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ACCLAIM FOR MICHAEL LPYE’S
Taking Lives
“An intelligent and unexpectedly different kind of thriller that will leave you thinking about it long after you finish.” —Rocky Mountain News
“Pye has taken the tired genre of literary thriller–serial killer saga and with skillful language and a strong sense of direction, reconfigured it, placing it in a sort of haunted Graham Greeneland. . . . Will surprise and transport.” —The Commercial Appeal (Memphis)
“Part mystery, part evocation of a place, Taking Lives ultimately asks us to confront ourselves in the mirror with the realization of the slipperiness of personal identity, and the seductiveness of the impulse to assume a new self.” —Houston Chronicle
“Puts you inside a psychopath’s mind. . . . A finely written classic thriller.” —January Magazine
“Pye has an exceptional ability to combine a masterful sense of language with riveting suspense.” —Philadelphia City Paper
“Well-written. . . . A tasty blend of both [literary and straight thriller] genres.” —St. Louis Post-Dispatch
“Pye grabs his readers and drags them into a psychological thriller that moves with the intensity of a roller coaster. Those who find themselves unable to look away from a car wreck will find themselves staying up way past their bedtimes, staring into the pages of this horrific thriller.” — Alibi (Albuquerque)
“A tale of psychological suspense with a twist. Hitchcock fans will wonder how the artful director might have filmed this dark, quirky tale.” — Richmond Times-Dispatch
“[An] icy, accomplished thriller . . . [with] a plot which Patricia Highsmith would have been proud to own. Pye does it ample and inventive justice.” —Literary Review
“Dazzling. . . . Tough as nails, and superbly constructed. . . . This is about as good as literary thrillers get.” —Kirkus Reviews (starred)
“A great book. Just don’t read it if you’re having an identity crisis.” —Maxim (UK)
“Palpably scary, like the best moments in a Hitchcock film. An involving read.” —National Post (Canada)
“A classy cosmopolitan novel reminiscent in atmosphere of Borges in non-fantastic mode. Especially effective is the dark pastoral . . . and the handling of the tense standoff between Hart and Costa.” —The Sunday Times (London)
“Precise and absorbing . . . surprisingly moving.” —The Times (London)
“Simply brilliant. Its spare spiky style and utter ruthlessness take your breath away.” —Time Out London

 
 
This book is entirely a work of fiction.
The criminal who inspired it is still at large.

One
Two boys ride the bus through Florida. One of them won’t be alive much longer.
This is summer, 1987. Hot skies going basalt, boiled air. A road straight and bone-colored through grass and marsh.
Neither of the boys belongs here, you can tell. They stare out of the windows, but they don’t want to be caught doing it.
The highway leads only on. They see towns that repeat one another like puzzle pictures: spot the eight differences in oceans of crabgrass and civic pink oleanders.
The first boy is Martin Arkenhout. Seventeen. Doesn’t talk to people much; he doesn’t have the habit. Besides, he’s foreign—Dutch, blond, tall, white, lanky—and he can’t stop himself feeling scared and superior all at once. He sees the crackers on the bus, and he thinks they’re potato eaters out of some beach-party van Gogh. There are Hispanics, too, with the dark skin that looks rich to him, but he won’t reach out. He’s a careful boy.
He works out kilometers and miles to judge the speed. He slouches back to the bathroom and pisses into the lurching tank of liquid, then weaves back to his seat. He gets to wondering, eyes glazed, whether he truly wants to be here: a kid, going to be just a foreign kid at some American high school for a year, expected somehow to grow up.
Each stop, he gets off the bus and buys more Pepsi. By eleven in the morning, he has a fair caffeine buzz, his eyes very open on the world but with not much to see.
“I don’t know why I did this,” someone says.
Arkenhout looks up.
“I thought this was a really cool idea,” the second boy says. “See America.”
“Where are you going?”
“College. The way hard way.”
“Oh,” Arkenhout says. “So am I.”
“You’re not American?”
“I’m Dutch.”
“Cool.” The word sounds like absolution for being foreign. After a while, the boy says, “You have those marijuana cafes, don’t you?”
Arkenhout says, “And Rembrandt.”
“Yeah, yeah. Sorry.”
This second boy is tall, blond, and white, like a snapshot of Arkenhout that’s been retouched: hair seriously cut, more worked out, less tired and more brown.
“Seth Goodman,” the second boy says.
Arkenhout thinks the name sounds like a fiction; he remembers nineteenth-century novels in English class.
“Christ!” Goodman said. “The bus—”
The doors are already shut. A parting signal of blue-black exhaust. The boys run and hammer on the doors and after a false start and a moment, the driver opens up.
“You didn’t hear me shouting?” he says.
They both apologize, remembering the same lessons: nice boys.
They sit apart for the next hour and a half. At the next stop they buy chili dogs and coffee.
“I’m going to New York University,” Goodman says.
“I’m in America for a year abroad. Before university.” But Goodman doesn’t seem to mind the canyon gap in status. They’re both on the road, after all.
“Where are you from?” Arkenhout asks, politely.
“Jackson, Michigan. In the Midwest. Famous for its giant waterfall with colored lights.”
“This is my first time in America.”
“Really. You play baseball in Holland?”
In the next few hours, Goodman starts explaining. He starts in slogans: how he takes the bus for environmental reasons, how he wants to see America. He pulls up a bit of personal information: he will major in journalism. So far, he’s an entry in a yearbook, concise and shiny. But after many more miles, he tries really hard to think of Arkenhout as this guy in the locker room he’s known forever: so he mentions Tracy, the girlfriend in the hometown, who’s a gymnast and dark, and how they get it on in the bleachers at the giant waterfall with colored lights.
He deserves a whole lifestory in return, so he thinks, but he’d be appalled if it turned out to be too foreign.
Arkenhout just says he’s going to some Tampa suburb to be a schoolkid, which he’s obviously done already. He doesn’t have anything easy to say about home or parents. He particularly doesn’t say out loud that he will learn America like a lesson because he is good at languages—not just neat sounds from a clever mouth, but the ability to listen to how people don’t say a thing straight and then repeat it.
