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            Dedication

         
         
            To every artist who awakens me, and every artist who awakens you.

            And to all the lost souls who attempt to ban and burn art, for recognizing its power and teaching us its value.

         

         
      

      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Behind every exquisite thing that existed, there was something tragic.

            Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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            New York Times Advertisement Section
April 1, 2025

         
         
            
               
                  Beautiful Schubert,

                  Though it is spring again, the flowers no longer bloom. The lily has finally succumbed to the cold freeze of time. We will
                     celebrate the flower exactly three weeks before May Day. You know the route. You may still despise me, but I know you still
                     love our mother. She would want you to send her off. She would want us to be together.
                  

                  Forever yours,

                  Wordsworth

               

            

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Bram. London. April. 2025.

         
         I walk through the lobby of Claridge’s. Curious eyes take in my look. Baggy cotton pants. A denim blazer with graffiti on
            the back. Security cameras track me from ceiling corners. Perhaps I’ll be found despite the veil I use to hide my face. I’ve
            led a life of risk. Will this be my final gamble? Coming back to London. Sleeping in the very suite where my father set my
            life on its unique course. Preparing to walk the same streets where I once knew happiness. Some risks must be taken. No matter
            how dangerous.
         

         
         I step out of the hotel. Nobody snatches me from behind. No strong men throw me into the back of an unmarked vehicle. I exhale.
            London’s architecture—like my physical appearance—appears unchanged. Same clutter of styles. Edwardian. Victorian. Art deco.
            Same rain and wind despite the rapidly changing climate. So strong that they almost take my colossal hotel umbrella with them.
            You have to look closely to see the transformations in the city. As you do with me. I look exactly as I did a century ago.
            Skin unwrinkled. Hair thick and black. Forever seventeen.
         

         
         And yet—like London—I’ve been here an extraordinarily long time. As indestructible as this city, which I twice called home. First: as Shahriar. The name I was born with. It means “the king.” The second time: as Bram. The name Lily gave me. It wasn’t inspired by the man who wrote Dracula. That’s mere coincidence. I may be immortal but I’m no vampire. I have no fangs. No lust for blood. Only for love. No occult
            powers other than the blessing or curse of eternal youth. Lily had named me after a weed. Herself after a flower. We are nature,
            after all. My father didn’t care about my nature. He only wanted me to be a king.
         

         
         And now I’m all queen in my sparkling veil. I know the danger of returning to the city I once called home. A city with cameras
            on every street. Lily’s memorial is one of two reasons I would walk these pathways again. These junctions where my worst and
            best memories live.
         

         
         The other reason is Oliver. I hope he’s walking the streets of London right now. On his way to celebrate our mother. I have
            a brief fantasy of the wind carrying me up like Mary Poppins so I can search the city for the chestnut brown of Oliver’s hair. The golden glow of his skin. The thick musculature of his
            body. The long graceful shape of his neck. Like a violin. I loved Mary Poppins when it came out in 1964. When I was either eighty-six years old or still a teenager. Depending on how you define age. Lily
            was like Mary Poppins. The magical muse who liberated the children she took care of. The woman who made life feel like flight.
         

         
         I walk the thirty minutes from Mayfair to Covent Garden. That vibrant neighborhood where we once danced. Laughed. Felt seen
            in the darkness of the dance floor.
         

         
         I walk past shops. Theaters. Pub awnings packed with beer drinkers avoiding the deluge. The rain goes from downpour to drizzle.
            The pub crawlers move out into sidewalks. Take over the streets with their boisterous cheers over the football game on every
            screen.
         

         
         I know I’m getting close to the first stop of Lily’s memorial when I see them. Beautiful Azalea, Poppy, and Blossom. They walk reverently ahead of me toward what was once the Blitz Club. Their steps more careful than they used to be. Even the most vibrant of souls get old. Find themselves unable to sparkle as they once did. They’ve lost youthful energy and gained exquisite vulnerability. 

         
         I walk a few steps behind them. Find myself deeply moved by what they’re wearing. Every stitch sewed by Lily. Sequins and
            crushed velvet and bright silk. The fabrics seem to glow as they turn onto the aptly named Great Queen Street. To our journey’s
            starting point.
         

         
         The street is flooded with two dozen fabulously dressed people who greet each other with long hugs. Tearful kisses. They’ve
            all gathered to celebrate Lily. The oldest ones are familiar to me. They were there in those glory days when I lived with
            Lily. Brixton. I can still travel back to it if I close my eyes. The only true home I’ve had in my eternal life.
         

         
         I see Maud. My sister. My friend. She must be in her fifties now. No. Sixties. Time is hard for me to track. She looks so
            much younger. Holds the hand of a gorgeous woman who must be her wife. Simple gold rings on their deep brown skin. Beautiful.
         

         
         The youngest ones are strangers to me. They must be Lily’s children too. She was mother to so many. But mine first. I want
            them to know that. I can be quite petty. Selfish. Greedy.
         

         
         Archie now looks as ancient and wise as an antique book. He stands atop the steps to what was once the Blitz. Announces to
            the group that the journey will begin in a few moments. With stops at all of Lily’s old haunts on the way. Just as Lily mapped
            out long ago. When I was her son. Her firstborn. When she gave me a life.
         

         
         Archie wears the ascot suit Lily made for him. It swims on his dwindling frame. His once muscular body has shrunk. Skeletal. Fat lost in places. Gained in others. The side effects of the early HIV medications that saved his life. Lily always wanted to be the first of her chosen family to go. I’m glad she got her wish. And that Archie survived this long. His aged face is more beautiful than ever. It’s a face with a story to tell. Those have always been the faces I’ve been interested in. 

         
         Oliver’s face . . .

         
         His eyes were my once-upon-a-time.

         
         I can almost conjure his voice. Imagine the sound of his fingers on the keys of a grand piano. I wish I could travel back
            in time to the Boston of 1920. The first spring of a new decade of possibility.
         

         
         Meeting him. Knowing him. Loving him. It’s when I knew I had a chance at finally fulfilling my destiny. To love and be loved
            in a time and place where that love isn’t a crime.
         

         
         Archie lifts up his comically tall top hat as he addresses the crowd: “You know why Lily made me this hat? Because we would
            always lose each other when we went out dancing. When she gifted me this hat, she said, Archie, you will never be lost again. At least to me.”
         

         
         I too felt found by Lily. Then I became lost again. The only way I can find myself is to get Oliver back. He holds my heart
            hostage. I shift my veiled eyes across the crowd of mourners. I sent Oliver a message via the newspaper. As we’ve been doing
            for over a century. He knows Lily is gone. Knows the memorial is today. Yet he’s not here. Which must mean his hatred of me
            is greater than his love for Lily. The thought sends a chill through me.
         

