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For	my	youngest	son,	Everett,	who	made	me	feel	young	again.	With	my	fervent
hope	that	when	you’re	old	enough	to	read	this	story,	you	will	have	had	(or	still
be	in	the	midst	of)	an	ideal	childhood—as	different	from	the	one	described	here
as	anyone	could	imagine.



What	we,	or	at	any	 rate	what	 I,	 refer	 to	confidently	as	memory—meaning	a
moment,	a	scene,	a	fact	that	has	been	subjected	to	a	fixative	and	thereby	rescued
from	 oblivion—is	 really	 a	 form	 of	 storytelling	 that	 goes	 on	 continually	 in	 the
mind	 and	 often	 changes	 with	 the	 telling.	 Too	 many	 conflicting	 emotional
interests	are	involved	for	life	ever	to	be	wholly	acceptable,	and	possibly	it	is	the
work	of	 the	 storyteller	 to	 rearrange	 things	 so	 that	 they	conform	 to	 this	 end.	 In
any	case,	in	talking	about	the	past	we	lie	with	every	breath	we	draw.
—WILLIAM	MAXWELL,

						So	Long,	See	You	Tomorrow



I
The	North	Sea



1

In	the	Care	of	Churchgoers	and	Old	Girls
According	to	his	mother,	Jack	Burns	was	an	actor	before	he	was	an	actor,	but

Jack’s	 most	 vivid	 memories	 of	 childhood	 were	 those	 moments	 when	 he	 felt
compelled	to	hold	his	mother’s	hand.	He	wasn’t	acting	then.
Of	course	we	don’t	 remember	much	until	we’re	 four	or	 five	years	old—and

what	 we	 remember	 at	 that	 early	 age	 is	 very	 selective	 or	 incomplete,	 or	 even
false.	What	Jack	recalled	as	the	first	time	he	felt	the	need	to	reach	for	his	mom’s
hand	was	probably	the	hundredth	or	two	hundredth	time.
Preschool	 tests	 revealed	 that	 Jack	Burns	had	a	vocabulary	beyond	his	years,

which	is	not	uncommon	among	only	children	accustomed	to	adult	conversation
—especially	 only	 children	 of	 single	 parents.	 But	 of	 greater	 significance,
according	to	the	tests,	was	Jack’s	capacity	for	consecutive	memory,	which,	when
he	was	three,	was	comparable	to	that	of	a	nine-year-old.	At	four,	his	retention	of
detail	and	understanding	of	linear	time	were	equal	to	an	eleven-year-old’s.	(The
details	 included,	but	were	not	 limited	 to,	 such	 trivia	as	articles	of	clothing	and
the	names	of	streets.)
These	 test	 results	were	bewildering	 to	Jack’s	mother,	Alice,	who	considered

him	 to	be	 an	 inattentive	 child;	 in	her	view,	 Jack’s	propensity	 for	daydreaming
made	him	immature	for	his	age.
Nevertheless,	in	the	fall	of	1969,	when	Jack	was	four	and	had	not	yet	started

kindergarten,	 his	 mother	 walked	 with	 him	 to	 the	 corner	 of	 Pickthall	 and
Hutchings	Hill	Road	in	Forest	Hill,	which	was	a	nice	neighborhood	in	Toronto.
They	were	waiting	for	school	 to	be	 let	out,	Alice	explained,	so	 that	Jack	could
see	the	girls.
St.	 Hilda’s	 was	 then	 called	 “a	 church	 school	 for	 girls,”	 from	 kindergarten

through	 grade	 thirteen—at	 that	 time	 still	 in	 existence,	 in	 Canada—and	 Jack’s
mother	 had	 decided	 that	 this	 was	 where	 Jack	 would	 begin	 his	 schooling,
although	 he	was	 a	 boy.	 She	waited	 to	 tell	 him	 of	 her	 decision	 until	 the	main
doors	of	the	school	opened,	as	if	to	greet	them,	and	the	girls	streamed	through	in
varying	 degrees	 of	 sullenness	 and	 exultation	 and	 prettiness	 and	 slouching
disarray.
“Next	 year,”	 Alice	 announced,	 “St.	 Hilda’s	 is	 going	 to	 admit	 boys.	 Only	 a

very	few	boys,	and	only	up	to	grade	four.”



Jack	 couldn’t	move;	 he	 could	barely	breathe.	Girls	were	passing	him	on	 all
sides,	some	of	them	big	and	noisy,	all	of	them	in	uniforms	in	those	colors	Jack
Burns	later	came	to	believe	he	would	wear	to	his	grave—gray	and	maroon.	The
girls	wore	gray	sweaters	or	maroon	blazers	over	their	white	middy	blouses.
“They’re	going	to	admit	you,”	Jack’s	mother	told	him.	“I’m	arranging	it.”
“How?”	he	asked.
“I’m	still	figuring	that	out,”	Alice	replied.
The	 girls	 wore	 gray	 pleated	 skirts	 with	 gray	 kneesocks,	 which	 Canadians

called	“knee-highs.”	It	was	Jack’s	first	look	at	all	those	bare	legs.	He	didn’t	yet
understand	how	the	girls	were	driven	by	some	interior	unrest	to	push	their	socks
down	to	their	ankles,	or	at	least	below	their	calves—despite	the	school	rule	that
knee-highs	should	be	worn	knee-high.
Jack	Burns	 further	 observed	 that	 the	 girls	 didn’t	 see	 him	 standing	 there,	 or

they	looked	right	through	him.	But	there	was	one—an	older	girl	with	womanly
hips	and	breasts,	and	lips	as	full	as	Alice’s.	She	locked	onto	Jack’s	eyes,	as	if	she
were	powerless	to	avert	her	gaze.
At	the	age	of	four,	Jack	wasn’t	sure	if	he	was	the	one	who	couldn’t	look	away

from	her,	or	 if	she	was	 the	one	who	was	 trapped	and	couldn’t	 look	away	from
him.	Whichever	 the	 case,	 her	 expression	 was	 so	 knowing	 that	 she	 frightened
him.	Perhaps	she	had	seen	what	Jack	would	look	like	as	an	older	boy,	or	a	grown
man,	and	what	she	saw	in	him	riveted	her	with	longing	and	desperation.	(Or	with
fear	 and	 degradation,	 Jack	 Burns	would	 one	 day	 conclude,	 because	 this	 same
older	girl	suddenly	looked	away.)
Jack	and	his	mom	went	on	standing	in	the	sea	of	girls,	until	the	girls’	rides	had

come	 and	 gone,	 and	 those	 on	 foot	 had	 left	 not	 even	 the	 sound	 of	 their	 shoes
behind,	 or	 their	 intimidating	but	 stimulating	 laughter.	However,	 there	was	 still
enough	warmth	 in	 the	 early-fall	 air	 to	 hold	 their	 scent,	which	 Jack	 reluctantly
inhaled	and	confused	with	perfume.	With	most	of	the	girls	at	St.	Hilda’s,	it	was
not	their	perfume	that	lingered	in	the	air;	it	was	the	smell	of	the	girls	themselves,
which	Jack	Burns	would	never	grow	used	to	or	take	for	granted.	Not	even	by	the
time	he	left	grade	four.
“But	why	am	I	going	to	school	here?”	Jack	asked	his	mother,	when	the	girls

had	gone.	Some	fallen	leaves	were	all	that	remained	in	motion	on	the	quiet	street
corner.
“Because	 it’s	 a	good	 school,”	Alice	 answered.	 “And	you’ll	 be	 safe	with	 the

girls,”	she	added.



Jack	must	 not	 have	 thought	 so,	 because	 he	 instantly	 reached	 for	 his	mom’s
hand.
In	that	fall	of	the	year	before	Jack’s	admission	to	St.	Hilda’s,	his	mother	was

full	 of	 surprises.	 After	 showing	 him	 the	 uniformed	 girls,	 who	 would	 soon
dominate	 his	 life,	 Alice	 announced	 that	 she	 would	 work	 her	 way	 through
northern	Europe	in	search	of	Jack’s	runaway	dad.	She	knew	the	North	Sea	cities
where	he	was	most	likely	to	be	hiding	from	them;	together	they	would	hunt	him
down	 and	 confront	 him	 with	 his	 abandoned	 responsibilities.	 Jack	 Burns	 had
often	 heard	 his	 mother	 refer	 to	 the	 two	 of	 them	 as	 his	 father’s	 “abandoned
responsibilities.”	But	even	at	 the	age	of	 four,	 Jack	had	come	 to	 the	conclusion
that	his	dad	had	left	them	for	good—in	Jack’s	case,	before	he	was	born.
And	when	his	mom	said	she	would	work	her	way	through	these	foreign	cities,

Jack	knew	what	her	work	was.	Like	her	dad,	Alice	was	a	tattoo	artist;	tattooing
was	the	only	work	she	knew.
In	 the	 North	 Sea	 cities	 on	 their	 itinerary,	 other	 tattooists	 would	 give	 Alice

work.	They	knew	she’d	been	apprenticed	to	her	father,	a	well-known	tattooer	in
Edinburgh—officially,	in	the	Port	of	Leith—where	Jack’s	mom	had	suffered	the
misfortune	 of	 meeting	 his	 dad.	 It	 was	 there	 he	 got	 her	 pregnant,	 and
subsequently	left	her.
In	Alice’s	account,	Jack’s	father	sailed	on	the	New	Scotland,	which	docked	in

Halifax.	When	he	was	gainfully	employed,	he	would	send	for	her—or	so	he	had
promised.	 But	 Alice	 said	 she	 never	 heard	 from	 him—only	 of	 him.	 Before
moving	on	from	Halifax,	Jack’s	dad	had	cut	quite	a	swath.
Born	Callum	Burns,	Jack’s	father	changed	his	first	name	to	William	when	he

was	still	in	university.	His	father	was	named	Alasdair,	which	William	said	was
Scots	enough	for	the	whole	family.	In	Edinburgh,	at	the	time	of	his	scandalous
departure	 for	Nova	 Scotia,	William	Burns	 had	 been	 an	 associate	 of	 the	Royal
College	 of	Organists,	 which	meant	 that	 he	 had	 a	 diploma	 in	 organ-playing	 in
addition	 to	his	 bachelor’s	 in	music.	When	he	met	 Jack’s	mother,	William	was
the	organist	at	South	Leith	Parish	Church;	Alice	was	a	choirgirl	there.
For	 an	Edinburgh	 boy	with	 upper-class	 pretensions	 and	 a	 good	 education—

William	Burns	had	gone	to	Heriot’s	before	studying	music	at	the	University	of
Edinburgh—a	first	job	playing	the	organ	in	lower-class	Leith	might	have	struck
him	as	slumming.	But	Jack’s	dad	liked	to	joke	that	the	Church	of	Scotland	paid
better	than	the	Scottish	Episcopal	Church.	While	William	was	an	Episcopalian,
he	 liked	 it	 just	 fine	 at	 the	 South	 Leith	 Parish,	 where	 it	 was	 said	 that	 eleven
thousand	souls	were	buried	in	the	graveyard,	although	there	were	not	more	than



three	hundred	gravestones.
Gravestones	 for	 the	poor	were	not	 permitted.	But	 at	 night,	 Jack’s	mom	 told

him,	 people	 brought	 the	 ashes	 of	 loved	 ones	 and	 scattered	 them	 through	 the
fence	of	the	graveyard.	The	thought	of	so	many	souls	blowing	around	in	the	dark
gave	the	boy	nightmares,	but	that	church—if	only	because	of	its	graveyard—was
a	popular	place,	and	Alice	believed	she	had	died	and	gone	to	Heaven	when	she
started	singing	for	William	there.
In	 South	 Leith	 Parish	 Church,	 the	 choir	 and	 the	 organ	 were	 behind	 the

congregation.	There	were	not	more	than	twenty	seats	for	the	choir—the	women
in	front,	the	men	in	back.	For	the	duration	of	the	sermon,	William	made	a	point
of	asking	Alice	to	lean	forward	in	the	front	row,	so	that	he	could	see	all	of	her.
She	wore	a	blue	robe—“blue-jay	blue,”	she	told	Jack—and	a	white	collar.	Jack’s
mom	fell	in	love	with	his	dad	that	April	of	1964,	when	he	first	came	to	play	the
organ.
“We	were	singing	the	hymns	of	the	Resurrection,”	was	how	Alice	put	it,	“and

there	were	crocuses	and	daffodils	 in	 the	graveyard.”	 (Doubtless	all	 those	ashes
that	were	secretly	scattered	there	benefited	the	flowers.)
Alice	 took	 the	 young	 organist,	 who	 was	 also	 her	 choirmaster,	 to	 meet	 her

father.	Her	dad’s	 tattoo	parlor	was	 called	Persevere,	which	 is	 the	motto	of	 the
Port	of	Leith.	 It	was	William’s	first	 look	at	a	 tattoo	shop,	which	was	on	either
Mandelson	Street	or	Jane	Street.	In	those	days,	Jack’s	mom	explained,	there	was
a	rail	bridge	across	Leith	Walk,	joining	Mandelson	to	Jane,	but	Jack	could	never
remember	on	which	street	she	said	the	tattoo	parlor	was.	He	just	knew	that	they
lived	there,	in	the	shop,	under	the	rumble	of	the	trains.
His	mother	called	this	“sleeping	in	the	needles”—a	phrase	from	between	the

wars.	“Sleeping	in	the	needles”	meant	that,	when	times	were	tough,	you	slept	in
the	tattoo	parlor—you	had	nowhere	else	to	live.	But	it	was	also	what	was	said,
on	occasion,	when	a	tattoo	artist	died—as	Alice’s	father	had—in	the	shop.	Thus,
by	both	definitions	of	the	phrase,	her	dad	had	always	slept	in	the	needles.
Alice’s	mother	had	died	in	childbirth,	and	her	father—whom	Jack	never	met

—had	raised	her	in	the	tattoo	world.	In	Jack’s	eyes,	his	mom	was	unique	among
tattoo	 artists	 because	 she’d	never	 been	 tattooed.	Her	 dad	had	 told	 her	 that	 she
shouldn’t	 get	 a	 tattoo	 until	 she	was	 old	 enough	 to	 understand	 a	 few	 essential
things	about	herself;	he	must	have	meant	those	things	that	would	never	change.
“Like	when	I’m	in	my	sixties	or	seventies,”	Jack’s	mom	used	to	say	to	him,

when	 she	was	 still	 in	 her	 twenties.	 “You	 should	get	your	 first	 tattoo	 after	 I’m
dead,”	she	told	him,	which	was	her	way	of	saying	that	he	shouldn’t	even	 think



about	getting	tattooed.
Alice’s	dad	took	an	instant	dislike	to	William	Burns,	who	got	his	first	 tattoo

the	 day	 the	 two	 men	 met.	 The	 tattoo	 gripped	 his	 right	 thigh,	 where	William
could	read	it	when	he	was	sitting	on	the	 toilet—the	opening	notes	 to	an	Easter
hymn	he’d	been	 rehearsing	with	Alice,	 the	words	 to	which	began,	 “Christ	 the
Lord	is	risen	today.”	Without	the	words,	you’d	have	to	read	music,	and	be	sitting
very	 close	 to	 Jack’s	 father—perhaps	 on	 an	 adjacent	 toilet—to	 recognize	 the
hymn.
But	 then	 and	 there,	 upon	 giving	 the	 talented	 young	 organist	 his	 first	 tattoo,

Alice’s	 dad	 told	 her	 that	 William	 would	 surely	 become	 an	 “ink	 addict,”	 a
“collector”—meaning	he	was	one	of	those	guys	who	would	never	stop	with	the
first	tattoo,	or	with	the	first	twenty	tattoos.	He	would	go	on	getting	tattooed,	until
his	body	was	a	sheet	of	music	and	every	inch	of	his	skin	was	covered	by	a	note
—a	 dire	 prediction	 but	 one	 that	 failed	 to	 warn	 Alice	 away.	 The	 tattoo-crazy
organist	had	already	stolen	her	heart.
But	 Jack	Burns	had	heard	most	of	 this	 story	by	 the	 time	he	was	 four.	What

came	as	a	surprise,	when	his	mother	announced	 their	upcoming	European	 trip,
was	what	she	told	him	next:	“If	we	don’t	find	your	father	by	this	time	next	year,
when	you’ll	 be	 starting	 school,	we’ll	 forget	 all	 about	him	and	get	on	with	our
lives.”
Why	this	was	such	a	shock	was	 that,	 from	Jack’s	earliest	awareness	 that	his

father	was	missing—worse,	that	he	had	“absconded”—Jack	and	his	mother	had
done	 a	 fair	 amount	 of	 looking	 for	William	Burns,	 and	 Jack	 had	 assumed	 they
always	would.	The	idea	that	they	could	“forget	all	about	him”	was	more	foreign
to	 the	boy	 than	 the	proposed	 journey	 to	northern	Europe;	nor	had	 Jack	known
that,	in	his	mom’s	opinion,	his	starting	school	was	of	such	importance.
She’d	 not	 finished	 school	 herself.	 Alice	 had	 long	 felt	 inferior	 to	William’s

university	 education.	 William’s	 parents	 were	 both	 elementary-school	 teachers
who	 gave	 private	 piano	 lessons	 to	 children	 on	 the	 side,	 but	 they	 had	 a	 high
regard	for	artistic	tutelage	of	a	more	professional	kind.	In	their	estimation,	it	was
beneath	their	son	to	play	the	organ	at	South	Leith	Parish	Church—and	not	only
because	of	 the	class	 friction	 that	 existed	 in	 those	days	between	Edinburgh	and
Leith.	 (There	were	 differences	 between	 the	Scottish	Episcopal	Church	 and	 the
Church	of	Scotland,	too.)
Alice’s	 father	was	 not	 a	 churchgoer	 of	 any	 kind.	He’d	 sent	Alice	 to	 church

and	 choir	 practice	 to	 give	 her	 a	 life	 outside	 the	 tattoo	 parlor,	 never	 imagining
that	 she	would	meet	 her	 ruin	 in	 the	 church	 and	at	 choir	 practice—or	 that	 she



would	bring	her	unscrupulous	seducer	to	the	shop	to	be	tattooed!
It	 was	 William’s	 parents	 who	 insisted	 that,	 although	 he	 was	 the	 principal

organist	for	the	South	Leith	Parish,	he	accept	an	offer	to	be	the	assistant	organist
at	Old	St.	Paul’s.	What	mattered	 to	 them	was	 that	Old	St.	Paul’s	was	Scottish
Episcopal—and	it	was	in	Edinburgh,	not	in	Leith.
What	captivated	William	was	the	organ.	He’d	started	piano	lessons	at	six	and

had	not	touched	an	organ	before	he	was	nine,	but	at	seven	or	eight	he	began	to
stick	bits	of	paper	above	the	piano	keys—imagining	they	were	organ	stops.	He’d
already	begun	to	dream	about	playing	the	organ,	and	the	organ	he	dreamed	about
was	the	Father	Willis	at	Old	St.	Paul’s.
If,	 in	his	 parents’	 opinion,	 to	be	 the	 assistant	 organist	 at	Old	St.	Paul’s	was

more	prestigious	than	being	the	principal	organist	at	South	Leith	Parish	Church,
William	 just	 wanted	 to	 get	 his	 hands	 on	 the	 Father	Willis.	 In	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s,
Jack’s	mother	 told	him,	 the	acoustics	were	a	contributing	 factor	 to	 the	organ’s
fame.	 The	 boy	would	 later	wonder	 if	 she	meant	 that	 almost	 any	 organ	would
have	sounded	good	there,	because	of	the	reverberation	time—that	is,	the	time	it
takes	for	a	sound	to	diminish	by	sixty	decibels—being	better	than	the	organ.
Alice	remembered	attending	what	she	called	“an	organ	marathon”	at	Old	St.

Paul’s.	Such	an	event	must	have	been	for	fund-raising	purposes—a	twenty-four-
hour	organ	concert,	with	a	different	organist	performing	every	hour	or	half	hour.
Who	played	when	was,	of	course,	a	hierarchical	arrangement;	the	best	musicians
performed	 when	 they	 were	 most	 likely	 to	 be	 heard,	 the	 others	 at	 the	 more
unsociable	hours.	Young	William	Burns	got	to	play	before	midnight—if	only	a
half	hour	before.
The	church	was	half	empty,	or	emptier.	Jack’s	mother	was	the	most	enthralled

member	 of	 the	 audience.	 The	 slightly	 inferior	 organist	 whose	 turn	 was	 next
would	 also	 have	 been	 in	 attendance—the	 player-in-waiting	 who	 had	 the
midnight	slot.
William	 didn’t	 want	 to	 waste	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s	 fabled	 reverberation	 time	 by

selecting	 a	 quiet	 piece.	 To	 the	 degree	 that	 Jack	 could	 understand	 his	 mom’s
story,	 his	 father	 was	 playing	 to	 be	 heard;	 he’d	 chosen	 Boellmann’s	 Toccata,
which	Alice	called	“rousing	and	noisy.”
Outside	 the	 church,	 a	 narrow	 alley	 ran	 alongside	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s.	 Huddled

against	 the	 wall	 of	 the	 church,	 seeking	 shelter	 from	 the	 rain,	 was	 one	 of
Edinburgh’s	 down-and-outs—in	 all	 likelihood	 a	 local	 drunk.	 He	 had	 either
passed	out	 in	 the	 alley	 or	 intentionally	 bedded	down	 there;	 he	may	have	 slept
there	most	nights.	But	not	even	a	drunk	can	sleep	through	Boellmann’s	Toccata



—not	even	outside	the	church,	apparently.
Alice	 enjoyed	 acting	 out	 how	 the	 drunken	 down-and-out	 had	 presented

himself.	“Would	you	stop	that	fucking	racket?	How	the	fuck	can	I	be	expected	to
get	 a	 good	 night’s	 fucking	 sleep	 with	 that	 fucking	 bloody	 fuck	 of	 a	 fucking
organ	making	a	sound	that	would	wake	the	fucking	dead?”
It	seemed	to	Alice	that	the	drunk	should	have	been	struck	dead	for	using	such

language	 in	 a	 church,	but	before	God	could	 take	any	action	against	 the	down-
and-out,	William	resumed	playing—with	a	vengeance.	He	played	so	loudly	that
everyone	 ran	 out	 of	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s,	 including	 Alice.	 The	 organist	 with	 the
midnight	 slot	 stood	 in	 the	 rain	 with	 her.	 Jack’s	 mom	 told	 Jack	 that	 the	 foul-
mouthed	man	was	nowhere	 in	 sight.	 “He	was	probably	 searching	 for	 a	 resting
place	beyond	the	reach	of	Boellmann’s	Toccata!”
Despite	 such	 a	 reverberating	 performance,	William	Burns	was	 disappointed

by	 the	 organ.	 Built	 in	 1888,	 the	 Father	Willis	 would	 have	 been	 more	 highly
valued	if	it	were	still	in	its	original	condition.	Alas,	in	William’s	estimation,	the
organ	 had	 been	 “much	 fiddled	with”;	 by	 the	 time	 he	 got	 to	 try	 it,	 it	 had	 been
restored	and	electrified,	a	process	typical	of	the	anti-Victorianism	of	the	1960s.
Not	that	Alice	could	possibly	have	cared	about	the	organ.	More	devastating	to

her:	when	William	 left	his	 job	as	 the	organist	 at	South	Leith	Parish	Church	 to
play	the	Father	Willis	at	Old	St.	Paul’s,	there	was	no	hope	of	her	following	him
to	 be	 a	 choirgirl	 there.	 In	 those	 days,	 there	 was	 an	 all-male	 choir	 at	 Old	 St.
Paul’s—and	from	the	congregation,	Alice	could	see	only	William’s	back.
How	she	envied	that	choir!	There	was	not	only	a	procession,	wherein	the	choir

followed	 the	 cross,	 but	 the	 choir	 sat	 at	 the	 front	 of	 the	 church—in	 view	 of
everyone—not	at	 the	back,	unseen,	 as	 in	Leith.	 Jack’s	mother	was	particularly
miserable	when	she	discovered	that	she	wasn’t	the	only	choirgirl	who’d	fallen	in
love	with	Jack’s	father,	but	she	was	the	only	one	who	was	pregnant.
As	the	new	assistant	organist	at	Old	St.	Paul’s,	William	Burns	was	answerable

to	the	senior	organist	and	the	priest;	that	William	had	knocked	up	a	tattoo	artist’s
daughter	 from	 Leith	 was	 a	 matter	 that	 his	 ambitious	 parents	 and	 the	 Scottish
Episcopal	 Church	 didn’t	 take	 lightly.	Whose	 decision	 it	 was—“to	 whisk	 him
away	to	Nova	Scotia,”	as	Jack’s	mom	put	 it—would	forever	remain	unclear	 to
Jack,	but	both	the	church	and	William’s	parents	probably	had	had	a	hand	in	it.
The	counterpart	of	Old	St.	Paul’s	in	Halifax,	the	Anglican	Church	of	Canada,

was	simply	called	St.	Paul’s.	They	did	not	have	a	Father	Willis.	The	church	with
the	best	organ	in	Halifax	was	the	First	Baptist	Church	on	Oxford	Street.	William
Burns	must	 have	 been	 told	 to	make	 up	 his	mind	 in	 a	 hurry.	 There’s	 no	 other



explanation	for	why	he	chose	the	denomination	over	the	organ—the	music,	not
the	church,	was	what	mattered	to	him.	But	 the	organist	at	St.	Paul’s	 in	Halifax
was	retiring;	the	timing	was	providential.
The	 swath	 that	William	was	 alleged	 to	 have	 cut	 in	Halifax	 in	 all	 likelihood

included	a	choirgirl	or	 two.	(There	was	also	talk	of	an	older	woman.)	He	wore
out	his	welcome	with	the	Anglicans	in	a	hurry;	according	to	Jack’s	mother,	his
father	wouldn’t	have	lasted	a	day	longer	with	the	Baptists.
William’s	parents	reportedly	told	Alice	that	they	never	sent	him	money	or	hid

his	 whereabouts	 from	 her.	 The	 first	 claim	 is	 conceivably	 true—William’s
parents	had	little	money.	But	it	was	harder	for	Alice	to	believe	that	they	didn’t
conspire	to	hide	him	from	her.	And	when	William	was	forced	to	flee	Halifax—
not	 long	before	Alice’s	arrival	 there—he	must	have	needed	money.	He’d	been
tattooed	 again,	 as	 Alice	 discovered	 when	 she	 first	 went	 looking	 for	 him—at
Charlie	Snow’s	tattoo	shop	in	Halifax,	where	the	power	for	the	electric	machines
was	supplied	by	car	batteries.	And	it	would	be	a	while	before	William	found	a
job,	and	more	quickly	lost	it,	in	Toronto.
Alice	 never	 blamed	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s	 for	 whatever	 role	 the	 church	 may	 have

played	in	arranging	William’s	passage	to	Nova	Scotia.	It	was	the	parishioners	of
Old	St.	Paul’s—and	surprisingly	not	her	congregation	in	South	Leith—who	took
up	a	collection	to	send	Alice	to	Halifax	to	find	him.
Furthermore,	the	Anglican	Church	of	Canada	looked	after	her	in	Halifax,	and

they	 did	 an	 honest	 job	 of	 it.	 But	 first	 they	 put	 her	 up	 in	 the	 St.	 Paul’s	 Parish
House,	at	the	corner	of	Argyle	and	Prince	streets,	to	await	her	delivery	day.	By
this	time,	she	was	not	only	pregnant;	she	was	“showing.”
Jack	Burns	was	alleged	to	have	been	a	difficult	birth.	“A	C-section,”	his	mom

told	him	around	the	time	of	their	arrival	in	the	first	of	those	North	Sea	ports.	At
four,	the	boy	took	this	to	mean	that	he	was	born	in	the	C-section	of	a	hospital	in
Halifax—a	part	of	the	hospital	designated	for	difficult	births.	It	was	a	little	later
—probably	 during,	 not	 after,	 their	European	 travels—that	 Jack	 learned	what	 a
birth	by	Cesarean	section	meant.	Only	then	was	it	explained	to	the	boy	that	this
was	why	it	was	not	proper	for	him	to	take	a	bath	with	his	mother,	or	to	see	her
naked.	 Alice	 told	 Jack	 that	 she	 didn’t	 want	 him	 to	 see	 the	 scar	 from	 her	 C-
section.
Thus	 Jack	Burns	was	 born	 in	Halifax,	 under	 the	 care	 of	 churchgoers	 at	 the

other	St.	Paul’s.	As	his	mother	remembered	them—for	the	most	part,	fondly—
they	 demonstrated	 considerable	 sympathy	 for	 a	 wayward	 choirgirl	 from	 the
Church	of	Scotland,	and	 they	expressed	 the	utmost	contempt	 for	 the	 licentious



organist	 who	 was	 one	 of	 their	 own.	 Scottish	 Episcopalians	 and	 Canadian
Anglicans	were	cut	from	the	same	religious	cloth.	Apparently,	it	was	because	of
those	 Anglicans	 at	 St.	 Paul’s	 in	 Halifax	 that	William	 did	 not	 long	 remain	 in
hiding	in	Toronto.
“The	church	was	onto	him,”	as	Alice	put	it.
In	the	meantime,	after	Jack	was	born	in	Nova	Scotia,	his	mother	went	to	work

for	Charlie	Snow.	Charlie	was	an	Englishman	who’d	been	a	sailor	in	the	British
Merchant	 Navy	 in	 World	 War	 One;	 he	 was	 reputed	 to	 have	 jumped	 ship	 in
Montreal,	where	Freddie	Baldwin,	who	was	also	from	England	and	had	fought	in
the	Boer	War,	taught	him	how	to	tattoo.
Both	Freddie	Baldwin	 and	Charlie	Snow	had	known	 the	Great	Omi.	People

paid	 to	 see	 the	Great	Omi’s	 tattooed	 face;	 he	 used	 to	 come	 to	Halifax	with	 a
circus.	When	he	walked	around	 town,	he	wore	a	ski	mask.	“No	one	got	a	 free
look,”	Jack’s	mom	told	him.	(This	amounted	to	more	nightmare	material	for	the
boy;	Jack	couldn’t	stop	himself	from	imagining	the	terrible	tattoos	on	the	Great
Omi’s	face.)
From	 Charlie	 Snow,	 Alice	 learned	 to	 rinse	 the	 tattoo	 machines	 with	 ethyl

alcohol;	 she	 cleaned	 the	 tubes	 with	 pipe	 cleaners,	 which	 she’d	 soaked	 in	 the
alcohol,	and	every	night	she	boiled	the	tubes	and	needles	in	a	steamer.	“The	kind
meant	for	cooking	clams	and	lobsters,”	Alice	said.
Charlie	 Snow	 made	 his	 own	 bandages	 out	 of	 linen.	 “There	 wasn’t	 much

hepatitis	then,”	Alice	explained.
She	 told	 Jack	 that	 Freddie	 Baldwin	 had	 given	 Charlie	 Snow	 his	 most

impressive	 tattoo.	Over	Charlie’s	 heart,	Sitting	Bull	 sat	 facing	General	Custer,
who	 stared	 straight	 ahead,	 unseeing,	 on	 the	 far	 right	 of	Charlie’s	 chest.	Dead-
center	on	Charlie	Snow’s	breastbone	was	a	 full-sailed	 ship;	 a	banner,	unfurled
from	Charlie’s	clavicle,	said	HOMEWARD	BOUND.

Charlie	Snow	wouldn’t	get	home	to	his	final	resting	place	until	1969,	when	he
was	eighty.	(He	died	of	a	bleeding	ulcer.)	Alice	learned	a	lot	from	Charlie	Snow,
but	 she	 learned	 how	 to	 do	 a	 Japanese	 carp	 from	 Jerry	 Swallow,	whose	 tattoo
name	was	Sailor	 Jerry;	he’d	become	Charlie	Snow’s	apprentice	 in	1962.	Alice
liked	 to	 say	 that	 she	 and	 Jerry	 Swallow	 “apprenticed	 together”	 with	 Charlie
Snow,	but	of	course	she’d	already	been	apprenticed	to	her	father	at	Persevere	in
the	Port	of	Leith.
Long	before	she’d	docked	in	Halifax,	Jack’s	mother	knew	how	to	tattoo.
Jack	Burns	had	no	memory	of	his	birthplace;	until	he	was	four,	Toronto	was

the	only	town	he	knew.	He	was	still	an	infant	when	his	mom	caught	wind	of	his



father	 and	 what	 he	 was	 up	 to	 in	 Toronto,	 and	 they	 followed	 him	 there	 from
Halifax.	But	Jack’s	dad	had	left	town	ahead	of	them,	which	was	getting	to	be	a
familiar	 story.	 By	 the	 time	 the	 boy	 could	 comprehend	 his	 father’s	 absence,
William	was	 rumored	 to	 be	 back	 in	 Europe,	 having	 crossed	 the	Atlantic	 once
again.
For	 much	 of	 his	 young	 life,	 Jack	 would	 wonder	 if	 the	 story	 of	 his	 dad’s

exploits	in	Toronto	was	what	first	led	his	mom	to	St.	Hilda’s.	Unthinkably,	the
school	had	hired	William	Burns	to	train	the	senior	choir,	which	was	composed	of
girls	in	grades	nine	through	thirteen.	William	also	gave	private	lessons	in	piano
and	 organ;	 these	 were	 almost	 exclusively	 for	 the	 older	 girls.	 One	 can	 only
imagine	what	 Jack,	 as	 a	 teenager,	would	 think	of	his	 father’s	 adventures	 at	 an
all-girls’	 school!	 (William’s	 noticeable	 contribution	 to	 the	 girls’	 musical
education	led	St.	Hilda’s	to	make	him	the	principal	organist	at	the	daily	chapel
services	as	well.)
Not	surprisingly,	William’s	success	at	St.	Hilda’s	was	short-lived.	Although	a

girl	in	grade	eleven—one	of	his	piano	students—was	the	first	to	succumb	to	his
charms,	it	was	a	grade-thirteen	girl	whom	he	got	pregnant.	He	later	drove	the	girl
to	 Buffalo	 for	 an	 illegal	 abortion.	 By	 the	 time	 Alice	 got	 to	 town	 with	 her
illegitimate	child	in	tow,	William	had	fled,	and	Jack	and	his	mother	were	once
more	welcomed	by	churchgoers.
St.	Hilda’s	was	an	Anglican	school;	 the	school’s	chapel,	where	many	of	 the

St.	Hilda’s	graduates	were	later	married,	was	a	Toronto	bastion	of	the	Anglican
Church	of	Canada.	The	few	scholarships	to	the	school	that	existed	in	the	1960s
were	 funded	 by	 the	Old	Girls’	 Association,	 a	 powerful	 alumnae	 organization.
Children	of	the	clergy	were	generally	helped	first;	other	decisions	regarding	who
got	 financial	 aid	 were	 arbitrary.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 Anglicans	 and	 the	 school
faculty	 and	 administration,	 the	 Old	 Girls	 quickly	 heard	 of	 Alice	 and	 her
condition.	(Jack,	of	course,	was	the	condition.)	Thus,	when	Alice	told	Jack	that
she	was	arranging	his	admittance	as	one	of	the	few	new	boys	at	St.	Hilda’s,	he
assumed	that	his	mom	had	the	Old	Girls’	help.
In	fact,	Alice	and	Jack	had	already	been	lucky;	 they’d	found	lodgings	in	the

home	of	an	Old	Girl	 from	St.	Hilda’s.	Mrs.	Wicksteed	was	a	warhorse	 for	 the
alumnae	association.	Inexplicably,	upon	her	husband’s	death,	she’d	also	become
a	champion	of	unwed	mothers.	She	not	only	battled	on	 their	behalf—she	even
took	them	in.
Mrs.	Wicksteed	was	a	widow	long	past	grieving;	she	lived	virtually	alone	in	a

stately	but	not	too	imposing	house	at	the	corner	of	Spadina	and	Lowther,	where



Jack	and	his	mom	were	given	rooms.	They	were	not	big	and	there	were	only	two
of	them,	with	a	shared	bath,	but	they	were	pretty	and	clean	with	high	ceilings.
The	 Old	 Girl’s	 housekeeper,	 whose	 name	 was	 Lottie,	 was	 a	 former	 Prince

Edward	Islander	with	a	limp.	Lottie	became	the	boy’s	nanny	while	Alice	sought
the	only	work	she	knew.
In	 the	1960s,	Toronto	was	hardly	 a	 tattoo	mecca	of	North	America.	Alice’s

apprenticeship	to	her	dad	in	Persevere—and	her	secondary	education	in	Halifax,
with	Charlie	Snow	and	Sailor	Jerry—had	overqualified	her	for	Toronto’s	tattoo
parlors.	She	was	way	better	than	Beachcomber	Bill,	who	(for	reasons	unknown
to	Jack)	didn’t	offer	her	a	job,	and	she	was	also	better	than	the	man	they	called
the	 Chinaman,	 who	 did.	 His	 real	 name	 was	 Paul	 Harper	 and	 he	 didn’t	 look
Chinese,	but	he	knew	that	Alice	was	the	best	tattoo	artist	in	Toronto	in	1965;	he
hired	her	without	a	moment’s	hesitation.
The	Chinaman’s	shop	was	on	the	northwest	corner	of	Dundas	and	Jarvis.	Near

the	old	Warwick	Hotel,	there	was	a	Victorian	house	with	steps	leading	down	to	a
basement	door.	The	tattoo	parlor	was	in	the	basement,	and	you	entered	it	directly
from	 the	 sidewalk	 on	 Dundas;	 the	 curtains	 on	 the	 basement	 windows	 were
always	drawn.
As	a	child,	Jack	Burns	occasionally	remembered	to	include	Paul	Harper	in	his

prayers.	The	so-called	Chinaman	helped	Alice	launch	her	career	in	what	would
be	the	city	of	her	choice,	even	if	it	would	never	be	Jack’s.
But	it’s	no	good	being	beholden	to	some	people;	indebtedness	can	come	with

a	 price.	 While	 the	 Chinaman	 never	 made	 Alice	 feel	 obligated	 to	 him,	 Mrs.
Wicksteed	was	 another	matter.	 That	 she	meant	well	was	 unquestioned,	 but	 to
say,	 as	 her	 divorced	 daughter	 did,	 that	 Jack	 and	 Alice	 were	 her	 “rent-free
boarders”	would	be	a	misuse	of	“rent-free.”
Mrs.	Wicksteed	 rashly	 decided	 that	 Alice’s	 Scottish	 accent	 was	 a	 lowering

mark	 upon	 her	 social	 station—more	 permanently	 damaging	 than	 her	 exotic,	 if
unsavory,	 involvement	 with	 the	 tattoo	 arts.	 As	 Jack	 understood	 things,	 it	 was
Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	belief	 that	his	mom’s	burr	was	both	a	violation	of	English—
that	 is,	 as	 Mrs.	 Wicksteed	 spoke	 it—and	 a	 curse	 that	 would	 condemn	 “poor
Alice”	to	a	station	lower	than	Leith	for	all	eternity.
As	an	Old	Girl	with	deep	pockets	and	an	abiding	devotion	to	St.	Hilda’s,	Mrs.

Wicksteed	hired	a	young	English	teacher	there,	a	Miss	Caroline	Wurtz,	who	was
expected	 to	 change	Alice’s	offensive	accent.	Miss	Wurtz,	 in	Mrs.	Wicksteed’s
view,	not	only	excelled	in	enunciation	and	diction;	it	seemed	she	also	lacked	an
interfering	 imagination	 that	might	have	 found	Alice’s	burr	 likable.	Or	possibly



Miss	Wurtz	more	deeply	disapproved	of	Alice—the	accent,	 in	her	view,	being
the	least	offensive	thing	about	the	young	tattoo	artist.
Caroline	 Wurtz	 was	 from	 Germany,	 via	 Edmonton;	 she	 was	 an	 excellent

teacher.	She	could	have	cured	anyone	of	a	foreign	accent—she	attacked	the	very
word	 foreign	 with	 a	 confident	 air.	 And	 whatever	 the	 source	 of	 her	 seeming
disapproval	of	Alice,	Miss	Wurtz	clearly	doted	on	Jack.	She	could	not	take	her
eyes	off	the	boy;	sometimes,	when	she	looked	at	him,	she	seemed	to	be	reading
his	future	in	the	contours	of	his	face.
As	 for	 Alice,	 her	 attachment	 to	 Scotland	 had	 eluded	 her;	 she	 submitted	 to

Caroline’s	enunciation	and	diction	as	if	there	were	nothing	in	her	own	language
she	held	dear.	Her	 father’s	death—after	her	 arrival	 in	Halifax,	but	before	 Jack
was	born—and	William’s	rejection	had	made	Alice	no	match	for	Miss	Wurtz.
Thus,	in	addition	to	losing	her	virtue	on	one	side	of	the	Atlantic,	Alice	lost	her

Scottish	accent	on	the	other.
“It	 was	 not	 a	 lot	 to	 lose,”	 she	 would	 one	 day	 confide	 to	 Jack.	 (The	 boy

assumed	 that	his	mother	meant	 the	accent.)	Alice	 seemed	 to	bear	neither	Miss
Wurtz	 nor	 Mrs.	 Wicksteed	 a	 grudge.	 Jack’s	 mom	 wasn’t	 a	 well-educated
woman,	but	she	was	nonetheless	well	spoken.	Mrs.	Wicksteed	was	most	kind	to
her,	and	to	Jack.
As	 for	 Lottie,	 with	 her	 limp,	 the	 boy	 loved	 her.	 She	 always	 held	 his	 hand,

often	taking	it	before	he	could	reach	for	hers.	And	when	Lottie	hugged	him,	Jack
felt	it	was	as	much	for	her	own	sake	as	it	was	to	make	him	feel	loved.
“Hold	your	breath	and	I’ll	hold	mine,”	she	would	tell	the	boy.	When	they	did

so,	 they	 could	 feel	 their	 hearts	 beating	 chest-to-chest.	 “You	 must	 be	 alive,”
Lottie	always	said.
“You	must	be	alive,	too,	Lottie,”	the	boy	replied,	gasping	for	breath.
Jack	would	later	 learn	 that	Lottie	had	left	Prince	Edward	Island	in	much	the

same	 condition	 as	 his	 mother	 had	 been	 when	 she	 sailed	 for	 Halifax—only
Lottie’s	child	was	stillborn	upon	her	arrival	 in	Toronto,	where	Mrs.	Wicksteed
and	the	network	of	St.	Hilda’s	Old	Girls	had	been	most	kind	to	her.	Whether	you
called	them	Anglicans	or	Episcopalians,	or	worshipers	in	the	Church	of	England,
those	Old	Girls	were	a	network.	Considering	that	Jack	and	his	mom	were	waifs
in	the	New	World,	they	were	fortunate	to	be	in	the	Old	Girls’	care.



6

God’s	Holy	Noise
After	Amsterdam,	Alice	was	a	different	woman—one	whose	small	measure	of

self-confidence	and	sense	of	moral	worth	had	been	all	but	obliterated.	Jack	must
have	noticed	that	his	mother	had	changed—not	that	he	would	have	known	why.
On	the	Zeedijk,	the	northeastern-most	street	of	the	red-light	district,	there	was

a	tattoo	parlor	called	De	Rode	Draak—The	Red	Dragon.	The	tattoo	artist	in	that
shop,	 Theo	 Rademaker,	 was	 called	 Tattoo	 Theo.	 The	 nickname	 mocked
Rademaker	 because,	 in	 Amsterdam,	 he	 was	 forever	 in	 the	 shadow	 of	 Tattoo
Peter.
Rademaker’s	second-rate	reputation	didn’t	discourage	William	Burns,	who’d

had	 Tattoo	 Theo	 etch	 a	 cramped	 fragment	 from	 Samuel	 Scheidt,	 “We	 All
Believe	in	One	God,”	in	a	crescent	shape	on	his	coccyx.	The	music	was	partially
obscured	by	the	words,	“Wir	glauben	all’	an	einen	Gott”—it	was	William’s	first
tattoo	in	Amsterdam.
He	was	later	tattooed	by	Tattoo	Peter,	who	told	him	Tattoo	Theo’s	work	was

amateurish	 and	 gave	 The	 Music	 Man	 a	 Bach	 tat-too—“Jesu,	 meine	 Freude”
(“Jesus,	My	 Joy”).	Tattoo	Peter	wouldn’t	 say	where—only	 that	 the	music	 and
the	words	were,	in	this	case,	not	at	war	with	each	other.
His	real	name	was	Peter	de	Haan,	and	he	was	arguably	the	most	famous	tattoo

artist	of	his	day.	Tattoo	Peter’s	lost	leg	was	one	of	the	more	tantalizing	mysteries
of	Jack’s	childhood;	it	was	a	gift	to	the	boy’s	imagination	that	his	mom	refused
to	 tell	 him	 how	 it	 happened.	What	 chiefly	 impressed	Alice	 was	 that	 Peter	 de
Haan	had	tattooed	Herbert	Hoffmann,	and	the	two	men	were	friends.
Tattoo	Peter’s	 shop	was	 in	 the	basement	of	a	house	on	 the	St.	Olofssteeg—

thus	William	was	 tattooed	 twice	 in	 the	 red-light	 district.	William	Burns	was	 a
man	who	was	meant	to	be	musically	marked	for	life,	Tattoo	Peter	said,	but	Alice
would	be	marked	for	life	because	of	him.
The	 basement	 shop	 on	 the	 St.	 Olofssteeg	 was	 very	 warm.	 Peter	 frequently

took	 off	 his	 shirt	 when	 he	 tattooed	 a	 client;	 he	 told	 Alice	 that	 it	 gave	 the
customer	confidence	in	him	as	a	tattoo	artist.	Jack	understood	this	to	mean	that
the	client	couldn’t	help	but	admire	Tattoo	Peter’s	own	tattoos.
“In	 that	case,”	Alice	 told	Peter,	 “I’ll	keep	my	shirt	on.”	What	 Jack	made	of

this	was	perfectly	logical:	since	his	mom	didn’t	have	any	tattoos	of	her	own,	the



customer	might	lose	confidence	in	her	altogether.
Peter	 de	 Haan	 was	 a	 fair-skinned,	 bell-shaped	 man	 with	 a	 pleasant,	 clean-

shaven	 face	and	 lustrous,	 slicked-back	hair.	He	usually	wore	dark	 trousers	and
sat	with	 his	 one	 leg	 facing	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 tattoo	 parlor—the	 stump	of	 his
missing	leg	half	hidden	on	a	wooden	bench	or	stool.	He	sat	with	his	back	very
straight;	he	maintained	excellent	posture	sitting	down.	But	Jack	never	saw	him
stand.
Did	he	use	crutches	or	two	canes;	or,	like	a	pirate,	did	he	strap	on	a	peg	leg?

Did	 he	 come	 and	 go	 in	 a	wheelchair?	 Jack	 didn’t	 know—he	 never	 saw	 Peter
come	or	go.
Jack	 would	 one	 day	 hear	 that	 Peter’s	 son	 was	 his	 apprentice,	 but	 Jack

remembered	seeing	only	one	other	apprentice	at	Tattoo	Peter’s	besides	his	mom.
He	was	a	scary	man	named	Jacob	Bril.	(Possibly	Bril	made	such	an	impression
on	Jack	that	he	simply	forgot	Peter’s	son.)
Jacob	 Bril	 had	 his	 own	 tattoo	 parlor	 in	 Rotterdam;	 he	 closed	 it	 on	 the

weekends	 and	 came	 to	 Amsterdam,	 where	 he	 worked	 at	 Tattoo	 Peter’s	 from
noon	to	midnight	every	Saturday.	His	faithful	clientele	would	line	up	to	see	him;
every	fan	of	Bril’s	was	a	dedicated	Christian.
Jacob	Bril	was	small	and	wiry—an	austere	 skeleton	of	a	man—and	he	gave

only	religious	tattoos,	of	which	his	favorite	was	the	Ascension.	On	Bril’s	bony
back	was	a	depiction	of	Christ	departing	this	world	in	the	company	of	angels.	In
Bril’s	version,	Heaven	was	a	dark	and	cloudy	place,	but	his	angels	had	splendid
wings.
For	 the	 chest,	 Jacob	Bril	 recommended	Christ’s	Agony—Our	Savior’s	 head

bleeding	 in	 His	 crown	 of	 thorns.	 Christ’s	 hands	 and	 feet	 and	 side	 were	 also
bleeding;	 according	 to	 Bril,	 the	 blood	 was	 essential.	 On	 his	 own	 chest,	 in
addition	to	Our	Savior’s	bloody	head,	Jacob	Bril	had	a	sacred	text—the	Lord’s
Prayer.	On	his	upper	arms	and	forearms	were	a	Virgin	Mary,	a	Christ	Child,	and
two	Mary	Magdalenes—one	with	a	halo,	one	without.	He’d	saved	his	stomach
for	that	most	frightening	figure	of	Lazarus	leaving	the	grave.	(Alice	liked	to	say
that	the	Lazarus	tattoo	was	responsible	for	Bril’s	indigestion.)
It	 was	 reasonable	 to	 hope	 that	 the	 two	Mary	Magdalenes	might	 predispose

Bril	 to	 forgiveness—especially	 in	 regard	 to	 those	 working	 women	 in	 their
windows	and	doorways	in	the	red-light	district.	But	Bril	made	his	disapproval	of
the	 prostitutes	 plain.	 From	 where	 he	 got	 off	 the	 train,	 at	 the	 Central	 Station,
Jacob	 Bril	 could	 have	walked	 to	 Tattoo	 Peter’s	 on	 the	 St.	 Olofssteeg	without
once	passing	a	prostitute;	in	fact,	the	most	direct	route	from	the	train	station	to



the	tattoo	parlor	did	not	go	through	the	district.	But	Bril	stayed	in	a	hotel	on	the
Dam	Square,	the	Krasnapolsky.	(In	those	days,	the	Krasnapolsky	was	considered
quite	a	fancy	hotel;	it	was	certainly	too	fancy	for	Bril.)	And	whether	leaving	or
returning	to	the	Krasnapolsky,	Bril	made	a	point	of	walking	every	street	of	the
red-light	district—both	to	and	from	Tattoo	Peter’s.
When	he	walked,	Jacob	Bril’s	pace	was	as	quick	as	his	rush	to	judgment.	Two

canals	divided	 the	district;	Bril	patrolled	both	banks	of	 the	 two,	 as	well	 as	 the
side	 streets.	 In	 the	narrowest	 alleys,	where	 the	women	 in	 their	 doorways	were
close	enough	to	touch,	Bril	hurried	by	at	a	frenzied	pace.	The	women	who	saw
him	 coming	 withdrew	 as	 he	 passed.	 (Jack	 used	 to	 think	 it	 was	 because	 Bril
caused	 a	 draft.)	 One	 day,	 Jack	 and	 his	 mom	 followed	 Bril	 from	 the
Krasnapolsky.	They	couldn’t	match	the	little	man’s	speed;	Jack	would	have	had
to	run	just	to	keep	Bril	in	sight.
The	Krasnapolsky	was	 an	 overfancy	 hotel	 for	 Jack	 and	Alice—not	 just	 for

Jacob	 Bril—but	 they’d	 had	 a	 bad	 experience	 in	 a	 cheaper	 place.	 De	 Roode
Leeuw	 (The	 Red	 Lion)	 was	 on	 the	 Damrak,	 just	 opposite	 a	 department	 store
where	Jack	once	became	separated	from	his	mother	and	managed	to	get	lost	for
five	or	ten	minutes.
At	 The	 Red	 Lion,	 Jack	 was	 fascinated	 by	 a	 rat	 he	 found	 in	 the	 hotel’s

poolroom,	behind	the	rack	for	the	pool	cues.	Jack	discovered	that	by	inserting	a
cue	 in	 one	 end	of	 the	 rack	 and	wiggling	 it,	 he	 could	make	 the	 rat	 run	 out	 the
other	side.
The	Red	Lion	was	a	hotel	favored	by	sales	reps.	A	previous	guest	had	left	a

sizable	 stash	 of	marijuana	 in	 one	 of	 Jack’s	 bureau	 drawers.	 Jack	 discovered	 it
while	looking	for	his	underwear,	and	used	it	to	replace	the	bedraggled	hay	in	a
crèche	 his	mom	 had	 given	 him	 at	 Christmastime	 in	Copenhagen.	 Thus	 Jack’s
Little	Lord	Jesus	lay	in	a	bed	of	pot,	and	Mary	and	Joseph	and	various	kings	and
shepherds	(together	with	an	assortment	of	other	crèche	figures)	were	knee-deep
in	hemp,	not	hay,	when	Alice	discovered	them.	She	was	led	to	the	crèche	by	the
smell.
De	Roode	Leeuw	was	not	the	hotel	for	them,	Alice	said,	but	Jack	never	saw

her	 throw	 the	marijuana	 away.	They	moved	 to	 the	Krasnapolsky.	Staying	 in	 a
hotel	 above	 their	 means	 was	 becoming	 old	 hat	 for	 Jack	 and	 Alice,	 although
being	in	the	same	hotel	with	Jacob	Bril	would	never	have	been	their	first	choice.
The	rat	at	The	Red	Lion	was	friendlier	than	Bril	was.
As	for	trying	to	follow	Jacob	Bril	through	the	red-light	district,	Jack	and	Alice

tried	 it	 only	 that	 once.	 Not	 only	 was	 Bril	 too	 fast—he	 didn’t	 appreciate	 their



company.	Usually,	when	Jack	and	his	mother	walked	through	the	district	to	and
from	 Tattoo	 Peter’s,	 they	 liked	 to	 play	 a	 game.	 They	 tried	 to	 take	 a	 slightly
different	route	each	time;	that	way,	they	got	to	know	all	the	prostitutes.	Most	of
them	were	 friendly.	 In	 a	 short	 while,	 they	 knew	 Jack’s	 name;	 they	 called	 his
mom	by	her	tattoo	name,	Daughter	Alice.
The	few	women	in	their	doorways	and	windows	who	were	unfriendly	to	Jack

and	Alice	were	 conspicuously	 so.	Most	 of	 them	were	 older	women—to	 Jack,
some	of	 them	 looked	old	enough	 to	be	his	mother’s	mother—but	a	 few	of	 the
younger	women	were	unfriendly	as	well.
One	of	the	younger	ones	was	bold	enough	to	speak	to	Alice.	“This	is	no	place

to	be	with	a	child,”	she	said.
“I	have	to	work,	too,”	Alice	told	her.
In	those	days,	most	of	the	women	in	the	red-light	district	were	Dutch—many

of	 them	 not	 from	 Amsterdam.	 If	 a	 woman	 from	 Amsterdam	 wanted	 to	 be	 a
prostitute,	she	might	go	to	The	Hague;	women	from	The	Hague,	or	from	other
Dutch	cities,	or	the	country	girls,	came	to	Amsterdam.	(Less	of	a	scandal	for	the
family;	not	so	much	shame.)
This	 was	 around	 the	 time	 families	 came	 to	 Holland	 from	 their	 native

Suriname.	To	see	a	brown-skinned	woman	in	the	red-light	district	 in	1970	was
increasingly	common.	And	before	the	Surinamese,	there	were	the	brown-skinned
girls	of	a	lighter	hue	from	Indonesia—a	former	Dutch	colony.
It	 was	 one	 of	 the	 darker-brown	 women	 from	 Suriname	 who	 gave	 Jack	 a

present.	What	surprised	him	was	that	he’d	never	seen	her	before,	but	she	knew
his	name.
She	 was	 in	 a	 window,	 not	 in	 the	 red-light	 district	 but	 on	 either	 the

Korsjespoortsteeg	 or	 the	 Bergstraat,	 where	 Jack	 and	 his	 mom	 went	 to	 make
some	 inquiries	 about	 his	 dad.	 Jack	 thought	 the	 Surinamese	 woman	 was	 a
mannequin—she	 was	 sitting	 so	 still,	 and	 she	 was	 so	 statuesque—but	 she
suddenly	came	out	on	the	street	and	gave	him	a	chocolate	the	color	of	her	skin.
“I’ve	been	saving	this	for	you,	Jack,”	she	said.	The	boy	was	too	surprised	to

speak.	His	mother	reproved	him	for	not	thanking	the	woman	properly.
Most	weekday	mornings,	when	 Jack	 and	 his	mom	walked	 through	 the	 red-

light	district	on	 their	way	 to	Tattoo	Peter’s,	not	many	women	were	working—
they	went	to	work	earlier	on	the	weekends.	At	night,	of	course,	every	red	light
was	on	 and	 the	district	was	 teeming;	 sometimes	 the	prostitutes	who	knew	and
liked	Jack	and	Alice	were	too	busy	to	say	their	names,	or	so	much	as	nod	in	their
direction.



Even	 before	 the	 spring	 came,	 when	 the	 weather	 was	 still	 cool,	 the	 women
were	more	often	in	their	doorways	than	their	windows;	they	liked	to	talk	to	one
another.	They	wore	high	heels	and	short	skirts,	and	blouses	or	sweaters	with	low
necklines,	but	at	least	they	wore	clothes.	And	their	friendliness—to	Jack,	if	not
always	 to	 his	 mother—enabled	 Alice	 to	 mislead	 her	 son	 about	 the	 nature	 of
prostitution.
In	 those	days,	 one	 saw	only	men	visiting	 the	prostitutes;	 Jack	observed	 that

the	men	looked	most	unhappy	to	be	seen	doing	so.	And	when	the	men	left,	they
were	always	 in	a	hurry,	which	 stood	 in	 sharp	contrast	 to	how	slowly	 they	had
walked	 in	 the	 district	 (and	 how	 many	 times	 they’d	 passed	 a	 particular
prostitute’s	doorway	or	window)	before	they	finally	made	up	their	minds	about
which	woman	to	visit.
Alice	explained	that	this	was	because	they	were	unhappy	and	indecisive	men

to	begin	with.	A	prostitute,	Jack’s	mom	told	him,	was	a	woman	who	gave	advice
to	 men	 who	 had	 difficulty	 understanding	 women	 in	 general—or	 one	 woman,
such	as	a	wife,	in	particular.	The	reason	the	men	looked	ashamed	of	themselves
was	that	they	knew	they	should	really	be	having	such	an	important	and	personal
conversation	with	their	wives	or	girlfriends,	but	they	were	inexplicably	unable	or
unwilling	to	do	so.	They	were	“blocked,”	Alice	said.	Women	were	a	mystery	to
them;	they	could	pour	out	their	hearts	only	to	strangers,	for	a	price.
Jack	didn’t	know	who	paid	whom,	until	his	mom	explained	that	the	men	did

the	 paying.	 It	 was	 an	 awful	 job	 to	 have	 to	 listen	 to	 these	miserable	men,	 his
mother	 said.	She	clearly	 took	pity	on	 the	prostitutes,	 so	 Jack	did,	 too;	 she	had
contempt	for	the	men,	so	he	also	had	contempt	for	them.
But	Jack	and	Alice’s	contempt	could	never	measure	up	to	that	of	Jacob	Bril.

Bril	had	a	palpable	scorn	for	the	prostitutes	and	their	customers.	He	was	full	of
contempt	for	Jack	and	his	mom,	too.	It	was	because	she	was	an	unwed	mother
and	Jack	was	an	illegitimate	child,	Alice	told	her	son.
Bril	also	disapproved	of	Alice	because	she	was	a	 tattoo	artist;	he	said	 that	 it

was	not	a	decent	woman’s	business	to	touch	half-naked	men.	Bril	himself	would
not	tattoo	a	woman—except	on	her	hand	or	forearm,	or	on	her	foot	or	ankle.	Any
higher	up	her	leg	was	“too	high,”	he	said;	any	other	part	of	a	woman’s	body	was
“too	intimate.”
Women	seeking	religious	 tattoos	on	either	 too	high	or	 too	 intimate	a	part	of

their	bodies	were	 told	 to	 see	Daughter	Alice,	 although	Bril	disapproved	of	her
giving	religious	 tattoos.	She	was	not	 religious	enough	 to	do	 them	sincerely,	he
said.



Alice	did	a	small,	pretty	cross	with	roses,	which	young	women	liked	to	tuck	in
their	 cleavage—as	 if	 the	 cross	 were	 an	 overlong	 necklace	 with	 an	 invisible
chain.	 She	 did	 a	 Christ	 on	 the	 Cross	 that	 was	 shoulder-blade-size.	 (It	 lacked
some	of	 the	agony	and	much	of	 the	blood	of	Bril’s	dying	 Jesus.)	And	 she	did
Our	 Savior’s	 head	 in	His	 crown	 of	 thorns,	 usually	 on	 an	 upper	 arm	 or	 thigh,
which	Bril	criticized	because	he	found	her	Christ’s	expression	“too	ecstatic.”
“Maybe	my	Jesus	is	already	entering	Heaven,”	Alice	explained.
Jacob	Bril	dismissed	 this	with	a	violent	gesture.	He	drew	his	forearm	across

his	chest,	as	 if	he	were	about	 to	give	Alice	a	whack	with	 the	back	of	his	bony
hand.
“Not	in	my	shop,	Bril,”	Tattoo	Peter	told	him.
“Not	around	Jack.”	(Alice’s	usual	refrain.)
Bril	 looked	 at	 the	 two	 of	 them	with	 a	 venom	 he	 normally	 reserved	 for	 the

prostitutes.
Jack	and	Alice	never	saw	Jacob	Bril	leave	Tattoo	Peter’s,	which	he	did	every

Saturday	 at	 midnight,	 when	 the	 red-light	 district	 was	 overflowing	 in	 the
relentless	pursuit	of	its	principal	enterprise—every	girl	was	working.	Jack	would
wonder	 later	 how	 long	 it	 took	 Bril	 to	 get	 back	 to	 the	 Krasnapolsky,	 passing
every	prostitute	in	every	window	and	doorway.
Did	 his	 pace	 never	 slow?	 Was	 there	 ever	 a	 woman	 who	 made	 him	 stop

walking?	Did	the	fire	and	brimstone	only	leave	his	eyes	when	Bril	was	asleep,	or
did	Hell	burn	even	more	brightly	in	his	dreams?
Many	 Saturdays,	 because	 Alice	 disliked	 sharing	 Tattoo	 Peter’s	 otherwise

warm	shop	with	Jacob	Bril,	Peter	would	propose	that	she	take	her	talents	over	to
the	Zeedijk	and	see	if	she	could	teach	a	thing	or	two	to	Theo	Rademaker	at	The
Red	Dragon.
“Poor	Tattoo	Theo,”	Peter	would	say.	“I’ll	bet	he	could	use	a	break	today.	Or

a	lesson	from	Daughter	Alice.”
The	much-maligned	Tattoo	Theo	was	 not	 in	 the	 category	 of	 a	 scratcher;	 he

simply	 had	 the	misfortune	 to	 share	 the	 red-light	 district	with	 a	 tattoo	 artist	 as
good	as	Tattoo	Peter.	Rademaker	was	by	no	means	as	bad	as	Sami	Salo	or	Trond
Halvorsen—it	was	 judgment	 that	 he	 lacked,	Alice	 said,	 not	 ability.	And	Alice
liked	Tattoo	Theo’s	young	apprentice,	Robbie	de	Wit.	It	was	well	known	in	the
neighborhood	that	Robbie	doted	on	her.
Jack	 and	 Alice	 skipped	 Jacob	 Bril’s	 company	 whenever	 they	 could.	 (Bril

hardly	 missed	 them;	 he	 wanted	 them	 gone.)	 De	 Rode	 Draak	 was	 a	 welcome



change	of	scenery	for	Jack	and	his	mom—lots	of	tourists	went	there,	especially
on	a	Saturday.	Some	of	those	Saturdays,	if	Tattoo	Peter	had	more	clients	than	he
and	Jacob	Bril	could	handle,	Peter	was	generous	enough	to	send	his	customers	to
The	Red	Dragon—cautioning	them	to	ask	for	Daughter	Alice.
Rademaker	must	have	been	grateful	for	the	extra	business,	though	it	may	have

caused	him	some	inner	pain	to	hear	a	new	client	request	Alice.	Tattoo	Theo	liked
Alice,	and	she	liked	him.	For	Jack	and	his	mother,	their	life	had	a	pattern	again;
their	 first	weeks	 in	 the	 red-light	 district	were	not	 unlike	 their	 happiest	 days	 in
Copenhagen	with	Tattoo	Ole	and	Ladies’	Man	Madsen.
Like	Lars,	Robbie	 de	Wit	made	 an	 effort	 to	win	Alice’s	 affection	 by	 being

nice	 to	 Jack.	While	Alice	 liked	Robbie,	 that	was	 as	 far	 as	 it	went.	She	 shared
Robbie’s	 fondness	 for	Bob	Dylan;	 they	both	 sang	 along	with	 the	Dylan	 songs
that	 drowned	 out	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 tattoo	 machines	 in	 De	 Rode	 Draak.
Rademaker	liked	Dylan,	too.	He	called	Dylan	by	his	real	name,	which	he	always
said	in	the	German	way—as	it	would	turn	out,	incorrectly.
“Shall	we	listen	again	to	der	Zimmerman?”	Tattoo	Theo	would	say,	winking

at	Jack,	who	was	in	charge	of	playing	the	old	albums.	(In	German,	one	listens	to
den	Zimmerman.)
Jack	liked	the	wisp	of	whiskers	on	Robbie	de	Wit’s	chin,	which	reminded	him

of	Ladies’	Man	Madsen’s	 efforts	 to	 grow	 a	 beard	 in	 the	 same	 place.	Because
Jack’s	 crèche	 figures,	 including	 the	 Baby	 Jesus,	 still	 smelled	 like	 pot,	 he
recognized	the	sweet	scent	of	marijuana	in	Robbie’s	hand-rolled	cigarettes,	but
the	 boy	 didn’t	 keep	 count	 of	 how	many	 times	 his	mother	might	 have	 taken	 a
toke.	She	said	it	helped	her	to	follow	the	tune	when	she	sang	along	with	Bob.
Rademaker	had	worked	on	a	fishing	boat	one	summer	off	the	coast	of	Alaska;

an	“Eskimo	 tattooer”	had	given	him	 the	 tattoo	of	 the	seal	on	his	chest	and	 the
one	of	the	Kodiak	bear	on	his	back.
Relatively	 speaking,	 Jack	 and	 his	 mother	 were	 happy—or	 so	 it	 seemed	 to

Jack.
His	mom	 sent	 another	 postcard	 to	Mrs.	Wicksteed.	At	 the	 time,	 Jack	 didn’t

know	that	Mrs.	Wicksteed	had	sent	them	money;	that	they	continued	to	stay	in
hotels	 above	 their	means	was,	 in	part,	Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	 idea.	She	was	a	good
Old	Girl,	 all	 right.	 (Maybe	Mrs.	Wicksteed	 believed	 that	 a	 good	 hotel	was	 as
much	a	safeguard	of	Alice’s	future	as	losing	her	Scottish	accent.)
The	 postcard	 was	 of	 one	 of	 Amsterdam’s	 narrow	 canals;	 of	 course	 you

couldn’t	 see	 the	prostitutes	 in	 their	windows	or	doorways	 in	 the	picture.	“Jack
sends	his	love	to	Lottie,”	Alice	wrote.	Jack	wouldn’t	remember	if	there	was	more



to	 the	message.	He	 drew	 a	 smiling	 face	 next	 to	 Lottie’s	 name;	 there	was	 just
enough	room	beside	the	face	for	him	to	write	the	initial	J.
“Lottie	will	know	who	it	is,”	his	mom	assured	him.
Off	to	Toronto	went	the	postcard	with	Jack’s	happy	face.
But	what	about	that	little	boy	whose	capacity	for	consecutive	memory,	when

he	was	three,	was	comparable	to	that	of	a	nine-year-old?	What	had	happened	to
Jack’s	retention	of	detail	and	understanding	of	linear	time,	which,	when	he	was
four,	were	equal	to	an	eleven-year-old’s?
Not	 in	Amsterdam,	where	Jack	 imagined	he	had	 lived	with	his	mother	 for	a

couple	of	months	before	they	ever	set	foot	in	the	Oude	Kerk	and	heard	that	vast
organ.	In	reality,	of	course,	Alice	wouldn’t	have	waited	a	week	to	go	there.
The	Oude	Kerk,	 the	 Old	 Church	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 red-light	 district,	 was

probably	consecrated	in	1306	by	the	Bishop	of	Utrecht	and	is	the	oldest	building
in	 Amsterdam.	 The	 church	 survived	 two	 great	 fires—the	 first	 in	 1421,	 the
second	in	1452—and	the	altars	were	badly	damaged	in	the	iconoclastic	fury	of
1566.	 In	1578,	when	Amsterdam	officially	became	a	Protestant	 city,	 the	Oude
Kerk	was	 stripped	 of	 its	Roman	Catholic	 decoration	 and	 renovated	 to	 suit	 the
Protestant	 religious	 service.	The	pulpit	dates	 from	1643,	 the	choir	 screen	 from
1681.	 Rembrandt’s	 first	 wife	 is	 buried	 in	 the	 Old	 Church,	 and	 there	 are	 five
tombs	in	commemoration	of	seventeenth-century	Dutch	sea	heroes.
The	organ,	which	Kari	Vaara	correctly	called	vast,	is	also	old.	It	was	built	by

Christian	Vater	of	Hamburg,	Germany,	in	1726.	It	took	Vater	two	years	to	build
the	huge	and	beautiful	instrument	of	forty-three	stops,	which	went	immediately
out	of	 tune	 the	moment	more	 than	one	register	was	pulled.	The	organ’s	failure
was	also	vast—for	eleven	years,	it	was	out	of	tune.	Finally,	a	man	named	Müller
was	assigned	the	task	of	dismantling	the	Vater	organ	to	investigate	the	problem.
It	took	him	five	years	to	fix	it.
Even	so,	the	organ	in	the	Oude	Kerk	continued	to	be	out	of	tune	most	of	the

time;	 it	 is	 tuned	 before	 every	 concert	 because	 of	 the	 temperature	 in	 the	 old
building—the	Oude	Kerk	cannot	be	heated	properly.
It	was	cold	in	the	Old	Church	that	day,	and	Jack	and	his	mom	sat	on	the	organ

bench	with	the	junior	organist—a	dough-faced	kid	who	was	too	young	to	shave.
He	 was	 a	 child	 prodigy,	 apparently.	 Alice	 said	 she	 was	 told	 all	 about	 the
youngster’s	talent	by	the	senior	organist,	Jacob	Venderbos,	who’d	been	too	busy
to	see	her.	 (Venderbos	also	played	 the	organ	at	 the	Westerkerk	 in	Amsterdam,
and	at	churches	 in	Haarlem	and	Delft.)	Alice	got	 to	 talk	 to	his	 fifteen-year-old
apprentice	instead.



The	young	genius’s	name	was	Frans	Donker,	and	he	was	as	afraid	of	Alice	as
any	boy	that	age	could	be.	Like	Andreas	Breivik,	he	couldn’t	look	at	her	when
he	talked.	As	near	as	Jack	could	tell,	what	his	mother	learned	from	the	frightened
child	prodigy	was	 that	Kari	Vaara	had	been	wrong	 to	 think	 that	his	 father	had
been	hired	to	play	the	organ	in	the	Oude	Kerk—he’d	been	hired	only	to	keep	it
in	 tune.	 For	 this	 ongoing	 and	 demanding	 service,	 William	 was	 permitted	 to
practice	on	the	vast	instrument.	It	was	indeed	a	special	organ,	Frans	Donker	told
Jack	 and	 Alice—“both	 great	 and	 difficult”—and	 William	 not	 only	 kept	 it	 in
better	tune	than	anyone	could	remember;	his	practice	sessions	were	both	famous
and	 infamous.	 (By	 now	 Jack	was	 distracted	 by	 the	 smell	 of	 baby	 powder	 and
thoroughly	confused.)
“I	have	the	greatest	respect	for	William—as	an	organist,”	young	Donker	was

saying.
“I	thought	he	was	just	an	organ-tuner	now,”	Alice	replied.
Frans	 Donker	 let	 her	 remark	 pass.	 He	 solemnly	 explained	 that,	 from	 early

morning	 through	 the	 evening,	 the	 Oude	 Kerk	 was	 a	 most	 active	 church.	 In
addition	 to	 the	 religious	 services	 and	 choir	 rehearsals,	 various	 cultural	 events,
which	were	open	to	the	public,	were	scheduled	at	night—not	only	concerts	and
recitals,	 but	 also	 lectures	 and	 poetry	 readings.	 It	 simply	 wouldn’t	 do	 to	 have
someone	tuning	an	organ	during	the	Old	Church’s	lengthy	working	hours.
“So	when	did	he	do	it?”	Alice	asked.
“Well	.	.	.”	Young	Donker	hesitated.	Maybe	he	said,	“William	wouldn’t	start

the	 tuning	 until	 after	 midnight.	 Most	 nights,	 he	 wouldn’t	 begin	 his	 practice
sessions	until	two	or	three	in	the	morning.”
“So	he	was	playing	to	an	empty	church?”	Alice	asked.
“Well	 .	 .	 .”	 Frans	 Donker	 hesitated	 again.	 Jack	 was	 completely	 bored,	 his

mind	elsewhere,	but	he	thought	he	heard	Donker	say:	“The	Oude	Kerk	is	a	very
big	church,	a	very	reverberant	building.	The	reverberation	time	is	five	seconds.”
The	child	prodigy	glanced	at	Jack	and	explained:	“That’s	the	time	it	takes	for	the
echo	of	what	you	play	to	come	back	to	you.”
“Oh,”	the	boy	said;	he	was	falling	asleep.
Young	Donker	couldn’t	stop	explaining.	“Your	father’s	favorite	Bach	toccatas

were	written	with	the	effect	of	a	big	space	in	mind.	Space	enlarges	music—”
“Forget	 the	 music,”	 Alice	 interrupted	 him.	 “Was	 he	 playing	 to	 an	 empty

church?”
“Well	.	.	.”



If	what	 followed	was	hard	 for	Alice	 to	 understand,	 it	was	way	over	 a	 four-
year-old’s	 head.	 If	 the	 reverberation	 time	 within	 the	 Oude	 Kerk	 was	 five
seconds,	how	long	did	it	take	for	the	echo	of	the	organ	in	Bach’s	most	dramatic
works—his	 D	 Minor	 Toccata,	 for	 example—to	 reach	 the	 prostitutes	 in	 their
rooms	 on	 the	Oudekerksplein,	 the	 horseshoe-shaped	 street	 that	 surrounded	 the
Old	Church?	 (Six	or	 seven	 seconds,	maybe?	Or	 did	 the	whores	 hear	 it	 in	 five
seconds,	too?)
Outside	the	church,	the	organ	would	have	been	muted,	but	at	two	or	three	in

the	morning,	when	the	action	in	the	red-light	district	was	winding	down,	the	cold
winter	 air	would	have	 carried	 the	 sound	well	 beyond	 the	Oudekerksplein.	The
women	working	in	the	narrowest,	nastiest	alley—in	the	nearby	Trompettersteeg
—would	have	had	no	trouble	hearing	William	Burns	playing	his	beloved	Handel
or	 his	 favorite	 Bach.	 Even	 across	 the	 canal,	 on	 the	 far	 side	 of	 the	 Oudezijds
Voorburgwal,	 the	prostitutes	still	 standing	 in	 their	doorways	would	have	heard
him.
“At	that	time	of	night,	many	of	the	older	prostitutes	are	ready	to	go	home—

they	stop	working,”	Frans	Donker	managed	 to	say,	with	 trepidation—as	 if	 this
part	of	his	story	might	be	in	not-around-Jack	territory.	(Donker	didn’t	know	that
Jack	believed	prostitutes	were	simply	 tireless	advice-givers,	 trying	 to	 teach	 the
most	pathetic	of	men	what	they	needed	to	learn	about	women.)
There	were	many	 older	 prostitutes	working	 in	 the	 red-light	 district	 in	 those

days—some	in	their	sixties—and	a	lot	of	them	worked	in	the	ground-floor	rooms
surrounding	 the	Old	Church.	The	older	women	 in	 the	district	might	have	been
more	 easily	moved	by	 church	music	 than	 their	 younger	 counterparts,	 although
Donker	admitted	that	a	few	of	the	younger	prostitutes	became	overnight	fans	of
Bach	and	Handel.
“You	mean	the	prostitutes	came	to	hear	him	play?”	Alice	asked.
Frans	fidgeted	on	the	organ	bench;	he	slid	to	one	side,	then	the	other,	on	the

smooth	leather	seat.	(There’s	that	baby-powder	smell	again,	Jack	was	thinking.)
Years	later,	the	smell	of	baby	powder	would	remind	Jack	of	the	prostitutes;	he

could	 almost	 see	 the	 tired	 women	 taking	 their	 makeup	 off	 and	 hanging	 the
costumes	of	their	profession	in	their	small	closets.	They	didn’t	wear	high	heels
or	 short	 skirts	 when	 they	 went	 home—or	 when	 they	 came	 to	 work	 in	 the
morning	 or	 afternoon.	 Their	 street	 clothes	were	 blue	 jeans	 or	 old	 slacks;	 their
boots	 or	 heavy	 shoes	 had	 no	 heels	 to	 speak	 of,	 and	 they	 usually	 wore	 an
unflattering	 but	 warm-looking	 coat	 and	 a	 wool	 hat.	 They	 didn’t	 look	 like
prostitutes,	except	that	it	was	two	or	three	in	the	morning	and	what	other	sort	of



woman	would	be	out	at	that	time	by	herself?
What	was	it	about	the	organ	music	that	arrested	them	and	held	them	captive	in

the	 red-light	 district	 for	 an	 hour	 or	 two	 longer?	 Frans	 Donker	 explained	 that
there	 would	 usually	 be	 a	 dozen	 or	 more	 women	 in	 the	 Old	 Church,	 and	 that
many	of	them	stayed	until	William	stopped	playing;	this	was	often	as	late	as	four
or	five	in	the	morning,	when	the	Oude	Kerk	was	very	cold.
William	Burns	had	found	his	audience—he	was	playing	to	prostitutes!
“They	 certainly	 appreciated	 him,”	 the	 boy	 genius	 continued—with	 the

authority	that	only	a	child	prodigy,	or	a	lunatic,	possesses.	“I	occasionally	got	up
at	that	time	to	hear	him	play	myself.	Each	time	I	came,	more	women	were	here.
He’s	very	good—William	knows	his	Bach	and	Handel	cold.”
“Forget	the	music,”	Alice	said	again.	“Just	tell	me	what	happened.”
“It	seems	that	one	of	the	women	took	him	home	with	her—actually,	more	than

one	of	them	did.”
But	 that	wasn’t	what	 happened,	 or	 all	 that	 happened.	 (This	 time,	 blame	 the

baby	powder	for	Jack’s	loss	of	concentration.)
The	administration	of	the	Oude	Kerk	probably	believed	it	was	unsavory—that

William	should	be	playing	 to	prostitutes,	not	 to	mention	consorting	with	 them.
After	all,	it	was	a	church.	They	must	have	fired	him,	or	something	like	that.	And
the	 prostitutes—a	 few	 of	 the	 older	 ones,	 anyway—made	 a	 fuss.	 There	 was	 a
protest.	Amsterdam	was	always	having	demonstrations.	From	the	Krasnapolsky,
Jack	and	Alice	had	seen	their	share	of	demonstrations	in	the	Dam	Square.	It	was
the	time	of	the	hippies.	Alice	was	tattooing	a	lot	of	peace	symbols,	and	(often	in
the	 genital	 area	 of	 both	 boys	 and	 girls)	 that	 insipid	 slogan	 of	 the	 times	Make
love,	 not	 war.	 Surely	 one	 or	 more	 of	 the	 protests	 they	 witnessed	 were	 anti–
Vietnam	War	demonstrations.
Maybe	 the	 prostitutes	 in	 the	 red-light	 district	 took	William’s	 side	 and	 they

took	him	in.	“They	saw	him	as	a	persecuted	artist,”	Frans	Donker	said.	“Some	of
them	see	themselves	that	way.”
As	for	where	William	was	now,	the	boy	genius	looked	at	Jack,	not	at	Alice,

when	he	spoke:	“You’d	have	to	ask	the	prostitutes.	I’d	start	with	the	older	ones.”
Alice	knew	which	prostitutes	to	ask.	They	were	mostly,	but	not	all,	the	older

ones;	they	were	the	women	in	the	district	who’d	been	conspicuously	unfriendly.
“Thank	you	for	your	time,”	Alice	told	the	junior	organist.	She	got	up	from	the

bench	and	held	out	her	hand	to	Jack.
“Don’t	you	want	me	to	play	something	for	you?”	Frans	Donker	asked.	Jack’s



mother	was	already	pulling	her	son	to	the	narrow	stairs.	They	were	in	a	kind	of
loft	 at	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 Old	 Church’s	 great	 hall,	 above	 and	 hidden	 from	 the
congregation;	the	towering	organ	pipes	rose	for	twenty	feet	or	more	above	them.
“Play	something	William	plays,	if	you	want	to,”	Alice	told	the	young	organist.