Goodman says he’d like to stop off before Tampa, pick up a bus the next morning. Arkenhout reckons he’ll do the same. Just this once, it’s not what everyone expects him to do; that’s the whole attraction.
The bus draws into a station dressed up with bits of white column and brick siding. The boys pull their bags out of the belly of the bus. They talk a bit about that green flash in the sky you get in Florida, so they’ve both heard.
Technicolor evening. Cracker eyes. Small motel, old pink, two double beds, TV with the colors shifted like a very old 3-D movie. Bathroom with crumbling mosaic and a barrier like a police line: this side sanitized for your protection, the rest at your own risk. Palm trees in a very little motion, a shine more than a move.
Goodman talks about New York. “You meet people who matter,” he says, which must be his father’s phrase. He’ll work out where the career paths run, get invited, although he’s not sure to what.
Arkenhout starts to think he’s carrying his own name—Martin, Arkenhout—like a too-big case your mother packs, which he’ll sooner or later have to lug home to Holland.
He remembers to call his new American family in Tampa to say he’s missed the bus, been delayed.
He pays serious attention now. Goodman doesn’t bite his nails. Arkenhout does; better stop. Americans have such glamorous, managed teeth, but Arkenhout’s are good, too. Goodman doesn’t say much about his hometown because he’s leaving it. While he’s in the shower, Arkenhout thumbs through his diary, finds an orderly list of emergency numbers: home, relations, doctor. The credit card that paid for the motel room is in his father’s name. So that’s how Americans do it, Arkenhout thinks.
Goodman comes out of the shower in white socks. He lies down on the bed, brown and naked, and he smiles. Arkenhout notices the sharp side of his belly muscles.
Since they’ve only just met, since they have nothing in common except not knowing each other’s stories, it is natural to ask about parents, brothers, sisters. Goodman’s are all in one house in a clean, small, distant town, not unlike Arkenhout’s small town, except the Dutch are by the dunes and the sea. “My father’s a doctor,” Arkenhout says, as though that meant much more than a profession. Goodman has a brother and a sister, but he says they’re “way heartland.”
Arkenhout is curious about everything. He learns the motel first. Outdoor flamingos, paint bruised. An old apple of a woman, brown and soft, running the office; she has a gun just showing in a desk drawer. Rooms like boxes. No questions asked, or even contemplated, once the credit card runs through the machine.
Once, in the night, he thinks Goodman is watching him. He pretends to be asleep.
The next morning is smotheringly hot.
Arkenhout can barely hold his list of questions, and Goodman now wants to tell: or at least to brag a bit, to instruct the foreigner.
They eat grits for breakfast with eggs. Arkenhout manages. Goodman starts laughing. “I never ate this”—and he catches the waitress’s judgmental eye—“stuff before,” he says.
The bus seats stick to bare thighs. Goodman explains New York like a tabloid and a guidebook. Arkenhout listens, but he also watches the light show of sun and tangled branches through the windows.
Goodman is suddenly impatient. “This sucks,” he says. “We should rent a car.”
“I don’t have my license,” Arkenhout says. “Not with me.”
“I’ll drive,” Goodman says. “They won’t rent to a teenage alien.”
“O.K.,” Arkenhout says. To himself he says, “I Was a Teenage Alien.” He likes the sound of it.
He’s told his sponsors in Tampa which bus he’ll catch, but getting a car sounds like much the same arrangement, only with a welcome bit of elastic in it. “Cool,” he says, experimentally.
At the next main stop, the boys quit the bus and Seth Goodman, boy advocate, tries to talk Hertz into giving him a car. This doesn’t work for two kids roaring indefinitely through Florida. But the clerk, who’s absurdly muscular for a paper pusher, skin hardly containing the biceps, says there’s a place down the road, and he smiles as the two blonds amble off.
The place down the road is the local sunset home for cars. The rate is high, the car a faded Taurus, but the credit card solves everything.
They swing out of town on the highway. The flat, banal business of hard travel has turned into an adventure—radio on, fast breeze, open road, a sense of chances. They sing out. The weather is loud like old rock ’n’ roll up ahead.
But the road doesn’t turn into a story. It just runs under them like clockwork.
They start looking for laughs. A brown plaster gator, on big haunches for stability, rears out of the grass. A sign promises a wonder of the world: five dollars each.
The office is papered in cobra skin, a sign says. There’s a live cobra out back who sways to the sound of comb and tissue paper, and raccoons in cages, with clever hands.
“I saw this jungle before,” Seth says, checking out the skimpy bushes. “Saw it on Star Trek.”
Arkenhout nods. He’s seen that show.
Under the boardwalk, in the muddy pools, a couple of corrugated things shift. One hinges open on great teeth, yawning. The place smells of inattention, not like home, not for either boy.
“They’ll chew you up so your mama won’t know you,” a man in overalls says helpfully. “You want to feed them?”
Goodman tries out some hog call he once heard from a TV weather-man. Nothing answers. He picks up a bucket of chopped chickens, all shiny flesh, black blood, sawed bone, and rattles it. He tips the bucket into the mud. A snap and a flurry and the flesh is all gone.
“Your mama won’t know you,” the man in overalls says. He never gets tired of saying it.
The boys need the next thing. But the car won’t start.
“I don’t see how the battery could have gone flat,” Arkenhout says.
Goodman says, “We’ll sue them.” He’s heard his father say that.
They push the car off the hot tarmac forecourt and onto the road. It splutters, the engine turns, and the car dies again. Goodman lets out the handbrake, opens the front doors, and the boys try to run with the weight of the car on their shoulders. This time, it comes to querulous life.
“It’s a long way to a service station,” Goodman says.
“Maybe they’d help us at the gator farm.” But the hut is locked, and nobody answers.
Goodman drives like an aunt. He never makes the main road. The car dies just out of sight of the highway and out of sight of the men who mind the gators, in a slight bowl of land between trees.
Goodman sits there, drumming his fingers on the wheel. Suddenly he doesn’t look a prince; he looks a boy. Arkenhout feels older at once.
The heat rests on the skin and sounds filter through the windows: things moving, snakes and gators, in the ditches and the swamp. There shouldn’t be blind hollows in flat Florida, and Goodman is fretting to be out of this one just as soon as he can.