         
         Archie takes a deep breath. “And with this hat, you won’t be lost either. At least not today. Just follow the hat. Shall we?”

         
         Archie leads the way. The rest walk alongside and behind him. They’ll be spreading Lily’s ashes into the Thames at the end of the day. It’s what she wanted. Grief is in the air as they shuffle down the road. So is peace. The serenity that comes from commemorating a life well-lived. 

         
         I don’t walk. Not yet. I know their route. I don’t know where Oliver is. Is he running late? Perhaps he was too afraid of
            being seen by the others to show up on time. Though they’re not who we fear being caught by. The people we’re afraid of are
            the people we should all be afraid of. The kings of the world. Those willing to destroy in their quest for more wealth and
            power. My heart races as I scan the streets. I see no suspicious people or vehicles. Just the building that used to be our
            safe space. It’s a strip club now.
         

         
         A menacing-looking bouncer stands outside. He addresses me threateningly. “You coming or going?”

         
         I reply coolly. “I’m waiting.”

         
         “Well, don’t wait too long. You’re blocking the entrance.”

         
         If only he knew how long I’ve waited. He wouldn’t believe me. I wish I could tell him the strip club he now protects was once
            a space not for exploitation but for liberation. A home for trailblazers. The Blitz Club. Where Boy George was the coat check
            boy. Where everyone from Sade to Vivienne Westwood sought inspiration. Where I danced in Oliver’s arms. Allowed myself to
            believe love can last. Some parts of London have changed. Some hidden parts of me have too. Now my heart knows true grief.
            Now this once-sacred spot is a seedy dump where women are exploited for the pleasure of men with enough money to do as they
            please.
         

         
         And men tend to destroy when they can do as they please. Myself included. I’ve destroyed more than I care to admit. How could
            I not? With all these years behind me?
         

         
         I’ve done it all. Traveled the seven seas. Seen the Seven Wonders. Taken the polar plunge. Swum with a whale. Been to the Nile on a felucca. The only thing left for me to seek is the one thing I always wanted in the first place. 

         
         “Let’s move it along now, kid.” The bouncer shifts his muscular body closer to me. His threatening eyes are no match for mine.

         
         I lift my veil up. My eyes appear brown at first glance. But stare at them long enough and they glow orange. Like a comforting
            sun. Or like a blazing fire. Depending on my mood. The bouncer recoils. “What was that?”
         

         
         “I’ll leave when I’m ready, thank you.” I smile. Lower the veil back over my face. Take one last look at the building. Inhale
            the past.
         

         
         A wealth of memories.

         
         A series of lives.

         
         I was born many times. Once when I took my first breath in 1878. Which of course I don’t remember. I don’t think it’s fair
            that we don’t remember being born. Surely one of the most important days in anyone’s life.
         

         
         Second birth: 1895. When my father lit the fire that would change my fate. In the hotel suite I woke up in this morning.

         
         Third birth: 1920. When I fell in love. Truly. It took me a quarter of a century of adolescence to find something deeper than
            the typical teen lust. Or maybe all it took was meeting the right person. Oliver.
         

         
         One final birth: 1980. When Lily baptized me as her child. Made me feel the power of true unconditional love and acceptance.

         
         I head toward the next destination when the bouncer threatens to call the police. I can’t risk arrest. I pray Oliver will
            be waiting for me at the lily pond. The memorial will last all day. Well into the night. There’s time still.
         

         
         And there’s always hope when there’s time left.

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Oliver. Boston. April. 1920.

         
         Sometimes, most times honestly, my own ability to pretend I’m something I’m not sickens me. I don’t think of myself as a liar,
            and yet, I’m so skilled at it. Faking comes so naturally when I’m with Mother, Liam, my classmates, coaches and teachers.
            Perhaps I’m just weak. Or maybe, as my cousin Brendan says, I’m simply too concerned with pleasing others, Mother in particular.
            But what’s wrong with wanting others to be happy?
         

         
         I suppose it’s the lying that’s wrong. When Mother asks me to pick up some cuts at the butcher and he asks, “Oliver, you have
            a lass yet?” I find it too easy to offer him a conspiratorial wink and say, “Still searching for her, Mr. Barrett.” It’s horrible,
            isn’t it? All I want is to live a life of honesty, to be as pure as a Chopin melody. Instead I’m like one of my signature
            wrestling moves, the one where I pull my opponent deep into a hold, almost like an embrace, before I turn him into my victim.
            That’s who they think I am. A destroyer. If I’m a good wrestler, it’s because the mat is where I take out my aggression at
            this cruel world that turns the purest of boys into the most deceitful of men.
         

         
         But I must lie, mustn’t I? To be honest and pure would be to destroy my beautiful mother’s dreams. And she’s worked so hard for us, hasn’t she? Raising two boys all by herself and taking extra shifts at work after we lost my dad in the pandemic. 

         
         “No woman should raise two men without a man,” she likes to say. In fact, she’s downstairs saying it to the mailman now.

         
         “But if any woman can do it, it’s you, Mrs. Doherty,” the mailman says in his jovial voice. That man has been delivering the mail to us for as
            far back as my memories go, and there hasn’t been a day where he hasn’t done it with a smile. Doesn’t he have dark days like
            I do? Days when he doesn’t want to leave the bed, when he longs to sink into his own gloom? Nights when he wants to ignore
            duty and indulge all his forbidden fantasies?
         

         
         “You’re too kind,” Mother says sincerely.

         
         “This one’s postmarked from New Haven,” the mailman says brightly. He knows, like I do, that nothing fills my mother’s heart
            with pride like a letter from New Haven, an update from my brother Liam at Yale. “He’s doing well, is he?”
         

         
         “More than well,” my mother says with a glow in her voice. “Full scholarship to Yale. He’s made all the hard work worth it,
            and Oliver will too. He has his sights set on Harvard like his cousin Brendan. They have a wrestling team now, so perhaps
            there’s a scholarship in his future. How could they say no when they see the way he overpowers the other boys on that mat?”
         

         
         “Oh, I was at the last meet. Oliver absolutely pulverized the other boy,” the mailman says gleefully, like destruction is
            sport, which of course it is.
         

         
         “Yes, well . . . if it gets him a scholarship, it will all be worth it.” Somewhere inside her, my mother knows wrestling means nothing to me but the chance to get into Harvard. She’s the one who taught me piano, isn’t she? Who guided my fingers from key to key, who would play the ends of my seventh chords when my hands weren’t big enough, patiently waited for me to master a trill. Coached me to stop parking my foot on the pedal when it could finally reach it. “It muddies the sound,” she used to say, as my father blurted out his own muddy sounds in the background. “You want your notes to be crystal clear.” She knows me. Perhaps even the piece of me I hide. Or maybe not. If she did, she would have deduced why I’m using wrestling to get a scholarship to Harvard.
         