She	had	no	intention	of	staying	to	listen.
As	they	were	leaving,	Jack	saw	Donker	sprinkle	the	leather	bench	with	baby

powder.	It	was	baby	powder!	The	seat	of	the	prodigy’s	pants	was	covered	with
it.	 The	 powder	 helped	 him	 slide	 sideways	 along	 the	 bench.	He	 couldn’t	 reach
from	 one	 end	 of	 the	 three-tiered	 keyboard	 to	 the	 other	 without	 sliding	 left	 to
right,	and	back	again,	on	the	slippery	leather.
A	wooden	pediment	rose	over	the	keyboard;	the	wood	was	riddled	with	screw

holes	 where	 the	 old	 brass	 fittings	 had	 fallen	 or	 been	 stripped	 away.	 The
organist’s	only	view,	beyond	his	music,	was	confined	to	a	panel	of	stained	glass.
Everything	 surrounding	 Donker	 was	 old	 and	 worn,	 but	 none	 of	 this	 mattered
when	he	began	to	play.
Alice	could	not	escape	the	Oude	Kerk	in	time.	The	deep	sonority,	the	perfect

tone	 placement,	 the	 responding	 antiphony,	 and	 the	 resounding	 echo—Bach’s
Toccata	 and	 Fugue	 in	 D	Minor—hit	 them	 hard	 as	 they	 were	 going	 down	 the
stairs.	 Jack	 would	 long	 remember	 the	 wooden	 handrail	 on	 one	 side	 of	 their
winding	descent.	What	served	as	a	handrail	on	the	other	side	was	a	waxed	rope
the	color	of	burned	caramel;	the	rope	was	as	thick	as	a	man’s	wrist.
They	staggered	out	of	the	stairway	as	if	the	great	sound	had	made	them	drunk.

Alice	was	seeking	a	hasty	exit	from	the	church,	but	she	made	a	wrong	turn.	They
found	themselves	in	the	center	aisle,	facing	the	altars;	now	they	were	surrounded
by	the	enormous	noise.
In	 the	 middle	 of	 where	 the	 congregation	 normally	 sat	 was	 a	 bewildered

gathering	 of	 tourists.	 A	 tour	 guide	 appeared	 to	 have	 been	 struck	 mute	 in
midsentence—his	mouth	open,	as	if	the	Bach	were	coming	from	him.	Whatever
lecture	he’d	been	delivering	would	have	to	wait	for	the	toccata	and	fugue	to	be
finished.
Outside	 on	 the	 Oudekerksplein,	 in	 the	 failing	 early-evening	 light,	 the

prostitutes	 in	 their	 windows	 and	 doorways	 could	 hear	 the	 music,	 too.	 It	 was
evident	that	they	knew	the	piece	Donker	was	playing;	doubtless	they’d	listened
to	Bach’s	Toccata	and	Fugue	in	D	Minor	many	times	in	the	early-morning	hours.
By	the	prostitutes’	critical	expressions,	Jack	and	his	mother	knew	that	William
played	this	piece	better	than	young	Frans.
Jack	 and	 Alice	 hurried	 away.	 It	 was	 no	 time	 to	 make	 inquiries	 of	 the



unfriendly	women—not	while	the	music	was	playing.	The	great	sound	followed
them	 to	 the	 Warmoesstraat;	 God’s	 holy	 noise	 pursued	 them	 past	 the	 police
station.	 They	were	more	 than	 halfway	 to	 Tattoo	 Peter’s	 on	 the	 St.	 Olofssteeg
before	the	vast	organ	was	out	of	earshot.
Was	William’s	career	as	an	organist	in	decline?	Was	he	merely	tuning	organs,

practicing	 but	 not	 performing—or	 performing	 only	 at	 unsociable	 hours	 to	 an
unrefined	audience?	Or	was	it	actually	a	privilege	just	to	hear	that	vast	organ	in
the	Oude	Kerk?
It	 was	 a	 sound	 both	 huge	 and	 holy.	 It	 compelled	 even	 prostitutes,	 who	 are

disinclined	 to	 do	 anything	 without	 being	 paid,	 to	 give	 themselves	 over	 to	 it
absolutely—to	just	listen.



II
The	Sea	of	Girls



12

Not	Just	Another	Rose	of	Jericho
Years	 later,	 Lucinda	 Fleming	 would	 still	 include	 Jack	 among	 the	 bored

recipients	 of	 her	 Christmas	 letter.	 He	 didn’t	 know	 why.	 He	 never	 kissed	 her
again.	He	hadn’t	kept	in	touch.
Emma	 Oastler’s	 theory	 was	 that	 Jack’s	 third-grade	 kiss	 on	 Lucinda’s	 neck

was	her	first	and	best—possibly	her	last.	But	given	the	sheer	number	of	children
Lucinda	 Fleming	 would	 have—they	 were	 mentioned	 by	 name,	 together	 with
their	ages,	in	those	repetitive	Christmas	letters—Jack	would	be	inclined	to	refute
Emma’s	 theory.	 Spellbound	 as	 he	 was	 by	 Lucinda’s	 prodigious	 childbearing,
Jack	could	conclude	only	that	her	husband	had	been	kissing	her—even	happily.
And	 in	 all	 likelihood,	 the	 husband	 who	 had	 spent	 the	 better	 part	 of	 his	 life
kissing	Lucinda	Fleming	had	not	caused	her	to	bite	through	her	lower	lip	and	pee
all	over	herself.
Looking	back,	Jack	wouldn’t	miss	Lucinda—or	the	rage	she	saved	seemingly

just	for	him.	It	was	The	Gray	Ghost	he	would	miss.	Mrs.	McQuat	had	done	her
best	 to	help	him	not	become	like	his	father.	 It	wasn’t	her	fault	 that	Jack	didn’t
pray	hard	enough,	or	that	he	lacked	the	strength	to	control	what	The	Gray	Ghost
called	his	“urges”;	that	he	turned	his	back	on	God	was	more	Jack’s	failure	than
Mrs.	McQuat’s	or	his	dad’s.
He	had	a	ton	of	homework	in	grade	four.	Emma	genuinely	helped	him	with	it.

Jack’s	other	homework,	his	sexual	education,	remained	Emma’s	responsibility;
she	was	tireless	in	her	role	as	his	self-appointed	initiator.
As	his	grade-four	teacher,	Mrs.	McQuat	stayed	after	school	two	days	a	week

to	help	Jack	with	his	math.	He	actually	concentrated	on	the	math;	with	The	Gray
Ghost,	 there	were	 no	 distractions,	 no	 conflicting	 desires	 to	 breathe	 her	 in.	He
never	dreamed	about	Mrs.	McQuat	in	anyone’s	underwear.	In	fact,	Jack	should
have	thanked	her	for	the	sympathy	she	showed	him—not	only	for	what	she	said
to	 him	 in	 the	 chapel,	 but	 the	 degree	 to	 which	 she	 tried	 to	 counteract	 the
command	 Caroline	 Wurtz	 took	 of	 the	 boy	 whenever	 she	 turned	 him	 loose
onstage.	 (Or	 turned	 him	 not-so-loose,	 as	was	more	 often	 the	 case	with	 Jack’s
performances	under	The	Wurtz’s	uptight	direction.)
He	was	cast	as	Adam	in	Miss	Wurtz’s	cloying	rendition	of	Adam	Bede.	THEY	KISS

EACH	 OTHER	 WITH	 A	 DEEP	 JOY,	 the	stage	directions	read.	Overlooking	the	disastrous	results	of
the	 Lucinda	 Fleming	 kiss,	 which	 afforded	 no	 joy	 of	 any	 kind,	 Jack	 devoted



himself	to	the	task.	Given	that	The	Wurtz	had	cast	Heather	Booth	as	Dinah,	the
kiss	 was	 indeed	 a	 daunting	 one.	 Not	 only	 did	 Heather	 make	 her	 disturbing
blanket-sucking	sounds	when	he	kissed	her,	but	her	twin,	Patsy,	made	identical
sucking	sounds	backstage.
Miss	Wurtz	had	cast	Patsy	as	Hetty,	the	woman	who	betrays	Adam.	And	what

a	god-awful	misinterpretation	of	Adam	Bede	 it	 turned	out	 to	be!	Jack-as-Adam
eventually	marries	the	identical	twin	of	the	woman	who	cheats	on	him!	(George
Eliot	must	have	rolled	around	in	her	grave	over	such	a	liberty	as	that!)
And	 The	 Wurtz	 was	 overfond	 of	 the	 passage	 at	 the	 end	 of	 Chapter	 54.

Following	her	own	inclinations,	as	ever,	Miss	Wurtz	gave	the	passage	to	Jack	as
dialogue,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 actually	 George	 Eliot’s	 narration.	 Looking	 into
Heather	Booth’s	love-struck	eyes	as	he	delivered	his	weighty	lines	didn’t	help.	“
‘What	greater	thing	is	there	for	two	human	souls,	than	to	feel	that	they	are	joined
for	 life—to	 strengthen	 each	 other	 in	 all	 labour,	 to	 rest	 on	 each	 other	 in	 all
sorrow,	to	minister	to	each	other	in	all	pain,	to	be	one	with	each	other	in	silent
unspeakable	memories	at	the	moment	of	the	last	parting?’	”	Jack-as-Adam	asked
Heather-as-Dinah,	while	she	persisted	in	making	barely	audible	sucking	sounds
in	the	back	of	her	throat—as	if	his	kiss	had	made	her	ill	and	she	were	readying
herself	to	vomit.
“Jack,”	Mrs.	McQuat	 said,	 when	 she	 saw	 his	 performance,	 “you	must	 take

everything	Miss	Wurtz	says	with	a	grain	of	salt.”
“A	what?”
“It’s	 an	 expression—‘with	 a	 grain	 of	 salt’	 means	 not	 to	 take	 someone	 or

something	too	seriously.”
“Oh.”
“I	wouldn’t	agree	that	there	is	no	greater	thing	for	two	so-called	human	souls

than	to	be	joined	for	life.	Frankly,	I	can’t	think	of	a	comparable	horror.”
Jack	would	conclude	that	Mrs.	McQuat	was	unhappily	married—or	else,	if	her

husband	had	died	and	she	was	a	widow	who	still	called	herself	Mrs.,	The	Gray
Ghost	 and	 the	 late	 Mr.	 McQuat	 had	 not	 enjoyed	 many	 silent	 unspeakable
memories	at	the	moment	of	their	last	parting.
Naturally,	 he	 took	 no	 end	 of	 shit	 from	 Emma	 Oastler	 for	 kissing	 Heather

Booth	WITH	 A	 DEEP	 JOY	 in	 front	of	 the	older	girls.	 “Did	you	use	your	 tongue?”	Emma
asked	him.	“It	looked	like	you	French-kissed	her.”
“Used	my	tongue	how?”
“We’ll	get	to	that,	honey	pie—the	homework	is	piling	up.	All	the	math	you’re



doing	is	causing	you	to	fall	behind.”
“Behind	in	what?”
“It	sounded	like	you	were	gagging	her,	you	dork.”
But	 the	 Booth	 twins	 had	 made	 those	 terrible	 blanket-sucking	 sounds	 since

kindergarten—Emma	 should	 have	 remembered	 that.	 (Emma’s	 sleepy-time
stories	were	the	probable	origin	of	the	twins	making	those	awful	sounds!)
“Just	wait	till	you	get	to	Middlemarch,	Jack,”	The	Gray	Ghost	consoled	him.

“It’s	not	only	a	better	novel	 than	Adam	Bede;	Miss	Wurtz	has	not	yet	 found	a
way	to	trivialize	it.”
Thus,	 in	 grade	 four,	 did	 he	 encounter	 in	Mrs.	McQuat	 a	 necessary	 dose	 of

perspective.	He	would	regret	that	she	wasn’t	his	mentor	for	his	remaining	years
in	school,	but	Jack	was	indeed	fortunate	to	have	her	as	his	teacher	in	his	last	year
at	St.	Hilda’s.
Perspective	is	hard	to	come	by.	Caroline	Wurtz	was	one	of	those	readers	who

ransacked	a	novel	 for	 extractable	 truths,	moral	 lessons,	 and	pithy	witticisms—
with	little	concern	for	the	wreck	of	the	novel	she	left	in	her	wake.	Without	The
Gray	Ghost’s	prescription	of	a	grain	of	salt,	who	knows	for	how	long	Jack	might
have	misled	himself	into	thinking	that	he’d	actually	read	Jane	Eyre	or	Tess	of	the
d’Urbervilles—or	 The	 Scarlet	 Letter,	 Anna	 Karenina,	 Sense	 and	 Sensibility,
Adam	Bede,	and	Middlemarch.	By	grade	four,	he	had	not	read	these	wonderful
books—he’d	only	acted	in	Miss	Wurtz’s	purposeful	plundering	of	them.
Of	 course	 Jack	 was	 familiar	 with	 the	 bulletin	 boards	 at	 St.	 Hilda’s,	 where

praise	of	women	was	rampant;	there	among	the	usual	announcements	was	some
humorless	observation	of	Emerson’s.	(“A	sufficient	measure	of	civilization	is	the
influence	 of	 good	 women.”)	 And	 before	 Jack	 was	 cast	 as	 Dorothea	 in	 Miss
Wurtz’s	dramatization	of	Middlemarch,	he	had	seen	George	Eliot	quoted	among
a	variety	of	bulletin-board	announcements.	At	the	time,	of	course,	Jack	thought
George	Eliot	was	a	man.	Possibly	a	man-hating	one,	at	least	on	the	evidence	of	a
most	popular	bulletin-board	assertion	of	Mr.	Eliot’s—or	 so	 Jack	believed.	 (“A
man’s	mind—what	there	is	of	it—has	always	the	advantage	of	being	masculine
—as	the	smallest	birch-tree	is	of	a	higher	kind	than	the	most	soaring	palm—and
even	his	 ignorance	 is	of	a	sounder	quality.”)	What	does	 that	mean?	he	used	 to
wonder.
As	Dorothea,	“with	all	her	eagerness	to	know	the	truths	of	life,”	Jack	radiated

(under	 Miss	 Wurtz’s	 direction)	 “very	 childlike	 ideas	 about	 marriage.”	 No
kidding—he	was	a	child!
“	‘Pride	helps	us,’	”	Jack-as-Dorothea	prattled,	“	‘and	pride	is	not	a	bad	thing



when	it	only	urges	us	to	hide	our	own	hurts—not	to	hurt	others.’	”	(Once	again,
this	was	not	written	as	Dorothea’s	dialogue,	or	anyone	else’s,	in	the	novel.)
To	Miss	Wurtz’s	assessment	of	his	 talents	onstage—namely,	 that	 there	were

no	 boundaries	 to	 his	 “possibilities”	 as	 an	 actor—Mrs.	McQuat	 countered	with
her	own	little	scrap	of	truthfulness	she	had	found	in	the	pages	of	Middlemarch.	“
‘In	fact,	the	world	is	full	of	hopeful	analogies	and	handsome	dubious	eggs	called
possibilities,’	”	The	Gray	Ghost	whispered.
“George	Eliot?”	Jack	asked.	“Middlemarch?”
“You	 bet,”	Mrs.	McQuat	 replied.	 “There’s	more	 in	 that	 book	 than	 dramatic

homilies,	Jack.”
To	Miss	Wurtz’s	prediction	 that	he	would	one	day	be	a	great	actor—if,	and

only	if,	he	dedicated	himself	 to	a	precision	of	character	of	 the	demanding	kind
The	Wurtz	so	rigorously	taught—The	Gray	Ghost	offered	another	undramatized
observation	from	Middlemarch.	“	‘Among	all	forms	of	mistake,	prophecy	is	the
most	gratuitous.’	”
“The	most	what?”
“What	I’m	saying,	Jack,	is	that	you	must	play	a	more	active	role	in	your	future

than	Miss	Wurtz.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t	 you	 see	what’s	wrong	with	The	Wurtz,	 baby	 cakes?”	Emma	Oastler

asked.
“What’s	wrong	with	her?”
“Obviously	The	Wurtz	 is	 unfulfilled,	 Jack,”	Emma	 said.	 “I	must	 have	 been

wrong	about	her	having	a	boyfriend.	Maybe	someone	in	her	family	bought	her
nice	 clothes.	You	don’t	 imagine	 she	has	 a	 sex	 life,	 or	 ever	 had	one,	 do	you?”
Only	 in	his	dreams,	 Jack	hoped.	He	had	 to	 admit,	 if	 not	 to	Emma,	 that	 it	was
confusing—namely,	how	much	he	was	learning	from	Miss	Wurtz,	which	stood
in	contrast	to	how	obviously	flawed	she	was.
Like	 Caroline	 Wurtz	 roaming	 randomly	 in	 a	 novel,	 Jack	 searched	 the	 St.

Hilda’s	bulletin	boards	for	gems	of	uplifting	advice;	unlike	Miss	Wurtz	at	large
in	a	novel,	he	found	little	that	was	useful	there.	Kahlil	Gibran	was	a	favorite	of
the	 older	 girls	 in	 those	 years.	 Jack	 brought	 one	 of	 Gibran’s	 baffling
recommendations	to	The	Gray	Ghost	for	a	translation.
	
Let	there	be	spaces	in	your	togetherness,
And	let	the	winds	of	the	heavens	dance	between	you.



	
“What	does	that	mean?”	Jack	asked	Mrs.	McQuat.
“Poppycock,	hogwash,	bunk,”	The	Gray	Ghost	said.
“What?”
“It	doesn’t	mean	anything	at	all,	Jack.”
“Oh.”	 Mrs.	 McQuat	 had	 taken	 the	 quotation	 from	 him.	 He	 watched	 her

crumple	it	in	her	cold	hand.	“Shouldn’t	I	put	it	back	on	the	bulletin	board?”	he
asked.
“Let’s	 see	 if	Mr.	Gibran	 can	 find	 his	way	 back	 to	 the	 bulletin	 board	 all	 by

himself,”	The	Gray	Ghost	said.
Jack	trusted	her.	He	dared	to	ask	her	things	he	was	afraid	to	ask	anyone	else.

There	 were	 a	 growing	 number	 of	 things	 he	 wouldn’t	 ask	 his	 mother;	 her
distancing	herself	from	him	was	a	warning,	but	of	what	Jack	wasn’t	sure.	He	had
tired	of	 the	when-you’re-old-enough	answer,	no	matter	what	 the	reason	for	her
aloofness.
Lottie	was	Lottie.	As	much	as	she	had	mattered	to	him	once—maybe	most	of

all	when	he’d	been	 in	 those	North	Sea	ports	and	had	missed	her—now	that	he
was	older,	Lottie	didn’t	hold	him	chest-to-chest	to	compare	their	beating	hearts.
At	his	age,	that	was	a	game	Jack	preferred	to	play	with	Emma.	(As	Emma	put	it:
“You	can	tell	that	the	most	interesting	part	of	Lottie’s	life	is	over.”)
And	 Mrs.	 Wicksteed	 was	 old	 and	 growing	 older;	 when	 she	 warmed	 her

increasingly	uncooperative	fingers	over	her	tea,	her	fingers	would	dip	in	and	out
of	 the	 tea,	 with	 which	 she	 occasionally	 sprinkled	 Jack’s	 shirt	 and	 tie.	 She’d
become	 an	 expert	 at	 doing	 a	 necktie	 during	 the	 years	 of	 her	 late	 husband’s
arthritis.	“Now	I	have	his	affliction,	Jack,”	Mrs.	Wicksteed	told	the	boy.	“I	ask
you.	Does	that	seem	fair?”
The	fairness	question	was	one	 that	had	occurred	 to	Jack	 in	other	areas.	“It’s

not	 fair	 that	 I	 should	 turn	 out	 to	 be	 like	 my	 father,”	 he	 said	 frankly	 to	Mrs.
McQuat.	(He	was	in	a	phase	of	being	slightly	less	than	frank	with	Emma	on	this
subject.)	 “Do	 you	 think	 it’s	 fair?”	 Jack	 asked	 The	 Gray	 Ghost.	 He	 could	 see
she’d	really	been	a	combat	nurse—notwithstanding	what	 truth,	or	 lack	 thereof,
resided	in	the	story	of	her	having	one	lung	because	she’d	been	gassed.	“Do	you
think	I’m	going	to	turn	out	like	him,	Mrs.	McQuat?”
“Let’s	take	a	walk,	Jack.”
He	 could	 tell	 they	were	 headed	 for	 the	 chapel.	 “Am	 I	 being	 punished?”	 he

asked.



“Not	at	all!	We’re	just	going	where	we	can	think.”
They	sat	together	in	one	of	the	foremost	pews,	facing	in	the	right	direction.	It

was	a	minor	distraction	 that	a	grade-three	boy	was	kneeling	 in	 the	center	aisle
with	his	back	turned	on	God.	Although	The	Gray	Ghost	had	positioned	him	there
—however	 long	 ago—she	 seemed	 surprised	 to	 see	 him	 in	 the	 aisle,	 but	 she
quickly	ignored	him.
“If	you	turn	out	to	be	like	your	father,	Jack,	don’t	blame	your	father.”
“Why	not?”
“Barring	acts	of	God,	you’re	only	a	victim	if	you	choose	to	be	one,”	The	Gray

Ghost	said.	From	the	 look	of	 the	 frightened	 third	grader	kneeling	 in	 the	center
aisle,	he	clearly	thought	that	Mrs.	McQuat	was	describing	him.
Thank	goodness	Jack	never	asked	Emma	Oastler	his	next	question,	which	he

addressed	to	Mrs.	McQuat	in	the	chapel.	“Is	it	an	act	of	God	if	you	have	sex	on
your	mind	every	minute?”
“Mercy!”	The	Gray	Ghost	said,	taking	her	eyes	from	the	altar	to	look	at	him.

“Are	you	serious?”
“Every	minute,”	he	repeated.	“It’s	all	I	dream	about,	too.”
“Jack,	have	you	talked	to	your	mother	about	this?”	Mrs.	McQuat	asked.
“She’ll	just	say	I’m	not	old	enough	to	talk	about	it.”
“But	it	seems	that	you	are	old	enough	to	be	thinking	and	dreaming	about	little

else!”
“Maybe	 it	will	be	better	 in	an	all-boys’	school,”	Jack	said.	He	knew	 that	an

all-boys’	 school	was	his	mother’s	next	plan	 for	him.	 Just	up	 the	 road	 from	St.
Hilda’s—within	 easy	 walking	 distance,	 in	 fact—was	 Upper	 Canada	 College.
(The	UCC	boys	were	always	sniffing	around	the	older	of	the	St.	Hilda’s	girls.)
And	it	was	no	surprise	 that	Mrs.	Wicksteed	“knew	someone”	at	Upper	Canada
College,	or	that	Jack	would	have	good	recommendations	from	his	teachers	at	St.
Hilda’s—at	 least	 academically.	 He’d	 already	 been	 to	 UCC	 for	 an	 interview.
Coming	from	the	gray-and-maroon	standard	at	St.	Hilda’s,	he	thought	there	was
entirely	too	much	blue	in	the	school	colors	at	Upper	Canada—their	regimental-
striped	ties	were	navy	blue	and	white.	If	you	played	a	varsity	sport,	the	first-team
ties	(as	they	were	called)	were	a	solid-blue-knit	variety—navy	blue	with	square
bottoms.	Alice	had	found	it	ominous	that	the	jocks	were	singled	out	and	idolized
in	this	fashion.	In	Jack’s	interview,	his	mother	freely	offered	that	her	son	was	not
athletic.
“How	do	you	know?”	Jack	asked	her.	(He’d	never	had	the	opportunity	to	try!)



“Trust	me,	Jack.	You’re	not.”	But	he	trusted	his	mother	less	and	less.
“Which	all-boys’	school	are	you	thinking	of?”	The	Gray	Ghost	asked	him.
“Upper	Canada	College,	my	mom	says.”
“I’ll	 have	 a	 word	 with	 your	 mother,	 Jack.	 Those	 UCC	 boys	 will	 eat	 you

alive.”
Given	his	respect	for	Mrs.	McQuat,	this	was	not	an	encouraging	concept.	Jack

expressed	his	concern	to	Emma.	“Eat	me	alive	why?	Eat	me	how?”
“It’s	hard	to	imagine	that	you’re	a	jock,	Jack.”
“So?”
“So	 they’ll	 eat	you	alive,	 so	what?	The	 sport	of	 life	 is	gonna	be	your	 sport,

baby	cakes.”
“The	sport	of—”
“Shut	up	and	kiss	me,	honey	pie,”	Emma	said.	They	were	scrunched	down	in

the	 backseat	 of	 the	 Town	 Car	 again.	 It	 was	 a	 fairly	 recent	 development	 that
Emma	could	give	Jack	a	boner	in	a	matter	of	seconds—or	not,	depending	on	the
little	 guy’s	 unpredictable	 response.	 Emma	was	 in	 grade	 ten,	 sixteen	 going	 on
thirty	or	 forty,	and—to	her	considerable	 rage—she	had	newly	acquired	braces.
Jack	was	 a	 little	 afraid	 of	 kissing	 her.	 “Not	 like	 that!”	 Emma	 instructed	 him.
“Am	I	a	baby	bird?	Are	you	feeding	me	some	kind	of	worm?”
“It’s	my	tongue,”	he	told	her.
“I	know	what	it	is,	Jack.	I’m	addressing	the	more	important	subject	of	how	it

feels.”
“It	feels	like	a	worm?”
“Like	you’re	trying	to	choke	me.”
She	 cradled	 his	 head	 in	 her	 lap	 and	 looked	 down	 at	 him	 with	 impatient

affection.	Every	year,	Emma	got	bigger	and	stronger.	At	the	same	time,	Jack	felt
he	was	barely	growing.	But	he	had	a	boner,	and	Emma	always	knew	when	he
had	one.	“That	little	guy	is	like	a	coming	attraction,	honey	pie.”
“A	what?”
“At	the	movies,	a	coming	attraction—”
“Oh.”
“You’re	soon	to	be	all	over	the	place,	Jack.	That’s	what	I’m	saying.”
“This	girl	is	just	jerking	your	wire,	mon,”	Peewee	said.
“Just	shut	up	and	drive,	mon,”	Emma	said	to	Peewee.	He	was,	as	Jack	was,	in



her	thrall.
Jack	 would	 wonder,	 after	 his	 mom	 had	 returned	 the	 push-up	 bra	 to	 Mrs.

Oastler,	what	possibly	could	have	transpired	between	the	 two	mothers	 that	had
led	to	him	being	left	alone	with	Emma	again.	And	Jack	and	Emma	were	alone	a
lot;	 they	 were	 even	 alone,	 for	 an	 hour	 or	 more	 at	 a	 time,	 in	 Emma’s	 house.
Whether	Emma’s	mom	was	at	home	or	not,	they	were	left	alone	there—no	Lottie
banging	around	in	the	kitchen	below	them,	screaming	some	nonsense	about	tea.
The	 Oastler	 house	 in	 Forest	 Hill	 was	 a	 three-story	 mansion	 bequeathed	 to

Mrs.	Oastler	by	her	ex-husband;	the	alimony	settlement	had	made	Emma	and	her
mother	 rich.	 Women	 who	 scored	 big	 in	 their	 divorces	 were	 treated	 with
immeasurable	scorn	in	the	Toronto	tabloids,	but	Mrs.	Oastler	would	have	said	it
was	as	good	a	way	to	get	rich	as	any.
Emma’s	 mom	 was	 a	 small,	 compact	 woman—as	 her	 push-up	 bra	 would

suggest.	As	Emma’s	mustache	would	 imply,	her	mother	was	surprisingly	hairy
—at	 least	 for	a	woman,	and	a	small	woman	at	 that.	Emma’s	mom	would	have
had	 a	more	 discernible	mustache	 than	 her	 daughter,	 but	 (according	 to	 Emma)
Mrs.	Oastler	frequently	had	her	upper	lip	waxed.	She	would	not	have	been	rash
to	 consider	 waxing	 her	 arms	 as	 well,	 but	 the	 only	 other	 visible	 preventative
measure	taken	against	her	hairiness	was	that	she	had	her	sleek	black	hair	cut	as
short	 as	 a	 boy’s	 in	 an	 elfish	 pixie.	Despite	 her	 prettiness,	which	was	 petite	 in
nature,	Jack	thought	that	Mrs.	Oastler	looked	a	little	like	a	man.
“Yes,	but	an	attractive	one,”	Alice	said	to	her	son.	She	thought	that	Emma’s

mother	was	“very	good-looking,”	and	that	it	was	a	pity	Emma	“took	after”	her
father.
Jack	never	met	Emma’s	dad.	After	every	winter	break	from	St.	Hilda’s,	Emma

returned	 to	 school	with	 a	 tan.	Her	 father	 had	 taken	 her	 to	 the	West	 Indies,	 or
Mexico;	that	was	virtually	the	only	time	they	spent	together.	Emma	also	spent	a
month	of	every	summer	at	a	cottage	in	Georgian	Bay,	but	most	of	that	time	she
was	in	the	care	of	a	nanny	or	a	housekeeper—her	dad	came	to	the	cottage	only
on	weekends.	Emma	never	spoke	of	him.
That	Mrs.	Oastler	thought	Emma	was	too	young	to	have	her	mustache	waxed

was	 a	 source	 of	 contention	 between	 mother	 and	 daughter.	 “It’s	 hardly
noticeable,”	 Emma’s	mom	would	 tell	 her.	 “Besides,	 at	 your	 age,	what	 does	 it
matter?”	And	 there	were	 other	 issues	 between	 them,	 as	 one	might	 expect	 of	 a
divorced	 woman	 raising	 a	 “difficult”	 only	 child—a	 sixteen-year-old	 daughter
who	was	physically	bigger	and	stronger	than	her	mother,	and	still	growing.
Mrs.	 Oastler	 also	 thought	 that	 Emma	 was	 too	 young	 to	 have	 a	 tattoo—an



intolerable	hypocrisy,	 in	Emma’s	opinion,	because	her	mom	had	 recently	been
tattooed	by	Daughter	Alice.	This	was	news	to	Jack,	but	so	was	almost	everything
Emma	told	him.	“What’s	her	tattoo?	A	tattoo	where?”	he	asked.
Well,	what	a	surprise!	Emma’s	mom	had	been	tattooed	to	conceal	a	scar.	“She

had	a	Cesarean,”	Emma	said.	That	old	business	again,	Jack	thought.	“It’s	a	scar
from	her	C-section,”	Emma	told	him.	And	to	think	he’d	once	believed	this	was
the	 ward	 for	 difficult	 births	 in	 a	 hospital	 in	 Halifax!	 “She	 had	 a	 bikini	 cut,”
Emma	explained.
“A	what?”
“A	horizontal	incision,	not	the	vertical	kind.”
“I	still	don’t	get	it,”	Jack	said.
This	necessitated	a	trip	to	Mrs.	Oastler’s	bedroom.	(Emma’s	mother	was	out.)

There	Emma	showed	Jack	a	pair	of	her	mom’s	panties—black	bikini	briefs,	no
doubt	a	fetching	match	to	the	push-up	bra.	Mrs.	Oastler’s	scar	was	called	a	bikini
cut	because	the	incision	was	below	the	panty	line	of	the	briefs.
“Oh.	And	what’s	the	tattoo?”
“A	stupid	rose.”
Jack	 thought	 not.	He	was	 pretty	 sure	 he	 knew	what	 kind	 of	 rose	 it	was,	 in

which	 case	 it	 would	 have	 been	 too	 big	 to	 be	 completely	 concealed	 under	 the
panty	line	of	Mrs.	Oastler’s	bikini	briefs.	“A	Rose	of	Jericho?”	he	asked	Emma.
It	was,	for	once,	her	turn	to	be	uninformed.	“A	Rose	of	what?”
This	was	not	the	easiest	thing	for	a	nine-year-old	to	explain.	Jack	made	a	fist.

“It’s	about	this	big,	maybe	a	little	bigger,”	he	began.
“Yes,	it	is,”	Emma	said.	“Go	on,	Jack.”
“It’s	a	flower	with	the	petals	of	another	flower	hidden	inside	it.”
“What	other	flower?”
There	 were	 so	 many	 words	 he’d	 heard	 and	 remembered—not	 that	 he

understood	 them.	 Labia	 was	 one,	 vagina	 another—they	 were	 like	 flowers,
weren’t	 they?	And	 the	 other	 flower	 hidden	 in	 a	 Rose	 of	 Jericho	was	 like	 the
petals,	or	 the	 labia,	a	woman	had—a	vagina	concealed	 in	a	 rose.	Jack	couldn’t
imagine	what	a	mess	he	made	of	this	explanation	to	Emma,	but	of	course	Emma
knew	what	he	was	trying	to	say.
“You	must	be	kidding,	Jack.”
“You	have	to	know	what	you’re	looking	for	in	order	to	see	it,”	the	boy	said.
“Don’t	tell	me	you	know	what	a	vagina	looks	like,	honey	pie.”



“Not	an	actual	one,”	Jack	admitted.	But	he	had	seen	a	Rose	of	Jericho—many,
in	fact.	He	had	examined	the	petals	of	that	flower.	He’d	spotted	“the	lips”	within
the	 rose,	 as	 Ladies’	 Man	 Madsen	 had	 called	 them—the	 oh-so-peculiar-but-
discernible	something	that	made	a	Rose	of	Jericho	not	quite	like	any	other	rose.
“Maybe	you	haven’t	looked	closely	enough,”	he	said	to	Emma,	who	seemed	not
herself—she	was	paralyzed	with	disbelief.	“I	mean	at	the	tattoo.”
Emma	took	Jack	by	the	hand	and	led	him	back	to	her	bedroom.	In	her	other

hand,	Emma	was	still	holding	her	mom’s	bikini	briefs;	 it	was	as	 if	 Jack	Burns
were	destined	to	bear	to	his	grave	the	burden	of	a	life-changing	relationship	with
Mrs.	Oastler’s	underwear.
Emma’s	 bedroom	 was	 everything	 you	 would	 expect	 of	 that	 passage	 from

childhood	 through	 puberty	 to	 concupiscence.	 The	 neglected	 teddy	 bears	 and
other	stuffed	animals	occupied	positions	of	no	particular	importance	on	the	king-
size	 bed;	 there	 was	 a	 poster	 from	 a	 Beatles	 concert,	 and	 one	 from	 a	 Robert
Redford	movie.	 (It	might	have	been	Jeremiah	Johnson,	because	Redford	had	a
beard.)	And	everywhere,	on	the	floor,	on	the	bed—in	one	case,	as	if	strangling	a
teddy	bear—Emma’s	bras	and	panties	were	flagrantly	displayed.	The	underwear
of	a	woman-in-progress,	which	Emma	clearly	was,	indicated	(albeit	not	to	Jack)
that	Emma	was	in	more	of	a	hurry	on	her	journey	to	womanhood	than	most	girls
her	age.
In	comparison,	Jack	was	in	no	hurry	on	his	journey	to	becoming	a	young	man.

He	 just	 happened	 to	 have	 met	 Emma	 Oastler,	 who	 knew	 his	 father’s	 story;
despite	the	seven	years	between	them,	Emma	was	eager	to	see	him	catch	up	to
her.	 “So	 you	 know	 what	 a	 vagina	 looks	 like,”	 Emma	 was	 saying,	 as	 she	 lay
down	among	her	discarded	panties	and	bras	and	teddy	bears.
“I	know	what	one	looks	like	in	a	Rose	of	Jericho,”	Jack	replied.	She’d	not	let

go	of	his	hand.	He	had	no	choice	but	to	lie	down	on	the	bed	beside	her.
“So	 a	vagina	 is	 familiar	 to	you—the	 labia,	 the	whole	business,”	Emma	was

saying,	as	she	lifted	her	short	pleated	skirt	and	wriggled	out	of	her	panties.	Her
mom’s	bikini	briefs	could	never	have	accommodated	Emma’s	hips.	Consistent
with	 the	 general	 sloppiness	 of	 dress	 (and	 undress)	 of	 the	 older	 girls	 at	 St.
Hilda’s,	Emma	didn’t	bother	to	take	her	panties	entirely	off;	she	kicked	one	leg
free	but	 left	her	panties	dangling	on	one	ankle,	where	 their	whiteness	 stood	 in
contrast	 to	 her	 gray	 kneesocks,	 which	 were	 typically	 pushed	 down	 below
midcalf,	 as	 if	 the	 socks	 were	 also	 indications	 of	 Emma’s	 preference	 for	 half-
dress	(or	half-undress).
“You	have	big	feet,”	Jack	observed.



“Forget	the	feet,	Jack.	You’re	looking	at	your	first	vagina,	and	you’re	telling
me	you’re	not	surprised?”	The	hair	was	again	a	surprise—though	not	nearly	so
much	 as	when	he’d	 first	 felt	 it,	 unseen.	But	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 business—well,	 he
was	prepared	for	it	to	be	complicated.	The	intricate	folds	(“the	lips,”	as	Ladies’
Man	Madsen	had	called	them)	were	of	a	certain	healthiness	of	pink	that	no	tattoo
pigment	could	imitate;	yet	this	ornate	door,	for	a	vagina	was	clearly	an	opening,
was	 recognizable	 from	 his	mom’s	 Rose	 of	 Jericho,	 of	 which	 Jack	 had	 seen	 a
hundred.	Having	seen	Emma’s,	he	would	have	no	trouble	(in	the	future)	finding
that	other	 flower	 in	 the	 rose,	but	 for	how	many	nine-year-old	boys	 is	 it	no	big
deal	to	see	your	first	actual	vagina?	“Cat	got	your	tongue,	Jack?”	Emma	said.
“The	hair’s	different—there’s	no	hair	on	the	tattoo,”	he	told	her.
“You’re	saying	only	the	hair	is	special?	You’re	saying	you’ve	seen	the	rest	of

it?”
“It’s	a	Rose	of	Jericho,”	Jack	said.	“I	would	recognize	it	anywhere.”
“It’s	a	vagina,	honey	pie!”
“But	it’s	also	a	Rose	of	Jericho,”	he	insisted.	“You	just	need	to	take	a	closer

look	at	your	mom’s—at	her	tattoo,	I	mean.”
“Maybe	 the	 little	 guy	has	more	of	 an	 interest	 in	 the	 real	 thing	 than	you	do,

Jack.”	 Alas,	 the	 little	 guy	 did	 not	 look	 interested	 enough	 to	 merit	 Emma’s
approval.	“Jesus,	baby	cakes,	I	think	there’s	something	wrong.”	At	nine	going	on
ten,	Jack	simply	wasn’t	old	enough.	The	unpredictability	of	his	penis—aroused
one	minute,	indifferent	the	next—wasn’t	half	as	disappointing	to	him	as	it	was	to
Emma.	“Kiss	me,”	Emma	demanded.	“That	sometimes	works.”
Not	 this	 time.	 Jack	would	 have	 admitted	 that	 the	 kiss	was	more	 aggressive

than	usual	on	Emma’s	part,	and	that—notwithstanding	how	she’d	criticized	him
for	inserting	his	tongue	in	her	mouth	and	wiggling	it	 like	a	worm—the	probing
use	she	made	of	her	tongue	was	beginning	to	get	the	little	guy’s	attention.	But	at
the	very	moment	his	pinkie	of	 a	penis	demonstrated	a	growing	 interest,	which
Emma	might	have	called	“promising,”	he	snagged	his	lower	lip	on	a	loose	wire
in	Emma’s	newly	acquired	braces.	Before	either	of	them	noticed,	Jack	had	bled
all	 over	 Emma	 and	 himself—and	 her	 bed,	 several	 stuffed	 animals,	 and	 the
aforementioned	bra.	(The	one	that	appeared	to	be	strangling	a	teddy	bear.)
There	 was	 blood	 everywhere;	 more	 alarming,	 Emma	 and	 Jack	 were	 still

attached.	While	Emma	searched	her	messy	bedroom	for	a	hand	mirror,	they	were
clumsily—in	 Jack’s	 case,	 painfully—linked.	 His	 lower	 lip	 was	 hooked	 to	 her
wired	 teeth.	 And	 the	 hand	 mirror,	 when	 Emma	 finally	 found	 it,	 offered	 a
confusingly	reversed	view.	They	were	caught	 in	 the	act	of	 failing	 to	disengage



his	lip	from	her	braces	when	Emma’s	mom	came	home	and	skillfully,	in	a	matter
of	 seconds,	 separated	 them.	 “Maybe	 you	 should	 get	 your	 upper	 lip	 waxed,
Emma,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.
Did	 he	 need	 stitches?	 Jack	 wanted	 to	 know.	 There	 was	 every	 bit	 as	 much

blood	as	when	Lucinda	Fleming	had	attempted	to	eat	herself.	Dangerous	kissing
was	not	new	to	Jack	Burns!
“It’s	 just	 a	 puncture	 wound,”	 Emma’s	 mom	 said,	 pinching	 his	 lower	 lip

between	her	 thumb	and	 index	 finger.	She	didn’t	 seem	 to	mind	 the	blood.	 Jack
recognized	 her	 perfume	 from	 his	 many	 nights	 with	 her	 push-up	 bra.	 Mrs.
Oastler,	the	instant	he	remembered	her	stolen	bra,	spotted	her	black	bikini	briefs
on	Emma’s	 bloodstained	 bed.	 “I	wish	 you’d	 play	 these	 games	with	 your	 own
underwear,	Emma,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.	By	the	evidence	of	Emma’s	white	panties
with	the	lace	waistband,	which	were	still	wrapped	around	Emma’s	left	ankle	and
draped	over	her	 left	 foot,	 it	was	clear	 that	Emma	and	Jack	had	been	playing	a
game	with	her	underwear	as	well.	But	Mrs.	Oastler	 took	more	of	an	interest	 in
recovering	 her	 black	 bikini	 briefs.	 “You’re	 evidently	 a	 precocious	 boy,	 Jack,”
Emma’s	mom	said.
“Jack	knows	 all	 about	 tattoos,”	Emma	 told	her.	 “He	knows	 all	 about	yours,

anyway.”
“Really?	Is	that	true,	Jack?”	Mrs.	Oastler	asked.
“If	it’s	a	Rose	of	Jericho,	I	know	something	about	it,”	he	said.
“Go	on—show	him,”	Emma	told	her	mom.
“I’m	 sure	 Jack	 doesn’t	 need	 to	 see	 another	 Rose	 of	 Jericho.	 I’ll	 bet	 he’s

already	seen	his	share,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.
“Well,	 I’d	 like	 to	 take	 a	 closer	 look	 at	 it	 myself,”	 Emma	 told	 her	 mother.

“Now	that	I	know	what	it	is.”
“Maybe	 later,	 Emma,”	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 said.	 “We	 can’t	 send	 Jack	 home	 all

covered	with	blood.”
“You’ve	got	a	vagina	above	your	vagina,	and	you	won’t	let	me	get	a	butterfly

on	my	ankle!”	Emma	screamed.
“Ankles	hurt,”	Jack	offered.	“Tattoos	hurt	where	there’s	nothing	but	bone.”
“It	seems	that	Jack	does	know	all	about	tattoos,	Emma.	You	should	listen	to

Jack.”
“I	just	want	a	butterfly!”	Emma	screamed.
“Here’s	 what	 we’re	 going	 to	 do,	 Jack,”	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 said,	 ignoring	 her



daughter.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 take	 you	 to	 my	 bathroom,	 where	 you	 can	 wash	 up.
Emma	can	wash	up	 in	her	bathroom.”	Emma’s	mom	took	Jack’s	hand	and	 led
him	 down	 the	 familiar	 path	 to	 her	 bedroom,	 which	 was	 connected	 to	 a	 large
bathroom	with	wall-to-wall	mirrors.	In	her	other	hand,	Mrs.	Oastler	carried	her
black	bikini	briefs,	which	she	twirled	around	and	around	her	index	finger.	In	the
slight	 breeze	 made	 by	 her	 swinging	 panties,	 Jack	 became	 more	 aware	 of	 her
perfume	than	before.
She	removed	his	bloodstained	shirt	and	tie	and	filled	her	bathroom	sink	with

warm	water;	with	a	wet	washcloth,	she	wiped	his	face	and	neck,	being	careful	to
gently	pat	his	punctured	lip,	which	was	still	bleeding,	if	only	a	little.	While	Jack
washed	the	blood	from	his	hands	in	the	sink,	Mrs.	Oastler	rubbed	his	shoulders
with	 her	 cool,	 silky	 hands.	 There	 wasn’t	 any	 blood	 on	 Jack’s	 shoulders,	 but
Emma’s	mom	seemed	almost	as	comfortable	touching	him	as	her	daughter	was.
“You’re	going	to	be	a	strong	boy,	Jack—not	very	big,	but	strong.”
“Do	you	think	so?”	he	asked.
“I	know	so,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.	“I	can	tell.”
“Oh.”	He	realized	why	her	hands	felt	so	cool	and	silky.	She	was	rubbing	his

back	and	shoulders	with	her	black	bikini	briefs.
“You’re	 obviously	 very	 mature	 for	 your	 age,”	 Emma’s	 mom	 continued,

“whereas	Emma,	although	she’s	a	big	girl,	is	somewhat	immature	in	other	areas.
She’s	not	at	all	at	ease	with	boys	her	own	age,	for	example.”
“Oh,”	 Jack	 said	 again.	 He	 was	 drying	 his	 hands	 with	 a	 towel	 while	 Mrs.

Oastler	continued	rubbing	his	back	and	shoulders	with	her	panties.	In	the	mirror,
he	could	see	her	intense,	serious	face,	framed	by	her	pixie	haircut.
“As	 for	 you,	 Jack,	 you	 seem	 quite	 comfortable	 around	 older	 girls	 and

women.”	He	 felt	 somewhat	 less	comfortable	when	Emma’s	mom	ran	her	 silky
underwear	over	the	back	of	his	neck	and	placed	her	panties	on	his	head,	 like	a
hat—like	a	curiously	misshapen	beret.	His	ears	protruded	from	her	bikini	briefs,
where	 her	 thighs	 would	 normally	 be.	 “What	 on	 earth	 will	 we	 tell	 your	 mom
about	your	lip?”	she	asked.	Before	Jack	could	think	of	an	answer,	Mrs.	Oastler
said:	 “I	 get	 the	 feeling	 Alice	 isn’t	 quite	 ready	 for	 the	 idea	 of	 you	 kissing	 a
sixteen-year-old.”
So	his	mom	was	“Alice”	to	Mrs.	Oastler,	which	was	only	a	mild	surprise.	He

should	 have	 known.	 A	 Rose	 of	 Jericho	 is	 a	 fairly	 lengthy	 procedure,	 several
hours	under	the	best	circumstances—and	in	this	case,	on	such	an	intimate	area	of
the	body.	Jack	could	easily	imagine	his	mom	and	Mrs.	Oastler	having	quite	the
conversation.	Lying	 face-up	on	 a	 bed	or	 a	 table,	 for	 hours	 at	 a	 time,	 having	 a



Rose	of	 Jericho	 tattooed	a	 few	 inches	 above	your	vagina—well,	what	 subjects
wouldn’t	you	feel	free	to	discuss?	People	became	fast	friends	in	less	than	half	the
time	 it	 took	 to	 tattoo	 a	Rose	 of	 Jericho.	Alice	 had	 spent	 hours	 staring	 at	Mrs.
Oastler’s	pubes;	in	such	a	situation,	how	could	they	not	get	to	know	each	other?
But	while	Alice	had	apparently	gone	along	with	Mrs.	Oastler	regarding	Jack	and
Emma’s	 behavior,	 that	 he	 had	 cut	 his	 lip	 in	 a	 kissing	 accident	might	 just	 nip
Alice’s	 friendship	 with	Mrs.	 Oastler	 in	 the	 bud.	 In	 any	 case,	 it	 made	 perfect
sense	to	Jack	not	to	tell	his	mother	how	he’d	hurt	himself	kissing	Emma.
“You	 could	 say	 it	was	 a	 staple,	 Jack.	 I	was	 trying	 to	 separate	 two	pages	 of

paper	that	had	been	stapled	together,	and	you	tried	to	help	me.	You	opened	the
staple	with	your	teeth.”
“Why	would	I	use	my	teeth?”	he	asked.
“Because	you’re	a	kid,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.	She	patted	her	bikini	briefs,	which

Jack	still	wore	as	a	hat;	then	she	plucked	her	panties	off	his	head	and	threw	them
across	the	bathroom	into	an	open	laundry	hamper.	It	was	a	good	shot.	She	had	a
kind	 of	 athletic	 grace,	 boyish	 in	 nature.	 “I’ll	 find	 you	 a	 T-shirt,	 something	 to
wear	home.	Tell	your	mom	I’m	sending	your	shirt	and	tie	to	the	dry	cleaner’s.”
“Okay,”	he	said.
Emma’s	mom	was	 in	 her	 bedroom,	 opening	 a	 drawer.	 Jack	 kept	 looking	 at

himself,	bare-chested,	in	her	bathroom	mirror	above	the	sink—as	if	he	expected
to	start	growing	in	some	observable	fashion.	Mrs.	Oastler	came	back	with	a	T-
shirt.	 It	was	all	black,	 like	her	bikini	briefs,	and	with	 the	sleeves	 for	 the	upper
arms	 cut	 short	 and	 tight,	 the	 way	 women	 liked	 them.	 Emma’s	 mom	 was	 so
small,	her	T-shirt	was	only	a	 little	 loose	on	Jack.	“It’s	one	of	mine,	of	course.
Emma’s	clothes,”	she	added,	disapprovingly,	“would	be	too	big.”
His	lower	lip	had	finally	stopped	bleeding,	but	it	was	swollen	and	you	could

see	 the	 pinprick	 where	 the	 wire	 from	 Emma’s	 braces	 had	 stabbed	 him.	 Mrs.
Oastler	 gently	 rubbed	 some	 lip	 gloss	 over	 the	wound.	 Emma	walked	 into	 the
bathroom	while	her	mom	was	doing	 this.	 “You	 look	 like	a	girl	 in	 that	T-shirt,
Jack,”	Emma	said.
“Well,	Jack’s	pretty	enough	to	be	a	girl,	isn’t	he?”	Mrs.	Oastler	asked.	There

was	a	noticeable	measure	of	shame	in	Emma’s	resentful	expression	and	slouched
posture,	as	if	she’d	taken	her	mother’s	point	to	heart.	(Jack	may	have	been	pretty
enough	 to	 be	 a	 girl,	 but—in	 her	 mom’s	 estimation—Emma	 wasn’t.)	 “We’re
telling	 Jack’s	mother	 that	 he	 cut	 himself	 on	 a	 staple.	He	was	 trying	 to	 open	 a
staple	with	his	teeth,	silly	boy.”
“I	want	to	see	the	fucking	Rose	of	Jericho,”	Emma	said.	“I	want	Jack	to	see	it,



too.”
Without	a	word,	Mrs.	Oastler,	who	wore	a	tight-fitting	pair	of	black	jeans	with

a	silver	belt,	untucked	her	long-sleeved	cotton	turtleneck,	which	was	also	black.
She	unbuckled	the	belt	and	wriggled	the	jeans	over	her	slim	hips.	Jack	could	see
only	the	top	half	of	the	Rose	of	Jericho	above	the	panty	line	of	her	black	bikini
briefs.	She	hooked	her	thumbs	under	the	waistband	of	her	panties,	but	before	she
slid	 them	down,	 she	 said:	 “This,	 Jack,	would	 be	 in	 the	 category	 of	 needlessly
upsetting	your	mom—maybe	even	worse	than	kissing	a	sixteen-year-old,	if	you
know	what	I	mean.”
“Oh,”	he	said,	as	she	pulled	her	bikini	briefs	down.
There	it	was.	(Not	the	Rose	of	Jericho.	Jack	didn’t	need	to	waste	a	second	of

his	time	looking	at	another	one.	His	mom	was	a	pro;	he	assumed	that	Daughter
Alice’s	 Rose	 of	 Jericho	 was	 the	 same	 every	 time.)	While	 Emma	 saw,	 with	 a
gasp,	 the	 unmistakable	other	 flower	within	 the	 rose,	 Jack	 took	 a	 long,	 careful
look	 at	 the	 real	 thing—his	 second	 sighting	 of	 an	 actual	 vagina	 in	 one	 day.
Emma’s	 pubic	 hair	 was	 as	 unruly	 as	 she	 was,	 but	Mrs.	 Oastler’s	 pubes	 were
neatly	 trimmed.	 And	 if	 Jack	 ever	 doubted	 Emma’s	 authority—that	 he	 had	 an
older-woman	thing,	as	she	put	it—he	didn’t	doubt	it	now.	If	Emma’s	vagina	had
left	 the	 little	guy	 largely	unimpressed,	what	was	 Jack	 to	make	of	 the	quantum
leap	 the	 little	 guy	 made	 in	 response	 to	 Emma’s	 mom?	 “That’s	 disgusting!”
Emma	said.	(She	meant	the	tattoo.)
“It’s	a	Rose	of	Jericho,	like	any	other,”	Jack	insisted.	“My	mom	does	a	good

one.”
While	 he	went	 on	 staring	 at	 her	 vagina,	Mrs.	 Oastler	 rumpled	 his	 hair	 and

said:	“You	bet	she	does,	Jack—you	bet	she	does.”
Emma	suddenly	hit	him	so	hard	that	he	took	a	short	flight	across	the	bathroom

tiles	 and	 landed	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of	 the	 laundry	hamper.	 Jack	 instinctively	 put	 a
finger	 to	 his	 lower	 lip,	 to	 be	 sure	 he	 wasn’t	 bleeding	 again.	 “You	 weren’t
looking	at	the	tattoo,	baby	cakes.”
“Boys	will	be	boys,	Emma,”	Mrs.	Oastler	told	her	daughter.	“Be	nice	to	Jack.

Please	don’t	make	him	bleed	again.”
Emma	yanked	him	to	his	feet	by	grabbing	hold	of	her	mom’s	skimpy	T-shirt.

In	one	of	 the	bathroom’s	many	mirrors,	 Jack	caught	a	glimpse	of	Mrs.	Oastler
pulling	up	her	bikini	briefs	and	wriggling	her	hips	back	into	her	jeans.	“What’s
the	 little	 guy	 think	 of	my	mom’s	 Rose	 of	 Jericho?”	 Emma	 asked	 Jack	 in	 her
vaguely	threatening	way.
Mrs.	 Oastler,	 of	 course,	 didn’t	 realize	 that	 Emma	 was	 referring	 to	 Jack’s



penis.	She	probably	assumed	that	her	daughter	was	being	disparaging	about	the
boy’s	 smaller	 size.	 “Don’t	 bully	 him,	 Emma,”	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 said.	 “It’s
unbecoming.”
As	 Jack	 was	 leaving,	 he	 found	 it	 confusing	 that	 both	 Emma	 and	 her	 mom

kissed	 him	 good-bye—Mrs.	 Oastler	 on	 his	 cheek,	 Emma	 on	 his	 undamaged
upper	 lip.	 In	 the	 category	 of	 unnecessarily	 upsetting	 his	 mother,	 Jack	 was
determined	he	would	make	no	mention	of	his	confusion	 to	her—nor	would	he
tell	her	about	the	rest	of	his	eventful	day	at	the	Oastler	mansion	in	Forest	Hill.
Jack	went	 to	 bed	 that	 night	 in	Mrs.	Oastler’s	 black	 T-shirt,	 although	Lottie

said	 she	 liked	him	better	 in	his	own	pajamas.	Lottie	wrapped	an	 ice	 cube	 in	 a
washcloth	and	held	it	to	his	lower	lip	while	she	said	her	prayers	over	him.	“May
the	Lord	protect	you,	Jack,	and	may	He	keep	you	from	harming	others,”	Lottie
always	began.	Jack	 thought	 the	 latter	was	a	 ridiculous	concern.	Why	would	he
ever	 harm	 others?	 “May	 the	 Lord	 keep	Mrs.	Wicksteed	 alive	 a	 little	 longer,”
Lottie	went	on.	“May	I	please	be	permitted	to	die	in	Toronto,	and	never	go	back
to	Prince	Edward	Island.”
“Amen,”	Jack	usually	tried	to	say	at	this	point,	hoping	that	would	be	the	end

of	it.
But	Lottie	wasn’t	finished.	“Please,	Lord,	deliver	Alice	from	her	inclinations

—”
“Her	what?”
“You	 know	 what,	 Jack—her	 tendencies,”	 Lottie	 told	 him.	 “Her	 choice	 of

friends.”
“Oh.”
“May	God	keep	your	mother	from	hurting	herself,	not	to	put	too	fine	a	point

on	it,”	Lottie	continued.	“And	may	the	Lord	bless	the	ground	you	walk	on,	Jack
Burns,	 so	 that	 you	 are	 ever	mindful	 of	 temptation.	May	 you	 become	 the	 very
model	of	what	a	man	should	be,	Jack—not	what	most	men	are.”
“Amen,”	he	said	again.
“That’s	for	me	to	say	and	for	you	to	say	after	me,”	Lottie	always	told	him.
“Oh,	right.”
“Thank	you,	Mrs.	Wicksteed,”	Lottie	whispered,	at	the	end—almost	as	if	Mrs.

Wicksteed	were	God	 and	Lottie	 had	 been	 addressing	Her	 from	 the	 beginning.
“Amen.”
“Amen.”



She	took	the	 ice	cube	 in	 the	washcloth	away	from	his	 lip,	which	was	numb.
But	 Jack	was	wide	 awake,	 and	 as	 soon	 as	Lottie	 left,	 he	went	 to	 his	mother’s
room	and	got	into	her	bed,	where	he	eventually	fell	asleep.	(Jack	had	many	vivid
memories	of	his	two-vagina	day;	it	was	impossible	to	fall	asleep	right	away.)
It	was	his	mom’s	 leg	across	his	body	 that	woke	him;	 it	was	 the	T-shirt	 that

woke	her.	Alice	turned	on	the	light	to	have	a	better	look.	“Why	are	you	wearing
Leslie’s	shirt,	Jack?	Is	Emma	stealing	her	mom’s	T-shirts	now?”
So	Mrs.	Oastler	was	 “Leslie”—another	mild	 surprise.	 Even	 the	 T-shirt	 was

more	 familiar	 to	 his	mom	 than	 Jack	 had	 thought.	 He	 carefully	 explained	 that
Mrs.	 Oastler	 had	 given	 him	 her	 T-shirt	 to	 wear	 because	 his	 clothes	 were	 all
bloody—they’d	 been	 sent	 off	 to	 the	 dry	 cleaner’s—and	 any	 shirt	 of	 Emma’s
would	have	been	 too	big.	 Jack	 showed	his	mom	his	puffy	 lower	 lip,	where	he
had	poked	himself	with	a	staple	he’d	tried	to	undo	with	his	teeth.
“I	thought	you	were	smarter	than	that,”	Alice	said.
Jack	very	slowly,	and	even	more	carefully,	said	 that	he	understood	his	mom

had	 tattooed	 Mrs.	 Oastler—it	 sounded	 like	 a	 Rose	 of	 Jericho	 from	 Emma’s
description,	he	unconvincingly	explained—but	 the	 tattoo	was	 in	 such	a	private
place	that	Emma’s	mom	wouldn’t	show	it	to	him.
“I’m	surprised	she	didn’t	show	you,”	Alice	said.
“I	don’t	need	to	see	another	Rose	of	Jericho,”	Jack	went	on.	(Even	to	himself,

he	sounded	too	cavalier.)	“What’s	so	special	about	hers?”
“Just	the	place,	Jack—it’s	in	a	special	place.”
“Oh.”	He	must	 have	moved	his	 eyes	 away	 from	hers.	His	mom	was	 such	 a

good	liar,	she	was	tough	to	lie	to.
“Not	every	woman	shaves	her	pubic	hair	in	quite	that	way,”	his	mother	said.
“Her	what?”
“The	hair	is	called	pubic	hair,	Jack.”
“Oh.”
“You	don’t	have	any	yet,	but	you	will.”
“Do	you	shave	your	pubic	hair	that	way?”	Jack	asked	his	mom.
“That’s	not	your	business,	young	man,”	she	told	him,	but	he	could	see	she	was

crying.	 He	 didn’t	 say	 anything.	 “Leslie—Mrs.	 Oastler,	 to	 you—is	 a	 very	 .	 .	 .
independent	woman,”	Alice	started	to	say,	as	if	she	were	beginning	to	read	out
loud	from	a	long	book.	“She’s	been	through	a	divorce,	a	bad	time,	but	she’s	very
.	 .	 .	 rich.	 She’s	 determined	 to	 seize	 control	 of	 everything	 that	 happens	 to	 her.



She’s	a	very	.	.	.	forceful	woman.”
“She’s	kind	of	small—smaller	than	Emma,	anyway,”	Jack	interjected.	(He	had

no	idea	what	his	mother	was	struggling	to	say.)
“You	want	to	be	careful	around	Mrs.	Oastler,	Jack.”
“I’m	pretty	careful	around	Emma,”	he	ventured.
“Yes,	you	should	be	careful	around	Emma,	too,”	Alice	said,	“but	you	want	to

be	more	careful	around	Emma’s	mom.”
“Okay.”
“It’s	all	right	that	she	showed	you,”	his	mother	said.	“I’m	sure	you	didn’t	ask

to	see	it.”
“Emma	asked	her	to	show	me,”	he	said.
“Now	tell	me	about	your	lip.”
Jack	was	learning	that	adults	were	better	at	concealing	things	than	kids	were,

and	he	was	increasingly	aware	that	his	mom	knew	a	lot	she	wasn’t	telling	him.
Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	 health,	 for	 example:	 Jack	 knew	 she	 had	 arthritis	 because	 he
could	see	it	for	himself,	and	because	Mrs.	Wicksteed	had	told	him.	But	no	one
told	him	she	had	cancer,	not	until	the	day	she	didn’t	get	up	in	time	to	do	his	tie—
and	then	Lottie	told	him,	not	his	mother.	(Maybe	his	mom	had	been	too	busy;	it
might	have	been	the	same	week	she’d	been	tattooing	Mrs.	Oastler.)
Suddenly	there	was	no	one	in	the	house	who	knew	how	to	do	a	necktie,	except

Mrs.	Wicksteed,	who	was	dying!	“Is	she	dying	of	arthritis?”	Jack	asked	Lottie.
“No,	dear.	She	has	cancer.”
“Oh.”	So	 that	was	why	Lottie	prayed	every	night	 for	 the	Lord	 to	keep	Mrs.

Wicksteed	alive	a	little	longer.
Peewee	did	Jack’s	tie	that	morning.	He	was	a	limo	driver;	he	did	his	own	tie

every	morning.	He	tied	Jack’s	in	a	very	matter-of-fact	fashion,	not	making	half
the	fuss	that	Mrs.	Wicksteed	had—even	before	her	arthritis.	“Mrs.	Wicksteed	is
dying,	Peewee.”
“That’s	 too	bad,	mon.	What’s	 the	 lady	with	 the	 limp	going	 to	do	 then?”	So

that	 was	 why	 Lottie	 prayed	 to	 be	 permitted	 to	 die	 in	 Toronto.	 Everyone,
including	 Peewee,	 knew	 that	 Lottie	 didn’t	 want	 to	 go	 back	 to	 Prince	 Edward
Island.
Maybe	 everyone	 had	 a	 Rose	 of	 Jericho	 hidden	 somewhere,	 Jack	 thought.

Perhaps	it	wasn’t	always	the	kind	of	tattoo	you	could	see,	but	another	kind—like
a	free	tattoo.	No	less	a	mark	for	life,	just	one	not	visible	on	the	skin.
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Mrs.	Machado
Boys,	 as	 a	 rule,	 did	not	 attend	 their	 class	 reunions	 at	St.	Hilda’s.	You	can’t

really	have	a	class	reunion	if	you	don’t	graduate,	and	the	St.	Hilda’s	boys	left	the
school	at	the	end	of	grade	four—without	ceremony.
Lucinda	Fleming	was	a	tireless	organizer	of	her	class	reunions	at	St.	Hilda’s—

Jack’s	graduating	class,	had	he	been	a	girl.	Maureen	Yap,	whose	married	name
would	 remain	 a	 mystery,	 attended	 the	 reunions	 regularly—even	 in	 her
nonreunion	 years.	 The	 Booth	 twins	 were	 regulars	 as	 well;	 they	 were	 always
together.	But	Lucinda’s	Christmas	 letters	 never	mentioned	 the	 twins’	 identical
blanket-sucking	sounds.	(Jack	would	wonder	if	the	Booths	still	made	them.)
Caroline	French	was	a	no-show	at	the	reunions.	If	Caroline	still	thumped	her

heels	 on	 occasion,	 she	was	 doing	 it	 alone.	Her	 adversarial	 twin,	Gordon,	was
killed	 in	a	boating	accident—not	 long	after	he	 left	St.	Hilda’s,	when	 Jack	was
still	in	school	elsewhere.	As	Jack	would	discover,	it’s	remarkable	how	you	can
miss	people	you	barely	knew—even	those	people	you	never	especially	liked.
Jack’s	 last	day	of	 school,	 in	 the	spring	of	1975,	was	marked	by	 the	unusual

occasion	 of	 both	 Emma	 Oastler	 and	 Mrs.	 McQuat	 accompanying	 him	 to	 the
Lincoln	Town	Car,	which	Peewee	had	dutifully	parked	with	the	motor	running	at
the	 Rosseter	 Road	 entrance.	 It	 had	 been	 Mrs.	 Wicksteed’s	 dying	 wish	 that
Peewee	 continue	 to	 be	 Jack’s	 driver	 for	 the	 duration	 of	 the	 boy’s	 time	 at	 St.
Hilda’s.
Emma	 and	 Jack	 slipped	 into	 the	 backseat	 of	 the	 Town	Car	 as	 if	 their	 lives

were	not	about	to	change.	Peewee	was	in	tears.	His	life	was	about	to	change—
actually,	upon	Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	death,	and	Lottie’s	abrupt	departure	for	Prince
Edward	Island,	it	already	had.	The	Gray	Ghost	leaned	in	the	open	window,	her
cool	hand	brushing	Jack’s	cheek	like	a	touch	of	winter	in	the	burgeoning	spring.
“You	may	.	.	.	write	to	me,	Jack,”	Mrs.	McQuat	said.	“In	fact,	I	.	.	.	recommend
that	you	do	so.”
“Yes,	Mrs.	McQuat,”	the	boy	said.	Peewee	was	still	sobbing	when	the	Town

Car	pulled	away.
“You	better	write	to	me,	too,	baby	cakes,”	Emma	was	saying.
“You	just	watch	your	ass,	mon,”	Peewee	blubbered.	“You	better	grow	eyes	in

the	back	of	your	head,	just	to	keep	watching	your	ass!”



Jack	sat	in	the	backseat,	not	talking—much	as	he	had	on	the	way	to	and	from
Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	funeral.	All	the	while,	his	mother	kept	saying	that	the	summer
ahead	would	be	“no	vacation.”	She	said	she	was	dedicating	herself	to	the	task	of
getting	 Jack	 ready	 to	go	away	 to	 school.	 “You	have	 to	 learn	how	 to	deal	with
boys,	Jack.”
Alice,	whose	estimation	of	her	son’s	lack	of	athletic	prowess	was	exaggerated

but	largely	true,	sought	the	services	of	four	men	she	had	tattooed	to	instruct	Jack
in	the	manly	art	of	self-defense.	What	form	of	self-defense	he	chose	was	up	to
him,	his	mom	said.
Three	 of	 the	 tattooed	men	were	Russians—one	 from	Ukraine	 and	 two	 from

Belarus.	 They	 were	 wrestlers.	 The	 fourth	 man	 was	 a	 Thai	 kickboxer,	 an	 ex-
champion—the	 former	 Mr.	 Bangkok,	 whose	 fighting	 name	 was	 Krung.	 Mr.
Bangkok	and	the	wrestler	from	Ukraine—his	name	was	Shevchenko,	but	Alice
called	 him	 “Chenko”—were	 both	 older	 men,	 and	 bald.	 Krung	 had	 chevron-
shaped	blades	tattooed	on	both	cheeks,	and	Chenko	had	a	snarling	wolf	tattooed
on	his	bald	pate.	(When	Chenko	bowed	to	an	opponent,	there	was	the	unfriendly
wolf.)
“A	Ukrainian	tattoo,	I	guess,”	Alice	told	Jack,	with	evident	distaste.	Krung’s

facial	 blades	 were	 “a	 Thai	 thing,”	 Alice	 said.	 Both	 men	 had	 broken	 hearts
tattooed	on	their	chests.	Daughter	Alice’s	work—no	one	had	to	tell	Jack	that.
The	grungy	old	gym	on	Bathurst	Street	was	marginally	more	 frequented	by

kickboxers	than	by	wrestlers.	Blacks	and	Asians	were	the	principal	clientele,	but
there	 were	 a	 few	 Portuguese	 and	 Italians.	 The	 two	 boys	 from	 Belarus	 were
young	taxi	drivers	who’d	been	born	in	Minsk—“Minskies,”	Chenko	called	them.
Boris	 Ginkevich	 and	 Pavel	 Markevich	 were	 sparsely	 tattooed,	 but	 they	 were
serious	wrestlers	and	Chenko	was	their	coach	and	trainer.
Boris	and	Pavel	had	tattoos	where	some	wrestlers	like	them—high	on	the	back

between	the	shoulder	blades,	so	that	they	are	visible	above	a	wrestler’s	singlet.
Boris	had	 the	Chinese	character	 for	 luck,	which	 Jack	 recognized	as	one	of	his
mom’s	newer	tattoos.	Pavel	had	a	tattoo	of	a	surgical	instrument	(a	tenaculum)
between	his	 shoulder	blades—a	slender,	 sharp-pointed	hook	with	 a	handle.	As
Pavel	explained	to	Jack,	a	tenaculum	was	mainly	used	for	grasping	and	holding
arteries.
The	walls	of	 the	old	gym	were	brightened	by	some	of	Daughter	Alice’s	and

the	Chinaman’s	flash—one	of	the	few	places	in	Toronto	where	the	Chinaman’s
tattoo	parlor	was	advertised.	Even	the	weight-training	mirrors	were	outlined	with
Alice’s	broken	hearts,	and	her	Man’s	Ruin	was	on	display	 in	 the	men’s	 locker



room,	but	 the	gym’s	decor	was	dominated	by	Chinese	characters	and	symbols.
Jack	recognized	the	character	for	longevity,	and	the	five	bats	signifying	the	so-
called	five	fortunes.	And	there	was	the	Chinaman’s	signature	scepter,	 the	short
sword	symbolizing	“everything	as	you	wish.”
Jack	had	told	his	mom	that	it	was	his	favorite	of	the	Chinaman’s	tattoos—she

said,	 “Forget	 about	 it.”	 The	 boy	 also	 liked	 the	 finger-shaped	 citron	 known	 as
Buddha’s	Hand,	which	 either	Alice	 or	 the	Chinaman	 had	 tattooed	 on	Krung’s
thigh.
In	the	old	gym,	too,	there	were	the	Chinese	characters	for	deer	and	the	lucky

number	 six—and	 the	 peony	 symbol,	 and	 a	Chinese	 vase,	 and	 the	 carp	 leaping
over	 the	dragon’s	gate.	The	so-called	dragon’s	gate	 is	a	waterfall,	and	the	carp
leaps	upstream,	over	the	waterfall;	by	so	doing,	it	becomes	a	dragon.	This	was	a
full-back	 tattoo—it	 took	 days,	 sometimes	 weeks.	 Alice	 said	 that	 some	 people
with	full-back	tattoos	felt	cold,	but	Tattoo	Ole	had	argued	with	her	on	this	point.
Ole	claimed	that	only	people	with	full-body	tattoos	felt	cold,	and	not	all	of	them
did.	(According	to	Alice,	most	full-bodies	felt	cold.)
There	was	also	a	moon	goddess	in	the	Bathurst	Street	gym,	and	the	so-called

queen	 mother	 of	 the	 west—in	 Taoist	 legend,	 she	 has	 the	 power	 to	 confer
immortality.	 And	 the	 Chinese	 character	 for	 double	 happiness,	 which	 Alice
refused	 to	 tattoo	 on	 anyone;	 it	 was	 synonymous	with	marriage,	which	 she	 no
longer	believed	in.
The	 old	 gym	 itself	 had	 once	 been	 a	 rug	 store.	 The	 large	 display	 windows,

which	 faced	 the	 Bathurst	 Street	 sidewalk,	 attracted	 the	 more	 curious	 of
passersby.	 In	 the	 neighborhood,	 the	 former	Mr.	Bangkok’s	 kickboxing	 classes
were	 famous.	 Krung,	 despite	 the	 chevrons	 emblazoned	 on	 his	 cheeks	 and	 the
Buddha’s	 Hand	 on	 one	 thigh,	 was	 a	 popular	 teacher.	 There	 were	 kickboxing
classes	for	all	levels.	Jack	was	enrolled	in	a	beginner	class,	of	course;	given	the
boy’s	age	and	size,	his	only	feasible	sparring	partners	were	women.
His	mother	had	put	him	in	Mr.	Bangkok’s	able	hands	(more	to	the	point,	his

able	feet)	so	that	Jack	might	learn	to	defend	himself	from	bullies,	which	boys	of
a	 certain	 age—especially	 in	 an	 all-boys’	 school—are	 reputed	 to	 be.	 But	 Jack
once	more	 found	 himself	 in	 a	 situation	where	 his	most	 dangerous	 adversaries
were	older	women.	When	the	boy	asked	a	Jamaican	lady	with	a	big	bottom	if	she
was	 acquainted	 with	 his	 friend	 Peewee,	 she	 said:	 “You	 keep	 your	 peewee	 to
yourself,	mon.”	Jack	was	relieved	that	she	was	too	big	to	be	his	sparring	partner.
He	was	paired	instead	with	a	Portuguese	woman	in	her	forties,	Mrs.	Machado,

who	 informed	 him	 that	 her	 grown	 children	 had	 moved	 away,	 leaving	 her



unprotected	 from	 the	 random	 assaults	 of	 her	 ex-husband.	 According	 to	 Mrs.
Machado,	she	was	forced	to	keep	changing	the	locks	on	her	apartment.	Her	ex-
husband	still	held	her	accountable	for	her	wifely	duties,	even	though	she	was	no
longer	his	wife.	Because	he	repeatedly	returned	to	her	apartment,	either	to	force
sex	upon	her	or	beat	her	up,	Mrs.	Machado	was	learning	to	fight.
For	 not	 dissimilar	 motives,	 the	 women	 in	 Krung’s	 beginner	 class	 were

particularly	 interested	 in	 mastering	 the	 high-groin	 kick.	 (In	 Jack’s	 case,	 this
meant	that	Mrs.	Machado	kicked	him	in	the	area	of	his	chest	and	throat.)	In	the
opinion	of	the	former	Mr.	Bangkok,	the	high-groin	kick	was	“impure”;	yet	Jack
and	 the	 women	 in	 Krung’s	 beginner	 class	 had	 reasons	 beyond	 the	 purity	 of
kickboxing	for	mastering	a	high-groin	maneuver.	If	he	was	going	to	be	bullied
by	older	boys,	Jack	was	not	opposed	to	learning	a	high-groin	kick.
Mrs.	Machado	was	a	challenging	sparring	partner.	A	short,	heavyset	woman

with	 coarse,	 glossy	 black	 hair	 and	 pendulous,	 low-slung	 breasts,	 she	 blocked
most	of	the	boy’s	kicks	with	her	ample	thighs,	or	by	turning	sideways	to	him	and
receiving	 his	 kicks	 with	 her	 wide	 hips.	 And	 as	 short	 as	 she	 was,	 Jack	 was
shorter.	 He	 was	 four	 feet,	 eight	 inches	 tall	 and	 weighed	 seventy-five	 pounds.
Mrs.	Machado	was	 five	 feet	 two	 and	weighed	 one-fifty.	 She	 could	 kick	 a	 lot
harder	than	he	could.
“You’d	 be	 better	 off	wrestling	 her,”	 Chenko	 advised	 Jack.	 “You	 just	 don’t

want	to	end	up	underneath	her.”
Chenko	respected	Krung	and	the	more	skilled	kickboxers	in	the	gym,	but	he

had	 contempt	 for	 the	 women	 in	 Krung’s	 beginner	 class—Mrs.	 Machado
included.	She	was	a	hard	kicker,	but	she	wasn’t	very	agile.	In	Chenko’s	opinion,
Mrs.	Machado	could	never	defend	herself	from	her	ex-husband	by	kicking	him.
She	would	have	 to	cripple	him	with	 the	 first	kick;	 if	 she	missed	her	mark,	 the
fight	 would	 be	 over.	 Chenko	 thought	 that	Mrs.	Machado	 would	 be	 better	 off
learning	to	wrestle.
As	for	Jack’s	eventual	self-defense,	Chenko	believed	that	the	boy	would	have

scant	success	defending	himself—either	kickboxing	or	wrestling—until	he	grew
a	few	more	inches	and	put	on	another	fifty	or	seventy-five	pounds.	“I	don’t	see
that	your	mom	 is	getting	her	money’s	worth	yet,”	Chenko	 told	 Jack—this	was
when	Jack	and	Mrs.	Machado	had	been	kicking	each	other	for	about	a	week.
But	 wasn’t	 it	 Mrs.	 Oastler’s	 money?	 (She	 was	 getting	 her	 money’s	 worth,

Jack	suspected.)	Leslie	Oastler	would	drive	him	 to	 the	gym	on	Bathurst	Street
before	 his	mother	was	 out	 of	 bed	 in	 the	morning.	 Jack	was	 there	 all	 day.	He
kickboxed	with	Mrs.	Machado,	he	hopped	on	one	foot	for	five	minutes	at	a	time,



he	stretched	and	stretched—the	objective	being	to	kick	consistently	above	your
height	at	shoulder	level	without	losing	your	balance.
Jack	rolled	out	the	mats	with	Chenko,	and	disinfected	them,	and	wiped	them

dry.	He	brought	clean	towels,	fresh	water	bottles,	and	oranges	cut	into	quarters
to	 the	 kickboxers	 and	 the	 wrestlers.	 When	 the	 Minskies	 came	 in	 the
midafternoon,	 Jack	 sat	 at	 matside	 with	 Chenko	 and	 watched	 Boris	 and	 Pavel
pummel	each	other.	They	were	both	about	Mrs.	Machado’s	weight,	but	 lean—
two	very	tough	taxi	drivers	in	their	late	twenties	or	early	thirties.	Chenko	had	the
worst	cauliflower	ears,	but	Boris	and	Pavel	had	similar	no-necks	with	little	more
than	scar	tissue	for	eyebrows,	and	the	Minskies’	ears	were	unmatched	lumps	of
dough—barely	more	recognizable	(as	ears)	than	Chenko’s.
The	 wrestling	 Jack	 learned	 was	 rudimentary—much	 of	 it	 defensive.	 A

Russian	 arm-tie	 and	 front	 headlock,	 a	 three-quarter	 nelson	 and	 a	 cross-face
cradle.	On	 top,	 Boris	 had	 a	mean	 cross-body	 ride;	 from	 the	 feet,	 Pavel	 had	 a
good	duck-under,	a	better	arm-drag,	and	an	outstanding	ankle-pick.	Chenko	was
a	high-crotch	man,	but	Boris	and	Pavel	preferred	an	outside	single-leg.	Chenko
liked	the	lateral	drop,	but	only	if	your	opponent	was	close	to	your	height.	There
was	 no	 one	 Jack’s	 height	 in	 the	Bathurst	 Street	 gym.	 In	wrestling,	 he	 had	 no
actual	opponent—he	just	drilled	the	moves	repeatedly	with	Chenko,	Pavel,	and
Boris.
Occasionally,	after	Mrs.	Machado	had	landed	her	best	high-groin	kicks	in	the

area	of	Jack’s	chest	and	throat—especially	when	she’d	knocked	his	wind	out—
he	could	persuade	her	to	“roll	around”	with	him	on	the	wrestling	mat.	She	was
the	 wrong	 height	 for	 the	 lateral	 drop,	 but	 Jack	 could	 ankle-pick	 her	 all	 day,
which	Mrs.	Machado	found	frustrating—and	when	he	managed	to	get	her	down
on	 the	mat,	 he	 could	 keep	 her	 down	with	 a	 cross-body	 ride.	 She	 couldn’t	 get
away	from	him.
To	 be	 fair,	 Chenko	 taught	Mrs.	 Machado	 a	 snap-down;	 when	 she	 snapped

Jack	down	on	all	fours,	he	couldn’t	get	away	from	her.	(She	would	just	lie	on	the
boy	 with	 her	 seventy-five-pound	 weight	 advantage,	 breathing	 heavily.)	 “Ha!”
she	 would	 cry,	 when	 she	 got	 him	 down—the	 exact	 same	 exclamation	 Mrs.
Machado	favored	when	she	landed	her	best	high-groin	kicks.
If	 Jack	was	making	 any	 progress	 in	 defending	 himself,	 he	 had	 no	 accurate

means	of	testing	it.	At	the	end	of	the	day,	Emma	would	relentlessly	attack	him—
on	 the	 living-room	 couch	 or	 rug,	 or	 in	 her	 bedroom	 or	 one	 of	 the	 guest
bedrooms,	 two	 of	 which	 Jack	 and	 his	 mom	 occupied	 for	 the	 summer.	 Now
seventeen,	Emma	was	both	taller	and	heavier	than	Mrs.	Machado.	Emma	could



destroy	Jack.	Nothing	he	had	learned	worked	with	her,	which	was	a	sizable	blow
to	his	confidence.
In	 mid-June,	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 sent	 Emma	 to	 what	 she	 described	 as	 a	 weight-

management	program	in	California.	“The	fat	farm,”	Emma	called	it.	Jack	never
thought	 of	 Emma	 as	 fat,	 but	Mrs.	Oastler	 did.	 Emma’s	 self-esteem	may	 have
been	 further	 undermined	 by	 Alice’s	 slim	 and	 attractive	 appearance,	 although
Alice	was	by	no	means	as	small	as	Leslie	Oastler.
It	 was	 a	 two-week	 weight-loss	 program—poor	 Emma—during	 which	 time

Mrs.	Machado	was	hired	to	give	Jack	dinner	and	be	his	babysitter	until	his	mom
and	Mrs.	Oastler	came	home	(usually	long	after	Mrs.	Machado	had	put	the	boy
to	 bed).	 Thus	 Jack’s	 kickboxing	 sparring	 partner	 and	 occasional	 wrestling
opponent	became	his	nanny—Lottie’s	unlikely	replacement.
At	his	appointed	bedtime,	Mrs.	Machado	and	Jack	would	spar	a	little—no	full

contact,	 “no	 finishing	 the	 moves,”	 as	 Chenko	 would	 have	 said—and	 Mrs.
Machado	would	put	him	to	bed	with	 the	door	 to	 the	guest-wing	hall	open,	and
the	 light	at	 the	far	end	of	 the	corridor	 left	on.	Before	he	fell	asleep,	Jack	often
heard	her	talking	on	the	telephone.	She	spoke	in	Portuguese—he	assumed	to	one
or	another	of	her	grown	children,	who	had	moved	“away.”	They	must	have	been
living	somewhere	in	Toronto;	given	the	length	of	these	conversations,	they	were
surely	local	calls.	Not	infrequently,	the	calls	ended	with	Mrs.	Machado	in	tears.
Jack	would	fall	asleep	to	the	sound	of	her	crying,	while	she	padded	barefoot

through	the	beautiful	rooms	in	the	downstairs	of	the	Oastler	mansion—her	feet
occasionally	squeaking	on	the	hardwood	floors	as	she	pivoted	sharply	on	the	ball
of	one	foot	while	raising	her	kicking	foot	above	shoulder	 level.	At	such	 times,
Jack	 knew	 that	 Mrs.	 Machado	 was	 kicking	 the	 shit	 out	 of	 her	 imagined	 ex-
husband—or	some	other	assailant.	After	all,	he	was	familiar	with	the	exercise—
including	the	sound	of	the	footwork.
On	 one	 of	 the	 first	warm	nights	 of	 the	 summer,	 near	 the	 end	 of	 June,	Mrs.