“Shit,” he says. “The car’s on my father’s card. We can’t just leave it. And we can’t phone and we’re out here—”
“I’ll walk to the highway.”
“Nobody’ll stop for you. They’ll think you’re hitchhiking.”
Arkenhout says, “They’d stop in Holland. I think, anyway.”
They hear cars buzz past unseen on the highway. They hear the little, tentative crisscross movements in the bush, and one splash.
Goodman is out of the car and he’s almost running, never mind the sun. He’s going fast to get away from the situation, so he can turn all the nature around him, browsing at the edges of his eyes, into a harmless frieze, a movie tracking shot.
Arkenhout says, “I’ll come with you.” He can’t do anything else.
But Goodman is running away, that’s obvious.
Arkenhout stands in the shade of a tree at the roadside. He watches Goodman wave, make like a hitchhiker, put up his hand as though he were trying to stop a bus or a cab. Nothing works. He’s a suspect boy, sodden, carrying nothing, in the middle of nowhere. He doesn’t even seem to have a car. It’s best if Arkenhout stands out of the way, so the drivers don’t know there are two of them.
Some guys stare ahead and gun the engine coincidentally. Some look disapproving, as though they wished for the courage to stop and deliver a proper sermon. Two stubbled men in a pickup swerve toward Goodman where he dances on the road, and swerve back at the very last minute. He feels a hot metal wind.
Arkenhout watches. He savors the heat, the extreme, the sense of being lost: which means anything is possible. He slips out of sight a minute to piss.
He hears nothing on the road. Then:
“Hey,” Goodman is shouting, “Hey!”
Arkenhout buttons his fly. From the gully he hears a soft slamming sound, a car diverted for a moment from its smooth progress, then the car carrying on, but faster. Goodman isn’t shouting anymore.
Arkenhout liked being able to hear Goodman. The quiet makes him anxious. He strides back out of the gully.
He looks down the road. A scorch mark leads to Goodman, a pointer of black rubber. Goodman lies, one eye shut and black, one eye staring open. His mouth is bloody, frothing a bit. His legs are cracked and bruised, bone and sinew poking through bare skin. It seems as though someone was furiously angry that he dared to stand on this road at this time, angry at the very existence of people like him.
The road is silent. The little rickety movements in the bush are held down by the sheer weight of the sun.
Arkenhout feels in his own pockets and tugs out money, passport, postcards for his parents. He’s fine. He’s fine, he tells himself. He’s grown-up, so the spasms in his stomach, the taste of eggs and old cola in his throat, can’t be happening.
He doesn’t want to look more closely, but he thinks that Seth’s eye, the open one, moves a little. Maybe it’s some mechanical reaction in a dead body, like current through a lab frog. Maybe he’s alive.
Arkenhout tries to remember things learned in the Scouts: bandages, moving the injured, CPR. You don’t move a body that’s cut and broken like Seth. But the body is out there on the blacktop, and soon there will be traffic. Arkenhout feels obliged. He darts out and he tugs Goodman back to the scrappy crabgrass at the roadside. He acts like Goodman is a stranger, and checks his pockets: money, credit, ID. Arkenhout has a Timex, fake gold; Goodman has a Swiss Army watch.
He feels himself in a still, cold state where thinking seems to be peculiarly clear. He knows this can’t be right. He’s here with a boy he doesn’t know. He’s a foreigner, and people don’t like foreigners around here, not even Seth Goodman. He’s seen the movies, and the TV. He’s panicking.
Cops do not understand what’s improvised in life. A cop will think that riding the bus, hiring the car, lead inexorably to this broken body on a roadside.
A foreigner and an all-American boy, and the all-American is dead. Or dying.
He listens. There is no sound of an engine in either direction. He puts his head down to Seth’s heart, which is struggling away.
Then there are Dr. and Mrs. Arkenhout to consider. They’d hate the idea of something so sensational happening to their son. They might even bring him home, and he couldn’t stand going back to all those empty manners.
He picks up a heavy, faceted stone and hits Seth’s head, two times, and then throws the rock into the ditch. This is mercy, because there’s no way to call help, let alone make it come. He holds the head in his hands for a moment, checking it impersonally. The teeth are loose, he sees. The face is so spoiled it could belong to almost any boy the same build, age, color.
A truck goes by, a high chrome train on twenty-four wheels. For a moment, Arkenhout thinks the truck will stop, but it barrels on. He wonders how long it takes to stop a monster like that.
He holds Goodman’s hand. The nails are unbitten. He bites them.
Three miles, four miles down the highway, which once seemed so straight and now bends and shimmers, he’s dry and almost out of breath. Nobody’s moving, nobody passing. He has the whole damn world to himself.
The sky rumbles and blackens behind him.
He has two sets of papers in the jacket that trails in his left hand. He has Martin Arkenhout, who’s a kid and a visitor. He has Seth Goodman, who’s already at college and can do what he wants. He has blond hair, the proper height. Easy. The watch on his left wrist is now a Swiss Army watch.
He could be Seth Goodman better than Seth Goodman ever could. He can make Seth Goodman anyone he can imagine.
There is a diner, finally: a yellowish smear of brick between pines. He says there’s been an accident, asks for a phone.
A waitress gives him coffee when he wants water and points him to the phone. He can see the waitress wants to be sympathetic, wants to mother the boy and believe him; it’s natural. But she’s experienced, so she also wants proof of his story.
“College boy,” she says.
“Yes,” he says, “Ma’am.”
She beams, so close he smells the metal of old coffee on her breath.
But the smile is for the other diners. To Arkenhout, she says, softly, “Where’s your freaking car then? Where is it?”
“We broke down,” he says. “By the alligator farm. And then we tried to get someone to stop on the highway.”
It’s all true, but still she snorts.
“He was Dutch,” Arkenhout says. “He thought they’d stop for us.”
“Foreign. What were you doing with a foreign boy?”
“Just traveling.”
She skims about the diner for a bit, ferrying salad to a pasty couple by the window, more coffee to a pencil-thin black queen, a plate of meat and French fries to the middle-aged couple in plaids.
“It sounds terrible, sugar,” she says.
He has never gambled before, but if he had, he’d recognize his bright concentration on a single chance.