         
         But she has no idea what Harvard means to me, what my cousin Brendan has shown me. A whole world of men like me, men who would
            shatter my mother’s illusions of who her baby boy is.
         

         
         “Oh my, our Liam is seeing a young woman,” Mother says. “Her name is Mary. She’s studying to be a secretary. He says she likes
            to bake.”
         

         
         “Just like you,” the mailman says. “Every good boy falls in love with a woman just like his mother.” I cringe when I hear
            that. If I do fall in love, and I’m not sure I ever will, then it certainly won’t be with a man like my father, who drank
            too much, raged too loud, and lived impulsively. If anything, I want the opposite of him. A boy with clarity of vision. A
            boy without even a hint of cruelty in him.
         

         
         Mother tells the mailman she’s going to pack him some of her famous oatmeal cookies. “The secret’s in the nuts,” Mother says.

         
         “Thanks, Mrs. Doherty. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Mother closes the door when the mailman leaves. I hear her deflate with a sigh. I know she pretends, too. Her happiness is a costume she wears for others. Underneath it is her quiet grief. It’s been two years since we lost Father. My brother left us for Connecticut in September. Maybe I’m a born faker like she is. There could be some gene we don’t know about. The imitation gene. If there is, my father didn’t have it. He couldn’t fake a thing. Not his hatred for me, certainly. Sometimes, he would catch me singing a Bessie Smith song as I played its melodies on the piano, and he would slap me across the face with the back of his heavy hand for simply warbling a feminine tune. Imagine what he might have done if he knew that last week, I let Brendan and his friends put rouge on my cheeks. 

         
         “Oliver, are you awake?” my mother bellows from downstairs. “Would you like some eggs?”

         
         It was thrilling, looking at myself in the mirror and seeing this rouged stranger. This soft boy who looks the way I feel.
            Not a pulverizer of men but a lover of them. I do imagine it sometimes, what he would do. Father, I mean. In my worst moments,
            I’m happy he’s gone. If not happy, relieved. I feel sick admitting this, but I want a life of honesty, at the very least with
            myself. That’s not too much to ask, is it?
         

         
         “I’m not hungry,” I yell. “I’m studying.”

         
         I hear her down in the living room. She lifts the fallboard of the piano and plays a few scales. Mother always likes to warm
            up her fingers with the scales that transport her. That sound like they come from some other place. Diminished scales. I can’t
            help but push myself out of bed when I hear the eastern sounds. It’s like she’s calling to me to take a seat next to her,
            on that bench where we’re always at our most connected.
         

         
         “You remember how to play this scale?” she asks.

         
         “Of course,” I say. “The Phrygian. It sounds major, but it’s minor. A deceptive scale.” Like me.

         
         I place my hands on the ivory. I like to play with my eyes closed. To know that I can create music from pure instinct. I play
            her a Phrygian scale. It’s just a C major, of course, but you start on an E, which changes everything. Where you start the
            story, and where you end it, changes its whole meaning.
         

         
         “It takes you somewhere, doesn’t it? To some deserted Greek island perhaps, where everybody plays music and takes in the sun all day.” 

         
         I can’t help but smile, even as I correct her. “If memory serves, Phrygia was inland, and was in what would now be the Ottoman
            Empire.”
         

         
         “Those are the facts,” Mother says. “This, my son, is a fantasy. Play me something. I want to be transported.”

         
         I open my eyes and begin to play one of her favorites, Mozart’s “Rondo alla Turca,” the “Turkish March.” I offer her a smile
            as my fingers travel across the keys. She seems to relax into the music as she unties the straps of the apron she’s wearing
            around her widening body. Ever since Father died, she eats what she craves, wears what feels comfortable, and seems much happier
            for it too. Father would chastise her if she ate too much or begged for a night off cooking. Never mind that they both worked
            all day. She had to cook all night as he kicked up his feet and drank. Those were his rules. Sometimes I wonder who she might
            have been had she never been a wife who had to sew other people’s clothes to make ends meet and cook three men’s meals every
            night. I finish the piece with a flourish, then play some improvised notes as I tell her, “I’m going out tonight, so you don’t
            need to make me dinner.”
         

         
         “Where are you going?” she asks, unworried. She trusts me. She shouldn’t.

         
         “Brendan invited me to Harvard to study with him.” A half-lie. I am going to Brendan’s, but not to study. It’s his friend
            Cyril’s birthday, and they’ve planned a gathering in Brendan and Jack’s room. “Studying with Brendan will really prepare me
            for Harvard. I’ll understand exactly what they’re assigning.” I’m laying it on too thick now, so I stop.
         

         
         “How kind of him. Please thank him on my behalf.” She knows Brendan, but not as well as I’ve come to know him. Father tended to keep his own family at a distance, and Brendan is my cousin on his side. Mother runs a hand through my waves of brown hair. “You need a haircut. I could do it before you go.” 

         
         “I like it long.”

         
         “It gets in your eyes.”

         
         “Well then, all I need to do is blow.” I blow and my hair flies up. I can tell how silly I look. She laughs, and I laugh too,
            but mostly because I’m imagining Brendan’s roommate, Jack Whitman, turning what I just said into some sharply delivered adage—all I need to do is blow—in his inimitably capricious way.
         

         
         A wave of pain seems to stab me in the gut. I close my eyes. She must sense my change of mood because she asks, “What is it?
            Do you miss your father?”
         

         
         “No, it’s not that.” I wish I could conceal the ache in my voice. Perhaps I’m not as good a liar as I think myself to be.

         
         “Grief takes time, and it lingers under the surface,” she says. “Reveals itself in unexpected moments. Is it because he used
            to cut your hair? Amateur barber, your father.”
         

         
         “Very amateur,” I crack. I’m grateful for our laughter. It allows us to move on from her questioning. If there’s one person
            I hate lying to, it’s her. My beloved mother, who deserves an honest son.
         

         
         

         The boys are already singing a slurred rendition of “Happy Birthday” to Cyril Wilcox when I enter Brendan and Jack’s dorm room. Prohibition has been the law of the land for a few months now, but those rules don’t apply at Harvard. The boys who come from money, the ones with fathers who can make problems disappear with a phone call to some politician or dean, can always take what they want, even if it’s illegal, and in this room, no one wants anything legal. 

         
         “There he is!” Brendan exclaims when he sees me standing sheepishly at the door, holding a glass jar filled with Mother’s
            famous oatmeal cookies. “And he’s got cookies.”
         