Machado	was	crying	and	pivoting	and	kickboxing	loudly	enough	for	Jack	to	hear
her	over	 the	ceiling	fan.	(The	Oastler	mansion	was	air-conditioned,	but	not	 the
guest	wing—Jack	and	his	mom	had	ceiling	fans.)	For	the	warm	weather,	Alice
had	bought	 Jack	 several	pairs	of	what	 she	called	“summer	pajamas”—namely,
his	first	boxer	shorts.	They	were	a	little	big	for	him.
The	boy	got	out	of	bed	in	a	checkered	pair	of	boxers	that	hung	to	his	knees.

Fittingly,	the	checks	were	gray	and	maroon—the	familiar	St.	Hilda’s	colors.	He
followed	the	light	to	the	far	end	of	the	guest-wing	hall,	and	went	downstairs	to
offer	what	 comfort	 he	 could	 to	Mrs.	Machado.	 Jack	 could	 see	her	 in	 the	 front



hall,	circling	the	grandfather	clock	as	if	the	clock	were	her	opponent.	When	she
balanced	on	her	left	foot,	he	was	impressed	by	the	perfect,	bent-knee	position	of
her	kicking	leg;	her	elevated	foot	was	held	at	a	right	angle	to	her	ankle,	like	the
flared	head	of	a	cobra.
Jack	 should	 have	 said	 something,	 or	 at	 least	 cleared	 his	 throat,	 but	 Mrs.

Machado	was	concentrating	so	fiercely	that	he	was	afraid	he	might	startle	her	if
he	spoke.	She	was	also	breathing	too	hard	to	hear	the	boy’s	descending	footsteps
on	the	stairs—her	breaths	catching	on	short,	choked-back	sobs.	Tears	bathed	her
face,	 she	 was	 sweating,	 her	 black	 tank	 top	 had	 become	 untucked	 from	 her
powder-blue	gym	shorts,	and	her	heavy,	low-slung	breasts	swayed	as	she	rocked
back	 and	 forth	 on	 her	 left	 foot,	 which	 Krung	 called	 “the	 pivot	 foot”—her
strenuously	maintained	point	of	balance.
Mrs.	Machado	must	have	seen	Jack’s	partial	reflection	in	the	glass	door	of	the

grandfather	clock—a	half-naked	man,	her	height	or	a	little	taller,	sneaking	up	on
her	 from	behind.	 Jack	was	 still	 two	 or	 three	 steps	 upstairs	 from	 the	 front	 hall
when	 she	 saw	 him,	 which	 is	 why	Mrs.	Machado	 misjudged	 his	 height.	 (And
maybe	it	was	just	like	her	ex-husband	to	take	off	most	of	his	clothes	before	he
attacked	her.)	The	 sharp	 squeak	of	her	pivot	 foot	 froze	 Jack	on	 the	 stairs.	Her
high-groin	 kick	 would	 have	 made	 Mr.	 Bangkok	 proud—notwithstanding
Krung’s	 purist	 disapproval	 of	 such	 kicks.	 Because	 Jack	 was	 standing	 on	 the
stairs,	Mrs.	Machado’s	aim	was	a	little	lower	than	he	expected;	her	full-contact
kick	caught	him	in	the	balls.	“Ha!”	she	cried.
Jack	 crumpled	 like	 a	 pair	 of	 boxer	 shorts	 with	 no	 one	 inside	 them.	He	 lay

curled	in	a	fetal	position	in	the	front	hall.	His	testicles,	which	he	imagined	were
suddenly	the	size	of	grapefruits,	felt	as	if	they	had	risen	to	the	back	of	his	throat.
“Oh!	Oh!	Oh!”	Mrs.	Machado	was	crying,	still	hopping	on	one	foot.
Jack	 wanted	 to	 die,	 or	 at	 least	 throw	 up,	 but	 neither	 option	 for	 relief	 was

forthcoming.	 “I	 am	 coming	queeckly	 to	 the	 rescue	with	 ice,	 lots	 of	 ice!”	Mrs.
Machado	was	calling	from	the	kitchen.
She	then	helped	him	to	his	feet	and	half	carried	him	up	the	stairs;	a	plastic	bag

full	of	ice	cubes	dangled	from	her	mouth.	“Jack,	Jack—my	poor	dahleen	Jack!”
Mrs.	Machado	managed	to	say	through	her	clenched	teeth.
She	spread	a	bath	towel	on	his	bed	and	made	him	take	off	his	boxers.	Having

shown	the	little	guy	to	Emma	and	her	friends,	Jack	was	more	anxious	about	the
ice	than	he	was	embarrassed.	However,	Mrs.	Machado	seemed	agitated	by	how
small	his	penis	was.	Maybe	she’d	had	daughters.	(Or	if	she’d	had	sons,	perhaps
it	 was	 long	 ago	 when	 they’d	 been	 little	 boys;	 maybe	 Mrs.	 Machado	 had



forgotten	 the	 ridiculous	size	of	 their	balls	and	penises.)	“Ees	eet	smaller?”	she
asked	in	alarm.
“Smaller	than	what?”
“Smaller	than	eet	was	before	I	keecked	you!”
Jack	quickly	took	a	look	himself,	but	everything	appeared	to	be	the	same.	His

balls	ached,	his	penis	throbbed,	and	the	little	guy	might	have	been	shrinking	at
the	 thought	 of	 the	 ice,	 which	 Mrs.	 Machado	 packed	 around	 Jack’s	 balls	 and
penis	as	he	lay	on	his	back	on	the	towel.	“It’s	cold.	It	hurts	more,”	he	told	her.
“Eet	will	hurt	more	for	just	a	few	meenutes,	Jack.”
“Oh.	How	long	do	you	ice	it?”
“Feefteen	meenutes.”
That	seemed	long	enough	to	freeze	a	penis,	Jack	was	thinking.	“Have	you	ever

iced	a	penis	before?”	he	asked	Mrs.	Machado.
“Not	thees	way,”	she	answered.
His	penis	was	so	cold	that	Jack	started	to	cry.	Mrs.	Machado	lay	down	beside

him	and	 rocked	him	 in	her	 arms.	She	 sang	a	Portuguese	 song.	 In	 ten	minutes,
Jack	was	still	shivering,	but	his	 teeth	had	stopped	chattering.	To	make	 the	boy
warmer,	Mrs.	Machado	stretched	out	on	top	of	him;	her	breasts	felt	 like	a	sofa
cushion	 wedged	 between	 them.	 “I	 can	 feel	 the	 ice,	 too,	 you	 know,”	 Mrs.
Machado	 told	 him,	 after	 a	 minute	 or	 two.	 “Eet’s	 not	 so	 bad.”	 The	 pain	 had
subsided;	his	balls	were	numb	and	he	couldn’t	feel	his	penis	at	all.
After	fifteen	minutes,	Mrs.	Machado	removed	the	bag	of	ice.	Jack	was	afraid

to	 look	 at	 himself	 in	 case	 he	 had	 disappeared.	 He	 listened	 to	 Mrs.	 Machado
pouring	the	ice	water	and	the	remaining	cubes	into	the	bathroom	sink.	She	came
back	to	the	bed	and	sat	beside	him.	“Eet’s	very	red,”	she	observed.
“I	have	no	feeling.	I	think	it	died,”	Jack	told	her.
She	gently	patted	the	little	guy	with	the	towel.	“I	theenk	eet	will	come	back	to

life,”	Mrs.	Machado	said,	holding	the	towel	against	his	penis.	Jack	could	feel	the
heat	of	her	hand	through	the	towel.	She	sat	in	profile	to	him.	Her	coarse,	glossy
black	hair	was	pulled	back	 from	her	 face	 in	 an	unruly	ponytail—her	 “fighting
hairdo,”	Mrs.	Machado	called	it.	Jack	could	see	that	the	skin	under	her	chin	and
on	her	throat	was	loose	and	sagging,	and	her	breasts	drooped	to	her	thick	waist.
She	 had	 never	 been	 pretty.	 But	 when	 you’re	 ten	 years	 old	 and	 a	 woman	 is
holding	your	penis,	nothing	else	matters.
“Ha!”	Mrs.	Machado	said,	removing	the	towel.	“Meester	Penis	has	come	back

to	 life	with	beeg	 plans!”	The	 little	 guy	was	unused	 to	 being	 treated	with	 such



respect.	 (Mister	Penis	was	more	familiar	with	expressions	of	disappointment—
even	 disparagement	 and	 reproach.)	 Clearly	 flattered	 by	 Mrs.	 Machado’s
attention,	the	little	guy	had	more	than	recovered	from	the	high-groin	kick;	Jack’s
penis	rose	to	the	occasion	with	the	stiffening	determination	of	a	war	hero.	“My
goodness,	Meester	Penis!”	Mrs.	Machado	exclaimed.	“Are	you	just	showing	off,
or	ees	there	something	you	want?”
Of	course	there	is	always	something	penises	want—not	that	Jack,	at	age	ten,

could	 articulate	 exactly	what	 his	 penis	 wanted.	 But	Mrs.	Machado	must	 have
been	 a	mind	 reader.	 “What	 ees	Meester	 Penis	 theenking?”	 she	 asked	 the	 little
guy.
“I	don’t	know,	Mrs.	Machado,”	Jack	answered	truthfully.
When	the	back	of	his	hand	brushed	her	hip,	the	contact	was	incidental—but	it

was	no	accident	that	Mrs.	Machado	pressed	her	hip	against	him,	pinning	Jack’s
hand	 to	 his	 side.	 She	 reached	 behind	 her	 head	 and	 undid	 her	 ponytail	 in	 one
quick	motion,	her	hair	hiding	her	face	as	she	leaned	over	his	penis.	The	little	guy
could	 feel	 her	 breath.	 “I	 theenk	 I	 know	 what	 Meester	 Penis	 wants,”	 Mrs.
Machado	said.
Jack	felt	the	weight	of	her	breasts	on	his	stomach	as	she	slid	his	penis	into	her

mouth.	 Looking	 back,	 Jack	 would	 concede	 that	 Mister	 Penis	 had	 been	 a	 bit
reckless	 ever	 since.	 The	 corresponding	 movement	 of	 Jack’s	 hips	 was
involuntary,	but	his	excitement	wasn’t	entirely	pleasurable.	(The	boy	was	afraid
that	Mrs.	Machado	might	swallow	him!)	“What’s	happening?”	he	asked	her.
Perhaps	Chenko	had	been	wrong	 to	 assume	 that	Mrs.	Machado	wasn’t	 very

agile,	because	she	shifted	her	weight	and	changed	her	position	so	suddenly	that
Jack	 was	 unable	 to	 respond	 with	 any	 movement	 of	 his	 own.	 Surely	 Mrs.
Machado	was	not	a	magician,	but	Jack	didn’t	see	her	take	off	her	tank	top	or	her
bra—and	 how	 she	 managed	 to	 remove	 her	 powder-blue	 gym	 shorts	 and	 her
panties	would	remain	a	mystery	to	him.	He	got	only	a	glimpse	of	the	huge	hairy
place	between	her	 legs—that	 is,	huge	 in	 comparison	 to	his	 earlier	 sightings	of
Mrs.	Oastler’s	and	Emma’s	places	of	business.	And	 if	his	mother’s	 tattoo	of	a
Rose	 of	 Jericho	was	 artistically	 consistent—that	 is,	 the	 flower	within	 the	 rose
was	 always	 the	 same—Jack	 realized	 (at	 the	 moment	Mrs.	 Machado	 mounted
him)	how	the	real	thing	was	remarkably	different	in	each	case.	On	the	irrefutable
evidence	of	these	formative	examples,	it	would	be	Jack	Burns’s	unfortunate	fate
to	believe	that	every	vagina	was	unique.
When	Mrs.	Machado	straddled	him,	holding	his	hips	between	her	 thighs,	he

asked	 again	 but	 more	 urgently:	 “What’s	 happening?”	 Jack	 would	 have	 been



more	frightened	(when	she	guided	the	 little	guy	inside	her)	had	he	not	been	so
familiar	with	those	intricate	folds	of	the	flower	hidden	in	a	Rose	of	Jericho.	At
least	he	knew	where	he	was	going.	The	boy’s	remaining	fear	was	that	all	of	him
would	somehow	slip	inside	Mrs.	Machado—he	felt	that	small.
His	hips	still	suffered	the	involuntary	urge	to	move,	but	he	couldn’t	move	with

Mrs.	 Machado’s	 weight	 on	 him.	 A	 rivulet	 of	 sweat	 ran	 between	 her	 breasts,
which	 surrounded	 his	 face.	 “What	 ees	 happening,	 my	 dahleen	 Jack,	 ees	 that
Meester	Penis	ees	going	to	cry.”
“Cry	how?”	he	managed	to	ask,	although	his	voice	was	muffled	between	her

breasts.
“Tears	of	joy,	leetle	one,”	Mrs.	Machado	said.
Jack	 was	 familiar	 with	 the	 expression,	 but	 its	 application	 to	 his	 penis	 was

alarming.	“I	don’t	want	Mister	Penis	to	cry,”	he	said.
“Eet	ees	happening	any	meenute,	dahleen.	Don’t	be	afraid—eet	won’t	hurt.”
But	Jack	was	afraid.	(Hadn’t	Chenko	warned	him	about	ending	up	underneath

her?)	“I’m	scared,	Mrs.	Machado!”	he	cried.
“Eet’s	almost	feeneeshed,	Jack.”
He	 felt	 something	 leave	 him.	 If	 he	 had	 tried	 to	 describe	 the	 feeling	 to	 The

Gray	 Ghost,	 she	 would	 have	 told	 him	 that	 he’d	 lost	 his	 soul.	 Something
momentous	 had	 departed,	 but	 its	 departure	 went	 almost	 unnoticed—like
childhood.	Jack	would	imagine,	for	years,	that	this	was	the	moment	he	turned	his
back	 on	God—without	meaning	 to.	Maybe	God	 had	 slipped	 away	when	 Jack
wasn’t	looking.
“What	was	that?”	he	asked	Mrs.	Machado,	who	had	stopped	grinding	against

him.
“Tears	of	joy.	Eet’s	your	first	time,	I	theenk.”
Not	 his	 first	 time,	 in	 fact.	 (The	 first	 time,	 Jack’s	 tears	 of	 joy	 had	 hit	 Penny

Hamilton	 in	 the	 forehead.)	“It’s	my	second	 time,”	 the	boy	 told	Mrs.	Machado.
“But	the	first	time	I	forgot	to	breathe.	This	time	was	better.”
“Ha!”	Mrs.	Machado	cried.	“You	can’t	keed	me,	dahleen.”
He	 didn’t	 try	 to	 persuade	 her.	 When	 a	 hundred-and-fifty-pound	 woman	 is

sitting	 on	 you,	 and	 you	 weigh	 only	 seventy-five	 pounds,	 you	 don’t	 argue.
Besides,	Jack	was	fascinated	to	watch	Mrs.	Machado	dress	herself.	She	did	such
a	 leisurely	 job	 of	 it,	 especially	 when	 you	 consider	 how	 quickly	 she	 had
undressed.	Mrs.	Machado	continued	to	sit	on	him	while	she	put	on	her	bra	and
tank	 top;	 finally	 she	 had	 to	 get	 off	 him	when	 she	 put	 on	 her	 panties	 and	 the



powder-blue	gym	shorts.
There	was	a	wet	spot	on	the	bed,	which	Mrs.	Machado	wiped	away	with	the

towel.	She	put	the	towel	in	the	laundry	hamper	and	filled	the	bathtub	only	half
full,	 instructing	 Jack	 to	 wash	 himself—Mister	 Penis	 in	 particular.	 Jack	 was
aware	 of	 a	 strong,	 unfamiliar	 smell,	 which	went	 away	 in	 the	 bath.	What	 was
strange	about	the	smell	was	that	he	couldn’t	decide	if	he	liked	it.
The	wet	 spot	was	 still	 damp	when	 Jack	got	back	 in	bed,	but	Mrs.	Machado

had	fetched	a	pair	of	clean	boxers,	which	she	told	him	to	put	on.	He	lay	down—
not	on	the	wet	spot,	but	near	enough	to	it	 that	he	could	touch	it	with	his	hand.
The	 spot	was	 cold,	 and	 Jack	 felt	 a	 chill—as	 if	 he	were	 kneeling	 on	 the	 stone
floor	of	the	chapel	with	his	back	turned	to	God,	or	maybe	one	of	those	women
attending	to	Jesus	in	the	stained	glass	above	the	altar	had	slipped	into	bed	with
him.
He	knew	that	the	stained-glass	woman	was	a	saint,	because	she	was	invisible.

Mrs.	Machado	couldn’t	see	her,	but	Jack	could	feel	the	coldness	coming	off	her
unseen	body,	which	was	as	hard	as	the	stone	floor	of	the	chapel	and	as	forbidden
to	touch	as	the	stained	glass	above	the	altar,	where	she	had	come	from.
“Don’t	go,”	he	whispered	to	Mrs.	Machado.
“Eet’s	time	to	sleep,	my	dahleen.”
“Please	don’t	go!”	the	boy	begged	her.
Jack	 was	 somehow	 sure	 that	 the	 stained-glass	 saint	 was	 waiting	 for	 Mrs.

Machado	to	leave.	He	didn’t	know	what	plans	the	saint	had	for	him.	He	touched
the	 cold,	 damp	 spot	 in	 the	 bed	 again,	 but	 he	 didn’t	 dare	 reach	 beyond	 it,	 not
knowing	what	he	might	feel.
“Tomorrow	we’ll	wrestle	 like	 crazy,”	Mrs.	Machado	was	 saying.	 “No	more

keecking,	just	wrestling!”
“I’m	afraid,”	Jack	told	her.
“Does	eet	hurt,	dahleen?”
“Does	what	hurt?”
“Meester	Penis.”
“No,	but	it	feels	different,”	he	said.
“Eet	ees	different!	Meester	Penis	has	a	secret.”
“What	secret?”
“What	happened	to	Meester	Penis	is	our	secret,	dahleen.”
“Oh.”



Had	he	agreed	to	share	Mrs.	Machado’s	secret?	He	felt	the	saint	slip	away,	or
maybe	 it	 was	 Jack	 himself	who	 slipped	 away.	Had	 the	 saint	 turned	 back	 into
stained	glass?	(Or	was	it	Jack’s	childhood	he	felt	slip	away?)
“Boa	noite,”	Mrs.	Machado	whispered	in	Portuguese.
“What?”
“Good	night,	leetle	one.”
“Good	night,	Mrs.	Machado.”
From	the	bedroom	doorway,	she	was	backlit	by	the	light	at	the	far	end	of	the

guest-wing	 hall.	 Seeing	 her	 squat,	 thick	 silhouette	 made	 Jack	 remember
Chenko’s	observation	of	Mrs.	Machado’s	stance	as	a	wrestler—namely,	that	she
stood	 like	a	bear	on	 its	hind	 legs,	as	 if	Mrs.	Machado	might	have	 felt	more	at
home	on	all	fours.
From	 the	hall,	 as	 if	 to	 remind	him	of	 their	 secret,	Mrs.	Machado	whispered

one	more	time:	“Boa	noite,	Meester	Penis.”
Jack	 didn’t	 sleep	 well;	 he	 had	 dreams,	 of	 course.	Was	 he	 worried	 that	 the

stained-glass	saint	would	slip	back	into	his	bed	while	he	slept—or	more	worried
that	she	had	turned	her	back	on	him,	as	he	feared	he	had	turned	his	back	on	God?
Jack	was	aware	that	his	mother	and	Mrs.	Oastler	had	come	home,	not	because

he	woke	up	when	his	mom	came	into	his	bedroom	and	kissed	him—at	least	his
mom	said	she	came	into	his	room	and	kissed	him,	every	night—but	because	the
lights	in	the	hall	had	changed.	No	longer	was	there	a	light	on	at	the	far	end	of	the
corridor,	 but	 the	 door	 to	 his	 mother’s	 room	 was	 ajar	 and	 the	 light	 from	 her
bathroom	glowed	dimly	 in	 the	hall.	The	 light	 in	 Jack’s	bathroom	was	also	on,
and	it	cast	a	thin,	bright	line	of	light	under	the	door.
Jack	was	aware	of	his	wet	dream,	too,	because	the	cold,	damp	area	of	his	bed

had	 dried—but	 near	 it	was	 a	wetter	 spot,	 still	 warm,	where	 the	 little	 guy	 had
shed	a	few	more	tears	of	joy.	Maybe	he’d	been	dreaming	about	Mrs.	Machado.
He	wondered	 if	 he	 would	 tell	 Emma	 about	 his	 wet	 dream,	 which	 Emma	 had
anticipated	for	so	long.	(Jack	Burns	wondered	if	he	would	ever	tell	anyone	about
Mrs.	Machado.)
He	 got	 out	 of	 bed	 and	 crossed	 the	 hall	 to	 his	mother’s	 room,	 but	 his	mom

wasn’t	there;	her	bed	wasn’t	even	turned	down.	Jack	went	looking	for	his	mother
in	 the	 dark	 mansion.	 Mrs.	 Machado	 must	 have	 gone	 home,	 because	 the
downstairs	 lights	 were	 off.	 The	 boy	 wandered	 from	 the	 guest	 wing	 into	 the
hallway	 that	 led	past	Emma’s	 empty	bedroom.	There	was	 a	 flickering	 light;	 it
came	from	under	Leslie	Oastler’s	bedroom	door.



Maybe	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 and	 his	 mom	 were	 watching	 television,	 Jack	 was
thinking.	He	knocked	on	the	door,	but	they	didn’t	hear	him.	Or	maybe	he	forgot
to	knock	and	just	opened	the	door.	The	TV	was	off—it	was	a	candle	on	the	night
table	that	was	flickering.
He	thought	at	first	that	Mrs.	Oastler	was	dead.	Her	body	was	arched	as	if	her

spine	were	broken,	and	her	head	was	hanging	off	the	side	of	the	bed	so	that	her
face	was	turned	toward	Jack—but	her	face	was	upside	down.	The	boy	could	tell
that	she	didn’t	see	him.	She	was	naked	and	her	eyes	were	wide	and	staring,	as	if
the	dim	light	from	the	hall	had	made	Jack	invisible—or	else	he	was	the	one	who
was	 dead	 and	Mrs.	 Oastler	 was	 looking	 right	 through	 him.	Maybe	 he’d	 died
during	his	wet	dream,	Jack	imagined.	(It	would	not	have	surprised	him	to	learn
that	the	experience	with	Mrs.	Machado	had	killed	him—not	just	the	high-groin
kick,	but	all	the	rest	of	it.)
Alice	 sat	 up	 suddenly	 and	 covered	 her	 breasts	 with	 both	 hands.	 She	 was

naked,	 too,	but	Jack	had	not	seen	her	 in	the	bed	until	she	moved.	She	sat	bolt-
upright	 with	 Leslie	 Oastler’s	 legs	 wrapped	 around	 her.	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 hadn’t
moved,	 but	 Jack	 saw	 that	 her	 eyes	 had	 regained	 their	 focus;	 he	 was	 greatly
relieved	that	she	saw	him.
“I	didn’t	die,	but	I	had	a	dream,”	Jack	told	them.
“Go	back	to	your	room,	Jack—I’ll	be	right	there,”	his	mom	told	him.
Alice	was	looking	for	her	nightgown,	which	she	found	tangled	in	the	sheets	at

the	 foot	 of	 the	 bed.	Leslie	Oastler	 just	 lay	 there	 naked,	 staring	 at	 Jack.	 In	 the
candlelight,	the	rose-red,	rose-pink	petals	of	her	Rose	of	Jericho	looked	like	two
shades	of	black—black	and	blacker.
Jack	was	in	the	hall,	going	back	to	his	room,	when	he	heard	Mrs.	Oastler	say:

“You	shouldn’t	still	be	sleeping	in	the	same	bed	with	him,	Alice—he’s	too	old.”
“I	only	do	it	when	he’s	had	a	bad	dream,”	Alice	told	her.
“You	do	it	whenever	Jack	wants	to	do	it,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said.
“I’m	sorry,	Leslie,”	Jack	heard	his	mother	say.
The	boy	lay	in	his	bed,	not	knowing	quite	what	he	should	do	or	say	about	the

wet	spot.	Maybe	nothing.	But	when	his	mother	got	into	bed	with	him,	it	didn’t
take	her	long	to	discover	it.	“Oh,	it	was	that	kind	of	dream,”	she	said,	as	if	this
hardly	counted	as	a	nightmare.
“It’s	not	blood,	it’s	not	pee,”	the	boy	elaborated.
“Of	course	it	isn’t,	Jack—it’s	semen.”
Jack	was	thoroughly	confused.	(He	failed	to	see	how	a	wet	dream	could	have



anything	to	do	with	sailors!)	“I	didn’t	mean	to	do	it,”	he	explained.	“I	don’t	even
remember	doing	it.”
“It’s	not	your	fault,	Jackie—a	boy’s	wet	dreams	just	happen.”
“Oh.”
He	wanted	her	to	hold	him;	he	wanted	to	snuggle	against	her,	the	way	he	used

to	snuggle	against	her	after	bad	dreams	when	he	was	smaller.	But	when	he	tried
to	get	closer	 to	her,	he	unintentionally	 touched	her	breasts	and	she	pushed	him
away.	“I	think	you’re	too	old	to	be	in	bed	with	me,”	she	said.
“I’m	not	too	old!”	Jack	told	her.	How	could	he	go	from	being	not	old	enough

to	 being	 too	 old	 in	 such	 a	 hurry?	He	 felt	 like	 crying,	 but	 he	 didn’t.	His	mom
must	have	sensed	it.
“Don’t	 cry,	 Jack—you’re	 almost	 too	 old	 to	 cry,”	 she	 said.	 “When	 you	 go

away	to	school,	you	can’t	cry.	If	you	cry,	the	boys	will	tease	you.”
“Why	am	I	going	away	to	school?”	he	asked	her.
“It’s	better	for	everyone,”	his	mother	said.	“Under	the	circumstances,	it’s	just

better.”
“What	circumstances?”
“It’s	just	better,”	she	repeated.
“It’s	not	better	for	me!”	Jack	cried.	She	put	her	arms	around	him	and	let	him

snuggle	against	her.	It	was	the	way	he	used	to	fall	asleep	when	he	was	four	and
they	were	in	Europe.
Jack	should	have	told	his	mom	about	Mrs.	Machado.	(If	he’d	told	his	mother

about	Mrs.	Machado,	maybe	Alice	would	have	realized	that	he	was	still	not	old
enough—that	there	was	nothing	too	old	about	him.)	But	Jack	didn’t	tell	her.	He
fell	asleep	in	her	arms,	like	the	old	days—or	almost	like	the	old	days.	Something
about	her	smell	was	different;	his	mother’s	face	had	a	funny	odor.	Jack	realized
it	was	 the	 same	 strong	 smell	 he	 had	 noticed	 in	 his	 bath.	Maybe	 the	 odor	 had
come	from	Mrs.	Machado.	As	before,	it	was	strange	not	knowing	if	he	liked	the
smell.	Even	in	his	sleep,	the	smell	persisted.
How	 long	 had	 Leslie	Oastler	 been	 there	 in	 Jack’s	 bedroom	with	 them,	 just

sitting	on	Alice’s	 side	of	 the	bed?	When	Jack	woke	up	and	saw	her,	he	didn’t
know	at	first	that	it	was	Mrs.	Oastler.	Jack	thought	it	was	the	stained-glass	saint.
She’d	 come	 back	 to	 claim	 him!	 (Maybe	 that	 was	 how	 a	 woman	 saint	 took
possession	of	you,	by	taking	all	her	clothes	off	first.)
Leslie	Oastler	was	naked,	and	she	was	rubbing	Alice	on	that	spot	between	her

shoulder	blades	where	Boris	had	a	 tattoo	of	 the	Chinese	character	for	 luck	and



Pavel	had	a	tattoo	of	a	tenaculum.
Jack	 must	 have	 woken	 up	 only	 a	 split	 second	 before	 his	 mom	 did.	 “You

should	put	some	clothes	on,	Leslie,”	Alice	was	saying.
“I	had	a	dream,”	Mrs.	Oastler	replied.	“A	bad	one.”
“Go	back	to	your	room,	Leslie—I’ll	be	right	there,”	Alice	said.	Jack	watched

Mrs.	 Oastler	 leave	 his	 room;	 she	 was	 awfully	 proud	 of	 her	 body,	 the	 boy
thought.	His	mother	kissed	him	on	the	forehead.	There	was	that	smell	again;	he
shut	 his	 eyes,	 still	 trying	 to	 decide	 if	 he	 liked	 it.	His	mom	 kissed	 him	 on	 his
eyelids.	It	was	a	hard	smell	to	like;	nevertheless,	he	thought	he	liked	it.
“I’m	sorry,	Jack,”	his	mom	said.	He	kept	his	eyes	closed	and	listened	to	her

bare	feet	padding	down	the	hall	after	Leslie	Oastler.
He	couldn’t	wait	for	Emma	to	get	back	from	the	fat	farm	in	California.	Surely

Emma	would	help	him	understand	these	new	and	troubling	“circumstances”—to
use	his	mother’s	word	for	her	relationship	with	Mrs.	Oastler.
With	 Mrs.	 Machado	 as	 his	 regular	 workout	 partner,	 Jack’s	 wrestling

noticeably	 improved—although	 not	 as	 noticeably	 as	 hers.	 She	 was	 a	 feisty
competitor—even	 Chenko	 was	 impressed—and	 she	 was	 twice	 his	 weight,	 an
advantage	 he	 couldn’t	 overcome.	 Jack	 still	managed	 to	 hold	 her	 down	with	 a
cross-body	 ride,	 but	 he	 had	 trouble	 taking	 her	 down	 in	 the	 first	 place;	 she
controlled	their	tie-ups	on	the	feet,	to	the	degree	that	he	couldn’t	ankle-pick	her
anymore.	An	arm-drag	to	an	outside	single-leg	was	the	only	offensive	takedown
he	occasionally	got	on	her,	and	Mrs.	Machado	was	impossible	to	pin	unless	he
caught	her	in	a	cross-face	cradle.	She	was	just	too	strong	for	him,	especially	in
the	area	of	hand	control.	But	Jack	knew	he	was	getting	better.
Mrs.	Machado	knew	it,	too,	and	she	encouraged	him.	Two	thirds	of	the	points

they	scored	were	hers,	but	 she	was	 the	one	who	needed	 to	 rest.	He	wasn’t	 the
one	who	got	tired.
Wrestling	was	a	weight-class	sport,	Chenko	kept	 reminding	him.	 If	or	when

he	ever	got	the	opportunity	to	wrestle	a	kid	his	own	size,	both	Boris	and	Pavel
agreed	that	Jack	would	pound	him.	But	there	was	no	one	Jack’s	size	in	his	life,	at
least	not	for	the	remainder	of	that	summer.
When	Emma	came	home	from	the	fat	farm,	she’d	lost	ten	pounds—but	neither

her	disposition	nor	her	eating	habits	had	 improved.	“They	 just	 fucking	starved
me,”	was	how	she	put	it.
Emma	 still	 outweighed	 Mrs.	 Machado,	 whom	 Emma	 briefly	 replaced	 as

Jack’s	nanny.	Emma	was	in	Toronto	less	than	a	week	before	she	had	to	leave	for



her	father’s	cottage	in	Georgian	Bay	for	all	of	July.	Still,	in	the	few	nights	they
were	 alone	 together,	 Jack	 could	 have	 told	 Emma	 about	 Mrs.	 Machado.	 He
didn’t.	 It	was	upsetting	 enough	 that	 he	 told	her	 about	her	mom	and	his,	 about
discovering	 them	 in	 bed	 together.	What	 upset	 Jack	most	 was	 that	 Emma	was
unsurprised.	“Well,	I’ve	seen	them	do	everything	but	 lick	each	other,”	she	said
with	disgust.	“It’s	no	wonder	they’re	sending	you	to	fucking	Maine	and	making
me	a	goddamn	boarder!”
“Lick	what?”
“Forget	 it,	Jack.	They’re	 lovers,	okay?	They	like	each	other	 in	 the	way	girls

usually	like	boys,	and	vice	versa.”
“Oh.”
“I	 don’t	 care	what	 they’re	 doing!”	Emma	 cried.	 “What	 pisses	me	 off,	 baby

cakes,	 is	 that	 they	 won’t	 talk	 to	 us	 about	 it.	 They’re	 just	 getting	 rid	 of	 us
instead!”
Jack	decided	that	he	had	a	right	to	be	pissed	off	about	the	issue	of	not	talking

about	it,	too.	It	seemed	a	further	injustice	that	there	were	photographs	of	Emma
and	Jack,	often	 together,	all	over	 the	Oastler	house.	Surely	 these	pictures	were
evidence	that	they	were	a	family,	that	Emma	and	Jack	belonged	there—yet	they
were	being	sent	away!
And	if	Jack’s	mother	wouldn’t	talk	to	him	about	her	lover,	why	should	he	tell

his	mom	about	Mrs.	Machado?	It	was	Emma	he	should	have	talked	to	about	Mrs.
Machado—that	 is,	 sooner	 than	 he	 did.	 But	 before	 Jack	 knew	 it,	 it	 was	 July.
Emma	was	off	in	Georgian	Bay,	and	Mrs.	Machado	was	once	again	his	sparring-
partner	nanny.



III
Lucky
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Michele	Maher,	and	Others
Jack	 did	 not	 fit	 in	 at	 Exeter,	 where	 he	 was	 admitted	 on	 the	 strength	 of

Redding’s	reputation	for	building	character—with	the	additional	support,	in	the
admissions	 office,	 of	 Exeter’s	 wrestling	 coach,	 who	 knew	 that	 Coach	 Clum’s
boys	were	“grinders.”	Jack	was	a	grinder—a	hard-nosed	kid,	if	little	more—and
while	 he	 was	 good	 enough	 to	 wrestle	 on	 the	 Exeter	 team,	 he	 was	 not	 at	 all
prepared	for	how	difficult	a	school	Phillips	Exeter	Academy	was.
That	 Noah	 Rosen	 was	 also	 admitted	 to	 Exeter	 (Noah	 deserved	 to	 be)	 was

Jack’s	salvation.	Coach	Hudson,	 the	Exeter	wrestling	coach,	 further	 intervened
on	Jack’s	behalf:	the	coach	arranged	for	Noah	to	be	Jack’s	roommate,	and	Noah
helped	 Jack	 with	 his	 homework.	 Jack’s	 memorization	 skills	 notwithstanding,
Exeter	 was	 so	 academically	 demanding,	 so	 intellectually	 rigorous,	 that	 his
abilities	at	mere	mimicry	just	couldn’t	keep	up.	The	memorization	helped	him,
both	as	a	wrestler	and	as	an	actor-to-be,	but	Noah	Rosen	kept	him	in	school.
Jack	 rewarded	 Noah	 by	 sleeping	 with	 his	 older	 sister,	 who	 was	 a	 college

student	 at	 Radcliffe	 at	 the	 time.	 Jack	 had	 met	 Leah	 Rosen	 at	 one	 of	 the
Thanksgivings	he	spent	with	Noah	and	his	family	in	Cambridge.	Leah	was	four
years	older	than	Noah	and	Jack;	she	was	at	Andover	while	they	were	at	Redding,
and	 she	 entered	 Radcliffe	 when	 they	 began	 at	 Exeter.	 She	was	 not	 especially
pretty,	 but	 she	 had	 wonderful	 hair	 and	 a	 Gibson	 girl’s	 bosom—and	 she	 was
attractive	to	Jack	in	what	was	becoming	a	familiar,	older-woman	way.
Noah	was	his	best	friend;	a	nonathlete,	he	was	nevertheless	closer	to	Jack	than

any	 of	 Jack’s	 wrestler	 friends.	 When	 Leah	 dropped	 out	 of	 Radcliffe	 for	 a
semester—not	just	to	have	an	abortion	but	to	worry	obsessively	about	it—Noah
didn’t	know	Jack	was	the	father.
After	 he’d	 stopped	 sleeping	 with	 Leah	 and	 was	 having	 an	 affair	 with	 a

married	 woman	 who	 worked	 as	 a	 dishwasher	 in	 the	 academy	 kitchen—Mrs.
Stackpole	was	a	short,	stout	woman	with	several	mercifully	faded	tattoos—Jack
learned	from	Noah	that	Leah	was	depressed	and	seeing	a	psychiatrist.	Jack	still
didn’t	tell	him.
Unlike	 at	 Redding,	 where	 everyone	 had	 a	 work-job,	 the	 only	 work-jobs	 at

Exeter	 were	 done	 by	 the	 scholarship	 students.	 Noah	 was	 a	 scholarship	 kid	 at
Exeter.	Once,	when	Noah	was	sick,	Jack	took	his	work-job	in	the	school	dining
hall;	 he	 collected	 the	 used	 trays	 from	 the	 cafeteria	 and	 carried	 them	 into	 the



kitchen,	which	is	how	and	when	he	came	to	know	Mrs.	Stackpole.
He	visited	Mrs.	Stackpole	midmornings,	between	classes,	in	her	small,	shabby

house	 near	 the	 gasworks.	 Jack	 came	 and	 went	 in	 a	 hurry,	 because	 Mrs.
Stackpole’s	husband	worked	in	the	gasworks	and	always	ate	his	lunch	at	home.
The	 lunch,	 a	 leftover	 from	 the	previous	evening’s	 supper,	was	warming	 in	 the
oven	while	Mrs.	Stackpole	spread	a	towel	on	the	living-room	couch	and	she	and
Jack	 engaged	 in	 a	 combative	 kind	 of	 lovemaking—reminiscent	 of	 the	 boy’s
initiation	 to	 sex	 with	 Mrs.	 Machado.	 The	 dishwasher’s	 heavy	 breathing	 was
accompanied	by	a	whistling	 sound,	which	 Jack	 first	 thought	was	coming	 from
the	husband’s	mystery	 lunch;	perhaps	 it	was	about	 to	explode	 in	 the	oven.	But
Mrs.	 Stackpole	 suffered	 from	 a	 deviated	 nasal	 septum,	 the	 result	 of	 a	 broken
nose	 her	 husband	 had	 given	 her.	 (Possibly	 because	 of	 an	 unsavory	 lunchtime
experience—Mrs.	Stackpole	never	explained	the	circumstances	to	Jack.)
He	 couldn’t	 imagine	 that	 she’d	 ever	 been	 attractive,	 nor	 could	 he	 have

articulated	 why	 he	 was	 attracted	 to	 her	 (in	 part)	 for	 that	 reason—her	 glum,
expressionless	face,	 the	downturned	corners	of	her	sullen	mouth,	her	oily	skin,
the	bad	tattoos,	and	what	she	referred	to	as	the	“love	handles”	girdling	her	thick
waist—but	 the	 dishwasher	 was	 passionate	 about	 certain	 sexual	 positions,
wherein	Mrs.	Adkins	had	merely	sighed	or	taken	some	evident	pains	to	endure.
Among	 these	 was	 Mrs.	 Stackpole’s	 preference	 for	 the	 top	 position,	 which
allowed	her	to	look	down	on	Jack	while	she	mounted	and	rode	him.
“You’re	 too	 good-lookin’	 for	 a	 guy,”	 she	 told	 him	 once,	 during	 one	 such

rough	ride.
The	 husband’s	 lunch	 sent	 forth	 an	 odor	 of	 cauliflower,	 caraway	 seeds,	 and

smoked	 sausage—maybe	 kielbasa.	 Something	 too	 powerful	 to	 be	 contained	 in
the	oven,	anyway.	Strong	stuff—like	Mrs.	Stackpole	herself,	Jack	was	thinking.
“I	wonder,”	 Jack	 said	 to	Noah	once,	 in	 their	 senior	year	 at	Exeter,	 “if	older

women	can	look	at	younger	boys	and	know	the	ones	who	are	attracted	to	them—
even	if	no	one	else	is.”
“Why	would	you	wonder	about	that?”	Noah	asked.
Jack	 then	 told	 him	 almost	 everything—about	 Mrs.	 Machado,	 too.	 But

somewhere,	maybe	 from	his	mother,	 he’d	 learned	 to	 be	 selective	 about	 telling
the	 truth.	 He	 didn’t	 tell	 Noah	 that	 he’d	 slept	 with	 Leah,	 or	 even	 about	 Mrs.
Adkins.	(Jack	knew	that	Noah	loved	his	sister,	and	Noah	had	been	awfully	fond
of	Mrs.	Adkins.)
Jack’s	mistake	was	that	Noah	simply	told	the	truth;	he	wasn’t	at	all	selective

about	it.	Noah	told	Leah	that	Jack	had	an	unusual	older-woman	thing;	he	told	his



sister	about	the	dishwasher	and	about	Mrs.	Machado,	too.
At	Exeter,	where	his	 fellow	students	were	 absorbing	all	manner	of	 requisite

information—at	the	highest	level	of	learning—Jack	chiefly	learned	how	one	can
fuck	up	a	friendship	by	telling	the	truth	selectively,	which	of	course	amounts	to
not	telling	it.	It	was	Leah,	not	Jack,	who	told	Noah	that	she’d	been	pregnant	with
Jack’s	child;	she	told	her	brother	about	the	abortion,	too.	So	when	Leah	dropped
out	of	Radcliffe	again—this	time,	for	good—Jack	knew	he	thoroughly	deserved
to	lose	Noah	Rosen	as	a	friend.
Jack	 had	 spent	 what	 felt	 like	 a	 lifetime	 in	 childhood,	 but	 his	 adolescence

passed	 as	 quickly	 and	 unclearly	 as	 those	 road	 signs	 out	 the	 window	 of	 his
wrestling	team’s	bus.	Jack	Burns	had	no	better	understanding	of	women,	or	what
might	 constitute	 correct	 behavior	with	 them,	 than	poor	Lambrecht	 did	 of	 frost
heaves—or	 that	 it	was	 sorrow	 and	 boredom	 that	 drove	Mrs.	Adkins	 and	Mrs.
Stackpole	and	Leah	Rosen	to	sleep	with	Jack,	when	they	knew	he	was	nothing
but	a	horny	boy.
When	 Jack	 graduated	 from	 Exeter	 in	 the	 spring	 of	 1983,	 Noah	 Rosen

wouldn’t	 shake	 his	 hand.	 For	 years,	 Jack	 couldn’t	 bear	 to	 think	 of	 him.	 In
essence,	Jack	had	obliterated	Noah	from	his	life—at	a	time	when	Noah	was	the
warmest	presence	in	it.
Both	 of	 Noah’s	 parents	 were	 academics,	 theorists	 in	 early-childhood

education.	From	their	appearance,	and	 that	of	 their	Cambridge	household—not
to	mention	Noah’s	 scholarship	 to	 Exeter,	 and	 Leah	 had	 gone	 to	Andover	and
Radcliffe	on	scholarships—Jack	guessed	that	there	was	little	money	to	be	made
in	early-childhood	education.	(A	pity,	because	it	was	inarguably	very	formative
to	Jack.)
The	 Rosens	 had	 a	 high	 regard	 for	 education	 at	 every	 level;	 it	 must	 have

devastated	them	that	Leah	left	Radcliffe.	She	went	to	Madison,	Wisconsin,	and
got	into	some	trouble	there.	It	wasn’t	drug	trouble;	it	was	something	political—
the	 wrong	 bunch	 of	 friends,	 Noah	 implied.	 “There	 was	 a	 succession	 of	 bad
boyfriends,”	Noah	told	Jack,	“beginning	with	you.”
Leah	 Rosen	 ended	 up	 dead,	 in	 Chile.	 That’s	 all	 Jack	 knew.	 At	 least	 there

wasn’t	 any	water	 involved—not	 the	 absurd	Nezinscot,	 the	 so-called	 river	 that
claimed	Mrs.	Adkins.
Jack	 hadn’t	meant	 these	 people	 any	 harm!	 Not	 Mrs.	 Stackpole,	 either;	 her

body	was	 found	 in	 the	Exeter	River,	below	the	 falls.	Above	 the	 falls,	 the	 river
was	freshwater	and	not	very	deep.	Below	the	falls,	the	water	was	brackish—the
lower	 river	was	 tidal—and	Mrs.	Stackpole	was	discovered	 in	 the	salt	water,	 in



the	mudflats	at	low	tide.	The	water	had	receded	enough	for	a	golfer	to	spot	the
body,	or	maybe	it	was	a	rower	on	the	Exeter	crew.	Distracted	by	his	impending
graduation,	 Jack	 couldn’t	 remember.	 In	 either	 case,	 the	 academy’s	 former
dishwasher	was	unrecognizable;	she’d	been	underwater	too	long.
She’d	been	strangled,	the	town	newspaper	said,	and	then	dumped	in	the	river

—she	hadn’t	 drowned.	Had	Mrs.	Stackpole	 told	her	 husband	 about	 Jack?	Had
her	 husband	 somehow	 found	 out?	Was	 there	 someone	 else	 she	was	 seeing,	 in
addition	to	Jack?	As	so	often	happened	in	New	Hampshire,	everyone	suspected
the	husband	who	worked	in	the	gasworks	and	came	home	for	lunch.	But	he	was
never	charged.
Nor	was	 Jack	charged,	 except	by	Noah	Rosen—and	not	even	Noah	accused

Jack	of	the	actual	murder.	“Let’s	just	say	you	probably	contributed	to	it,”	Noah
said.
He	might	have	said	worse,	had	Leah	died	in	Chile	before	Mrs.	Stackpole	was

found	in	the	Exeter	River.	But	Leah	was	still	in	Madison,	Wisconsin,	though	no
doubt	she	was	already	in	a	Chile	frame	of	mind.
In	those	years	away	at	school,	Jack	extended	the	distance	between	his	mother

and	himself—a	process	Alice	had	initiated	when	Jack	was	still	at	St.	Hilda’s.	But
what	 little	he	 saw	of	Emma	was	always	elevating,	 and	 their	 fondness	 for	each
other	grew.	He	was	too	young—and	too	inclined	to	think	of	women	as	novelties
—to	acknowledge	that	he	adored	Emma.
Only	 Emma	 understood	 why,	 for	 four	 years	 at	 Exeter,	 which	 was	 a	 coed

school,	 Jack	never	 really	had	 a	girlfriend.	Emma	knew	he	 liked	older	women;
the	 Exeter	 girls	 were	 just	 girls.	 When	 Jack	 was	 in	 grade	 nine,	 when	 he	 was
fourteen	 going	 on	 fifteen,	 some	 of	 the	 Exeter	 seniors,	who	were	 seventeen	 or
eighteen,	attracted	him,	but	he	was	no	longer	a	pretty	little	boy.	He	was	a	gawky
young	teenager;	 in	his	first	 two	years	at	Exeter,	 the	older	 teenage	girls	 ignored
him.
Naturally,	 Jack	 saw	 something	 of	Emma	 in	 those	 years—and	 not	 only	 over

school	 vacations	 or	 for	 parts	 of	 every	 summer.	 Upon	 her	 graduation	 from	 St.
Hilda’s,	Emma	had	gone	to	McGill	in	Montreal,	which	Mrs.	Oastler,	who	was	a
fiercely	loyal	Torontonian,	considered	an	un-Toronto	(or	an	anti-Toronto)	thing
to	do.
Emma	was	 quickly	 bored,	 not	 by	McGill	 but	 with	 the	Quebecois.	 She	was

always	 an	 excellent	 student,	 although	 French	 wasn’t	 her	 favorite	 subject;	 she
discovered	 that	 she	 liked	 French	 movies	 better	 with	 subtitles.	 It	 was	 movies
themselves	that	Emma	decided	she	liked.



She	got	 into	NYU,	where	she	declared	herself	a	 film	major.	Her	grades	had
been	good	at	McGill;	she	was	able	to	transfer	all	her	credits,	and	she	loved	living
in	New	York.	When	Jack	began	at	Exeter,	in	the	fall	of	1979,	Emma	was	starting
her	 second	 year	 of	 university	 but	 her	 first	 at	 NYU.	 On	 her	 invitation,	 Jack
traveled	 to	New	York	 to	 see	 her	 for	 a	weekend	 that	 fall.	 It	wasn’t	much	 of	 a
weekend.	 Exeter	 had	 a	 half-day	 of	 classes	 on	 Saturday;	 getting	 from	 New
Hampshire	to	New	York	City	took	the	rest	of	the	day,	and	Jack	was	required	to
be	back	at	the	academy	by	eight	o’clock	Sunday	night.
Nevertheless	 he	 had	 a	 thrilling	 Saturday	 night	 and	 Sunday	 morning	 with

Emma	 and	 her	 film-major	 friends.	 They	went	 to	 an	 all-night	 cinema	 that	was
playing	 Billy	Wilder	 movies.	 Jack	 wasn’t	 that	 familiar	 with	Wilder,	 although
he’d	seen	Some	Like	It	Hot	in	Toronto	with	his	mother;	he	must	have	been	nine
or	 ten.	 When	 Marilyn	 Monroe	 sang	 “I	 Wanna	 Be	 Loved	 by	 You”	 in	 that
sequined	dress,	Jack	got	a	boner	and	made	the	mistake	of	showing	it	to	his	mom.
(Alice’s	 sarcasm	 toward	 her	 son’s	 penis	 could	 be	 brutal.	 She	 didn’t	 say,	 “Just
like	your	father,”	but	the	look	she	gave	Jack	said	it	for	her.)
In	 New	York,	 the	 first	 film	 Emma	 and	 her	 friends	 and	 Jack	 saw	was	Five

Graves	to	Cairo,	but	Jack	would	remember	only	the	beginning:	that	ghost	tank
transporting	 dead	 soldiers	 through	 the	 desert.	 After	 the	 tank,	 he	 forgot
everything	 that	 happened	 to	 Franchot	 Tone—largely	 because	 Emma	 put	 her
hand	in	his	lap	and	held	his	penis	for	the	rest	of	the	movie.	It	was	not	until	years
later	that	Jack	realized	Erich	von	Stroheim	had	been	Rommel.
There	was	more	penis-holding	through	The	Lost	Weekend,	during	which	Jack

got	the	idea	that	Ray	Milland	looked	like	his	father—or	like	what	he	imagined
his	dad	might	look	like	if	William	were	drunk.
Jack	had	fallen	asleep	on	Emma’s	shoulder	for	the	whole	of	Sunset	Blvd.;	then

he	woke	up	and	although	he	had	to	pee,	he	watched	every	minute	of	Ace	in	the
Hole.	On	Sunday	morning,	over	breakfast,	Emma’s	film-major	friends	said	Jack
should	have	slept	through	Ace	in	the	Hole	and	stayed	awake	for	Sunset	Blvd.
“That’s	what	I	love	about	you,	honey	pie—don’t	listen	to	them,”	Emma	said.

Jack	didn’t	 like	her	 friends	very	much,	but	being	with	Emma	was	worth	every
minute	of	that	long	trip.
He	would	never	be	a	Billy	Wilder	 fan,	although	Wilder	was	born	 in	Vienna

and	 Jack	 could	 see	what	was	 European	 about	 even	 the	most	American	 of	 his
films.	 It	 was	 the	 European	 filmmakers	 who	 first	 interested	 Jack,	 and	 it	 was
Emma	Oastler	who	introduced	him	to	them.	Whether	with	Emma	on	weekends
in	New	York,	or	with	Noah	on	weekends	in	Cambridge—when	they	would	see



all	 the	 foreign	 films	 in	 Harvard	 Square—Jack	 became	 a	 fan	 of	 films	 with
subtitles.	With	the	exception	of	Westerns,	he	didn’t	like	American	movies	at	all.
On	 the	 subject	 of	 not	 being	 like	 his	 father,	 it	 would	 occur	 to	 Jack	 that	 if

William	had	met	Emma	when	he	was	a	young	man,	he	probably	would	have	had
sex	 with	 her—and	 from	 everything	 she’d	 heard	 about	 Jack’s	 father,	 Emma
agreed	that	she	would	have	submitted	to	his	charms.
“That’s	 one	 reason	you	 can	be	happy	 that	we	haven’t	 had	 sex,”	Emma	 told

Jack.	As	to	how	she	felt	about	not	having	sex	with	Jack,	Emma	didn’t	say.
Every	 winter	 term	 at	 Exeter,	 Jack’s	 weekends	 were	 taken	 up	 by	 wrestling.

Emma	 would	 often	 rent	 a	 car	 and	 come	 to	 see	 his	 matches;	 she	 herself	 had
stopped	wrestling	and	was	once	again	struggling	with	her	weight.	Emma	was	a
binge	eater,	but	she	was	a	binge	weightlifter,	 too.	She	would	take	up	smoking,
quit	smoking,	start	overeating,	stop,	and	 then	go	kill	herself	 in	 the	gym.	When
the	 cycle	 began	 again,	 Emma	 seemed	 powerless	 to	 interrupt	 its	 predictable
course.
What	she	needed	was	Chenko,	her	favorite	workout	partner,	but	Chenko	was

not	only	far	away	in	Toronto—he	was	waiting	for	a	hip	replacement.	Boris	had
gone	 back	 to	 Belarus.	 “A	 family	 matter,”	 was	 all	 Pavel,	 who	 had	 moved	 to
Vancouver,	 would	 say.	 He’d	 married	 a	 woman	 from	 British	 Columbia—
someone	he	met	in	his	cab.
Jack’s	 second	 year	 at	 Exeter,	when	 he	was	 fifteen	 going	 on	 sixteen,	 Emma

was	twenty-two.	After	the	wrestling	matches,	most	Saturdays,	Emma	took	Jack
to	 the	movie	 theater	 in	Durham,	New	Hampshire.	 Durham	was	 an	 easy	 drive
from	Exeter,	and	it	was	a	university	town;	they	had	an	art-house	kind	of	cinema,
where	 they	showed	both	old	and	current	foreign	films.	At	Exeter,	 they	showed
only	the	old	ones.
Jack	 loved	Fellini’s	La	Strada,	which	 he	 saw	 (more	 than	 once)	with	Emma

holding	his	penis.	They	both	believed	 that	Chenko	could	have	kicked	 the	crap
out	 of	 the	 Anthony	 Quinn	 character,	 but	 only	 in	 those	 days	 before	 Chenko
needed	 a	 new	 hip.	 Jack	 wasn’t	 as	 crazy	 about	 La	 Dolce	 Vita.	 The	 Marcello
Mastroianni	character	was	the	playboy	Jack	imagined	his	father	to	be—the	sex-
seeker	Jack	feared	he	would	become.	And	he	didn’t	like	81⁄2	at	all—Mastroianni
again.
Fellini	won	Jack	Burns	back	with	Amarcord.	Emma	had	already	seen	the	film

in	 New	York,	 but	 she	 made	 a	 point	 of	 taking	 Jack	 to	 Durham	 to	 see	 it.	 She
wanted	 to	witness	 his	 response	 to	 the	 tobacconist	with	 the	huge	hooters.	With
her	hand	in	Jack’s	lap,	Emma	knew	the	little	guy’s	reaction	almost	before	Jack



knew	it.	“How’s	that	for	an	older	woman,	baby	cakes?”
They	committed	to	memory	the	little-known	name	of	the	actress	who	played

the	big-breasted	tobacconist	from	Rimini.	When	Emma	called	Jack	in	his	dorm
at	 Exeter,	 she	would	 occasionally	 adopt	 an	 Italian	 accent	 and	 say	 to	whoever
answered	 the	phone:	“Pleeze	 tell-a	Jack	Burns—eet’s	Maria	Antonietta	Beluzzi
on	da	fon-a!”
More	often,	when	Emma	phoned,	she	just	said	she	was	Jack’s	sister.	Jack	had

stopped	calling	Emma	his	stepsister;	he	referred	to	her	as	his	older	sister	instead.
No	one	at	Exeter	was	insensitive	enough	to	comment	on	the	lack	of	a	family

resemblance—with	 the	 exception	of	Ed	McCarthy,	 Jack’s	wrestling	 teammate,
who	was	hit-and-miss	in	his	attention	to	details.	At	wrestling	practice,	McCarthy
once	forgot	to	wear	a	jock;	his	penis	slipped	out	of	his	shorts	and	lay	like	a	slug
on	the	mat,	where	his	workout	partner,	a	fellow	one-hundred-and-seventy-seven-
pounder,	stepped	on	it.
Jack	felt	like	stepping	on	McCarthy’s	penis	the	day	he	made	an	unkind	remark

about	 Emma.	 “It’s	 too	 bad	 you	 got	 all	 the	 good	 looks	 in	 your	 family,	 Burns.
Your	sister	looks	more	like	a	wrestler	than	you	do.”
They	were	in	the	locker	room—wooden	benches,	metal	lockers,	cement	floors

—getting	dressed	 for	practice.	 Jack	underhooked	one	of	McCarthy’s	 arms	and
collared	the	bigger	boy’s	neck	with	his	right	hand,	snapping	him	forward.	When
McCarthy	 pulled	 away,	 his	 weight	 shifting	 to	 the	 heel	 of	 his	 right	 foot,	 Jack
caught	him	with	a	foot-sweep	and	McCarthy	fell	on	his	bare	ass	on	the	cement
floor—hitting	his	back	on	an	open	locker	door	and	giving	his	elbow	a	whack	on
the	bench	on	his	way	down.
Jack	assumed	that	McCarthy	would	get	to	his	feet	and	beat	the	shit	out	of	him,

but	McCarthy	just	sat	there.	“I	could	kick	the	crap	out	of	you,	Burns,”	he	said.
“Do	it	then,”	Jack	told	him.
Even	in	his	senior	year,	Jack	never	once	wrestled	above	one-forty-five.	After

he	stopped	growing,	he	was	five-eight,	but	only	if	he	stood	on	his	toes—and	he
competed	better	at	one-thirty-five	than	he	did	at	one-forty.
Jack	was	one	of	Exeter’s	better	wrestlers	in	his	final	two	years	at	the	academy.

Ed	McCarthy	would	never	be	better	than	unexceptional	as	a	wrestler.	Jack	might
have	beaten	McCarthy	in	a	wrestling	match,	but	not	in	a	fight.	Even	a	mediocre
one-seventy-seven-pounder	 can	 take	 a	 halfway	 decent	 one-thirty-five-pounder,
and	McCarthy	knew	it.	He	got	to	his	feet,	rubbing	his	back	and	his	sore	elbow.
As	Mr.	Ramsey	had	advised	Jack,	although	this	time	it	was	unintentional,	he



had	 an	 audience.	 “You	 shouldn’t	 call	 anyone’s	 sister	 ugly,	 Ed,”	 one	 of	 the
lightweights	said.
“Jack’s	sister	is	ugly,”	McCarthy	replied.
That’s	what	 saved	 Jack—not	McCarthy’s	 belligerence	 but	 his	 insistence	 on

the	word	ugly.	While	there	were	no	rules	regarding	niceness	at	Exeter,	no	points
off	 for	 saying	 something	 derogatory	 or	 dismissive—in	 fact,	 the	 intellectual
fashion	at	the	school	favored	everything	negative	and	derisive—it	was	true	that,
for	a	few	sentimental	souls,	sisters	were	sacred,	especially	if	they	weren’t	good-
looking.	And	with	Emma,	who	had	just	missed	being	pretty,	there	was	also	the
problem	with	her	weight.
“Who	 got	 all	 the	 good	 looks	 in	 your	 family,	 McCarthy?”	 the	 team’s

heavyweight	 asked.	 His	 name	 was	 Herman	 Castro;	 he	 was	 a	 scholarship	 kid
from	El	Paso,	Texas,	and	while	he	was	a	halfway	decent	wrestler,	he	might	have
stolen	a	few	matches	by	frightening	his	opponents.	He	was	so	scary-looking	that
one	was	ill	advised	to	use	the	word	ugly	within	his	hearing.
“I	wasn’t	speaking	to	you,	Herman,”	Ed	McCarthy	said.
“You	 are	 now,”	Herman	Castro	 told	 him,	 and	 that	 was	 the	 end	 of	 it.	 Or	 it

would	have	been,	 if	 Jack	had	 let	 it	 be	 the	 end	of	 it.	His	 loyalty	 to	Emma	was
fierce.
Ed	McCarthy	wasn’t	ugly—although	his	penis	was,	especially	after	 that	guy

had	 stepped	 on	 it—but	 he	 wasn’t	 at	 all	 handsome,	 either.	 He	 didn’t	 have	 a
girlfriend	till	his	senior	year,	and	the	best	he	could	do	was	a	startled-looking	girl
with	 red	 hair	 and	 freckles	 who	 was	 only	 in	 grade	 ten.	 The	 redhead	 had	 just
turned	 sixteen;	 McCarthy	 was	 eighteen.	 It	 was	 almost	 certainly	 not	 a	 sexual
relationship,	 but	 it	 was	 probably	 the	 first	 relationship	 of	 any	 kind	 for	 both	 of
them.
Jack	toyed	with	the	idea	of	seducing	her—certainly	not	to	have	sex	with	her,

because	she	was	far	 too	young	and	startled-looking	for	him,	but	simply	to	turn
her	against	McCarthy,	who’d	said	such	cruel	things	about	Emma.
Jack	 found	 Ed	McCarthy’s	 girlfriend	 in	 the	 cafeteria—she	was	 at	 the	 salad

bar.	During	wrestling	season,	Jack	lived	on	salad;	he	could	not	weigh	in	at	one
hundred	and	thirty-four	and	a	half	pounds	and	eat	much	else.	(He	had	a	bowl	of
oatmeal	 for	 breakfast,	 sometimes	 with	 a	 banana;	 salad	 for	 lunch;	 salad	 for
supper,	occasionally	with	another	banana.)
The	redhead	with	 the	freckles	became	even	more	startled-looking	 than	usual

when	Jack	spoke	to	her.	“Is	he	treating	you	okay?”	Jack	asked.



Her	name	was	Molly—he	didn’t	know	her	last	name—and	she	was	staring	at
him	 as	 if	 she	 expected	 some	 unknown	 and	 uncontrollable	 reaction	 from	 her
body,	as	if	he’d	just	injected	one	of	her	veins	with	a	hallucinogenic	drug.
He	 touched	 her	 hand,	 which,	 unbeknownst	 to	 her,	 had	 slipped	 into	 the

stainless-steel	 bin	 of	 raw	mushrooms,	 where	 it	 lay	 like	 something	 severed.	 “I
mean	McCarthy,”	Jack	said.	“He	can	be	cruel	to	women,	and	superficial.	I	hope
he’s	not	like	that	with	you.”
“Did	he	hurt	someone	you	know?”	Molly	asked;	she	seemed	truly	frightened

of	McCarthy.
“I	suppose	he	only	hurt	my	feelings—about	my	older	sister,”	Jack	said.
As	 he	 had	 taught	 himself	 to	 do,	 his	 eyes	 welled	 up	 with	 tears.	 All	 those

movies,	with	Emma	holding	his	penis,	had	conditioned	him	to	imagine	the	close-
up.	By	then	Jack	had	seen	Anthony	Quinn	in	tears	maybe	half	a	dozen	times.	If
Zampanò,	the	strongman,	could	cry,	so	could	he.
Jack	had	not	done	much	acting	at	Exeter.	He	had	too	much	schoolwork	to	take

part	in	most	of	the	productions	chosen	by	the	school’s	dramatic	association,	the
Dramat.
He	was	neutral	to	Death	of	a	Salesman,	which	was	the	fall	play	in	his	ninth-

grade	year.	Jack	knew	he	was	too	boyish-looking	to	play	Willy	Loman,	and	too
small	to	be	either	of	Willy’s	sons,	Happy	or	Biff.	He	bravely	auditioned	for	the
part	of	Linda,	beating	out	a	bunch	of	girls	in	the	process—two	seniors	who	were
fourth-year	members	of	the	Dramat	among	them.	But	in	Jack’s	first	experience
with	 dramatic	 criticism,	 The	 PEAN,	 the	 school	 yearbook,	 described	 Jack’s
performance	 as	 “overly	 distraught,”	 and	 The	 Exonian,	 the	 school	 newspaper,
stated	that	Linda	was	miscast—“resulting	in	the	kind	of	sexual	parody	audiences
must	 have	 been	 forced	 to	 endure	 in	 those	 dark	 ages	when	 Exeter	 was	 an	 all-
boys’	 school.”	What	 do	 they	know?	 Jack	 thought.	Try	 telling	 Linda	 that	 she’s
“overly	distraught”!
After	that,	when	Jack	realized	how	hard	the	academic	workload	was	for	him,

he	 pretended	 to	 be	 disdainful	 of	what	 the	Dramat	 chose	 for	 its	 plays.	 For	 the
most	part,	this	wasn’t	hard;	many	of	the	choices	reflected	the	taste	of	the	dated
hippie	who	was	 the	 dramatic	 association’s	 faculty	 adviser.	More	 to	 the	 point,
Jack	 was	 saving	 himself	 for	 the	 occasional	 Shakespeare,	 which	 not	 even
amateurs	could	seriously	harm.
His	fellow	thespians	in	the	Dramat	had	resented	his	female	impersonation	of

Linda	in	Death	of	a	Salesman.	They	tried	to	force	male	roles	on	him,	urging	him
to	 audition	 for	Mister	Roberts—as	 if	 the	movie	 hadn’t	 been	 bad	 enough.	Talk



about	dated!	Jack	evoked	Wendy	Holton.	“I’d	rather	die,”	he	said.
This	was	excellent	for	his	reputation	as	an	actor—playing	hard-to-get	worked.

(And	what	was	the	risk?)
He	 decided	 to	 surprise	 everyone	 by	 volunteering	 for	 a	 small	 role	 in	 The

Teahouse	 of	 the	 August	 Moon.	 Jack	 knew	 that	 the	 part	 of	 Lotus	 Blossom,	 a
geisha	girl,	would	cement	his	hold	on	any	future	female	role	he	wanted.	The	part
he	 really	 desired	was	 in	 the	 spring	 play	 his	 penultimate	 year	 at	 the	 academy.
Jack	was	Lady	Macbeth,	 of	 course—and	 just	who	was	 going	 to	 give	 him	 shit
about	 it?	Another	wrestler?	(One	senior	girl	 in	 the	Dramat	rationalized	that	 the
part	 called	 for	 a	 “domineering”	 woman—hence	 a	 more	 “masculine”	 choice
might	work.)
When	 the	 Dramat	 at	 last	 thought	 they	 had	 him	 figured	 out—Burns	 likes

Shakespeare,	Burns	wants	to	do	everything	in	drag—he	surprised	them	one	more
time.	Jack	auditioned	for	Richard	III,	but	only	if	he	could	be	Richard.	Let	them
fart	around	with	Our	Town	 till	 the	cows	come	home,	 Jack	 thought.	He	wanted
that	football,	his	choice	for	a	humpback,	behind	his	neck.
It	 was	 the	 winter	 of	 Jack’s	 senior	 year—wrestling	 season,	 when	 he	 was

especially	gaunt.	He	would	show	them	a	“winter	of	discontent”	like	they’d	never
seen;	he	would	offer	his	“kingdom	for	a	horse”	and	make	them	believe	it,	which
he	did.
Jack’s	tears	now	fell	on	Molly’s	hand,	in	the	mushrooms;	his	tears	fell	on	the

broccoli	and	on	the	sliced	cucumbers,	too.	A	radish	rolled	off	his	plate.	He	didn’t
even	try	to	catch	it.
Molly	 led	 him	 to	 one	 of	 the	 cafeteria	 tables.	Other	 students	made	 room	 for

them.	 “Tell	 me	 everything,”	Molly	 said,	 clutching	 his	 hand.	 Her	 eyes	 were	 a
diluted,	washed-out	blue;	one	of	the	freckles	on	her	throat	looked	infected.
“I	 didn’t	 ask	 to	 be	 born	 good-looking,”	 Jack	 told	 her.	 “My	 sister	wasn’t	 so

lucky—my	older	 sister,”	 he	 added,	 as	 if	Emma’s	 advanced	 age	were	 a	 telltale
indication	that	she	would	never	have	a	boyfriend.	(In	truth,	Emma	fooled	around
a	lot—mostly	with	boys	who	were	Jack’s	age,	or	younger.	She	claimed	that	she
didn’t	have	sex	with	them—“not	exactly.”)
“Your	sister	doesn’t	look	like	you?”	Molly	asked	Jack.
“McCarthy	says	my	sister	is	ugly,”	he	told	her.	“Naturally,	I	don’t	see	her	that

way—I	love	her!”
“Of	course	you	do!”	Molly	cried,	clutching	his	hand	harder.
She	was	not	only	not	pretty;	at	 sixteen,	Molly	was	probably	as	appealing	as



she	would	ever	be.	She’d	never	liked	looking	in	a	mirror—and	she	would	like	it
less	 and	 less	 as	 she	 grew	older,	 Jack	 imagined.	That	 her	 boyfriend	 had	 called
another	girl	ugly	must	have	hit	too	close	to	home.
Jack	had	cried	enough;	the	overacting	had	left	his	salad	a	little	wet.	Another

close-up	 came	 to	mind,	 that	 of	 the	 slightly	 quivering	 but	 stiff	 upper	 lip.	 “I’m
sorry	 I	 brought	 this	 up,”	 he	 said.	 “There’s	 nothing	 anyone	 can	 do	 about	 it.	 I
won’t	bother	you	again.”
“No!”	she	said,	grabbing	his	wrist	as	he	tried	to	 take	his	 tray	and	go.	A	raw

carrot	 fell	 off	 his	 plate;	 a	 little	 iced	 tea	 spilled	 from	 his	 glass.	 Jack	 drank	 so
much	iced	tea	in	the	wrestling	season,	he	was	bouncing	off	the	walls.	His	fingers
always	trembled,	as	if	he	were	riding	on	a	speeding	train.
“I	better	go,	Molly,”	Jack	said;	he	left	her	without	looking	back.	He	knew	that

she	and	Ed	McCarthy	were	finished.	(He	also	knew	that	Ed	would	be	having	his
lunch	soon.)
Jack	 wandered	 back	 over	 to	 the	 salad	 bar;	 he	 was	 basically	 starving.	 The

prettiest	girl	in	the	school	was	there—Michele	Maher,	a	fellow	senior.	She	was	a
slim	 honey-blonde	 with	 a	 model’s	 glowing	 skin	 and—in	 McCarthy’s	 crude
appraisal—“a	couple	of	high,	hard	ones.”
Michele	 was	 over	 five-ten—she	 had	 two	 inches	 on	 Jack.	 She	 was	 in	 the

Dramat.	Jack	had	beaten	her	out	for	Lady	Macbeth,	but	she’d	been	a	good	sport
about	it—one	of	the	few	who	had.	Despite	her	good	looks,	everyone	liked	her;
she	was	smart,	but	she	was	also	nice	to	people.	She’d	done	the	early-acceptance
thing	at	Columbia,	because	she	was	from	New	York	and	wanted	 to	be	back	 in
the	 city;	 so,	 unlike	 most	 of	 the	 seniors,	 she	 wasn’t	 thinking	 about	 where	 she
might	end	up	in	college—she	already	knew.
“Jack	Burns,	looking	lean	and	mean,”	Michele	said.
“That’s	me,”	he	told	her.	“I’m	a	starving	heart	of	darkness.”
“Where’s	your	hump,	Dick?”	she	asked.	It	was	a	Richard	III	joke—everyone

in	the	Dramat	kept	asking	him.
“It’s	in	the	costume	closet,	and	it’s	just	a	football,”	Jack	said,	for	maybe	the

hundredth	time.
“Why	don’t	you	have	a	girlfriend,	Jack?”	Michele	asked.	She	was	just	kidding

around,	or	so	he	thought.
“Because	I	get	the	feeling	you’re	not	available,”	Jack	told	her.
It	was	just	a	line.	Jack	was	still	acting—he	didn’t	mean	it.	He	saw	at	once	he’d

made	a	mistake,	but	he	couldn’t	think	fast	enough	to	correct	it.	All	that	iced	tea



on	an	empty	stomach	was	giving	him	a	buzz.
Michele	 Maher	 lowered	 her	 eyes,	 as	 if	 the	 salad	 bar	 had	 consumed	 her

interest.	Her	 posture,	which	was	 generally	 excellent,	 crumpled;	 for	 a	moment,
Jack	was	almost	as	tall	as	she	was.
Hey,	it	was	just	a	line,	he	almost	said—he	should	have	said.	But	Michele	was

faster.	“I	had	no	 idea	you	were	 interested	 in	me,	Jack.	 I	didn’t	 think	you	were
interested	in	anyone.”
The	problem	was,	Jack	liked	her;	he	didn’t	want	to	hurt	her	feelings.	And	the

truth	 is,	 if	 he’d	 told	Michele	Maher	 he	was	 banging	Mrs.	 Stackpole,	Michele
wouldn’t	 have	 believed	 him.	Mrs.	 Stackpole	 was	 so	 ugly,	 to	 use	McCarthy’s
word—so	 unfortunate-looking	 in	 the	 world	 of	 women,	 even	 in	 the	 world	 of
much	 older	 women—that	 the	 dishwasher	 herself	 had	 expressed	 disbelief	 that
Jack	Burns	was	banging	her.
“Why	me?”	Mrs.	Stackpole	had	asked	him	once,	with	all	her	weight	crushing

the	breath	out	of	him.	He	couldn’t	speak,	not	that	he	knew	the	answer.	There	was
an	urgency	about	Mrs.	Stackpole’s	need	 to	be	with	him;	boys	 like	 Jack	Burns
had	never	even	looked	at	her.	How	could	Jack	have	been	forthcoming	about	that
to	a	beauty	like	Michele	Maher?
“How	can	anyone	not	be	interested	in	you,	Michele?”	Jack	asked.
Maybe	if	he’d	made	that	his	end	line,	and	walked	away,	it	would	have	been	all

right.	 But	 he	 was	 too	 hungry	 to	 take	 a	 step	 away	 from	 the	 salad	 bar.	 When
someone	 grabbed	 him,	 Jack	 first	 thought	 it	 was	 Michele.	 He	 hoped	 it	 was
Michele.
“What	the	fuck	did	you	say	to	Molly,	asshole?”	McCarthy	asked	him.
“Just	the	truth,”	Jack	replied.	“You	said	my	sister	is	ugly—isn’t	that	what	you

said?”
Jack	hadn’t	meant	to	make	Michele	Maher	fall	for	him,	but	she	was	standing

next	 to	 him.	 And	 what	 could	 Ed	 McCarthy	 do?	 Jack	 was	 a	 Redding	 boy.
McCarthy	knew	that	Jack	could	take	a	beating.	And	what	would	Coach	Hudson
do	 to	McCarthy	 if	 he	 hurt	 Jack,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 Exeter	 wrestling	 team’s	 best
lightweights	missed	several	matches	at	the	end	of	the	season?
Also,	 Herman	 Castro	 would	 have	 kicked	 the	 crap	 out	 of	 Ed	 McCarthy	 if

McCarthy	had	 laid	a	hand	on	Jack.	 Jack	had	made	a	 friend	 for	 life	of	Herman
Castro,	just	by	standing	up	for	ugliness.
“Ed	thinks	my	older	sister,	Emma,	is	ugly,”	Jack	explained	to	Michele	Maher.

He	 saw	 that	 it	 was	 hopeless	 to	 bring	 her	 back;	 she	was	 too	 far	 gone	 already.