He watches rain come down in clots, rain with the force of hammers picking at the road and scouring the roadside. Just for a moment, hail makes the air rattle.
He can’t eat, although the waitress says he should eat.
He knows when the sun comes back from all the brilliance that lies about on the ground.
He has the phone in his hands at the police station. He’s not at all sure that this can work.
“You sound different,” this woman’s voice says down the phone. She’s Mrs. Goodman, mother.
“I did what I could,” he says. Say as little as possible. Mimic Seth’s particular flat language with your clever mouth.
“It must be shock, dear,” she says. Then it’s as though she remembers the boy doesn’t tolerate endearments anymore. “Seth, I mean,” she says. “They’ll find the body when the storm stops, all that rain. I know you did all you could.”
Arkenhout is dizzy, falling down all the implications of what she says: that he is going to be found.
“Come home. We’ll take care of you,” the woman says. “Until you’re yourself again.”
He hears the father snapping and hawking in the background. He thinks he should say something, but the silence, he guesses, only helps his credibility.
“The cops,” he begins tentatively.
“Police. Police, Seth.”
“The police said bodies do get moved. There are alligators around here. I left him on the roadside because I couldn’t just leave him on the road . . .”
“It doesn’t bear thinking about,” says Mrs. Goodman, and she means it. “You can come home now. You know that. If you want to.”
He’s guessing: that she longs for him to rush home at once and forever, that the real Seth would pose as a man and refuse. They’re not used to separation, he can tell; so they’re trying very hard to do it properly.
He knows that much, but he doesn’t even know what Seth calls his mother: Mum, Ma, Mother, by her Christian name, by some nickname, and whether she’ll notice if he never calls her anything at all. Then he remembers that she expects him to sound, very slightly, not himself.
“I’d rather carry on to New York,” Arkenhout says. “I want to get started.”
Mrs. Goodman breathes hard. There is a pause, a bit of talk, and Mr. Goodman says down the line, “We’ll get you a ticket, Seth. It’ll be waiting at the airport. You’re all right, are you? You have seen a doctor, haven’t you?”
“I’m all right.” So they don’t parade feeling, either; like his own family, they think they can park emotion like a car until it’s needed. “I’ll call you from New York.”
He puts down the phone. He’s very aware, on his skin, that three cops are watching him.
An older sergeant, black, takes him into an interview room.
“Son,” he says. “You should know we still didn’t find your friend.”
Arkenhout thinks they’re questioning his story. He sets his face blank.
“There’s tire marks, nothing else. The rain and the hail just mashed down the verges and there wasn’t a body to see.”
Arkenhout says nothing.
“I know this is hard. You want,” and here the cop fishes up a word from talk shows, “closure. I promise you. We find him, I’ll call you. I’ll be in touch right away.”
He stretches on the dorm bed, chilled down by the air conditioner. He’s early for the semester; his roommate will not arrive for another week. Everybody seems to know there was an accident, so he has a brief buzz of glamour. Everyone is also very kind. Counseling is offered.
But he’s thinking: It can’t work. They’ll find the body. You can’t ruin a body enough to escape all those medical records, dental charts; what if Seth Goodman was fingerprinted once, or had his appendix or his wisdom teeth out? He should have inventoried Seth’s body while it was alive.
Then: If they find the body and send it back to Holland, what if his parents decide it’s not him? The possibilities run about his skin like sweat.
It’s only when the call comes from Florida—boy found, badly cut up and smashed, major injuries compatible with car accident and the rest from being tugged about and mauled by gators, everything rotted down by weeks in warm, sluggish water; some contusions that might be from the head going downstream against a sluice; the body photographed, cataloged, identified as Martin Arkenhout because that was the name it ought to have, then burned in a plywood coffin because the remains were too foul to be shared with the grieving parents, and the ashes sent back to Holland—that Arkenhout stops seeing the kind black Florida cop on guard over his bed.
He punches the air, once. He’s rid himself of a skin. He can take up a new life, know people he shouldn’t know, invent himself.
At this moment, Fifth Avenue shining with the dust in the air on a brute summer’s day, he owns the city.
And for a time, he is blessed: fearless because he doesn’t know quite what he ought to fear.
He does Seth Goodman, student, just right. He cracks books at midnight with a pencil light on his desk, and gets to the great vaulted emptiness of the library at opening time and wades through his courses purposefully. His roommate likes the peace. He signs up for physical anthropology, all that measuring and reading of bones.
But he also hangs out just a measured amount—sprawled on sunny benches in the sun in Washington Square, out in a posse for a couple of beers, coinciding at the gym so he can spot his roommate. There’s nothing missing.
The Goodmans call. But he’s never in his room when they call. “He’s out a lot,” his roommate says. “At the library.” The Goodmans want to know if he’s well, if he’s working. “No problems,” his roommate says, expecting Goodman would do the same for him.
“We didn’t want to bother him,” Goodman’s mother says. She doesn’t mean it.
Arkenhout calls back. Mrs. Goodman says they’d love to come to see him in New York, but Seth knows what his father feels about the city. Arkenhout gives a sage, brief “Uh huh.”
Since he doesn’t know anyone, he decides this means he can know anyone at all. He cruises SoHo on the nights the art season opens, the galleries open out like souks and people spill out of them on a tide of thin white wine. He gets talked to, invited: he is seventeen, a personable volunteer. He remembers enough names from trips to the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam—Haring, Nauman, Koons, that kind of name— to sound a bit informed. He doesn’t worry people by mentioning his favorite: Malevich. He’s smart enough to know these people don’t like true disturbers of the peace.
Out of this drifting come offers. He’s useful, so the galleries have him around like furniture. He’s helped shift glass snails, jokes on paper, brass pornography. That leads to parties; he samples a whole social round. He’s inscribed in this group and that group, but people single him out because he has a party trick. He’s blank like someone his age, a surrogate son, a potential lover, someone to mold, but he gives great attention. He doesn’t mind egos spilling out their stories. He’s hungry for the information they let slip in between their words.
