those fruity girl cocktails. Eight years younger than Elliot, she made almost twice as much.


  “You mean to tell me, Dad screwed up?” Gregory asked. “Why are you trying so hard to please his boss?”


  “Not at all. I just thought she might appreciate a friendly gesture. I followed a German recipe. I believe her late husband was German? We ran into them at some Oktoberfest party. Edward really knew his beer and smoked sausage.”


  Having lost her husband in 9/11, Bethany Schussler raised their son alone. Her efforts were not wasted in vain. Stephen grew up to be a straight A student, an athlete and a philanthropist. He already got accepted into West Point on a football scholarship. Between seasons he swam and ran track. He also sang at a church choir, served soup and sandwiches to the homeless and visited dementia patients in nursing homes. Melissa felt that his ambition and discipline were rooted in neurosis, and that every medal, every certificate of appreciation edged the boy closer to a nervous breakdown. Still, she kept her opinions to herself. After all, she had not been in practice for that long and her experience was not broad enough to slap him with such a bold diagnosis.


  Melissa was mostly concerned with Bethany, in whose company her husband spent so much of his time. For a woman in her mid-forties, the widow looked pretty darn good without exerting much effort. Her smooth forehead had not been touched by the cosmetologist’s needle. Naturally small-boned, with tight breasts that kept their adolescent shape, she looked feminine and seductive even in a pant suit, without realizing it herself. This Thumbelina, who had birthed a giant of a son, raked up seven figure bonuses, never whined about the hardships women faced on Wall Street, and aroused a gamut of chivalry in her male coworkers. Her apparent lack of interest only fueled their ardor. In conversation with family members, Elliot referred to her affectionately as “lady boss,” his voice booming with such warmth and gratitude that Melissa felt the tips of her ears harden. Her husband worked long hours and did not seem to mind. Every morning he would run out of the house drenched in Versace cologne, humming a tune. He did not have that aura of doom that hovered over most investors. Melissa used subtle tokens like home baked goodies, flowers and cards to let Bethany know that she was watching her. They are right about keeping your enemies closer than your friends.


  “Is it true what they’re saying?” Gregory asked. “Is the stock market about to crash?”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “Well, that’s all they talk about in the news. It’s a miracle! For once, republicans and democrats agree on something. By the way, what are we? In terms of party affiliation.”


  “Technically speaking, your father and I are democrats. But not fanatical. More moderate. We’re not ultra-left like some.”


  “So basically you’re sell-outs. Half-and-half. Middle of the road. I scratch your back, you scratch mine. That type of democrats?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Well, now they are saying there’s going to be a massive crash, even worse than it was in the thirties. It’ll be the Great Depression all over again, another global crisis. The end of capitalism as we know it.”


  Even though there was no apparent anxiety in Gregory’s voice, Melissa turned on the inner therapist. “Don’t get yourself so worked up. And don’t watch the news. The economy goes through cycles. In the eighties, during Reagan’s administration, the country went through a miniature crisis. That was before your time.”


  Gregory rolled a napkin into a sticky ball, aimed and shot it into the waste basket.


  “You know something, Mom? I don’t care if capitalism fails. It’s a fascist regime anyway. Seriously, the world will be a better place.”


  Could anyone expect a different answer from a kid, who had never earned a dollar in his life?


  “So you won’t miss the house?”


  “Nope. I don’t give a rat’s tail about any of it: the house, the beach, the fancy cars, the motor boat. Let the new regime come. Power to the people! Let them put me in a housing project with the disadvantaged. We’ll cook hot dogs over an open fire and sing. I’ll play acoustic guitar for everyone’s enjoyment. I guess that’s the only material possession I’d like to keep. Everything else can burn in hell.”


  Melissa nodded understandingly, if not approvingly. “We’ll continue this conversation later. For now, please take the rest of the strudel to the Schusslers.”


  Gregory was waiting for something. “Well, aren’t you gonna give me the cars keys?”


  “Peter took the car. Why do you need it anyway?”


  “Because it’s a hike?”


  Melissa whacked him on the neck with a towel.


  “Come on, it’s quarter of a mile at most. Don’t make such a big deal out of it.”