“Naturally,	I	don’t	see	Emma	that	way,	because	I	love	her.”
Ed	McCarthy’s	best	move—under	 the	circumstances,	perhaps	his	only	move

—was	to	walk	away;	even	so,	Jack	was	a	little	surprised	when	McCarthy	did	so.
McCarthy	had	just	lost	his	pathetic	girlfriend—and	the	only	way,	for	the	rest	of
his	life,	he	would	ever	breathe	the	same	air	as	the	Michele	Mahers	of	this	world
was	if	he	were	standing	beside	the	likes	of	Jack	Burns.	It	was	the	Jack	Burnses
of	this	world	who	got	the	Michele	Mahers—in	Jack’s	case,	without	half	trying.
One	weekend,	in	the	spring	of	their	senior	year,	Michele	took	Jack	home	with

her	to	New	York.	It	was	the	first	time	Jack	felt	he	was	being	unfaithful	to	Emma,
not	because	he	was	with	Michele	but	because	he	didn’t	tell	Emma	he	was	going
to	be	in	the	city.	Michele	was	so	pretty,	Jack	was	afraid	it	would	hurt	Emma’s
feelings	 to	 meet	 her—or	 that	 Emma	 would	 treat	 Michele	 badly.	 (The	 whole
Maher	family	was	beautiful,	even	the	dog.)
Besides,	Jack	rationalized,	would	it	really	matter	to	Emma	if	he	was	in	town

and	didn’t	tell	her?	Emma	had	graduated	from	NYU	and	was	a	fledgling	comedy
writer	 for	 a	 late-night	 New	 York	 TV	 show.	 She	 hated	 it.	 She’d	 come	 to	 the
conclusion	that,	at	least	in	her	case,	the	hallway	to	making	movies	did	not	pass
through	television;	she	wasn’t	even	sure	she	still	wanted	to	make	movies.
“I’m	going	to	be	a	writer,	honey	pie—I	mean	novels,	not	screenplays.	I	mean

literature,	not	journalism.”
“When	are	you	going	to	write?”	he’d	asked	her.
“On	the	weekends.”
Thus	Jack	gave	himself	the	impression	that	he	might	disturb	Emma’s	writing

if	he	bothered	her	on	a	weekend.
Michele’s	parents	had	an	apartment	on	Park	Avenue;	it	took	up	half	a	building

and	was	bigger	 than	 Jack’s	 fifth-grade	dorm	at	Redding.	He’d	not	 known	 that
people	had	apartments	with	“fine	art”	that	they	actually	owned.	He	didn’t	even
know	 that	 people	 could	 privately	 own	 fine	 art.	Maybe	 that	 was	 a	 particularly
Canadian	underestimation	of	the	power	of	the	private	sector,	or	else	he’d	been	in
Maine	 and	 New	 Hampshire	 long	 enough	 to	 have	 been	 deprived	 of	 his	 city
sensibilities.
There	was	a	small	Picasso	in	the	guest-room	bathroom;	it	was	low	on	the	wall,

beside	the	toilet,	where	you	could	see	it	best	when	you	were	sitting	down.	Jack
was	so	impressed	by	it,	he	almost	peed	on	it	when	he	was	standing	up.	For	some
reason,	his	penis	produced	an	errant	stream.
He	 thought	 there	 was	 something	 wrong	 with	 his	 penis—a	 little	 gonorrhea,



maybe.	Jack	knew	it	was	entirely	possible	 that	he’d	caught	 the	clap	from	Mrs.
Stackpole.	(Who	knew	who	else	she	was	fucking,	or	who	else	her	husband	was
fucking?)	Now,	 after	 almost	 pissing	 on	 the	 knee-high	Picasso,	 Jack	 convinced
himself	that	he	had	a	venereal	disease—something	he	might	pass	on	to	Michele
Maher.	Not	that	he	imagined	Michele	would	have	sex	with	him.	It	was	their	first
time	away	from	Exeter	together.	Yes,	he	had	kissed	her—but	he	hadn’t	once	felt
what	Ed	McCarthy	crudely	called	her	“high,	hard	ones.”
Just	 Jack’s	 luck—Michele’s	 beautiful	 parents	 went	 off	 to	 some	 black-tie

event,	 leaving	 Jack	 and	Michele	 in	 the	 vast	 Park	 Avenue	 apartment	 with	 the
beautiful	dog.	They	began	by	watching	the	TV	in	Michele’s	bedroom,	after	her
mom	and	dad	had	left.	“They’ll	be	gone	all	evening,”	Michele	said.
Jack	was	prepared	to	make	out,	but	he’d	never	imagined	that	Michele	Maher

was	 the	 kind	 of	 girl	 who	 would	 “go	 all	 the	 way”—to	 use	 one	 of	 Alice’s
prehippie	expressions.	“I	just	hope	you	don’t	know	any	girls	who	go	all	the	way,
Jack,”	was	what	his	mom	had	said	when	he	was	back	in	Toronto,	 in	the	snow,
for	his	last	so-called	spring	break.
Michele	Maher	wasn’t	the	kind	of	girl	who	went	all	the	way,	but	she	wanted

to	talk	about	it.	Perhaps	she’d	been	wrong	not	to	do	it.
“No,	I	think	you’ve	been	right,”	Jack	quickly	told	her.
Short	 of	 telling	 her	 that	 he	 might	 have	 caught	 the	 clap	 from	 an	 Exeter

dishwasher,	he	didn’t	know	what	else	to	do	but	claim	to	be	an	advocate	of	not
going	all	the	way	himself.
It	was	 a	 John	Wayne	night	 on	one	of	 the	TV	channels,	 beginning	with	The

Fighting	 Kentuckian.	 Leading	 a	 regiment	 of	 Kentucky	 riflemen,	 John	Wayne
wears	what	looks	like	an	entire	raccoon	on	his	head.	Jack	liked	John	Wayne,	but
Emma	 had	 undermined	 Jack’s	 enthusiasm	 for	Wayne’s	 kind	 of	 heroics;	 she’d
been	 feeding	 him	 a	 strict	 diet	 of	 Truffaut	 and	 Bergman	 films.	 Jack	 liked
Truffaut,	but	he	loved	Bergman.
It	was	true	that	he’d	been	bored	by	The	Four	Hundred	Blows,	and	had	said	so.

Emma	was	so	disappointed	in	him	that	she	stopped	holding	his	penis;	she	picked
it	up	again	for	Shoot	 the	Piano	Player,	a	 film	Jack	adored,	and	held	 it	without
once	letting	go	through	Jules	and	Jim,	while	Jack	imagined	that	Jeanne	Moreau,
not	Emma,	was	holding	his	penis.
As	 for	 Ingmar	 Bergman,	 there	 was	 never	 enough.	 The	 Seventh	 Seal,	 The

Virgin	 Spring,	Winter	 Light,	 The	 Silence—those	were	 the	 films	 that	 sold	 Jack
Burns	on	the	movies	and	made	him	want	to	act	in	films	rather	than	the	theater.
Scenes	from	a	Marriage,	Face	to	Face,	Autumn	Sonata—those	were	the	movies



that	 inspired	 him.	He	 couldn’t	 stop	 imagining	 his	 expression	 in	 close-up	with
those	Bergman	women.	With	 every	 line	 he	 spoke,	 not	 neglecting	 the	 slightest
gesture,	Jack	imagined	that	the	camera	was	so	tight	on	him	that	his	whole	face
filled	the	giant	screen—or	just	the	fingers	of	his	hand,	making	a	fist,	or	even	the
tip	of	his	index	finger	coming	into	frame	alongside	a	doorbell.
Not	to	mention	the	sex	 in	Bergman’s	films—oh,	those	older	women!	And	to

think	that	Jack	met	all	of	them	while	Emma	Oastler	held	his	penis	in	her	hand!
(Bibi	Andersson,	Gunnel	 Lindblom,	 Ingrid	 Thulin,	 Liv	Ullmann.)	Meanwhile,
Alice	hoped	that	Jack	didn’t	know	any	girls	who	went	all	the	way!	What	was	she
thinking?
“What’s	 wrong,	 Dick?	 Lost	 your	 hump?”	 Michele	 Maher	 asked.	 It	 was

another	Richard	III	joke.
Jack	usually	answered,	“No,	it’s	just	deflated.”
He	 couldn’t	 claim	 he	was	 distracted	 by	The	 Fighting	Kentuckian,	 not	 for	 a

moment.	Michele	and	Jack	made	out	through	Rio	Grande,	too.	John	Wayne	is	at
war	 again,	 this	 time	 with	 the	 Apaches.	 He	 is	 also	 at	 war	 with	 his	 estranged,
tempestuous	wife—Maureen	O’Hara	with	her	hooters.	But	 Jack	had	 eyes	only
for	Michele	Maher.	 God,	 she	was	 beautiful!	 And	 nice,	 and	 smart,	 and	 funny.
How	he	wanted	her.
Michele	Maher	wanted	him	that	night,	too,	but	he	refused	to	have	sex	with	her

—notwithstanding	 that	 he	 couldn’t	 take	 his	 eyes	 off	 her.	 He	 couldn’t	 stop
himself	from	kissing	her,	touching	her,	holding	her.	He	kept	repeating	her	name.
For	years	he	would	wake	up	saying	it:	“Michele	Maher,	Michele	Maher,	Michele
Maher.”
“Jack	 Burns,”	 she	 said,	 half-mocking	 in	 her	 tone.	 “Richard	 the	 Humpback,

also	known	as	Third,”	she	 said.	“Lady	Macbeth,”	 she	 teased	him.	She	was	 the
best	 kisser	 he	 would	 ever	 encounter,	 hands	 down—not	 forgetting	 that	 Emma
Oastler	could	kiss	up	a	storm.	No	one	could	hold	a	candle	to	Michele	Maher	in
the	kissing	department.
Why,	then,	didn’t	Jack	simply	tell	her	the	truth?	That	he	was	afraid	he	had	a

dose	 of	 gonorrhea;	 that	 he	 might	 have	 caught	 the	 clap	 from	 an	 adulterous
dishwasher,	a	woman	old	enough	to	be	his	mother!	(It	sounded	like	the	subject
of	a	play	 the	Dramat	might	have	chosen—or,	more	 likely,	a	 sequel	 to	A	Mail-
Order	Bride	in	the	Northwest	Territories.)
Why	didn’t	Jack	tell	Michele	that	he	loved	her,	and	that	he	wanted	most	of	all

to	protect	her	from	everything	he	imagined	or	knew	to	be	bad	about	himself?	He
should	 have	made	 up	 a	 story—God	 knows,	 he	 could	 act.	 He	 could	 have	 told



Michele	Maher	that	his	workout	partner	had	stepped	on	his	penis	in	the	wrestling
room,	a	surprisingly	common	but	little-discussed	injury	among	wrestlers.	Under
the	circumstances,	he	was	simply	too	sore	to	have	sex	with	her—or	so	he	could
have	claimed.
But,	no,	Jack	was	such	a	fool,	he	proposed	masturbating	with	Michele	Maher

—this	instead	of	having	sex	with	her!	“It’s	the	safest	sex	there	is,”	Jack	told	her,
while	a	bloody	Indian	war	raged	around	them—the	Apaches	were	whooping	and
dying.	John	Wayne	was	fighting	for	his	life	while	Jack	was	committing	suicide
with	 Michele	 Maher.	 “You	 know,	 we	 take	 our	 clothes	 off,	 but	 I	 just	 touch
myself,	 and	 you	 touch	 yourself,”	 he	 went	 on,	 digging	 his	 grave.	 “We	 keep
looking	at	each	other,	we	kiss—we	just	imagine	it,	the	way	actors	do.”
The	 tears	 in	 Michele	 Maher’s	 eyes	 would	 have	 broken	 hearts	 on	 the	 big

screen;	she	was	a	girl	who	could	withstand	the	tightest	close-up.	“Oh,	Jack,”	she
said.	“All	this	time,	I’ve	defended	you.	When	people	say,	‘Jack	Burns	is	just	too
weird,’	I	always	say,	‘No,	he	isn’t!’	”
“Michele—”	 Jack	 started	 to	 say,	 but	 he	 could	 see	 it	 in	 her	 eyes.	 He	 had

watched	her	fall	 for	him;	now	he	saw	how	irreversibly	he’d	 lost	her.	The	John
Wayne	Western	 on	 the	 TV	was	wreathed	with	 a	 funereal	 dust—fallen	 horses,
dead	Apaches.
Jack	 left	Michele	Maher	 alone	 in	 her	 bedroom;	 he	was	 sensitive	 enough	 to

know	that	she	wanted	to	be	alone.	The	beautiful	dog	stayed	with	her.	In	his	guest
bedroom,	with	its	fine-art	bathroom,	Jack	was	alone	with	the	knee-high	Picasso
and	his	own	TV.	He	watched	The	Quiet	Man	by	himself.
John	Wayne	is	an	Irish-American	prizefighter	who	gives	up	boxing	when	he

unintentionally	kills	an	opponent	in	the	ring.	He	goes	to	Ireland	and	falls	in	love
with	Maureen	O’Hara	 and	 her	 hooters	 (again).	 But	Maureen’s	 brother	 (Victor
McLaglen)	 is	 an	 asshole;	 in	what	 is	 arguably	 the	 longest	 and	 least	 believable
fistfight	in	Ireland’s	history,	Wayne	has	to	put	up	his	dukes	again.
In	 the	 throes	 of	 Jack’s	 self-pity,	 he	 concluded	 that	Victor	McLaglen	would

have	kicked	the	crap	out	of	John	Wayne.	(McLaglen	was	a	pro;	he	fought	Jack
Johnson,	and	gave	Johnson	all	he	could	handle.	Wayne	wouldn’t	have	 lasted	a
round	with	McLaglen.)
It	 was	 a	 long,	 largely	 silent	 trip	 back	 to	 Exeter	 with	Michele	Maher.	 Jack

made	matters	worse	between	them	by	professing	that	he	loved	her;	he	declared
that	he’d	only	suggested	mutual	masturbation	as	an	indication	of	his	respect	for
her.
“I’ll	tell	you	what’s	weird	about	you,	Jack—”	Michele	started	to	say,	but	she



burst	 into	 tears	 and	 didn’t	 tell	 him.	 He	 was	 left	 to	 finish	 her	 thought	 in	 his
imagination.	For	almost	twenty	years,	Jack	Burns	would	wish	he	could	have	that
weekend	back.
“If	I	had	to	guess,”	Noah	Rosen	ventured,	“it	didn’t	work	out	between	you	and

Michele	because	you	couldn’t	stop	looking	at	each	other.”
Jack	was	only	a	week	or	 two	away	from	telling	Noah	about	Mrs.	Stackpole,

which	led	Noah	to	tell	his	sister—and	that	would	be	the	end	of	Jack’s	friendship
with	Noah.	 A	 painful	 loss—at	 the	 time,	more	 devastating	 to	 Jack	 than	 losing
Michele	Maher.	But	Noah	would	fade;	Michele	would	persist.
Michele	did	nothing	wrong.	She	was	Jack’s	age,	seventeen	going	on	eighteen,

but	she	had	the	self-restraint	and	dignity	not	to	tell	her	closest	friends	that	Jack
was	a	creep—or	even	that	he	was	as	weird	as	some	of	them	thought	he	was.	In
truth,	 she	 went	 on	 defending	 him	 from	 the	 weirdness	 charge.	 Herman	 Castro
later	told	Jack	that	Michele	always	spoke	well	of	him,	even	after	they’d	“broken
up.”	Herman	said:	“When	I	think	of	the	two	of	you	together—well,	I	just	can’t
imagine	 it.	 You	 both	 must	 have	 felt	 you	 were	 models	 in	 a	 magazine	 or
something.”
Herman	 Castro	 would	 go	 on	 to	 Harvard	 and	 Harvard	 Medical	 School.	 He

became	 a	 doctor	 of	 infectious	 diseases	 and	 went	 back	 to	 El	 Paso,	 where	 he
treated	mostly	AIDS	patients.	He	married	 a	 very	 attractive	Mexican-American
woman,	 and	 they	 had	 a	 bunch	 of	 kids.	 From	Herman’s	Christmas	 cards,	 Jack
would	be	 relieved	 to	 see	 that	 the	 children	 took	 after	her.	Herman,	 as	much	 as
Jack	loved	him,	was	always	hard	to	 look	at.	He	was	slope-shouldered	and	jug-
shaped,	with	a	flattened	nose	and	a	protruding	forehead;	above	his	small,	black,
close-together	eyes,	his	forehead	bulged	like	a	baked	potato.
Herman	 Castro	 was	 the	 wrestling	 team’s	 photographer.	 In	 those	 days,

heavyweights	 always	 wrestled	 last;	 Herman	 took	 pictures	 of	 his	 teammates
wrestling	even	when	he	was	warming	up.	Jack	used	to	think	that	Herman	liked
to	hide	his	face	from	view.	Maybe	the	camera	was	his	shield.
“Hey,	amigo,”	the	note	on	Herman	Castro’s	Christmas	card	traditionally	said,

“when	I	think	of	your	love	life—well,	I	just	can’t	imagine	it.”
Little	did	Herman	know.	Over	time,	Jack	Burns	would	believe	that	he	lost	the

love	of	his	life	on	the	night	he	lost	Michele	Maher.	It	would	be	small	consolation
to	him	to	imagine	that	his	father,	at	Jack’s	age,	would	have	fucked	her—clap	or
no	clap.
And	he	didn’t	have	the	clap!	Jack	had	himself	checked	at	the	infirmary	when

he	got	back	from	New	York.	The	doctor	said	it	was	just	some	irritation,	possibly



caused	by	the	change	in	his	diet	since	the	end	of	the	wrestling	season.
“It’s	not	gonorrhea?”	Jack	asked	in	disbelief.
“It’s	nothing,	Jack.”
After	 all,	 he’d	 been	 screwing	 a	 one-hundred-seventy-pound	 dishwasher	 for

months	on	end—sometimes	as	often	as	four	or	five	times	a	week.	No	doubt	there
was	sufficient	irritation	to	make	Jack	piss	sideways	at	a	knee-high	Picasso—not
to	 mention	 ruin	 his	 chances	 with	 “la	 belle	 Michele,”	 as	 Noah	 Rosen	 called
Michele	Maher.
Michele	and	Jack	were	in	only	one	class	together—fourth-year	German.	Many

of	 the	 students	 who	 took	 German	 at	 the	 academy	 imagined	 that	 they	 might
become	doctors.	German	was	said	to	be	a	good	second	language	for	the	study	of
medicine.	 Jack	 had	 no	 such	 hope—he	wasn’t	 strong	 in	 the	 sciences.	What	 he
liked	about	German	was	the	word	order—the	verbs	all	lay	in	wait	till	the	end	of
the	 sentence.	 Talk	 about	 end	 lines!	 In	 a	 German	 sentence,	 all	 the	 action
happened	at	the	end.	German	was	an	actor’s	language.
Jack	liked	Goethe,	but	he	loved	Rilke,	and	in	German	IV,	he	loved	most	of	all

Shakespeare	 in	German,	 particularly	 the	 love	 sonnets,	which	 the	 teacher,	Herr
Richter,	claimed	were	better	auf	Deutsch	than	they	were	in	English.
Michele	Maher,	bless	her	heart,	disagreed.	“Surely,	Herr	Richter,	you	would

not	 argue	 that	 ‘Lascivious	 grace,	 in	whom	 all	 ill	well	 shows,’	 is	 improved	 by
‘Mutwillige	Anmut,	reizend	noch	im	Schlimmen’!”
“Ah,	but	Michele,”	Herr	Richter	intoned,	“surely	you	would	agree	that	‘Sonst

prüft	die	kluge	Welt	der	Tränen	Sinn,	Und	höhnt	dich	um	mich,	wenn	ich	nicht
mehr	bin’	is	a	considerable	improvement	on	the	original.	Would	you	say	it	for	us
in	English,	Jack?	You	say	it	so	well.”
“	‘Lest	the	wise	world	should	look	into	your	moan,’	”	Jack	recited	to	Michele

Maher,	“	‘And	mock	you	with	me	after	I	am	gone.’	”
“You	see?”	Herr	Richter	asked	the	class.	“It’s	a	sizable	stretch	to	make	gone

rhyme	with	moan,	isn’t	it?	Whereas	bin	with	Sinn—well,	I	rest	my	case.”
Jack	could	not	look	at	Michele,	nor	she	at	him.	To	imagine	that	his	last	words

to	her	might	be	the	sizable	stretch	of	trying	to	make	gone	rhyme	with	moan—it
was	too	cruel.
In	their	last	class	together,	Michele	handed	Jack	a	note.	“Read	it	later,	please,”

was	all	she	said.
It	 was	 something	 by	 Goethe.	 Michele	 liked	 Goethe	 better	 than	 Jack	 did.

“Behandelt	 die	 Frauen	 mit	 Nachsicht.”	 He	 knew	 the	 line.	 “Be	 lenient	 when



handling	womankind.”
If	he’d	had	the	courage	to	give	Michele	a	note,	Jack	would	have	chosen	Rilke.

“Sie	 lächelte	 einmal.	Es	 tat	 fast	weh.”	But	Michele	Maher	would	have	 said	 it
was	too	prosaic.	“She	smiled	once.	It	was	almost	painful.”
One	small	measure	of	pride	 Jack	 took	 in	his	academic	efforts	at	Exeter	was

that	he	managed	to	pass	four	years	of	German	without	Noah	Rosen’s	assistance.
German	was	 the	 only	 subject	Noah	 couldn’t	 and	 didn’t	 help	 him	with.	 (Quite
understandably,	 as	 a	 Jew,	 Noah	 felt	 that	 German	 was	 the	 language	 of	 his
people’s	executioners	and	he	refused	to	learn	a	word	of	it.)
Noah	couldn’t	help	Jack	with	 the	SATs,	either.	There	Jack	was	on	his	own;

there	aptitude	was	a	far	superior	 tool	 to	attitude.	Jack’s	effort	notwithstanding,
his	 talent	 lagged	behind	 that	of	his	Exeter	 classmates.	He	had	 the	 lowest	SAT
scores	in	the	Class	of	’83.
“Actors	don’t	do	multiple	choice,”	was	the	way	Jack	put	it	to	Herman	Castro.
“Why	not?”	Herman	asked.
“Actors	don’t	guess,”	 Jack	 replied.	 “Actors	do	 have	 choices,	 but	 they	know

what	they	are.	If	you	don’t	know	the	answer,	you	don’t	guess.”
“If	 you	 don’t	mind	my	 saying	 so,	 Jack,	 that’s	 a	 pretty	 stupid	 approach	 to	 a

multiple-choice	examination.”
Because	 of	 his	 miserable	 SAT	 scores,	 Jack	 wouldn’t	 be	 joining	 Herman

Castro	 and	 Noah	 Rosen	 at	 Harvard.	 He	 wouldn’t	 be	 attending	 any	 of	 the	 so-
called	better	colleges	or	universities.	His	mother	begged	him	to	return	to	Toronto
and	go	to	university	there.	But	he	didn’t	want	to	go	back	to	Toronto.
Having	initiated	the	distance	between	them,	Alice	suddenly	wanted	Jack	to	be

close	 to	her	again.	He	wanted	nothing	 to	do	with	her.	 Jack	was	way	over	“the
lesbian	thing,”	as	Emma	called	it—Emma	was	way	over	it,	too.	They	no	longer
cared	 that	Alice	 and	Mrs.	Oastler	were	 an	 item;	 in	 fact,	 both	Emma	 and	 Jack
were	 pleased,	 even	 proud,	 that	 their	 mothers	 were	 still	 together.	 So	 many
couples	 weren’t	 still	 together,	 both	 the	 couples	 they’d	 known	 among	 their
friends	and	the	parents	of	so	many	of	their	friends.
But	 Jack	 couldn’t	 forget	 that	 he’d	been	 sent	 away	 from	Toronto—and	 from

Canada,	his	country.	For	eight	years,	he’d	been	living	 in	 the	United	States;	his
fellow	students,	for	the	most	part,	were	Americans,	and	the	films	that	made	him
want	to	be	an	actor	in	the	movies	were	European.
Jack	 applied	 to,	 and	 was	 accepted	 at,	 the	 University	 of	 New	 Hampshire.

Emma	was	all	over	him.	“For	Christ’s	 sake,	baby	cakes,	you	shouldn’t	choose



UNH	because	of	how	much	you	like	the	local	movie	theater!”	But	he’d	made	his
decision.	He	 liked	Durham	and	 that	movie	 theater,	which	was	never	 the	same,
Jack	 would	 admit,	 when	 Emma	Oastler	wasn’t	 sitting	 beside	 him	 holding	 his
penis.
That	trip	to	the	North	Sea	with	his	mother	had	formed	Jack	Burns.	St.	Hilda’s

had	established	what	Emma	would	correctly	call	his	older-woman	thing,	and	the
school	 had	 given	 him	 some	 pretty	 basic	 acting	 techniques—also	 a	 belief	 in
himself	that	he	could	be	convincing,	even	as	a	girl.	Redding	had	taught	him	how
to	work	hard.	Mrs.	Adkins	had	drawn	him	 to	her	 sadness.	And	at	Exeter	 he’d
discovered	 that	he	was	not	an	 intellectual,	but	he	had	 learned	how	 to	 read	and
write.	(At	the	time,	Jack	didn’t	know	how	rare	and	useful	this	knowledge	was—
no	 more	 than	 he	 could	 have	 defined	 the	 vulnerability	 Mrs.	 Stackpole	 had
exposed	in	him.)
The	female	 faculty	at	Exeter	struck	Jack	as	sexually	unapproachable,	 in	 that

older-woman	way.	Whether	 Jack	was	 right	 or	wrong	 in	 that	 assumption,	 they
were	 certainly	 not	 as	 approachable	 as	 Mrs.	 Stackpole—her	 crude,	 suggestive
urgency	had	captivated	him.	Redding	was	a	wilderness	where	women	went	and
became	weary,	 or	 at	 least	 weary-looking.	 At	 Exeter,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 there
were	some	attractive	faculty	wives	who	captured	the	boys’	attention—if	only	at
the	 fantasy	 level.	 (Jack	wouldn’t	have	dreamed	of	approaching	a	single	one	of
them;	they	all	looked	too	happy.)
Least	 approachable	 of	 them	 all	 was	Madame	 Delacorte,	 a	 French	 fox	 who

worked	in	the	library	and	whose	husband	taught	in	the	Department	of	Romance
Languages.	Romance	was	not	what	Madame	Delacorte	brought	 to	mind.	There
wasn’t	a	boy	at	Exeter	who	could	look	her	in	the	eye—nor	was	there	a	boy	who
ever	visited	the	library	without	searching	longingly	for	her.
Madame	Delacorte	 looked	as	 if	 she’d	 just	been	 laid	but	wanted	more,	much

more.	 (Yet,	 somehow,	 the	 first	 sweaty	 encounter	 had	 not	 mussed	 her	 hair.)
Madame	Delacorte	was	 as	 commanding	a	presence	 as	 Jeanne	Moreau	 in	Jules
and	Jim;	not	even	her	husband	could	approach	her	without	stuttering,	and	he	was
from	Paris.
Jack	was	cramming	for	his	history	final	in	the	library	one	spring	night;	he	had

a	favorite	carrel	on	the	second	floor	of	the	stacks.	He’d	burned	his	bridges	with
Noah	Rosen	and	Michele	Maher,	and	he	was	feeling	resigned	about	his	next	four
years	in	Durham,	New	Hampshire.
Emma	Oastler	was	moving	 to	 Iowa	City.	She’d	 sent	 some	of	her	writing	 to

Iowa	 and	 had	 been	 admitted	 to	 the	Writers’	Workshop	 there.	 Jack	 had	 never



heard	 of	 the	 place.	 He	 knew	 only	 that	 Iowa	was	 in	 the	Midwest,	 and	 that	 he
would	miss	Emma.
“You	can	come	visit	me,	honey	pie.	I’m	sure	they	have	movie	theaters	there,

despite	all	the	writers.	They	probably	have	the	movie	theaters	to	purposely	drive
the	writers	crazy.”
In	this	context,	Jack	wasn’t	worried	about	his	history	final—he	was	just	a	little

depressed.	 When	 Madame	 Delacorte	 came	 to	 his	 carrel,	 he’d	 been	 plowing
through	a	bunch	of	books	he	was	supposed	 to	have	read	already.	He’d	made	a
pile	 of	 the	 ones	 he	 was	 finished	 with;	 among	 them	 was	 a	 dusty	 tome	 about
Roman	law,	which	Madame	Delacorte	said	someone	had	been	looking	for.	She
wanted	him	to	return	the	book	to	the	stacks	on	the	third	floor.	The	classics	were
kept	there—all	the	Greek	and	Latin.
“Okay,”	Jack	said	to	Madame	Delacorte.	He	could	never	look	at	her	above	her

slender	waist;	her	waist	alone	was	enough	to	undo	him.	He	went	off	to	the	third
floor	with	the	book	about	Roman	law.
“Come	right	back,	Jack,”	Madame	Delacorte	called	after	him.	“I	don’t	want	to

be	responsible	for	distracting	you.”	As	if	she,	or	Jack,	had	any	control	of	that!
It	seemed	that,	as	usual,	there	was	no	one	in	the	stacks	on	the	third	floor.	Jack

quickly	found	where	the	book	belonged,	but—above	the	moldy	bindings,	in	the
next	aisle—a	pair	of	disembodied	eyes	regarded	him.	“Michele	Maher	isn’t	the
girl	 for	 you,”	 the	 voice	 that	 went	 with	 the	 eyes	 said.	 “You’re	 already	 good-
looking.	What	do	you	need	a	good-looking	girl	 for?	You	need	something	else,
something	real.”
Another	 dishwasher?	 Jack	 wondered.	 But	 he	 recognized	 the	 voice	 and	 the

diluted,	washed-out	blue	of	 the	eyes.	 It	was	Molly	whatever-her-name-was,	Ed
McCarthy’s	 ex-girlfriend.	 (Penis	 McCarthy,	 as	 Herman	 Castro	 less-than-
lovingly	called	him.)
“Hi,	Molly,”	Jack	said;	he	came	around	into	her	aisle	and	stood	next	to	her.
“I	 should	be	your	girlfriend,”	Molly	 told	him.	“I	know	you	 love	your	sister,

and	she’s	ugly.	Well,	I’m	ugly,	too.”
“You’re	not	ugly,	Molly.”
“Yes,	 I	 am,”	 she	 said.	 She	was	 demented,	 clearly.	 She	 also	 had	 a	 cold;	 the

rims	 of	 her	 nostrils	 were	 red	 and	 her	 nose	 was	 running.	Molly	 whatever-her-
name-was	 leaned	back	 against	 the	 stacks	 and	 closed	her	 eyes.	 “Take	me,”	 she
whispered.
Jack	 didn’t	 know	 whether	 to	 laugh	 or	 cry.	 He	 did	 neither.	 On	 an	 impulse



largely	meant	to	do	her	minimal	harm,	he	fell	to	his	knees	and	lifted	her	skirt.	He
pushed	his	face	into	her	panties;	with	both	his	hands	on	her	buttocks,	he	pulled
the	waistband	of	her	panties	down.
Jack	Burns	actually	licked	a	tenth-grade	girl,	a	sixteen-year-old,	in	the	stacks

on	the	third	floor	of	the	Exeter	library!	From	Mrs.	Machado	and	Mrs.	Stackpole,
he	 knew	exactly	 how	 to	 do	 it;	 the	 difference	was,	 this	 time	he	 initiated	 it.	He
could	feel	Molly’s	fingers	in	his	hair;	she	was	pulling	his	head	into	her.	He	could
feel	 her	 slumping	 against	 the	 stacks	 as	 she	 came	on	his	 face—not	one’s	usual
library	experience.	And	the	worst	of	it	was	that	he	didn’t	know	her	last	name;	he
couldn’t	even	write	her	a	letter	of	explanation.
Jack	left	her	standing	in	the	stacks,	or	barely	standing.	Unlike	Michele	Maher,

Molly	was	short	enough	that	he	could	kiss	her	on	her	forehead—as	if	she	were	a
little	girl.	When	he	left	her,	with	nothing	to	say	for	himself	except	that	he	had	to
cram	for	a	history	final,	it	seemed	to	him	that	her	knees	were	buckling.
Jack	 found	 a	 drinking	 fountain,	 in	 which	 he	 washed	 his	 face.	 When	 he

returned	to	his	carrel	on	the	second	floor,	he	was	aware	he’d	been	away	for	what
may	 have	 struck	Madame	Delacorte	 as	 a	 long	 time—not	 to	mention	 that	 he’d
suffered	 a	 major	 distraction.	 Maybe	 he	 was	 a	 little	 wild-eyed,	 or	 there	 was
something	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 impromptu	 cunnilingus	 that	 caught	 Madame
Delacorte’s	eye.
“My	word,	Jack	Burns,”	she	said.	“What	on	earth	have	you	been	reading?	Not

Roman	law,	clearly.”
The	 lilt	 in	 her	 voice	 was	 more	 mischievous	 than	 scientific.	 Was	 Madame

Delacorte	 flirting	 with	 him?	 He	 finally	 got	 up	 the	 nerve	 to	 look	 at	 her,	 but
Madame	Delacorte	was	 as	 unreadable	 as	 Jack’s	 future.	He	knew	only	 that	 the
rest	of	his	life	had	begun,	and	that	he	would	begin	it	without	Michele	Maher—
his	first,	maybe	his	last,	true	love.
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Enter	Claudia;	Exit	Mrs.	McQuat
Jack	Burns	saw	his	college	years	 through	a	telescope,	 the	way	you	do	when

the	 object	 of	 your	 desire	 is	 not	 of	 the	moment—the	way	 you	 do	when	 you’re
biding	 your	 time.	The	University	 of	New	Hampshire	was	 like	 a	 layover	 in	 an
airport—a	 stop	 on	 Jack’s	 journey	 elsewhere.	He	 got	 good	 grades,	 the	 kind	 he
never	could	have	gotten	at	Exeter—he	even	graduated	cum	 laude—but	he	was
detached	the	whole	time.
In	the	student	theater,	Jack	got	every	part	he	auditioned	for,	but	there	weren’t

many	he	wanted.	And	he	saw	all	the	foreign	films	that	came	to	Durham	in	those
years,	sometimes	but	not	usually	by	himself;	if	he	took	a	girl	with	him,	she	had
to	be	someone	who	would	hold	his	penis.	There	were	only	a	couple	of	girls	like
that.
It	 was	 most	 often	 Claudia,	 who	 was	 a	 theater	 major.	 There	 was	 also	 a

Japanese	girl	named	Midori;	 she	was	 in	one	of	Jack’s	 life-drawing	classes.	He
was	 the	 only	 male	 model	 for	 all	 of	 the	 life-drawing	 classes.	 As	Mr.	 Ramsey
would	 have	 said,	 it	 was	 an	 acting	 opportunity—and	 Jack	 got	 paid	 for	 it.
Modeling	for	life	drawing	was	not	an	occasion	when	he	thought	so	fixedly	of	his
audience	of	one,	as	Miss	Wurtz	had	instructed	him;	rather	it	was	an	exercise	in
imagining	the	close-ups	he	was	preparing	for.	He	hoped	there	would	be	many.
Modeling	for	life	drawing	was	an	exercise	in	mind-over-matter,	too,	because

Jack	 willed	 himself	 not	 to	 get	 an	 erection;	 what	 was	 more	 tricky,	 but	 he	 got
pretty	good	at	it,	was	allowing	a	hard-on	to	start	and	then	stopping	it.	(It	might
have	been	that	exercise	that	made	a	moviegoer	out	of	Midori.)
“Set	us	free,	O	God,	from	the	bondage	of	our	sins,”	Lottie	used	to	pray.	But

Jack	had	stopped	hearing	from	Lottie,	even	by	postcard.	He	never	learned	what
happened	to	her	on	Prince	Edward	Island—maybe	nothing.
Emma	had	taught	Jack	how	to	drive—illegally,	in	keeping	with	her	nature,	but

at	least	Jack	got	his	driver’s	license	at	the	earliest	opportunity.	He	didn’t	own	a
car;	 hence	 he	 developed	 a	 possessive	 fondness	 for	 Claudia’s	 Volvo.	 He	 liked
Claudia,	but	he	loved	her	car.
Claudia	was	an	aspiring	actress—she	and	Jack	were	 in	several	student	plays

together—and	 her	 willingness	 as	 a	 penis-holder	 was	 for	 the	 most	 part
unshakable.	Yes,	 he	 had	 sex	with	 her,	 too,	which	made	 the	 penis-holding	 less
strange	(albeit	arguably	less	exciting)	than	with	Emma.	Claudia	also	drove	Jack



where	 he	wanted	 to	 go,	 and	 once	 he	 had	 his	 license,	 she	was	 generous	 about
lending	him	her	Volvo.
Jack	drove	to	Exeter	a	few	times	a	week,	just	to	work	out	with	the	wrestling

team	and	run	on	the	sloped,	wooden	track	in	the	indoor	cage.	He	had	no	interest
in	wrestling	in	college;	it	had	never	been	the	competition	that	mattered	to	him.
He’d	wanted	to	stay	in	halfway	decent	shape	and	to	be	able	to	protect	himself,
and	he	owed	the	sport	a	debt	he	didn’t	mind	repaying.	He	made	himself	an	extra
coach	in	the	Exeter	wrestling	room,	mostly	demonstrating	moves	and	holds	for
the	wrestlers	who	were	beginners—much	as	Chenko,	Pavel,	and	Boris	had	done
for	him	as	a	child,	and	Coach	Clum	and	Coach	Hudson	later	on.
Unlike	Coach	Clum,	Coach	Hudson	 hadn’t	 looked	 down	 on	 Jack’s	 habit	 of

having	 his	 cauliflower	 ears	 drained	 in	 the	 training	 room.	Unlike	Coach	Clum,
Coach	Hudson	was	a	good-looking	guy;	he	understood	why	Jack	might	not	want
to	 look	 like	 a	wrestler	 for	 the	 rest	of	his	 life,	 especially	 if	 he	wanted	 to	be	 an
actor.
“Given	what	I	hope	will	be	my	career,	wouldn’t	you	say	it	is	practical	of	me

to	have	my	cauliflower	ears	drained?”	Jack	asked	him.
“Very	practical,”	Coach	Hudson	replied.
There	was	 another	wrestling	 coach	 at	 Exeter	 in	 those	 years.	 Coach	 Shapiro

taught	Russian	at	the	academy;	later	he	would	be	made	dean	of	students.
Once,	 when	 Jack	 brought	 Claudia	 with	 him	 to	 the	 wrestling	 room,	 she	 sat

sullenly	 on	 the	mat	with	 her	 back	 against	 the	 padded	wall—just	watching	 the
wrestlers	with	hostile,	womanly	suspicion,	as	if	she	might	any	second	pull	out	a
gun	 and	 shoot	 one	 of	 them.	 There	 was	 something	 vaguely	 dangerous	 about
Claudia—a	 secret	 she	 kept	 to	 herself,	 perhaps,	 or	 her	 plans	 for	 a	 future	 she
wouldn’t	disclose.	Or	was	she,	like	Jack,	always	acting?
Coach	 Shapiro	 remarked	 that	 Jack’s	 friend	was	 both	 “arrestingly	 beautiful”

and	 “Slavic-looking.”	 Jack	 knew	 that	 Claudia	 was	 attractive,	 although	 every
woman’s	 claim	 to	 beauty	 was	 diminished,	 in	 his	 mind’s	 eye,	 by	 the
incomparable	Michele	Maher.	But	he	hadn’t	 thought	of	Claudia	as	particularly
Slavic-looking.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Coach	 Shapiro	 was	 a	 Russian	 scholar;	 he
obviously	knew	what	he	was	 talking	about.	He	knew	his	wrestling,	 too.	Coach
Shapiro	and	Jack	had	a	few	of	Chenko’s	old	tricks	in	common.
This	 amounted	 to	 Jack’s	 male	 company	 in	 his	 years	 in	 Durham—those

wrestling	 coaches	 at	 his	 old	 school,	 and	 the	younger	 of	 those	Exeter	wrestlers
who	were	just	learning	how.
Jack	was	in	his	second	year	at	UNH	before	he	was	forced	to	choose	between



his	 Slavic-looking	 beauty,	 Claudia,	 and	 his	 conquest	 from	 life	 drawing—his
personal	 jewel	of	 the	Orient,	Midori,	with	whom	he	had	 first	 seen	Kurosawa’s
Yojimbo.	(An	exciting	film	to	see	with	a	Japanese	girl	holding	your	penis	in	her
hand!)	Jack	must	have	been	in	the	United	States	long	enough	to	have	succumbed
to	American	materialism,	because	he	chose	Claudia—not	only	because	she	had	a
car;	she	also	had	her	own	apartment.	It	was	off-campus,	in	Newmarket—more	or
less	between	Durham	and	Exeter.	And	because	Claudia	was	an	actress,	she	and
Jack	were	interested	in	the	same	kind	of	summer	jobs.	Summer	stock,	everyone
called	it.	(Claudia	used	to	say	that	the	phrase	reminded	her	of	cows.)
New	England	had	uncounted	summer-stock	theaters,	some	better	than	others,

and	while	 graduate	 students	were	more	 often	 hired	 for	 the	 paying	 jobs—these
were	 people	 in	 MFA	 theater	 programs,	 for	 the	 most	 part—some	 gifted
undergraduates	 could	 find	 internships,	 and	 some,	 including	 Claudia	 and	 Jack,
were	even	paid.
Claudia	liked	the	theater	better	than	Jack	did.	She	knew	Jack	wanted	to	be	a

movie	actor,	but	films	failed	to	impress	her.	She	once	told	Jack	that	she	would
have	walked	out	of	most	of	 the	movies	she	saw	with	him,	except	 that	she	was
holding	his	penis	in	her	hand.
Claudia	 was	 heavy-breasted	 and	 self-conscious	 about	 her	 hips,	 but	 her

creamy-smooth	 skin,	 and	 her	 prominent	 jaw	 and	 cheekbones,	 gave	 her	 a	 face
made	for	close-ups.	She	should	have	 liked	movies	better	 than	she	did,	because
the	camera	would	have	 loved	her—not	 least	her	 eyes,	which	were	a	yellowish
brown,	like	polished	wood.	But	Claudia	believed	she	would	be	“hopelessly	fat”
before	she	was	thirty.	“Then	only	the	 theater	will	have	me,	and	only	because	I
can	act.”
In	March	of	their	sophomore	year,	Claudia	and	Jack	drove	halfway	across	the

country	 in	 her	 Volvo	 to	 spend	 their	 spring	 vacation	 with	 Emma.	 Jack	 had
decided	to	take	Claudia	to	Toronto	the	following	fall,	and	Emma	thought	she	and
Jack	 should	 prepare	 “poor	 Claudia”	 for	 the	 eventual	 meeting	 with	 Alice	 and
Mrs.	Oastler.	 Jack	wasn’t	 taking	Claudia	 to	Toronto	 solely	 for	 the	 purpose	 of
meeting	his	mother,	although	such	a	meeting	was	to	be	expected.	His	mom	knew
they	lived	together;	naturally,	both	Alice	and	Leslie	Oastler	were	eager	to	meet
Claudia.
Jack’s	principal	 reason	 for	going	 to	Toronto	was	 to	 take	Claudia	 to	 the	 film

festival	and	attempt	to	pass	her	off	as	a	Russian	actress	who	didn’t	speak	a	word
of	English;	he	was	looking	at	the	trip	as	what	Mr.	Ramsey	would	have	called	an
“acting	 opportunity”	 for	 both	 of	 them.	 Also	 Claudia	 and	 Jack	 were	 a	 little



desperate	 for	 some	 city	 time,	 which	 is	 what	 living	 in	 New	Hampshire	 did	 to
people.
To	 Jack’s	 surprise,	 Emma	 liked	 Claudia,	 maybe	 because	 Claudia	 also

struggled	with	 her	weight.	 Though	Claudia	was	 beautiful,	 her	 self-deprecating
view	of	herself	won	Emma	over	completely.	(Quite	possibly,	Emma	also	knew
that	Claudia	and	Jack	wouldn’t	last.)
Jack	 was	 less	 certain	 than	 Emma	 that	 Claudia’s	 view	 of	 herself	 was	 self-

deprecating.	Her	criticism	of	her	body	may	also	have	been	an	acting	opportunity,
because	 Claudia	 had	 no	 lack	 of	 confidence	 in	 her	 attractiveness	 to	 men—nor
could	 she	 have	 failed	 to	 notice	 Jack’s	 appreciation	 of	 her	 full	 figure.	 And
Claudia	had	overheard	Jack	saying	to	Emma,	on	the	phone,	that	the	road	trip	to
Iowa	in	the	spring	was	first	and	foremost	a	“motel	opportunity.”
“Just	what	did	you	mean	by	that?”	Claudia	had	asked	him,	when	he	hung	up

the	phone.
“You’re	the	kind	of	girl	who	makes	me	think	about	finding	a	motel,”	he’d	told

her;	he	wasn’t	acting.
But	Claudia	may	 have	 been	 acting	when	 she	 replied—that	was	what	was	 a

little	dangerous	or	unknowable	about	her.	“With	you,	I	wouldn’t	need	a	motel,
Jack.	With	you,	I	could	do	it	standing	up.”
They	 had	 tried	 it	 that	 way—both	 of	 them	 conscious,	 at	 first,	 of	 how	 they

might	have	looked	to	an	audience,	but	in	the	end	they	gave	themselves	over	to
the	moment.	At	least	Jack	did;	with	Claudia,	he	could	never	be	sure.
There	were	indeed	motel	opportunities	on	their	trip	to	the	Midwest	and	back,

and	Jack	was	also	pleased	that,	unlike	New	England,	Iowa	had	a	real	spring;	the
surrounding	farmlands	were	lush.	Emma	and	three	other	graduate	students	in	the
Writers’	Workshop	were	 renting	a	 farmhouse	a	 few	miles	 from	Iowa	City;	 the
other	 students	had	gone	home	for	 the	holiday,	 so	Emma	and	Claudia	and	Jack
had	 the	 farm	 to	 themselves.	They	drove	 into	 town	 to	eat	 almost	every	night—
Emma	was	no	cook.
Emma	wanted	Claudia	to	understand	“the	lesbian	thing”	between	Jack’s	mom

and	hers,	which	Emma	said	was	actually	not	a	lesbian	thing.
“It’s	not?”	Jack	asked,	surprised.
“They’re	not	normal	lesbians,	baby	cakes—they’re	nothing	at	all	like	lesbians,

except	that	they	sleep	together	and	live	together.”
“They	sound	a	little	like	lesbians,”	Claudia	ventured.
“You	gotta	understand	their	relationship	in	context,”	Emma	explained.	“Jack’s



mom	 feels	 that	 her	 life	with	men	 began	 and	 ended	with	 Jack’s	 dad.	My	mom
simply	 hates	 my	 dad—and	 other	 men,	 by	 association.	 Before	 my	 mom	 and
Jack’s	mom	met	each	other,	they	had	any	number	of	bad	boyfriends—the	kind	of
boyfriends	who	are	in	the	self-fulfilling-prophecy	category,	if	you	know	what	I
mean.”
“Yes,	 I	 know,”	 Claudia	 said.	 “You	 think	men	 are	 assholes,	 so	 you	 pick	 an

asshole	for	a	boyfriend.	I	know	the	type.”
“That	way,”	Emma	went	on,	“when	your	boyfriend	dumps	you,	or	you	dump

him,	you	don’t	have	to	change	your	mind	about	what	assholes	men	are.”
“Yes,	exactly,”	Claudia	agreed.
Jack	 didn’t	 say	 anything.	 It	was	 news	 to	 him	 that	 his	mother	 had	 “had	 any

number	of	bad	boyfriends”	before	she	met	Mrs.	Oastler,	and	 it	 struck	him	that
Emma	and	Claudia	might	have	been	describing	Emma’s	love	life—what	little	he
knew	of	it.	There’d	been	a	lot	of	boyfriends,	most	of	them	one-night	stands—all
of	 them	 bad,	 in	 Emma’s	 estimation,	 yet	 she’d	 never	 experienced	 the	 slightest
difficulty	in	getting	over	any	of	them.	(Most	of	them	young,	in	Jack’s	opinion—
at	least	the	ones	he’d	met.)
In	an	effort	to	change	the	subject,	albeit	slightly,	Jack	asked	Emma	a	question

about	his	mother	 that	had	been	on	his	mind	 for	years.	 It	was	 easier	 to	 ask	 the
question	with	a	 third	party	present;	out	of	 respect	 for	Claudia,	 Jack	hoped	 that
Emma	might	hold	back	a	little	something	in	her	answer.
“I	don’t	know	about	your	mom,	Emma,”	he	began,	“but	I	would	be	surprised

if	 my	 mother	 wasn’t	 still	 interested	 in	 men—in	 young	 men,	 anyway.	 If	 only
occasionally.”
“I	wouldn’t	 absolutely	 trust	my	mom	around	 young	men,	 either,	 honey	 pie,

but	I	know	your	mom	is	still	interested	in	men—in	young	men	especially.”
Jack	 wasn’t	 surprised,	 but	 this	 was	 the	 first	 confirmation	 he’d	 had.	 And,

recalling	one	of	Emma’s	sleepy-time	tales,	Jack	wondered	if	 the	bad	boyfriend
in	the	squeezed-child	saga	might	have	been	an	ex-boyfriend	of	Mrs.	Oastler’s—
someone	who’d	turned	Emma	off	older	men,	or	even	men	her	own	age.
As	for	Alice,	she	had	left	the	Chinaman	and	moved	into	her	own	tattoo	shop

on	 Queen	 Street.	 When	 Alice	 opened	 her	 shop,	 which	 was	 called	 Daughter
Alice,	 she	got	 in	on	 the	ground	 floor	of	 a	 trend.	 (No	doubt	Leslie	Oastler	had
helped	her	buy	the	building,	Jack	thought.)
In	later	years,	Queen	Street	would	be	too	trendy	to	stand,	with	stores	with	cute

names	and	an	overabundance	of	bistros.	Daughter	Alice	was	located	west	of	that,



where	Queen	Street	began	to	get	a	little	seedy—and,	in	Emma’s	opinion,	“a	lot
Chinese.”
From	 the	moment	 Alice	moved	 in,	 her	 clientele	 was	 “way	 young”—to	 use

Emma’s	description.	But	Jack	never	knew	if	the	young	people	came	because	of
his	mom	or	 because	Queen	Street	was	 full	 of	 young	 people	most	 of	 the	 time.
Emma	said	it	was	chiefly	young	men	who	went	to	Daughter	Alice.	Occasionally
they	went	with	 their	 girlfriends,	who	 got	 tattooed,	 too,	 but	 Jack	 already	 knew
that	young	men	liked	his	mother,	and	that	she	was	attracted	to	them.
Emma	 also	 said	 that	 Leslie	 Oastler	 was	 “not	 a	 Queen	 Street	 person.”	Mrs.

Oastler	didn’t	much	care	for	the	atmosphere	or	the	clientele	in	Daughter	Alice.
But	after	all	her	years	as	someone’s	apprentice,	Alice	loved	working	for	herself.
The	tattoo	parlor	was	always	full;	people	were	happy	to	wait	 their	 turn,	or	 just
watch	Alice	work.	She	 had	her	 flash	 on	 the	walls,	 nobody	 else’s;	 she	 had	 her
notebooks	 full	 of	 her	 stencils,	 which	 her	 customers	 could	 look	 through	while
they	waited.	She	made	 tea	and	coffee,	and	always	had	music	playing.	She	had
tropical	 fish	 in	 brightly	 lit	 aquariums;	 she’d	 even	 arranged	 some	 of	 her	 flash
underwater,	with	 the	fish,	so	 that	 the	fish	appeared	 to	be	swimming	in	a	 tattoo
world.
“That	shop	is	a	happening,”	Emma	told	Claudia.
Jack	knew	that,	but	the	emphasis	on	the	young	men	had	escaped	him—or	he

just	hadn’t	wanted	to	think	about	it.	The	thought	of	his	mother	with	boys	his	age,
or	younger,	was	disturbing.	Jack	was	much	happier	imagining	his	mom	in	Leslie
Oastler’s	arms,	where	she’d	looked	safe	to	him—if	not	exactly	happy.
“And	what	 do	 you	 suppose	 your	mom	 thinks	 of	my	mom’s	 young	men,	 if

there	are	any?”	Jack	asked	Emma.
“For	 the	 most	 part—”	 Emma	 said;	 she	 stopped	 herself	 and	 then	 resumed,

speaking	more	 to	Claudia	 than	 to	Jack.	“For	 the	most	part,	 I	 think	my	mom	is
glad	Jack’s	mom	isn’t	a	man.”
It	was	 always	 hard	 for	 Jack	 to	 dispute	 Emma’s	 authority,	 especially	 on	 the

subject	 of	 his	 mother	 and	 Mrs.	 Oastler.	 Since	 ’75,	 when	 he’d	 gone	 off	 to
Redding,	Emma	had	 spent	more	 time	with	 their	moms	 than	 Jack	had.	Toronto
wasn’t	his	city,	not	anymore.
All	he’d	really	known	of	Toronto	was	Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	old	house	on	Spadina

and	Lowther,	and	the	St.	Hilda’s	area	of	Forest	Hill.	Well,	okay—there	was	the
Bathurst	Street	gym,	and	what	little	he	could	see	of	the	ravine	near	Sir	Winston
Churchill	Park	from	Mrs.	Machado’s	apartment	on	St.	Clair.	But	Jack	had	never
known	 downtown	 Toronto	 very	 well,	 especially	 not	 that	 area	 of	 Jarvis	 and



Dundas,	where	the	Chinaman’s	tattoo	parlor	was—and	he	was	a	virtual	stranger
to	Queen	Street	West	and	his	mom’s	happening,	as	Emma	called	it,	at	Daughter
Alice.
Between	Emma	and	 Jack,	Emma	was	 the	 true	Torontonian—even	when	 she

was	in	Iowa	City,	and	later,	when	she	was	living	in	Los	Angeles.
Alice	had	finally	tattooed	Emma.	Jack	couldn’t	imagine	the	negotiations	this

had	 entailed,	 not	 only	 with	 his	 mother	 but	 with	 Mrs.	 Oastler.	 The	 butterfly
Emma	 had	 once	 wanted	 was	 replaced	 by	 her	 latest	 heart’s	 desire,	 a	 smaller
version	of	Alice’s	famous	Rose	of	Jericho.
“Don’t	give	me	any	shit	about	it,”	Emma	told	Jack	she	had	said	to	her	mom.

“If	 you’d	 let	 me	 get	 a	 stupid	 butterfly	 on	my	 ankle	 when	 I	 wanted	 one,	 you
wouldn’t	be	faced	with	a	vagina	today.”
The	problem	was	that	Emma	didn’t	want	to	conceal	the	vagina.	This	was	no

flower	 hidden	 in	 a	 rose—this	 was	 just	 the	 petals	 of	 that	 most	 recognizable
flower.	Granted	it	was	small,	but	it	was	clearly	a	vagina.	(Oh,	Jack	thought—to
have	been	a	fly	on	the	wall	for	these	mother-daughter	discussions!)
Alice	had	smoothed	the	way	for	the	tattoo	to	happen.	“It’s	a	question	of	where

it	is,	Emma,”	Alice	said.	“I	refuse	to	tattoo	a	vagina	on	your	ankle.”
Naturally,	Emma	was	 “way	beyond”	 (as	 she	 put	 it)	wanting	 a	 tattoo	 on	 her

ankle—and	Alice	would	no	longer	put	a	tattoo	on	a	woman’s	coccyx.	She’d	read
in	 a	 tattoo	magazine	 that	 an	 anesthesiologist	wouldn’t	 give	 you	 an	 epidural	 if
you	were	tattooed	there.	(Possibly	this	had	something	to	do	with	the	ink	getting
into	the	spinal	column,	although	the	danger	of	that	happening	sounded	unlikely.)
“What	if	you	have	a	child	and	you	need	an	epidural?”	Alice	asked	Emma.
“I’m	not	ever	going	to	have	children,	Alice,”	Emma	told	her.
“You	don’t	know	that,”	Alice	replied.
“Yeah,	I	know	that,	Alice.”
“I’m	not	giving	you	a	vagina	on	your	coccyx,	Emma.”
Even	Emma	had	to	admit	that	her	coccyx	would	have	been	a	confusing	place

for	a	vagina.	Alice	finally	agreed	to	put	the	tattoo	on	Emma’s	hip,	just	below	the
panty	 line;	 that	 way,	 Emma	 could	 see	 it	 without	 looking	 in	 a	mirror	 and	 she
could	see	it	in	a	mirror	as	well.	“Which	hip?”	Alice	asked	her.
Emma	considered	this,	but	not	for	long.	“My	right	one,”	she	replied.
According	to	Emma,	the	tattoo	was	already	a	vagina-in-progress	when	Alice

asked	her:	“Why	the	right	hip?”



“I	 generally	 sleep	on	my	 left	 side,”	Emma	 told	her.	 “If	 I’m	 sleeping	with	 a
guy,	I	want	to	be	sure	he	can	see	the	vagina—the	tattoo,	I	mean.”
Emma	said	she	appreciated	Alice’s	thoughtful	reply,	although	she	had	to	wait

for	it.	Jack	could	imagine	this	exactly:	his	mother	never	taking	her	foot	off	 the
foot-switch,	the	needles	in	the	tattoo	machine	going	nonstop,	the	flow	of	ink	and
pain	as	steady	as	hard	rain.	At	first,	Emma	was	vague	about	the	music	that	was
playing	at	the	time.	“It	might	have	been	‘Mr.	Tambourine	Man,’	”	she	said.
	
Though	I	know	that	evenin’s	empire	has	returned	into	sand,
Vanished	from	my	hand,
Left	me	blindly	here	to	stand	but	still	not	sleeping.
My	weariness	amazes	me,	I’m	branded	on	my	feet,
I	have	no	one	to	meet
And	the	ancient	empty	street’s	too	dead	for	dreaming.

	
“There	 were	 the	 usual	 creepy	 guys	 hanging	 around	 the	 tattoo	 parlor,”	 as

Emma	remembered	her	experience.	Jack	felt	certain	these	guys	would	have	had
more	than	a	passing	interest	in	the	expanse	of	Emma’s	hip	that	was	exposed,	not
to	mention	her	tattooin-progress.
“Come	to	think	of	it,	it	was	Dylan,	but	it	was	‘Just	Like	a	Woman,’	”	Emma

suddenly	recalled.	Jack	could	imagine	this,	too.
	
Ah,	you	fake	just	like	a	woman,	yes,	you	do
You	make	love	just	like	a	woman,	yes,	you	do
Then	you	ache	just	like	a	woman
But	you	break	just	like	a	little	girl.

	
“Let	me	be	sure	I	understand	you,	Emma,”	Alice	said,	after	a	lengthy	pause.

“If	you’re	sleeping	with	a	guy,	you	want	him	to	be	able	to	see	this	tattoo—even
when	you’re	asleep?”
“He	may	forget	me,	but	he’ll	remember	my	tattoo,”	Emma	said.
“Lucky	fella,”	Alice	said.	It	seemed	to	Emma	that	Alice	was	keeping	time	to

Bob	Dylan	with	the	foot-switch	as	she	tattooed	on.
“My	 mom’s	 a	 bitch,	 but	 you’re	 gonna	 love	 Alice,”	 Emma	 told	 Claudia.

“Everyone	loves	Alice.”



“I	used	to,”	Jack	said.
He	walked	outside	 to	have	a	 look	at	 the	Iowa	farmland.	It	was	stretched	out

flat,	as	far	as	he	could	see—nothing	like	the	tree-dense	hills	of	Maine	and	New
Hampshire.	Emma	followed	him	outside.
“Okay,	so	I	lied—not	quite	everyone	loves	your	mother,”	Emma	said.
“I	used	to,”	Jack	said	again.
“Let’s	go	see	a	movie,	baby	cakes.	Let’s	take	Claudia	to	the	picture	show.”
“Sure,”	Jack	said.
If	 he’d	 had	 half	 a	 brain,	 he	might	 have	 anticipated	 the	 problem	 inherent	 in

watching	 a	 movie	 with	 Emma	 and	 Claudia.	 It	 was	 most	 unlike	 him	 not	 to
remember	 the	movie;	 he	 even	 remembered	bad	movies.	But	 from	 the	moment
Jack	 sat	 down	 in	 the	 theater,	with	Claudia	 seated	 to	 his	 left	 and	Emma	 to	 his
right,	 the	 problem—namely,	 which	 of	 them	 would	 hold	 his	 penis—presented
itself.	Any	thoughts	he	might	have	had	about	the	film	vanished.
Emma,	 who	 was	 left-handed,	 put	 her	 hand	 in	 Jack’s	 lap	 first;	 she	 had	 no

sooner	unzipped	his	fly	than	Claudia,	who	was	right-handed,	made	contact	with
his	penis,	which	Emma	already	held	in	her	hand.	No	heads	turned;	the	three	of
them	stared	unblinkingly	at	the	screen.	Claudia	politely	withdrew	her	hand,	but
no	farther	 than	 the	 inside	of	Jack’s	 left	 thigh.	Emma,	 in	a	conciliatory	gesture,
prodded	 his	 penis	 in	 Claudia’s	 direction	 until	 the	 tip	 touched	 the	 back	 of
Claudia’s	hand.	Claudia	put	her	hand	back	in	his	lap,	holding	both	his	penis	and
Emma’s	hand.	Watching	the	film	in	this	fashion	gave	Jack	a	two-hour	erection.
After	the	movie,	they	went	out	and	drank	some	beer.	Jack	didn’t	really	like	to

drink.	Emma	bought	the	beer,	but	either	Claudia	or	Jack	could	have.	No	one	ever
carded	 Claudia;	 although	 she	 was	 only	 nineteen,	 she	 looked	 like	 an	 older
woman,	not	a	college	student.	And	ever	since	Jack	had	seen	Yojimbo,	no	one	had
carded	him.	He	was	nineteen,	almost	twenty,	but	he’d	adopted	Toshiro	Mifune’s
disapproving	scowl,	and	he	used	a	fair	amount	of	gel	in	his	hair.	Emma	approved
of	the	look,	the	scowl	especially,	but	Claudia	occasionally	complained	about	his
shaving	only	every	third	day.
It	was	Toshiro	Mifune’s	indignation	that	Jack	chose	to	imitate—particularly	in

the	beginning	of	Yojimbo,	when	the	samurai	comes	to	town	and	sees	the	dog	trot
by	with	a	human	hand	in	its	mouth.	Jack	loved	that	outraged	look	Mifune	gives
the	dog.
Emma	had	too	much	to	drink,	and	Jack	drove	her	car	back	to	the	farmhouse,

with	Emma	and	Claudia	holding	hands	and	making	out	in	the	backseat.	“If	you



were	back	here,	honey	pie,	we’d	make	out	with	you,	too,”	Emma	said.
Jack	was	used	to	Emma’s	lawlessness,	her	willingness	to	bend	the	rules,	but

Claudia’s	seeming	complicity	unnerved	him.	Though	Emma	was	complicated—
and	 she	 could	be	difficult—it	was	Claudia	 Jack	 couldn’t	 figure	out.	Like	him,
she	seemed	to	be	biding	her	 time;	she	held	herself	back,	she	seemed	detached,
she	was	always	a	little	hard	to	read.	Or	was	Claudia	merely	holding	a	mirror	up
to	Jack,	stymieing	him	in	the	same	ways	he	stymied	her?
Back	at	the	farmhouse,	after	Emma	had	passed	out,	Claudia	helped	Jack	carry

Emma	to	her	bedroom,	where	they	undressed	her	and	put	her	to	bed.	Emma	was
already	snoring,	but	 this	 failed	 to	distract	Claudia	and	Jack;	 they	couldn’t	help
noticing	the	perfect	vagina	tattooed	on	Emma’s	right	hip.
“Exactly	what	is	your	relationship	with	Emma?”	Claudia	asked.
“I	don’t	really	know,”	Jack	replied	honestly.
“Boy,	I’ll	say	you	don’t!”	Claudia	said,	laughing.
When	 they	 were	 in	 bed,	 Claudia	 asked	 him:	 “When	 did	 the	 penis-holding

start?	I	mean	with	Emma.	I	know	when	it	started	with	me.”
Jack	pretended	not	to	remember	exactly.	“When	I	was	eight	or	nine,”	he	said.

“Emma	would	 have	 been	 fifteen	 or	 sixteen.	Or	maybe	 it	was	 a	 little	 earlier.	 I
might	have	been	seven.	Emma	was	maybe	fourteen.”
Claudia	went	on	holding	his	penis,	not	saying	anything.	When	he	was	almost

asleep,	she	asked	him:	“Do	you	have	any	idea	how	weird	that	is,	Jack?”
Michele	Maher	 had	made	 him	 sensitive	 to	 his	 alleged	weirdness—as	 in	 too

weird.	Jack	harbored	no	 illusion	 that	Claudia	had	mistaken	him	for	 the	 love	of
her	life;	surely	Claudia	was	too	smart	to	imagine	for	a	moment	that	Jack	thought
she	was	the	love	of	his	life.	But	it	hurt	him	that	Claudia	thought	he	was	weird.
“Too	weird?”	Jack	asked	her.
“That	depends,	Jack.”
He	didn’t	like	this	game.	Depends	on	what?	he	knew	she	wanted	him	to	ask

her.	But	he	wouldn’t	ask—he	already	knew	the	answer.	He	held	her	breasts,	he
nuzzled	her	neck,	but	just	as	his	penis	was	coming	to	life	in	her	hand,	Claudia	let
it	go.	“Why	doesn’t	Emma	want	to	have	children?”	she	asked.
Well,	 Jack	Burns	was	 an	 actor—he	 knew	 a	 loaded	 question	when	 he	 heard

one.	 “Maybe	 she	 doesn’t	 think	 she’ll	 be	 a	 good	 mother,”	 Jack	 ventured,	 still
holding	Claudia’s	 breasts.	The	 question	was	 really	 about	him,	 of	 course.	Why
didn’t	he	want	children?	Because,	if	he	turned	out	to	be	like	his	father,	he	would
leave,	he	had	told	Claudia	once.	He	didn’t	want	to	be	the	kind	of	father	who	left.



But	this	answer	hadn’t	satisfied	Claudia.	Jack	was	well	aware	she	wanted	to
have	 children.	 As	 an	 actress,	 Claudia	 hated	 her	 body;	 that	 she	 had	 “a	 body
designed	 to	 have	 children”	 was	 the	 only	 positive	 thing	 she	 ever	 said	 about
herself.	She	said	this	as	if	she	meant	it,	too.	To	Jack,	it	didn’t	sound	like	an	act.
Clearly,	 in	 her	mind,	 the	 kind	 of	 father	 Jack	would	 turn	 out	 to	 be	was	 Jack’s
problem.
“It	depends	on	whether	or	not	you	want	children,	Jack,”	Claudia	said.
Jack	let	go	of	her	breasts	and	rolled	over,	turning	his	back	to	her	in	the	bed.

Claudia	 rolled	 toward	him,	wrapping	her	 arm	around	his	waist	 and	once	more
holding	his	penis.
“We	don’t	graduate	from	college	for	another	two	years,”	Jack	pointed	out	to

her.
“I	don’t	mean	I	want	children	now,	Jack.”
He’d	already	 told	Claudia	 that	he	never	wanted	children.	 “Not	 till	 the	day	 I

discover	 that	my	dad	has	been	a	 loving	father	 to	a	child,	or	children,	he	didn’t
leave.”	That	was	how	Jack	had	put	it	to	her.
Was	it	any	wonder	Claudia	held	herself	back	from	him?
Yet	 they	 had	 fun	 together—in	 summer	 stock,	 especially.	 The	 previous

summer,	 they’d	 done	Romeo	 and	 Juliet	 in	 a	 playhouse	 in	 the	Berkshires.	 The
older,	veteran	actors	got	all	the	main	parts.	Claudia	was	Juliet’s	understudy.	The
dull,	flat-chested	robot	they	cast	as	Juliet	never	missed	a	night’s	performance—
not	even	a	matinee.	Jack	had	wanted	to	be	Romeo—or,	failing	that,	Mercutio—
but	 because	 he’d	 been	 a	 wrestler	 and	 looked	 confrontational,	 they	 made	 him
Tybalt,	that	cocky	asshole.
Claudia	was	always	taking	their	picture;	maybe	she	thought	that	if	there	were

sufficient	photographic	evidence	of	them	as	a	couple,	they	might	stay	together.
She	had	a	camera	with	a	delayed-shutter	mechanism;	she	would	set	the	timer	and
then	run	to	get	in	the	photo.	(The	obsessive	picture-taking	sometimes	made	Jack
wonder	if	Claudia	just	might	have	mistaken	him	for	the	love	of	her	life.)
After	 their	 visit	 to	 Emma,	 Claudia	 and	 Jack	 did	 a	 García	 Lorca	 play—The

House	 of	 Bernarda	 Alba—at	 a	 summer	 playhouse	 in	 Connecticut.	 The	 setting
was	Spain,	1936.	Claudia	and	Jack	both	played	women.	Jack	had	eaten	some	bad
clams	 and	 was	 food-poisoned	 for	 one	 evening	 performance.	 There	 was	 no
intermission.	The	director,	who	was	also	a	woman,	told	him	to	“suck	it	up	and
wear	a	longer	skirt.”	His	understudy	had	a	yeast	infection,	and	the	director	was
more	 sympathetic	 to	 her	 ailment	 than	 she	 was	 to	 Jack’s.	 (There	 were	 nine
women	in	the	cast,	plus	Jack.)



He	 had	 terrible	 stomach	 cramps	 and	 diarrhea.	 In	 the	 grip	 of	 an	 alarmingly
explosive	episode,	he	flinched	so	violently	that	one	of	his	falsies	slipped	out	of
his	bra;	he	managed	to	trap	it	against	his	ribs	with	his	elbow.	Claudia	later	told
him	 that	 he	 looked	 as	 if	 he	 were	 mocking	 the	 moment	 of	 the	 playwright’s
assassination	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War;	Jack	was	thankful	García	Lorca	was	not
alive	to	suffer	through	his	performance.
“What	a	learning	experience!”	Mr.	Ramsey	responded,	when	Jack	wrote	him

about	the	long	night	of	the	bad	clams.
Miss	Wurtz	would	have	been	proud	of	him;	never	had	he	concentrated	with

such	pinpoint	accuracy	on	his	audience	of	one.	He	could	almost	see	his	father	in
the	 audience.	 (It	 was	 the	 perfect	 play	 for	 William,	 Jack	 was	 thinking—all
women!)
Claudia	and	Jack	were	both	understudies	 that	 summer	 in	Cabaret,	 their	 first

musical.	He	was	the	understudy	to	the	Emcee,	a	Brit	who	told	Jack	pointedly	on
opening	 night	 not	 to	 get	 his	 hopes	 up;	 he’d	 never	 been	 sick	 a	 day	 in	 his	 life.
Jack’s	 heart	 wasn’t	 in	 the	 Emcee	 role,	 anyway.	 He	would	 have	 been	 a	 better
Sally	Bowles	than	the	woman	who	was	cast	as	Sally—even	better	than	Claudia,
who	was	her	understudy.
But	 it	would	 have	 been	 too	 aggressive	 a	moment	 in	 their	 relationship—had

Jack	 auditioned	 for	 the	Sally	Bowles	 character	 and	 beaten	 out	Claudia	 for	 the
part.	They	spent	a	month	singing	“Tomorrow	Belongs	to	Me”	and	“Maybe	This
Time”	 to	 each	 other—in	 the	 privacy	 of	 their	 boudoir,	 where	 all	 understudies
shine.
But	he	and	Claudia	were	cast	as	Kit	Kat	Girls	in	Cabaret,	so	they	got	to	strut

their	stuff	to	an	audience.	Given	the	scant	costume,	not	to	mention	the	period—
Berlin,	 1929–30—Jack	 was	 a	 somewhat	 transparent	 transvestite,	 but	 the
audience	loved	him.	Claudia	said	she	was	jealous	because	he	looked	hotter	than
she	did.
“You	better	be	 careful,	 Jack,”	Claudia	warned	him.	 It	was	 the	 summer	 they

were	both	twenty.	“If	you	get	any	better	in	drag,	no	one’s	going	to	cast	you	as	a
guy	anymore.”	 (Under	 the	circumstances,	 Jack	 thought	 it	was	better	not	 to	 tell
her	how	badly	he	had	wanted	the	Sally	Bowles	part.)
How	 well	 he	 would	 remember	 that	 summer	 in	 Connecticut.	 When	 Sally

Bowles	and	 the	Kit	Kat	Girls	 sang	“Don’t	Tell	Mama”	and	“Mein	Herr,”	Jack
was	looking	right	at	the	audience;	he	saw	their	faces.	They	were	staring	at	him,
the	transvestite	Kit	Kat	Girl—not	at	Sally.	They	couldn’t	take	their	eyes	off	him.
Every	man	in	that	audience	made	his	skin	crawl.



Both	Claudia	 and	 Jack	were	 good	 enough	 students	 to	 skip	 a	 few	 classes	 in
order	 to	 attend	 the	 film	 festival	 in	 Toronto	 that	 September.	 Their	 teachers
permitted	 them	 to	write	 about	 the	movies	 they	 saw,	 in	 place	 of	 the	work	 they
would	miss—Jack’s	 first	 and	 last	 adventure	 in	 film	 criticism,	 except	 at	 small
dinner	parties.
When	he	took	Claudia	to	Daughter	Alice	to	meet	his	mother	for	the	first	time,

Jack	was	questioning	Claudia’s	claim	that	she	had	seen	Raul	Julia	coming	out	of
a	men’s	 room	 at	 the	 Park	 Plaza.	 Alice	 immediately	 took	 Claudia’s	 side.	 Jack
knew	 that	 film	 festivals	 were	 full	 of	 such	 real	 or	 imagined	 sightings,	 but	 he
wanted	his	mom	and	Claudia	to	like	each	other;	he	held	his	tongue.
Alice	 was	 tattooing	 a	 small	 scorpion	 on	 a	 young	 woman’s	 abdomen.	 The

scorpion’s	 narrow,	 segmented	 tail	was	 curled	up	over	 its	 back.	The	venomous
stinger,	at	 the	 tip	of	 the	 tail,	was	directly	under	 the	girl’s	navel;	 the	arachnid’s
pincers	 were	 poised	 above	 her	 pubic	 hair.	 The	 young	 woman	 was	 obviously
disturbed—she	 would	 be	 a	 handful	 under	 the	 best	 of	 circumstances,	 Jack
thought,	although	he	held	his	tongue	about	that,	 too.	He	could	see	that	Claudia
was	enthralled	with	the	atmosphere	of	the	tattoo	parlor;	he	didn’t	want	to	be	the
voice	of	disbelief,	about	either	the	Raul	Julia	sighting	or	the	forbidding	location
of	the	scorpion	tattoo.
The	 film	 festival	 was	 good	 for	 Daughter	 Alice’s	 business.	 Alice	 told	 them

she’d	been	tattooing	a	guy	who	was	a	die-hard	moviegoer	when	she	saw	Glenn
Close	walk	by	on	the	Queen	Street	sidewalk.	Jack	seriously	doubted	it.	He	didn’t
think	Queen	and	Palmerston	was	a	Glenn	Close	part	of	town,	but	all	he	said	was:
“I’m	surprised	Glenn	didn’t	stop	in	for	a	Rose	of	Jericho.”
Claudia,	who	was	instantly	fond	of	Alice—as	Emma	had	said	she	would	be—

was	 angry	 at	 Jack	 for	 what	 she	 called	 his	 disrespectful	 tone	 of	 voice.	 This
created	some	tension	between	Claudia	and	Jack,	and	they	had	different	reactions
to	My	Beautiful	 Laundrette,	which	Alice	 and	Mrs.	Oastler	 and	Claudia	 loved.
Jack	didn’t	hate	the	film.	All	he	said	was:	“I	was	expecting	the	laundrette	to	be	a
beautiful	woman.”
“That	would	be	a	laundress,	dear,”	his	mom	said.
“I	 thought	 the	word	 for	 the	place	was	 a	 launderette,	 not	 a	 laundrette,”	 Jack

said.
“God,	you’re	picky,”	Claudia	told	him.
“Talk	about	a	‘disrespectful	tone	of	voice’!”	he	said.
And	 Jack	 was	 less	 than	 thrilled	 to	 see	 Desert	 Hearts,	 which	 even	 Leslie

Oastler	 described	 as	 a	 lesbian	 love	 story—she’d	 been	 dying	 to	 see	 it.	 (Alice



visibly	less	so.)	The	film	drew	a	crowd	of	women	holding	hands.	Claudia,	who
wouldn’t	 hold	 Jack’s	 penis	 at	 any	 film	 they	 attended	 with	 Alice	 and	 Mrs.
Oastler,	wouldn’t	even	hold	his	hand	at	Desert	Hearts.	It	was	as	if	Claudia	were
contemplating	 her	 own	 trip	 to	 Reno,	 without	 him;	 maybe	 Claudia	 imagined
discovering	herself	with	Helen	Shaver,	or	something.
All	 Jack	said	was:	“The	characters	are	a	 little	 sketchy.”	This	was	enough	 to

turn	 all	 three	women	 against	 him:	 he	was	 homophobic;	 he	was	 threatened	 by
lesbians.	“I	like	Helen	Shaver,”	he	kept	saying,	but	this	didn’t	save	him.
The	 festival	marked	 the	 beginning	 of	 an	 Asian	 boom,	 some	 guy	 hitting	 on

Claudia	told	her	at	a	screening	party.	Jack	thought	it	was	cool	to	say	nothing;	he
just	kept	his	hand	on	Claudia’s	ass,	in	a	clearly	nonplatonic	way.	When	Claudia
went	 to	 the	 women’s	 room,	 Jack	 gave	 the	 Asian-boom	 asshole	 his	 Toshiro
Mifune	scowl.	The	guy	slunk	away.
Alice	 and	 Leslie	 lit	 into	 Jack	 about	 being	 “too	 possessive.”	 They	 loved

Claudia,	 they	 told	 him.	 No	 woman	 likes	 to	 be	 touched	 in	 public—not	 to	 the
degree	that	Jack	touched	Claudia,	they	said.	(This	advice	from	the	couple	who’d
held	hands	and	played	footsie	during	Jack’s	ground-breaking	performance	in	A
Mail-Order	Bride	in	the	Northwest	Territories!)
Jack	had	had	it	with	going	to	the	movies	and	the	parties	with	his	mother	and

Mrs.	Oastler.	That	night,	 in	bed,	he	complained	to	Claudia	about	it.	They	were
staying	in	Emma’s	room.	(“The	bed’s	bigger—as	you	know,	dear,”	his	mom	had
reminded	him.)
Claudia	 thought	 that	Alice	and	Leslie	were	a	 cute	couple.	 “It’s	obvious	 that

they	adore	you,”	Claudia	said.	Perhaps	Jack	lacked	the	perspective	to	see	this.
He	decided	to	take	Claudia	to	St.	Hilda’s—not	only	so	she	could	see	his	old

school,	which	had	been	so	formative	of	his	older-woman	thing,	but	also	to	meet
his	favorite	teachers.	What	a	mistake!	All	the	girls	looked	preternaturally	young.
(Of	course	they	did—Claudia	and	Jack	were	twenty-year-olds!)
Jack	 took	 Claudia	 first	 to	 meet	Mr.	Malcolm,	 who	 always	 left	 school	 in	 a

hurry—wheeling	 Mrs.	 Malcolm	 in	 her	 wheelchair	 ahead	 of	 him.	 Wheelchair
Jane,	 who	 couldn’t	 see	 Claudia,	 reached	 out	 and	 touched	 Claudia’s	 hips,	 her
waist,	 even	her	breasts.	 (A	blind	woman’s	audacity	 is	 like	no	other’s,	maybe.)
“Following	in	his	father’s	footsteps,	isn’t	he?”	she	asked	her	husband.
Jack	 was	 still	 trying	 to	 explain	 this	 reference	 to	 Claudia	 when	 they

encountered	Mr.	Ramsey	emerging	from	the	boys’	washroom.	“Jack	Burns!”	he
cried,	zipping	up	his	fly.	“Patron	saint	of	mail-order	brides!”	This	reference,	Jack
realized,	would	 take	somewhat	 longer	 to	explain.	Claudia	seemed	unnerved	by



her	close	proximity	to	a	man	so	small	who	never	stopped	bouncing	on	the	balls
of	his	feet.
Mr.	Ramsey	insisted	on	bringing	them	to	his	after-school	drama	rehearsal	of

the	day;	the	senior-school	girls	were	doing	The	Diary	of	Anne	Frank,	which	Jack
knew	 brought	 bitter	 memories	 to	 Claudia.	 In	 junior	 high	 school,	 she	 had
auditioned	for	 the	part	of	 the	doomed	girl,	but	she	had	already	 looked	 too	old.
(Her	boobs	were	too	big—even	then.)
Mr.	Ramsey	presented	Jack	 to	 the	girls	as	 the	best	male	St.	Hilda’s	actor	 in

memory—despite	the	fact	that	his	reputation	rested	on	his	female	roles.	Claudia
was	introduced	as	Jack’s	actress	friend.	“They’re	here	for	the	film	festival!”	Mr.
Ramsey	exclaimed,	which	 led	 the	 star-struck	girls	 to	 imagine	 that	Claudia	and
Jack	were	promoting	a	new	movie.	Mr.	Ramsey	made	it	seem	as	if	they	were	up-
and-coming	names	in	the	industry.
Jack	was	reminded	of	his	 irritation	with	Claudia	for	 refusing	 to	 let	him	pass

her	off	 as	 a	 famous	Russian	 film	 star	of	 the	not-English-speaking	variety.	Her
courage	was	not	of	 the	 improvisational	kind—without	 lines,	 she	was	 lost.	And
not	only	did	 she	 always	 seem	older	 than	 she	was;	 she	was	 also	 inclined	 to	 lie
about	her	age.	“I’m	in	my	early	thirties,	and	that’s	all	I	want	to	say	about	it,”	she
would	say.	It	was	a	good	line,	but	it	was	bullshit—by	ten	years,	and	counting.
The	St.	Hilda’s	girls	 looked	forlorn.	Jack	Burns	was	very	much	an	object	of

their	keenest	desire,	but	he	was	with	this	voluptuous	woman	who	made	them	feel
sexually	retarded.	To	make	matters	worse,	Mr.	Ramsey	wanted	Claudia	and	Jack
to	perform	 something.	 (Jack	 had	written	 him	 that	 he	 and	Claudia	 had	 been	 in
plays	together.)
Against	Jack’s	better	judgment,	he	let	Claudia	persuade	him	to	sing	a	Kit	Kat

Girl	 number.	 “Mein	 Herr”	 was	 Claudia’s	 choice,	 not	 Jack’s;	 it	 was	 a	 little
raunchy	for	St.	Hilda’s,	he	told	her	later.	(In	retrospect,	in	the	context	of	the	play
the	 girls	were	 rehearsing,	 the	 insensitivity	 of	Claudia	 and	 Jack	 singing	 a	 song
from	that	sleazy	Nazi	nightclub	in	Berlin	took	Jack’s	breath	away.)	And	to	make
“Mein	Herr”	more	confounding,	they	both	sang	it	as	if	they	were	Sally	Bowles,
causing	Claudia	finally	to	realize	how	much	Jack	had	wanted	her	part.
When	they	finished	the	lascivious	song,	Mr.	Ramsey	was	a	virtual	pogo	stick

of	 enthusiasm.	 The	 poor	 girls	 swooned,	 or	 died	 of	 envy	 and	 embarrassment.
Claudia	said	that	she	and	Jack	should	let	them	all	get	back	to	The	Diary	of	Anne
Frank.
But	Mr.	Ramsey	was	 pained	 to	 let	 them	go.	He	wanted	 to	 know	what	 they

thought	of	the	festival	and	the	films	they	had	seen.	“Have	you	seen	the	Godard?