         
         “Turn around, young man,” Jack demands with a finger pointed at me. I turn awkwardly, unsure of why until Jack exclaims, “Yes
            indeed, he does have cookies.” Jack raises one of his sharp eyebrows. Everything about Jack—his wit, his slender fingers,
            his imposing nose and devilish smile—feels sharp, like he was quickly sketched by an artist who forgot to blend and soften
            the lines. Sometimes, he calls himself “The Jackal,” a nickname he wishes would stick, and an animal he bears a strange resemblance
            to. His joke is received with applause. I know it’s meant in good fun, and I don’t mind these boys admiring me even if I don’t
            like any of them. Well, not that way at least. I like them very much in other ways. Their freedom, humor, and irreverence
            is intoxicating.
         

         
         When I’ve thought of an appropriately witty response to Jack’s comment on my backside, I turn to the group and smile. “Well
            now, I’ve just arrived and already I’m the butt of the joke.” I’m learning to talk like them, to wrestle with words.
         

         
         “Look at my baby cousin, giving as well as he receives,” Brendan says as he puts a chunky arm around me. Brendan has the typical Doherty build. Thick all over, with hulking arms and legs, and a layer of baby fat on the cheeks that will likely never go away. But unlike us, he’s also unnervingly tall, which gives his torso the feel of an old tree, and makes his thick limbs look like branches reaching out into the world. He takes the jar of cookies and holds it up. “Who wants the best cookies in Boston?” Brendan doesn’t wait for an answer. “Birthday boy first.” He tosses a cookie to Cyril, who catches it. Then moves on to the rest of the boys. One of them has rouge on his cheeks just like I once did. The room is littered with little hints of their hidden life. Women’s makeup and jazz records. Pomade and a bouquet of green carnations. 

         
         When the cookie throwing is done, I ask Brendan, “Did I come too late? You’ve already sung happy birthday.”

         
         “We’ll be singing throughout the evening. One happy birthday for each stop we make. Tonight, my cousin, you’re getting a tour
            of all our spots.”
         

         
         “Well, perhaps not the tearooms and orchards,” Jack says. “Baby boy is far too innocent for those haunts.”

         
         “I’m not a baby boy,” I snarl defiantly.

         
         “Is that so?” Jack says with a wink. “Care to prove it?”

         
         “Ignore him,” Brendan instructs. “He thinks everything is about sex.”

         
         “Except sex!” Jack squeals. “Which is about power.”

         
         “Thank you, Oscar Wilde.” Brendan blows a kiss up to the ceiling, like Wilde himself is up there somewhere.

         
         “If you’re attempting to send some love to dear Oscar, he’s not up in heaven. He’s down in some gutter, looking at the stars.”
            Jack’s tone suddenly changes for a moment. He blows a kiss down to the ground, and with startling sincerity, he whispers,
            “Thanks, Wilde. You suffered for us. Rotted away in jail so that we could be here, drinking champagne, billing and cooing.”
            Jack stands up and takes Brendan’s hand. Twirls him around. “Dancing with each other.” He leans in to kiss Brendan. “And also . . .”
         

         
         But Brendan stops him. “Sorry, dear roommate, bank’s closed.”

         
         “And what time does the bank open?” Jack asks.

         
         “For you, dear roommate, never.” Brendan pulls a pouty Jack next to him. “You’re my best friend. Let’s not destroy it all for a night of sin.” 

         
         “But why must it be a night of sin?” I ask.

         
         “Because that’s all Jack is capable of,” Brendan says lovingly, like he doesn’t really mind.

         
         “Shameful but true,” Jack admits. “I bore easy. Not to worry, dear roommate. I’ll find myself some ripe fruit with less self-respect
            than you have later tonight.” Jack approaches the Victrola and the sound of Sophie Tucker crooning “Some of These Days” fills
            the room. Brendan and Jack dance together like clowns, laughing, spinning, twirling. I see what they can’t. That for all their
            jokes, there’s real love in their gazes. Perhaps Brendan likes Jack’s power. Jack is a son of influence and carries himself
            as such. His grandfather was a German immigrant and a chemist who started a small drug company. His father took over the company,
            renamed it Whitman & Whitman, and turned it into a pharmaceutical giant. As for what Jack sees in Brendan, that’s obvious.
            Brendan is the only person willing to say no to him.
         

         
         “These cookies are absolutely tremendous,” one of the boys says with a full mouth. “Just tremendous.”

         
         “The secret’s in the nuts,” I say slyly.

         
         “It always is,” Jack snaps as he whirls Brendan’s huge body around and cups his crotch. “The secret’s always in the nuts.” Jack transforms Mother’s innocuous statement about oatmeal cookies into something raucous and bawdy. They speak
            in code, Brendan’s friends, and I love that about them. It’s like learning a new language. Or a new instrument. They’re in the life, as they say, which means they know the hidden things, the things my mother doesn’t see happening in her city, to her beloved
            son.
         

         
         The birthday boy, Cyril, approaches me. “Brendan says you’ll be coming to Harvard.”

         
         “Oh, I don’t know,” I say sheepishly. “I hope so. But I need a scholarship. I’m not like Jack over there. My father isn’t a millionaire.” 

         
         “Nor mine,” Cyril says.

         
         “How old are you today?” I ask.

         
         “Twenty,” he says. “You?”

         
         “Seventeen. Eighteen this summer.” I bite my lip anxiously, wishing I were older, ready for the rest of my life to begin.
            “So what can a twenty-year-old teach a seventeen-year-old?” I ask. “Is there some secret wisdom you’ve finally uncovered?”
         

         
         “Yes, actually.” His eyes brighten. Cyril isn’t like Brendan or Jack. Those two feel like they’ve crossed the threshold into
            manhood. Cyril still looks and acts like a boy. Like he’s still a sketch in a coloring book, waiting for someone to fill him
            in. “I’ve been thinking a lot about how twenty feels like the perfect age to stop thinking about nothing but the future. All
            my life, I’ve worked to get to Harvard. Now that I’m here, I’m constantly told to keep my head down and study so I don’t get
            put on academic probation again.”
         

         
         “Why were you on probation?” I ask.

         
         He shrugs. “Poor grades.” Then he adds, “Sometimes, when the pressure feels too . . . overwhelming . . .”

         
         I feel him struggling and say, “You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t—”

         
         “It helps to talk,” he says quickly. “Well, to a good listener like you.”

         
         I feel myself glow from the compliment. From the sense of belonging I feel in this room.

         
         “I just get overwhelmed sometimes, that’s all,” he says. “And when I do, I break out into hives. It makes me look like a rotten cabbage, as Jack likes to say, and I get so scared that I’ll break into hives again that I spin myself into a state of worry about it, even though worrying seems to be what causes it in the first place.” 