  Gregory glared at her, as if she had just told him to sell a kidney.


  “I still haven’t fully recovered from this morning’s incident. Doesn’t anyone care? I nearly drowned, for God’s sake! Another second or two, and I would’ve seen that bright light everyone talks about. You know? Like people experiencing clinical death? Ever heard of that?”


  While in grad school, Melissa had read plenty of literature on the subject, including the famous Embraced by the Light. Her personal opinion was that theologians and marketing gurus got together to peddle this mystical fluff to the hungry masses.


  “And how did you end up in the water in the first place? Whose fault was it?”


  “Dad nearly drove me to suicide with his nagging. You think I woke up wanting to kill myself? Sure, blame the victim. It’s so convenient.”


  “So you don’t want to walk? You have a perfectly good bicycle. It’s been sitting in the garage without use. You asked for it and now you don’t ride it. Then why did we buy it in the first place?”


  “I didn’t ask for it. You and Dad were nagging me again, asking me what I wanted for my birthday. So I just opened the first catalog that was on the table and poked my finger randomly, just so you would leave me alone. In the end, you ordered the wrong model. What if my friends see me riding that piece of junk? Besides, I really shouldn’t be exerting myself.”


  “Quite the opposite. Exercise will do you good. It will restore your circulation. Now go. And when you come back, we’ll continue our discussion about socialism and the afterlife.”


  


  3.


  Tarrytown, the Schusslers’ house


  In his lifetime Edward Schussler had been an avid gardener. He attended botanical exhibits and brought back rare species of trees, bushes and flowers to cultivate on his estate. Every year he attended string quartets and held concerts in the gazebo for his neighbors and clients.


  After his death Bethany faced a dilemma. She knew nothing about plants and had no time to devote to them. For some reason she refused to hire a gardener. Perhaps the idea of another man taking care of her husband’s garden did not sit well with her. On some days she fought the temptation to chop down the plants and cement the whole damn area. So the garden sat unattended. From time to time she asked her son to trim the grass in front of the porch, but that was the extent of landscaping, so in the past seven years, the property turned into a botanical concentration camp.


  Gregory braved his way through the garden, his eyes tearing and his throat burning. He felt like he was about to have another asthma attack. Lilac and oleanders spouted their pollen at him from both sides. Above his head, wild rose vines intertwined. Pebbles mixed with chips of dried tree bark crunched under the wheels of his bike.


  “You owe me, Mom,” Gregory thought. “Next time you’ll send Pete.”


  Before ringing the doorbell, he decided to put in some eye drops. He pulled a tiny plastic bottle out of his pocket and threw his head back. A second later something unusual grabbed his attention. He saw a hot pink rag hanging from a branch of the cherry tree, fluttering like a flag, teasing him, calling his name. Gingerly, Gregory leaned his bicycle against the wall of the house and started climbing the tree. Maybe he was not the most dexterous person in the world, but the branches were wide and sturdy, easy to grab. The pink rag turned out to be an A-cup bra from Victoria’s Secret. The breathable lace fabric retained the faint scent of floral lotion. How did that article of intimate apparel end up on the tree? Conjuring his inner Sherlock Holmes, Gregory concluded that the bra had fluttered out of the open window on the second floor.


  Licking his lips, he climbed a few feet higher and peeked inside his classmate’s bedroom. He had never seen the interior of the Schusslers’ house – the widowed owner was not big on inviting people over, and that included her son’s friends. Stephen was sleeping on his back, his large hands locked above his head, his shaved underarms exposed. Sprawled on top of him was Cyntie van Vossen, his long-term squeeze, who was bound for Julliard School of Dance. Gregory saw her feet, callused and covered in bunions, sticking out from under the blankets.


  Without her stage makeup that included thick black eyeliner, fake eyelashes and scarlet lipstick Cyntie looked just like the nameless girl with a pearl earring from Jan Vermeer’s painting. Such quintessentially Dutch faces were becoming a rarity in cosmopolitan Westchester. The van Vossen dynasty was one of the oldest and most revered ones in Tarrytown. The first van Vossens had come from Holland in the beginning of the eighteenth century and settled on the east bank of the Hudson. There was a historical society with an adjacent park named after them.