Hail	Mary	or	something,”	Mr.	Ramsey	said.	“The	Pope	has	condemned	it!”
“Jack	has	condemned	it	without	seeing	it,”	Claudia	said.	“He	hates	Godard.”

Jack	 tried	 to	 look	 friendlier	 than	 Toshiro	Mifune,	 if	 only	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 the
mortified	girls.
The	young	girl	cast	as	Anne	Frank	was	pushed	forward	to	meet	them.	Claudia

seemed	fixated	on	her	flat	chest.	Jack	observed	that	the	poor	girl	was	terrified	of
them,	 as	 if	 they	 represented	 a	 blatant	 contradiction	 of	 Anne	 Frank’s	 most
memorable	observation,	which	Claudia	knew	by	heart	and	recited	(without	a	hint
of	 sarcasm)	 on	 the	 spot.	 “	 ‘It’s	 really	 a	wonder	 that	 I	 haven’t	 dropped	 all	my
ideals,	 because	 they	 seem	 so	 absurd	 and	 impossible	 to	 carry	 out.	 Yet	 I	 keep
them,	because	in	spite	of	everything	I	still	believe	that	people	are	really	good	at
heart.’	”
“Marvelous!”	Mr.	 Ramsey	 cried.	 “A	 trifle	 deadpan	 for	 Anne,	 perhaps,	 but

marvelous!”
“We	have	to	go,”	Claudia	told	him,	mercifully.
The	girls	were	all	looking	at	Jack	as	if	Claudia	had	been	holding	his	penis	in

front	of	 them.	Claudia	was	 looking	at	 Jack	as	 if	not	even	Godard’s	Hail	Mary
could	 be	 as	 excruciatingly	 boring	 as	 this	 journey	 through	 time	 on	 his	 old
stomping	grounds.
Jack	was	actually	tempted	to	see	the	Godard	film,	because	the	Catholics	were

up	 in	 arms	 about	 it	 and	 had	 threatened	 to	 protest	 the	 Toronto	 screening.	 But
Claudia	didn’t	like	Godard	any	better	than	he	did.	(Hail	Mary	was	an	update	of
Christ’s	 birth,	 this	 time	 to	 a	 virgin	 gas-station	 attendant	 and	 her	 cabdriver
boyfriend.)
It	was	in	this	disturbed	frame	of	mind—Claudia	hating	Jack	for	bringing	her

to	his	old	school,	Jack	wishing	that	he	had	not	come	(or	that	he’d	come	alone)—
that	the	sudden	appearance	of	The	Gray	Ghost	startled	Claudia	and	Jack,	just	as
Jack	was	 about	 to	 show	Claudia	 the	 chapel.	Claudia	made	 such	 an	 immediate
impression	 on	 Mrs.	 McQuat	 that	 Jack’s	 former	 fourth-grade	 teacher	 ushered
them	both	up	the	center	aisle	and	into	the	foremost	pew,	where	she	insisted	they
sit	down;	at	least	she	didn’t	make	them	kneel.
Claudia	was	not	religious	and	later	told	Jack	she	was	offended	by	the	stained-

glass	 images	 of	 “those	 servile	 women	 attending	 to	 Jesus.”	Mrs.	McQuat	 held
Claudia’s	 hand	 and	 Jack’s;	 she	 asked	 them	 in	 a	 low	whisper	when	 they	were
going	to	be	married.	That	Claudia	and	Jack	were	still	students	was	a	point	lost	on
The	Gray	Ghost,	who’d	heard	 a	 rumor	 spreading	 like	 a	 forest	 fire	 through	 the
girls	at	St.	Hilda’s—namely,	that	Jack	Burns	had	been	seen	at	the	film	festival	in



the	company	of	an	American	movie	star,	apparently	Claudia.	He’d	brought	her
to	 St.	 Hilda’s	 to	 show	 her	 the	 chapel.	 The	 rumor	was	 that	 Jack	wanted	 to	 be
married	 in	 the	 chapel	 of	 his	 old	 school,	 where	 he’d	 had	 such	 a	 formative
experience.
“We	 haven’t	 really	 made	 any	 plans,”	 Jack	 said,	 not	 knowing	 how	 else	 to

answer	Mrs.	McQuat’s	question.
“I’m	 never	 going	 to	 marry	 Jack,”	 Claudia	 told	 The	 Gray	 Ghost.	 “I’m	 not

marrying	anybody	who	doesn’t	want	to	have	children.”
“Mercy!”	Mrs.	McQuat	exclaimed.	“Why	.	.	.	wouldn’t	you	want	to	have	.	.	.

children	.	.	.	Jack?”
“You	know,”	he	answered.
“He	says	it’s	all	about	his	father,”	Claudia	told	her.
“You’re	not	.	.	.	still	worrying	.	.	.	you’ll	turn	out	like	him	.	.	.	are	you,	Jack?”

The	Gray	Ghost	asked.
“It’s	a	reasonable	suspicion,”	he	said.
“Nonsense!”	Mrs.	McQuat	cried.	“Do	you	know	.	.	.	what	I	think?”	she	asked

Claudia,	patting	her	hand.	“I	think	it’s	just	an	excuse	.	.	.	not	to	marry	anybody!”
“That’s	what	I	think,	too,”	Claudia	said.
Jack	 felt	 like	 Jesus	 in	 the	 stained	 glass;	 everywhere	 he	 went	 in	 Toronto,

women	were	ganging	up	on	him.	He	must	have	looked	like	he	wanted	to	leave,
because	The	Gray	Ghost	took	hold	of	his	wrist	in	that	not-uncertain	way	of	hers.
“You	aren’t	 leaving	without	seeing	.	 .	 .	Miss	Wurtz	 .	 .	 .	are	you?”	she	asked

him.	 “Mercy,	 she’ll	 be	 .	 .	 .	 crushed	 if	 she	 learns	 you	were	 here	 .	 .	 .	 and	 you
didn’t	see	her!”
“Oh.”
“You	should	take	Caroline	.	.	.	to	the	film	festival,	Jack,”	Mrs.	McQuat	went

on.	“She’s	too	timid	to	go	to	the	movies	.	.	.	by	herself.”
The	Gray	Ghost	was	always	the	voice	of	Jack’s	conscience.	Later	he	would	be

ashamed	that	he	never	told	her	how	much	she	meant	to	him,	or	even	what	a	good
teacher	she	was.
Mrs.	McQuat	 would	 die	 in	 the	 St.	 Hilda’s	 chapel—after	 having	 disciplined

one	of	Miss	Wurtz’s	misbehaving	 third	graders,	whom	she’d	 faced	away	 from
the	altar	with	his	back	turned	to	God.	Mrs.	McQuat	dropped	dead	in	the	center
aisle,	a	passageway	she	had	made	her	own,	with	her	back	turned	to	God	and	with
only	God’s	eyes	and	those	of	the	third	grader	who	was	being	punished	to	see	her



fall.	(That	poor	kid—talk	about	a	formative	experience!)
Miss	Wurtz	must	have	come	running	as	soon	as	she	heard—crying	all	the	way.
Jack	didn’t	go	to	The	Gray	Ghost’s	funeral.	He	learned	she	had	died	only	after

the	funeral,	when	his	mother	told	him	something	about	Mrs.	McQuat	that	he	was
surprised	he	hadn’t	guessed.	She	was	no	Mrs.	anybody;	no	one	had	ever	married
her.	Like	Miss	Wurtz,	she	was	a	Miss	McQuat—for	 life.	But	something	 in	her
combat-nurse	nature	 refused	 to	acknowledge	 that	 she	was	unmarried,	which	 in
those	days	obdurately	implied	you	were	unloved.
Jack	 used	 to	 wonder	 why	 The	 Gray	 Ghost	 had	 trusted	 his	 mom	 with	 this

secret.	They	weren’t	friends.	Then	he	remembered	Mrs.	McQuat	telling	him	not
to	 complain	 about	 a	woman	who	knew	how	 to	keep	 a	 secret—meaning	Alice.
(Meaning	herself	as	well.)
It	was	only	 a	mild	 shock	 to	 discover	 that	The	Gray	Ghost	 had	been	 a	Miss

instead	of	a	Mrs.	In	retrospect,	Jack	wouldn’t	have	been	surprised	to	learn	that
Mrs.	McQuat—as	she	preferred	to	be	called—had	been	a	man.
Alice	and	Mrs.	Oastler	attended	The	Gray	Ghost’s	funeral,	which	was	in	the

St.	Hilda’s	chapel.	Being	a	St.	Hilda’s	Old	Girl,	Leslie	was	informed	of	all	 the
school	news.	As	for	Alice,	she	told	Jack	she	went	out	of	“nostalgia,”	which	he
would	remember	thinking	at	the	time	was	an	uncharacteristic	word	for	her	to	use
—not	to	mention	an	uncharacteristic	feeling	for	her	to	have.
Alice	was	vague	about	who	else	was	in	attendance.	“Caroline,	of	course.”	She

didn’t	mean	Caroline	French—she	meant	Miss	Wurtz.	The	other	Caroline	didn’t
attend,	and	Jack	knew	that	her	 twin,	Gordon,	was	absent.	 (Gordon	was	dead—
the	aforementioned	boating	accident	had	precluded	his	attendance.)
Jack	 asked	 his	 mother	 if	 she’d	 been	 aware	 of	 blanket-sucking	 sounds,	 or

moaning,	during	 the	funeral;	by	his	mom’s	puzzled	response,	he	knew	that	 the
Booth	 twins	 and	 Jimmy	 Bacon	 had	 skipped	 the	 event,	 or	 they’d	 been	 out	 of
town.
Lucinda	Fleming,	with	or	without	her	mysterious	rage,	made	no	reference	to

The	Gray	Ghost’s	passing	in	her	annual	Christmas	letter;	if	Lucinda	had	gone	to
the	funeral,	Jack	was	sure	she	would	have	told	everyone	about	it.	And	he	knew
Roland	Simpson	wasn’t	there—Roland	was	already	in	jail.
The	 faculty	 who	 were	 in	 attendance	 are	 easily	 imagined.	 Miss	 Wong,

mourning	in	broken	bits	and	pieces,	as	if	the	hurricane	she	was	born	in	showed
itself	only	in	squalls—or	only	at	funerals.	Mr.	Malcolm,	guiding	his	wife	in	her
wheelchair;	the	poor	man	was	forever	trying	to	steer	Wheelchair	Jane	around	the
looming	 obstacles	 of	 her	 madness.	 Mr.	 Ramsey,	 too	 restless	 to	 sit	 in	 a	 pew,



would	have	been	bouncing	on	the	balls	of	his	feet	at	the	back	of	the	chapel.	And
Miss	Wurtz—my	goodness,	how	she	must	have	cried!
“Caroline	was	overcome,”	Alice	told	Jack.
He	could	see	Miss	Wurtz	overcome	as	clearly	as	if	she	were	still	leaning	over

his	 incorrect	 math	 and	 he	 were	 still	 breathing	 her	 in.	 (In	 Jack’s	 dreams,	 The
Wurtz’s	mail-order	 bra	 and	 panties	were	 always	 properly	 in	 place—no	matter
how	overcome	she	was.)
Yet	 how	 could	Miss	Wurtz	 have	 gone	 on	 being	 the	 St.	 Hilda’s	 grade-three

teacher?	How	could	she	have	managed	her	classroom	without	The	Gray	Ghost
there	to	bail	her	out?
It	 was	 Leslie	 Oastler	 who	 told	 Jack	 that,	 upon	Mrs.	McQuat’s	 death,	Miss

Wurtz	became	a	better	teacher;	finally,	Miss	Wurtz	had	to	learn	how.	But	at	The
Gray	 Ghost’s	 funeral,	 there	 was	 no	 stopping	 The	Wurtz.	 She	 cried	 and	 cried
without	 hope	 of	 rescue.	 Miss	Wurtz	 must	 have	 cried	 until	 all	 her	 tears	 were
gone,	and	then—one	breakthrough	day	in	her	grade-three	classroom—she	never
cried	again.
Jack	thought	Caroline	Wurtz	must	still	be	saying	in	her	nightly	prayers,	“God

bless	you,	Mrs.	McQuat.”
As	 Jack	 occasionally	 remembered	 to	 say	 in	 his,	 although	 not	 as	 often—and

never	as	fervently—as	he	used	to	say,	without	cease,	“Michele	Maher,	Michele
Maher,	Michele	Maher.”
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Claudia,	Who	Would	Haunt	Him
Jack	would	never	entirely	forgive	The	Gray	Ghost	for	suggesting	that	he	and

Claudia	take	Miss	Wurtz	to	the	film	festival	in	Toronto	in	the	fall	of	1985.	The
Wurtz	was	in	her	forties	at	the	time—not	that	much	older	than	Alice	in	years,	but
noticeably	older	 in	 appearance	 and	 stamina.	Possibly	 she	had	 always	been	 too
thin,	 too	fragile,	but	now	what	was	most	Wurtz-like	about	her	was	a	gauntness
Jack	associated	with	illness.	Miss	Wurtz	was	still	beautiful	in	her	damaged	way,
but	 she	 not	 only	 looked	 a	 little	 unhealthy;	 she	 seemed	 ashamed	of	 something,
although	 Jack	 couldn’t	 imagine	 what	 she	 had	 ever	 done	 to	 be	 ashamed	 of.
Perhaps	 there’d	 been	 a	 long-ago	 scandal—something	 so	 fleeting	 that	 it	 was
barely	remembered	by	others,	although	the	memory	of	it	was	alive	and	throbbing
in	The	Wurtz.
Her	appearance	seemed	contrary	to	her	restrained,	even	abstemious	character,

because	what	Caroline	Wurtz	most	resembled	was	an	actress	of	a	bygone	era—a
once-famous	woman	who’d	become	overlooked.	At	least	this	was	the	impression
Caroline	 made	 at	 the	 film	 festival,	 where	 Claudia	 and	 Jack	 took	 her	 to	 the
premiere	 of	 Paul	 Schrader’s	Mishima.	 “Remind	 me	 who	 Mishima	 is,”	 Miss
Wurtz	said	as	they	approached	the	theater.
The	ever-persistent	photographers,	who	often	 snapped	pictures	of	Claudia—

because	 Claudia	 was	 such	 a	 babe	 and	 the	 photographers	 had	 convinced
themselves	 that	 she	 must	 be	 someone—turned	 their	 attention	 to	 Miss	 Wurtz
instead.	 She	 was	 overdressed	 for	 the	 film-festival	 crowd,	 like	 a	 woman	 who
found	herself	at	a	rock	concert	when	she’d	 thought	she	was	going	to	an	opera.
Jack	was	wearing	black	jeans	and	a	black	linen	jacket	with	a	white	T-shirt.	(“An
L.A.	look,”	in	Claudia’s	estimation,	though	she’d	never	been	to	Los	Angeles.)
The	 younger	 photographers,	 especially,	 assumed	 that	 Caroline	 Wurtz	 was

someone—possibly	someone	who’d	made	her	last	movie	before	any	of	them	had
been	 born.	 “You’d	 have	 thought	 she	 was	 Joan	 Crawford,”	 Claudia	 said	 later.
Claudia	was	poured	into	a	shimmery	dress	with	spaghetti	straps,	but	she	was	a
good	sport	about	the	photographers	being	all	over	The	Wurtz.
“Goodness,”	Miss	Wurtz	whispered,	“they	must	think	you’re	already	famous,

Jack.”	It	was	sweet	how	she	believed	the	fuss	was	about	him.	“I’m	completely
convinced	you	soon	will	be,”	The	Wurtz	added,	squeezing	his	hand.	“And	you,
too,	dear,”	she	said	to	Claudia,	who	squeezed	her	hand	back.



“I	thought	she	was	dead!”	an	older	man	said.	Jack	didn’t	catch	the	name	of	the
actress	from	yesteryear	for	whom	Miss	Wurtz	had	been	mistaken.
“Is	Mishima	a	dancer?”	Caroline	asked.
“No,	a	writer—”	Jack	started	to	say,	but	Claudia	cut	him	off.
“He	was	a	writer,”	Claudia	corrected	him.
And	an	actor,	a	director,	and	a	militarist	nutcase,	which	Jack	didn’t	have	time

to	 say.	 They	 were	 swept	 inside	 the	 theater,	 where	 they	 were	 ushered	 to	 the
reserved	seats—all	because	of	the	prevailing	conviction	that	Caroline	Wurtz	was
not	a	third-grade	teacher	but	a	movie	star.
Jack	heard	the	word	“European,”	probably	in	reference	to	Miss	Wurtz’s	dress,

which	 was	 a	 pale-peach	 color	 and	 might	 have	 fit	 her	 once—perhaps	 in
Edmonton.	Now	it	appeared	that	The	Wurtz	was	diminished	by	the	dress,	which
would	 have	 been	 more	 suitable	 for	 a	 prom	 than	 a	 premiere.	 The	 dress	 was
something	Mrs.	Adkins	might	have	donated	for	Drama	Night	at	Redding,	yet	it
had	 a	 gauzy	 quality,	 like	 underwear,	 which	 reminded	 Jack	 of	 the	 mail-order
lingerie	he	had	dressed	Miss	Wurtz	in—if	only	in	his	imagination.
“Mishima	is	Japanese,”	Jack	was	trying	to	explain.
“He	was—”	Claudia	interjected.
“He’s	no	longer	Japanese?”	Caroline	asked.
They	couldn’t	 answer	her	before	 the	movie	began—a	stylish	piece	of	work,

wherein	the	scenes	from	Mishima’s	life	(shot	in	black	and	white)	were	intercut
with	color	dramatizations	of	his	fictional	work.	Jack	had	never	cared	much	about
Mishima	as	a	writer,	but	he	liked	him	as	a	lunatic;	his	ritualistic	suicide,	in	1970,
was	the	film’s	dramatic	conclusion.
Throughout	the	movie,	Miss	Wurtz	held	Jack’s	hand;	this	gave	him	a	hard-on,

which	Claudia	noticed.	Claudia	would	not	hold	his	penis,	or	venture	anywhere
near	his	lap;	she	sat	with	her	arms	folded	on	her	considerable	bosom,	and	never
flinched	 at	 Mishima’s	 self-disemboweling,	 which	 caused	 Caroline	 to	 dig	 her
nails	into	Jack’s	wrist.	In	the	flickering	light	from	the	movie	screen,	he	regarded
the	small,	 fishhook-shaped	scar	on	her	 throat,	above	her	 fetching	birthmark.	 In
her	 preternatural	 thinness,	 Miss	 Wurtz	 had	 a	 visible	 pulse	 in	 her	 throat—an
actual	heartbeat	 in	close	proximity	 to	her	scar.	This	was	a	pounding	that	could
only	be	quieted	by	a	kiss,	 Jack	 thought—not	 that	he	would	have	dared	 to	kiss
The	Wurtz,	not	even	if	Claudia	hadn’t	been	there.
“Goodness!”	Caroline	exclaimed	as	they	were	leaving	the	theater.	(She	was	as

breathless	as	Mrs.	McQuat,	as	desirable	as	Mrs.	Adkins.)	“That	was	certainly	.	.	.



ambitious!”
It	was	about	 four	o’clock	 in	 the	afternoon	when	 they	exited	 into	 the	mob	of

Catholic	protesters	who’d	come	to	the	wrong	theater.	The	protesters	were	there
on	 their	 knees,	 chanting	 to	 an	 endless	 “Hail	Mary”	 that	 repeated	 itself	 over	 a
ghetto	blaster.	Jack	knew	in	an	instant	that	 the	kneeling	Catholics	thought	they
were	emerging	from	a	screening	of	Godard’s	Hail	Mary;	the	Catholics	had	come
to	protest	Mishima	by	mistake.
Not	only	was	Miss	Wurtz	unprepared	for	the	spectacle;	she	didn’t	understand

that	 the	protests	were	in	error.	“Naturally,	 the	suicide	has	upset	 them—I’m	not
surprised,”	she	told	Claudia	and	Jack.	“I	once	knew	why	Catholics	make	such	a
fuss	 about	 suicide,	 but	 I’ve	 forgotten.	 They	were	 all	 in	 a	 knot	 about	 Graham
Greene’s	 The	 Heart	 of	 the	 Matter,	 as	 I	 remember.	 But	 I	 think	 they	 got
themselves	 all	worked	 up	 over	The	 Power	 and	 the	Glory	 and	The	 End	 of	 the
Affair,	too.”
Claudia	 and	 Jack	 just	 looked	 at	 each	 other.	 What	 was	 the	 point	 of	 even

mentioning	the	Godard	film	to	Caroline?
A	TV	journalist	wanted	to	interview	her,	which	Miss	Wurtz	seemed	to	think

was	 perfectly	 normal.	 “What	 do	 you	 think	 of	 all	 this?”	 the	 journalist	 asked
Jack’s	former	grade-three	teacher.	“The	film,	the	controversy—”
“I	 thought	 the	 film	 was	 quite	 a	 .	 .	 .	 drama,”	 The	Wurtz	 declared.	 “It	 was

overlong	 and	 at	 times	 hard	 to	 grasp,	 and	 not	 always	 as	 satisfying	 as	 it	 was
engaging.	The	cinematography	was	beautiful,	and	the	music—well,	whether	one
likes	it	or	not,	it	was	sweeping.”
This	 was	 more	 than	 the	 journalist	 had	 bargained	 for;	 he	 was	 clearly	 more

interested	in	the	kneeling	Catholics	and	the	ceaseless	“Hail	Mary”	on	the	ghetto
blaster	than	he	was	in	the	Mishima	movie.	“But	the	controversy—”	he	started	to
say,	trying	to	steer	Miss	Wurtz	to	the	fracas	of	the	moment	(as	journalists	do).
“Oh,	who	cares	about	that?”	Caroline	said	dismissively.	“If	the	Catholics	want

to	 flagellate	 themselves	over	 a	 suicide,	 let	 them!	 I	 remember	when	 they	had	a
hissy	fit	about	fish	on	Fridays!”
It	would	be	on	the	six	o’clock	news.	Alice	and	Leslie	Oastler	were	watching

television,	 and	 there	was	Miss	Wurtz	 holding	 forth	 in	 her	 pale-peach	 dress—
Claudia	 and	 Jack	 on	 either	 side	 of	 her.	 It	was	 almost	 as	much	 fun	 as	 passing
Claudia	off	as	a	Russian	film	star,	and	Caroline	was	thoroughly	enjoying	herself,
though	she	wasn’t	in	on	the	joke.
The	moviegoers,	meaning	the	Mishima	crowd,	were	in	no	mood	to	be	greeted

by	kneeling	Catholics	and	“Hail	Mary”—not	with	Mishima’s	disembowelment



fresh	on	their	minds.	 (Nor	would	Mishima	have	been	amused,	Jack	thought;	at
least	when	he	was	disemboweling	himself,	he	looked	like	a	pretty	serious	guy.)
Claudia	and	 Jack	 took	Miss	Wurtz	 to	a	party.	They	had	no	 trouble	crashing

parties;	the	bouncers	wouldn’t	have	kept	Claudia	out	of	a	men’s	room,	if	she’d
wanted	 to	 go	 into	 one.	Claudia	 said	 they	 got	 into	 parties	 because	 Jack	 looked
like	a	movie	star,	but	Claudia	was	 the	 reason.	With	Miss	Wurtz	 in	 tow,	 it	was
clear	they	got	in	because	of	her.	In	fact,	they	were	leaving	one	such	party	when	a
young	man	 approached	Caroline	 in	 a	 fawning	 fashion;	 he’d	 snatched	 a	 flower
from	a	vase	on	the	bar	and	pressed	it	into	her	hand.	“I	love	your	work!”	he	told
her,	disappearing	into	the	crowd.
“I	freely	admit	I	don’t	remember	him	at	all,”	Miss	Wurtz	told	Jack.	“I	can’t	be

expected	to	recognize	every	grade-three	boy	I	ever	taught,”	she	said	to	Claudia.
“They	were	not	all	as	memorable	as	Jack!”
Claudia	and	Jack	were	quite	certain	that	the	young	man	had	not	been	referring

to	Caroline’s	 teaching	 career.	But	how	 to	explain	all	 this	 to	The	Wurtz—well,
why	would	Claudia	or	Jack	have	bothered?
In	 the	 lineup	 of	 limos	 outside	 a	 restaurant,	 Jack	 recognized	 an	 old	 friend

among	the	drivers.	“Peewee!”	he	cried.
The	 big	 Jamaican	 got	 out	 of	 his	 limo	 and	 embraced	 Jack	 on	 the	 sidewalk,

lifting	 him	 off	 his	 feet.	 That	 was	 when	 the	Hail	 Mary	 protesters	 must	 have
assumed	that	Jack	was	the	cabdriver	boyfriend	in	the	Godard	film—the	Joseph
character—which	made	Claudia,	in	their	demented	eyes,	the	pregnant	gas-station
attendant	who	was	an	updated	version	of	the	Virgin	Mary.	(God	knows	who	they
thought	Miss	Wurtz	was.)
“Jack	Burns,	you	are	already	a	star,	mon!”	Peewee	exclaimed,	hugging	him	so

hard	that	he	couldn’t	breathe.
The	Catholics,	crawling	around	on	their	knees,	were	an	unsettling	experience

for	Claudia,	and	Caroline	was	fed	up	with	their	zealotry.	“Oh,	why	don’t	you	go
home	and	read	his	books!”	Miss	Wurtz	told	one	of	the	kneelers.	She	was	a	young
woman	 whose	 face	 was	 streaked	 with	 grime	 and	 tears.	 Jack	 could	 see	 her
thinking:	Christ	was	a	writer?
The	other	Catholics	kept	repeating	the	infuriating	“Hail	Mary.”
“Quick,	get	 in	 the	car,	Jack!”	Peewee	said.	He	was	already	holding	the	door

open	for	Claudia	and	Caroline.
“It’s	 Mrs.	 Wicksteed’s	 driver,	 dear—don’t	 be	 alarmed,”	 Miss	 Wurtz	 told

Claudia.	(As	if	Mrs.	Wicksteed	were	still	in	need	of	a	driver!)	But	Claudia	was



having	 her	 legs	 held,	 at	 the	 thighs,	 by	 a	 kneeling	 Catholic.	 “Let	 her	 go,	 you
craven	 imbecile,”	 Caroline	 told	 the	 Catholic.	 “Don’t	 you	 get	 it?	 He	 killed
himself	because	he	wanted	his	life	to	merge	with	his	art.”
Miss	 Wurtz	 meant	 Mishima,	 of	 course,	 but	 the	 Catholic	 who	 reluctantly

released	 Claudia	 thought	 that	 Caroline	 was	 talking	 about	 Christ.	 He	 was	 an
indignant-looking	man—bald,	middle-aged—in	a	long-sleeved	white	dress	shirt
of	a	thin	see-through	material,	with	a	pen	that	had	leaked	in	his	breast	pocket.	He
looked	like	a	deranged	income-tax	auditor.
Peewee	managed	to	get	Claudia	into	the	car,	but	Miss	Wurtz	was	facing	down

the	mob	of	kneelers.	“The	man	was	Japanese	and	he	wanted	to	off	himself,”	she
told	them	in	a	huff.	“Just	get	over	it!”
To	a	one,	the	Catholics	looked	as	if	no	number	of	repetitions	of	“Hail	Mary”

could	redeem	such	a	slur	on	the	unfortunate	Christ	as	this.	Jesus	was	Japanese?
Jack	 put	 an	 arm	 around	 Caroline’s	 slender	 waist	 as	 if	 she	 were	 his	 dance

partner.	 “Miss	Wurtz,	 they’re	all	 insane,”	he	whispered	 in	her	 ear.	 “Get	 in	 the
car.”
“My	goodness—you’ve	become	so	worldly,	Jack,”	she	told	him,	stooping	to

get	into	the	backseat	of	the	limo.	Claudia	caught	her	by	the	hand	and	pulled	her
inside;	Peewee	shoved	Jack	inside	after	her,	closing	the	door.
One	of	the	protesters	had	wrapped	her	arms	around	Peewee’s	knees,	but	when

he	began	to	walk	with	her,	dragging	her	to	the	driver’s-side	door	of	the	limo,	she
thought	better	of	it	and	let	him	go.	Jack	had	no	idea	which	actual	movie	star	had
Peewee	 for	 a	 limo	 driver	 that	 evening—Peewee	 claimed	 that	 he	 couldn’t
remember—but	Peewee	drove	Miss	Wurtz	home	first,	then	Claudia	and	Jack.
Jack	had	never	known	where	The	Wurtz	lived,	but	he	was	unsurprised	when

Peewee	 stopped	 the	 limo	 at	 a	 large	 house	 on	 Russell	 Hill	 Road,	 which	 was
within	walking	distance	of	St.	Hilda’s.	Jack	was	somewhat	surprised	when	Miss
Wurtz	 asked	 Peewee	 to	 drive	 around	 to	 the	 back	 entrance,	 where	 an	 outside
staircase	led	to	her	small,	rented	apartment.
Where	had	the	money	for	Caroline’s	once-fashionable	clothes	come	from?	If

it	had	been	family	money	from	Edmonton,	it	must	have	been	spent.	Had	she	ever
had	a	suitor,	or	a	secret	lover	with	good	taste?	If	there’d	ever	been	a	well-to-do
ex-boyfriend—or	more	improbably,	an	ex-husband—he	was	long	gone,	clearly.
Miss	Wurtz	 would	 not	 let	 Jack	 accompany	 her	 up	 the	 stairs	 to	 her	 modest

rooms.	 Possibly	 she	 did	 not	 think	 it	 proper	 to	 bring	 a	 young	 man	 to	 her
apartment;	 yet	 she	 allowed	 Claudia	 to	 go	 with	 her.	 Jack	 sat	 in	 the	 limo	 with
Peewee	and	watched	them	turn	on	some	lights.



Later,	when	Jack	pressed	Claudia	to	describe	The	Wurtz’s	apartment,	Claudia
became	irritated.	“I	didn’t	snoop	around,”	she	said.	“She’s	an	older	woman—she
has	too	much	stuff,	things	she	should	have	thrown	away.	Out-of-date	magazines,
junk	like	that.”
“A	TV?”
“I	didn’t	see	one,	but	I	wasn’t	looking.”
“Photographs?	Any	pictures	of	men?”
“Jesus,	Jack!	Have	you	got	the	hots	for	her,	or	something?”	Claudia	asked.
They	 lay	 in	Emma’s	bed—bereft	of	 the	stuffed	animals,	which	either	Emma

or	Mrs.	Oastler	had	disposed	of.	Jack	couldn’t	remember	a	single	one	of	them—
nor	 could	 he	 dispel	 from	 his	 memory	 that	 Emma	 had	 taught	 him	 how	 to
masturbate	as	he	lay	in	her	arms	in	the	very	same	bed.
Given	Claudia’s	bitchy	mood,	Jack	decided	to	spare	her	that	detail.
The	 parties	 and	 intrigues	 of	 the	 film	 festival	 notwithstanding,	 Claudia	 and

Jack	spent	 the	lion’s	share	of	 their	 time	in	Toronto	at	Daughter	Alice—at	least
Claudia	did.	Jack	frequently	escaped	the	tattoo	parlor,	preferring	the	clientele	in
the	nearby	Salvation	Army	store	to	many	of	his	mother’s	devotees.
Aberdeen	Bill	had	been	a	maritime	man—like	Charlie	Snow	and	Sailor	Jerry,

like	Tattoo	Ole	 and	Tattoo	Peter	 and	Doc	Forest.	 They	were	Alice’s	mentors.
But	the	tattoo	world	had	changed;	while	Daughter	Alice	still	did	the	occasional
Man’s	Ruin,	or	the	broken	heart	that	sustains	a	sailor	for	long	months	at	sea,	a
new	vulgarity	exhibited	itself	on	the	skin	of	young	men	seeking	to	be	marked	for
life.
Gone	was	the	romance	of	those	North	Sea	ports—and	the	steady	sound	of	his

mom’s	 tattoo	machine,	 which	 had	 lulled	 Jack	 to	 sleep	 as	 a	 child.	 Gone	 were
those	 brave	 girls	 in	 the	 Hotel	 Torni:	 Ritva,	 whose	 breasts	 he	 never	 saw,	 and
Hannele’s	unshaven	armpits	and	her	striking	birthmark—that	crumpled	 top	hat
over	her	navel,	the	color	of	a	wine	stain,	the	shape	of	Florida.
Jack	had	once	been	so	bold	as	to	march	up	to	anyone	and	ask:	“Do	you	have	a

tattoo?”	 In	 the	 restaurant	 of	 the	Hotel	 Bristol,	 he’d	 told	 that	 beautiful	 girl:	 “I
have	the	room	and	the	equipment,	if	you	have	the	time.”	(And	to	think	it	was	his
idea	for	his	mom	to	offer	the	littlest	soldier	a	free	tattoo!)
In	 his	 sleep,	 Jack	 heard	 the	 vast	 organ	 in	 the	 Oude	 Kerk	 playing	 to	 the

prostitutes	 at	 night;	 even	 awake,	 if	 he	 shut	 his	 eyes,	 he	 could	 feel	 the	 thick,
waxed	 rope	 and	 the	 smooth,	 wooden	 handrail	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 old
church’s	twisting	stairs.



But	 (especially	 in	 Claudia’s	 company)	 the	 tattoo	 culture	 on	 display	 at
Daughter	 Alice	 made	 Jack	 ashamed	 of	 his	 mother’s	 “art”;	 and	 many	 of	 her
customers,	the	seeming	lowlifes	of	Queen	Street,	filled	him	with	foreboding.	The
old	 maritime	 tattoos,	 the	 sentiments	 of	 sailors	 collecting	 souvenirs	 on	 their
bodies,	had	been	replaced	by	tasteless	displays	of	hostility	and	violence	and	evil.
The	 skinheads	with	 their	 biker	 insignia—skulls	 spurting	 blood,	 flames	 licking
the	corners	of	the	skeletons’	eye	sockets.
There	were	naked,	writhing	women	who	would	have	made	Tattoo	Ole	blush;

even	 Ladies’	 Man	 Madsen	 might	 have	 looked	 away.	 (More	 than	 an	 inverted
eyebrow	 indicated	 their	 pubic	 hair.)	And	 there	was	 all	 the	 tribal	memorabilia.
Claudia	was	 fascinated	by	some	pimply	kid	 from	Kitchener,	Ontario,	getting	a
full	moko—the	 Maori	 facial	 tattoo.	 On	 her	 hip,	 which	 she	 proudly	 bared	 for
Claudia,	the	kid’s	emaciated	girlfriend	had	a	koru—those	spirals	like	the	head	of
a	fern.
Jack	took	Claudia	aside	and	said	to	her:	“Generally	speaking,	attractive	people

don’t	 get	 tattooed.”	 But	 this	 wasn’t	 strictly	 true;	 Jack	 was	 speaking	 too
generally.	His	dislike	of	the	scene	at	Daughter	Alice	caused	him	to	overstate	his
case.
No	sooner	had	he	spoken	than	a	gay	bodybuilder	appeared;	he	must	have	been

a	 fashion	 model.	 He	 gave	 Claudia	 the	 most	 cursory	 once-over	 and	 flirted
shamelessly	 with	 Jack.	 “I	 just	 stopped	 in	 for	 a	 little	 alteration,	 Alice,”	 the
bodybuilder	 said,	 smiling	 at	 Jack.	 “But	 if	 I	 knew	 in	 advance	 when	 your
handsome	son	was	going	to	be	here,	I	would	come	by	and	be	altered	every	day.”
His	 name	 was	 Edgar;	 Alice	 and	 Claudia	 thought	 he	 was	 charming	 and

amusing,	 but	 Jack	 made	 a	 point	 of	 looking	 away.	 Tattooed	 on	 one	 of	 the
bodybuilder’s	 shoulder	 blades	 was	 the	 photographic	 likeness	 of	 the	 cowboy
Clint	Eastwood	with	 his	 signature	 thin	 cigar.	On	Edgar’s	 other	 shoulder	 blade
was	 the	 tattoo	 in	 need	 of	 altering—an	 evidently	 Satanic	 rendition	 of	 Christ’s
crucifixion,	 in	 which	 Jesus	 is	 chained	 in	 figure-four	 fashion	 to	 a	 motorcycle
wheel.	The	alteration	Edgar	 required	was	some	 indication	 that	Christ	had	been
“roughed	up”—a	scratch	and	a	drop	of	blood	on	one	cheek,	perhaps,	or	a	wound
in	the	area	of	the	rib	cage.
“Maybe	both,”	Alice	said.
“You	don’t	think	that	would	be	too	vulgar?”	Edgar	asked.
“It’s	your	tattoo,	Edgar,”	Alice	replied.
Possibly	 it	 was	 Claudia’s	 love	 of	 all	 things	 theatrical	 that	 enamored	 her	 to

Daughter	Alice’s	world.	 To	 Jack,	 if	 Edgar	wasn’t	 ugly,	 his	 tattoos	were—and



Edgar	 himself	 was	 certainly	 vulgar.	 To	 Jack,	 almost	 everything	 at	 Daughter
Alice	 was	 uglier	 than	 ugly,	 and	 the	 ugliness	 was	 intentional—your	 skin	 not
merely	marked	for	life	but	maimed.
“You’re	just	a	snob,”	Claudia	told	him.
Well,	yes	and	no.	The	tattoo	world,	which	had	not	once	frightened	Jack	when

he	 was	 four,	 terrified	 him	 at	 twenty.	 Here	 was	 Jack	 Burns,	 affecting	 Toshiro
Mifune’s	 scowl—the	 samurai’s	 condemning	 look	 at	 a	 dog	 trotting	 past	with	 a
human	hand	in	its	mouth—while	the	tattoo	scene	at	Daughter	Alice	reflected	far
worse	behavior	than	that	dog’s.
Once	upon	a	 time,	 the	maritime	world	had	been	 the	gateway	 to	all	 that	was

foreign	and	new;	but	this	was	no	longer	true.	Now	tattoos	were	drug-induced—
psychedelic	gibberish	and	hallucinogenic	horror.	The	new	tattoos	radiated	sexual
anarchy;	they	worshiped	death.
“May	you	stay	forever	young,”	Bob	Dylan	sang,	and	Alice	had	more	than	sung

along	with	Bob;	she’d	embraced	this	philosophy	without	realizing	that	the	young
people	around	her	were	not	the	hippies	and	flower	children	of	her	day.
Of	course	 there	were	 the	collectors,	 the	sad	 ink	addicts	with	 their	bodies-in-

progress—the	 old	 crazies,	 like	William	Burns,	 on	 the	 road	 to	 discovering	 the
full-body	chill—but	Jack	chiefly	detested	his	generation,	now	in	their	late	teens
or	 early	 twenties.	 He	 hated	 the	 pierced-lip	 guys—sometimes	 with	 pierced
eyelids	and	tongues.	He	loathed	the	girls	with	their	pierced	nipples	and	navels—
even	 their	 labia!	The	people	Jack’s	 age	who	hung	out	at	Daughter	Alice	were
certifiable	freaks	and	losers.
But	Alice	made	 them	 tea	 and	 coffee,	 and	 she	 played	 her	 favorite	music	 for

them;	 some	 of	 them	 brought	 their	 own	 music,	 which	 was	 harsher	 than	 hers.
Daughter	Alice	was	a	hangout.	Not	everyone	was	there	to	get	a	tattoo,	but	you
had	to	have	been	tattooed	to	feel	comfortable	hanging	around	there.
Jack	saw	Krung	once—he	stopped	in	for	a	cup	of	tea.	The	Bathurst	Street	gym

was	gone;	it	had	become	a	health-food	store.
“Gym	 rats	 always	 gotta	 find	 a	 new	 ship,	 Jackie,”	 Krung	 said.	 He	 sized	 up

Claudia	with	a	lingering	glance;	he	told	Jack	that	he	thought	she	had	the	hips	to
be	a	formidable	kickboxer.
Another	day,	Chenko	came	by;	he	walked	with	a	cane,	but	Jack	was	happy	to

see	him	and	wished	he’d	stayed	longer.	Even	with	the	cane,	Chenko	was	more
protection	to	Alice	than	she	had	most	of	the	time.
Chenko	 was	 courteous	 to	 Claudia,	 but	 he	 made	 no	 mention	 to	 Jack	 of	 her



potential	 as	 a	wrestler.	He	would	 never	 get	 over	 Emma,	Chenko	 said	 sadly—
meaning	more	than	the	fact	that	his	separated	sternum	had	not	entirely	recovered
from	her	lateral	drop.
The	lost	kids	with	no	money	came	to	Daughter	Alice	and	watched	Alice	work;

they	were	trying	to	find	the	cash	and	making	up	their	minds	about	which	tattoo
they	would	 get	 next.	 The	 old	 ink	 addicts	 dropped	 in	 to	 show	 themselves	 off;
some	of	 them	appeared	 to	be	 rationing	what	 remained	of	 their	bodies,	because
they	had	little	skin	left	for	another	tattoo.	(It	drove	Jack	crazy	that	Claudia	called
them	“romantics.”)
“The	saddest	cases,”	Alice	said,	“are	the	almost	full-bodies.”
But	were	they	almost	cold?	Jack	wondered.	He	couldn’t	look	at	them	without

imagining	his	dad.	Did	William	Burns	have	any	skin	left	for	that	one	last	note?
Jack	could	have	predicted	that	Claudia	would	get	a	tattoo,	but	he	pretended	to

be	surprised	when	she	announced	her	decision.	“Just	don’t	get	one	where	it	will
show	onstage,”	he	said.
There	 was	 a	 movable	 curtain	 Alice	 rolled	 around	 on	 casters;	 like	 those

enclosures	 for	 hospital	 beds	 in	 recovery	 rooms,	 this	 curtain	 sealed	 off	 the
customer	who	was	being	intimately	tattooed.	Claudia	wanted	her	tattoo	high	up
—on	 the	 inside	 of	 her	 right	 thigh,	where	 she	 chose	 the	 Chinaman’s	 signature
scepter.	It	was	Jack’s	personal	favorite,	Claudia	knew,	symbolizing	“everything
as	you	wish.”
“Forget	about	it,”	his	mom	had	told	him,	when	he’d	said	it	was	the	best	of	the

tattoos	she’d	learned	from	the	Chinaman.	But	Alice	raised	no	objection	to	giving
one	to	Claudia.
When	Jack	was	at	Redding,	he’d	briefly	benefited	from	the	exotic	impression

he	gave	his	fellow	schoolboys	of	his	mother—the	famous	tattoo	artist.	(As	if,	if
she	weren’t	 famous,	 there	could	be	 little	 that	was	exotic	about	her	profession.)
Now	 his	 mom	 was	 famous—in	 her	 small,	 Queen	 Street	 way—and	 Jack	 was
embarrassed	by	Daughter	Alice	and	 the	general	seediness,	 the	depraved	fringe,
that	tattooing	represented	to	him.
But	what	else	could	his	mother	have	done?	She	had	tried	to	protect	Jack	from

the	tattoo	world.	She’d	made	it	clear	that	he	wasn’t	welcome	at	the	Chinaman’s,
and	it	hadn’t	been	Alice’s	fault	that	Jack	became	her	virtual	apprentice	when	she
tattooed	her	way	through	those	North	Sea	ports	in	search	of	William—excepting
those	nights	when	Ladies’	Man	Lars	tucked	the	boy	into	bed	in	Copenhagen.
Now,	ironically,	at	the	same	time	Alice	seemed	to	be	proud	of	her	work—and

of	 being	 her	 own	 boss	 in	 her	 own	 shop—Jack	 was	 growing	 ashamed	 of	 her.



Claudia	was	right	to	criticize	Jack	for	this,	but	Claudia	hadn’t	been	there	in	those
years	when	his	mother	was	turning	her	back	on	him.
Jack	 made	 matters	 worse	 by	 objecting	 to	 his	 mom’s	 apprentice	 observing

Claudia’s	tattooin-progress.	What	was	the	curtain	for,	if	this	guy	was	permitted
to	see	the	scepter?	The	tattoo	almost	touched	Claudia’s	pubes!
He	 was	 a	 young	 guy	 from	New	 Zealand.	 “Alice’s	 kiwi	 boy,”	Mrs.	 Oastler

called	 him.	 Leslie	 didn’t	 like	 him,	 nor	 did	 he	 appeal	 to	 Jack.	 He	 was	 from
Wellington,	 and	 he	 taught	 Alice	 some	 Maori	 stuff.	 Like	 her	 other	 young
apprentices,	he	wouldn’t	stay	long—a	couple	of	months,	at	most.	Then	another
apprentice	would	come;	he	was	always	someone	who	could	teach	her	one	or	two
things,	while	she	had	much	more	to	teach	him.	(That	was	how	the	tattoo	business
worked;	that	part	hadn’t	changed.)
Well	 before	 the	 end	 of	 the	 1980s,	 because	 of	 AIDS,	 every	 knowledgeable

tattoo	 artist	 in	Canada	 and	 the	United	 States	was	wearing	 rubber	 gloves.	 Jack
could	never	get	used	to	his	mom	in	those	gloves.	Her	shop	was	not	an	especially
sanitary-looking	place,	yet	here	she	was	with	her	hands	resembling	a	doctor’s	or
a	nurse’s.	When	everything	went	right,	tattooing	wasn’t	exactly	blood	work.
But	at	Daughter	Alice,	some	things	stayed	the	same:	the	pigment	in	those	little

paper	 cups,	 the	many	uses	of	Vaseline,	 the	 strangely	dental	 sound	 the	needles
made	in	the	electric	machine,	the	smell	of	penetrated	skin—and	the	coffee,	and
the	tea,	and	the	honey	in	that	sticky	jar.	And	over	it	all,	Bob,	still	howling—still
complaining	about	this	or	that,	prophesying	doom	or	the	next	new	thing.
“Like	the	pigment	of	a	tattoo,”	Alice	said,	“Bob	Dylan	gets	under	your	skin.”
While	Claudia	was	getting	her	scepter,	Alice	was	playing	“It’s	All	Over	Now,

Baby	Blue.”	Gritting	her	teeth,	Claudia	probably	didn’t	notice;	to	Jack,	a	part	of
her	mystery	was	that	Claudia	had	not	let	Bob	(or	anyone	else)	get	under	her	skin.
Some	pothead	was	putting	honey	in	his	coffee;	maybe	he	thought	it	was	tea.

His	head	was	bobbing	up	and	down	like	one	of	those	distracting	dashboard	toys.
He	was	from	“somewhere	in	the	Maritimes,”	he	told	Jack—as	if	the	exact	city	or
town	had	disowned	him,	or	he’d	banished	it	from	what	was	left	of	his	drugged
memory.	He	had	a	tattoo	of	a	green-and-red	lobster	on	one	forearm.	The	creature
looked	half	cooked—therefore	inadvisable	to	eat.
Bob	wailed	away.

	
Yonder	stands	your	orphan	with	his	gun,
Crying	like	a	fire	in	the	sun.



	
The	 sign	 in	 the	 Queen	 Street	 window	 that	 advertised	 Daughter	 Alice	 was

painted	wood.	“As	cheerful	as	sunny	Leith,	where	the	sun	never	shines,”	Alice
said	of	the	colorful	sign.	It	had	a	seaside	feeling	to	it,	as	if	Daughter	Alice	were
the	name	of	a	ship	or	a	port	of	call.	“Daughter	Alice	is	a	maritime	name,”	Alice
always	said—coming,	as	it	did,	from	Copenhagen	and	Tattoo	Ole.
“All	your	seasick	sailors,	they	are	rowing	home,”	Bob	Dylan	sang.
Or	 they’re	 rowing	 here,	 Jack	 thought.	 He	 went	 to	 have	 a	 look	 at	 Claudia

behind	 the	 curtain;	 she	 smiled	 at	 him,	 clenching	 her	 fists	 to	 her	 sides.	 “The
scepter	is	a	Buddhist	symbol,”	Alice	was	saying	softly,	while	the	tattoo	needles
danced	on	Claudia’s	thigh	and	she	winced	in	pain.	(Jack	knew	that	the	inner	side
of	limbs	hurt	more	than	the	outer.)	“The	shape	of	the	scepter	is	modeled	on	the
magic	fungus	of	immortality,”	Alice	went	on.
A	mushroom	of	immortality!	What	next?	Jack	turned	away.	The	rubber	gloves

really	bothered	him.	He	preferred	to	watch	the	pothead	from	the	Maritimes;	the
guy	looked	as	 if	he	were	getting	high	on	the	honey	in	his	coffee.	This	was	 the
trip	to	Toronto	that	would	convince	Jack	Burns	it	would	never	be	his	true	home.
“Forget	the	dead	you’ve	left,	they	will	not	follow	you,”	Bob	sang—as	always,

with	the	utmost	authority.	Bob	got	a	lot	right,	but	he	was	wrong	about	that.	As
Jack	would	discover,	everything	followed	you.
The	 scepter	 high	 on	 her	 inner	 thigh	 made	 lovemaking	 uncomfortable	 for

Claudia	during	their	remaining	days	in	Toronto,	but	Jack	was	increasingly	aware
of	Claudia	holding	him	in	disfavor;	even	without	the	new	tattoo,	Claudia	might
have	been	disinclined	to	make	love	to	him.	(That	they	were	sleeping	in	Emma’s
bed	didn’t	help.)	They	left	Toronto	before	the	film	festival’s	closing	night.
Jack	could	tell	that	Claudia	was	disheartened;	the	pettiness	of	their	bickering

had	worn	 them	both	down.	And	her	new	tattoo	chafed	when	she	walked.	With
Mrs.	Oastler’s	permission,	Claudia	had	borrowed	one	of	Emma’s	skirts;	 it	was
way	too	big	for	her,	but	she	could	walk	in	it	with	her	legs	wide	apart,	as	if	she
were	wearing	a	diaper.
Looking	back,	Jack	found	the	retrospective	material	at	the	film	festival	more

interesting	 than	most	 of	 the	 featured	 competition.	The	one	movie	 that	Claudia
and	Jack	had	seen	alone	was	Fassbinder’s	The	Marriage	of	Maria	Braun.	 Jack
loved	that	film.
Hanna	Schygulla	is	the	soldier’s	wife	who	makes	such	a	success	of	herself	in

postwar	Germany.	There	are	worse	things	than	watching	Hanna	Schygulla	while
a	woman	holds	your	penis.	The	problem	was,	although	this	was	the	first	and	only



occasion	 at	 the	 film	 festival	 when	 Claudia	 held	 his	 penis,	 Jack	 had	 seen	 The
Marriage	of	Maria	Braun	with	Emma	when	he	was	fourteen.	(They	were	in	the
cinema	in	Durham;	it	was	his	first	year	at	Exeter.)
The	 comparison	 was	 disconcerting,	 and	 it	 was	 a	 premonition	 of	 a	 life-

changing	experience:	 Jack	 realized	 that	he	 liked	 the	way	Emma	held	his	penis
better	than	he	liked	the	way	anyone	else	held	it.	(Of	course	he	still	had	hopes	for
Michele	Maher	one	day.)
“Is	it	me	or	Hanna?”	Claudia	had	whispered	in	his	ear,	noting	the	little	guy’s

enthusiastic	 response.	 But	 Jack	 knew	 it	 was	 neither	 Claudia	 nor	 Fräulein
Schygulla	who	provoked	such	an	uplifting	of	 the	 little	guy’s	 spirits.	 It	was	his
memory	of	Emma	holding	his	penis	when	he	was	all	of	fourteen.
Jack	 knew	 from	 that	moment	 in	The	Marriage	 of	Maria	Braun	 that	 he	 and

Claudia	were	merely	marking	time;	they	were	just	going	through	the	paces,	like
a	married	couple	who	knew	the	divorce	was	pending.
His	parting	of	 the	ways	with	Claudia	had	been	 set	 in	motion	by	 that	 trip	 to

Iowa	to	visit	Emma	the	previous	spring.	“The	children	conversation,”	as	Claudia
called	it.	They	had	continued	on	a	downward	path	at	 the	Toronto	film	festival.
And	when	they	drove	back	from	Toronto,	things	got	even	worse.
They	went	home	a	different	route	than	they’d	come;	it	wasn’t	the	best	way	to

go,	but	it	was	a	boring	drive	no	matter	how	you	did	it.	They	drove	to	Kingston,
Ontario,	and	crossed	the	St.	Lawrence	at	Gananoque;	the	bridge	took	them	into
New	York	State	at	Alexandria	Bay.	At	U.S.	Customs,	Jack	presented	his	student
visa	and	his	Canadian	passport.	Claudia	handed	the	customs	guy	her	American
passport.	 Jack	was	driving	 the	Volvo.	Claudia’s	new	 tattoo	was	bothering	her;
she	didn’t	want	to	drive.
She	was	still	wearing	Emma’s	overlarge	skirt,	which	Mrs.	Oastler	had	insisted

she	take	with	her.	“Emma	will	be	several	sizes	too	big	for	it	the	next	time	she’s
home,	 anyway,”	 Leslie	 had	 said	 pessimistically.	 “You	 look	 better	 in	 it	 than
Emma	does,	Claudia—even	though	it’s	enormous	on	you.”
For	most	of	the	ride,	Claudia	sat	with	the	skirt	pulled	up	to	her	waist—airing

the	Chinese	 scepter,	which	 she	 kept	 rubbing	with	moisturizer.	Her	 skin	was	 a
little	 red	 around	 the	 edges	 of	 the	 tattoo,	 and	 she	was	 tired	 of	 hearing	 that	 the
inner	skin	of	limbs	is	tender.
When	Jack	stopped	 the	car	at	 the	border	crossing,	Claudia	properly	 lowered

Emma’s	 skirt.	 The	 customs	 agent	 looked	 them	 over.	 “We	 were	 visiting	 my
mother,	who	lives	in	Toronto,”	Jack	told	him,	unasked.	“We	saw	some	movies	at
the	film	festival.”



“Are	you	bringing	anything	back	from	Canada?”	the	customs	agent	inquired.
“Nope,”	Claudia	said.
“Not	even	some	Canadian	beer?”	the	guy	asked	Claudia;	he	smiled	at	her.	She

was	fantastic-looking,	really.
“I	don’t	usually	drink	beer,	and	Jack	is	always	watching	his	weight,”	Claudia

told	him.
“So	 you’ve	 got	 nothing	 to	 declare?”	 the	 customs	 agent	 asked	 Jack,	 more

sternly.
Jack	 didn’t	 know	 what	 got	 into	 him.	 (“I	 just	 felt	 like	 fooling	 around,”	 he

would	tell	Claudia	later,	but	there	was	more	to	it	than	that.)
It	 was	 a	 close-up	 opportunity—Jack	 gave	 the	 guy	 his	 furtive	 look.	 He	 did

furtive	pretty	well;	 it	was	a	look	he’d	acquired	from	observing	certain	kinds	of
dogs,	 especially	 craven	 and	 sneaky	 dogs.	 “Well—”	 Jack	 started	 to	 say,
interrupting	himself	by	 looking	 furtively	at	Claudia.	“We	don’t	have	 to	declare
the	Chinese	scepter,	do	we?”	he	asked	her.	Oh,	what	a	look	she	gave	him!
“The	what?”	the	customs	agent	said.
“A	 royal	mace,	or	 sometimes	 it’s	 a	 staff—in	 this	 case,	 a	 short	 sword,”	 Jack

went	on.	“It’s	a	ceremonial	emblem	of	authority.”
“It’s	Chinese?”	the	guy	asked.	“Is	it	very	old?”
“Yes,	very—it’s	Buddhist,	actually,”	Jack	told	him.
“I	better	have	a	look	at	it,”	the	customs	agent	said.
“It’s	a	tattoo,”	Claudia	told	him.	“I	don’t	have	to	declare	a	tattoo,	do	I?”
Why	 had	 Jack	 done	 this	 to	 her?	 He	 loved	 Claudia—well,	 he	 liked	 her,

anyway.	 Jack	 had	 not	 seen	 Claudia	 look	 so	 disappointed	 in	 him	 since	 she
discovered	 the	 photographs	of	Emma	naked;	 these	were	 the	old	 photos	Emma
sent	to	him	when	he	was	regularly	beating	off	at	Redding.	They	were	photos	of
Emma	at	seventeen.	Charlotte	Barford	had	taken	them.	Claudia	made	Jack	throw
them	away,	but	he	kept	one.
“Let	 me	 be	 sure	 it’s	 just	 a	 tattoo,”	 the	 customs	 guy	 said	 to	 Claudia.	 “I’ve

never	seen	a	Chinese	scepter.”
“Do	you	have	a	female	colleague?”	Claudia	asked	the	guy.	“She	can	see	it.”
“It’s	in	a	rather	intimate	location,”	Jack	pointed	out.
“Just	 a	minute,”	 the	 customs	 agent	 said.	He	 left	 them	 sitting	 in	 the	 car	 and

went	off	to	find	a	female	colleague;	there	was	a	building	with	what	looked	like
offices,	where	the	agent	momentarily	disappeared.



“You	are	 so	 immature,	 Jack,”	Claudia	 said.	He	 remembered	 that	 evening	 in
the	Oastler	mansion	when	his	mom	had	made	a	similar	point.
“Penis,	penis,	penis—”	Jack	started	to	say,	but	he	stopped.	The	customs	guy

was	returning	with	a	stout	black	woman.	Claudia	got	out	of	the	car	and	went	into
the	office	building	with	the	female	customs	agent	while	Jack	waited	in	the	car.
“What	did	you	do	that	for?”	the	customs	guy	asked	him.
“We	haven’t	been	getting	along	lately,”	Jack	admitted.
“Well,	this’ll	really	help,”	the	guy	said.
When	Claudia	came	back	to	the	car,	she	gave	Jack	her	violated	look	and	they

drove	on.	For	 those	first	 few	miles,	when	 they	were	back	 in	 the	United	States,
Jack	felt	exhilarated	without	knowing	why.
Canada	was	 Jack’s	homeland,	his	 country	of	origin,	yet	he	was	elated	 to	be

back	 in	 America,	 where	 he	 felt	 more	 at	 home.	Why	 was	 that?	 he	 wondered.
Wasn’t	he	Canadian?	Was	it	Jack’s	rejection	of	his	mother	and	her	tattoo	world
that	made	him	turn	his	back	on	his	native	land?
Claudia	wouldn’t	 speak	 to	him	for	about	 three	hundred	miles.	She	had	once

again	hiked	Emma’s	skirt	to	her	waist,	exposing	the	tattoo	of	the	Chinese	scepter
on	 her	 right	 inner	 thigh,	 where	 Jack	 could	 see	 it	 with	 a	 downcast,	 sideways
glance	at	her	lap.	It	was	one	of	very	few	tattoos	he	ever	saw	that	he	was	tempted
to	get	himself,	but	not	on	his	 inner	 thigh.	He	was	 thinking	about	where	on	his
body	 he	might	 one	 day	 get	 a	 tattoo	 of	 that	 very	 same	 Chinese	 scepter,	 when
Claudia,	finally,	spoke.
By	that	time,	they	were	in	Vermont—about	a	hundred	miles	from	where	they

were	going,	in	New	Hampshire.	When	Claudia	saw	Jack	glance	at	her	crotch—at
her	brand-new	Chinese	scepter,	specifically—she	said:	“I	got	the	damn	tattoo	for
you,	you	know.”
“I	 know,”	 Jack	 said.	 “I	 like	 it.	 I	 really	 do.”	Claudia	 knew	 that	 he	 liked	 the

tattoo	and	the	special	place	she	put	it.	“I’m	sorry	about	what	I	did	at	the	border,”
Jack	told	her.	“I	really	am.”
“I’m	 over	 it,	 Jack.	 It	 took	 a	while,	 but	 I’m	 over	 it.	 I’m	 sorrier	 about	 other

things,”	she	said.
“Oh.”
“Is	that	all	you	can	say?”
“I’m	sorry,”	he	repeated.
“It’s	 not	 just	 that	 you’ll	 never	 have	 children,”	 she	 told	 him.	 “You’ll	 go	 on



blaming	 your	 father’s	 genes	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 you’ll	 never	 stay	 with	 the	 same
woman—not	for	long,	anyway.”
It	was	Jack’s	 turn	 to	say	nothing	for	 the	next	hundred	miles.	And	to	make	a

point	of	not	responding	to	someone	is	another	acting	opportunity.
Jack	soon	would	make	a	point	of	not	 responding	 to	The	Gray	Ghost,	 too.	A

letter	came	from	her	not	long	after	he	and	Claudia	were	back	in	New	Hampshire.
The	Gray	Ghost	made	merely	 a	 passing	 reference	 to	 Claudia’s	 “extraordinary
beauty”—Mrs.	 McQuat	 also	 referred	 to	 Claudia	 as	 his	 “reluctant	 bride.”	 But
neither	 Claudia	 herself	 nor	 Jack’s	 reluctance	 to	 have	 children	 was	 the	 true
subject	of	The	Gray	Ghost’s	letter.	Mrs.	McQuat	was	writing	to	remind	him	that
he	 must	 pay	 closer	 attention	 to	 his	 mother,	 whom	 she	 felt	 certain	 he	 was
neglecting.
“Don’t	neglect	her,	Jack,”	The	Gray	Ghost	said.
Well,	 hadn’t	 she	 told	 him	 before?	 Jack	 threw	 her	 letter	 away	 without

answering	it.	Later,	when	he	learned	that	Mrs.	McQuat	had	died,	he	wondered	if
he’d	had	a	premonition	of	her	death.	Not	only	would	he	not	pay	closer	attention
to	his	mother;	by	not	answering	The	Gray	Ghost’s	letter,	it	was	as	if	he’d	sensed
that	Mrs.	McQuat	was	already	dying—a	death-in-progress,	so	to	speak—and	that
when	she	was	gone,	the	voice	of	Jack’s	conscience	would	leave	him,	too.
They	were	just	a	few	miles	outside	Durham,	not	far	from	Claudia’s	apartment

in	 Newmarket,	 before	 Claudia	 broke	 the	 silence.	 “God	 damn	 you,	 Jack,”	 she
said.	“After	I	die,	I’m	going	to	haunt	you—I	promise	you	I	will—I	might	even
haunt	you	before	I	die.”
Well,	Jack	Burns	was	an	actor—he	should	have	known	an	end	line	when	he

heard	 one.	 He	 should	 have	 committed	 Claudia’s	 warning	 to	 memory	 more
deeply	than	he	did.



20

Two	Canadians	in	the	City	of	Angels
Despite	 their	 growing	 estrangement,	 Jack	 and	 Claudia	 would	 live	 together

their	 final	 two	 years	 at	UNH.	 It	 was	more	 than	 inertia	 that	 bound	 them;	 they
were	 actors-in-training,	 learning	 the	 tricks	 of	 concealment.	 By	 what	 they
managed	 to	hide	of	 themselves,	 they	 instructed	 each	other.	They	became	keen
but	sullen	observers	of	their	innermost	secrets,	their	hidden	characters.
The	summer	 following	 their	Toronto	 trip,	 they	again	did	 summer	stock,	 this

time	at	a	playhouse	on	Cape	Cod.	The	artistic	director	was	a	gay	guy	whom	Jack
liked	a	lot.	Bruno	Litkins	was	a	tall,	graceful	man	who	swooped	onstage;	waving
his	long	arms,	he	looked	like	a	heron	making	an	exaggerated	if	misguided	effort
to	teach	other,	smaller	birds	to	fly.
To	Bruno	Litkins,	a	musical	based	on	a	play	or	a	novel	was	something	to	be

tampered	with—to	be	 reinvented	 in	 a	 shockingly	different	way	with	 each	new
production.	The	original	 text	might	be	sacred	 to	Bruno,	but	once	someone	had
made	a	musical	out	of	the	material,	there	were	no	limits	regarding	how	the	story
and	the	characters	could	be	altered	further.
Announcing	auditions	for	The	Hunchback	of	Notre	Dame—in	which	Claudia

had	 her	 heart	 set	 on	 the	 role	 of	 the	 beautiful	 Gypsy	 girl,	 Esmeralda—Bruno
Litkins	said	 that	his	Esmeralda	was	a	beautiful	 transvestite	who	would	 liberate
the	reluctant	homosexuality	that	flickered	in	the	heart	of	Captain	Phoebus	like	a
flame	in	need	of	air.	Esmeralda,	 the	Gypsy	drag	queen	of	Paris,	would	wrestle
the	gay	captain	out	of	his	closet.	She	was	the	oxygen	Captain	Phoebus	needed	in
order	to	awaken	his	homosexual	self!
The	wicked	Father	Frollo,	who	 first	 imagines	 he	 is	 in	 love	with	Esmeralda,

ultimately	 wants	 her	 to	 be	 put	 to	 death—not	 only	 because	 Esmeralda	 doesn’t
love	 him	 but	 because	 Esmeralda	 is	 a	 guy.	 (Father	 Frollo	 is	 a	 French
homophobe.)	Quasimodo,	who	also	 falls	 in	 love	with	Esmeralda,	 is	 in	 the	 end
relieved	that	Esmeralda	is	in	love	with	Captain	Phoebus.
“It’s	 a	 better	 story,”	 Bruno	 Litkins	 told	 the	 shocked	 ensemble,	 “because

Quasimodo	 isn’t	 sad	 to	 give	 up	 Esmeralda	 to	 the	 soldier.”	 (His	 hunchback
notwithstanding,	Quasimodo	is	straight.)
“What	would	Victor	Hugo	 say?”	 Claudia	 asked.	 Poor	 Claudia	 saw	 that	 her

cherished	 role	 was	 gone;	 at	 least	 onstage,	 Jack	 Burns	 was	 born	 to	 be	 a
transvestite	Esmeralda.



“Keep	the	audience	guessing!”	Bruno	Litkins,	flapping	his	long	arms,	liked	to
say.	“Is	Esmeralda	a	woman?	Is	she	a	man?	Make	them	guess!”
There	was,	of	course,	another	beautiful	Gypsy	girl	in	the	play—Quasimodo’s

murdered	mother,	who	has	a	brief	but	moving	part.	And	there	were	other	plays
in	 that	 Cape	 Cod	 summer	 season—not	 all	 of	 them	 musicals	 that	 opened
themselves	 to	 new,	 gay	 interpretations.	 Claudia	 would	 have	 bigger	 and	 better
roles.	 She	 was	 the	 eponymous	 Salomé	 in	 Bruno	 Litkins’s	 production	 of	 the
Oscar	Wilde	 play—Bruno	 revered	Wilde	 and	 wouldn’t	 change	 a	 purple	 word
he’d	written.	Claudia	was	one	hot	Salomé.	Her	absurd	dance	of	the	seven	veils
was	 Wilde’s	 fault,	 not	 Claudia’s—although	 the	 Chinese	 scepter	 on	 her	 inner
right	thigh	required	a	lot	of	makeup	to	conceal.	(Without	the	makeup,	the	scepter
might	have	been	confusing	to	the	audience—possibly	mistaken	for	a	birthmark,
or	a	wound.)
Jack	had	the	smaller	part	in	Salomé—the	prophet	Jokanaan,	good	old	John	the

Baptist,	whose	decapitated	head	Salomé	kisses.	That	was	some	kiss.	 (Jack	was
kneeling	under	a	table	with	a	hole	cut	in	the	top	for	his	head;	the	tablecloth	hid
not	only	his	hard-on,	but	all	the	rest	of	him.)	Yet	the	damage	to	his	relationship
with	Claudia	had	already	been	done;	not	even	that	kiss	could	undo	their	drifting
apart.
The	gay	version	of	The	Hunchback	of	Notre	Dame	merely	 served	 to	 further

the	distance	between	them.	In	retrospect,	Jack	didn’t	blame	Claudia	for	her	one-
night	stand	with	the	handsome	actor	who	played	the	gay	Captain	Phoebus,	but	he
blamed	her	at	the	time.	(Jack	knew	that	Claudia	had	every	right	to	repay	him	for
cheating	on	her	with	a	tango	teacher	that	previous	spring.)
Claudia’s	luck	was	bad.	The	actor	who	played	Captain	Phoebus	gave	her	and

Jack	the	clap.	Jack	would	never	have	found	out	about	the	affair	otherwise,	unless
Claudia	eventually	told	him—and	given	her	unrepentant	lies	about	her	age,	Jack
had	no	reason	to	think	that	she	ever	would	have	let	him	in	on	her	little	secret.	It
was	the	captain’s	gonorrhea	that	gave	her	away.
Naturally,	Jack	pretended	it	was	much	more	painful	 than	it	was,	dropping	to

his	knees	and	screaming	upon	every	act	of	urination—while	Claudia	called	from
the	bedroom,	“I’m	sorry,	I’m	sorry,	I’m	sorry!”
In	 Bruno’s	 brilliantly	 choreographed	 scene	 where	 Jack-as-the-transvestite-

Esmeralda	reveals	to	Captain	Phoebus	that	he	is,	below	the	waist,	a	man,	Jack	is
singing	his	heart	out	to	the	captain	while	Phoebus	both	acquiesces	and	retreats.
(The	captain	is	attracted	to	Jack,	but	the	idiot	still	thinks	Jack	is	a	girl—hence	his
reluctance.)



Jack	 seizes	 one	 of	 the	 captain’s	 hands	 and	 holds	 it	 to	 one	 of	 his	 falsies;
Phoebus	looks	underwhelmed.	Jack	seizes	the	captain’s	other	hand	and	holds	it
to	his	crotch;	Phoebus	gives	the	audience	an	astonished	look	while	Jack	whispers
in	his	ear.	Then	they	both	sing	the	song	Bruno	Litkins	wrote	for	his	gay	version
of	The	Hunchback	of	Notre	Dame—“Same	As	Me,	Babe,”	to	the	tune	of	Dylan’s
“It	Ain’t	Me,	Babe.”	(Jack	knew	his	Bob;	he	sang	it	well.)
But	 the	 night	 of	 the	 performance	 after	 Jack	 learned	 he	 had	 gonorrhea—and

Claudia	confessed	where	it	came	from—Jack	had	something	real	 to	whisper	in
Captain	 Phoebus’s	 ear	 while	 he	 held	 the	 captain’s	 hand	 against	 his	 pecker.
“Thanks	for	the	clap,	babe,”	Jack	whispered.
It	was	quite	a	good	 look	Phoebus	gave	 the	audience	every	night—it	usually

brought	the	house	down.	Such	a	look	of	recognition—Esmeralda	has	a	penis!	Of
course	the	audience	already	knows.	Jack-as-Esmeralda	had	earlier	shown	Father
Frollo,	 thinking	it	would	make	Frollo	stop	hitting	on	him—never	realizing	that
Frollo	is	such	an	overreactor	that	he’ll	insist	on	having	Esmeralda	hanged!
But	that	memorable	night	Captain	Phoebus	held	Esmeralda’s	penis	and	Jack-

as-Esmeralda	 thanked	Phoebus	 for	 giving	 him	 the	 clap	was	 a	 showstopper	 for
the	handsome	soldier.	The	look	he	gave	the	audience	 that	night	 interrupted	the
performance	for	a	full	minute	or	more;	 the	audience	spontaneously	rose	as	one
and	gave	Captain	Phoebus	a	standing	ovation.
“Maybe	take	a	little	something	off	the	look,	Phoebus,”	Bruno	Litkins	told	the

actor	after	that	performance.
Jack	just	gave	the	captain	his	best	Esmeralda-as-a-transvestite	smile.	Phoebus

knew	Jack	could	kick	the	crap	out	of	him	if	he	wanted	to.
In	truth,	Jack	was	grateful	to	Captain	Phoebus	for	making	Claudia	feel	guilty;

Phoebus	had	made	Jack	feel	a	little	less	guilty	about	the	fact	that	he	and	Claudia
were	drifting	apart.
The	 summer	 following	 their	 graduation	 from	 the	 University	 of	 New

Hampshire,	Claudia	and	Jack	finally	went	their	separate	ways.	She	was	going	the
graduate-student	 route—an	 MFA	 theater	 program	 at	 one	 of	 the	 Big	 Ten
universities.	 (Jack	 would	 make	 a	 point	 of	 forgetting	 which	 one.)	 It	 seemed
sensible	 for	 them	 to	 apply	 to	 different	 summer-stock	 playhouses	 that	 summer.
Claudia	was	at	a	Shakespeare	festival	in	New	Jersey.	Jack	did	a	Beauty	and	the
Beast	 and	 a	 Peter	 Pan	 and	 Wendy	 at	 a	 children’s	 theater	 workshop	 in
Cambridge,	Massachusetts.
He	might	 have	been	 feeling	nostalgic	 about	 his	 lost	 friend	Noah	Rosen—or

Noah’s	 more	 irrevocably	 lost	 sister,	 Leah—but	 Jack	 fondly	 recalled	 those



foreign	 films	 in	 the	 movie	 theaters	 around	 Harvard	 Square.	 A	 summer	 of
subtitles—and	audiences	of	children,	and	their	young	mothers—somehow	suited
him.
Claudia	 said—and	 if	 these	weren’t	 truly	 her	 last	 spoken	words	 to	 him,	 they

were	 the	 last	words	 he	would	 remember—“What	 do	 you	want	 to	 perform	 for
children	for?	You	don’t	want	any.”
Jack	 played	 the	 Beast	 to	 an	 older-woman	 Belle;	 she	 was	 also	 one	 of	 the

founders	of	the	children’s	theater	workshop,	and	she’d	hired	him.	Yes,	he	slept
with	her—they	had	a	summer-long	affair,	not	a	day	longer.	She	was	way	too	old
to	play	Wendy	 to	 Jack’s	Peter	Pan,	but	 she	was	a	 reasonably	youthful-looking
Mrs.	Darling—Wendy’s	mom.	(Imagine	Peter	Pan	screwing	Wendy’s	mother,	if
only	for	a	summer.)
Jack	needed	to	go	to	graduate	school,	to	continue	to	be	a	student,	or	else	get	a

real	 job—hence	a	green	card—if	he	didn’t	want	 to	go	back	 to	Canada,	and	he
didn’t.	 Emma,	 once	 again,	 would	 save	 him.	 She’d	 been	 out	 of	 Iowa	 for	 two
years,	 living	 in	Los	Angeles	 and	writing	her	 first	 novel,	which	 sounded	 like	 a
contradiction	in	terms.	Who	went	to	L.A.	to	write	a	novel?	But	being	an	outsider
had	always	suited	Emma.
She’d	found	a	job	reading	scripts	at	one	of	the	studios;	like	Jack,	she	was	still

a	Canadian	citizen	and	had	only	a	Canadian	passport,	but	Emma	also	had	a	green
card.	The	script-reading	job	was	more	the	result	of	her	year	as	a	comedy	writer
for	New	York	television	than	it	was	anything	she’d	prepared	herself	to	do	at	the
Iowa	Writers’	Workshop.	She	was	writing	her	novel,	which	Emma	said	was	to
be	her	revenge	on	the	time	she’d	wasted	as	a	film	major—and	all	the	while	she
was,	as	she	put	it,	“working	for	the	enemy	and	getting	paid	for	it.”
Why	didn’t	he	come	live	with	her?	Emma	asked	Jack.	She’d	find	him	a	job	in

the	movie	business.	“There	are	some	good-looking	guys	out	here,	baby	cakes—
it’s	tougher	competition	than	you’d	have	in	Toronto.	But	there	aren’t	that	many
good-looking	guys	who	can	act	as	well	as	you.”
So	 that	was	 Jack’s	plan,	 to	 the	 extent	 that	he	had	one.	He’d	had	 it	with	 the

theater—and	no	wonder,	when	you	 consider	 the	preponderance	of	musicals.	 It
was	 fine	 with	 him	 if	 his	 last	 onstage	 performance	 was	 as	 Peter	 Pan,	 taking
Wendy	Darling	and	her	brothers	off	to	Neverland—while	in	the	wee	hours	of	the
morning,	 long	 after	 the	 curtain	 fell,	 he	 was	 banging	 Wendy’s	 mom,	 Mrs.
Darling.
“What	would	J.	M.	Barrie	say?”	Claudia	might	have	asked,	had	she	known.	It

made	Jack	sad	to	think	about	her.