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say.

         
         “But this is why I’m sharing the wisdom of my two decades with you,” he continues. “Because I know now that we can’t just
            worry about the future. If I can’t live for this moment, then all I’ll do is worry and fret until I die.”
         

         
         “That’s morbid,” I say. “You’re not close to death.”

         
         “Aren’t we all?” Cyril asks sadly. “After the Great War and the pandemic, it’s hard not to think we must live every moment
            like it could be our last.”
         

         
         The words chill me. It wasn’t just men like my father we lost these past few years. There have been boys too, taken by war,
            by the virus. The wails of grieving mothers who know all too well what a firm knock on their door means. Dreams and potential
            and lives, vanished. We tell ourselves, and each other, that it’s all over now. But that’s foolish, isn’t it? Nothing is ever
            over. Everything continues. I saw Father’s body buried and still I fear his wrath sometimes, don’t I? He’s not dead as long
            as the fear of him lives inside me.
         

         
         “You’re right,” I whisper. “And very wise for a ripe twenty.”

         
         “Not you too,” Cyril says with a shake of his head. “Jack loves calling me ripe fruit and chicken and brownie. Anything to
            get my goat.”
         

         
         I feel my face get hot. “I didn’t mean it that way,” I insist. “I just meant you’re still very young. But not like a chicken.
            More like a wise old owl in a chicken’s body.”
         

         
         We both laugh now. It feels nice. This is why I come here. For small moments of camaraderie. For brotherhood, which I never felt with my own brother, who takes after Father the way I take after Mother. Sometimes it feels like we were never a united family. There was the two of them, and the two of us. 

         
         “If I’m a wise old owl,” Cyril says, “then listen to me and waste no more time. We’re always being told that our happiness
            is in some distant future. What I’m saying is, be happy now.”
         

         
         Brendan approaches and pulls us both close. It really does feel like we’re brothers here, or like what brothers should be.
            “I love this kid,” Brendan slurs as he tousles my hair. He’s a little drunker now. Spending too much time with Jack will have
            that effect. Jack loves to pour and pressure. “And I love this kid, too.” Brendan firmly squeezes Cyril’s cheeks.
         

         
         “That sort of hurts,” Cyril says.

         
         “I’m sorry. I forget my own strength sometimes.” Brendan laughs.

         
         Jack stops the record mid-song. “Let’s get to the Golden Rooster before you pansies start passing out,” he yells. As soon
            as the decision is made, Jack pulls the green carnations out of the vase, and pins one to each boy’s lapel.
         

         
         I eye Brendan nervously. “I should go home. Mother will worry if I’m out too late.”

         
         “Stop living for her,” he says. “Live for you.”

         
         “They won’t let me into the Golden Rooster anyway. I look younger than the rest of you.”

         
         Brendan laughs off my trepidation. “You’ll be with Jack. Nobody says no to Jack Whitman.”

         
         I feel my heart flutter in my chest. I’ve been to the dorm room. I’ve joined them for nighttime walks around campus. But I’ve never gone out into the city with them. Never to one of those establishments they’ve told me about where men from all over the city and beyond congregate. “I don’t know . . .” I feel the eyes of the room on me. The record is off. There’s no music. No conversation or laughter. 

         
         “Your mother thinks you’re here at Harvard with me.” Brendan puts a hand on each of my cheeks. “You worry too much.”

         
         “I just don’t know if I’ll— Well, will I—fit into that place?” I stammer out.

         
         Jack taps an impatient heel on the wood floors. “Perhaps baby boy is right,” he purrs condescendingly. “The Golden Rooster
            is positively rancid. It’s no place for a clean-cut baby boy like him.”
         

         
         I throw an angry gaze at Jack. I don’t like him baiting me like this, calling me baby boy twice in a row. But I don’t change
            my mind because of Jack. I do it because Cyril’s eyes catch mine, and his words of wisdom hit me anew. Be happy now. And so I reluctantly announce I’ll be joining.
         

         
         Brendan squeezes my shoulder, pleased with me. “If you want to use a bathroom, I’d do it here. You’ll understand why when
            we get there.”
         

         
         “As for The Jackal . . .” Jack waves an arm in the air dramatically. “He loves to park himself in the bathroom of the Golden
            Rooster and wait for his next conquest.”
         

         
         “And that,” Brendan says, “is why you should avoid it.” I let Brendan pin a green carnation on me before we go. I’m officially
            one of them now. I hope I’m doing this for me, and not simply to please Brendan. I wish there were a way to tell why I do
            the things I do. A way to be certain of my own heart.
         

         
         

         When we enter the Golden Rooster, it’s the sounds that hit me first. Music. Laughter. The mashing of two young men’s lips
            against each other. The pounding as they push each other against a wall passionately. The swish of men’s eyes as they assess
            each other.
         

         
         And then the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen catches my eye. My age, I would guess. When I look at him, all the sounds seem to dissipate. The world goes quiet. 

         
         I don’t know who he is, or where he comes from, but something tells me he doesn’t belong here. Not the way the rest of us
            do, we children of Boston, we boys of Irish Catholic stock with our rosy cheeks, blue eyes, and doting mothers. Perhaps he’s
            Italian. He has dark hair, slicked back with pomade, and a lithe body that wouldn’t stand a chance on the wrestling mat. He
            has none of the nervous energy of these other boys, all drunkenness and performance. There’s a stillness to him that mesmerizes
            me.
         

         
         He raises a hand up. I’m curious who he’s waving to. Perhaps he’s meeting an equally mysterious friend. But when I look behind
            me, there’s nobody there waving back. I turn to him. He points at me, then waves again.
         

         
         “Me?” I mouth in disbelief, and he nods. So I wave back. He smiles. My heart leaps through my chest.

         
         Just when I’m about to approach him, Brendan pulls me into a bear hug from behind. I keep my eyes glued to him as Brendan
            pulls me away. “Goodbye,” I mouth silently to the mystery boy.
         

         
         “Hello,” mystery boy mouths back, his smile mischievous.

         
         His peculiar eyes seem to glow like two fireflies in the darkness. “Who are you?” I mouth. “And how did you become so magical?”

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Shahriar. London. February to April. 1895.

         
         I hate so much. The idiotic people who create the rules we must obey. This damp February morning. This wretched boarding school.
            These two carefree boys walking toward me as I rest on the stair tower of the imposing stock brick building. This is where
            we learn science’s—and society’s—secret codes. Most of all I hate the loathing inside me. It reminds me of the father I despise.
         

         
         James—one of the wealthiest boys in our class—puts an arm around his tedious friend Theodore as they approach the stair tower.
            “Come on, just say yes.”
         