In class, he’s the one who doesn’t ask the dumb questions, who knows not all the world is green-grass suburbia; he was taught that at school. He clatters ineffectually at the gym, but he’s helpful. He goes his own private round among the galleries, now down on West Broadway helping shift boxes, now hanging out in some remote Chelsea space to make it look peopled. His roommate finds a girlfriend for the afternoons when Goodman is reliably never there.
Then there’s Thanksgiving.
Arkenhout is Dutch. He knows about St. Nicholas, about Christmas, maybe New Year. He doesn’t know about Thanksgiving, this late-November roadblock to his life; so he’s startled when the Goodmans leave a message that they’ll send him the ticket to come home for Thanksgiving and how long can he stay?
His roommate says, “It’s lame. You got to let the parents know they don’t rule you.”
Arkenhout sees Christmas loom behind Thanksgiving on the calendar and a full month of vacation behind that. He needs alibis.
“You going home?” he asks his roommate.
“No way.”
He has six weeks before Thanksgiving, maybe four before he has to call and say precisely when he’s coming; or so he thinks.
His luck is cracking.
But then he’s down one brilliant day on West Broadway, just hanging out in the big white back office of a gallery, and David Silver walks through: a name off museum banners. Silver has an impassive face, like he’s Saran-Wrapped his feelings. The two see each other very briefly, but very clearly.
Silver starts talking too loudly. He needs a new assistant, so he says—part-time, afternoons, then Christmas, maybe summer.
Arkenhout says, “Mr. Silver.”
The two stand like two screens opposite each other; all anyone will see is what they project.
“You want the job?” Silver says.
The artist’s house is a mansion, behind shade trees on a quiet street, with a courtyard and a bare glass studio that mysteriously is without heat or glare. Among the spindles and towers of apartment blocks that surround it, it seems arrogant.
Silver is working on huge blind canvases in which, like a puzzle, there’s a figure hidden: the critics find some kind of leper from an altarpiece, a specter of death or disease. Arkenhout thinks it’s the artist himself, hiding in his work. A bit later, in a sensational piece in Artforum, a Canadian critic will say the hidden figure is Seth Goodman, and pick apart what that means for the story of David Silver. Silver, as usual, will refuse to explain or even talk.
There are three other assistants. Very quickly, Arkenhout figures out his importance: he’s not responsive like the great artist’s other arrangements—Jeff, Raoul, Henry—so he makes the whole household more opaque. But he’s wrong and cheap about that.
“He’s queer, isn’t he?” the roommate says.
“I don’t know.”
The roommate looks skeptical.
Arkenhout reckons something different, based on the books and the profiles he has studied: that Silver sees a bit of himself in Arkenhout, the self that came out of Arizona at the same age because there was nowhere to go but New York, the self that is discreet as a mirror.
“I’ve been invited to work for David Silver,” Arkenhout tells the Goodmans.
“Oh,” his father says. “That’s good. If you still have time to study. Your mother took me to that big show of his in Washington, once.”
Arkenhout is relieved they know the name. He says, “It means I won’t be able to come home for Thanksgiving.”
“Your mother,” says his father, “will be very disappointed.”
He’s grateful that Silver has just enough celebrity to excuse anything Arkenhout does, that the name is big and gilded in the Goodmans’ minds. The Goodmans send him, UPS overnight, a pumpkin pie which arrives cracked. There’s also a letter from his father: love, prefaced by oblique talk about the great city, and how a boy shouldn’t grow too far away from his parents. Arkenhout knows it is a begging letter.
In mid-December he’s up at Silver’s house, copying some articles that Silver claims he won’t ever read, when Raoul passes him the phone.
“Your father’s coming,” his roommate says.
“Coming?”
“He’s on the New Jersey Turnpike now.”
“But—”
“He’s coming to some meeting in New Jersey, and he’s coming to take you to dinner or something. He’s an hour away, two hours if the tunnels are really bad.”
Arkenhout puts down the phone. He catches Silver’s eye. He doesn’t have the right to bother Silver, but he hasn’t any choice.
“My roommate says my father’s here.”
Silver says, “You want to see him?”
“I suppose so.”
“I could talk to him. Say you’re out of town on an errand for me. Taking something to the National Gallery in Washington, maybe.”
“But he’ll want—”
Silver remembers evading a father; he sees his own story in Arkenhout. “There’s work here, house-sitting for the vacation. You could pay for spring break that way. I didn’t think you’d want to come to the Caribbean—”
Arkenhout stays in the studio that night, on a futon on the floor, in a garden of high painted canvases.
Mr. Goodman sits on Arkenhout’s bed, in Arkenhout’s room, trying to sense the presence of his son. He shouldn’t have surprised him. He shouldn’t have come to New York at all. The place is a kind of after-life, an altered state.
He takes down a book from the shelf. His eyes water. He counts the pens in the coffee cup, twice. He won’t invade the boy’s privacy by turning on the laptop. He sees clothes in a clean laundromat stack on a shelf and he takes the top T-shirt. He holds it up before him. He smells the good domestic smell of soap and artificial freshness.
The roommate stands in the doorway. “Sir,” he says. “Sir, I’m afraid it’s a bit difficult for you to stay here.” His girlfriend is hanging back, between giggles and annoyance. “Sir?”
Mr. Goodman looks as though he would bury his face in the T-shirt. But he gets up slowly and says “Thank you” with mechanical manners and goes heavily down the hallway.
The Goodmans’ Christmas card plays “Joy to the World” when it is opened, as Arkenhout does in David Silver’s empty house.
Seth Goodman is a success: a social creature, in a world Martin Arkenhout never expected to know, which doesn’t seem narrow and self-righteous and beery like the Amsterdam artists he used to read about in the magazines. Seth Goodman wants to live on, if he can.
The Goodmans write letters now. They don’t call much. There doesn’t seem any point. The letters are sometimes brief, and sometimes they say much too much about life back home in Jackson, Michigan, as though they were trying to pull Seth back with detail. At first, they’re angry Seth does not tell them more. Then they seem to get scared they’ll push him away; they write about “growing pains.”
Just once, they talk about cutting off the allowance unless Seth comes home.
Arkenhout on a subway train out to Park Slope. A black woman in a pose of sad tiredness, sitting sideways, face rolled up. A dapper Sunday suit and a pink Sunday dress on children traveling with shiny prayer books, and a very small, thin, blank Chinese man with a bag of windmills.