The	 thing	 about	Los	Angeles,	 Jack	would	 learn,	 is	 that	 it’s	 unimpressed	 by
you—no	matter	who	you	are.	Eventually,	 the	city	tells	you,	your	comeuppance
will	come;	exclusivity	fades.	But	Jack	Burns	wasn’t	moving	in	exclusive	circles
when	he	first	went	to	L.A.—he	wasn’t	famous	yet.	In	the	fall	of	1987,	when	he
moved	 in	 with	 Emma,	 the	 nearest	 landmark	 representing	 the	 sundry
entertainments	 that	 the	 future	 held	 in	 store	 was	 that	 garish	 playground	 of
possibilities,	the	Santa	Monica	Pier.
All	 that	Jack	and	Emma	really	cared	about	was	 that	 they	were	bathed	 in	 the

warm	Pacific	 air;	 it	 didn’t	matter	 that	 they	were	 breathing	 in	 an	 ocean	 spiked
with	smog.	They	were	living	together	again—not	in	Toronto,	and	not	with	their
mothers.
Emma,	who	was	 twenty-nine,	 looked	considerably	older.	Her	 struggles	with

her	weight	were	apparent	to	anyone	who	knew	her,	but	a	different,	interior	battle
had	 been	 more	 costly	 to	 her;	 her	 shifting	 ambitions	 were	 at	 war	 with	 her
obdurate	 determination.	 That	 Emma	 was	 a	 restless	 soul	 was	 obvious,	 but	 not
even	Jack	(not	even	Emma)	was	aware	that	something	was	seriously	wrong	with
her.
Numbers	 were	 never	 Jack’s	 strong	 suit.	 Living	 with	 Emma	 in	 L.A.,	 he

couldn’t	 remember	 how	much	 their	 rent	 was,	 or	 what	 day	 of	 the	 month	 they
were	supposed	to	pay	it.
“Your	math	sucks,	honey	pie,	but	what	do	you	need	to	know	math	for?	You’re

gonna	be	an	actor!”
At	 St.	 Hilda’s,	 Jack	 had	 needed	 Miss	 Wurtz	 bending	 over	 him—as	 if

breathing	her	in	were	a	substitute	for	learning	his	numbers.	And	while	it’s	 true
that	Mrs.	McQuat	 had	 helped	 him,	 even	more	 than	Miss	Wurtz,	 he	 had	 never
mastered	math.
Mrs.	Adkins	had	assisted	him	with	his	algebra	at	Redding—she	who’d	dressed

him	in	her	old	clothes,	she	who’d	made	 love	 to	him	with	such	a	morbid	air	of
resignation.	 (It	was	 as	 if	Mrs.	Adkins	were	undressing	 to	drown	herself	 in	 the
Nezinscot,	or	at	least	practicing	for	that	loneliest	of	moments	in	her	future.)
“You	 shouldn’t	 trust	 yourself	 to	 count	 past	 ten,”	 Noah	 Rosen	 had	 once

cautioned	Jack.
Mr.	Warren,	Jack’s	faculty	adviser	at	Exeter,	had	been	more	kind	but	no	less

pessimistic.	 “I	 would	 advise	 you,	 Jack,	 never	 to	 rely	 on	 your	 numerical
evaluation	of	a	situation.”
Jack	 Burns	 would	 live	 in	 Los	 Angeles	 for	 sixteen	 years.	 He	 liked	 all	 the

driving.	He	and	Emma	first	 shared	one	half	of	a	 rat-eaten	duplex	 in	Venice.	 It



was	 on	 Windward	 Avenue,	 downwind	 of	 a	 sushi	 place	 on	 the	 corner	 of
Windward	 and	 Main—more	 to	 the	 point,	 downwind	 of	 the	 restaurant’s
Dumpster.	Hama	Sushi	was	good.	Emma	and	Jack	ate	there	a	lot.	The	fish	was
really	fresh—less	fresh,	alas,	was	whatever	ended	up	in	the	Dumpster.
Jack’s	first	girlfriend	in	L.A.	was	a	waitress	he	met	at	Hama	Sushi.	She	shared

an	overused	house	with	some	other	girls	on	one	of	those	small	streets	off	Ocean
Front	 Walk—Eighteenth,	 Nineteenth,	 or	 Twentieth	 Avenue.	 He	 could	 never
remember	 the	number.	He	went	one	night	 to	 the	wrong	house,	possibly	on	 the
wrong	avenue.	There	were	a	bunch	of	girls	who	welcomed	him	inside	when	he
pushed	the	buzzer,	but	his	waitress	friend	was	not	among	them.	By	the	time	Jack
realized	it	was	the	wrong	bunch	of	girls,	he’d	met	someone	who	interested	him
more	than	the	sushi	waitress.	Numbers,	once	again,	had	misled	him.
“You	oughta	carry	a	calculator,”	Emma	told	him,	“or	at	least	write	everything

down.”
He	liked	Venice—the	beach,	the	gyms,	the	underlying	grubbiness	of	it.	After

Emma	had	a	bad	experience	at	Gold’s	Gym—she’d	met	a	bodybuilder	there	who
had	beaten	her	up—she	got	Jack	and	herself	a	membership	at	World	Gym;	she
said	she	liked	the	gorilla	on	the	World	Gym	Tshirts	and	tank	tops.	A	big	gorilla
standing	on	the	planet	Earth,	the	size	of	a	beach	ball,	with	a	barbell	in	his	hairy
hands—the	barbell	had	to	weigh	three	or	four	hundred	pounds,	not	that	this	was
a	credible	explanation	for	why	the	bar	was	bending.
The	World	Gym	tank	tops	were	cut	 low;	they	had	a	scoop	neck	and	a	 lot	of

space	under	 the	arms.	They	weren’t	made	for	women	to	wear—at	least	not	 the
ones	 Emma	 bought,	 which	 were	 all	 in	 workout-gray	 with	 Day-Glo	 orange
lettering.	 The	 tank	 tops	 showed	 a	 lot	 of	 cleavage,	 and	 Emma’s	 breasts	would
occasionally	fall	out	at	 the	sides,	but	she	only	got	 the	World	Gym	tank	tops	to
wear	as	nightshirts	or	when	she	was	writing.
Emma	and	Jack	had	their	own	bedrooms	in	the	duplex,	but	most	nights,	when

they	didn’t	have	“dates,”	they	slept	in	the	same	bed—not	really	doing	anything.
Emma	would	 hold	 Jack’s	 penis	 until	 one	 of	 them	 fell	 asleep—that	 is,	 if	 they
even	 went	 to	 bed	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 which	 they	 didn’t	 often.	 Jack	 would
occasionally	hold	her	breasts,	nothing	more.	He	never	once	masturbated	 in	 the
bed	when	she	was	there.
Emma	 and	 Jack	 had	 had	 their	 one	 time;	 they	 seemed	 to	 know	 this	without

discussing	 it.	 She	 had	 taught	 him	 how	 to	 beat	 off;	 she’d	 even	 invited	 him	 to
imagine	her	when	he	did	it.	But	this	was	entirely	for	Jack’s	self-preservation	in
prep	school,	especially	at	Redding,	and	although	she’d	sent	him	photographs	of



herself	naked—and,	unbeknownst	to	Emma,	Jack	still	had	one	of	them—it	was
their	mutual	understanding	in	Los	Angeles	that	they	were	more	than	friends,	and
certainly	 a	 little	 different	 from	 other	 brothers	 and	 sisters,	 but	 they	 were	 not
lovers.	 (The	 penis-holding	 notwithstanding—and	 no	 matter	 how	 many	 times
they	were	 undressed	 in	 each	other’s	 company,	without	 seeming	 to	 think	 twice
about	it.)
Emma	met	another	bodybuilder—this	one	at	World	Gym—and	he	didn’t	beat

her	up.	He	worked	as	a	waiter	at	Stan’s,	which	was	on	 the	corner	of	Rose	and
Main.
Stan’s	was	one	of	those	places	that	wouldn’t	last	long	in	Venice.	The	waiters

weren’t	 as	 brash	 as	 they	 were	 in	 a	 New	 York	 steakhouse,	 like	 Smith	 &
Wollensky,	 and	 for	 steaks	 and	 chops	 and	Maine	 lobsters,	 which	 was	 all	 they
served,	 the	white	 tablecloths	 seemed	 out	 of	 place;	 yet	 the	waiters	wore	white
dress	 shirts	with	 their	 sleeves	 rolled	 up,	 and	 no	 ties,	 and	 those	 starched	white
aprons	that	made	them	look	like	butchers	who’d	not	yet	made	contact	with	any
meat.	 It’s	hard	 to	feel	superior	 in	a	steakhouse,	but	 the	waiters	at	Stan’s	(there
were	no	waitresses)	took	naturally	to	superiority.	It	was	as	if	they’d	been	born	in
those	starched	white	aprons—remarkably,	without	a	drop	of	blood	being	shed	in
the	process.
The	waiter	 Emma	 knew	who	worked	 at	 Stan’s	 had	 a	 name	 like	Giorgio	 or

Guido;	he	could	bench-press	three	hundred	pounds.	Emma	managed	to	persuade
him	 that	 Jack	 was	 an	 experienced	 waiter,	 and	 Giorgio	 or	 Guido	 reluctantly
introduced	Jack	to	Donald,	the	maître	d’	at	Stan’s—a	headwaiter	of	intimidating
snottiness.
Admittedly,	Jack	had	had	no	experience	as	a	waiter,	but	Emma	had	skillfully

revised	Mr.	 Ramsey’s	 written	 recommendation	 of	 Jack’s	 training	 as	 an	 actor,
which	 repeatedly	 cited	 his	 “vast	 potential.”	 The	 studio	 in	 West	 Hollywood
where,	every	morning,	Emma	turned	in	her	notes	and	picked	up	an	armload	of
new	screenplays—she	read	and	critiqued	three	or	four	scripts	a	day—had	lots	of
fancy	 copying	 equipment,	 with	 which	 Emma	 slickly	 executed	 Mr.	 Ramsey’s
edited	recommendation	of	Jack.
The	word	actor	was	replaced	with	waiter,	and	 the	names	of	certain	plays	or

dramatizations	 (even	 the	 musicals)	 were	 presented	 to	 the	 clueless	 American
reader	as	the	names	of	trendy	Toronto	restaurants,	in	which	Mr.	Ramsey	extolled
the	 virtue	 of	 Jack’s	 “performance”—an	 oft-repeated	 word,	 which	 Emma	 left
unaltered,	except	she	sometimes	changed	it	to	a	verb.
Hence	Jack	had	“performed”	superbly	at	an	alleged	bistro	called	Mail-Order



Bride	 (there	 was	 another	 restaurant	 called	 Northwest	 Territories)	 and	 at	 what
was	probably	a	French	place,	d’Urbervilles,	and	at	several	restaurants	of	note	in
the	northeastern	United	States,	among	them	The	Restaurant	of	Notre	Dame	and
Peter	 and	 Wendy’s—not	 to	 mention	 what	 must	 have	 been	 a	 Spanish	 eatery,
Bernarda	Alba.
Mr.	Ramsey’s	 letterhead—namely,	 that	of	St.	Hilda’s—which	 stated	he	was

Chairman	of	English	and	Drama,	had	been	tweaked	to	identify	him	as	Chairman
of	 the	 Hotel	 and	 Restaurant	 of	 that	 oddly	 religious-sounding	 name.	 Mr.
Ramsey’s	 opening	 sentence	 described	 St.	 Hilda’s	 (he	 meant,	 of	 course,	 the
school)	as	“one	of	Toronto’s	best.”
But	 Donald	 was	 an	 imperious	 prick—a	 headwaiter	 from	 Hell.	 “When	 I’m

recommending	a	hotel	with	a	good	restaurant	 in	Toronto,	 I	always	recommend
the	Four	Seasons,”	he	told	Jack.	He	then	challenged	Jack	to	take	a	minute	or	two
to	memorize	the	specials.
“If	you	give	me	ten	minutes,	I	can	memorize	the	whole	menu,”	Jack	told	him.
But	Donald	 didn’t	 give	 him	 the	 chance.	The	maître	 d’	 later	 told	Giorgio	 or

Guido	 that	 Jack’s	 attitude	 had	 offended	 him.	He	 had	 sized	 up	 Jack	 as	 “a	 hick
from	Toronto	via	New	Hampshire”—or	so	he	said	to	Giorgio	or	Guido.	Jack	had
already	 decided	 he	 didn’t	 want	 the	 waiter	 job—not	 in	 such	 a	 self-important
steakhouse.	 But	 when	 Donald	 offered	 him	 an	 opportunity	 in	 the	 restaurant’s
valet-parking	department,	Jack	accepted.	He	was	a	good	driver.
It	 wasn’t	 that	 Emma	 thought	 the	 job	 was	 beneath	 him;	 her	 objection	 was

political.	 “You	 can’t	 be	 a	 parking	 valet,	 baby	 cakes.	 English	 is	 your	 first
language.	You’re	taking	a	job	from	some	unfortunate	illegal	alien.”
But	 Giorgio	 or	 Guido	 looked	 relieved.	 He	 didn’t	 want	 Jack	 to	 be	 a	 fellow

waiter	 at	 Stan’s.	 He’d	 had	 enough	 difficulty	 accepting	 Jack	 as	 Emma’s
roommate,	 no	matter	 how	many	 times	 Emma	 had	 told	 him	 that	 she	 and	 Jack
didn’t	have	sex	together.	(Jack	wondered	what	Giorgio	or	Guido’s	problem	was.
How	could	you	bench-press	three	hundred	pounds	and	be	that	insecure?)
Jack	 didn’t	 last	 long	 as	 a	 parking	 valet;	 he	was	 fired	 from	 the	 job	 his	 first

night—in	fact,	he	never	got	to	park	his	first	car.
It	was	a	silver	Audi	with	gunmetal-gray	leather	seats,	and	the	guy	who	flipped

Jack	the	keys	was	a	young,	arty	type	who	appeared	to	have	been	quarreling	with
his	young,	arty	wife—or	his	girlfriend,	Jack	had	thought,	before	he’d	driven	less
than	 a	 block	 and	 the	 little	 girl	 sat	 up	 in	 the	 backseat.	 Her	 face,	 which	 was
streaked	with	tears,	was	perfectly	framed	in	the	rearview	mirror.	She	was	maybe
four,	 at	 the	 most	 five,	 years	 old,	 and	 she	 wasn’t	 sitting	 in	 a	 booster	 seat.



Evidently	 the	 backseat	was	 her	 bed	 for	 the	 evening,	 because	 she	was	wearing
pajamas	and	clutching	both	a	blanket	and	a	teddy	bear	to	her	chest.	Jack	saw	a
pillow	 propped	 against	 the	 armrest	 on	 the	 passenger	 side	 of	 the	 backseat;	 the
booster	seat	was	on	the	floor,	kicked	out	of	the	way.
“Are	you	parking	 in	a	garage	or	outdoors?”	 the	 little	girl	asked	him,	wiping

her	nose	on	the	sleeve	of	her	pajamas.
“You	can’t	stay	in	the	car,”	Jack	told	her.	He	stopped	the	Audi	and	put	on	the

hazard	blinkers;	she	had	scared	the	shit	out	of	him	and	his	heart	was	pounding.
“I’m	not	well	enough	behaved	to	eat	in	a	grown-up	restaurant,”	the	little	girl

said.
Jack	didn’t	know	what	to	do.	Maybe	the	young,	arty	couple	had	been	arguing

about	leaving	the	little	girl	in	the	backseat,	but	he	thought	not.	The	girl	had	the
look	 of	 a	 valet-parking	 veteran.	 “I	 like	 the	 garages	 better	 than	 parking	 on	 the
street,”	she	explained.	“It	will	be	dark	soon,”	the	little	girl	observed.
Jack	drove	down	Main	to	Windward,	where	a	gang	of	rowdies—noisy	singles,

though	it	was	early	in	the	evening—were	crowding	the	entrance	to	Hama	Sushi,
waiting	for	tables.	He	left	the	Audi	running	at	the	curb	and	rang	the	buzzer	to	the
half	of	the	ratty	duplex	he	shared	with	Emma;	then	he	went	back	to	the	car	and
waited	beside	it.	The	little	girl	was	never	out	of	his	sight.
“Is	this	where	we’re	parking?”	she	asked.
“I’m	not	leaving	you	alone,	not	anywhere,”	he	told	her.
Emma	opened	the	door	and	came	out	on	the	sidewalk;	she	was	wearing	one	of

her	 World	 Gym	 tank	 tops	 and	 nothing	 else.	 Because	 she	 looked	 more	 than
usually	pissed	off,	Jack	guessed	she’d	been	writing	her	novel.
“Nice	car,	honey	pie.	Does	it	come	with	the	kid?”	Jack	explained	the	situation

while	the	little	girl	observed	them	from	the	backseat.	She’d	probably	never	seen
anyone	quite	like	Emma	in	her	World	Gym	tank	top.	“I	told	you—you	shouldn’t
be	 parking	 cars,”	 Emma	 said.	 She	 kept	 looking	 at	 the	 little	 girl.	 “I’m	 not
babysitter	material,	Jack.”
“I	 usually	 sleep	 on	 the	 floor,	 if	 I	 think	 anyone	 can	 see	me	 sleeping	 on	 the

backseat,”	the	little	girl	said.
The	“usually”	made	up	Jack’s	mind	for	him—that	and	what	Emma	said	before

she	 walked	 back	 inside	 to	 continue	 what	 must	 have	 been	 one	 of	 the	 angrier
passages	 in	 her	 novel-in-progress.	 “Nothing	 good	 can	 come	 of	 this	 job,	 baby
cakes.”
Jack	put	 the	 little	girl	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	backseat	 and	 fastened	a	 seat	belt



around	her,	because	he	couldn’t	figure	out	how	the	stupid	booster	seat	worked.
“It’s	probably	hard	to	understand	if	you	don’t	have	children,”	the	little	girl	told
him	forgivingly.	Her	name	was	Lucy.	“I’m	almost	five,”	she	said.
When	Jack	returned	to	the	corner	of	Rose	and	Main,	he	pulled	up	at	the	curb

in	 front	of	Stan’s;	his	 fellow	valet	parkers	 looked	surprised	 to	 see	him.	“¿Qué
pasa?”	Roberto	asked,	when	Jack	handed	him	the	keys.
“Better	 not	 park	 the	 Audi	 just	 yet,”	 Jack	 told	 him,	 taking	 Lucy	 into	 the

restaurant.	 She	 wanted	 to	 bring	 her	 blanket	 and	 her	 teddy	 bear,	 but	 not	 the
pillow,	which	was	okay	with	Jack.
The	asshole	maître	d’,	Donald,	was	standing	at	his	desk	as	if	it	were	a	pulpit

and	the	book	of	reservations	a	Bible.	Lucy,	seeing	all	the	people,	wanted	Jack	to
pick	 her	 up,	 which	 he	 did.	 “Now	 we’re	 going	 to	 get	 in	 trouble,”	 the	 child
whispered	in	his	ear.
“You’re	going	to	be	fine,	Lucy,”	Jack	told	her.	“I’m	 the	one	who’s	going	to

get	in	trouble.”
“You’re	 already	 in	 trouble,	 Burns,”	Donald	 said,	 but	 Jack	walked	 past	 him

into	the	restaurant.	Lucy	spotted	her	parents	before	Jack	did.	It	was	still	early,	a
soft	light	outside;	the	tables	weren’t	full	yet.	(Maybe	the	tables	were	never	full	at
Stan’s.)
Lucy’s	mother	got	up	from	her	chair	and	met	 them	halfway	to	her	 table.	“Is

something	 wrong?”	 she	 asked	 Jack.	 What	 a	 question.	 And	 women	 (not	 only
Claudia)	gave	Jack	a	hard	time	when	he	said	he	wasn’t	ready	to	be	a	parent!
“You	forgot	something,”	Jack	said	to	the	young,	arty	mom.	“You	left	Lucy	in

the	 car.”	 The	 woman	 just	 stared	 at	 him,	 but	 Lucy	 held	 out	 her	 arms	 and	 her
mother	took	her	from	Jack—teddy	bear	and	blanket	and	all.
Jack	hoped	that	would	be	the	end	of	it,	but	Donald,	the	headwaiter	from	Hell,

wouldn’t	let	him	leave.	“There	is	no	St.	Hilda’s,	hotel	or	restaurant,	in	Toronto,”
he	hissed.	“There	is	no	Mail-Order	Bride—”
“So	you’re	 from	Toronto,”	 Jack	 interrupted	him.	The	way	Donald	had	 said,

“T’ronto,”	had	given	him	away.	 Jack	should	have	known.	Donald	was	another
undiscovered	Canadian	working	as	a	waiter	in	L.A.
Naturally,	 the	 young,	 arty	 husband	 and	 bad	 father	 wouldn’t	 let	 Jack	 leave

Stan’s	without	giving	him	his	two	cents’	worth.	“I’m	gonna	get	you	fired,	pretty
boy,”	the	guy	said.
“It’s	a	good	job	to	lose,”	Jack	told	him,	making	note	of	the	line.
Giorgio	or	Guido	was	hovering	around,	to	the	extent	that	a	bodybuilder	who



can	 bench-press	 three	 hundred	 pounds	 can	 hover.	 “You	 better	 get	 outta	 here,
Jack,”	he	was	saying.
“I’m	trying	to	get	out	of	here,”	Jack	said.
He	 was	 abreast	 of	 the	 reservation	 desk	 when	 he	 spotted	 the	 telephone;	 it

occurred	 to	 him	 to	 call	 911	 and	 report	 a	 clear	 case	 of	 child	 neglect,	 but	 he
thought	 better	 of	 it.	 Jack	 didn’t	 know	 the	 license	 plate	 of	 the	 silver	Audi.	He
would	have	to	write	it	down	if	he	wanted	to	remember	it—damn	numbers	again.
But	 the	bad	father	was	 too	angry	 to	 let	Jack	go.	He	stepped	 in	 front	of	Jack

and	blocked	his	way;	he	was	a	medium-tall	young	man,	and	his	chin	was	level	to
Jack’s	 eyes.	 Jack	 waited	 for	 the	 guy	 to	 touch	 him.	 When	 he	 grabbed	 Jack’s
shoulders,	Jack	stepped	back	a	little	and	the	young	man	pulled	Jack	toward	him.
Jack	let	him	pull,	head-butting	him	in	the	lips.	Jack	didn’t	butt	him	all	that	hard,
but	the	guy	was	a	big	bleeder.
“I’m	 calling	 nine-one-one	 the	 second	 I’m	 home,”	 Jack	 said	 to	 Giorgio	 or

Guido.	“Tell	Donald.”
“Donald	says	you’re	fired,	Jack,”	the	bodybuilder	said.
“It’s	a	good	job	to	lose,”	Jack	repeated.	(He	knew	that	line	would	have	legs.)
Out	 on	 the	 sidewalk,	Roberto	was	 still	 holding	 the	 keys	 to	 the	 silver	Audi.

That’s	when	Jack	remembered	he	had	the	parking	chit	 in	his	shirt	pocket;	he’d
already	written	down	the	license-plate	numbers.	“You’ll	have	to	write	out	a	new
chit	for	the	Audi,”	he	told	Roberto.
“No	problem,”	Roberto	said.
Jack	 walked	 along	 Main	 to	 Windward.	 It	 was	 a	 nice	 evening,	 only	 now

growing	dark.	(When	you’ve	grown	up	in	Toronto,	Maine,	and	New	Hampshire,
when	isn’t	it	a	nice	evening	in	L.A.?)
Emma	was	writing	away	when	Jack	got	home,	but	she	overheard	his	911	call.

“What	did	you	do	with	the	kid?”	she	asked	him,	after	he’d	hung	up.
“Gave	her	to	her	parents.”
“What’s	that	on	your	forehead?”	Emma	asked.
“A	little	ketchup,	maybe—I’ve	been	in	a	food	fight.”
“It’s	blood,	baby	cakes—I	can	see	the	teeth-marks.”
“You	should’ve	seen	the	fucker’s	lips,”	he	told	her.
“Ha!”	Emma	said.	(Shades	of	Mrs.	Machado—that	exclamation	always	gave

Jack	the	shivers.)
They	went	out	to	Hama	Sushi.	You	could	talk	about	anything	at	Hama	Sushi



—it	was	so	noisy.	Jack	really	liked	the	place,	but	it	was	partly	what	Emma	called
“l’eau	 de	 Dumpster”	 (her	Montreal	 French)	 that	 eventually	 drove	 them	 away
from	their	Windward	Avenue	duplex.
“So	what	did	you	learn	from	your	brief	experience	as	a	parking	valet,	honey

pie?”
“I	got	one	good	line	out	of	it,”	Jack	said.
What	 convinced	Emma	 that	 Jack	 should	 be	 a	waiter	 at	American	 Pacific,	 a

restaurant	in	Santa	Monica	not	far	from	the	beach,	was	neither	the	location	nor
the	menu.	She	went	 there	on	a	date	one	night	and	 liked	what	 the	waiters	were
wearing—blue	Oxford	cloth	button-down	shirts	with	solid	burgundy	ties,	khakis
with	dark-brown	belts,	and	dark-brown	loafers.	“It’s	very	Exeter,	baby	cakes—
you’ll	 fit	 right	 in.	 I	 stole	 a	 dinner	menu	 for	 you.	 Just	 think	 of	 it	 as	 an	 acting
opportunity,	as	Mr.	Ramsey	would	say.”
Emma	meant	 that	memorizing	 the	menu	was	 an	 acting	 opportunity.	 It	 took

Jack	the	better	part	of	a	morning.	Counting	the	salads	and	other	starters	together
with	the	main	courses,	there	were	about	twenty	items.
Jack	then	called	Mr.	Ramsey	in	Toronto	and	alerted	him	to	the	modifications

Emma	 had	 made	 in	 Mr.	 Ramsey’s	 recommendation	 for	 Jack;	 just	 in	 case
someone	 phoned	 Mr.	 Ramsey	 to	 verify	 Jack’s	 credentials	 as	 a	 waiter,	 Jack
wanted	his	beloved	mentor	to	know	that	Mail-Order	Bride	was	supposed	to	be	a
fabulous	bistro.
“You	have	to	make	reservations	a	month	in	advance!”	Mr.	Ramsey	responded,

with	 his	 usual	 enthusiasm.	 “Jack	 Burns,	 I	 know	 you’ll	 go	 far!”	 (Maybe,	 Jack
thought—if	only	as	a	waiter.)
Jack	showed	up	that	afternoon	at	American	Pacific;	it	still	sounded	more	like

a	railroad	than	a	restaurant	to	him,	but	the	maître	d’,	a	handsome	fellow	named
Carlos,	was	a	welcome	sight.	 Jack	knew	at	once	 that	Carlos	was	no	Canadian.
When	Carlos	 looked	 at	 Jack’s	 letter	 of	 recommendation,	 he	 nodded	 as	 if	 he’d
eaten	at	Mail-Order	Bride	many	times.
The	 specials	 were	 on	 a	 blackboard	 by	 the	 bar.	 “I’ll	 bet	 you	 can	memorize

them	in	a	heartbeat,”	Carlos	said.
“I’ve	 already	memorized	 the	menu,”	 Jack	 told	 him.	 “You	want	 to	 hear	 it?”

That	got	the	attention	of	the	other	waitstaff.	It	was	only	about	five-thirty	in	the
afternoon—no	customers	as	yet—but	Jack	had	his	audience.	He	skipped	the	veal
chop	 with	 the	 gorgonzola	 mashed	 potatoes,	 just	 to	 make	 them	 think	 he’d
forgotten	something—only	to	surprise	them	by	mentioning	the	veal	chop	at	the
end	of	his	 recitation.	He	 forgot	nothing.	He’d	already	dressed	as	 if	he	had	 the



job,	 and	 he	 knew	he’d	 nailed	 the	 audition.	Carlos	 didn’t	 ask	 him	 to	 recite	 the
specials.
It	was	 to	 be	 the	 first	 in	 a	 long	 line	 of	 auditions	 for	 Jack—not	 counting	 the

aborted	one	with	Donald—but	all	of	Jack’s	other	auditions	would	be	as	an	actor
instead	of	a	waiter;	he	was	at	American	Pacific	until	he	no	longer	needed	a	job
waiting	tables.
Emma	had	arranged	for	Jack’s	head	shots	with	a	photographer	she	knew;	they

were	ridiculously	expensive.	Emma	carried	them	around	with	her.	At	the	studio
in	West	Hollywood,	she	occasionally	met	an	agent	or	a	casting	director.	But	she
was	 more	 likely	 to	 meet	 someone	 important	 on	 a	 date,	 or	 in	 any	 of	 several
restaurants	in	West	Hollywood	and	Beverly	Hills.
Some	young	 hotshot	 at	Creative	Artists	wanted	 to	 bang	Emma	 in	 the	worst

way.	There	wasn’t	an	agent	at	C.A.A.	who	would	represent	a	nobody	like	Jack
Burns,	but	 the	guy	 told	Emma	he	would	negotiate	a	contract	 for	Jack—if	Jack
managed	 to	 get	 an	 acting	 job.	 (Just	 how	 Jack	might	 do	 that	without	 an	 agent
wasn’t	made	clear.)
Emma	took	advantage	of	the	young	agent’s	lust	and	brought	him	one	night	to

American	Pacific.	His	name	was	Lawrence.	“Not	Larry,”	he	told	Jack,	with	an
arched	eyebrow.
Not	much	 came	 of	 that	meeting,	 but	 Lawrence	made	 a	 few	 calls	 on	 Jack’s

behalf.	 These	 were	 calls	 to	 other	 agents,	 not	 at	 C.A.A.	 but	 on	 Lawrence’s
personal	B-list—or	more	likely	his	C-list.
Someone	whose	name	Jack	confused	with	Rottweiler	(the	dog)	told	him	that

his	 recommendations	 and	 college	 acting	 experiences	were	 basically	worthless.
“Ditto	 the	 summer	 stock,”	Rottweiler	 said,	 “except	 for	Bruno	Litkins.”	Bruno
had	 a	 Hollywood	 connection:	 casting	 directors	 occasionally	 consulted	 him	 on
roles	related	to	transvestism.	“Or	transvestitism,”	Rottweiler	said.	“Whatever	the
fuck	you	call	it.”
Jack’s	 toe	 in	 the	 door,	 albeit	 an	 odd	one,	was	 that	 he	 had	 found	 favor	with

Bruno	 Litkins	 for	 his	 creation	 of	 the	 gay	 transvestite	 Esmeralda	 in	 Bruno’s
transformation	 of	 The	 Hunchback	 of	 Notre	 Dame.	 “Not	 what	 I’d	 call	 super-
marketable,”	Rottweiler	informed	Jack.	(Not	that	Jack	was	at	all	sure	he	wanted
to	be	marketed	exclusively	for	roles	related	to	transvestism	or	transvestitism.)
Another	of	the	agents	on	Lawrence’s	B-or	C-list	sent	Jack	to	an	audition	for	a

movie	in	Van	Nuys.	The	place	looked	like	a	private	home,	but	doubled	as	a	film
set.	When	the	woman	who	did	hair	or	makeup	told	Jack	the	name	of	the	movie,
Muffy	 the	Vampire	Hooker	3,	Jack	thought	 it	was	a	 joke.	He	didn’t	understand



the	situation	until	the	producer	introduced	herself	and	asked	to	see	his	penis.
“Small	 schlongs	 need	 not	 apply,”	 she	 said.	 Her	 name	 was	Milly.	 She	 was

wearing	 a	 slate-gray	 pin-striped	 pantsuit,	 very	 businesswoman-banker	 chic,
which	stood	in	seeming	contradiction	to	her	old-fashioned	pearl	necklace—of	a
kind	worn	by	 ladies	who	belong	 to	bridge	clubs.	Her	hair	was	huge—a	silver-
blond	bubble,	like	a	motorcycle	helmet	sans	insignia.
Jack	said	there’d	been	a	misunderstanding	and	started	to	leave.	“You	might	as

well	 show	me	your	schlong,”	Milly	 said.	“It’s	a	 free	opportunity	 to	 find	out	 if
you	measure	up.”	That	 got	 the	 attention	of	 a	 bodybuilder-type	with	 a	 ponytail
and	a	busty	young	woman	who	 looked	 like	 a	vampire.	They	were	 sitting	on	a
couch,	watching	a	movie	on	a	VCR.	It	was	footage	of	themselves,	probably	from
Muffy	the	Vampire	Hooker	2—a	long,	unvarying	blow	job,	in	the	throes	of	which
the	eponymous	Muffy	occasionally	bared	her	vampiric	canines.	One	would	hope
that	when	she	was	moved	to	bite	the	bodybuilder	and	suck	his	blood,	she	would
do	so	in	his	throat.	Jack	saw	that	Muffy	did	not	have	the	bloodsucking	canines
inserted	while	she	watched	the	movie	on	the	couch;	she	was	innocently	chewing
gum.
The	guy	with	the	ponytail	paused	the	blow	job	on	the	VCR,	and	the	three	of

them	had	a	look	at	Jack’s	penis.	While	this	was	not	specifically	the	film	career
Jack	sought,	most	men	are	curious	to	know	how	their	penises	compare;	after	all,
here	was	a	panel	of	experts.
“It’s	okay,	buddy,”	the	bodybuilder	told	Jack.
“Cut	the	crap,	Hank,”	Milly	said.
“Yeah,	Hank,”	Muffy	the	vampire	hooker	said.
Hank	went	back	to	the	couch	and	started	up	the	blow	job	on	the	VCR	again.

“His	dick	looks	fine	to	me,”	Hank	said.
“It’s	cute,”	Muffy	told	Jack,	“but	in	this	business,	cute	doesn’t	quite	cut	it.”
“Forget	quite,”	Milly	said.	She	was	in	her	fifties,	maybe	sixty—a	former	porn

star,	 one	of	 the	 cameramen	had	 told	 Jack,	 but	 the	 cameraman	must	 have	been
kidding.	Except	for	the	big	hair,	Milly	reminded	Jack	of	Noah	Rosen’s	mother.
“It’s	cute,	and	it	doesn’t	matta	how	big	it	is,”	Muffy	whispered	in	Jack’s	ear.

She	went	back	to	the	couch	and	plopped	down	next	to	Hank.
“It	 doesn’t	 cut	 it,	 period.	And	 it	does	matter	 how	 big	 it	 is,”	Milly	 said.	 “It

doesn’t	matter	if	it’s	cute.”
“Thank	you,”	Jack	told	them,	zipping	up.
Hank,	 the	 big	 guy	 getting	 the	 endless	 blow	 job	 from	 Muffy	 on	 the	 VCR,



followed	 Jack	 to	 the	 car;	 there	was	nothing	 cute	 about	Hank’s	 schlong,	which
Jack	had	noticed	was	 enormous.	 “Don’t	 be	 discouraged,”	Hank	 said.	 “Just	 eat
healthy.	I’d	stick	to	low-fat,	low-sodium,	low-carb	stuff,	if	I	were	you.”
“Hank,	are	you	ready?”	Milly	was	screaming	from	inside	the	house.
“This	 job	 isn’t	 for	 everyone,”	 Hank	 admitted	 to	 Jack.	 “There’s	 a	 lotta

pressure.”	He	had	a	high,	nasal	voice—a	mismatch	with	his	hulking	presence.
“Hank!”	Muffy	called.	She	was	 standing	 in	 the	open	doorway	of	 the	house,

baring	 her	 teeth	 in	 a	 broad-mouthed	 grin.	 She	 had	 inserted	 the	 bloodsucking
canines;	Muffy	was	ready	for	the	next	shot,	whatever	it	was.
“Coming!”	Hank	called	back	to	her.	“It	might	have	worked	out	differently	if

I’d	met	Mildred’s	sister,”	he	said,	“but	I	met	Milly	first.”
“She	has	a	sister?”	Jack	asked.
“Myra	Ascheim	is	legit,”	Hank	said.	“Mildred	is	the	porn-producer	side	of	the

Ascheim	family.”
Jack	saw	that	Mildred	Ascheim	had	joined	Muffy	 the	vampire	hooker	 in	 the

doorway.	“Stop	stalling,	Hank!”	Milly	yelled.
“What	is	Myra	Ascheim	legit	at?”	Jack	asked.
“She’s	 some	 kind	 of	 agent,”	 Hank	 told	 him.	 “She	 used	 to	 represent	 Val

Kilmer,	or	maybe	it	was	Michael	J.	Fox—lots	of	people	 like	 that,	anyway.	It’s
all	 about	 who	 you	 meet	 out	 here,”	 he	 added.	 Hank	 was	 walking	 back	 to	 the
house	like	a	man	about	to	have	nonstop	sex	with	a	vampire	hooker.	He	looked
less	than	thrilled.
“Good	luck!”	Jack	called	to	him.
“I’ll	look	for	you	on	the	big	screen,”	Hank	said,	pointing	skyward—as	if	the

big	screen,	in	both	their	minds,	lay	in	a	heavenly	direction.
“Good	luck,	little	schlong!”	Milly	called	to	Jack.
Hank	stopped	and	walked	back	to	Jack	for	a	minute.	“If	you	ever	meet	Myra,

don’t	tell	her	you’ve	met	Mildred,”	he	warned	Jack.	“That	would	be	the	kiss	of
death.”
“It’s	not	as	if	I	actually	auditioned,”	Jack	said.
“This	was	an	audition,	kid.	I’ll	look	for	you,”	Hank	said	again.
Jack	would	look	for	him,	too,	although	he	didn’t	tell	Hank	that	at	the	time.	His

porn	name	was	Hank	Long—a	big,	handsome	guy,	no	stranger	to	a	weight	room,
always	with	minimal	dialogue,	no	doubt	because	of	his	high,	nasal	voice.	Jack
would	see	him	in	fifteen	or	twenty	“adult”	movies	after	their	first	meeting—for



the	most	part,	nothing	memorable	by	title	or	plot.
Jack	 could	 have	 recognized	 Hank’s	 penis	 all	 by	 itself—Emma	 could	 have,

too.	 They	 watched	 Hank	 Long	 movies	 together,	 after	 Jack’s	 not-exactly-an-
audition	in	Van	Nuys.
“Never	go	to	Van	Nuys,”	he	told	Emma,	when	he	got	home.	“There	are	a	lot

of	guys	with	huge	schlongs	out	there.”
“Like	that	would	really	keep	me	away,”	Emma	said	somewhat	ambiguously.
Jack	 told	 her	 the	 whole	 story—how	 his	 penis,	 in	 Mildred	 Ascheim’s

estimation,	 didn’t	 cut	 it;	 how	 he	was	 “cute,”	 according	 to	Muffy	 the	 vampire
hooker,	but	not	in	a	league	with	Hank	Long.
“I	wouldn’t	say	you	were	 tiny,	baby	cakes,	but	I’ve	seen	bigger.”	More	than

Milly’s	small-schlong	assessment,	Emma’s	bluntness	left	Jack	a	little	crestfallen.
“For	Christ’s	 sake,	 you’re	 not	 trying	 to	 be	 a	porn	 star!”	Emma	 said,	 trying	 to
cheer	him	up.
She	 called	Lawrence	 at	C.A.A.	 immediately,	 beginning	 the	 conversation	 by

telling	him	she	would	never	fuck	him.	“Let’s	get	that	out	of	the	way,”	was	how
Emma	put	 it.	 “Do	 you	 have	 any	 other	 brilliant	 ideas	 about	which	 agents	 Jack
should	see?”	Emma	covered	the	mouthpiece	of	the	telephone	and	turned	to	Jack.
“He	says	no,”	she	reported.
“Ask	him	if	he	knows	Myra	Ascheim,”	Jack	said.
Emma	 got	 a	 quick	 answer	 to	 her	 question	 over	 the	 phone.	 “Lawrence	 says

she’s	 a	 has-been,	 honey	pie.	 She’s	 been	 let	 go	 by	 everyone.	 She	 doesn’t	 even
have	an	assistant	anymore.”
“She	 sounds	 like	 a	 good	 place	 to	 start,”	 Jack	 said.	 “Ask	 Lawrence	 if	 he’ll

make	a	call—just	one	call.”
Emma	asked	the	bastard.	“Lawrence	says	Myra	doesn’t	even	have	an	office.”
“She	sounds	perfect	for	me,”	Jack	said.
Emma	conveyed	Jack’s	feelings	to	Lawrence	over	the	phone.	“He	says	not	to

mention	Myra’s	sister,”	Emma	told	Jack.
“I	know,”	Jack	said.	“It’s	Myra,	not	Mildred.	I	know,	I	know.”
That	 night	 there	were	 three	messages	 on	 the	 answering	machine	when	 Jack

got	back	from	American	Pacific.	He	was	anxious	that	one	of	the	messages	might
have	been	from	a	housewife	he’d	been	banging	in	Benedict	Canyon.	The	woman
was	insane;	she	claimed	that	from	her	bedroom	she	could	see	part	of	the	estate
on	Cielo	Drive	where	Sharon	Tate	had	been	murdered,	but	Jack	couldn’t	see	it.



When	 the	 Santa	Anas	were	 blowing,	 she	 said	 she	 could	 hear	 the	 screams	 and
moans	of	Ms.	Tate	and	the	other	victims—as	if	the	murders	were	ongoing.
She	called	Jack	frequently,	often	to	reschedule	their	rendezvous.	Usually	 the

postponement	had	something	to	do	with	her	husband	or	one	of	her	children,	but
the	last	time	the	family	dog	had	been	to	blame.	The	unfortunate	animal	had	eaten
something	 it	 shouldn’t	have;	 the	complications	were	so	severe	 that	 the	vet	had
promised	to	make	a	house	call.
Emma	 said	 that	 Jack	 should	 learn	 to	 read	 between	 the	 lines—clearly	 the

housewife	 was	 also	 sleeping	 with	 the	 vet.	 Emma	 loved	 listening	 to	 all	 the
reasons	the	Benedict	Canyon	woman	found	not	to	sleep	with	Jack,	or	at	least	to
postpone	 the	 illicit	 act.	 But	 Emma	 had	 been	 writing;	 she’d	 not	 answered	 the
phone	that	night.	She	and	Jack	listened	to	the	answering	machine	together	after
Jack	came	home.
Both	Lawrence	 and	Rottweiler	 said	 they	had	called	Myra	Ascheim	and	 told

her	she	should	meet	Jack;	they’d	given	her	his	phone	number.	The	third	message
was	from	Myra.	Her	voice	was	alarmingly	like	her	sister’s.	Jack	first	thought	it
was	Mildred,	calling	to	further	abuse	his	small	schlong.
“There’s	 two	 people,	 both	 assholes,	 who	 say	 I	 should	 meet	 you,”	 Myra

Ascheim’s	message	began.	“So	where	the	fuck	are	you,	Jack	Burns?”
That	was	the	message—not	very	elegant,	and	she	didn’t	even	leave	her	name.

Jack	knew	it	was	Myra	only	because	he’d	met	Milly	and	recognized	the	sisterly
voice.	(It	was	a	voice	with	more	Brooklyn	in	it	than	L.A.)
Emma	 must	 have	 noticed	 the	 despondency	 in	 Jack’s	 expression	 when	 he

replayed	the	three	messages,	again	and	again.	That	some	word	from	the	insane
housewife	 in	Benedict	Canyon	was	 not	 among	 the	messages	 appeared	 to	 pain
him.	Only	Emma	knew	Jack	well	enough	to	guess	that,	although	he	was	relieved
to	let	the	relationship	slip	away,	he	missed	the	woman’s	madness.
Emma	 Oastler’s	 first	 novel	 was	 called	 The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader,	 which	 was

almost	entirely	based	on	Emma’s	job—not	that	“slush-pile	reader”	was	her	job’s
official	title.	(With	an	uncustomary	dignity,	as	if	her	job	were	a	pinnacle	of	the
profession,	 the	 studio	called	Emma	a	“first”	 reader—a	part	of	 the	process	also
called	“screenplay	development.”)
Emma	read	not	only	unsolicited	manuscripts;	she	read	the	scripts	submitted	by

agents	who	were	less	than	name	brands,	and	the	occasional	script	by	a	marquee
screenwriter	 whose	 agent	 had	 recently	 jerked	 the	 studio	 around.	 Very	 few
screenplays	were	eventually	produced—and	most	of	 those	had	more	 important
first	readers	than	Emma,	but	Emma	would	eventually	read	those	scripts,	too.



What	bothered	Emma	about	her	job	was	not	how	many	screenplays	she	had	to
read,	or	even	how	badly	written	most	of	them	were.	Emma’s	principal	gripe	was
with	 the	 studio	 execs—they	 read	 her	 notes	 but	 not	 the	 screenplays.	 Emma
discovered	that	for	the	majority	of	scripts	she	read,	she	was	the	only	reader.	This
inclined	her	to	be	overgenerous	in	her	notes,	even	in	the	case	of	bad	screenplays;
she	 didn’t	 want	 to	 be	 the	 sole	 reason	 a	 film	 wasn’t	 produced,	 even	 though
Emma’s	 foremost	 complaint	 about	many	 of	 the	movies	 she	 saw	was	 that	 they
should	never	have	been	made	in	the	first	place.
“But	why	would	a	studio	hire	a	script	reader,	especially	for	 the	slush	pile,	 if

the	studio	execs	wanted	to	read	a	bunch	of	bad	screenplays?”	Jack	asked	her.	It
seemed	perfectly	natural	to	him	that,	in	most	cases,	a	first	reader	meant	an	only
reader.
Not	to	Emma;	she	was	both	indignant	and	unreasonable	about	it.	“The	execs

should	still	read	them,	even	if	they’re	bad,”	she	insisted.
“But	they	hired	you,	Emma,	so	they	wouldn’t	have	to	read	all	the	junk!”
“Someone	wrote	that	junk,	baby	cakes.	It	took	hours	and	hours.”
Emma	surely	exaggerated	what	 she	called	wasting	her	 time	as	a	 film	major.

What	was	 the	 point	 of	 learning	 to	 appreciate	 good	 films?	 Emma	 argued.	 The
way	the	movie	industry	worked	had	nothing	to	do	with	film	as	an	art	form.	Jack
thought	that	Emma’s	motive	for	revenge	was	misguided;	it	was	the	machinations
of	the	movie	industry	that	had	wasted	her	time,	not	her	having	been	a	film	major.
Emma	 insisted	 that	 the	 studio	 execs	 were	 responsible	 for	 making	 many

terrible	movies	that	should	never	have	been	made;	therefore,	to	make	some	small
measure	of	atonement	 for	 their	crimes,	 they	should	read	 their	 fair	share	of	bad
screenplays.
Jack	argued	that	Emma	should	have	been	more	upset	about	what	happened	in

that	 rare	case	of	 an	unknown	screenwriter	who	wrote	a	 script	 the	 studio	execs
actually	read	and	 liked.	On	only	two	occasions	had	Emma	 loved	an	unsolicited
screenplay;	both	times,	she’d	managed	to	persuade	the	execs	to	read	it.	In	each
case,	they	promptly	bought	the	rights	and	offered	the	screenwriter	a	fee	to	write
a	second	draft;	they	rejected	the	second	draft,	paid	off	the	screenwriter,	and	hired
an	established	writer	to	reconstruct	the	story	in	all	the	usual,	conventional	ways.
Whatever	 quality	 had	 been	 good	 enough	 to	 catch	 Emma’s	 attention	 (in	 the
original	 script)	 was	 lost,	 but	 the	 studio	 now	 owned	 and	 continued	 to	 develop
what	they	called	“the	property.”
This	didn’t	upset	Emma	at	all.	“It’s	the	writer’s	fault—the	writer	caved	to	the

money.	That’s	what	the	damn	writers	do.	You	want	to	maintain	control	of	your



screenplay,	you	take	no	money	up	front—you	don’t	even	let	the	fuckers	buy	you
lunch,	honey	pie.”
“But	what	 if	 the	writer	needs	 the	money?”	Jack	asked.	“The	writer	probably

needs	lunch!”
“Then	the	writer	should	get	a	day	job,”	Emma	said.
Arguing	 with	 Emma	 drove	 Jack	 crazy.	 It	 also	 worried	 him	 about	 Emma’s

novel—that	 the	 writing	 would	 descend	 to	 a	 level	 of	 autobiographical
complaining;	that	it	would	be	an	unimagined	story,	without	an	iota	of	invention,
full	 of	 rantings	 and	 accusatory	 anecdotes	 he’d	 heard	 before.	 That	 the	 main
character	of	The	Slush-Pile	Reader	was	a	young	Canadian	woman—a	newcomer
to	L.A.	who’d	gone	to	school	“back	East”	and	had	Emma’s	job—did	not,	Jack
thought,	bode	well.	But	 it	 turned	out	 that	Emma	had	 invented	a	character	who
seemed	most	 unlike	 herself;	 she’d	 actually	 imagined	 a	 story,	 one	 that	was	 far
more	 interesting	 than	 her	 own.	 And,	 sentence	 by	 sentence,	 she	 wrote	 well—
she’d	taken	the	necessary	pains	to	revise	herself.
Furthermore,	 Emma	 had	 envisioned	 a	 heroic	 character—one	 capable	 of

touchingly	 unselfish	 gestures—notwithstanding	 that	 Emma	 was	 generally	 too
cynical	 to	be	heroic	herself.	The	main	character	of	The	Slush-Pile	Reader,	 the
eponymous	 reader,	 is	 not	 a	 cynic.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 Michele	 Maher	 (of	 all
names!)	 is	 a	 pure-hearted	 optimist	 with	 an	 indestructibly	 sunny	 disposition.
Michele	Maher—that	is,	Emma’s	character—is	such	a	good	girl	 that	her	purity
survives	her	most	degrading	experiences,	and	she	has	a	few.
Unlike	 Emma,	 Michele	 is	 a	 preternaturally	 thin	 young	 woman	 who	 has	 to

force	herself	to	eat.	She	haunts	gyms	and	health-food	stores,	gagging	on	protein
powder	and	popping	all	 the	dietary	supplements	 that	bodybuilders	use,	but	she
never	manages	to	put	on	a	pound.	Despite	all	her	weightlifting,	she	looks	like	a
wire.	Michele	Maher	has	the	body	and	metabolism	of	a	twelve-year-old	boy.
Also	 unlike	 Emma,	 Michele	 is	 conscience-stricken	 by	 the	 bad	 scripts	 she

reads.	The	worst,	most	self-deluded	screenwriters	break	her	heart.	Michele	wants
to	 help	 them	be	 better	writers;	 to	 that	 futile	 end,	 she	writes	 them	 encouraging
letters	 on	 the	 studio	 letterhead.	 These	 letters	 are	 very	 different	 in	 content	 and
tone	from	the	notes	Michele	submits	 to	 the	studio	execs;	 in	 those	notes,	 she	 is
critical	in	the	extreme.	In	short,	Michele	does	her	job	well:	she	tells	her	bosses
all	the	reasons	why	they	shouldn’t	waste	their	time	reading	this	crap.
But	 to	 the	 rock-bottom	 writers	 themselves,	 Michele	 Maher	 is	 an	 angel	 of

hope;	 she	 always	 finds	 something	 positive	 to	 say	 about	 their	 most	 abhorrent
excrescences.	 In	 the	 first	 chapter	 of	 The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader,	 Michele	 writes	 a



warm,	enthusiastic	letter	to	a	heavily	tattooed	bodybuilder	and	porn	star	named
Miguel	Santiago.	His	porn	name	is	Jimmy.
In	 his	 pathetic	 screenplay,	which	 is	 the	 story	 of	 his	 life,	 Santiago	 describes

himself	as	a	porn	star	who	hates	his	work.	The	only	way	Santiago	can	have	sex
on	 command	 is	 to	 imagine	 he	 is	 a	 young	 James	 Stewart	 falling	 in	 love	 with
Margaret	Sullavan	in	The	Shopworn	Angel,	or	submitting	to	the	sentimental	bliss
of	domestic	life	with	Donna	Reed	in	It’s	a	Wonderful	Life.	Santiago	manages	to
stay	the	course	through	such	epics	as	Bored	Housewives	4	and	Keep	It	Up,	Inc.,
by	 imagining	 he	 is	 the	 one	 and	 only	 Jimmy	 Stewart	 in	 these	 black-and-white
soap-opera	masterpieces.
There’s	no	story:	we	see	Miguel	Santiago	lifting	weights	and	getting	tattooed,

we	 see	him	memorizing	 lines	 from	The	Shopworn	Angel	 and	 It’s	 a	Wonderful
Life,	and	of	course	we	see	him	performing	as	 the	other	Jimmy.	In	her	notes	 to
the	studio	execs,	Michele	Maher	states	that	such	a	film	is	“not	makable”—easily
a	 third	 of	 it	 would	 be	 a	 porn	 movie!	 But	 in	 her	 letter	 to	 Miguel	 Santiago,
Michele	 calls	 his	 screenplay	 “a	 bittersweet	 memoir.”	 And	 her	 letter	 takes	 a
personal	turn:	she	asks	Miguel	where	he	works	out.
Santiago,	 of	 course,	 imagines	 that	 Michele	 Maher	 is	 a	 studio	 exec—not	 a

slush-pile	reader.	Little	does	he	know	that	she	goes	to	the	video	store	and	rents
all	 four	 of	 the	 Bored	 Housewives	 movies.	 In	 one	 of	 her	 more	 self-degrading
moments,	Michele	masturbates	to	Keep	It	Up,	Inc.;	sexually	repressed,	she	goes
to	the	gym	where	Miguel	Santiago	(alias	Jimmy)	trains,	just	to	watch	him	work
out.	 In	 this	 respect,	 Michele	 Maher	 is	 like	 Emma:	 she	 has	 a	 thing	 for
bodybuilder-types.	 But	 unlike	 Emma,	 Michele	 doesn’t	 usually	 act	 on	 her
cravings.	And	what	bodybuilder	would	ever	hit	on	Michele?	She’s	built	 like	a
pencil.
What	makes	The	Slush-Pile	Reader	moving	is	that	Miguel	Santiago	is	a	dim-

witted	 but	 genuinely	 nice	 guy.	 When	 Michele	 Maher	 gets	 up	 the	 nerve	 to
introduce	herself	 to	him,	 she	confesses	 she’s	no	exec—she’s	 just	a	 first	 reader
who	felt	sorry	for	him.	They	begin	a	relationship	that	one	reviewer	of	The	Slush-
Pile	Reader	would	 call	 “L.A.	 dysfunctional”—this	was	 in	 praise	 of	 the	 novel,
which	generally	got	terrific	reviews.	“More	noir	than	noir,”	said	The	New	York
Times.
Miguel	and	Michele	end	up	 living	 together—“within	breathing	distance	of	a

sushi	Dumpster	in	Venice.”	(Jack	knew	where	that	came	from.)	They	don’t	have
sex.	His	schlong	is	 too	big	for	Michele—it	hurts.	She	just	holds	it.	 (Jack	knew
where	that	came	from,	too—if	not	the	“too	big”	part.)



Over	 time,	 out	 of	 his	 growing	 and	 abiding	 love	 for	 her,	Miguel	 introduces
Michele	 to	 other	 bodybuilders	 he	 knows	 at	 the	 gym;	 he’s	 seen	 them	 in	 the
shower,	 so	he	knows	who’s	got	 the	 small	 schlongs.	Michele	 sleeps	with	 them.
“A	muted	pleasure,”	as	she	puts	it	to	Miguel.	Holding	his	porn-movie	penis	with
mixed	emotions,	she	tells	him	she’s	happy.
As	 for	Miguel	Santiago—a.k.a.	 Jimmy,	 the	penile	phenomenon—he	gets	 all

the	sex	he	wants	or	needs	at	his	day	job,	which	he	stoically	endures.	He	accepts
his	relationship	with	Michele	for	what	it	 is.	Michele	sleeps	with	the	occasional
small	schlong,	but	she	always	goes	home	to	Miguel	and	they	lie	in	bed	together,
she	holding	his	huge,	unacceptable	penis—the	two	of	them	not	saying	anything
—while	they	watch	Waterloo	Bridge	on	the	VCR,	the	1940	remake	with	Vivien
Leigh	and	Robert	Taylor.	It’s	Miguel’s	kind	of	movie,	a	real	tearjerker.
At	 the	 end	 of	 Emma’s	 novel,	Michele	Maher	 and	Miguel	 Santiago	 are	 still

living	 together.	 Michele	 doesn’t	 write	 letters	 of	 encouragement	 to	 bad
screenwriters	 anymore;	 she	 restricts	 her	 comments	 to	 the	 notes	 she	 gives	 the
studio	 execs,	who	never	 read	 the	 screenplays	 she	 reads.	The	worst	 scripts	 still
break	 her	 heart,	 but	 she	 doesn’t	 talk	 about	 her	 day	when	 she	 comes	 home	 to
Miguel;	naturally,	he	doesn’t	talk	about	his.	They	consume	some	protein	powder
and	dietary	supplements,	and	they	go	to	the	gym.	He	says	he	likes	it	when	she
sleeps	in	a	World	Gym	tank	top—her	small,	almost	nonexistent	breasts	are	easy
to	touch	under	the	angry	gorilla	holding	the	bending	barbell.
“There	are	worse	relationships	in	L.A.,”	Emma	writes;	it	was	a	line	quoted	in

a	lot	of	her	reviews,	and	a	pretty	good	setup	to	the	novel’s	last	sentence:	“If	you
or	 your	 partner	 is	 in	 a	 bad	movie,	 or	 in	 any	 number	 of	 bad	movies—even	 if
you’re	perpetually	in	the	act	of	rewriting	the	same	bad	movie—there	are	worse
things	to	be	ashamed	of.”
Jack	liked	the	novel’s	first	sentence	better:	“Either	there	are	no	coincidences

in	this	town,	or	everything	in	this	town	is	a	coincidence.”
Take	 the	 message	 on	 the	 answering	 machine	 from	 Myra	 Ascheim,	 for

example.	Jack	didn’t	know	that	Emma	already	knew	who	Mildred	Ascheim	was,
not	 to	 mention	 that	 Emma	 had	 been	 watching	 porn	 films	 day	 and	 night
—“research”	for	The	Slush-Pile	Reader,	she	later	called	it—and	this	was	before
he	happened	to	meet	Hank	Long	on	the	set	of	Muffy	the	Vampire	Hooker	3	and
Jack	and	Emma	started	watching	Hank	Long	movies	together.
Jack	 told	Emma	that	he	couldn’t	 read	about	Miguel	Santiago	without	seeing

Hank	Long	in	the	part,	but	Emma	objected	to	his	premature	conclusion	that	her
novel	would	one	day	be	a	film.	“Spare	me	the	movie	talk,	baby	cakes,”	was	how



she	put	it.	“You’re	getting	ahead	of	yourself.”
Jack	 first	 read	The	Slush-Pile	Reader	while	 the	manuscript	was	 still	making

the	 rounds	 of	 New	 York	 literary	 agents;	 Emma	 had	 decided	 she	 was	 more
American	than	Canadian	and	she	wanted	to	sell	the	U.S.	rights	before	she	even
showed	 the	 novel	 to	 a	 Toronto	 publisher—notwithstanding	 that	 Charlotte
Breasts-with-Bones-in-Them	Barford,	her	old	pal	from	St.	Hilda’s,	was	a	young
up-and-comer	in	Canadian	publishing.
“Did	 you	 have	 to	 call	 her	 Michele	 Maher?”	 Jack	 asked	 Emma.	 “I	 adored

Michele	Maher,	I	worshiped	her.	I	will	always	worship	her.	You	never	even	met
her,	Emma.”
“You	 kept	 her	 away	 from	 me,	 Jack.	 Besides,	 Michele	 is	 a	 very	 positive

character—in	the	book,	I	mean.”
“Michele	 is	 a	 very	 positive	 character	 in	 real	 life!”	 Jack	 protested.	 “You’ve

given	 her	 the	 body	 of	 a	 twelve-year-old	 boy!	 You’ve	 made	 her	 this	 pathetic
creature	who’s	enslaved	to	bodybuilders!”
“It’s	just	a	name,”	Emma	said.	“You’re	overreacting.”
Naturally,	Jack	was	sensitive	about	the	small-schlong	business,	too—that	part

about	sleeping	with	a	guy	with	a	small	penis	being	“a	muted	pleasure.”
“It’s	 a	novel,	 honey	 pie—a	work	 of	 fiction.	Don’t	 you	 know	how	 to	 read	 a

novel?”
“You’ve	 been	 holding	my	 penis	 for	 years,	 Emma.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 you	 were

making	a	size	assessment.”
“It’s	 a	 novel,”	 Emma	 repeated.	 “You’re	 taking	 it	 too	 personally.	 You’ve

missed	the	point	about	penises,	Jack.”
“What	point	is	that?”
“When	they’re	too	big,	 it	hurts,	baby	cakes.	I	mean,	 it	hurts	 if	 the	woman	is

too	small.”
Jack	thought	about	it;	he	hadn’t	known	that	a	woman	could	be	too	small.	(Too

big,	maybe,	 but	 not	 too	 small.)	Did	Emma	mean	 that	 “a	muted	 pleasure”	was
preferable	to	pain?	Was	that	the	point?	Then	he	saw	that	Emma	was	crying.	“I
liked	the	novel,”	he	told	her.	“I	didn’t	mean	that	I	didn’t	like	it.”
“You	don’t	get	it,”	Emma	said.
Jack	thought	she	was	talking	about	The	Slush-Pile	Reader,	which	he	believed

he’d	understood	fairly	well.	“I	get	it,	Emma,”	he	said.	“It	may	not	be	exactly	my
cup	of	 tea—I	mean	 it’s	hardly	 an	old-fashioned	novel	with	 a	 complicated	plot



and	a	complex	cast	of	characters.	It	may	be	a	little	contemporary	for	my	taste—a
psychological	study	of	a	relationship	more	than	a	narrative,	and	a	dysfunctional
relationship	at	that.	But	I	 liked	 it—I	really	did.	I	 thought	the	tone	of	voice	was
consistent—a	kind	of	sarcastic	understatement,	I	guess	you’d	call	it.	There	was	a
deadpan	voice	in	the	more	emotional	scenes,	which	I	particularly	liked.	And	the
relationship,	imperfect	though	it	is,	is	better	than	no	relationship.	I	get	that.	They
don’t	have	sex,	they	can’t	have	sex,	but—for	different	reasons—not	having	sex
is	almost	a	relief	for	them.”
“Oh,	shut	the	fuck	up!”	Emma	said;	she	was	still	crying.
“What	don’t	I	get?”	he	asked.
“It’s	not	 the	novel	you	don’t	get—it’s	me!”	she	cried.	“I’m	 too	small,	Jack,”

Emma	said	softly.	“Even	not-very-big	guys	hurt	me.”
Jack	 was	 completely	 surprised.	 Emma	 was	 such	 a	 big	 girl,	 such	 a	 strong

young	woman,	and	she	was	always	battling	her	weight;	she	was	much	taller	and
heavier	than	Jack.	How	was	it	possible	that	she	was	too	small?	“Have	you	seen	a
doctor?”	he	asked.
“A	 gynecologist—yes,	 several.	 They	 say	 I’m	 not	 too	 small.	 It’s	 all	 in	 my

mind,	apparently.”
“The	pain	is	in	your	mind?”	he	asked	her.
“No,	that’s	not	where	the	pain	is,”	she	said.
Emma’s	condition	had	an	uncomfortable-sounding	name.	Vaginismus,	Emma

explained,	was	 a	 conditioned	 response;	 often	 a	 spasm	 of	 the	 perineal	muscles
occurred	 if	 there	 was	 any	 stimulation	 of	 the	 area.	 In	 some	 women,	 even	 the
anticipation	of	vaginal	insertion	could	result	in	muscle	spasm.
“You	want	to	avoid	penetration?”	Jack	asked	Emma.
“It’s	involuntary,	honey	pie.	I	can’t	help	it—it’s	chronic.”
“There’s	no	treatment?”
Emma	 laughed.	 She’d	 tried	 hypnosis—an	 attempt	 to	 retrain	 the	 muscles	 to

relax	 instead	 of	 involuntarily	 contracting.	 But	 even	 the	 psychiatrist	 had
forewarned	her	that	this	worked	with	only	a	small	percentage	of	sufferers,	and	it
hadn’t	worked	with	Emma.
On	 the	 advice	 of	 a	 Toronto	 gynecologist,	 Emma	 had	 experimented	 with	 a

treatment	known	as	systematic	desensitization—or	the	Q-tip	method,	as	her	Los
Angeles	gynecologist	disparagingly	called	it.	By	inserting	something	as	narrow
as	 a	 Q-tip—and	 when	 this	 was	 accomplished,	 progressively	 inserting	 slightly
larger	objects—



“Stop,”	 Jack	 told	her;	he	didn’t	want	 to	know	all	 the	 treatments	 she’d	 tried.
“Has	anything	worked?”	he	asked	Emma.
The	only	thing	that	worked	(and	this	didn’t	work	every	time)	was	the	absolute

cooperation	 of	 a	 partner.	 “I	 have	 to	 be	 on	 top,	 baby	 cakes,	 and	 the	 guy	 can’t
move	 at	 all.	 If	 he	makes	 even	 one	move,	 I	 get	 a	 spasm.”	Emma	 had	 to	 be	 in
complete	 control.	 All	 the	 moves	 were	 her	 moves;	 only	 that	 worked.	 It	 went
without	saying	that	such	a	willing	partner	was	hard	to	find.
Jack	 was	 thinking	 many	 things,	 most	 of	 them	 unutterable.	 How	 Emma’s

attraction	to	bodybuilders	wasn’t	the	best	idea;	how	her	longstanding	interest	in
boys	 much	 younger	 than	 herself	 made	 more	 sense.	 And	 he	 remembered	 how
adamant	Emma	was	about	not	having	children.	No	doubt	the	vaginismus	was	a
reason—a	more	compelling	one	than	fearing	she’d	be	a	bad	mother,	or	like	her
mother.
It	would	 have	 been	 insensitive	 to	 ask	 her	 if	 she’d	 inquired	 about	 a	 surgical

solution	to	her	problem.	Emma	felt	squeamish	in	a	doctor’s	office;	she	dreaded
everything	medical,	most	of	all	surgery.	Besides,	it	didn’t	sound	as	if	there	was	a
surgical	solution	to	vaginismus—not	if	it	was	all	in	her	mind.
Jack	didn’t	have	the	heart	to	tell	Emma	that	she	should	consider	revising	The

Slush-Pile	 Reader.	 He	 thought	 that	 the	 vaginismus	would	make	 a	 better	 story
than	 all	 the	 small-schlong,	 big-schlong	 business—not	 to	 mention	 the
unlikelihood	of	the	Michele	Maher	character	having	a	vagina	that	was	too	small.
But	 he	 understood	 that	 Emma’s	 fiction	 was	 a	 purer	 choice—a	 fable	 of
acceptance,	and	as	close	as	Emma	could	allow	herself	to	approach	her	problem.
A	life	in	the	top	position;	a	lifetime	looking	for	the	unmoving	partner.	It	seemed
too	cruel.	Or	would	this	method	eventually	train	her	perineal	muscles	to	relax?
“What	causes	vaginismus?”	Jack	asked,	but	Emma	might	not	have	heard	him,

or	 she	was	distracted.	Maybe	she	didn’t	know	what	caused	 it—maybe	nothing
did—or	else	she	didn’t	want	to	discuss	it	further.
They	 took	off	 their	 clothes	and	went	 to	bed.	Emma	held	his	penis.	 Jack	got

very	hard—unusually	hard,	it	seemed	to	him—but	all	Emma	said	was,	“You’re
not	really	all	that	small,	Jack.	Smallish,	I	would	say.	If	I	were	you,	honey	pie,	I
wouldn’t	worry	about	it.”
Emma	didn’t	exactly	say	she’d	seen	smaller—he’d	only	heard	her	say	she’d

seen	bigger—but	Jack	didn’t	press	her.	It	was	enough	that	she	held	his	penis.	He
was	awfully	fond	of	the	way	she	held	it.
“We	should	move,”	Emma	said	sleepily.
“Maybe	 roommates	 aren’t	 the	 best	 readers,”	 Jack	 ventured	 to	 say,	 touching



her	breasts.
“I	 didn’t	 mean	 we	 should	 stop	 living	 together,	 Jack.	 I	 meant	 I’m	 sick	 of

Venice.”
That	struck	Jack	as	too	bad,	but	he	didn’t	say	anything.	He	would	miss	Venice

—even	 l’eau	 de	 Dumpster	 from	 Hama	 Sushi.	 He	 had	 grown	 fond	 of	 World
Gym,	 and—despite	 Emma’s	 bad	 experience—he	 occasionally	went	 to	Gold’s,
though	Jack	Burns	was	no	bodybuilder;	in	both	gyms,	when	he	wanted	to	use	the
free	weights,	he	did	his	lifting	at	the	women’s	end	of	the	weight	room.
“You’re	 going	 to	 be	 a	 strong	 boy,	 Jack—not	 very	 big,	 but	 strong,”	 Leslie

Oastler	had	told	him.
“Do	you	think	so?”	he’d	asked	her.
“I	know	so,”	Mrs.	Oastler	had	said.	“I	can	tell.”
Jack	lay	there	remembering	that,	with	his	smallish	penis	as	hard	as	a	diamond

in	Emma’s	big,	strong	hand.	Jack	had	small	hands,	like	his	mother.	He	lay	there
thinking	how	strange	it	was	that	he	hadn’t	thought	of	his	mom	in	months.	Maybe
Jack	didn’t	like	to	think	of	her	because	he	believed	he	more	and	more	reminded
her	 of	 his	 father;	 and	while	 it	wasn’t	 his	physical	 resemblance	 to	 his	 dad	 that
bothered	 Jack,	 surely	 any	 resemblance	 he	 bore	 to	 William	 would	 have	 been
upsetting	to	Alice.	Jack	just	got	the	feeling	that	his	mother	didn’t	like	him.
Jack	 was	 also	 wondering	 where	 he	 and	 Emma	 might	 move.	 He’d	 once

mentioned	 the	 Palisades	 to	 Emma.	 It	 was	 like	 a	 village;	 you	 could	 walk
everywhere.	 But	 Emma	 said	 the	 Palisades	 was	 “swarming	 with	 children”—it
was,	 in	 her	 view,	 “a	 place	 where	 formerly	 sane	 people	 went	 to	 breed.”	 Jack
guessed	that	they	wouldn’t	be	moving	there.
Clearly	Beverly	Hills	was	too	expensive	for	them;	besides,	it	was	too	far	away

from	the	beach.	Emma	said	she	 liked	to	see	 the	ocean	every	day—not	 that	she
ever	set	foot	on	the	beach.	Malibu	maybe,	Jack	was	thinking,	or	Santa	Monica.
But	given	Emma’s	revelation	that	sex	hurt	her—quite	possibly,	it	hurt	her	most
of	 the	 time—it	 would	 have	 been	 insensitive	 of	 Jack	 to	 pursue	 a	 conversation
about	where	they	might	move.	Save	it	for	another	time,	he	thought.
“Say	it	in	Latin	for	me,”	he	said	to	Emma.
She	knew	what	he	meant—it	was	 the	epigraph	she’d	set	at	 the	beginning	of

her	novel.	She	went	 around	 saying	 it	 like	 a	 litany,	 but	 until	 now	 Jack	had	not
realized	she	meant	them.
“Nihil	facimus	sed	id	bene	facimus,”	Emma	whispered,	holding	his	penis	like

no	one	before	or	since.



“We	do	nothing	but	we	do	it	well,”	Jack	said	in	English,	holding	her	breasts.
It	was	the	fall	of	1988.	Rain	Man	would	be	the	year’s	 top-grossing	film	and

would	 clean	 up	 at	 the	Academy	Awards.	 Jack’s	 favorite	 film	 that	 year	was	A
Fish	Called	Wanda.	He	would	have	killed	 to	have	had	Kevin	Kline’s	part,	 for
which	Kline	would	win	an	Oscar	for	Best	Actor	in	a	Supporting	Role.
Jack	Burns	was	twenty-three.	Emma	Oastler	was	thirty.	Boy,	were	their	lives

about	to	change!
Jack	met	Myra	Ascheim	at	a	breakfast	place	on	Montana,	shortly	after	he	and

Emma	 had	moved	 to	 a	 rental	 in	 Santa	Monica.	 Emma,	who	 bought	 all	 Jack’s
clothes,	 dressed	 him	 for	 his	 meeting.	 A	 coffee-colored,	 long-sleeved	 shirt—
untucked,	 with	 the	 top	 two	 buttons	 unbuttoned—medium-tan	 chinos,	 and	 the
dark-brown	loafers	he	wore	as	a	waiter.	His	hair	was	a	little	long,	with	more	gel
in	 it	 than	usual,	and	he	hadn’t	 shaved	 for	 two	days—all	of	which	was	entirely
Emma’s	 decision.	 She	 said	 he	 was	 “almost	 feminine”	 when	 he	 was	 clean-
shaven,	but	 three	days’	growth	made	him	“too	Toshiro	Mifune.”	The	shirt	was
linen.	Emma	liked	the	wrinkles.
Jack	was	reminded	of	Mrs.	Oastler	buying	his	clothes	for	Redding—later,	for

Exeter—and	he	commented	to	Emma	that	he	felt	remiss	for	never	thanking	her
mother.	 Emma	was	 spreading	 the	 gel	 through	 his	 hair	with	 her	 hands,	 a	 little
roughly.	 “And	 she	 paid	my	 tuition	 at	 both	 schools,”	 Jack	 added.	 “Your	mom
must	think	I’m	ungrateful.”
“Please	don’t	thank	her,	honey	pie.”
“Why	not?”	he	asked.
“Just	don’t,”	Emma	said,	yanking	his	hair.
It	was	evident	that	no	one	had	dressed	Myra	Ascheim	as	attentively	as	Leslie

Oastler	 and	 Emma	 had	 dressed	 Jack.	 He	 first	 mistook	 Myra	 for	 a	 homeless
person	who’d	wandered	east	on	Montana	from	that	narrow	strip	of	park	on	the
Pacific	side	of	Ocean	Avenue.	She	was	smoking	a	cigarette	on	the	sidewalk	in
front	 of	 the	 Marmalade	 Café—a	 woman	 in	 her	 late	 sixties,	 maybe	 seventy,
wearing	 dirty	 running	 shoes,	 baggy	 gray	 sweatpants,	 and	 a	 faded-pink,
unlaundered	 sweatshirt.	 With	 her	 lank,	 dirty-white	 hair—in	 a	 ponytail	 that
protruded	from	an	Anaheim	Angels	baseball	cap,	from	which	the	halo	had	fallen
off	the	letter	A—Myra	bore	no	resemblance	to	her	younger	and	far	more	stylish
sister,	Mildred.
She	 even	 toted	 an	 overstuffed	 shopping	 bag,	 in	 which	 she	 carried	 an	 old

raincoat.	 Jack	walked	 right	 by	 her.	 It	wasn’t	 until	Myra	 spoke	 to	 him	 that	 he
recognized	 her,	 and	 then	 it	 was	 only	 because	 she	 had	 Milly’s	 porn-producer



voice.	“You	should	lose	the	stubble,”	she	said,	“and	go	easy	on	the	gel	in	your
hair.	You	look	like	you’ve	been	sleeping	under	a	car.”
“Ms.	Ascheim?”	he	asked.
“What	 a	 bright	 boy	 you	 are,	 Jack	 Burns.	 And	 don’t	 listen	 to	 Lawrence—

you’re	not	too	pretty.”
“Lawrence	said	I	was	too	pretty?”	Jack	asked,	holding	the	door	for	her.
“Lawrence	 is	 a	 fink	 and	 a	 liar.	You	can’t	 be	 too	pretty	 in	 this	 town,”	Myra

Ascheim	said.	“Or	too	successful.”
The	issue	of	how	successful,	or	not,	Myra	Ascheim	had	ever	been	was	never

made	 clear	 to	 Jack—or,	 to	 his	 knowledge,	 to	 anyone	 else.	 No	 one	 had	 either
corroborated	or	repudiated	the	Hollywood	legends	attached	to	Myra,	all	of	them
stories	about	who	she	used	 to	be.	Was	she	once	an	agent	whom	I.C.M.	wooed
away	from	William	Morris,	or	did	C.A.A.	woo	her	away	from	I.C.M.?	Was	she
eventually	fired	from	all	three	agencies,	or	did	she	go	off	on	her	own	of	her	own
volition?	Did	 she	 once	 represent	 Julia	 Roberts?	Was	 it	 Sharon	 Stone	 she	was
supposed	to	have	“discovered,”	or	was	that	Demi	Moore?	And	was	Myra	truly
the	first	person	to	refer	to	Demi	as	Gimme	Moore?
Jack	 later	 ran	 into	 Lawrence	 at	 the	 bar	 of	 Raffles	 L’Ermitage—not	 Jack’s

favorite	hotel	 in	Beverly	Hills,	but	a	watering	hole	Lawrence	 loved.	Lawrence
told	 Jack	 that	Demi	Moore’s	nickname	of	 “Gimme”	was	his	 idea,	not	Myra’s.
But	Myra	was	right—Lawrence	was	a	fink	and	a	liar.	And	whether	or	not	Myra
Ascheim	ever	represented	Julia	Roberts,	Myra	had	maintained	her	contacts	with
casting	 directors—almost	 all	 of	 whom	 liked	 her.	 Even	 if	 Myra	 no	 longer
represented	anyone,	casting	directors	still	returned	her	calls.
Bob	Bookman,	who	was	Emma’s	 agent	 at	C.A.A.	before	he	became	 Jack’s,

told	Jack	a	story	about	Myra’s	identifying	baseball	cap.	She	wasn’t	an	Anaheim
fan—she	didn’t	even	like	baseball.	She	liked	the	A	on	the	hat,	but	she	detested
the	halo.	“It’s	an	A-list	hat,	but	I’m	no	angel,”	she	liked	to	say.
According	 to	 Bob	 Bookman,	 Myra	 bought	 an	 Angels	 cap	 every	 year	 and

removed	the	halo	with	a	pair	of	fingernail	clippers.	“I	saw	her	do	it	over	lunch,”
Bookman	said.	“Myra	snipped	off	the	halo	while	she	was	waiting	for	her	Cobb
salad.”	The	Cobb	salad	made	 the	story	 ring	 true;	aside	 from	breakfast,	a	Cobb
salad	was	all	Jack	ever	saw	Myra	eat.
Alan	 Hergott—who	 became	 Jack’s	 entertainment	 lawyer—said	 that	 Myra

always	 left	 the	same	message	on	his	answering	machine.	“Call	me	back	or	 I’ll
sue	your	pants	off.”	That	sounded	like	Myra.



“In	 this	 town,	 you	 get	 tired	 of	 hearing	 something	 you	 already	 know,”	Alan
told	Jack.	“You’re	supposed	to	sound	or	at	 least	 look	interested,	but	you	know
more	 about	 the	 story	 than	 the	 guy	 who’s	 telling	 you	 the	 story	 does.	 Myra’s
different.	She	always	knows	something	you	don’t	know.	True	or	not—it	doesn’t
matter.”
In	Hollywood,	there	were	as	many	Myra	Ascheim	stories	as	there	were	stories

about	Milton	Berle’s	 penis.	And	 to	 think	 that	 Jack	Burns	met	 her	 because	 his
schlong	 was	 small,	 or	 smallish—and	 only	 because	 he	 met	 her	 porn-producer
sister,	Milly,	first!	In	fact,	if	it	hadn’t	been	for	Lawrence,	Jack	might	never	have
met	the	Ascheim	sisters,	and	he	met	Lawrence	only	because	the	fink	wanted	to
bang	 Emma.	 (Knowing	 Emma,	 she	 probably	 had	 an	 instinct	 that	 steered	 her
away	 from	Lawrence—maybe	his	 schlong	was	 all	wrong	 for	her,	 or	 she	knew
that	Lawrence	would	never	relinquish	the	top	position.)
“Actually,	 I’m	 no	 longer	 an	 agent,”	Myra	 told	 Jack	 over	 their	 breakfast	 at

Marmalade.	 They	were	 sitting	 at	 a	 kind	 of	 picnic	 table—communal	 dining	 in
Santa	Monica.	 “My	 sister	 and	 I	 have	 created	 a	 talent-management	 company.”
This	information	confused	Jack,	given	his	limited	(albeit	specific)	knowledge	of
the	other	Ascheim.	But	he	would	make	a	point	of	never	trying	to	grasp	how	the
industry	 worked.	 From	 the	 beginning,	 Jack	 Burns	 realized	 that	 his	 job	 was
getting	a	job.	He	already	knew	how	to	be	an	actor.
A	man	had	spread	a	newspaper	over	one	end	of	the	picnic	table;	he	sat	on	the

bench	beside	Jack,	muttering,	as	if	he	bore	a	lifelong	grudge	against	the	news.	At
the	other	end	of	the	table,	nearer	to	Myra	than	to	Jack,	was	a	family	of	four—a
young,	harried	couple	with	two	quarreling	children.
Like	 Rottweiler,	 Myra	 Ascheim	 had	 plucked	 Bruno	 Litkins	 from	 Jack’s

résumé.	 “The	 gay	 heron,”	 as	 Jack	 had	 called	Bruno,	was	 the	 only	marketable
name	among	Jack’s	earliest	supporters.	“I	don’t	suppose	you	are	a	transvestite—
you	just	know	how	to	look	like	one,”	Myra	said.
“I	just	know	how	to	look	like	one,”	Jack	concurred.
“I’ll	let	you	know,	Jack,	when	I	sense	a	surfeit	of	transsexual	roles.”
The	 children	 at	 Myra’s	 end	 of	 the	 table	 were	 bothering	 her.	 A	 little	 boy,

maybe	six	or	seven,	had	ordered	the	oatmeal	with	sliced	bananas;	then	he	picked
all	the	bananas	out.	He	wanted	some	of	his	older	sister’s	bacon	instead,	but	she
wouldn’t	give	him	any.	“If	you	wanted	bacon,	you	should	have	ordered	it,”	the
children’s	mother	kept	telling	him.
“You	 can	 have	my	bananas,”	 the	 boy	 told	 his	 sister,	 but	 the	 bacon	was	 not

negotiable—not	for	bananas.