         
         “I wish I could, but speed skating.”

         
         “To hell with skating. It’s opening night of Oscar Wilde’s new play.” Now I’m interested in what James has to say.

         
         “Perhaps you should ask Alfie.”

         
         “Alfie has that cold that’s going around. If I don’t find a friend, my parents will invite my horrible uncle who smells like
            a sewer.”
         

         
         “I’m free to go!” I’ve never dared insert myself into the conversation between two classmates. They don’t know I’m braver
            than any of them.
         

         
         James is so tall he seems to be on stilts. His round blue eyes appear bewildered as they look down at me. The dark-skinned classmate he’s never spoken to. Perhaps he believes I’m shy. That’s not why I haven’t spoken to him or his friends. It’s because I’ve yet to hear one of them express an original thought. 

         
         “I invited Theodore, not you.” A half note of cruelty in James’s voice. His eyes are on Theodore’s bright red cheeks. His
            plump pink lips. His golden hair. I’ve walked the city streets alone enough times to recognize illicit longing when I see
            it. James longs for Theodore. James is—in a vital way—like me. Perhaps I’ve been wrong about him. Perhaps convention is just
            his disguise. This excites me.
         

         
         There is so much I love. Walking. Observing. Discovering. I realized years ago that no one was paying attention to us boys
            during our free hours. I began leaving the confines of school. A block or two at first. And then farther and farther. It’s
            been seven years. I’ve seen clean streets and grimy ones. I love the rebels. Gamblers and prostitutes. Musicians and street
            poets. Men with illicit longing in their eyes. I’ve never been bold enough to speak to one of them. But I stop each time I
            see a nonconformist. Take a deep breath. Imagine myself inhaling a bit of them into my bones. Willing myself to transform
            into something else entirely.
         

         
         “It’s up to you. But I promise to be more fun than your fragrant cousin.” A mischievous smile on my face. I want him to understand
            about me what I understand about him.
         

         
         “Funny.” He’s not laughing. A shrug. “Valentine’s Day. Be ready by six.”

         
         James seems to be searching his memory for my name. “Shahriar.” I’ve been at the school since I was ten. Recently turned seventeen. But I’ve kept to myself. These other boys don’t even register me. Perhaps it’s because I come from a different country. Look and sound different in a sea of sameness. Too foreign to be understood. 

         
         “Tough name to remember. You have a nickname?”

         
         “Perhaps you can invent one for me.” I hold his gaze.

         
         James laughs uncomfortably. Turns back to his friend. “We should get to class.”

         
         I feel triumphant as they leave. I’ve studied the city and its rebels. I know that Oscar Wilde is London’s Rebel King. I’ve
            gained entry to his grand opening. On Valentine’s Day of all days. The day of love. I sense something momentous coming. Life
            beginning anew.
         

         
         It’s a snowy evening as James and I head to the St. James in a carriage alongside his sharply dressed but dreary mother and
            father. His parents attend more out of obligation than passion. This is a business engagement to them. But it’s much more
            to the throngs of people pushing to gain entry as we arrive at the theater. Wilde’s devoted following is desperate. They want something they can’t have. The evening is sold out. Need is what makes a person interesting. Those who have what they want
            care only about keeping it. There’s nothing more boring than that. Need frightens me. Excites me.
         

         
         “Follow me.” James’s father hands his tickets to one of the handsome ushers. We’re escorted inside. Past some kind of commotion
            involving a man holding the strangest thing: a bouquet of vegetables. They look like congratulatory flowers from afar. But
            they’re vegetables. Hard. Cold. Raw. Stalks and roots of asparagus. Eggplant. Carrots. Many of them visibly rotting. The man’s
            eyes are mad. His hair a mess. He mumbles something unintelligible about Wilde corrupting his son. He’s pulled away. His voice
            becomes one with the gusts of wind that underscore the stormy night.
         

         
         Our seats are front and center. I learn that James’s father is a solicitor who does work for the publishing house that has published Wilde to scandal and acclaim. He despises Wilde. Finds his work immoral. Yet he has no trouble profiting from depravity. Hypocrisy is a virus that has long infected the world. 

         
         The performance of The Importance of Being Earnest is magnificent. Underneath what appears to be a comedy is a seething rage for society. Disdain for the same things I disdain.
            And yet Wilde has somehow metamorphosed revulsion into humor. Pain into laughter. I wish I had that talent.
         

         
         I feel James’s long leg press against mine as Algernon says: “The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”
         

         
         Does James mean to do this? Is it simply that his body is too long for these small seats? I find out by moving my leg even
            closer to his. An innocuous act. Too subtle to be noticed by anyone but him. He doesn’t pull away. He pushes the full weight
            of his thigh against mine. There are layers of fabric between us. Yet it feels like our skin is touching. An undeniable heat.
            People lie. Temperature doesn’t.
         

         
         There are jokes only we seem to laugh at. Moments that appear lost on his parents during which we both lean in.

         
         His fingers brush against mine when Lady Bracknell says: “To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune.” I imagine my mother. I have no idea what she looked like. All I know is she is my great misfortune. “To lose both looks like carelessness.” A charge within me. My brain stimulated by the words. My body by his touch. I take my thick scarf off my neck and place it
            on my lap. Hide the firm evidence of my lust.
         

         
         James also lays his scarf on his lap when Jack says: “It is a terrible thing for a man to find out suddenly that all his life he has been speaking nothing but the truth.” I turn my gaze as James shifts in his seat. Our eyes communicate secrets.
         

         
         The play ends. I leap to my feet. Roar in grateful applause. The ovation is furious. It doesn’t even die down when Wilde himself
            takes the stage. Cigarette in his white-gloved hand. Sly smile on his childlike face. He exhales rings of smoke. Green carnation
            in the buttonhole of his black velvet collar. Green ring on his finger. He glows. Grins. I inhale. My attempt to draw his
            life force into me. Whatever I can steal.
         

         
         “Bravo!” I shout. I clap. I feel exhilaratingly alive. “Bravo!”

         
         James joins me. “Bravo!” We guide our hands toward each other so they touch with every swing. I think Oscar sees us. From
            up on that stage with his tanned skin. His selfish giant of a body. I think he sees what we’re doing. Empowers us to go further.
         

         
         “What if we walk back to school?” I suggest to James after the show. I don’t want the night to end. Walking will slow it down.

         
         “Walk?” His mother is aghast. “It’s frigid.”

         
         “It’s beautiful. The streets are blanketed in clouds.” What I mean is: everything looks beautiful after you’ve seen a work
            of art that changes you.
         