He gets it, suddenly: an F train epiphany. The other passengers think he’s waking up from drugs or sleep; they pull back from him.
He can’t be just Seth Goodman. That’s a trap, too. These people out in Michigan want to see a Seth Goodman, and they’ll start to get literal soon, and ask what happened to their real son.
He’s supposed to visit people who live above a Chinese takeout on Seventh Avenue, in a second-floor cave of chocolate wood. Instead, he goes to the Botanic Gardens and sits on the lawn among the early lilacs, running the circuit of his situation over and over again.
Seth Goodman mustn’t be missed, or else there will be questions. He can never go back to Martin Arkenhout. But he can’t be Seth Goodman anymore, so he must become somebody else. In the papers, he’s read how easy it is to steal someone’s name and credit; but that doesn’t seem quite safe. A living person may notice what is done in his name. So he needs papers, but he needs more than papers: he needs a life to inhabit.
He watches the families parade past: the Japanese in knots, the wide shoulders of West Indians, the occasional old ladies in twos or threes, a few Hasidic Jews so dazzled by their children they hardly see the flowers. They’d be missed, he thinks, even if they had lives worth taking.
This doesn’t seem terrible at the time because he’s busy finessing the situation. Not being Arkenhout, not being Goodman, he’s all concentration. He can read the little gaps and shifts in people with senses they don’t know he is using: taste, say, or smell, like a cat, or a prickle like fever on his skin.
“You work for David Silver?”
He is in some photographer’s apartment past Tompkins Square, at a party for someone’s unemployed black art administrator boyfriend: there are many large women, who treat the gay men like cabaret and the straight men like treasure. Arkenhout now brings a powerful seriousness to these events. He feels the sheer efficiency of his own body, as though he were always running a short race.
“I said, you work for David Silver?”
The man asking is dome-headed, with a stick body, jointed awkwardly, which is sad because he is also young and insistent.
“Sometimes,” Arkenhout says.
The man is impressed. He’d like to ask what Silver is really like, but he wants to seem sophisticated enough to know Silver someday; so he says, “I’d like to own a David Silver.”
“They’re for sale.”
“You have to deal. There’s a short list. I sent a check last time and—”
Arkenhout calculates. A Silver drawing is a half million, a painting one and a half; it’s a reality you can’t miss in Silver’s house, that gives the corporate hush to the marble hallways.
He wonders about being rich.
Besides, this dome-headed man, free of physical grace, still can’t be more than—what?—early twenties. It’s time Arkenhout fast-forwarded his life, strode out of student days into real life. He’s not preparing for some douce career. He might want to tour the world, and Seth Goodman doesn’t even have a passport.
“Someone said you lived in his house.”
“Over Christmas. He was away.”
“With all the pieces—”
This guy must know people, or he wouldn’t be here, but he’s no social magnet; he foists himself on talking groups, then shuffles out of them. He’s not cute, sharp, or with someone. From his anthropology of art, Arkenhout deduces: the man is here because he’s money.
“The Museum of Modern Art show,” he’s saying. “I thought that kind of missed the point.”
Very soon, it’s going to seem significant that Arkenhout does not try to get away. He’ll get dinner out of it.
They eat at a Vietnamese place in SoHo, which would be like an Edward Hopper cafe except for the paper lanterns, and the green lights in the fish tanks in the window. The man’s name, Arkenhout now knows, is John Gaul.
He has an accent Arkenhout doesn’t know, odd long vowels. He talks about wanting to be a collector as though it were a career, but how dealers won’t somehow take him seriously. He wants the fine pieces, the great pieces, but he’s marked down for works on paper, minor drawings, paintings by people who don’t get covers in Artforum. He’s an unconvincing buyer, as he’s an unconvincing man.
He invites Arkenhout back for a drink, and it’s early, so Arkenhout goes. The doorman says it’s good to see Mr. Gaul again, and will he be staying long?
Arkenhout half expects a pounce, but Gaul just frets around his apartment finding bottles of wine. And Arkenhout stares: at glass walls, puffed-up sofas, room after room, a corner cabinet of ladylike porcelain, a pair of old oils of bright, open autumn that might suggest taste but more likely are spares from a family house. The man isn’t poor. What’s more, he bitches at dust in corners, at the state of the heat, as though he hardly used this weirdly overgilded empire of an apartment.
“I’m going to the Bahamas,” he says, as though it is another worry in a burdened life.
Arkenhout never, ever acts impressed. He knows better. He makes Gaul keep raising the stakes.
“My uncle left me a house there. Big and pink, my parents say. I never saw it.”
“Really?” Arkenhout has worked to get his “really” just as vacant as anyone’s in New York.
“It’s real estate. You have to check out real estate. You never know.”
“You know people there?” Arkenhout says.
“You don’t get it, do you?” Gaul says. “You don’t have to know people. You pick them up as you go along.” He’s starting to sound angry.
Arkenhout says nothing. He hates to fill up useful silences.
“I hate to be bored,” Gaul says. The phone rings and he goes to answer it.
A bored man, always in motion, about to go somewhere he never went before; Arkenhout sees the promise in this. Gaul’s jacket is slung across the shiny, stripy couch. He can hear Gaul’s voice in the next room but one.
He doesn’t touch the jacket. He stands looking out of the windows across to the islands in the East River. He thinks about touching the jacket, checking the cards, the signature Gaul uses. In the restaurant it looked like a half-circle for the G with the rest trailing away like a fine hair. Credit cards get you almost anything, ATM cards get you money around the world.
There is a credit card slip on the side table, tucked into a book. Arkenhout doesn’t think; he acts on instinct, stuffing it into his pocket. He has a bit of Gaul now. There may even be information.
Gaul isn’t talking anymore. He is standing at the door.
He knows something has happened. He sees satisfaction on Arkenhout’s face, that’s all. But Arkenhout isn’t furtive, isn’t hiding anything. Besides, he’s not some hustler. He’s David Silver’s assistant, a kid with entree. John Gaul really wants to say nothing at all.
“The doorman will get you a cab,” he says coldly.