“Look—there’s	a	lesson	here,”	Myra	said	crossly	to	the	little	boy.	“You	want
her	bacon,	but	you’ve	got	nothing	she	wants.	That’s	not	how	you	make	a	deal.”
In	 the	movie	 business,	 Jack	 was	 learning,	 meeting	 people	 was	 an	 audition.

You	 didn’t	 even	 have	 to	 know	which	 part	 you	were	 auditioning	 for;	 you	 just
picked	a	part	and	played	 it,	any	part.	 Jack	 looked	at	 the	 little	girl	who	had	 the
bacon.	She	was	nine	or	ten;	she	had	three	strips	of	bacon.	She	was	his	audience
of	one,	for	the	moment,	but	Jack	was	auditioning	for	Myra	Ascheim,	and	Myra
knew	it.
In	Blade	Runner,	Rutger	Hauer	plays	 the	blond	android—the	 last	 to	die.	He

holds	Harrison	 Ford’s	 life	 in	 his	 hands,	 but	 Rutger	 is	 dying;	 he’d	 rather	 have
someone	 to	 talk	 to	 than	 die	 alone.	 “I’ve	 seen	 things	 you	 people	 wouldn’t
believe,”	Rutger	Hauer	says.	That	was	the	moment	Jack	had	in	mind.
That	was	the	tone	of	voice	Jack	adopted	when	he	spoke	to	the	girl	about	her

bacon.	“I	have	a	younger	brother,”	Jack-as-Rutger-Hauer	began.	“He	was	always
asking	 me	 for	 my	 stuff—he	 wanted	 my	 bacon,	 just	 like	 your	 brother	 wants
yours.	Maybe	I	should	have	given	him	the	bacon,	at	least	one	strip.”
“Why?”	the	girl	asked.
“I	 was	 in	 a	motorcycle	 accident,”	 Jack	 said.	When	 he	 touched	 his	 side,	 he

winced;	his	sudden	intake	of	breath	made	the	little	boy	squish	one	of	his	banana
slices.	“The	handlebars	went	in	here—they	went	right	through	me.”
“Not	while	we’re	eating,”	Myra	Ascheim	said,	but	 the	children	and	Jack-as-

Rutger-Hauer	ignored	her.
“I	 thought	I	was	going	 to	be	okay—I	lost	only	one	kidney,”	Jack	explained.

“We	have	two,”	he	told	the	little	boy.	“You	have	to	have	at	least	one.”
“What’s	wrong	with	the	one	you’ve	got?”	the	little	girl	asked.
Jack	shrugged,	 then	winced	again;	after	 the	handlebars,	 apparently	 it	hurt	 to

shrug,	too.	(He	was	thinking	of	the	way	Rutger	Hauer	says,	“All	those	moments
will	be	lost	in	time,	like	tears	in	rain.”)	Jack	said:	“My	one	remaining	kidney	is
failing.”
“	 ‘Time	 to	 die,’	 ”	 Myra	 Ascheim	 said,	 with	 a	 shrug.	 (Those	 are	 Rutger

Hauer’s	last	words	in	Blade	Runner.	Myra	obviously	knew	the	movie,	too.)
“Of	 course	 I	 could	 ask	 my	 brother	 for	 one	 of	 his	 kidneys,”	 Jack	 went	 on.

“Only	 a	 brother’s	 body-part	 would	 work	 inside	 me—only	 a	 brother’s	 or	 a
sister’s,	and	I	don’t	have	a	sister.”
“So	ask	your	brother!”	the	girl	said	excitedly.
“I	suppose	I	better	ask	him,”	Jack	agreed.	“But	you	see	the	problem.	I	never



gave	him	my	bacon—not	even	one	strip.”
“What’s	a	kidney?”	the	boy	asked.
His	 sister	 carefully	 placed	 a	 strip	 of	 bacon	 beside	 his	 bananaless	 bowl	 of

oatmeal.	“Here—take	this,”	she	told	him.	“You	don’t	need	a	kidney.”
“I’ll	let	you	know,	Jack,	when	I	sense	a	surfeit	of	Rutger	Hauer	roles,”	was	all

Myra	Ascheim	said,	but	Jack	knew	he’d	nailed	the	audition.
The	girl	 sat	watching	her	brother	eat	 the	bacon;	Jack	could	 tell	 she	was	still

thinking	 about	 the	 accident.	 “Can	 I	 see	 the	 scar,	 from	 the	 handlebars?”	 she
asked.
“Not	while	we’re	eating,”	Myra	said	again.
Jack	had	been	so	focused	on	his	audience	of	one,	he’d	not	noticed	when	the

man	 with	 the	 newspaper	 had	 left.	 In	 any	 performance,	 even	 a	 good	 one,
somebody	 always	 walks	 out.	 But	 after	 breakfast,	 out	 on	Montana,	 Myra	 was
critical	 of	 Jack’s	 audition.	 “You	 lost	 the	 newspaper	 guy.	 He	 didn’t	 buy	 the
handlebars,	not	for	a	minute.”
“The	girl	was	my	audience,”	Jack	said.	“The	girl	and	you.”
“The	girl	was	an	easy	audience,”	Myra	 told	him.	“You	kind	of	 lost	me	with

the	handlebars,	too.”
“Oh.”
“Lose	the	‘Oh’—it’s	a	meaningless	exclamation,	Jack.”
Jack	realized	that	he	wasn’t	sure	what	a	talent-management	company	did,	or

how	 what	Myra	 did	 was	 different	 from	 what	 an	 agent	 did.	 “Don’t	 I	 need	 an
agent?”	he	asked	her.
“Let	me	find	you	a	movie	first,”	Myra	said.	“A	movie	and	a	director.	The	best

time	to	get	an	agent	is	when	you	don’t	really	need	one.”
Jack	would	 often	 think	 how	 his	 career,	 and	 his	 life,	might	 have	 turned	 out

differently	if	Myra	Ascheim	had	found	a	different	movie	from	the	one	she	found
for	him—or	at	 least	 a	different	director.	But	he	knew	 that	one	 thing	you	were
powerless	 to	 change	 was	 your	 first	 break,	 and	 you	 could	 never	 calculate	 the
influence	of	that	initial	experience	on	what	happened	to	you	next.
Every	young	actor	imagines	there	is	a	special	part—a	groove	in	which	he	or

she	 is	 a	 perfect	 fit.	Well—Jack’s	 advice	 to	 young	 actors	would	 be:	Hope	 you
never	get	the	perfect	part.	The	groove	that	Myra	Ascheim	found	for	Jack	Burns
(his	first	film)	became	a	rut.
“Principiis	obsta!”	Mr.	Ramsey	would	write	 to	him,	quoting	Ovid.	“Beware



the	beginnings!”



21

Two	Candles,	Burning
Ultimately,	 Jack	Burns	 owed	 his	 success	 to	William	 “Wild	Bill”	Vanvleck,

who	was	also	called	The	Mad	Dutchman	and	The	Remake	Monster—the	latter
for	 his	 deplorable	 habit	 of	 stealing	 his	 stories	 from	 classics	 of	 the	 European
cinema	and	crassly	reinventing	them	for	American	movie	audiences.
Hence	 the	 brilliant	Knife	 in	 the	Water,	 Roman	 Polanski’s	 first	 feature	 film,

which	was	made	in	Poland	in	1962,	was	remade	by	Vanvleck	in	1989	as	My	Last
Hitchhiker—about	 a	 couple	 with	 a	 troubled	 relationship	 who	 go	 off	 for	 a
weekend	of	skiing,	not	sailing,	and	pick	up	a	transvestite	hitchhiker.	Jack	Burns
was	born	to	be	that	cross-dressing	hitchhiker.
William	Vanvleck	was	both	a	screenwriter	and	a	director.	Variety	once	wrote

that	The	Remake	Monster	never	knew	a	film	or	a	gender	he	couldn’t	change	for
the	worse.	But	if	Wild	Bill	was	a	rip-off	artist,	he	had	a	survivor’s	abundance	of
common	 sense;	 he	 stole	 only	 good	 stuff.	 And	 Vanvleck	 brought	 a	 European
kinkiness,	if	not	art,	to	American	sex	and	violence—always	with	a	lavishness	of
deceit	or	duplicity	that	Bill,	and	many	movie	audiences,	loved.
For	 example,	 there	 was	 a	 section	 of	 Route	 40	 between	 Empire	 and	Winter

Park,	 Colorado—a	 steep	 road	 with	 lots	 of	 S-turns,	 it	 climbed	 over	 Berthoud
Pass.	In	the	winter,	they	closed	the	road	when	they	blasted	avalanches,	and	you
could	see	back-country	skiers	and	snowboarders	hitching	rides	to	wherever	they
parked	their	cars.
In	 the	 opening	 shot	 of	My	 Last	 Hitchhiker,	 we	 see	 a	 pretty	 female	 skier

wearing	a	backpack,	her	skis	over	her	shoulder;	she’s	hitching	a	ride	on	Route
40.	 As	 everyone	 would	 find	 out,	 it’s	 not	 a	 real	 girl—it’s	 Jack	 Burns,	 and	 he
looks	fantastic.
The	 reason	 Jack	 got	 the	 part	 was	 not	 only	 that	 he	 had	 the	 Bruno	 Litkins,

transvestite-Esmeralda	connection;	The	Mad	Dutchman	also	liked	the	idea	of	the
hitchhiker	being	an	unknown.
The	 couple	 in	 the	 car	 take	 a	 good	 look	 at	 Jack-as-a-girl.	 (Almost	 anyone

would.)	“Keep	driving,”	the	woman	says.
The	man	brakes,	stopping	the	car.	“My	last	hitchhiker,”	he	says.	“I	promise.”
“You	promised	before,	Ethan,”	she	tells	him.	“It	was	a	pretty	girl	the	last	time,

too.”



As	Jack	is	putting	his	skis	on	the	roof	rack	of	their	car,	they	take	a	closer	look
at	 him.	 Ethan	 stares	 at	 the	 pretty	 girl’s	 breasts;	 the	wife	 or	 girlfriend	 is	more
interested	in	Jack’s	dark,	shoulder-length	hair.	When	Jack	gets	into	the	backseat,
Ethan	adjusts	the	rearview	mirror	so	he	can	see	the	hitchhiker	better;	the	woman
notices	this,	with	mounting	irritation.
“Hi—I’m	Jack,”	he	 tells	 them,	 taking	off	 the	wig	and	wiping	 the	mauve	 lip

gloss	off	his	lips	with	the	back	of	his	ski	glove.	“You	probably	thought	I	was	a
girl,	right?”
The	woman	turns	to	watch	Jack	put	the	wig	in	his	backpack.	Jack	unzips	his

parka,	which	fits	him	like	a	glove,	and	removes	(to	Ethan’s	horror)	his	breasts,
putting	 the	 falsies	 in	 his	 backpack	 with	 the	 wig.	 Granted,	 it’s	 a	 B-movie—
inspiring	a	cult	of	followers—but	it’s	a	great	opening.
“Hi—I’m	Nicole,”	the	woman	in	the	front	seat	says	to	Jack;	she’s	suddenly	all

smiles.
Justine	 Dunn	 played	 Nicole;	 it	 was	 her	 last	 movie	 before	 her	 disfiguring,

career-ending	 car	 crash—that	 famous	 five-car	 smash-up	 where	 Wilshire
Boulevard	tangles	with	the	405.
In	the	movie,	when	Ethan	sees	that	Jack	is	a	guy,	he	tells	him	to	get	out	of	the

car.
“You	picked	him	up,	Ethan.	Give	the	guy	a	ride,”	Nicole	says.
“I	didn’t	pick	up	a	guy,”	Ethan	tells	her.
Jack	 is	 looking	over	his	 shoulder,	out	 the	 rear	window,	at	 the	S-turn	behind

them.	“This	isn’t	a	very	safe	place	to	stop,”	he	says.
“Get	out	of	the	car!”	Ethan	shouts.
A	quick	cut	 to	 the	 inside	of	 a	black	van	navigating	 the	S-turn;	 some	 stoned

snowboarders	are	passing	a	joint	around.	(Nicole’s	line—“If	he	gets	out,	Ethan,
I’m	getting	out	with	him”—plays	as	voice-over.)
Back	on	Ethan	and	Nicole	in	their	stopped	car:	he	prevents	her	from	undoing

her	seat	belt.	The	hitchhiker	has	already	taken	his	skis	off	the	roof	rack;	he	taps
on	 the	 passenger-side	 window,	 which	 Nicole	 lowers.	 Suddenly	 all-guy,	 Jack
says:	“I’m	sorry	for	the	trouble,	but	I	catch	more	rides	as	a	girl.”	Then	he	steps
back	from	the	car.	Here	comes	the	black	van!
The	van	 skids	past	 the	 stopped	 car	 in	 a	 four-wheel	 drift—one	of	 the	 stoned

snowboarders	frantically	giving	Ethan	and	Nicole	and	Jack	the	finger.	Ethan	and
Nicole	are	visibly	shaken	by	the	near-collision,	but	Jack	never	even	flinches.
The	movie	went	downhill	from	there.	When	they	showed	film	clips	from	My



Last	Hitchhiker,	they	always	showed	those	first	two	close-ups	of	Jack.
When	the	film	was	released,	Jack	was	twenty-four.	Justine	was	twelve	years

older—an	attractive	older	woman	to	Jack’s	transvestite	hitchhiker.
They	 have	 one	 really	 hot	 scene	 later	 in	 the	 movie.	 Jack-as-a-girl	 is	 in	 the

women’s	room	at	a	ski-resort	restaurant,	fussing	with	his	makeup	in	the	mirror.
Justine-as-Nicole	 comes	out	 of	 a	 stall,	 straightening	her	 dress.	They	both	 look
pretty	good,	but	Justine	is	thirty-six,	and	it’s	no	secret	who	looks	better.
“What	ride	are	you	trying	to	catch	now?”	she	asks	Jack.
“It’s	called	dinner,”	he	replies.
“Do	you	buy	your	own	lift	tickets?”	she	asks.
“Skiing	is	an	expensive	sport,”	Jack	says,	with	a	shrug.	“I	try	not	to	buy	my

own	dinner.”
Justine	 is	 looking	 Jack	 over	 when	 she	 says,	 “And	 what	 do	 you	 do	 after

dinner?”
“I	talk	him	out	of	it,”	he	tells	her.	“What	do	you	do	after	dinner?”
At	this	point	 in	 the	film,	Justine-as-Nicole	 is	still	with	Ethan—and	she’s	not

happy	about	it.	“I	try	to	talk	him	out	of	it,”	she	admits,	a	little	sadly.
That’s	 when	 Jack	 kisses	 her	 on	 the	 lips.	 It’s	 disturbingly	 unclear	 if	 he’s

kissing	her	as	a	woman	or	as	a	man.	But	what	does	it	matter?	My	Last	Hitchhiker
would	wind	up	being	a	favorite	of	Justine	Dunn	fans.	After	she	was	so	tragically
disfigured	and	disappeared	from	the	big	screen,	Justine	gathered	an	army	of	fans.
Crazies,	 for	 the	 most	 part—the	 kind	 of	 moviegoers	 who	 made	 heroes	 out	 of
people	killed	or	maimed	in	stupid	accidents.
As	for	Jack,	it	was	the	start	of	something	he	felt	powerless	to	stop.	As	an	ex-

wrestler,	he	knew	how	to	lose	weight,	and	how	to	keep	the	pounds	off—he	had
kept	himself	 small.	He	was	a	 lightweight,	a	 former	one-thirty-five-pounder;	he
had	a	lean-and-mean	look,	as	Michele	Maher	(the	real	one)	had	observed.
“Androgyny	 seems	 to	 suit	 you,	 Jack,”	Myra	Ascheim	would	 tell	 him,	 after

Wild	Bill	Vanvleck	 had	made	 Jack	 an	 aberrant	 sex	 symbol—a	 sexy	 guy	who
was,	if	not	to	every	taste,	arguably	more	sexy	as	a	girl.
Jack’s	 role	 as	 the	 transvestite	 hitchhiker	 was	 three	 years	 before	 Jaye

Davidson’s	 debut	 as	Dil	 in	The	Crying	Game—and	 though	Neil	 Jordan	was	 a
first-rate	writer	 and	 director,	 and	 everyone	 knew	Wild	Bill	Vanvleck	was	not,
Jack	Burns	did	it	before	Jaye	Davidson	did.
Granted,	 it	was	 not	 a	 role	 Jack	 could	 count	 on	 growing	 old	 in.	 (Hollywood



didn’t	 exactly	 have	 a	 plethora	 of	 parts	 for	 foxy	 but	 graying	Mrs.	Doubtfires.)
Nevertheless,	 it	was	a	good	start.	Jack	wasn’t	as	famous	as	Emma,	whose	first
novel	 had	been	 a	New	York	Times	 bestseller	 for	 fifteen	weeks	before	My	Last
Hitchhiker	 opened	 in	 “select	 theaters.”	 And	 Emma	 was	 far	 more	 famous	 in
Toronto,	 where	 there	 was	 no	 one	 more	 famous	 than	 a	 natural-born	 Canadian
who	made	 it	 big	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 But	 to	 hear	 Jack’s	 mother	 talk,	 not	 to
mention	Mr.	Ramsey,	you	would	have	thought	that	Jack	Burns	had	eclipsed	Jeff
Bridges	(as	a	transvestite,	anyway)	and	was	even	bigger	box	office	than	Harrison
Ford.
My	Last	Hitchhiker	was	an	awful	movie,	but	Jack’s	two	close-ups	caught	on

—the	 parody	 on	 Saturday	 Night	 Live	 didn’t	 hurt—and	 the	 candlelight	 vigil
outside	the	UCLA	Medical	Center,	where	Justine	Dunn	lay	in	a	coma	from	her
awesome	 wreck,	 made	 a	 talk-show	 celebrity	 out	 of	Wild	 Bill	 Vanvleck,	 who
spoke	glowingly	of	Jack	Burns.
Of	 course	 he	 did.	 Myra	 Ascheim	 had	 committed	 Jack	 to	 making	 another

movie	with	The	Mad	Dutchman.	By	 singing	 Jack’s	 praises	 for	what	 had	 been
less	than	a	supporting-actor	role,	Wild	Bill	was	promoting	his	next	film,	which,
alas,	would	not	achieve	the	cult-classic	status	of	My	Last	Hitchhiker.	Although
Jack	was	 the	male	 (and	 female)	 lead	 in	 this	 one,	 his	 second	B-movie	 for	The
Remake	Monster,	there	was	no	Justine	Dunn	counterpart—no	celebrity	actor	or
actress	 who	 suffered	 a	 well-timed	 car	 crash	 and	 lasting,	 career-ending
disfigurement.	(No	unmerited	publicity,	in	other	words.)
Meanwhile,	 before	 his	 follow-up	 appearance	 as	 a	 cross-dresser	 in	 another

Vanvleck	remake,	Jack	was	the	beneficiary	of	Emma’s	publicity	for	The	Slush-
Pile	Reader,	which	was	considerable.	A	People	magazine	piece,	in	which	Emma
referred	 to	 Jack	 as	 her	 roommate,	 included	 photographs	 of	 them	 looking	 cozy
together—these	 in	 addition	 to	 that	 familiar	 movie	 still	 of	 Jack	 transforming
himself	 from	 a	 woman	 to	 a	 man,	 the	 telltale	 smudge	 of	 pale-purple	 lip	 gloss
lending	 to	 that	 corner	 of	 his	 pretty	mouth	 the	wanton	 look	 of	 someone	who’s
been	roughly	kissed.
“It’s	platonic	love,”	Emma	was	quoted	as	saying.	“We’re	just	roommates.”	In

another	 interview,	 Emma	 said:	 “I	 like	 taking	 pictures	 of	 Jack.	 He’s	 so
photogenic.”	(This	was	published	with	a	photograph	of	Jack,	asleep.)
Maybe	 only	 Alice	 and	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 believed	 that	 Emma	 and	 Jack	 weren’t

lovers,	 and	Jack	knew	 that	Leslie	had	her	doubts.	Lawrence,	 that	 fink,	had	his
doubts,	 too.	 Emma	 told	 Jack	 that	 she	 ran	 into	 Lawrence	 having	 lunch	 at
Morton’s.	Lawrence	 had	 lost	 his	 job	 at	C.A.A.,	 but	 not	 to	 hear	 him	 tell	 it;	 he



bullshitted	 Emma	 about	 starting	 his	 own	 talent-management	 company	 and
wanting	to	be	“unencumbered.”	(Like	Myra	Ascheim,	whom	he’d	so	confidently
called	a	has-been.)
Lawrence	was	“unencumbered”	at	 lunch,	Emma	observed;	he	was	 just	a	 liar

who	was	out	of	a	job.	Morton’s—the	enduring	and	expensive	celebrity	hangout
on	Melrose,	in	West	Hollywood—was	not	a	place	where	you	wanted	to	be	eating
lunch	alone.	No	deals	were	going	down	for	Lawrence,	Emma	concluded;	maybe
that’s	why	he	got	a	little	crude	with	her.	“Do	you	still	claim	you’re	not	banging
your	boyfriend?”	he	asked,	meaning	Jack.	“Does	Jack	go	on	dates	as	a	girl?”
Emma	knew	she	could	kick	 the	crap	out	of	him,	but	she	 let	 it	pass.	“You’re

such	 a	 loser,	Lawrence,”	was	 all	 she	 said.	 It	was	 sufficiently	 gratifying	 to	 her
that	Lawrence	didn’t	seem	to	know	he	was	in	one	of	the	least	prestigious	booths.
Emma	had	resigned	from	her	studio	job	as	a	script	reader	a	couple	of	months

before	The	Slush-Pile	Reader	was	published.	“Screenplay	development	just	isn’t
for	me,”	 she’d	 told	 them,	 but	 one	 of	 the	 studio	 execs	 got	 hold	 of	 a	 set	 of	 her
galleys.	There	was	a	kind	of	code	in	Hollywood,	too	vague	and	virulently	denied
to	be	a	rule:	you	were	not	supposed	to	call	an	asshole	an	asshole,	not	in	writing.
It	 was	 the	 dim	 understanding	 of	 this	 studio	 exec	 that	 Emma	 had	 violated	 the
code.	To	punish	her,	the	exec	copied	Emma’s	script	notes	and	distributed	them
to	 the	 rejected	 writers’	 agents.	 But	 the	 punishment	 backfired:	 once	 you	 start
making	 copies,	 everyone	 sees	 them.	 The	 execs	 at	 other	 studios	 read	 Emma’s
notes;	after	all,	many	of	the	screenplays	in	question	were	still	making	the	rounds.
A	few	of	 those	scripts	were	now	films	in	production;	a	couple	were	in	post-

production,	meaning	 they’d	miraculously	been	shot,	and	one	had	recently	been
released,	 to	 tepid	 reviews.	Naturally,	 the	 reviews	weren’t	as	 insightful	or	well-
written	as	Emma’s	notes	on	an	earlier	draft	of	the	screenplay.	Even	the	rejected
writers’	agents	liked	Emma’s	notes—two	of	them	offered	her	a	job.
A	celebrity	talk-show	host	at	an	L.A.	radio	station	asked	Emma’s	permission

to	read	some	of	her	script	notes	on	the	air.	“Sure,”	Emma	said.	“Everyone	else
has	 read	 them.”	 (More	 publicity	 for	 The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader—not	 that	 Emma
needed	it.)
This	 didn’t	 win	 Emma	 many	 friends	 among	 screenwriters,	 but	 what	 really

insulted	 the	 industry	 was	 that	 Emma	 said	 she	 wasn’t	 interested	 in	 writing	 a
screenplay	 herself—especially	 not	 an	 adaptation	 of	The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader.	 In
the	novel,	she’d	already	made	the	point	that	the	story	was	one	third	porn	film;	no
one	would	 attempt	 to	make	 a	 serious	movie	 out	 of	 that	material.	 To	 virtually
assure	herself	 that	no	one	would,	Emma	entangled	 the	 film	rights	 to	her	novel



with	 the	 kind	 of	 approvals	 never	 granted	 to	 writers—not	 to	 first	 novelists,
anyway.	She	again	asserted	 that	she	had	no	 interest	 in	adapting	The	Slush-Pile
Reader	herself,	yet	she	insisted	on	retaining	script	approval,	should	anyone	else
be	 enough	 of	 a	 fool	 to	 write	 a	 screenplay,	 and	 she	 insisted	 on	 having	 cast
approval	and	director	approval—even	final	cut.	The	Slush-Pile	Reader	couldn’t
be	made	as	a	movie	under	those	outrageous	terms.
When	Emma	showed	up	at	all	the	usual	places—she	took	Jack	with	her,	more

and	 more—it	 was	 widely	 assumed	 that	 she	 was	 doing	 research	 for	 another
Hollywood	novel,	but	Jack	didn’t	know	(at	the	time)	that	this	was	the	case.	He
thought	she	just	liked	to	eat	and	drink.	But	Emma	saw	herself	as	a	specter	sent	to
remind	the	studio	execs	that	there	was	such	a	thing	as	a	script	reader	who	could
write.
In	 the	movie	business,	 they	were	already	speaking	admiringly	of	The	Slush-

Pile	Reader	as	“not	makable,”	which	could	be	quite	a	compliment	in	the	industry
—provided	you	didn’t	make	a	habit	of	it.
Jack	worried	about	Emma.	She	had	bought	 the	house	 they’d	been	renting	 in

Santa	Monica,	for	no	good	reason.	The	move	from	Venice	had	irritated	her;	she
said	 she	didn’t	want	 to	move	 again.	But	 if	 the	house	 in	Santa	Monica	was	no
prize	to	rent,	it	was	just	plain	stupid	to	buy	it.
It	was	a	two-story,	three-bedroom	house	on	the	downhill	end	of	Entrada	Drive

—near	where	Entrada	 ran	 into	 the	Pacific	Coast	Highway.	You	could	hear	 the
drone	of	traffic	on	the	PCH	over	the	air-conditioning.	Furthermore,	as	if	Emma
and	Jack	were	permanently	drawn	 to	 the	perfume	of	 restaurant	Dumpsters,	 the
driveway	of	the	house	intersected	the	alley	behind	an	Italian	restaurant.	It	wasn’t
sushi	they	smelled—it	was	more	like	old	eggplant	parmigiana.
But	 they	 were	 living	 on	 Entrada	 Drive	 when	 Emma’s	 first	 novel	 was

published,	and	she	became	what	she	called	(with	no	small	amount	of	pride)	“a
self-supporting	novelist.”	Her	revenge	on	having	wasted	her	time	as	a	film	major
was	 complete;	 she	 had	made	 it	 in	 the	 industry’s	 hometown	 by	writing,	 of	 all
things,	a	novel.	Staying	 in	 the	house	on	Entrada,	even	buying	 the	stupid	place,
was	another	way	of	thumbing	her	nose	at	the	industry.	Emma	had	come	to	L.A.
as	an	outsider;	it	meant	a	lot	to	her	to	stay	an	outsider.
“I’m	not	moving	to	Beverly	Hills,	baby	cakes.”
“Yeah,	well—we	sure	do	a	lot	of	eating	there,”	Jack	reminded	her.
It	was	a	lot	of	late-night	eating,	for	the	most	part.	Jack	didn’t	drink,	so	he	was

always	 the	 driver.	Emma	 could	 drink	 a	 bottle	 of	 red	wine	 by	 herself—usually
before	she	finished	her	dinner.	She	had	a	special	fondness	for	Kate	Mantilini	in



Beverly	Hills.
“Kate	Mantilini	is	quite	a	distance	to	travel	for	a	steak	sandwich	and	mashed

potatoes,”	Jack	complained;	he	didn’t	eat	bread,	not	to	mention	mashed	potatoes.
But	Emma	loved	to	eat	at	the	long	bar	that	ran	the	length	of	the	restaurant.	The
industry	crowd	all	knew	her	and	asked	her	how	the	new	novel	was	coming.
“It’s	coming,”	was	all	Emma	would	say.	“Have	you	met	my	roommate,	Jack

Burns?	He	was	the	chick	in	My	Last	Hitchhiker—I	mean	the	hot	one.”
“I	was	the	hitchhiker,”	Jack	would	explain.	Despite	Myra	Ascheim	telling	him

to	 lose	 the	 stubble,	 he	 was	 usually	 growing	 a	 little	 something	 on	 his	 face—
anything	that	might	mitigate	his	androgynous	first	impression.
Monday	nights,	Emma	and	Jack	went	to	Dan	Tana’s	in	West	Hollywood.	You

could	watch	Monday	Night	Football	on	the	TV	at	the	bar,	yet	the	waiters	wore
tuxedos.	There	was	a	mostly	hip	Hollywood	crowd—people	in	the	biz,	or	trying
to	be,	but	in	the	curious	company	of	assorted	gangsters	and	hookers.	There	were
red-vinyl	booths	and	red-and-white-checkered	 tablecloths,	and	the	 items	on	the
menu	were	named	for	film-industry	celebs.
“You’re	gonna	have	a	lamb	loin	named	after	you	one	day,	honey	pie,”	Emma

would	 tell	 Jack.	 She	 usually	 ordered	 the	 Lew	 Wasserman	 veal	 chop.	 After
Wasserman	died,	Jack	felt	 funny	about	eating	 there—as	 if	 the	veal	chop	 in	his
name	were	a	piece	of	Lew	himself.	Emma	also	 liked	 the	 steak	à	 la	Diller,	but
Jack	ate	light—often	just	a	salad.	He	was	back	on	iced	tea	big-time,	as	during	his
days	cutting	weight	as	a	wrestler.	With	a	half-gallon	of	tea	on	an	empty	stomach,
Jack	could	dance	all	night.
Emma	 liked	 late-night	 music,	 too.	 She	 was	 crazy	 about	 a	 place	 in	 West

Hollywood	on	Sunset	Boulevard—Coconut	Teaszer.	It	was	a	bit	sleazy—lots	of
rock	’n’	roll	and	fast,	sweaty	dancing.	Very	young	kids	went	there.	Emma	would
occasionally	 pick	 up	 a	 boy	 and	 bring	 him	 home.	 Jack	 made	 an	 effort	 not	 to
watch	 them	making	out	 in	 the	backseat.	“Listen,”	she	would	always	say	 to	 the
kid.	“You	gotta	do	exactly	what	I	tell	you.”	Jack	tried	not	to	listen.
He	also	tried	not	to	imagine	Emma	in	the	top	position.	He	didn’t	like	to	think

about	her	vaginismus,	but	he	would	remember	the	night	he	found	her	in	tears	in
the	 bathroom—doubled	 over	 in	 pain.	 “He	 said	 he	 wouldn’t	 move,”	 she	 was
crying.	“He	promised	he	wouldn’t—the	little	fucker!”
The	 mornings	 after	 Emma	 brought	 home	 some	 kid	 from	 Coconut	 Teaszer

were	the	only	ones	when	she	wouldn’t	get	up	early	to	write	her	next	Hollywood
novel.	(“Number	Two,”	as	she	would	refer	to	it—as	if	that	were	the	title.)	Emma
was	disciplined,	even	driven,	but	the	pressure	was	off;	she’d	published	her	first



novel	and	seemed	confident	that	someone	would	publish	the	second.
To	a	lesser	degree,	the	pressure	was	off	Jack,	too.	That	he	had	made	his	first

film	with	William	Vanvleck—and	worse,	was	 under	 contract	 to	make	 another
movie	with	him—didn’t	impress	anyone	at	C.A.A.	(Or	at	I.C.M.	or	the	William
Morris	Agency.)	Perhaps,	when	Jack	was	free	of	any	future	obligation	to	Wild
Bill,	one	of	those	agencies	would	consider	representing	him.	But	for	now,	Myra
Ascheim	was	looking	after	him—he	was	instructed	to	call	Myra	his	manager.
When	Jack	quit	his	job	at	American	Pacific,	there	were	no	hard	feelings;	he’d

slept	with	only	 two	of	 the	waitresses,	 and	one	of	 them	had	quit	before	he	did.
Even	working	for	The	Remake	Monster	beat	being	a	waiter.
Emma	wanted	Jack	to	read	her	fan	mail	before	he	showed	it	to	her.	She	had	no

tolerance	 for	 anything	 negative;	 Jack	 was	 under	 orders	 to	 throw	 the	 criticism
away.	“And	don’t	show	me	the	death	threats,	Jack—just	send	them	to	the	F.B.I.”
There	weren’t	any	death	threats;	most	of	Emma’s	mail	was	positive.	The	worst
of	it,	in	Jack’s	opinion,	was	how	many	of	her	readers	insisted	on	telling	Emma
their	life	stories.	It	was	amazing	how	many	dysfunctional	people	wanted	her	to
write	about	them.
Emma	 read	 Jack’s	 fan	 mail	 before	 he	 saw	 it,	 but	 he	 read	 all	 of	 his	 mail

eventually—good	and	bad.	He	didn’t	get	a	twentieth	of	the	mail	Emma	received,
and	most	of	his	was	both	vaguely	and	not	so	vaguely	insinuating.	Letters,	always
with	photographs,	 from	transsexuals—“chicks	with	dicks,”	according	 to	Emma
—and	 letters	 from	 gay	 men,	 inquiring	 if	 Jack	 was	 gay.	 There	 was	 only	 the
occasional	letter	from	a	young	woman—usually,	but	not	always,	stating	that	she
hoped	he	was	straight.
Jack	was	more	interested	in	Emma’s	mail	than	he	was	in	his,	because	he	kept

thinking	 that	 Michele	 Maher	 would	 write	 to	 her—demanding	 to	 know	 why
Emma	had	used	her	name.	But	 there	was	no	 letter	 from	Michele	Maher	 about
The	Slush-Pile	Reader.
It	killed	Jack	that	he	knew	nothing	about	Michele;	worse,	he	imagined	she	had

seen	My	 Last	 Hitchhiker	 and	 found	 his	 performance	 as	 a	 transvestite	 to	 be
resounding	confirmation	that	he	was	“too	weird.”
“Just	wait	till	Michele	sees	the	next	one,	baby	cakes—talk	about	too	weird!”

They’d	 both	 read	Vanvleck’s	 screenplay,	 which	 had	 prompted	 even	 Emma	 to
say:	“Words	fail	me.”
It	was	a	magical	but	unknown	movie	that	Wild	Bill	had	ripped	off	this	time;

he’d	stolen	a	little	gem	from	a	fellow	Dutchman,	Peter	van	Engen,	who	died	of
AIDS	shortly	after	his	first	and	only	feature	film	was	made.	Called	Lieve	Anne



Frank	 (in	 English,	Dear	 Anne	 Frank,	 as	 you	might	 begin	 a	 letter	 to	 the	 dead
girl),	it	won	a	prize	at	some	film	festival	in	the	Netherlands—and	it	was	dubbed
for	distribution	in	Germany,	but	nowhere	else.	Outside	Holland,	almost	no	one
saw	it;	yet	William	Vanvleck	had	seen	it,	and	he’d	traduced	Lieve	Anne	Frank	to
such	a	degree	that	poor	Peter	van	Engen	couldn’t	possibly	have	recognized	his
own	movie—not	even	from	the	all-seeing	perspective	of	his	grave.
“Lieve	Anne	Frank,”	the	voice-over	begins.	It	is	the	voice	of	a	young	Jewish

girl,	 living	 in	 Amsterdam	 today;	 she	 is	 about	 the	 same	 age	 Anne	 Frank	 was
when	Anne	was	caught	by	the	Nazis	and	taken	to	the	death	camp.
Emma	 and	 Jack	 saw	 the	 original	 Dutch	 film	 in	William	 Vanvleck’s	 home

screening	 room.	 The	 Remake	 Monster	 had	 an	 ugly	 mansion	 on	 Loma	 Vista
Drive	 in	Beverly	Hills.	Wild	Bill	 liked	whippets;	 they	ran	free	 in	 the	mansion,
slipping	and	falling	on	the	hardwood	floors.	Vanvleck	had	his	own	chef	and	his
own	 gardener—a	 Surinamese	 couple,	 a	 child-size	 woman	 with	 a	 similarly
miniature	husband.
“	 ‘Dear	 Anne	 Frank,’	 ”	Wild	 Bill	 translated	 for	 Emma	 and	 Jack;	 he	 had	 a

smoker’s	cough.	“	 ‘I	believe	 that	you	 live	 in	me,	and	 that	 I	have	been	born	 to
serve	you.’	”
Rachel	is	her	name.	Weekdays	after	school,	and	on	weekends,	she	works	as	a

tour	guide	in	the	Anne	Frank	House—Prinsengracht	263.	The	house	is	open,	as	a
museum,	every	day	of	the	year	except	Yom	Kippur.
“The	Anne	Frank	House	is	beautiful	in	a	sad	way,”	Rachel	says	to	the	camera

—as	if	we	(the	audience)	were	tourists	and	Rachel	our	guide.	We	see	samples	of
Anne’s	handwriting,	 facsimiles	 from	her	diary,	 and	many	photographs.	Rachel
has	cut	her	hair	to	look	as	much	like	Anne	as	she	can;	she	despises	contemporary
fashion	 and	 dresses	 herself,	 whenever	 possible,	 in	 clothes	 Anne	 might	 have
worn.
We	see	Rachel	shopping	in	flea	markets	and	secondhand	clothing	stores;	we

see	 her	 at	 night,	 hiding	 from	 her	 parents	 in	 her	 bedroom,	 imitating	 poses	 and
expressions	we	recognize	from	photographs	of	Anne.
“They	 could	 have	 gotten	 away,”	 Rachel	 keeps	 repeating.	 “Her	 father,	 Otto,

could	have	stolen	a	boat.	He	could	have	steered	a	course	from	the	Prinsengracht,
the	 canal,	 to	 the	 Amstel—a	 river,	 broader	 than	 the	 canal.	Not	 to	 the	 sea,	 of
course,	but	somewhere	safe.	I	know	they	could	have	gotten	away.”
By	this	point	in	the	film,	nothing	had	really	happened,	but	Emma	was	already

in	tears.	“You	see—it’s	good,	isn’t	it?”	Vanvleck	kept	asking.	“Isn’t	it	great?”
Rachel	is	obsessed	with	the	idea	that	she	is	Anne	Frank	come	back	to	life;	she



believes	she	can	rewrite	history.	On	Yom	Kippur,	when	the	Anne	Frank	House
is	closed,	Rachel	unlocks	the	door	and	lets	herself	inside.	She	dresses	herself	as
Anne—transforms	 herself,	 actually,	 because	 the	 likeness	 is	 more	 than	 a	 little
creepy—and	the	next	morning,	when	the	 tourists	are	waiting	to	get	 in,	Rachel-
as-Anne	simply	walks	out	of	the	Anne	Frank	House	as	if	she	were	Anne	Frank.
Some	of	 the	 tourists	 scream,	believing	 she’s	 a	ghost;	others	 follow	her,	 taking
her	picture.
She	 goes	 to	 the	 canal,	 the	 Prinsengracht,	 where	 her	 father,	 Otto,	 is	 waiting

with	 a	 boat.	 Absurdly,	 it’s	 a	 kind	 of	 gondola—more	 suited	 to	Venice	 than	 to
Amsterdam—and	 Otto	 is	 a	 most	 unlikely,	 un-Italian-looking	 gondolier.	 Anne
boards	the	boat,	waving	to	her	admirers.
There’s	a	beautiful	shot	from	the	golden	crown	of	the	Westerkerk	of	the	boat

passing	 on	 the	 Prinsengracht—crowds	 of	 well-wishers	 run	 to	 the	 bridges,
waving.	There’s	a	shot	of	the	little	boat	entering	the	broader	water	of	the	Amstel;
more	crowds,	more	cameras	clicking.
How	 the	 fantasy	 dies	 is	 almost	 entirely	 done	 with	 sound—the	 sound	 of

soldiers’	boots	on	the	cobblestone	streets;	the	sound	of	the	boots	on	the	stairs	of
the	Anne	Frank	House,	which	we	see	is	empty.	Some	furniture	has	been	tipped
over;	Anne’s	writing	has	been	scattered	here	and	there.	She	hasn’t	escaped.
Emma	was	bawling	her	eyes	out.	As	Jack	sat	there	in	that	tasteless	mansion	on

Loma	 Vista	 Drive,	 the	 sound	 of	 The	 Mad	 Dutchman’s	 whippets	 dashing
everywhere	was	 somehow	 intercut	 in	 Jack’s	mind	with	 the	 sound	of	 the	 storm
troopers’	boots.	He	couldn’t	imagine	what	a	mess	Wild	Bill	Vanvleck	was	going
to	make	of	Dear	Anne	Frank.
As	 it	 turned	out,	The	Remake	Monster’s	 screenplay	would	 leave	Emma	and

Jack	depressed	for	days.
“I	think	I’ll	go	to	the	gym,”	Jack	told	Emma	when	he	first	read	it.
After	she	said,	“Words	fail	me,”	Emma	took	a	deep	breath	and	announced	she

was	going	back	to	work.	“I	should	have	known	when	we	saw	the	movie,”	Emma
told	Jack	later.	“There	was	no	way	you	were	gonna	be	Anne	Frank.”
But	that	day	they	read	the	remake,	which	was	their	first	understanding	of	what

would	become	of	Dear	Anne	Frank,	 all	 Jack	could	do	was	go	 to	 the	gym	and
punish	his	body;	all	Emma	could	do	was	go	back	to	work	on	her	next	Hollywood
novel.	The	Mad	Dutchman’s	screenplay	was	god-awful.
Being	successful	had	made	Emma	even	more	of	a	workaholic.	She	usually	got

up	with	the	rush-hour	traffic	on	the	PCH	and	drank	several	cups	of	strong	coffee,
sometimes	with	her	eyes	closed	but	always	with	the	music	playing—something



too	 loud	and	metallic	 for	Jack’s	 taste,	although	 it	was	a	welcome	change	 from
the	generally	uninspired	music	out	on	the	highway.
Emma	 wrote	 all	 morning—the	 coffee	 was	 what	 she	 called	 her	 “appetite

suppressant	of	choice.”	When	she	was	famished,	she	drove	herself	out	to	lunch.
She	didn’t	drink	at	lunch,	although	she	was	a	big	eater—both	at	lunch	and	at	her
late-night	dinners.
She	liked	Le	Dome	on	Sunset	Strip.	It	had	a	stodgy,	Old	Hollywood	feeling,

but	 it	was	 still	 a	 happening	 place	 for	 executives	 and	 agents	 and	 entertainment
lawyers.	Emma	also	liked	Spago	in	West	Hollywood—the	original	Spago,	up	the
hill	 on	 Sunset	 Boulevard.	 And	 while	 it	 was	 too	 expensive	 even	 for	 the	 most
successful	of	 first	novelists,	Emma	needed	a	weekly	 fix	of	The	Palm	on	Santa
Monica	 Boulevard,	 where	 she	 said	 there	 were	 more	 agents	 than	 steaks	 and
lobsters.
She	was	burning	 the	candle	at	both	ends,	because	she’d	go	 to	 the	gym	after

lunch	and	 lift	weights	most	of	 the	afternoon.	After	 the	weightlifting,	when	she
said	she	had	“digested,”	she	would	do	a	hundred	or	more	crunches	for	her	abs.
Nothing	 aerobic.	 (Dancing	 and	 whatever	 sex	 she	 could	 manage	 in	 the	 top
position	were	Emma’s	aerobics.)
It	was	a	lot	for	a	big	girl	to	put	her	body	through,	and	Jack	didn’t	like	to	think

of	her	driving—not	even	in	the	daytime,	when	she	hadn’t	been	drinking.	Emma
was	a	fast	driver,	but	the	speed	was	only	a	small	part	of	what	bothered	Jack.
Emma	loved	Sunset	Boulevard.	Even	in	Toronto,	as	a	schoolgirl	at	St.	Hilda’s,

she	 used	 to	 dream	 of	 driving	 on	 Sunset	 Boulevard.	 Emma	 tried	 to	 drive
everywhere	 on	 Sunset—out	 to	 Beverly	 Hills	 and	 West	 Hollywood	 and
Hollywood,	all	on	Sunset.
It	was	when	 she	was	driving	back	 to	Santa	Monica	 that	 Jack	worried	 about

her.	He	knew	she’d	had	a	big	lunch	and	had	crazily	worked	it	off,	or	not,	in	the
gym.	He	worried	about	the	curves	on	Sunset.	And	when	Emma	took	that	left	on
Chautauqua,	 just	 before	 the	 Palisades,	 it	was	 a	 steep,	 twisting	 downhill	 to	 the
PCH.	You	had	to	get	into	the	far-left	lane	and	make	what	amounted	to	a	U-turn
on	West	Channel.
It	would	be	late	afternoon,	rush-hour	traffic,	and	Emma	was	drained	from	her

workout	 in	 the	 gym—two	 or	 three	 liter-size	 bottles	 of	 Evian	 later.	 With	 the
traffic	 barreling	 down	Chautauqua,	 into	 that	 last	 long	 curve,	 Emma	would	 be
three	quarters	of	the	way	through	the	turn	before	she	could	see	the	ocean.	Jack
knew	Emma,	 even	 her	 driving.	 She	wouldn’t	 be	watching	 the	 cars—not	when
she	could	 see	 that	 first,	 dazzling-blue	glint	of	 the	Pacific.	She	was,	 after	 all,	 a



Toronto	 girl.	 L.A.	 affected	 you	 in	 direct	 proportion	 to	where	 you	 came	 from;
there	were	no	views	of	the	Pacific	in	Toronto.
Jack	 would	 wait	 in	 the	 Entrada	 house	 for	 Emma	 to	 come	 home.	 Then	 she

would	 write.	 That	 was	 when	 Jack	 went	 to	 the	 gym.	 (He	 never	 told	 her	 he
occasionally	went	to	Gold’s.)
It	was	a	good	time	to	work	out;	mostly	the	nondrinkers,	and	a	few	noneaters,

were	 there.	 Jack	met	 some	 pretty	 pumped	women	 doing	 free	weights,	 but	 the
ones	 on	 the	 cardiovascular	 machines	 were	 the	 ultra-skinny	 girls,	 and	 at
dinnertime,	 many	 of	 the	 skinny	 girls	 were	 anorexics.	 One	 girl—she	 spent	 an
hour	 every	 night	 on	 the	 stair-climber—told	 Jack	 she	was	 on	 “an	 all-smoothie
diet.”
“How’s	your	energy?”	he	asked	her.
“Berries,	 teaspoon	of	 honey,	 nonfat	 yogurt—every	 third	 day,	 a	 banana.	 Just

put	everything	in	the	blender,”	she	told	him.	“Your	body	doesn’t	need	anything
else.”
She	 fell	 off	 the	 treadmill	 one	 night	 and	 just	 lay	 there.	 One	 of	 the	 yoga

instructors	 speculated	 that	 her	 colon	 had	 collapsed	 on	 itself.	 Jack	 would
remember	a	bunch	of	bodybuilders	standing	outside	the	gym;	when	they	saw	the
ambulance,	they	waved	it	down	with	their	towels.
Jack	was	on	his	usual	diet—mostly	proteins,	maybe	a	little	light	on	the	carbs

for	all	the	time	he	spent	on	the	cardiovascular	machines.	He	was	taking	it	easy
with	the	free	weights:	nothing	heavy,	just	lots	of	reps.	He	wasn’t	trying	to	bulk
up.	 His	 job,	 meaning	 getting	 one—the	 next	 role,	 and	 the	 role	 after	 that—
depended	on	his	staying	lean	and	mean.
Jack	was	 lightheaded	with	 hunger	 by	 the	 time	 he	 left	 the	 gym	 every	 night,

when	 he	 went	 back	 to	 get	 Emma	 and	 they	 drove	 out	 again	 to	 eat—and	 his
stomach	was	 falling	 in	 on	 itself	 every	morning.	 You	 could	 say	 that	 Jack	was
burning	the	candle	at	both	ends,	too—but	not	like	Emma.
One	 night,	 when	 she	 was	 wolfing	 down	 her	 mashed	 potatoes	 at	 Kate

Mantilini,	Emma	noticed	that	Jack	hadn’t	finished	his	salad.	He’d	stopped	eating
and	was	watching	her	 eat;	 his	 expression	was	one	of	 concern,	not	disgust,	 but
Jack	 should	 have	 known	 that	 Emma	 would	 have	 found	 his	 disgust	 more
acceptable.
“Are	you	thinking	I’m	gonna	die	young?”	she	asked	him.
“No!”	he	said,	too	quickly.
“Well,	 I	 am,”	 she	 told	him.	 “If	my	appetite	 doesn’t	 kill	me,	 the	vaginismus



will.”
“The	vaginismus	can’t	kill	you,	can	 it?”	 Jack	asked	her,	but	Emma’s	mouth

was	full;	she	just	shrugged	and	went	on	eating.



IV
Sleeping	in	the	Needles



27

The	Commandant’s	Daughter;	Her	Little	Brother
Jack	 slipped	 away	 from	 Toronto	 without	 telling	 Miss	 Wurtz	 his	 plans;	 he

never	even	said	good-bye.	He	was	afraid	that	Caroline	would	be	disappointed	in
his	decision	not	to	go	looking	for	his	father	straightaway.
He	took	only	his	winter	clothes	with	him;	Jack	thought	they’d	be	suitable	for

April	in	the	North	Sea.	His	Toronto	clothes,	Mrs.	Oastler	called	them.	Leslie	had
helped	him	pack.	After	 all,	 she’d	 shopped	 for	 Jack’s	 clothes—she’d	even	paid
for	most	of	them,	during	the	winter	Alice	was	dying—and	Mrs.	Oastler	had	her
own	opinions	regarding	how	he	should	dress	in	those	European	ports	of	call.
“I	hope	you	know,	Jack—you	don’t	wear	 the	same	clothes	 to	a	 tattoo	parlor

that	you	would	wear	in	a	church,	and	vice	versa.”
He	left	Leslie	with	the	responsibility	of	sending	his	screenplay	of	The	Slush-

Pile	Reader	 to	Bob	Bookman	at	C.A.A.	in	Beverly	Hills.	In	the	long	Canadian
winter,	Leslie	had	become	Jack’s	partner	in	the	project;	a	couple	of	times,	he’d
come	 close	 to	 telling	 her	 that	 Emma	 had	 left	 him	 more	 than	 her	 notes	 for	 a
screenplay.	But	that	wouldn’t	have	been	faithful	to	what	Emma	had	wanted.
In	 the	 months	 he’d	 spent	 with	 his	 mom	 in	 Toronto,	 Jack’s	 mail	 had	 been

forwarded	from	California.	Like	her	late	daughter,	Mrs.	Oastler	invariably	read
Jack’s	mail	before	giving	 it	 to	him.	She	didn’t	give	all	his	mail	 to	him,	either;
she	was	more	censorial	than	Emma.	The	fan	mail	from	female	admirers	was	not
worthy	 of	 Jack’s	 interest,	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 said.	 She	 refused	 to	 show	 him	 the
photographs	of	his	she-male	tormentors,	too.
It	 must	 have	 been	 February	 when	 Jack	 asked	 Leslie:	 “Didn’t	 I	 get	 any

Christmas	cards	this	year?”
“Yeah,	 you	 got	 a	 ton	 of	Christmas	 cards,”	Mrs.	Oastler	 answered.	 “I	 threw

them	away.”
“You	don’t	like	Christmas	cards,	Leslie?”
“Who	needs	them,	Jack?	You’re	a	busy	guy.”
Somehow	the	 letter	 from	Michele	Maher	escaped	 the	censor	 in	Mrs.	Oastler

and	made	it	into	Jack’s	hands,	although	it	was	a	month	or	more	after	Leslie	had
first	 read	Michele’s	 letter.	 “This	 one’s	 interesting,”	Mrs.	 Oastler	 said.	 “Some
doctor	in	Massachusetts	with	the	name	of	Emma’s	character.”
Jack	must	have	looked	stricken,	or	overeager	to	see	the	letter,	because	Leslie



didn’t	immediately	hand	it	over.	“Someone	you	know?”	she	asked	him.
“Someone	 I	 knew,”	 he	 corrected	 her,	 holding	 out	 his	 hand.	 Mrs.	 Oastler

looked	the	letter	over—more	carefully	than	she	had	the	first	time.	“Emma	knew
that	 I	 knew	her,”	 Jack	 explained.	 “Emma	knew	 she	was	 using	 a	 real	 person’s
name.”
“Sort	of	an	inside	joke—is	that	what	you’re	saying,	Jack?”	She	still	wouldn’t

give	him	the	letter.
“Sort	of,”	he	said.
“Would	you	like	me	to	read	it	to	you?”	Leslie	asked.	Jack	was	still	holding	out

his	 hand.	 “	 ‘Dear	 Jack—’	 ”	Mrs.	Oastler	 began,	 promptly	 interrupting	herself.
“Well,	even	your	fans	address	you	as	‘Jack’—you	can	see	why	I	never	guessed
that	she	actually	knew	you.”
“Perfectly	understandable,”	Jack	said,	his	voice	remaining	calm.
“Dr.	Maher—she’s	a	dermatologist,	of	all	things—goes	on,”	Leslie	continued.

“	‘I	know	you	were	close	 to	Emma	Oastler,	and	I’ve	read	 that	you’re	adapting
her	novel,	The	Slush-Pile	Reader,	as	a	film.	Good	luck	with	the	screenplay,	and
your	other	projects.	That	novel	 is	one	of	my	favorites,	not	only	because	of	 the
main	 character’s	 name.	 With	 my	 best	 wishes,	 and	 congratulations	 on	 your
considerable	success	as	an	actor.’	Well,	that’s	it,”	Mrs.	Oastler	said	with	a	sigh.
“It’s	a	 typed	letter—probably	someone	else	typed	it.	She	just	signed	her	name,
‘Michele.’	 It’s	 her	 office	 letterhead—some	 sort	 of	 doctors’	 office	 building	 at
Mount	Auburn	Hospital	 in	Cambridge,	Massachusetts.	On	 second	 thought,	 it’s
not	that	interesting	a	letter;	there’s	nothing	personal	in	it,	really.	No	one	reading
this	would	dream	that	she	ever	knew	you.”
Leslie	held	the	letter	at	arm’s	length	in	her	hand—not	quite	as	if	it	were	dirty

laundry,	 but	 something	 potentially	 worse,	 something	 she	 sensed	 Jack	wanted.
“May	I	see	the	letter,	please?”	he	asked	her.
“It’s	not	the	sort	of	letter	one	has	to	answer,	Jack.”
“Give	me	the	fucking	letter,	Leslie!”
“I	guess	it	wasn’t	a	funny	inside	joke—Emma	using	Michele	Maher’s	name,”

Mrs.	Oastler	said.	She	made	him	reach	and	take	the	letter	from	her	hand.
The	 stationery	was	off-white,	 almost	 cream-colored—high	quality.	The	 sky-

blue	 letterhead	 was	 printed	 in	 a	 large,	 clear	 font—Letter	 Gothic.	 Nothing
personal	about	it,	as	Leslie	had	observed.	“With	my	best	wishes”	didn’t	exactly
convey	a	lot	of	warmth	or	affection.
“Now	 that	 I	 think	of	 it,	 it’s	more	 of	 a	note	 than	 a	 letter,”	Mrs.	Oastler	was



saying,	while	 Jack	 searched	Michele’s	 scrawled,	 almost	 illegible	 signature	 for
some	clue	of	her	true	feelings	for	him.	“Personally,	I	don’t	like	to	touch	anything
a	dermatologist	has	touched,”	Leslie	went	on.	“But	her	letter’s	been	around	here
so	long—you	don’t	suppose	it	could	still	be	contaminated,	do	you?”
“No,	I	don’t	suppose	so,”	Jack	said.
That	 letter	was	coming	 to	 the	North	Sea	with	him;	Jack	would	read	 it	every

day.	He	believed	he	would	keep	 that	distant,	uncommitted,	even	 loveless	 letter
forever—knowing	 that	 it	 might	 be	 the	 only	 contact	 he	 would	 ever	 have	 with
Michele	Maher.
Jack	 couldn’t	 get	 a	 direct	 flight	 to	 Copenhagen.	 He	 had	 an	 early-morning

KLM	connection	out	of	Amsterdam,	following	an	early-evening	departure	from
Toronto.	When	it	was	time	for	him	to	go	to	the	airport,	Mrs.	Oastler	was	taking	a
bath.	Jack	thought	he	might	leave	her	a	note	on	the	kitchen	table,	but	Leslie	had
other	ideas.
“Don’t	you	dare	slip	away	without	kissing	me	good-bye,	Jack!”	he	heard	her

call	from	her	bath.	She	always	left	the	door	to	her	bathroom	open—usually	the
door	to	her	bedroom,	too.
They’d	been	alone	together	in	the	house	for	more	than	a	week,	after	the	bikers

had	left.	But	there’d	been	no	nighttime	visits,	not	a	single	trip	down	the	hall.	Not
only	 had	 there	 been	 no	 penis-holding;	 there’d	 been	 no	 nakedness	 or	 near-
nakedness	in	each	other’s	company,	either.	Maybe	Alice	had	wanted	Leslie	and
Jack	 to	 sleep	 together	 a	 little	 too	 much.	 Despite	 the	 spell	 of	 attraction	 that
existed	between	them,	Jack	believed	that	he	and	Mrs.	Oastler	were	still	resisting
his	mother;	perhaps,	he	thought,	the	Skretkowicz	sisters	had	broken	the	spell.
Anyway,	a	good-bye	kiss	was	clearly	in	order.	Jack	dutifully	traipsed	upstairs.

He	 tried	 not	 to	 notice	 the	 black	 bikini-cut	 underwear	 tossed	 on	Mrs.	Oastler’s
unmade	bed.	In	the	bathtub,	Leslie’s	watchful,	feral	face	was	all	that	was	visible
above	 the	 suds	 of	 bubble	 bath.	 Under	 the	 circumstances,	 Jack	 imagined,	 this
might	turn	out	to	be	a	fairly	innocent	good-bye	kiss.
“You’re	 not	 getting	 away	 from	 me,	 Jack,”	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 said.	 “Emma	 and

Alice	have	left	me.	You’re	not	going	to	leave	me,	too,	are	you?”
“No,	I	won’t	leave	you,”	he	answered	as	neutrally	as	possible.	She	puckered

up	her	small	mouth	and	closed	her	dark	eyes.
Jack	knelt	beside	the	bathtub	and	kissed	her	very	lightly	on	the	lips.	Her	eyes

snapped	open,	her	tongue	slipping	into	his	mouth.	Leslie	grabbed	his	wrist	with
her	soapy	hand	and	pulled	his	hand	into	the	bathwater,	soaking	the	sleeve	of	his
shirt.	 If	 Jack	had	 to	guess	where	his	 fingers	 touched	her	underwater,	he	would



say	he	made	contact	with	Mrs.	Oastler’s	Rose	of	Jericho	before	he	could	pull	his
hand	away.
The	 kiss	 lingered	 a	 little	 longer.	 After	 all	 they’d	 been	 through,	 Jack	 didn’t

want	to	hurt	her	feelings.	He	tried	not	to	let	Leslie	sense	his	impatience	with	her,
but	he	was	irritated	that	he	would	have	to	change	his	shirt.
Mrs.	Oastler	had	never	had	the	greatest	esteem	for	Jack	as	an	actor;	probably

because	she’d	known	him	as	a	child,	she	could	always	read	his	face.	“Come	on,
Jack.	I	may	not	be	Michele	Maher,	but	it	wasn’t	that	bad	a	kiss,	was	it?”
“I	 have	 to	 change	 my	 shirt,”	 Jack	 said,	 hoping	 she	 wouldn’t	 notice	 his

erection.	Keeping	his	back	turned	to	her,	as	he	went	out	the	open	bathroom	door,
he	added:	“No,	it	wasn’t	bad	at	all.”
“Just	remember!”	Leslie	called	after	him.	“It	was	what	your	mom	wanted!”
Jack	Burns	carried	that	thought	to	Copenhagen;	it	felt	heavier	than	his	suitcase

of	 winter	 clothes.	 He	 checked	 into	 the	 Hotel	 D’Angleterre—this	 time	 not	 the
chambermaids’	 quarters	 but	 a	 room	overlooking	 the	 statue	 in	 the	 square.	Both
the	statue	and	the	arch	that	stood	over	it	were	smaller	than	he	remembered	them,
but	Nyhavn	was	 familiar—the	boats	 slapping	on	 the	choppy	water	of	 the	gray
canal,	 the	wind	blowing	off	 the	Baltic.	As	 for	what	 he’d	 told	 his	Skretkowicz
sister,	Jack	had	guessed	right:	it	was	raining.
When	he	unpacked,	he	found	the	photos	of	his	mother’s	tattooed	breast.	Mrs.

Oastler	 had	 carefully	 placed	 them	 on	 top	 of	 his	 clothes;	 she’d	 kept	 two	 for
herself	and	had	given	him	two,	which	seemed	fair.	Jack	was	happy	to	have	them
—not	 only	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 verification.	His	mom	had	 lied	 to	 him	 about	 so
many	things;	maybe	her	Until	I	find	you	wasn’t	a	Tattoo	Ole,	although	Jack	was
pretty	sure	it	was.
The	tattoo	parlor	at	Nyhavn	17	was	still	called	Tattoo	Ole.	Some	of	the	flash

on	 the	walls	was	Ole’s,	 and	 the	 little	 shop	 still	 smelled	 of	 smoke	 and	 apples,
alcohol	and	witch	hazel;	some	of	the	pigments	had	special	odors,	too,	although
Jack	couldn’t	identify	them.
Bimbo	was	the	man	in	charge;	he’d	come	in	1975	and	had	trained	with	Tattoo

Ole.	Bimbo	was	short	and	powerfully	built;	he	wore	a	navy	watch	cap.	His	flash
was	 a	 lot	 like	Ole’s.	A	maritime	man—an	 old-timer,	 Sailor	 Jerry	would	 have
said.	Like	Ole,	Bimbo	would	never	have	called	himself	a	tattoo	artist.	He	was	a
tattooist	or	a	tattooer	of	the	old	school,	a	man	after	Daughter	Alice’s	heart.
Bimbo	was	working	on	a	broken	heart	when	Jack	walked	 in.	Nothing	really

changes,	 Jack	was	 thinking.	Bimbo	didn’t	 look	up	 from	his	 tattoo-in-progress.
“Jack	Burns,”	he	said,	as	 if	he’d	been	expecting	him;	it	wasn’t	 the	enthusiastic



way	Mr.	 Ramsey	 said	 Jack’s	 name,	 but	 it	 wasn’t	 unfriendly,	 either.	 “When	 I
heard	your	mom	died,	I	kind	of	figured	you’d	be	coming,”	Bimbo	said.
The	 boy	 getting	 the	 broken	 heart	 looked	 frightened.	On	 his	 reddened	 chest,

you	could	see	his	actual	heart	beating.	The	zigzag	crack	across	his	tattooed	heart
was	horizontal;	 the	wounded	organ	lay	on	a	single	rose,	a	real	beauty.	It	was	a
very	good	tattoo.	There	was	a	banner	unfurled	across	the	bottom	half	of	the	heart
—just	a	banner	with	no	name	on	it.	If	the	boy	was	smart,	he	would	wait	and	add
the	name	when	he	met	someone	who	could	heal	him.
“Why	did	you	think	I’d	be	coming?”	Jack	asked	Bimbo.
“Ole	always	said	you’d	be	coming,	with	lots	of	questions,”	Bimbo	explained.

“Ole	 said	you	were	pumped	 full	of	more	misinformation	 than	most	magazines
and	newspapers,	and	that’s	saying	something.”	Jack	was	beginning	to	guess	that
this	was	true.	“Ole	said,	‘If	that	kid	turns	out	to	be	crazy,	I	won’t	be	surprised!’
But	you	look	like	you	turned	out	okay.”
“I	guess	you	didn’t	know	my	mother,”	Jack	said.
“I	never	met	the	lady—that’s	true,”	Bimbo	answered,	choosing	his	words	very

carefully.
“Or	my	dad?”	Jack	asked.
“Everybody	loved	your	dad,	but	I	never	met	him,	either.”
That	everybody	 loved	his	 father	came	as	 something	of	a	 surprise	 to	 Jack.	“I

don’t	mean	 that	 nobody	 loved	 your	mom,”	 Bimbo	 added.	 “She	 just	 did	 some
things	that	were	hard	to	love.”
“What	things?”	Jack	asked	him.
Bimbo	 exhaled	 softly—so	 did	 the	 boy	 getting	 the	 broken-heart	 tattoo.	 The

boy’s	lips	were	dry	and	parted;	he	was	gritting	his	teeth.	“Well,	you	should	talk
to	someone	who	really	knew	her,”	Bimbo	told	Jack.	“I	just	know	what	I	heard.”
“Ole	had	another	apprentice—at	the	same	time	my	mom	worked	here,”	Jack

said.
“Sure—I	know	him,”	Bimbo	said.
“	 ‘Ladies’	Man,’	Ole	called	him.	We	also	called	him	‘Ladies’	Man	Lars’	or

‘Ladies’	Man	Madsen,’	”	Jack	said.
“You	 mean	 the	 Fish	 Man,”	 Bimbo	 corrected	 him.	 “He’s	 no	 Ladies’	 Man

anymore.	He’s	in	the	fish	business—not	that	there’s	anything	wrong	with	that.”
Jack	remembered	that	the	Madsen	family’s	fish	business	was	not	an	enterprise

the	Ladies’	Man	longed	to	join.	Jack	recalled	how	Lars	had	rinsed	his	hair	with



fresh-squeezed	lemon	juice.
Kirsten	 had	 been	 the	 tattoo	 on	 Ladies’	 Man	 Madsen’s	 left	 ankle,	 the	 one

entwined	with	hearts	and	 thorns;	 in	Jack’s	cover-up,	he’d	 left	Lars’s	 left	ankle
with	 a	 confused	 bouquet.	 (It	 looked	 as	 if	 many	 small	 animals	 had	 been
butchered,	their	hearts	scattered	in	an	unruly	garden—a	shrub	of	body	parts.)
“So	Lars	went	back	to	the	fish	business?”	Jack	asked.
“I	wouldn’t	have	let	him	tattoo	me,”	Bimbo	said.	“Not	even	the	shading.”
“My	 mom	 tattooed	 him,”	 Jack	 told	 Bimbo.	 A	 blushing-red	 heart,	 as	 Jack

recalled;	where	the	heart	was	torn	in	two,	the	jagged	edges	of	the	tear	left	a	bare
band	of	skin,	wide	enough	for	a	name.	There’d	been	some	dispute	about	it,	but
Jack’s	mom	had	given	Lars	her	signature	on	the	white	skin	between	the	pieces	of
his	torn	heart—her	very	own	Daughter	Alice.
Jack	began	to	describe	the	tattoo	to	Bimbo,	but	Bimbo	cut	him	off.	“I	know

the	tattoo,”	the	old	maritimer	said.	“I	covered	up	the	Daughter	Alice	part.”
So	what	were	 the	things	Alice	did	that	were	hard	to	love?	Clearly	Fish	Man

Madsen	 knew	 something	 about	 them;	 it	 seemed	 that	 the	 Ladies’	 Man	 had
stopped	loving	Alice	for	some	pretty	good	reason.
Bimbo	said,	“Tattoo	Ole	told	me,	‘If	Jack	comes	back,	tell	him	not	to	be	too

angry.’	”
Jack	 thanked	 Bimbo	 for	 telling	 him	 this;	 Bimbo	 was	 also	 nice	 enough	 to

interrupt	 his	 tattoo-in-progress	 to	 draw	 Jack	 a	 little	map.	Where	 they	were	 on
Nyhavn	 wasn’t	 far	 from	 the	 Fiskehuset	 Højbro—the	 fish	 shop	 where	 Lars
Madsen	worked,	at	Højbro	Plads	19.	There	was	a	 statue	of	Bishop	Absalon	 in
the	square,	which	was	close	to	the	Christiansborg	Slot—the	castle	now	occupied
by	 the	Danish	 Parliament.	 (Bishop	Absalon	was	 the	 founder	 of	 Copenhagen.)
Jack	 could	 actually	 see	 the	 old	 castle	 from	 the	 fish	 market,	 Bimbo	 told	 him.
According	 to	Bimbo,	 the	 area	was	 quite	 a	 popular	meeting	 place	 nowadays—
cafés	and	restaurants	all	around.
Jack	almost	forgot	to	show	Bimbo	the	photographs,	but	he	remembered	as	he

was	leaving.	“Have	a	look	at	these,”	Jack	said,	handing	Bimbo	the	two	photos.
“Does	the	tattoo	look	familiar?”
“I	would	know	Tattoo	Ole’s	work	anywhere,”	Bimbo	said,	handing	the	photos

back.	 “Ole	 told	me	 he	 tattooed	 your	mom.”	That	was	 all	 the	 verification	 Jack
needed.
Almost	everything	about	the	little	shop	seemed	unchanged;	even	the	radio	was

playing,	 if	 not	 the	 same	 radio.	But	 that	wasn’t	 the	way	Bimbo	 saw	 things.	As



Jack	was	 reaching	 for	 the	door,	Bimbo	said:	“It’s	all	different	now.	 In	 the	 late
sixties	 and	 early	 seventies,	 you	 could	 recognize	 everyone’s	 work.	 Your	 work
was	a	kind	of	a	signature.	But	not	anymore;	there	are	too	many	scratchers.”	Jack
nodded.	 (He’d	 heard	 his	 mom	 say	 this—all	 the	 maritime	 tattooers	 said	 it.)
“Twenty	years	ago,”	Bimbo	said,	“we	had	two	ships	a	day	in	here.	Now	there’s
one	a	day,”	he	said,	as	if	that	defined	absolutely	everything	that	was	different.
“Thank	you	again,”	Jack	told	him.
It	 was	 a	 wet,	 windy	 afternoon.	 The	 restaurants	 on	 Nyhavn	 were	 already

cooking.	 Jack	 could	 still	 distinguish	 the	 smells:	 the	 rabbit,	 the	 leg	of	deer,	 the
wild	duck,	the	roasted	turbot,	the	grilled	salmon,	even	the	delicate	veal.	He	could
smell	 the	 stewed	 fruit	 in	 the	 sauces	 for	 the	 game,	 and	 those	 strong	 Danish
cheeses.	But	he	couldn’t	identify	the	restaurant	where	Ole	and	the	Ladies’	Man
had	 taken	 him	 and	 his	mom	 for	 their	 farewell	 dinner	 in	Copenhagen.	 There’d
been	an	open	fireplace,	and	Jack	thought	he’d	had	the	rabbit.
A	 place	 called	 Cap	 Horn	 at	 Nyhavn	 21	 looked	 vaguely	 familiar,	 but	 Jack

didn’t	 go	 inside.	 He	 wasn’t	 hungry,	 and	 he	 couldn’t	 wait	 to	 find	 Fish	 Man
Madsen.	Like	Bimbo—even	more	than	Bimbo,	Jack	imagined—the	Ladies’	Man
was	sure	to	be	expecting	him.	And	if	Lars	Madsen	had	covered	up	the	Daughter
Alice	on	his	broken	heart,	he	knew	something	Jack	didn’t	know,	and	it	must	have
hurt	him.
Ladies’	Man	Madsen	 was	 still	 blond	 and	 blue-eyed;	 he	 had	 the	 same	 gap-

toothed	smile	and	busted	nose,	too.	Jack	was	happy	to	see	that	Lars	had	lost	the
pathetic	 facial	 hair	 and	 had	 put	 on	 a	 little	weight.	The	Fish	Man	was	 pushing
fifty,	 but	 he	 looked	 younger.	 It	 seemed	 that	 the	 fish	 business	 had	 agreed	with
him,	 despite	 his	 earlier	 apprehensions—as	 if	Alice’s	 rejection	had	 served	Lars
better	 than	 he’d	 expected,	 and	 his	 failure	 in	 the	 tattoo	 world	 had	 somehow
preserved	his	innocence.
The	 Ladies’	 Man	 was	 married	 now;	 he	 and	 his	 wife	 had	 three	 kids.	 “You

remember	Elise?”	he	asked	Jack,	sheepishly.
“I	remember	covering	up	her	name,”	Jack	said.
Elise	was	 the	name	he’d	covered	up	on	Lars’s	 right	ankle;	she	had	formerly

been	attached	to	a	chain-link	fence,	which	Jack	had	mangled	with	his	signature
sprig	of	holly.	(The	result	had	called	to	mind	a	destroyed	Christmas	decoration
—“anti-Christmas	propaganda,”	Ole	had	called	it.)
“Well,	 she	 came	 back,	 Jack,”	 Ladies’	 Man	 Madsen	 said,	 smiling.	 “You

couldn’t	cover	Elise	up	for	good.”
Although	the	rain	had	stopped,	it	was	still	too	damp	and	windy	to	sit	outside	at



the	sidewalk	 tables,	but	 the	view	across	 the	wet	cobblestones—the	gray	castle,
now	the	Parliament	building—was	just	fine	from	the	fish	shop.
“Sometimes	you	were	my	babysitter,”	Jack	began.
“I	thought	she	was	working	late,	Jack.	I	didn’t	know	she	was	seeing	the	kid—I

swear.”
“What	kid?”
“That	poor	little	boy,”	Lars	said.
“Stop,”	Jack	said.	“What	little	boy?”
Ladies’	Man	Lars	 looked	very	distressed.	 “Ole	 said	 this	would	happen!”	he

blurted	out.
“What	would	happen?”
“This—you	 finding	me!”	Madsen	 said.	 “Okay,	 okay.	 Let’s	 begin	 with	 that,

Jack.	How	hard	was	it	to	find	me?”
“Not	very,”	Jack	told	him.
“It’s	 not	 hard	 to	 find	anybody,	 Jack—let’s	 begin	with	 that.	Your	mom	was

never	looking	for	your	dad.	She’d	already	found	him	before	she	came	here.	Do
you	get	that?”
“Yes,	I	get	that,”	Jack	said.	“It	was	never	about	finding	him,	right?”
“That’s	right—you’ve	got	that	right,”	the	Ladies’	Man	said.	“Okay,	okay,”	he

repeated.	 Jack	 realized	 that	 the	 Fish	Man	 had	 been	 dreading	 this	moment	 for
almost	thirty	years!	“Okay,	okay.	Here	we	go,	Jack.”
Because	William	thought	that	the	news	might	finally	persuade	Alice	to	leave

him	 alone—not	 to	 mention	 that	 he	 hoped	 Alice	 would	 allow	 him	 at	 least
occasional	visits	with	his	son—Jack’s	father	wrote	to	Alice	in	Toronto	and	told
her	 that	he	was	engaged	 to	be	married.	The	 lucky	girl	was	 the	daughter	of	 the
commandant	at	Kastellet,	 the	Frederikshavn	Citadel,	where	William	Burns	was
apprenticed	to	the	organist,	Anker	Rasmussen,	in	the	Kastelskirken.
Jack	 thought	he	 remembered	 the	Ladies’	Man	 telling	him	and	his	mom	 that

William	was	involved	with	a	military	man’s	young	wife,	but	William	Burns	had
actually	been	engaged	to	a	military	man’s	daughter.	There	was	no	young	wife;	if
Jack	 had	 heard	 of	 one,	 it	was	 his	mother	who’d	 told	 him	 about	 her,	 not	Lars.
Alice	had	brought	Jack	to	Copenhagen	to	prevent	the	marriage	from	ever	taking
place.
Hans	 Henrik	 Ringhof	 was	 the	 commandant’s	 name.	 He	 was	 a	 lieutenant

colonel.	He	loved	William	like	a	son,	Lars	Madsen	told	Jack.	Lieutenant	Colonel



Ringhof	had	a	young	son,	Niels,	who	was	twelve	going	on	thirteen.	Niels’s	older
sister,	Karin—William’s	fiancée—doted	on	Niels.	William	was	teaching	Niels	to
play	 the	 organ;	 Niels	 was	 quite	 a	 gifted	 pianist.	 Karin	 was	 an	 accomplished
organist;	her	late	mother	had	been	a	musician.	Lieutenant	Colonel	Ringhof	had
lost	his	wife	in	a	car	crash.	The	family	had	been	returning	to	Copenhagen	from	a
summer	holiday	in	Bornholm	when	the	accident	happened.
They	 were	 a	 wonderful	 family,	 William	 wrote	 to	 Alice—he	 felt	 he	 was

marrying	all	of	them.	Once	Jack	had	started	school,	his	father	hoped	that	Jack’s
mother	 would	 allow	 the	 boy	 to	 spend	 part	 of	 his	 Christmas	 vacation	 in
Copenhagen;	 William	 thought	 that	 Jack	 would	 find	 the	 atmosphere	 of	 the
Frederikshavn	 Citadel	 stimulating	 at	 that	 time	 of	 year.	 There	 were	 Christmas
concerts,	and	what	boy	wouldn’t	be	excited	to	spend	time	in	a	fortification	with
all	the	soldiers?
“But	your	mother	had	her	own	agenda,”	Ladies’	Man	Madsen	told	Jack.
Soon	Lieutenant	Colonel	Ringhof	 and	his	daughter	were	 exposed	 to	various

sightings	of	Alice—and	 the	same	 long-distance	sightings	of	Jack	 that	his	mom
had	 permitted	 his	 dad	 in	 Toronto.	 Nothing	 had	 changed	 in	Alice.	 “She	 had	 a
keep-me-or-lose-Jack	mentality,”	as	the	Ladies’	Man	put	it.
In	 Copenhagen,	 Alice	 added	 a	 new	 rule	 to	 the	 conditions	 she	 imposed	 on

William:	if	he	wanted	to	get	a	look	at	his	son,	William	had	to	bring	his	fiancée
with	him.	She	had	to	see	Jack,	too.	Naturally,	it	was	Alice	who	wanted	to	get	a
look	 at	Karin	Ringhof,	 but	Karin	 complied;	 she	 loved	William	 and	 shared	 his
hope	that	Alice	would	one	day	permit	the	boy	to	spend	time	with	his	father.
Additionally,	Lars	told	Jack,	Alice	tried	to	seduce	the	only	men	in	William’s

life	 who	 mattered	 to	 him.	 Anker	 Rasmussen,	 the	 organist,	 was	 justifiably
appalled	 by	 her	 behavior—Rasmussen	 refused	 to	 see	 her.	 Lieutenant	 Colonel
Ringhof,	 the	widower	who	loved	William	almost	as	much	as	he	loved	his	own
little	 boy,	was	 also	 appalled.	 Lieutenant	 Colonel	 Ringhof	 tried	 to	 reason	with
Alice,	to	no	avail;	he	most	certainly	didn’t	sleep	with	her.
“The	situation	was	at	a	standoff,”	Ladies’	Man	Madsen	informed	Jack.	“Then

you	fell	in	the	Kastelsgraven—the	damn	moat!”
“But	what	did	that	have	to	do	with	it?”	Jack	asked.
“Because	 the	commandant	sent	 little	Niels	 to	 rescue	you!”	Lars	 told	Jack.	 It

was	Niels	Ringhof,	not	 the	 littlest	 soldier,	who’d	 saved	him!	 “Until	 then,”	 the
Ladies’	Man	continued,	“everyone	had	done	a	good	job	keeping	your	mom	away
from	Niels.	She	barely	knew	he	existed.	 I	know	that	Niels	knew	nothing	about
her.	But	that	was	how	she	met	him,	Jack.	Your	mom	must	have	said	something



to	the	boy;	she	must	have	thanked	him	for	saving	you,	I	suppose.”
That	 had	 been	 Jack’s	 idea—that	 his	 mom	 should	 offer	 his	 rescuer	 a	 free

tattoo,	not	that	a	tattoo	was	what	she	offered	Niels.
“She	seduced	the	kid?”	Jack	asked	Ladies’	Man	Madsen.
“She	sure	did,	Jack.	She	got	to	him,	somehow.”
Niels	 Ringhof’s	 clothes	 had	 almost	 fit	 Jack,	 but	 not	 the	 soldier’s	 uniform;

Niels	had	obviously	borrowed	or	 stolen	 it.	Maybe	 that	was	how	Alice	had	got
him	in	and	out	of	 the	citadel—she’d	dressed	him	like	a	soldier.	And	that	night
she’d	sent	him	back	from	the	D’Angleterre,	he	must	have	walked	home	alone!
“He	was	how	old?	Did	you	say	twelve?”	Jack	asked	Lars.
“Maybe	twelve	going	on	thirteen,	Jack.	I’d	say	thirteen,	tops.”
Their	 last	night	 in	Copenhagen,	Tattoo	Ole	and	Lars	had	 taken	Jack	and	his

mom	to	a	fancy	restaurant	on	Nyhavn.	But	William	had	picked	up	the	tab.	That
would	 have	 been	William’s	 last	 sighting	 of	 his	 son	 in	 Copenhagen—his	 and
Karin’s	last	sighting,	because	Jack’s	mom	insisted	that	his	father	bring	Karin	to
the	restaurant,	too.	(“To	see	us	off,”	Alice	had	told	William.)
“They	were	there,	in	the	restaurant?”	Jack	asked	Lars.
“At	 a	 table	 on	 the	 same	 side	 of	 the	 fireplace,”	 the	 Ladies’	Man	 answered.