         
         James looks at the road. Seeing it through new eyes. His gaze finds mine. We seem to be sharing a joint memory of our legs
            pressing against each other. Fingers grazing. Hardness hiding under bundled scarves. “Won’t we get lost?”
         

         
         “I know the way.” My body swells with pride. “I know every inch of the city.”

         
         “I’m not sure that’s possible or advisable.” His father’s eyes are on a group of young men laughing too loud. Too girlish.
            Too too. Under a streetlamp that illuminates the green carnations in their lapels.
         

         
         “Let’s do it.” James’s eyes vibrate. “Let’s walk!”

         
         “Take my gloves.” His mother peels off her leather gloves. But the father stops her. He won’t have his son wearing ladies’
            gloves.
         

         
         Neither of us speaks at first. We walk in silence as the sound of the crowds chattering outside the theater fades away. I
            lead James across Pall Mall. Past its gentleman’s clubs and shops. Finally: “Thank you for inviting me.”
         

         
         James laughs. “You invited yourself.”

         
         I laugh too. Awkwardly. I haven’t laughed often in my miserable life. I’m not sure I know how to do it right. “Then thank
            you for letting me invite myself.” It was easier to connect to him without words. In the darkness of the theater. Using only
            our bodies.
         

         
         James skips a step. I study his movements. Notice he avoids the cracks in the wet road. Snow turns to glistening slush from
            the carts. Horses. Carriages.
         

         
         “I thought the play was superb.” I move to avoid manure.

         
         “Did you really? Or are you just saying it to be polite?”

         
         “I despite politesse. Etiquette is a bore.” I try to sound like one of the actors onstage. Adopt their rakishness.
         

         
         He gazes at me curiously. His lips curl into a smile. “I loved it too. It was even better than Lady Windermere’s Fan.”
         

         
         “I haven’t seen or read it.”

         
         “I envy you getting to experience it for the first time.” He jumps to avoid a large crack. “A Woman of No Importance?”
         

         
         I shake my head no.

         
         “You have read The Picture of Dorian Gray, haven’t you?”
         

         
         That’s another no.

         
         “It’s the most exciting novel ever written. My father, of course, thinks it a menacing text. Those were his exact words. A
            menacing text.”
         

         
         “I’ve only read some of Wilde’s poems.” I feel a pang of shame for not being sufficiently in the know. I crave knowledge. I want to know everything. “I have catching up to do.” 

         
         “Poems? I think I’ve read everything but his poems.”

         
         “I love poetry. It dispenses with everything but the necessary words.”

         
         He ponders. “But isn’t it the unnecessary that makes life interesting?”

         
         I laugh. “Perhaps.”

         
         “I’ll lend you his novels and plays, if you like.” His tone feels covert. Boys share school texts. This is different. This
            is menacing text.
         

         
         “I would love that.”

         
         The word love hangs in the air. A provocation. He skips around the cracks a little faster. He’s anxious. Also buzzing with life. I thought
            he was just another boring schoolboy. How wrong I was. “Want to know a secret?”
         

         
         I smile. I love secrets.

         
         “That abhorrent man with the bouquet of raw vegetables outside the theater. Did you see him?”

         
         “Of course. It’s not every day you see a man with crazed eyes and a bouquet of molding celery.”

         
         He’s giddy with clandestineness. “That man’s son is Wilde’s boy.” He pauses. “Wilde is a bugger.” He allows the word bugger to waft like smoke. “A sodomite!”
         

         
         “I know what a bugger is.” I hesitate. “I don’t love the word.”

         
         “The Marquess of Queensberry, what a silly title. What does it even mean? The man is frothing at the mouth over his son’s
            infatuation with Oscar. I overheard my father and his friends discuss it. They called Wilde and Bosie and their ilk vile menaces
            to society.”
         

         
         I adopt an authoritative voice. “Menacing. Menaces. Mendiosus.” I laugh. “Latin conjugation with Professor Hatcher.”

         
         “Who I suspect is also a bugger.” He wields the word like a weapon.

         
         “I think your father is jealous.”

         
         “Jealous?”

         
         “Your father, his friends, our classmates, their lives are all so predictable. Exceedingly dull. And no one is having more
            fun on this planet in this moment than Oscar Wilde.”
         

         
         “Did you just insult my father and all my friends?”

         
         “I—”

         
         I’m prepared to stammer out an apology when he claps his hands together gleefully. “Where have you been hiding all this time?”

         
         “In plain sight.” I tap dance on the street. I’m not sure I knew what loving myself felt like before tonight.

         
         “We must be friends. I can’t tell the other boys the things I want to.”

         
         “Like?”

         
         “Like how much pleasure it brings me to watch all our insipid parents cheer for Wilde and turn his plays into such ravishing
            successes, when all the while he’s everything they claim to loathe in the world. Isn’t it wonderful?”
         

         
         “My father isn’t cheering him on. He likely doesn’t know who he is.”

         
         “Good for him.”

         
         “Nothing good about him.” I hiss the next part out. “If you think your parents are awful, trust me, my father is worse.”

         
         “Is that so?” I’m used to competition from classmates. Everything at school is designed as competition. “My father eats with
            his mouth open.”
         

         
         “Mine whips me with a belt when I make a mistake.”

         
         “Oh.” He bites his lip. “Mine spanked me as a child, but never a belt.”

         
         “My father has only visited me once since I arrived at school when I was ten.”

         
         His face falls in shock. “You’ve only seen him once in the last seven years?”

         
         “No, no, I spend summers at home. Unfortunately.” I look up at his face. He seems interested. I keep going. “I’m not a person
            to my father. I’m just . . . a project. He wants me to go to the best schools and study harder than anyone else so I can someday
            make him proud. Bring our family the glory he craves. All he cares about is money and power.”
         

         
         “He must have money and power if he sent you to school here.”

         
         I shake my head. “He wants more than he has. He works for the royal family. He wants me to marry into the royal family. To transform us into kings.”
         

         
         “And your mother?”

         
         “She died when I was born.” I step into a puddle. Kick off the mud. I know the true motivation behind my father’s grand ambitions
            for me. He wants to transform me into a son who is worthy of his love. But that will never happen. Because I’ll always be
            the son he blames for killing the one person he did love. “It’s just me and my father. He thinks I’m going to move back home
            when I’m out of university. Work with him. Use what I’ve learned in England to help him ascend to even higher status.”
         

         
         “And what do you want to do?”

         
         “I don’t know yet, but . . .”

         
         “But?”

         
         “I’d love to write.” It’s the first time I’ve uttered these words. Perhaps the first time I’ve had the thought. The improbable suddenly feels possible on this crisp February night. Admissible, at the very least. 

         
         “What would you want to write?”