  Cyntie, whose full name, Cynthia Johanna, was worthy of a Washington Irving novella, did not make a huge deal out of her distinguished lineage. She attended a regular public school, ate cafeteria salads drizzled with fat-free dressing, wore jogging pants with hoodies and drove a used Chevy. There were much wealthier families in Tarrytown. New Wall Street money had been replacing old Dutch customs for a number of decades. Loud, pushy investors were buying old colonial homes, remodeling them lavishly and brutally beyond recognition, tearing down walls and installing giant whirl tubs. If Cyntie allowed herself to react emotionally to this blatant barbarism, she would have had a nervous breakdown a long time ago. As a ballerina, she needed to save her energy for backstage intrigues.


  When Cyntie was eleven years old, her parents died in a car accident, leaving her a modest inheritance of roughly ten million. The executor responsibilities defaulted to the girl’s paternal uncle, who also served as her guardian. The money was put in a trust, and Cyntie would gain access to it after turning twenty-five. Normally, a tragedy like the death of a high society couple would be all over the media, but in the fall of 2001 all eyes were turned to the smoking ruins of the World Trade Center. Hudson Herald printed a few lines that got lost behind the photos of the crumpled towers. Looking back, Cyntie was grateful that the journalists had not turned her parents’ death into a sensation. She met Stephen Schussler in a support group for grieving children. The group was meeting every Friday in the basement of an old Dutch church. Elliot King’s wife, who had just gotten her therapy license, was among the volunteers. Stephen’s catatonic state concerned her. The boy had not shed a tear or said a word in the first month. After Cyntie’s arrival, he started coming out of his stupor. One time the two of them went through an entire box of crayons, snapping them in half. “They must be kept together at any cost,” Melissa advised Bethany. The widow took her advice, and the tiny ballerina became a frequent guest at their house.


  Cyntie’s uncle had a family of his own, and not a very functional one, so he voiced no objection when the girl started spending most of her free time with the Schusslers. The same private chauffeur who shuffled Stephen to after school activities would pick up Cyntie from the ballet academy and drive both children to the country club for dinner. Nobody was shocked when their sibling relationship turned into a romantic one. Despite being booked to his eyeballs with sports and charity, Stephen did not have many close friends. His peers respected him but did not invite him to parties or disclose any secrets to him, as they did not expect him to reciprocate. The nostrils of his straight nose were constantly inflated, his golden eyebrows always contracted, and his lips pressed together. That kid had clearly some mysterious mission to fulfill, and his peers did not want to distract him. Everyone agreed that Cyntie was a good match for him in terms of temperament. Her cool, unfashionably stoic demeanor went against the rules of the society that welcomed drama, sensation, scandal and intrigue. While other girls gasped, squealed and rolled their eyes, Cyntie merely shrugged. She made a boring friend, having never developed a taste for gossip. Her monotonous interests revolved around ballet, and her wry sense of humor had been formed under the influence of British comedies.


  Surveying the bedroom, Gregory noted, not without some envy, that the clothes were scattered all over. An athletic sock somehow ended up on the ceiling fan. On the floor there was a plastic cup in a puddle of pink juice. Cyntie and Stephen have been sleeping together for a few years, but their passions, apparently, have not abated. Usually people in a long-term relationship treat their possessions with greater care.


  Gregory was given a chance to peek inside the royal chamber. A future principal dancer of the Metropolitan Ballet company and a future US Army general were sleeping a few feet away from him. The golden couple of Tarrytown, holy and inapproachable. And nothing, nothing is harder on the eyes than the shine of other people’s gold.


  A dry branch cracked under Gregory’s foot. He shuddered and climbed down the tree in a hurry, grabbing the pink lace bra on the way. How could he walk by such a trophy?


  Remembering the main reason for going over to the Schusslers’, Gregory untied the box with the strudel from the luggage rack and rang the doorbell. Bethany’s pale face appeared in the oval window. For a few seconds she just stared at the visitor, failing to recognize him. When Gregory waved at her, she shook up and opened the door.


  “Can I help you?”


  Her outfit surprised Gregory. It was Saturday morning, and for some reason she was wearing a business suit. Maybe she had not changed since last night?