The next afternoon, Arkenhout hangs out at the house of David Silver, shifting canvases out of the cool hall into the sharp summer light of the studio. Jeff and Raoul don’t help. Since Silver will soon be back from some German junket, they’re playing away the last hours that feel free.
They have their passports out; a cartoon of Bugs Bunny with his mouth full, not of carrot; and the laser copier in Silver’s clinical white office. They have glue, fine blades, a small machine for laminating. They’ve brought Bugs down to a postage stamp, a perfect color miniature, and they’ve produced page after page of the inside page of his passport, the one with birthdate, state of birth, all on a tasteful watermark. 
“You could slip the plastic off the page,” Raoul is saying. “The photograph bumps up a bit, so that’s not a problem. And you use the thing a few times, it looks wrecked anyway. Then you just put the plastic, the page, and the cover back together.”
“Just,” Jeff says. “That’s all we have to do.”
“It’s technique. Like they teach you at art school.”
Arkenhout watches carefully.
“You could spoil someone’s trip that way,” he says.
Raoul and Jeff are still discussing where Bugs Bunny was born: Burbank, or Brooklyn.
“There’s this guy who keeps chasing me,” Arkenhout says. “We could fuck up his passport—”
Raoul and Jeff look up, interested. They like things to be discreet about.
“Get the passport when you see him,” Jeff says. “You can do it.”
Raoul has the laminating machine, the neatly cut rectangle of plastic, Bugs Bunny’s in-flagrante picture, the faked-up version of his particulars. He brings them all together and, a few minutes later, shows Arkenhout the result.
“The type looks wrong,” he says, “where it says place of birth.”
Raoul says, “Then don’t change the details. Switch the picture, just the picture, don’t let him know, and the next time he tries to leave the country, he’s Bugs Bunny and he’s under arrest.”
That afternoon, Arkenhout walks through the meat market down to the Hudson River. He sees old warehouses hollowed out with neglect, windows long gone, nettles growing in deep basements. Nobody cares about them. Nobody checks them.
John Gaul is shifting about his apartment. For a few minutes after lunch, he even agonizes. He doesn’t want to lose this chance of a connection to David Silver. He is suspicious, and he hates to leave suspicions unresolved. All these are clear reasons to call Arkenhout. But he doesn’t trust Arkenhout. His life gets invaded so rarely that he reckons he can at least choose the invaders.
Still, he calls.
Arkenhout calls back at seven, and he’s willing to go to dinner. He goes to a hardware store on Sixth Avenue. He needs a box cutter, he says, but they won’t sell him one because there is a school around the corner. This does not seem logical to a sensible Dutch boy. He has the dorm room to himself. He takes paper from the printer and practices his own signature, his signature as Seth Goodman. He wants to see how much variation people take for granted.
He gets to the designated bar under a violet backpack, which irritates Gaul; it makes the boy look like a student, not a man who knows David Silver. Both men have a beer.
Gaul says he’s sure the house in the Bahamas will be a zero. He’ll be back in a week. Arkenhout says he might like it, might stay there. Gaul says, “I could, I suppose. I could always stay anywhere.” Arkenhout ignores the self-pity in the voice; he notes down absence of planning, limitless possibilities.
“I just want to know about it,” Gaul says. Daringly, he adds, “Silver has a place in the Caribbean, doesn’t he? I read about it once.”
“I never went to the Caribbean place,” Arkenhout says. “I was just the house sitter.”
Gaul thinks it’s too early for dinner, but he wants to be on the move. Arkenhout follows. Gaul takes more beers, then gin, then a glass of red wine. Arkenhout doesn’t. Evidently Gaul has given up on impressing Arkenhout and is juicing himself for some more direct attack.
They take a cab into SoHo and get tucked into the corner of a gray restaurant that claims to be Provençal. Gaul is so precise he’s like a tin toy at table; Arkenhout simply eats. At the end of the meal, Gaul has coffee and more coffee. Then, when he stands, he is punctiliously drunk, a man who has just remembered the program for standing, walking, turning.
Arkenhout hails a cab.
“I don’t want a cab,” Gaul says.
Arkenhout pushes him in the small of the back and he tips into the cab seat. Gaul sits there, not quite sure enough to complain.
Arkenhout thinks he can kill, probably. The boundaries weakened when he took a rock to Seth Goodman’s head. Besides, it will be Seth Goodman’s crime, and he will not be Seth Goodman anymore.
The cab driver squeals between lanes as though he wants to jolt Gaul sober.
The problem, Arkenhout is thinking, while Gaul is thinking someone is being kind to him, is the body. It would be too much luck if the cops muddled up the bodies as they did in Florida, and besides, Gaul is that much older than Seth, with more time to have broken teeth or bones in ways that get recorded. So the body has to be lost for a long while.
The doorman doesn’t rise from his desk when Gaul sweeps in, so Gaul wants his name, his apologies. The man can smell the drink, so he understands.
The doorman hardly notices Arkenhout.
In the apartment, Gaul throws off his jacket and sits down suddenly on his striped, shiny sofa, and lists a little to the left.
Arkenhout doesn’t even have to sympathize with the man. There is no man to attract sympathy, just a few random functioning elements with no core of purpose or life.
Gaul is snoring now, still startlingly rigid, with the dark East River behind his fatuous head.
All Arkenhout needs now is information. He opens his backpack and puts on rubber gloves.
He takes Gaul’s jacket into the hall, in case Gaul should suddenly surface, and checks the credit cards, the ATM cards. The signatures are simple enough and, besides, everyone varies their signature subtly. Hardly anyone checks with the eye of a graphologist.
Fine. He can access the money, but is the supply constant? Gaul seems to think he can travel anywhere; that’s good. He seems to travel on whim. But perhaps that’s just the appearance he wants to give. With all that movement, he can’t simply wait for his credit card bills at a fixed address; there must be someone who settles them for him.
There is a rolltop desk in a side room, closed but not locked. Arkenhout opens it, hears the mechanism jar, then listens hard to Gaul, who is snoring and gasping down the hall. He pulls papers out, letters with long trails of names on the envelopes, a passport; next to the passport is an air ticket, Delta, round-trip to Nassau going out in two days and the return open. So Gaul is going, and doesn’t know when he’ll be back.