         
         “Poems, maybe.” I allow for a short intermission in my words. “Menacing ones, of course.”

         
         He cackles. “You know what I’m fascinated by?” He skips over a crack. Almost falls. I hold him up. His long body in my arms.
            We remain frozen like that for a moment. We’re in an alley now. A shortcut I know from my wanderings. No one else is in sight.
            “Book binding.” His face below mine. My hands under his shoulders.
         

         
         “Book binding?” That’s not what I was expecting.

         
         “I observed the physical creation of a book once and it was enthralling.” He cranes his neck to make sure we’re still alone.
            “Like you.”
         

         
         “Me?”

         
         “Let’s be buggers tonight.” He waits. I say nothing. “What do you say?”

         
         I grimace. “I don’t like that word. Can’t we be lovers instead?” I don’t know why I say that. I don’t love him. I desire him.
            He doesn’t inspire that feeling the poems illuminate. When love’s arrow strikes. One of Wilde’s own poems comes to me: We shall be notes in that great Symphony.

         
         James doesn’t love me either. That is clear when he proclaims: “Men can’t love men. But we can bugger each other.” Before
            I can protest: “Would you let Oscar Wilde bugger you?”
         

         
         “What? He’s old enough to be my father.” Wilde’s poetry keeps coming to me: One with our heart, the stealthy creeping years have lost their terror now. We shall not die. The Universe itself shall be
               our immortality!

         
         “My father, believe it or not, has some very handsome friends.” James enjoys the sound of this shocking thought escaping his lips. “Does yours?” 

         
         “I suppose I would prefer to be with someone closer to my own age.” I’m coming to these conclusions on the spot. Realizing
            what I want only when faced with what I don’t. “What I want is . . . someone who might understand me. Truly and completely.
            And still, despite it all, love me.”
         

         
         “You’ll need a woman for that. Men aren’t meant to love. They’re meant to do this.” He puts a hand on my crotch. Rubs me until
            I’m stiff. The way he does it makes me think he’s been taught how by someone else. Perhaps by one of the boys at school. “And . . .
            this.” He presses his lips to mine. Shoves his tongue violently into my mouth.
         

         
         Of course I crave him. But also more than him. Someone who makes butterflies fly inside me. A boy who makes me feel like a
            note in a great symphony. I push him gently away. “Let’s not rush things.”
         

         
         “Who’s exceedingly dull now?” He cackles.

         
         “I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for.

         
         He quickly forgives me. He creates an elaborate fantasy of what our futures could be as I lead him back to school. “You’ll
            write poems. Even better ones than Wilde. And I’ll bind them. No, I’ll publish them. I’ll start a publishing house. We’ll
            marry, of course.”
         

         
         For a moment, I think he’s suggesting we would marry each other.
         

         
         Then: “Our wives will be dear friends, and our children will be too. And when we need the company of a man, we’ll visit each
            other surreptitiously. Doesn’t that sound glorious?”
         

         
         It doesn’t. Not to me. All my father cares about are appearances, even if those appearances are lies. I don’t want to pretend and deceive. But I can’t confess this to James. There have been enough secrets for one day. It’s clear to me that he’s a bugger. I am not. I want something bigger than buggery. A love of the heart. A life of truth. 

         
         

         Whatever connection James feels with me seems to disappear once we return to the routine of school and sport. He goes back
            to his usual friends. Their pale faces and mundane thoughts. I finally find him alone in the library after eight days have
            passed. I catch his gaze. He quickly looks away. I wait for him to say hello. He doesn’t. I sit next to him. “I thought we
            were going to be friends.”
         

         
         “That was before.”

         
         “Before what exactly?” I make no attempt to hide my annoyance. “Before you decided to go back to being a bore?”

         
         He looks around to make sure no one is in proximity. “Haven’t you heard? Wilde is taking the Marquess of Queensberry to court
            for calling him a sodomite.”
         

         
         “The deranged man with the vegetable bouquet!” I say this a little too loud.

         
         “Keep your voice down. I don’t know why Wilde couldn’t just ignore the old man. Now the whole city’s talking about it.”

         
         “Perhaps that’s a good thing.”

         
         His eyes narrow. “A good thing?” He shakes his head. “There will be a trial. The whole world will be disgusted by him. By—
            By—”
         

         
         I think he wants to say “by us.” But I’m not sure. What I am sure of is that it won’t just be Wilde on trial. It will be me
            too. My lust. My desire for love. My deviant thoughts. That will be what’s debated in the court. Splashed across newspapers
            around the world.
         

         
         “Perhaps there’s something even more disgusting than being a sodomite.” I wait for his curious eyes to find mine. “Being a coward.” I stand up. Walk away from James. 

         
         He doesn’t dare speak to me again. Not as news of the trial sweeps across the city. Boys in dorms do fey impressions of Wilde.
            They throw the word bugger around mercilessly. A dripping spittle of disgust on their lips each time they speak it. I hear James say it too. Mocking
            the very thing he is. Loathing himself as self-protection. Pathetic.
         

         
         I go back to walking. Observing. Keeping my mouth closed. The streets are abuzz with talk of the looming trial. What was once
            gossiped about in private is now a public obsession. In the pages of the papers. I learn of the detectives Queensberry hired.
            Of Wilde’s visits to male brothels. Tales of blackmail. Corruption. Cross-dressers.
         

         
         They say: Not since the Greeks.

         
         They say: We must protect our children from the likes of him.

         
         The man all of London cheered for on Valentine’s Day is despised by Easter.

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Shahriar. London. May. 1895.

         
         With the bloom of spring’s flowers comes a surprise visit from my father. I know he didn’t travel all this way for a friendly
            hello. Everything is a chess move to him. He arrives late and summons me to Claridge’s. He’s booked us a two-bedroom suite.
            Two bathrooms as well. He doesn’t like sharing space with me. Why would he when he blames me for destroying his life simply
            by being born?
         

         
         “I’m exhausted” is all he says to me on our first night.

         
         “I understand” is my response. What I understand is that I exhaust him. It must be tiresome trying and failing to transform
            me into someone exceptional enough to warrant his love.
         

         
         The suite is more luxurious than the boarding school dormitories I’ve grown accustomed to. There are sheets that feel like
            clouds. Curtains so thick they have the power to stop the sun. And yet I toss and turn all night. My mind spins with anxiety.
            Rage. Nervous to know why he’s here. Angry that everything he does is in service of this unnecessary luxury.
         

         
         Morning breaks. I watch the sunrise through the windows of the suite’s living area. I remember something the king’s cousin said to me and my father at some ridiculous party my father was over the moon we were invited to. Everything looks better from above. I hear the words in my head as I look out the twenty-eighth-story windows of our
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