  “Good morning, Mrs. Schussler. It’s me, your neighbor.”


  Bethany laid a frail hand on her chest and exhaled. “Jesus, I didn’t recognize you with a beard.”


  “It grew overnight, that friggin’ thing.” Gregory stroked his scruff complacently. “I need to shave at least three times a day. Anyway, my mom sent me over. She wanted me to give you some of her raspberry strudel. It’s some old German recipe. I think you’ll like it.”


  Now fully awake, Bethany smiled weakly and gestured for him to come in. The kitchen was a mess, troubling and curious. All drawers had been pulled out, as if the owner had spent all night looking for something.


  “What time is it?” she asked. “I’m afraid I lost track of time.”


  “Around noon.”


  “Stephen is still asleep. Do you want me to get him up for you?”


  “You don’t have to. Let him sleep. It’s Saturday.”


  “No, he really needs to get up. His track team is going to Saratoga Springs for a tournament. I’m not sure if he remembered to pack last night.”


  “Then I really should be going. Shouldn’t distract him. I just came to drop off the delivery.” He cleared some space on the counter and placed the box with the strudel. “Bon appetite!”


  Bethany’s foggy eyes filled with tears. She brought her hand to her lips, bit the knuckle on the middle finger and spent a few seconds formulating her thoughts. “Tell your mom I said ‘thank you’. She’s an absolute doll. Your whole family is super sweet.”


  “I’m not so sure about that last statement,” Gregory said half-jokingly. “There are a couple of family members that Dad doesn’t like to mention in public. He keeps them locked up in the basement.”


  Bethany’s tears dried as quickly as they appeared. Faint blush embellished her hollow cheeks. “I’m so happy that my son has a friend like you,” she said, her hands on Gregory’s shoulders. “It’s such a comforting thought.”


  “Don’t mention it. It’s … really, it’s no big deal.”


  With an awkward bow, Gregory retreated, grabbing an expensive fountain pen on his way out. It must have been his lucky day. Two trophies in one morning! At that rate, he would need a second box by the end of the summer.


  If somebody asked Stephen Schussler what aggravated him most in his girlfriend, he would never tell the truth for fear of being labeled clingy and sentimental. As an athlete, as a future general, he had a certain image to maintain. Cyntie had a habit of getting out of bed and running off without saying goodbye. He was a light sleeper, and yet she still managed to slip from under the covers, get dressed and leave the house without him noticing. He always woke up alone, even on weekends, when she did not have ballet rehearsals. Stephen told himself that Cyntie was entitled to her eccentricities. He really had no right to complain. The night before his departure for Saratoga she gave him enough sugar to last him a week. He could focus on the last competition of the school year.


  When Stephen came down to the first floor, he was a little stunned by the chaos. Never before had he seen the kitchen so torn up.


  “Hey, Mom!” he called out. “Did you lose something? The place looks like it’s been raided by the cops.”


  Amidst a pile of crumpled papers he found a pale-blue card that said “Westchester Oncology.” He did not really know what the last word meant, but he did not like the sound of it. Perhaps, Mom was anemic? Lately she had been going to bed right after coming home. Sometimes she would fall asleep on the couch without changing out of her work clothes.


  The sound of his mother’s footsteps behind his back prompted Stephen to recoil from the table and stuff the card underneath the pile of envelopes.


  “Look who’s finally awake,” Bethany said. “Did you get enough sleep?”


  “I totally overslept. Why didn’t you wake me up? The bus is leaving in an hour, and I haven’t even showered.” He immediately bit his tongue, feeling guilty for blaming his mother. He should have turned on the alarm clock. “Sorry, Mom. That was really stupid of me. It’s just that I’m nervous before the competition. I hope the guys do well. They tend to slack off towards the end of the year.”


  “You should try that sometimes, slacking off. You take after me. We never stop. That’s not good either.”


  “Did Cyntie say anything to you on her way out?”


  “Nothing in particular. She promised to see you off. It must’ve happened half an hour ago. She said she’d come by the bus stop to say goodbye and wish you luck.”


  “Gotcha. Did anyone else stop by? I could
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