There’s a lawyer’s letter attached to the ticket with a rubber band. Gaul is to “introduce” himself to the agent, some woman on Bay Street. If he has to “introduce” himself, then he’s not known. The lawyers have arranged credit in Nassau, they say. He might want to stay for a few months.
John Gaul wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have the patience to stay out of people’s way. But Martin Arkenhout might.
He’s a boy in a foreign country still. He’s not sure he has read everything right. But he has the ticket, the money, the cards, the possibilities; and he needs a new life. Why should it matter how long this life can last?
He closes the desk carefully, but he keeps the ticket and the lawyer’s letter.
He walks back to the room where Gaul is sleeping. Now it comes down to this: how to kill someone, how to make the body disappear.
It isn’t time yet.
He makes himself coffee, and sits in the hallway. There is a stack of heavy art books, catalogs, and monographs, but that doesn’t seem distracting enough; instead, he looks around for magazines. He has to settle for a thumbed paperback of some English whodunit that’s been read over and again.
One o’clock. He goes to the desk to see if there’s a letter opener. He finds one that is surprisingly sharp. There are paper towels and large black garbage bags under the sink; he helps himself and stuffs them into his backpack.
One-thirty. Gaul has toppled to his right, torso and thigh and calf a zigzag of black.
Arkenhout remembers the doorman saying it was good to have Gaul back and how long was he staying? After the date on that Nassau ticket, nobody here expects to see John Gaul. Nobody will particularly care, except to avoid the possibility that he might complain.
Two o’clock. Arkenhout takes off the rubber gloves, pulls Gaul up, slaps a cold washcloth across his face, waits for his eyes to creep open, then focus, then see.
“I’ve got to get the car,” he says.
Gaul doesn’t want to think because it would upset the delicate balance in his head. He looks around for his jacket, pulls out the keys.
“Come on,” Arkenhout says.
“Where are we going?” Gaul says.
“We’re going to see David Silver. It’s a”—he can’t quite bring out the word without giggling, so he tries again—“a surprise.”
Gaul works at being sober, works furiously.
“I should change,” he says.
“It doesn’t matter.” But Gaul insists on cleaning his teeth.
“There isn’t much time,” Arkenhout says, shepherding him through the door. There are two other apartments on this floor, owned by old-money relicts, so Gaul says, who won’t go wandering this early, and would never dare hear sudden movements through their fog of sleeping pills.
When the elevator comes, the operator is trying to stop yawning.
“I’ll get the car,” Arkenhout says. “Wait for me out front.”
Gaul needs every ounce of his concentration to prepare for the moment this kid is offering him like a Christmas parcel: to meet a man impossible to meet. He nods to the elevator man.
The elevator doors snap shut at the garage level. Arkenhout pulls out the keys. He looks around the acreage of shine, white bruisers, sleek town cars, even a Jaguar that belongs to some old-guard traditionalist.
So what the hell does Gaul drive?
He ought to know, he ought to have found out. It was such a simple thing to ask. But they’d always been in cabs, and besides, he had other things to consider that made up a future and not just the next hour.
Only you can’t get to the future except through the next hour, he tells himself, thinking he sounds like his father at his most sententious.
He checks the keys. There are two sets, with no color code to distinguish them, no license number cut in the metal.
“Sir?”
He expects security, some official kind of challenge. He spins round. But he sees only a man in a mechanic’s overall, the night garageman.
Arkenhout says, “John Gaul’s car,” with all the authority he can summon. When the car arrives, he doesn’t know if he should give the mechanic money.
He collects Gaul at the front of the building. The man is perfumed like a bar, breath the caricature fresh of peppermint, with skin like egg white over paper: not in good shape.
“We’re meeting in the meat market,” Arkenhout says.
For a moment, Gaul doesn’t understand. He thinks of social meat markets, sexual ones.
“The one,” Arkenhout says, “where they sell meat.”
He takes Tenth Avenue downtown, a wide channel of dark and moving red taillights, and cuts across toward the river. There are people around, of course; he expected that. There’s more light than he remembered, the meat trade starting up, the night trade drifting off in high heels and Lurex.
He parks a block away from any lights. He waits a moment. There may be someone stirring behind a Dumpster, a door shutter about to rise up rattling and reveal a store set with carcasses. He wants to be sure.
The street won’t do. He puts the car into reverse, and pulls around the corner to the side of one of the hollowed-out buildings. Headlights sweep the end of the street.
Gaul wants to ask what’s happening, but he always knew this meeting could never be ordinary.
Arkenhout pulls the backpack from between the seats.
He sometimes read thrillers as a child. He collected ways to kill: odd expertise about when blood flies, where to cut and when, how poisons work, information that clearly belonged to the adult world and leaked through Agatha Christie to a nation of ten-year-olds. None of it helps now.
He is terribly aware of Gaul breathing. He hits him once with force on the windpipe. Gaul’s head breaks forward.
Arkenhout takes a thick black garbage bag out of his backpack, puts it over Gaul’s head, and pulls it down. He molds the head in the bag until he can find the artery at the neck. He takes the sharp letter opener, and he drives the metal deep into the meat of Gaul’s neck. He pushes Gaul forward, pinches the hole the letter opener has made.
He’s thinking: Gaul wouldn’t take his car to the Bahamas. The car will just rest in the garage until Gaul comes back, as secure and unquestioned as any leaseholder.
Besides, Gaul’s blood in Gaul’s car is easy to explain.
But the blood is flooding. He tries to dam it with paper towel from his backpack. He shifts the body across so it leans on the door. He backs away from the blood.
It isn’t raining tonight, the convenient Florida rain that washed away the questions he should have answered.
Good, he tells himself. Now he’ll have to solve his problems. Now he’ll have to learn a way.
But he has a horror of the body in the leathery intimacy of the car. It is unpredictable. He starts to wonder if the whole eight pints of blood will spurt out through that simple puncture in the neck, if Gaul couldn’t simply stifle under the black plastic that forms a cast of his high forehead and his thin nose.
Gaul’s legs kick out.
Arkenhout gets out of the car, opens the passenger door. He expects the body to fall onto the sidewalk. He half expects eyes
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