“You	may	remember	the	restaurant,	Jack.	You	had	the	rabbit.”
But	 Alice	 had	 not	 told	 Niels	 Ringhof	 that	 she	 was	 leaving;	 the	 twelve-or

thirteen-year-old	was	crushed.	Until	 Jack	and	his	mom	left	Copenhagen,	Karin
Ringhof	 and	 her	 father,	 the	 commandant,	 had	 no	 idea	 that	 the	 boy	 had	 been
seeing	 Alice—not	 to	 mention	 the	 depth	 of	 the	 child’s	 infatuation	 with	 her.
William	had	no	idea,	either.
“What	happened	 to	 the	kid?”	 Jack	asked.	 It	had	started	 to	 rain	again,	which

was	not	a	good	sign.
“Niels	 shot	 himself,”	Madsen	 said.	 “It	 was	 a	 barracks,	 after	 all—a	military

compound.	There	were	 lots	of	guns	around.	The	kid	either	died	of	 the	gunshot
wound	or	drowned	in	the	Kastelsgraven.	They	found	his	body	in	the	moat,	about
where	you	broke	through	the	ice.	He	died	where	he	saved	you,	Jack.”
The	 moat,	 the	 Kastelsgraven,	 looked	 more	 like	 a	 pond	 or	 a	 small	 lake.	 In

April,	without	 the	 ice,	 the	water	had	a	greenish-gray	color.	Jack	didn’t	 think	 it
looked	deep	enough	to	drown	in,	but	 it	might	have	sufficed	when	he	was	four.
And	 Niels	 Ringhof	 was	 only	 twelve	 or	 thirteen,	 and	 he’d	 just	 shot	 himself;
clearly	the	Kastelsgraven	had	been	deep	enough	for	Niels.



If	 there’d	 been	 ice	 on	 the	moat,	 Jack	would	 have	 tested	 it	 again—this	 time
hoping	 no	 one	 would	 save	 him.	 The	 wooden	 rampart,	 on	 which	 the	 soldiers’
boots	 had	made	 such	 a	 racket—putting	 even	 the	 ducks	 to	 flight—now	 looked
like	a	toy	road.
Of	 course	 Jack	 knew	 it	 hadn’t	 been	Anker	 Rasmussen,	 the	 organist,	 who’d

come	 running	 with	 Alice.	 In	 all	 likelihood,	 there	 had	 never	 been	 a	 soldier-
organist,	 a	military	musician,	 at	 the	Kastelskirken.	The	man	 in	uniform	would
have	been	the	commandant,	Lieutenant	Colonel	Ringhof;	he’d	sent	for	his	young
son,	who	was	sick	in	bed,	because	the	commandant	knew	that	the	ice	would	hold
Niels	but	not	a	soldier.
That	 Jack	 still	 had	 that	 nightmare,	when	 he	 dreamed	 of	 death,	 at	 last	made

sense	to	him	on	that	April	morning	in	Copenhagen.	It	was	still	raining,	but	what
did	 it	matter?	 In	Jack’s	mind,	he	had	already	drowned.	When	he	awoke,	as	he
did	every	 time,	 to	a	 lasting	cold,	 Jack	now	knew	where	 the	cold	came	 from—
from	the	moat,	from	the	Kastelsgraven,	where	he	always	met	those	centuries	of
Europe’s	dead	soldiers.	The	little	hero	who	saved	him	stood	out	among	them—
most	 notably	 not	 for	 the	 disproportionate	 size	 of	 his	 penis,	 which	 Jack	 had
probably	exaggerated	in	his	most	unreliable	memory,	but	for	the	stoic	quality	of
his	frozen	salute.
Jack	had	correctly	remembered	the	salute;	it	was	not	a	real	soldier’s	salute,	but

a	young	boy	imitating	a	soldier.	Not	the	littlest	soldier	in	Jack’s	imagination,	but
Niels	Ringhof,	a	 twelve-year-old	going	on	 thirteen—a	thirteen-year-old,	 tops—
who’d	been	sexually	abused	by	Jack’s	mother.	(As	surely	as	Mrs.	Machado	had
molested	Jack!)
He’d	made	an	appointment	to	see	the	organist	at	the	Kastelskirken,	the	Citadel

Church.	 That	 view	 of	 the	 commandant’s	 house	 from	 the	 church	 square	 was
familiar	 to	 Jack;	 he	 remembered	 being	 carried	 from	 the	 Kastelsgraven	 to	 the
commandant’s	house,	where	he	was	dressed	in	Niels	Ringhof’s	clothes.	(His	off-
duty	clothes,	Alice	had	called	them.	She’d	been	a	gifted	liar.)
The	organist	at	 the	Citadel	Church	was	Lasse	Ewerlöf.	A	Swedish-sounding

name—maybe	he	was	Swedish.	At	the	age	of	fourteen,	he’d	studied	the	sitar,	the
violin,	and	the	piano;	he’d	started	the	organ	relatively	late,	when	he	was	nineteen
or	 twenty.	Jack	was	disappointed	 that	Ewerlöf	couldn’t	keep	 their	appointment
—he’d	been	called	out	of	Copenhagen	rather	suddenly,	 to	play	 the	organ	at	an
old	 friend’s	 funeral—but	he’d	been	kind	 enough	 to	 ask	 the	backup	organist	 at
the	Kastelskirken	to	meet	with	Jack	instead.
Lasse	 Ewerlöf	 knew	 that	 Jack	 was	 interested	 in	 hearing	 a	 little	 Christmas



music—just	 to	 imagine	what	 he	might	 have	heard	 at	 those	Christmas	 concerts
his	dad	had	thought	would	be	stimulating	 to	 the	boy.	(The	concerts	he’d	never
heard.)	Ewerlöf	had	 left	 Jack	a	 list	of	his	Christmas	organ	favorites,	which	his
backup—an	older	man,	who	 told	 Jack	 he	was	 semiretired	 because	 he	 suffered
from	arthritis	in	his	hands—volunteered	to	play.
“But	will	 it	 hurt	 your	hands?”	 Jack	asked	him.	The	backup	organist’s	name

was	Mads	Lindhardt;	he’d	been	a	student	of	Anker	Rasmussen’s	and	had	known
Jack’s	father.
“Not	if	I	don’t	play	for	too	long,”	Lindhardt	said.	“Besides,	I	would	consider

it	 an	 honor	 to	 play	 for	 William	 Burns’s	 boy.	 William	 was	 very	 special.
Naturally,	I	was	jealous	of	him	when	I	first	heard	him	play,	because	your	father
was	always	better	than	I	was.	Most	unfair,	because	he’s	younger!”
Jack	was	unprepared	to	meet	someone	at	Kastellet	who’d	actually	known	his

dad—much	 less	 thought	of	William	as	“special.”	 Jack	couldn’t	 respond;	all	he
could	do	was	 listen	 to	Mads	Lindhardt	play	 the	organ.	Jack	could	scarcely	 tell
there	was	anything	the	matter	with	Lindhardt’s	hands.
They	were	alone	in	the	Kastelskirken,	except	for	a	couple	of	cleaning	women

who	were	mopping	the	stone	floor	of	the	church;	the	women	might	have	thought
it	strange	to	hear	Christmas	music	on	a	rainy	April	morning,	but	the	music	didn’t
appear	to	interfere	with	their	work.
Among	Lasse	Ewerlöf’s	Christmas	favorites,	Mads	Lindhardt	told	Jack,	were

a	 few	 of	 William’s	 favorites,	 too.	 Bach’s	 Weihnachtsoratorium	 and	 his
Kanonische	Veränderungen	über	das	Weihnachtslied,	which	Jack	already	knew
his	dad	liked	to	play;	also	Messiaen’s	La	nativité	du	Seigneur	and	Charpentier’s
Messe	de	minuit,	which	were	new	to	Jack.
Jack	 realized,	 listening	 to	Mads	 Lindhardt,	 that	William	would	 have	 (many

times)	imagined	playing	the	organ	for	his	son.	But	this	had	been	forbidden,	lost
among	the	other	things	Alice	had	not	permitted.
“It’s	Christmas	music,	Mr.	Burns,”	Mads	Lindhardt	was	saying	gently;	only

then	 did	 Jack	 notice	 that	 the	 organist	 had	 stopped	 playing.	 “It’s	 supposed	 to
make	you	happy.”	But	Jack	was	crying.	“That	boy,	Niels,	was	the	darling	of	the
citadel,”	 Mads	 said.	 “And	 your	 father	 was	 the	 darling	 of	 the	 entire	 Ringhof
family—that	was	why	it	was	such	a	tragedy.	No	one	blamed	your	dad	for	what
happened	to	Niels.	But	Karin	had	adored	her	little	brother;	understandably,	she
simply	 could	 not	 look	 at	 your	 father	 in	 the	 same	 way	 again.	 Even	 the
commandant	was	sympathetic,	but	he	was	destroyed;	for	him,	it	was	like	losing
two	sons.”



“Where	are	they	now?”	Jack	asked.
Lieutenant	 Colonel	 Ringhof	 had	 retired.	 He	 was	 an	 old	 man,	 living	 in

Frederiksberg—a	place	quite	 close	 to	Copenhagen,	where	many	 retired	people
went.	Karin,	 the	commandant’s	daughter,	had	never	married;	she’d	also	moved
away.	 She	 taught	 music	 in	 Odense,	 at	 a	 branch	 of	 the	 Royal	 Danish
Conservatory.
The	only	mystery	 remaining	 to	 the	Copenhagen	story	was	why	William	had

followed	Alice	and	Jack	to	Stockholm.	Jack	understood	that	it	would	have	been
painful—even	 impossible—for	 his	 father	 to	 stay	 at	 the	 Frederikshavn	Citadel,
but	why	did	William	follow	them	when	Alice	had	caused	him	such	a	devastating
loss?
“To	see	you,”	Mads	Lindhardt	told	Jack.	“How	else	was	he	going	to	get	a	look

at	you,	Jack?”
“She	was	crazy,	wasn’t	she?”	Jack	asked.	“My	mother	was	a	madwoman!”
“Here	is	something	Lasse	Ewerlöf	taught	me,”	Mads	Lindhardt	said.	“	‘Most

organists	 become	 organists	 because	 they	 meet	 another	 organist.’	 ”	 Lindhardt
could	 see	 that	 Jack	 wasn’t	 getting	 his	 point.	 “Many	 women	 become	 crazy
because	they	can’t	get	over	the	first	man	they	fall	in	love	with,	Jack.	What’s	so
hard	to	understand	about	that?”
Jack	 thanked	 Mads	 Lindhardt	 for	 his	 time,	 and	 for	 the	 Christmas	 concert.

Leaving	Kastellet,	 Jack	 regretted	 that	 he	 had	 not	 seen	 a	 single	 soldier;	maybe
they	 didn’t	 march	 around	 in	 the	 rain.	 Leaving	 the	 Frederikshavn	 Citadel—as
angry	and	saddened	as	Jack	now	knew	his	father	must	have	felt	when	he	left	that
fortification—Jack	 tried	 to	 imagine	his	dad’s	 state	of	mind	as	he	had	 followed
Alice	and	Jack	to	Stockholm.
En	route	 to	Stockholm—in	advance	of	his	second	arrival—Jack	also	 tried	 to

imagine	 what	 deceptions	 and	 outright	 deceits	 his	 mother	 had	 created	 for	 him
there.	In	Copenhagen,	it	was	not	the	littlest	soldier	who	had	saved	Jack—and	his
rescuer	had	been	his	mother’s	victim.	Now	he	wondered	if	he	had	been	saved	by
a	 Swedish	 accountant	 in	 Stockholm,	 or	 not.	 And	 who	 had	 been	 his	 mother’s
victim	(or	victims)	there?
So	much	of	what	you	think	you	remember	is	a	lie,	the	stuff	of	postcards.	The

snow	 untrampled	 and	 unspoiled;	 the	Christmas	 candles	 in	 the	windows	 of	 the
houses,	where	the	damage	to	the	children	is	unseen	and	unheard.	Or	what	Jack
thought	 he	 remembered	 of	 the	 Hedvig	 Eleonora	 Church—the	 one	 with	 the
golden	 altar	 in	 Stockholm,	 where	 his	 memory	 of	 meeting	 Torvald	 Torén,	 the
young	Swedish	organist,	was	(Jack	was	sure)	not	exactly	as	it	seemed.



Torén	 was	 real;	 Jack	 recognized	 him	 when	 they	 met	 again.	 But	 William
hadn’t	 slept	with	 a	 single	 choirgirl—much	 less	with	 three!	Alice	had	 invented
Ulrika,	Astrid,	and	Vendela;	no	wonder	Jack	had	no	memory	of	meeting	them.
In	Stockholm,	Jack’s	dad	had	been	more	celibate	 than	a	Catholic	priest—well,
almost.
The	 Hedvig	 Eleonora	 was	 Lutheran,	 and	 Torvald	 Torén	 had	much	 enjoyed

having	William	Burns	as	an	apprentice;	William	was	older	than	Torén	and	had
actually	taught	the	younger	organist	a	few	pieces	to	play.	Not	for	long:	Alice	had
wasted	 little	 time	 in	 poisoning	 the	 congregation	 against	 William,	 whom	 she
portrayed	as	a	runaway	husband	and	father.
“What	 little	 I	 could	manage	 to	 say	 in	church	every	Sunday,”	Torvald	Torén

told	Jack,	“could	never	overturn	that	image	of	you	and	your	mom	at	the	Grand.
It	was	a	very	visible	place	for	her	to	be	soliciting,	which	she	was,	and	it	was	no
life	for	a	young	boy	like	you—to	be	on	display,	as	you	were.	Whether	there,	at
the	Grand,	or	skating	on	Lake	Mälaren	with	your	father’s	mistress—you	were	on
display,	Jack.”
“What?”	 Jack	 said.	 Surely	 Torén	 couldn’t	 have	 meant	 Torsten	 Lindberg’s

wife!	 (Agneta	Nilsson,	 as	 Jack	 remembered	 her—because	 she	 preferred	 to	 use
her	maiden	name.)
Torvald	Torén	 shook	his	head.	 “I	 think	you	better	 talk	 to	Torsten	Lindberg,

Jack,”	 the	organist	 said.	 Jack	had	been	planning	 to	do	so.	He	 just	happened	 to
talk	 to	Torén	first;	after	all,	 it	was	easy	 to	 find	him	in	 the	Hedvig	Eleonora.	 It
wasn’t	 hard	 to	 find	 Lindberg,	 either—he	 still	 ate	 breakfast	 every	 day	 at	 the
Grand.
Naturally,	Agneta	Nilsson,	 Jack’s	 skating	 coach,	 had	 never	 been	married	 to

Torsten	Lindberg.	(Lindberg,	Jack	would	soon	discover,	was	gay;	he	always	had
been.)	Agneta	Nilsson	had	taught	choral	music	at	the	Royal	College	of	Music	in
Stockholm,	where	William	was	her	favorite	student.	In	his	sorrow	at	the	death	of
Niels	 Ringhof—not	 to	 mention	 the	 end	 of	 his	 engagement	 to	 Karin	 Ringhof,
with	whom	William	had	been	very	much	in	love—William	found	comfort	in	the
older	woman’s	arms.
If	 Jack’s	 father	wanted	 to	 see	 his	 son	 in	 Stockholm—that	 is,	 in	 addition	 to

watching	the	boy	stuff	his	face	at	breakfast—Alice	insisted	that	William	watch
Jack	skate	on	Lake	Mälaren	with	Agneta	Nilsson,	William’s	mistress.
“I	 have	 the	 room	 and	 the	 equipment,	 if	 you	 have	 the	 time,”	 Jack	 had

committed	 to	 memory—in	 English	 and	 in	 Swedish.	 (“Jag	 har	 rum	 och
utrustning,	om	ni	har	tid.”)



What	a	dance	Alice	had	put	them	through—both	Jack	and	his	dad.	“It	was	all
done	 to	 torture	 them—I	mean	your	 father	and	poor	Agneta,”	Torsten	Lindberg
told	 Jack,	when	 Jack	met	 him	 for	 breakfast	 at	 the	Grand.	 “And	 I’m	 sure	 your
mother	knew	that	Agneta	Nilsson	had	a	bad	heart.	 It	was	probably	your	 father
who	told	her—innocently,	without	a	doubt.”
“Agneta	died?”	Jack	asked.
“She’s	dead,	yes.	I	mean	she	died	eventually,	Jack.	It	wasn’t	overly	dramatic

—that	is,	it	didn’t	happen	on	the	ice.	I’m	not	even	suggesting	that	all	the	skating
hastened	her	death.”
“And	the	manager	at	the	Grand?”	Jack	inquired.
“What	about	him?”	Lindberg	said.
“Was	he	extorting	my	mother?”	Jack	asked.
“Not	the	word	I	would	use.	Surely	she	seduced	him—and	she	was	the	one	who

made	their	affair	so	public,”	Torsten	Lindberg	informed	Jack.	“To	disgrace	your
father,	 I	 suppose,	 but	 there	 was	 never	 any	 discernible	 logic	 that	 motivated
Alice.”
Torsten	Lindberg	was	 so	obviously	gay,	 but	 (at	 four)	 how	would	 Jack	have

known?	The	accountant	was	no	less	thin	than	Jack	remembered,	his	appetite	no
less	 voracious.	 Jack	 himself	 was	 eating	 a	 little	more	 than	 usual	 for	 breakfast.
This	was	not	out	of	any	fondness	for	the	memory	of	eating	there	with	his	mom—
on	display,	as	he	could	now	see—but	because	Jack	was	conscious	of	needing	to
put	 on	 a	 little	 weight	 for	 what	 he	 hoped	 would	 be	 his	 role	 as	 the	 failed
screenwriter	and	successful	porn	star	in	The	Slush-Pile	Reader.
After	 breakfast,	 when	 Jack	 felt	 like	 throwing	 up,	 he	 asked	 Lindberg	 if	 he

could	see	the	accountant’s	Rose	of	Jericho.	Jack	thought	there	were	some	things
in	 this	 world	 he	 could	 rely	 on—a	 few	 constants.	 Jack	 knew	 what	 his	 mom’s
Rose	of	Jericho	looked	like—surely	he	could	count	on	that.
“My	what?”	Torsten	Lindberg	asked.
“Let’s	start	with	your	fish,”	Jack	said.	“On	your	forearm,	if	I’m	not	mistaken,

you	have	a	Japanese	tattoo	of	a	fish.”
“Oh,	my	fish	out	of	water.	Yes!”	Lindberg	cried.	“My	tattoos,	you	mean.	Yes,

of	course!”
They	went	 to	 Jack’s	 room	 at	 the	Grand.	 It	 was	 chiefly	 his	mom’s	 Rose	 of

Jericho	 that	 Jack	wanted	 to	 see.	He	wanted	 to	 look	 at	Lindberg’s	Doc	Forest,
too.	The	clipper	ship,	a	three-masted	type,	with	a	sea	serpent	cresting	under	its
bow—that	 sailing	 ship	on	Torsten	Lindberg’s	 chest,	 the	Doc	Forest	 tattoo	 that



Alice	had	said	was	better	than	the	HOMEWARD	BOUND	vessel	on	the	breastbone	of	the	late
Charlie	Snow.
But	 could	 Jack	 believe	anything	 his	mother	 had	 told	 him?	At	 least	 the	Doc

Forest	was	as	Jack	had	remembered	it.	(What	boy	wouldn’t	recall	a	clipper	ship
endangered	by	a	sea	serpent?)	As	for	the	eyeball	on	the	left	cheek	of	Lindberg’s
ass,	Jack	had	missed	its	gay	implications	the	first	time—not	to	mention	the	pair
of	 pursed	 lips	 on	 the	 right	 cheek,	 like	 wet	 lipstick.	 The	 fish	 on	 Lindberg’s
forearm	was	almost	 exactly	 as	 Jack	had	 remembered	 it—nothing	gay	 intended
by	it,	clearly.
As	for	Alice’s	Rose	of	Jericho,	Jack	had	never	seen	the	finished	tattoo—he’d

only	heard	 it	discussed	as	a	work-in-progress.	 It	was	not	 a	Rose	of	 Jericho,	of
course.	What	would	a	gay	man	want	with	a	vagina	hidden	in	a	rose?	There	was	a
rose,	all	right,	but	the	penis	was	not	what	Jack	would	describe	as	hidden	in	the
petals	of	that	unruly	flower.	It	was	a	penis	practically	bursting	out	of	a	rose!
“What	did	you	call	it?”	Torsten	Lindberg	asked.
Jack	had	no	idea	what	to	call	it—a	Penis	of	Jericho,	perhaps,	but	he	thought	it

best	to	say	nothing.
There	 was	 one	 other,	 lesser	 error	 in	 Jack’s	 so-called	 memory	 of	 Torsten

Lindberg’s	 tattoos.	 Tattoo	 Ole’s	 naked	 lady—she	 with	 her	 oddly	 upturned
eyebrow	of	pubic	hair.	Well,	she	was	one	of	Ole’s	naked	ladies—Jack	could	see
that—but	this	naked	lady	had	a	penis,	too.
“I’ve	 seen	 all	 your	 movies—I	 can’t	 tell	 you	 how	 many	 times!”	 Torsten

Lindberg	told	Jack.	“I	won’t	embarrass	you,	Jack,	by	telling	you	what	my	friends
are	always	saying	about	you.	Let’s	just	say	they	love	you	as	a	she-male!”
At	 the	Grand,	 Jack	woke	 every	morning	 to	 the	 ships’	 horns—the	 commuter

traffic	 from	 the	archipelago.	One	such	morning,	he	went	 to	 see	Lake	Mälaren.
Like	 the	Kastelsgraven,	 it	wasn’t	 frozen—not	 in	April—but	 it	was	 possible	 to
imagine	 where	 William	 might	 have	 stood	 to	 watch	 his	 son	 skating	 with	 his
mistress	with	the	bad	heart,	Agneta	Nilsson.
As	for	Doc	Forest’s	tattoo	shop—the	atmosphere	was	friendly	and	familiar.
Jack	had	never	seen	a	photograph	of	his	father.	Jack	knew	only	that	William

was	 good-looking	 to	 women,	 but	 that	 was	 not	 the	 same	 thing	 as	 a	 physical
description.	Doc	Forest	was	the	first	person	who	actually	described	Jack’s	dad.
“He	had	long	hair,	to	his	shoulders,”	Doc	said.	“He	moved	like	an	athlete,	but	he
looked	like	a	rock	star—only	better	dressed.”
Torvald	Torén	had	already	cast	some	doubt	on	the	tattoo	William	was	alleged



to	have	gotten	 from	Doc	Forest—a	piece	by	Pachelbel,	Alice	had	 said.	 (She’d
suspected	 it	 might	 be	 something	 called	 Hexachordum	 Apollinis;	 she’d
mentioned	either	an	aria	quarta	or	a	toccata.)
“William	 played	 some	 Pachelbel,	 of	 course,”	 Torén	 had	 told	 Jack.	 “But	 I

never	saw	your	father’s	tattoos.”	Mads	Lindhardt	had	told	Jack	the	same	thing,
not	about	Pachelbel	but	about	William’s	tattoos.
Tattoo	 artists	 had	 seen	 The	Music	Man’s	 tattoos—and	 the	 women	William

had	slept	with,	surely.	But	at	least	two	organists	who’d	known	him	well,	and	had
liked	him,	had	never	seen	his	tattoos.	Strange	that	his	father	didn’t	show	them,
Jack	thought.
And	 since	 so	 much	 of	 what	 Alice	 had	 told	 Jack	 was	 bullshit,	 Jack	 was

prepared—when	he	went	to	see	Doc	Forest—for	the	fact	that	his	dad’s	Pachelbel
tattoo	might	be	bullshit,	too.
There	was	no	bullshit	about	Doc.	He	was	glad	to	see	Jack	again,	he	said;	he’d

seen	all	of	Jack’s	movies,	including	the	ones	in	which	Jack	appeared	half	naked.
Doc	had	been	wondering	when	Jack	was	going	to	get	a	tattoo.	It	was	an	honor
that	Daughter	Alice’s	son	had	come	to	Doc	Forest	for	a	tattoo,	Doc	told	Jack.
Jack	explained	that	he’d	not	come	to	see	Doc	for	a	tattoo.
Doc	had	aged	well;	he	was	still	small	and	strong,	and	his	sandy	hair	had	not

yet	gone	gray.	For	a	former	sailor	who’d	acquired	his	first	tattoo	in	Amsterdam
from	Tattoo	Peter,	Doc	Forest	looked	terrific.
Doc	would	not	say	an	ill	word	about	Alice—those	old-timers,	the	maritimers,

stuck	 together—but	 he	 had	 also	 liked	 Jack’s	 dad.	 Doc	 had	 even	 gone	 to	 the
Hedvig	Eleonora	to	hear	William	play.
“I	was	wondering	 if	you	remember	 the	 tattoo	you	gave	him,	or	perhaps	you

gave	him	more	than	one,”	Jack	said.	“A	piece	of	music	by	Pachelbel,	maybe.”
“No	music,	 just	words,”	Doc	said.	“They	might	have	been	words	 in	a	 song,

but	not	a	hymn.	Not	church	music—I	can	tell	you	that.”
“Do	you	remember	the	words?”	Jack	asked	him.
Doc	 Forest’s	 tattoo	 shop	 was	 as	 neat	 and	 trim	 as	 Doc.	 Sailors	 had	 to	 be

organized—the	good	ones,	anyway.	It	didn’t	take	Doc	long	to	find	the	stencil.
“Your	 dad	 was	 very	 particular	 about	 his	 tattoos,”	 Doc	 Forest	 said.	 “He

wouldn’t	let	me	write	on	his	skin.	He	said	he	wanted	to	see	my	handwriting	on	a
stencil	first.	He	certainly	was	particular	about	the	punctuation!”
Doc	Forest’s	cursive	was	uniform	and	clear.	The	tattoo	artists	Jack	had	known

all	 had	 excellent	 handwriting.	 The	 stencil	 was	 a	 little	 dusty,	 but	 Jack	 had	 no



trouble	reading	the	words	and	the	particular	punctuation.
The	commandant’s	daughter;	her	little	brother
“My	first	one	of	those,”	Doc	said,	pointing	to	the	semicolon.
“It’s	not	a	song.	It’s	more	like	a	story,”	Jack	told	him.
“Well,	your	dad	sure	liked	it.	The	tattoo,	I	mean,”	Doc	said.
“How	do	you	know?”	Jack	asked.
“He	cried	and	cried,”	Doc	Forest	said.
With	a	tattoo,	Jack	remembered	his	mother	saying,	sometimes	that’s	how	you

knew	when	you	got	it	right.



30
The	Deal
Jack’s	second	 time	 in	Amsterdam,	he	stayed	at	 the	Grand—a	good	hotel	on

the	Oudezijds	Voorburgwal,	about	a	two-minute	walk	from	the	red-light	district.
The	rain	had	followed	him	from	Finland.	He	walked	through	the	district	 in	 the
late-morning	drizzle;	the	tourists	appeared	to	be	discouraged	by	the	rain.
The	 blatancy	 of	 the	 prostitutes—in	 their	 underwear,	 in	 their	 windows	 and

doorways—made	 their	 business	 plain.	 Yet,	 despite	 the	 obviousness	 of	 the
undressed	 women,	 the	 four-year-old	 whom	 Jack	 had	 recently	met	 in	 Helsinki
could	have	been	persuaded	that	the	women	were	advice-givers.	(As	Jack	himself
had	been	persuaded.)
No	one	was	singing	a	hymn	or	chanting	a	prayer;	not	one	of	the	women	had

the	appearance	of	a	first-timer,	or	of	someone	who	planned	on	being	a	prostitute
for	only	one	day.
The	 women	 would	 beckon	 to	 Jack,	 and	 smile,	 but	 if	 their	 smiles	 weren’t

instantly	 returned—if	 he	 just	 kept	walking	 or	wouldn’t	meet	 their	 gaze—they
quickly	looked	away.	He	heard	his	name	a	few	times,	only	once	as	a	question.
“Jack	Burns?”	one	of	 the	prostitutes	asked,	as	he	passed	by.	He	didn’t	 turn	his
head	 or	 otherwise	 respond.	 Usually	 the	 Jack	 Burns	 seemed	 to	 be	 part	 of	 a
declarative	sentence,	but	one	he	couldn’t	understand—in	Dutch,	or	in	some	other
language	that	wasn’t	English.	(Not	many	of	the	women	were	Dutch.)
Jack	walked	 as	 far	 north	 as	 the	 Zeedijk,	 just	 to	 see	 for	 himself	 that	 Tattoo

Theo’s	old	shop,	De	Rode	Draak—the	departed	Red	Dragon—was	indeed	gone.
He	easily	found	the	small	St.	Olofssteeg,	but	Tattoo	Peter’s	basement	shop	had
moved	many	 years	 ago	 to	 the	Nieuwebrugsteeg,	 a	 nearby	 street.	 Jack	 saw	 the
new	tattoo	parlor,	but	he	didn’t	go	in.	When	he	asked	one	of	the	prostitutes	what
she	knew	about	 the	shop,	she	said	that	someone	named	Eddie	was	in	charge—
Tattoo	Peter’s	second	son,	Jack	thought	she	said.
“Oh,	you	mean	Eddie	Funk,”	someone	else	would	 later	 tell	 Jack,	suggesting

that	the	Eddie	in	the	new	shop	wasn’t	actually	related	to	Tattoo	Peter.	But	what
did	it	matter?	Whoever	Eddie	was,	he	couldn’t	help	Jack.
Tattoo	Peter—Eddie’s	father	or	not—had	died	on	St.	Patrick’s	Day,	1984.	Or

so	 Jack	 had	 read	 in	 an	 old	 tattoo	magazine	 when	 he	 and	 Leslie	 Oastler	 were
cleaning	out	Daughter	Alice	in	Toronto.
“Listen	 to	 this,”	 he	 remembered	 saying	 to	Mrs.	 Oastler.	 “Tattoo	 Peter	 was

born	in	Denmark.	I	never	knew	he	was	a	Dane!	He	actually	worked	for	Tattoo



Ole	before	moving	to	Amsterdam.”
“So	what?”	Leslie	had	said.
“I	 never	 knew	any	 of	 this!”	 Jack	 had	 cried.	 “He	 drove	 a	Mercedes-Benz?	 I

never	 saw	 it!	He	walked	with	 a	 cane—I	never	 saw	 the	 cane!	 I	 never	 saw	him
walk!	 His	 wife	 was	 French,	 a	 Parisian	 singer?	 People	 compared	 her	 to	 Edith
Piaf!”
“I	think	Alice	told	me	he	stepped	on	a	mine,”	Mrs.	Oastler	had	said.	“That’s

how	he	lost	his	leg.”
“But	she	never	told	me!”	he’d	shouted.
“She	never	told	you	fuck-all,	Jack,”	he	remembered	Leslie	saying.
Jack	walked	around	the	Oude	Kerk	in	the	falling	rain,	but	he	didn’t	go	inside.

He	didn’t	 know	why	he	was	procrastinating.	The	kindergarten	next	 to	 the	Old
Church	looked	fairly	new.	There	were	more	prostitutes	than	he	remembered	on
the	Oudekerksplein,	but	 the	kindergarten	children	hadn’t	been	 there	when	Jack
and	his	mom	had	traipsed	through	the	district.
Jack	had	no	difficulty	finding	the	police	station	on	the	Warmoesstraat,	but	he

didn’t	 go	 inside	 the	 station,	 either.	He	wasn’t	 ready	 to	 talk	 to	Nico	Oudejans,
assuming	Nico	was	still	a	policeman	and	Jack	could	find	him.
Jack	 walked	 on	 the	 Warmoesstraat	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 the	 Dam	 Square,

pausing	 at	 the	 corner	of	 the	Sint	Annenstraat—exactly	where	he	 and	his	mom
and	 Saskia	 and	 Els	 had	 encountered	 Jacob	 Bril,	 who	 had	 the	 Lord’s	 Prayer
tattooed	on	his	chest.	There	was	a	tattoo	of	Lazarus	leaving	his	grave	on	Bril’s
stomach.	There	were	some	 things	you	didn’t	 forget,	no	matter	how	young	you
were	when	you	saw	them.
“In	 the	 Lord’s	 eyes,	 you	 are	 the	 company	 you	 keep!”	 Jacob	 Bril	 had	 told

Alice.
“What	would	 you	 know	 about	 the	 Lord’s	 eyes?”	 Els	 had	 asked	 him.	Or	 so

Jack	remembered—if	any	of	it	was	true!
The	 Tattoo	 Museum	 on	 the	 Oudezijds	 Achterburgwal—maybe	 a	 minute’s

walk	 from	 Jack’s	 hotel—was	 a	warm	and	 cozy	place	with	more	paraphernalia
and	memorabilia	 from	 the	 tattoo	world	 than	 Jack	 had	 seen	 in	 any	 other	 tattoo
parlor.	He	met	Henk	Schiffmacher	at	noon,	when	the	museum	opened,	and	Henk
showed	him	around.	Henk’s	tattoo	shop	was	also	there—Hanky	Panky’s	House
of	 Pain,	 as	 it	was	 called.	Whoever	 Eddie	was,	 in	 the	new	 Tattoo	 Peter,	Henk
Schiffmacher	 was	 the	 Tattoo	 Peter	 of	 his	 day;	 everyone	 in	 the	 ink-and-pain
business	knew	Hanky	Panky.



Henk	 was	 a	 big,	 heavy	 guy	 with	 a	 biker’s	 beard	 and	 long	 hair.	 A	 female
death’s	 head,	 with	 what	 looked	 like	 a	 single	 breast	 on	 her	 forehead,	 was
breathing	 fire	 on	 his	 left	 biceps.	 A	 spool	 of	 film	was	 unwinding	 on	 his	 right
forearm.	Of	course	Hanky	Panky	had	other	tattoos;	his	body	was	a	road	map	of
his	travels.	But	Jack	would	remember	these	two	best.
He	watched	Henk	give	a	Japanese	guy	an	irezumi	of	a	cockroach	on	his	neck.

(Irezumi	 means	 tattoo	 in	 Japanese.)	 Hanky	 Panky	 had	 traveled	 everywhere:
Japan,	the	Philippines,	Singapore,	Bangkok,	Sumatra,	Nepal,	Samoa.
While	Henk	tattooed	the	cockroach	on	the	Japanese	guy’s	neck,	Jack	listened

to	Johnny	Cash	sing	“Rock	of	Ages”	on	the	CD	player.	A	good	tattoo	shop	was	a
whole	 universe,	 he’d	 heard	 his	 mother	 say.	 “A	 place	 where	 every	 desire	 is
forgiven,”	Henk	Schiffmacher	said.	Why,	then,	couldn’t	Jack’s	mom	forgive	his
dad?	And	how	had	William	managed	to	forgive	Alice,	or	had	he?	(Jack	thought
that	he	couldn’t	forgive	her.)
“Is	a	guy	named	Nico	Oudejans	still	a	cop	in	the	district?”	Jack	asked	Hanky

Panky.
“Nico?	He’s	 still	 the	best	 cop	 in	 the	district,”	Henk	 said.	 “Nico’s	a	 frigging

brigadier.”
On	 Jacob	 Bril’s	 bony	 back	 was	 his	 favorite	 tattoo,	 the	 Ascension—Christ

departing	this	world	in	the	company	of	angels.	As	Jack	walked	through	the	red-
light	district	 to	the	Warmoesstraat	police	station,	he	remembered	Bril’s	version
of	 Heaven	 as	 a	 dark	 and	 cloudy	 place.	 It	 had	 stopped	 raining,	 but	 the
cobblestones	 were	 greasy	 underfoot	 and	 the	 sky—like	 Jacob	 Bril’s	 Heaven—
remained	dark	and	cloudy.
Jack	Burns	heard	his	name	a	few	more	times.	Wherever	they	were	from,	some

of	the	women	in	the	windows	and	doorways	were	moviegoers—or	they	had	been
moviegoers	in	a	previous	life.
Jack	crossed	the	bridge	over	the	canal	by	the	Old	Church	and	came	upon	the

small,	 foul-smelling	 pissoir—a	 one-man	 urinal—where	 he	 remembered	 peeing
as	a	child.	It	had	been	dark;	his	mom	had	stood	outside	the	barrier	while	he	peed.
She	kept	telling	him	to	hurry	up.	She	probably	didn’t	want	to	be	seen	standing
alone	in	the	area	of	the	Oudekerksplein	at	night.	Jack	could	hear	drunken	young
men	singing	as	he	peed;	they	must	have	been	singing	in	English	or	he	wouldn’t
have	remembered	some	of	the	words	in	their	song.
They	were	English	football	fans,	his	mother	would	tell	him	later.	“They’re	the

worst,”	 she’d	 said.	There’d	been	a	 football	 game,	which	 the	English	 team	had
either	lost	or	won;	it	seemed	to	make	no	difference,	in	regard	to	how	their	fans



behaved	 in	 the	 red-light	 district.	 They	 were	 “filthy	 louts,”	 Jack	 remembered
Saskia	saying;	filthy	louts	wasn’t	in	his	mom’s	vocabulary.
Jack	walked	 around	 the	 Oude	Kerk	 once	more,	 on	 the	 side	 where	 the	 new

kindergarten	shared	 the	street	with	 the	whores.	Someone	was	 following	him;	a
man	had	 fallen	 into	 step	behind	him	at	 the	corner	of	 the	Stoofsteeg,	 almost	 as
soon	 as	 Jack	 had	 left	 the	 Tattoo	Museum	 and	 the	House	 of	 Pain.	When	 Jack
slowed	 down,	 the	 man	 slowed	 down,	 too—and	 when	 Jack	 sped	 up,	 the	 man
picked	up	his	pace	again.
A	fan,	Jack	thought.	He	hated	it	when	they	followed	him.	If	they	came	up	and

said,	“Hi,	I	like	your	movies,”	and	then	shook	his	hand,	and	went	on	their	way—
well,	 that	 was	 fine.	 But	 the	 followers	 really	 irritated	 Jack;	 they	 were	 usually
women.
Not	 this	one.	He	was	a	 tough-looking	guy	with	a	dirty-blond	beard,	wearing

running	shoes	and	a	windbreaker;	his	hands	were	shoved	into	the	pockets	of	the
windbreaker	as	he	walked,	his	shoulders	thrust	forward	as	if	it	were	still	raining
or	he	was	cold.	A	guy	in	his	fifties,	maybe—late	forties,	anyway.	The	man	didn’t
make	the	slightest	effort	to	pretend	he	wasn’t	following	Jack;	it	was	as	if	he	were
daring	Jack	to	turn	around	and	face	him.
Jack	 doubted	 that	 the	 bastard	 would	 have	 the	 balls	 to	 follow	 him	 into	 the

police	station,	so	he	just	kept	walking.
Jack	 was	 one	 small	 street	 away	 from	 the	 Warmoesstraat	 when	 a	 brown-

skinned	prostitute	stepped	out	of	her	doorway	in	her	underwear	and	high	heels;
she	almost	touched	him.	“Hey,	Jack—I’ve	seen	you	in	the	movies,”	she	said.	She
had	a	Spanish-sounding	accent;	she	might	have	been	Dominican	or	Colombian.
When	 she	 saw	 the	man	who	was	 trailing	 Jack,	 she	 immediately	 put	 up	 her

hands	as	if	the	man	were	pointing	a	gun	at	her;	she	quickly	stepped	back	inside
her	doorway.	That	was	when	Jack	knew	that	the	man	following	him	was	a	cop.
Clearly	the	Dominican	or	Colombian	woman	knew	who	the	cop	was;	she	didn’t
want	any	trouble	with	him.
Jack	stopped	walking	and	turned	to	face	the	policeman,	whose	eyes	were	still

a	 robin’s-egg	blue,	 and	high	on	one	cheekbone	was	 the	 small,	 identifying	 scar
like	the	letter	L.	The	beard	had	fooled	Jack.	When	the	cop	had	been	in	his	late
twenties	 or	 early	 thirties,	 when	 Jack	 had	 first	 met	 him,	 Nico	Oudejans	 didn’t
have	a	beard.	Jack	had	always	thought	that	Nico	was	a	nice	guy;	he’d	been	very
nice	to	Jack	when	the	boy	was	four.	Now,	in	his	fifties,	Nico	looked	just	plain
tough.
“I’ve	been	expecting	you,	Jack.	For	a	few	years	now,	I’ve	had	my	eye	out	for



you.	 I	 keep	 telling	 the	 ladies,”	 Nico	 said,	 with	 a	 nod	 to	 the	 Dominican	 or
Colombian	prostitute,	who	was	smiling	in	her	doorway,	“	‘One	day	Jack	Burns,
the	actor,	will	show	up.	Give	me	a	call	when	you	see	him,’	I	keep	telling	them.
Well,”	Nico	said,	shaking	Jack’s	hand,	“I	got	half	a	dozen	calls	today.	I	knew	at
least	one	of	the	ladies	had	to	be	right.”
When	 they	 turned	 onto	 the	Warmoesstraat,	 the	 policeman	 put	 his	 hand	 on

Jack’s	shoulder	and	steered	him	to	the	right—almost	as	if	Nico	didn’t	trust	Jack
to	remember	where	the	police	station	was.	“Were	you	coming	to	see	me,	Jack?”
“Yes,	I	was,”	Jack	said.
“So	your	mom’s	dead?”	Nico	asked.
Jack	assumed	 that	Nico	had	 read	about	Alice’s	death;	because	she	was	Jack

Burns’s	mother,	 her	death	had	been	 reported	 in	most	 of	 the	movie	magazines.
But	Nico	Oudejans	didn’t	read	those	magazines.	The	policeman	had	just	guessed
that	Jack	wouldn’t	have	come	back	to	Amsterdam	if	Alice	were	still	alive.
“Why?”	Jack	asked	him.
“I’ll	 bet	 your	mom	would	have	 talked	you	out	 of	 coming,”	Nico	 said.	 “She

sure	would	have	tried.”
They	went	 into	 the	Warmoesstraat	 station	 and	 climbed	 the	 stairs	 to	 a	 bare,

virtually	empty	office	on	 the	 second	 floor.	There	was	 just	 a	 table	and	 three	or
four	chairs,	and	Jack	sat	across	 the	 table	 from	the	policeman;	 it	was	as	 if	 Jack
were	going	to	be	questioned	about	a	crime.	Jack	thought	it	was	funny	that	Nico
left	the	office	door	open,	as	if	they	couldn’t	possibly	have	had	anything	private
to	discuss.	Jack	got	the	feeling	that	every	cop	in	the	building	not	only	knew	in
advance	everything	he	might	ask	Nico	Oudejans—they	had	all	the	answers,	too.
Maybe	 because	 he	 was	 with	 a	 cop,	 Jack	 just	 started	 talking.	 He	 told	 Nico

everything.	 (As	 if	 all	 the	 deceits	 and	 deceptions	 of	 Jack’s	 childhood	were	his
crime,	not	his	mother’s;	as	 if	what	he’d	only	recently	 learned	was	a	story	Jack
had	somehow	concealed	from	himself.)
Jack	 didn’t	 even	 pause,	 or	 interrupt	 himself,	when	 another	 policeman	 came

into	the	office	and	put	some	money	on	the	table	in	front	of	Nico;	after	that	cop
left,	a	second	and	a	third	policeman	came	in	and	did	the	same	thing.	Maybe	five
or	six	cops	did	this—some	in	uniform,	others	in	plainclothes	like	Nico—before
Jack	even	got	to	the	Amsterdam	part	of	the	story.
When	Jack	finally	got	to	the	Amsterdam	part,	he	was	pretty	worked	up.	While

Jack	 had	 talked,	 Nico	 had	 hand-rolled	 a	 few	 cigarettes.	 He	 had	 some	 dark-
looking	tobacco	in	a	pouch,	and	he	went	on	carefully	rolling	the	cigarettes	as	if



he	were	alone.	Jack	had	the	impression	that	putting	a	cigarette	together	mattered
more	to	Nico	than	smoking	it.	But	now	Nico	stopped	making	cigarettes.	There
were	not	more	than	three	or	four	cigarettes	on	the	table;	the	policeman	hadn’t	lit
one	yet.
“I	thought	Mom	did	it	for	only	one	night,”	Jack	said.	“I	thought	there	was	just

one	kid,	probably	a	virgin.	He	broke	her	pearl	necklace.”
“Nobody	does	it	for	only	one	night,	Jack.	When	I	told	her	to	stop,	or	I’d	have

her	 deported,	 she	 just	 kept	 doing	 it.	With	Alice,	 they	were	 always	 virgins.	At
least	they	told	her	they	were	virgins,	or	they	looked	like	virgins.”
“But	 why’d	 she	 do	 it?”	 Jack	 asked.	 “She	 had	 a	 job,	 didn’t	 she?	 She	 was

making	money	at	Tattoo	Peter’s	and	at	Tattoo	Theo’s.”
Alice	had	two	pretty	good	jobs,	in	fact,	and	William	was	giving	her	money	for

Jack’s	expenses—this	in	addition	to	whatever	Mrs.	Wicksteed	was	sending	her.
Alice	 didn’t	 need	 money.	 However,	 the	 one	 way	 she	 hadn’t	 tried	 to	 make
William	 come	 back	 to	 her	 was	 that	 she	 hadn’t	 exposed	 Jack	 to	 any	 risk;	 she
hadn’t	yet	done	something	to	herself	that	a	child	of	his	age	shouldn’t	see.	But	if
she	was	a	prostitute,	Alice	reasoned,	and	if	Jack	was	exposed	to	that—well,	how
would	it	be	for	a	boy	growing	up	to	remember	his	mother	as	a	whore?
“	‘What	 if	Jack	remembers	 that	 this	 is	what	you	did	 to	me?’	she	asked	your

dad,”	Nico	Oudejans	 told	 Jack.	 “	 ‘Since	you	 like	prostitutes	 so	much	 that	you
play	 for	 them,	 William,’	 your	 mother	 said,	 ‘what	 if	 Jack	 remembers	 how	 I
became	a	whore	because	you	stopped	playing	for	me?’	”
Nico	 told	 Jack	 that	William	 played	 the	 organ	 for	 the	 prostitutes	 for	 strictly

religious	 reasons.	“He	was	a	 fanatical	Christian,	but	 the	good	kind	of	 fanatic,”
Nico	 explained.	 William	 had	 insisted	 that	 there	 be	 an	 organ	 service	 for	 the
prostitutes—at	 that	 early	 hour	 of	 the	 morning	 when	 many	 of	 them	 stopped
working.	William	wanted	 them	 to	 know	 that	 the	Oude	Kerk	was	 theirs	 at	 that
time,	 and	 that	 he	was	 playing	 for	 them.	 He	wanted	 them	 to	 come	 to	 the	Old
Church	and	be	soothed	by	the	music;	he	wanted	them	to	pray.	(William	wanted
them	to	stop	being	prostitutes,	of	course,	but	the	music	was	the	only	way	he	ever
proselytized	to	them.)
Not	everyone	at	 the	Oude	Kerk	was	in	favor	of	William’s	playing	the	organ

for	 the	 prostitutes,	 but	 he	 silenced	most	 of	 his	 critics	 by	 citing	 the	 zeal	 of	 St.
Ignatius	 Loyola.	 William	 Burns	 said	 that	 he’d	 encountered	 a	 greater	 evil	 in
Amsterdam	than	St.	Ignatius	had	met	on	the	streets	of	Rome.	Ignatius	had	raised
money	among	rich	people;	he’d	founded	an	asylum	for	fallen	women.	It	was	in
Rome	 where	 the	 saint	 announced	 that	 he	 would	 sacrifice	 his	 life	 if	 he	 could



prevent	the	sins	of	a	single	prostitute	on	a	single	night.
“Naturally,	some	of	the	higher-ups	at	the	Old	Church	expressed	their	doubts—

after	all,	Loyola	was	a	Catholic,”	Nico	Oudejans	told	Jack.	“Among	Protestants,
your	dad	was	sounding	a	little	too	close	to	Rome	for	comfort.	But	William	said,
‘Look,	I’m	not	trying	to	prevent	the	sins	of	a	single	prostitute’—although,	in	his
own	way,	he	was.	‘I’m	just	trying	to	make	these	women	feel	a	little	better.	And
if	some	of	them	hear	Our	Lord’s	noise	in	the	music,	what’s	the	harm	in	that?’	”
“	‘Our	Lord’s	noise’?”	Jack	asked.
“That’s	what	William	called	 it,	 Jack.	He	used	 to	 say	 that,	 if	 you	could	hear

God’s	noise	in	the	organ,	you	were	at	heart	a	believer.”
“Did	it	work?”	Jack	asked.	“Were	any	prostitutes	converted?”
“He	made	 believers	 out	 of	 some	 of	 those	 women,”	 Nico	 said,	 “but	 I	 don’t

think	 any	of	 them	stopped	working	 as	prostitutes—at	 least	 not	 until	 long	 after
your	mother	started.	Some	of	the	prostitutes	didn’t	like	your	dad—they	thought
he	was	yet	another	Christian	do-gooder	who	disapproved	of	them.	William	had
just	found	an	odd	way	in	which	to	disapprove!	But	more	of	the	ladies	hated	your
mother.	 They	 wouldn’t	 let	 their	 own	 children	 anywhere	 near	 the	 red-light
district,	but	your	mom	dragged	you	through	it	every	day	and	night—just	to	drive
your	dad	crazy.”
“You	 told	 her	 you’d	 have	 her	 deported?”	 Jack	 asked.	 Another	 policeman

came	into	the	office	and	put	more	Dutch	guilders	on	the	table.
“Prostitutes	 who	weren’t	 Dutch	 citizens	 used	 to	 get	 deported	 all	 the	 time,”

Nico	said.	“But	your	dad	didn’t	want	her	deported.	He	didn’t	want	to	lose	you,
Jack.	At	the	same	time,	he	couldn’t	bear	to	see	you	in	this	environment.”
Jack	 asked	 about	Frans	Donker,	 the	 organ-tuner.	Nico	 said	 that	Donker	 had

imitated,	or	had	tried	to	imitate,	everything	William	did.	Donker	had	spent	half
his	 time	 trying	 to	 play	 the	 organ	 instead	 of	 tuning	 it.	 “And	 when	 your	 dad
needed	a	good	night’s	sleep—when	he	was	too	tired	to	play	for	the	ladies	in	the
Oudekerksplein—Frans	 played	 for	 them.	 I	 think	 Frans	 Donker	 was	 a	 little
simple;	maybe	someone	had	dropped	him	on	his	head	when	he	was	a	baby,”	the
policeman	speculated.	“But	your	dad	treated	Donker	like	a	helpless	pet.	William
indulged	 Donker,	 he	 pitied	 him,	 he	 was	 always	 charitable	 to	 him.	 Not	 that
Donker	deserved	it—that	boy	didn’t	know	what	he	was	about.”
“He	put	baby	powder	on	his	ass,”	Jack	remembered	out	loud.
“Donker	 even	 imitated	 your	 dad’s	 tattoos,	 but	 badly,”	 Nico	 said.	 “Then	 he

took	 a	 really	 stupid	 job—something	only	Donker	would	dream	 of	 doing—and



we	never	saw	him	again	in	the	district.”
“I	think	I	know	what	Donker	did,”	Jack	told	the	policeman.	“He	took	a	job	on

a	cruise	ship,	playing	the	piano.	He	sailed	to	Australia,	to	be	tattooed	by	Cindy
Ray.”
“Yes,	that’s	it!”	Nico	Oudejans	cried.	“What	a	memory	you	have,	Jack!	That’s

a	detail	even	a	cop	like	me	had	forgotten.”
Jack	also	remembered	the	dark-brown	woman	from	Suriname;	she	was	one	of

the	first	prostitutes	to	speak	to	him.	He’d	been	surprised	that	she	knew	his	name.
She’d	been	in	a	window	on	either	the	Korsjespoortsteeg	or	the	Bergstraat—not
in	 the	 red-light	district	 but	 in	 that	 same	general	 area	where	 Jack	 and	his	mom
had	met	Femke.	(And	he’d	thought	that	Femke	was	an	unusual	prostitute,	when
in	fact	she	was	a	lawyer!)
The	 Surinamese	 prostitute	 had	 given	 him	 a	 chocolate	 the	 color	 of	 her	 skin.

“I’ve	been	saving	this	for	you,	Jack,”	she’d	said.	And	he’d	believed,	for	years,
that	 she	 must	 have	 been	 one	 of	 his	 dad’s	 girlfriends—one	 of	 the	 prostitutes
who’d	taken	William	home	with	her,	and	had	slept	with	him,	as	Jack’s	mother
had	led	the	boy	to	believe.	But	that	wasn’t	true.
Jack’s	 father	 had	 not	 had	 sex	with	 a	 prostitute	 in	Amsterdam;	William	 had

only	 played	 the	 organ	 for	 them,	 a	 sound	 both	 huge	 and	 holy,	 which	 had
compelled	 them	 to	 just	 listen.	As	 for	 some	of	 them—those	who’d	managed	 to
hear	the	Lord’s	noise	in	the	music—William	may	have	saved	them	from	the	sins
of	a	single	night,	albeit	 later	 in	 their	 lives,	when	a	 few	of	 them	did	 stop	being
prostitutes.
“I	called	your	dad	the	Protestant	Loyola,	which	seemed	to	please	him,”	Nico

Oudejans	told	Jack.
Nico	 also	 told	 Jack	 that	 the	 Surinamese	 prostitute	 was	 one	 of	 William’s

earliest	 converts	 to	Christianity;	 she’d	heard	God’s	noise	 in	 the	organ	and	had
become	an	overnight	believer.
Jack	had	lost	count	of	how	many	policemen	had	come	into	the	office	and	put

their	guilders	on	the	table	in	front	of	Nico,	but	when	another	cop	had	come	and
gone,	Jack	asked	Nico	if	he	had	won	a	bet	on	a	game	or	a	horse.
“I	won	a	bet	on	you,	 Jack,”	 the	policeman	 said.	 “I	bet	 every	cop	 in	District

Two	 that	 one	 day,	 before	 I	 retired,	 Jack	 Burns	 would	 walk	 into	 the
Warmoesstraat	station,	and	we’d	have	this	little	talk	about	his	mom	and	dad.”
The	next	evening,	Wednesday,	Jack	went	with	Nico	to	the	Oude	Kerk	to	hear

Willem	Vogel,	the	organist,	rehearse.	Vogel	had	officially	retired	from	teaching



and	 conducting,	 but	 he	 still	 wrote	 music	 for	 organ	 and	 choir—a	 CD	 of	 his
compositions	had	recently	been	released—and	he	still	played	in	the	Oude	Kerk,
the	long	service	on	Sunday	and	the	Wednesday-evening	rehearsal.	Willem	Vogel
was	 in	 his	 late	 seventies	 but	 looked	younger.	He	had	 long,	 hairless	 hands	 and
was	wearing	a	sweater	with	sagging	elbows;	in	the	unheated	church,	a	wool	scarf
was	tied	around	his	neck.
Jack	 had	 correctly	 remembered	 the	 narrow,	 brick-lined	 stairs	 leading	 to	 the

organist’s	hidden	chamber	above	the	congregation.	The	wooden	handrail	was	on
one	side	as	you	climbed;	a	waxed	rope,	the	color	of	burned	caramel,	was	on	the
other.	There	was	 a	bare,	 bright,	 unshaded	 lightbulb	behind	 the	 leather-covered
organ	bench;	it	cast	the	perfect,	shadowless	light	upon	the	yellowed	pages	of	the
music.	Vogel’s	well-worn	shoes	made	a	soft	tapping	on	the	foot	pedals;	his	long
fingers	made	an	even	softer	clicking	on	the	keys.
Jack	could	hear	only	the	drone	of	the	choir,	 in	the	distant	background,	when

the	organ	was	 soft	 or	 not	 playing.	When	Vogel	 played	hard,	 you	 could	barely
hear	the	accompanying	voices	from	the	organ	chamber.	At	a	moment	when	the
choir	 sang	 without	 him,	 Vogel	 opened	 a	 small	 piece	 of	 hard	 candy—neatly
putting	the	paper	wrapper	in	his	pocket	before	popping	the	candy	in	his	mouth.
The	 names	 printed	 on	 the	 stops	 (the	 registers)	were	meaningless	 to	 Jack.	 It

was	a	world	beyond	him.
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Jack	 struggled	 to	 hear	 the	Lord’s	 noise	 in	 the	music.	But	 even	when	Vogel
played	the	Sanctus	and	the	Agnus	Dei,	the	Lord	wasn’t	speaking	to	Jack.
Willem	Vogel	had	never	met	Jack’s	dad.	Once,	in	1970,	Vogel	had	been	out

to	dinner	rather	late	with	some	friends;	one	of	the	friends	suggested	that	they	go
to	the	Oude	Kerk	and	listen	to	William	Burns’s	concert	for	the	fallen	ladies,	but
Vogel	was	 tired	and	declined	 the	 invitation.	“I	 regret	 I	never	heard	him	play,”
the	 organist	 told	 Jack.	 “Some	 say	 he	 was	marvelous;	 others	 say	 that	William
Burns	was	too	much	of	an	entertainer	to	be	taken	seriously	as	a	musician.”
The	next	morning,	Jack	went	with	Nico	Oudejans	to	a	café	where	they	were

meeting	Saskia	for	coffee.	Saskia	had	stopped	being	a	prostitute	more	 than	 ten
years	 before;	 her	 retirement	 hadn’t	 improved	her	 disposition,	Nico	 forewarned
Jack.	 She’d	 gone	 to	 a	 school	 for	 beauticians	 and	 had	 learned	 how	 to	 cut	 hair,
maybe	also	how	to	do	makeup	and	manicures;	she	worked	in	a	beauty	shop	on
the	Rokin—a	wide,	busy	street	with	many	medium-expensive	shops.
Saskia	hadn’t	wanted	Nico	 and	 Jack	 to	 come	 to	 the	beauty	 shop.	Given	her

former	line	of	work,	even	a	friendly	visit	from	the	police	was	unwelcome.	And
Saskia	feared	that—in	a	beauty	shop,	of	all	places—the	ladies	would	make	too
much	of	a	fuss	over	her	knowing	Jack	Burns.
When	Jack	saw	her	coming,	he	thought	she’d	had	more	than	a	career	change.

She’d	 had	 a	 whole	 makeover.	 Gone	 was	 the	 winking	 armload	 of	 bracelets,
hiding	her	burn	scar.	In	her	fifties	now,	she	was	still	thin,	but	the	gauntness	had
left	her	face.	There	wasn’t	a	trace	of	the	come-on	of	her	former	profession	about
her.	Saskia’s	hair	was	cut	as	short	as	a	boy’s.	Over	a	white	turtleneck,	she	wore
what	 looked	 like	a	man’s	 tweed	 jacket.	Her	baggy	 jeans	were	unflattering;	her
ankle-high	boots,	with	a	low	heel,	gave	her	a	mannish	walk.
Jack	got	 to	his	 feet	 and	kissed	her,	but	Saskia	was	a	 little	 cool	 to	him—not

unfriendly	but	not	warm,	either.	She	was	only	marginally	friendlier	to	Nico.	She
was	 carrying	 a	 Yorkshire	 terrier	 in	 her	 oversize	 handbag.	 The	 dog	 and	 Nico
appeared	 to	be	old	friends;	 the	Yorkie	hopped	out	of	Saskia’s	handbag	and	sat
contentedly	in	Nico’s	lap	while	the	waiter	took	Saskia’s	order.
Jack	half	expected	her	to	order	a	ham-and-cheese	croissant,	but	she	asked	for

a	 coffee	 instead.	 He	 wasn’t	 surprised	 that	 she’d	 had	 her	 teeth	 fixed.	 Why
wouldn’t	a	new	mouth	have	been	included	in	her	makeover?
“I	know	why	you’re	here,	Jack,	and	it	doesn’t	interest	me,”	Saskia	began.	“I

don’t	 go	 along	with	 it.”	 Jack	 didn’t	 say	 anything.	 “Everyone	 took	 your	 dad’s
side.	But	 I	 hate	men,	 and	 I	 liked	your	mom.	Besides,	 I	wasn’t	working	 in	 the
district	to	take	time	out	to	go	to	church	and	listen	to	him	play	his	bleeding-heart



organ.”
“I	remember	bringing	you	ham-and-cheese	croissants,”	Jack	told	her.	(He	was

trying	to	calm	her	down,	because	she	sounded	angry.)
“Your	 father	 hung	 out	 there—that	was	where	 your	mother	 let	 him	 see	 you,

when	she	was	buying	a	bloody	ham-and-cheese	croissant.	I	think	I	would	die	on
the	spot	if	I	ever	ate	another	one.”
“You	and	Els	took	turns	being	my	babysitter?”	Jack	asked	her.
“Your	mom	 helped	 Els	 and	me	 pay	 the	 rent	 on	 our	 rooms,”	 she	 answered.

“Alice	paid	part	of	Els’s	rent	and	part	of	mine.	The	three	of	us	shared	two	rooms.
It	made	sense,	businesswise.”
“And	Mom	admitted	only	virgins?”	he	asked.
“Some	 of	 those	 boys	 had	 been	 with	 half	 the	 ladies	 in	 the	 district!	 It	 only

mattered	to	Alice	that	they	looked	like	virgins,”	Saskia	said.
“Did	she	honestly	believe	that	my	dad	would	get	back	together	with	her,	just

to	stop	her	from	being	a	prostitute?”
“She	believed	that	your	dad	would	do	almost	anything	to	protect	you—to	give

you	 the	 life	 he	 thought	 you	 should	 have,	 which	wasn’t	 a	 life	 in	 the	 red-light
district,”	 Saskia	 said.	 “It	 was	 the	 fuckhead	 lawyer	 who	 worked	 out	 a	 way	 to
make	your	mother	stop	being	a	prostitute.”
“You	didn’t	like	the	lawyer?”	Jack	asked.	He	remembered	how	Saskia	and	Els

had	screamed	at	Femke;	how	he’d	thought	that	Els	and	Femke	had	come	close	to
having	a	physical	fight.
“Femke	was	as	much	of	an	asshole	do-gooder	as	your	fucking	father,	Jack.	On

the	 one	 hand,	 she	 was	 this	 outspoken	 advocate	 for	 prostitutes’	 rights;	 on	 the
other	hand,	she	wanted	us	all	to	go	back	to	school	or	learn	another	profession!”
“What	was	the	deal	that	she	offered	Mom?”
“Femke	 told	your	mother	 to	get	off	 the	 street	and	 take	you	back	 to	Canada.

Your	dad	wouldn’t	follow	you	this	 time,	Femke	promised.	If	your	mom	would
put	you	 in	a	good	school—if	 she	kept	you	 in	 school—your	dad	would	pay	 for
everything.	But	your	mother	was	tough;	she	told	Femke	that	your	father	had	to
promise	he	would	never	seek	even	partial	custody	of	you.	And	he	had	to	promise
that	he	wouldn’t	look	you	up,	not	even	when	you	were	older—not	even	if	Alice
was	dead.”
“But	why	would	my	dad	promise	that?”
“He	 opted	 to	 keep	 you	 safe,	 Jack—even	 if	 it	 meant	 he	 could	 never	 make



contact	with	you,”	Nico	Oudejans	said.
“If	 your	 mom	 couldn’t	 have	 your	 dad,	 then	 he	 couldn’t	 have	 you,”	 Saskia

said.	 “It	 was	 that	 simple.	 Listen,	 Jack—your	 mother	 would	 have	 slashed	 her
throat	 and	 bled	 to	 death	 in	 front	 of	 you,	 just	 to	 teach	 your	 fucking	 father	 a
lesson.”
“What	lesson	was	that?”	Jack	cried.	“That	he	should	never	have	left	her?”
“Listen,	 Jack,”	 Saskia	 said	 again.	 “I	 admired	 your	 mom	 because	 she	 put	 a

price	tag	on	his	leaving	her—a	high	one.	Most	women	can	never	be	paid	enough
for	the	terrible	things	men	do	to	them.”
“But	what	 terrible	 thing	did	he	 do	 to	her?”	 Jack	 asked	Saskia.	 “He	 just	 left

her!	He	didn’t	 abandon	me;	he	gave	her	money	 for	my	education,	 and	 for	my
other	expenses—”
“You	can’t	get	a	woman	pregnant	and	then	change	your	mind	about	her	and

not	have	it	cost	you,	Jack,”	Saskia	said.	“Just	ask	your	father.”
Nico	hadn’t	said	anything	since	telling	Jack	that	his	dad	had	opted	to	keep	him

safe.	Saskia,	like	Alice,	had	clearly	chosen	revenge	over	reason.
“Do	you	cut	men’s	hair,	 too?”	Jack	asked	her.	“Or	 just	women’s?”	 (He	was

trying	to	calm	himself	down	a	little.)
Saskia	smiled.	She’d	finished	her	coffee.	She	made	a	kissing	sound	with	her

lips,	and	the	Yorkshire	terrier	sprang	out	of	Nico’s	lap	and	into	her	arms.	She	put
the	tiny	dog	back	in	her	handbag	and	stood	up	from	the	table.	“Just	women’s,”
she	told	Jack,	still	smiling.	“But	now	that	you’re	all	grown	up,	Jackie	boy,	if	you
ever	want	someone	to	cut	your	balls	off,	just	ask	me.”
“I	guess	she	didn’t	learn	the	castration	part	in	beauty	school,”	Nico	Oudejans

said,	after	they’d	watched	Saskia	walk	away.	She	didn’t	once	turn	to	wave;	she
just	kept	going.
“What	about	Els?”	Jack	asked	Nico.	“I	suppose	you	know	what’s	happened	to

her,	too.”
“Fortunately	for	you,”	Nico	said,	“Els	has	a	somewhat	sweeter	disposition.”
“She’s	not	cutting	hair?”	Jack	asked.
“You’ll	see,”	the	policeman	said.	“Everyone	has	a	history,	Jack.”
Nico	led	Jack	past	the	Damrak,	away	from	the	red-light	district.	They	wound

their	way	through	streams	of	shoppers—across	the	Nieuwendijk	to	the	tiny	Sint
Jacobsstraat,	where	Els	occupied	a	second-floor	apartment.	Her	window	with	the
red	light	was	a	 little	uncommon	for	a	prostitute’s	window,	not	solely	for	being



outside	the	district	but	because	her	room	was	above	street-level.	Yet	when	Jack
considered	 that	 Els	 had	 taken	 an	 overview	 of	 her	 life	 in	 prostitution—she’d
grown	up	on	a	farm	and	took	an	overview	of	life	on	a	farm	as	well—he	thought
that	Els	in	her	window	above	the	street	was	where	she	belonged.
During	the	day,	she	greeted	passersby	with	boisterous	affection,	but	Nico	told

Jack	that	Els	was	more	judgmental	at	night;	if	you	were	a	drunk	or	a	drug	addict
pissing	in	the	street,	she	would	turn	her	police-issue	flashlight	on	you	and	loudly
condemn	your	bad	manners.	On	the	Sint	Jacobsstraat,	Els	was	still	a	prostitute,
but	she	was	also	a	self-appointed	sheriff.	Drugs	had	changed	the	red-light	district
and	driven	her	out	 of	 it;	 alcohol	 and	drugs	had	killed	her	only	 children.	 (Two
young	men—they’d	both	died	in	their	twenties.)
Jack	had	been	wrong	to	think	that	Els	was	about	his	mother’s	age,	or	only	a

little	 older.	 Even	 from	 street-level,	 looking	 up	 at	 her,	 he	 could	 tell	 she	was	 a
woman	 in	 her	 seventies;	when	 Jack	 had	 been	 a	 four-year-old,	Els	would	 have
been	in	her	forties.
“Jackie!”	Els	called,	blowing	him	kisses.	“My	little	boy	has	come	back!”	she

announced	to	the	Sint	Jacobsstraat.	“Jackie,	Jackie—come	give	your	old	nanny	a
hug!	You,	too,	Nico.	You	can	give	me	a	hug,	if	you	want	to.”
They	went	 up	 the	 staircase	 to	 her	 apartment.	The	window-room	was	 only	 a

small	part	of	the	place,	which	was	spotlessly	clean—the	smell	of	all	 the	rooms
dominated	by	the	coffee	grinder	in	the	kitchen.	Els	had	a	housekeeper,	a	much
younger	 woman	 named	 Marieke,	 who	 immediately	 began	 grinding	 beans	 for
coffee.	 As	 a	 former	 farm	 girl,	 Els	 hated	 cleaning	 chores,	 but	 she	 knew	 the
importance	of	a	tidy	house.	She	shared	the	prostitute	duties	with	another	“girl,”
she	explained	to	Jack;	the	women	took	turns	using	the	window-room,	although
Petra,	the	other	prostitute,	didn’t	live	in	the	apartment.
“Petra’s	the	young	one,	I’m	the	old	one!”	Els	exclaimed	happily.	(Jack	didn’t

meet	Petra,	but	Nico	told	him	she	was	sixty-one.)
Els,	 who	 claimed	 to	 be	 “about	 seventy-five,”	 said	 that	 most	 of	 her	 regular

customers	were	morning	visitors.	“They	take	naps	in	the	afternoon,	and	they’re
too	old	to	go	out	at	night.”	The	only	customers	who	visited	her	at	night	were	the
ones	 off	 the	 street—that	 is,	 if	 they	 happened	 to	 be	 passing	 by	 when	 Els	 was
sitting	in	her	upstairs	window.	For	the	most	part,	she	let	Petra	sit	in	the	window.
“At	night,	 I’m	usually	 asleep,”	Els	 admitted,	 giving	 Jack’s	 forearm	a	 squeeze.
“Or	I	go	to	the	movies—especially	if	it’s	one	of	your	movies,	Jackie!”
Els	 had	 always	 been	 a	 big	 woman	 with	 an	 impressive	 bust.	 Her	 bosom

preceded	her	with	the	authority	of	a	great	ship’s	prow;	her	hips	rolled	when	she



walked.	She	was	massive	but	 not	 fat,	 although	 Jack	noticed	how	her	 forearms
and	the	backs	of	her	upper	arms	sagged—and	she	walked	with	a	slight	limp.	She
had	 a	 bad	 heart,	 she	 claimed—“and	 perhaps	 an	 embolism	 in	 the	 brain.”	 Els
pointed	ominously	to	her	head;	she	still	wore	a	platinum-blond	wig.
“Every	day,	Jackie,”	she	said,	kissing	his	cheek,	“I	take	so	many	pills,	I	lose

count!”
Els	had	 landlord	problems,	 too,	she	wanted	Nico	 to	know;	maybe	 the	police

could	do	something	about	the	building’s	new	owner.	“Like	shoot	him,”	she	told
Nico,	with	a	smile,	kissing	him	on	the	cheek—then	kissing	Jack	again.	There’d
been	a	rent	dispute	and	a	tax	issue;	the	new	landlord	was	a	prick,	in	her	opinion.
Els	was	a	longstanding	spokesperson	for	the	prostitutes’	union;	she	regularly

spoke	to	high	school	students	about	the	lives	of	prostitutes.	The	students,	many
of	them	only	sixteen,	had	questions	for	her	about	first-time	sex.	Years	ago,	she’d
had	a	husband;	she’d	been	married	for	three	years	before	her	husband	found	out
she	was	a	whore.
She	had	a	bruise	on	her	face.	Nico	asked	her	if	she	was	getting	over	a	black

eye—perhaps	something	one	of	her	off-the-street	customers	had	given	her.
“No,	no,”	she	said.	“My	customers	wouldn’t	dare	hit	me.”	Els	had	gotten	into

a	fistfight	at	a	café	on	the	Nes,	just	off	the	Dam	Square.	She’d	run	into	a	former
prostitute	who	wouldn’t	 speak	 to	 her.	 “Some	 holier-than-thou	 cunt,”	 she	 said.
“You	should	see	her	face,	Nico.”
Jack	 thought	 that	 the	 holier-than-thou	 subject	 might	 make	 a	 good	 starting

point	 for	 a	 conversation	 about	 his	 father.	 Els	 had	 not	 only	 known	 him;
unbeknownst	to	Alice,	Els	had	often	gone	to	the	Oude	Kerk	in	the	wee	hours	of
the	morning	to	hear	William	play	the	organ.	Jack	gathered	that	Els	had	not	heard
any	racket	from	the	Lord—just	the	music.	To	his	surprise,	Els	told	Jack	that	she
had	taken	him	to	the	Old	Church	one	night.
“I	thought	that	even	if	you	didn’t	remember	hearing	William	play,	some	part

of	you	might	 absorb	 the	 sound,”	 she	 said.	 “But	 I	 had	 to	 carry	you	 there—you
were	asleep	the	whole	way—and	you	never	woke	up	or	took	your	head	off	my
breast	the	entire	time.	You	slept	through	a	two-hour	concert,	Jackie.	You	never
heard	a	note!	I	don’t	know	what	you	could	possibly	remember	of	any	of	it.”
“Not	much,”	he	admitted.
Jack	 knew	 how	 hidden	 the	 organist’s	 chamber	 in	 the	 Oude	 Kerk	 was.	 He

knew	that	his	father	would	never	have	seen	him	sleeping	on	the	big	prostitute’s
bosom—which	was	 probably	 just	 as	well,	 knowing	 his	 dad’s	 opinion	 of	what
Nico	had	called	“this	environment.”



Because	 Saskia	 and	 Alice	 were	 more	 popular—because	 they	 had	 more
customers,	 Els	 informed	 Jack—Els	was	 Jack’s	 babysitter	 (what	 she	 called	 his
“nanny”)	most	of	the	time.
“And	 I	was	 stronger	 than	 your	mom	 or	 Saskia,	 so	 I	 got	 to	 carry	 you!”	 she

exclaimed.	She	had	lugged	him	from	bed	to	bed.	“I	used	to	think	you	were	like
one	of	 us—one	of	 the	prostitutes,”	 she	 told	 Jack.	 “Because	you	never	went	 to
bed	just	once;	because	I	was	always	taking	you	out	of	one	bed	and	tucking	you
into	another!”
“I	remember	that	you	and	Femke	almost	came	to	blows,”	he	said.
“I	 could	 have	 killed	 her.	 I	 should	 have	 killed	 her,	 Jackie!”	 Els	 cried.	 “But

Femke	was	the	deal-maker,	and	something	had	to	be	done.	It’s	just	that	it	was	a
bad	deal—that’s	what	made	me	so	mad.	Lawyers	don’t	care	about	what’s	 fair.
What’s	a	good	deal	to	a	lawyer	is	any	deal	that	both	parties	will	agree	to.”
“Something	had	to	be	done,	Els—as	you	say,”	Nico	said.
“Fuck	you,	Nico,”	Els	told	him.	“Just	drink	your	coffee.”
It	was	good	coffee;	Marieke	had	made	them	some	cookies,	too.
“Did	my	dad	see	me	leave	Amsterdam?”	Jack	asked	Els.
“He	 saw	 you	 leave	Rotterdam,	 Jackie.	 He	 watched	 the	 ship	 sail	 out	 of	 the

harbor.	Femke	had	brought	him	to	the	docks;	she’d	driven	him	to	Rotterdam	in
her	car.	Saskia	would	have	none	of	it.	She	accompanied	your	mom	and	me	and
you	to	the	train	station	in	Amsterdam,	but	that	was	as	much	drama	as	she	would
tolerate.	That	was	Saskia’s	word	for	 the	good-bye	business—drama,	 she	called
it.”
“So	you	took	the	train	to	Rotterdam	with	us?”
“I	went	with	 you	 to	 the	 docks.	 I	 got	 you	both	 on	board,	 Jackie.	Your	mom

wasn’t	in	much	better	shape	than	your	dad.	It	seemed	to	be	just	dawning	on	her
that	she	wouldn’t	see	William	after	that	day,	although	the	deal	was	what	she	said
she	wanted.”
“You	saw	my	dad	at	the	docks?”
“Fucking	Femke	wouldn’t	get	out	of	the	car,	but	your	dad	did,”	Els	said.	“He

just	cried	and	cried;	he	fell	apart.	He	lay	down	on	the	ground.	I	had	to	pick	him
up	 off	 the	 pavement;	 I	 had	 to	 carry	 him	 back	 to	 the	 fuckhead	 lawyer’s
Mercedes.”
“Did	Tattoo	Peter	really	have	a	Mercedes?”	Jack	asked	her.
“Femke	 had	 a	 better	 one,	 Jackie,”	 Els	 said.	 “She	 drove	 William	 back	 to



Amsterdam	in	her	Mercedes.	I	took	the	train	from	Rotterdam.	In	my	mind’s	eye,
I	kept	seeing	you	wave	from	the	ship.	You	thought	you	were	waving	to	me—I
was	 waving	 back,	 of	 course—but	 it	 was	 your	 father	 you	 were	 really	 waving
good-bye	to.	Some	deal,	huh,	Nico?”	she	asked	the	policeman	sharply.
“Something	had	to	be	done,	Els,”	he	said	again.
“Fuck	you,	Nico,”	the	old	prostitute	once	more	told	him.
When	Jack	got	back	 to	 the	Grand,	 two	faxes	were	waiting	 for	him;	 it	didn’t

help	that	he	read	them	in	the	wrong	order.	He	began	with	a	surprising	suggestion
from	Richard	Gladstein,	a	movie	producer.	Bob	Bookman	had	sent	Gladstein	the
script	for	The	Slush-Pile	Reader.
Dear	Jack,
Stay	where	you	are,	in	Amsterdam!	What	do	you	say	we	have	a	meeting	with

William	Vanvleck?	I	know	you’ve	worked	with	Wild	Bill	before.	It	strikes	me	that
The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader	 is	 a	 kind	 of	 remake,	 maybe	 right	 up	 The	 Remake
Monster’s	alley.	Think	about	it:	 the	story	is	a	remade	porn	film	but	not	a	porn
film,	 right?	 We	 wouldn’t	 show	 anything	 pornographic,	 but	 the	 very	 idea	 of
James	 “Jimmy”	 Stronach’s	 relationship	 with	 Michele	 Maher	 is	 a	 little
pornographic,	 isn’t	 it?	 (He’s	 too	 big,	 she’s	 too	 small.	 Brilliant!)	 We	 should
discuss.	But	 first	 tell	me	your	 thoughts	on	The	Mad	Dutchman.	As	 it	 happens,
he’s	in	Amsterdam	and	you’re	in	Amsterdam.	If	you	like	the	idea	of	Vanvleck	as
a	director,	I	could	meet	you	there.
Richard
Everything	became	clearer	when	 Jack	 read	 the	 second	 fax,	which	he	 should

have	read	first.	It	was	from	Bob	Bookman	at	C.A.A.
Dear	Jack,
Richard	Gladstein	 loved	 your	 script	 of	 The	 Slush-Pile	Reader.	He	wants	 to

discuss	possible	directors	with	you.	Richard	has	the	crazy—maybe	not	so	crazy
—idea	of	using	Wild	Bill	Vanvleck.	Call	me.	Call	Richard.
Bob
Jack	was	so	excited	that	he	called	Richard	Gladstein	at	home,	waking	him	up.

(It	was	very	early	in	the	morning	in	L.A.)
Wild	Bill	Vanvleck	was	 in	 his	 late	 sixties,	maybe	 his	 early	 seventies.	He’d

moved	back	to	Amsterdam	from	Beverly	Hills.	No	one	in	Hollywood	had	asked
him	to	direct	a	picture	for	a	couple	of	years.	The	Remake	Monster	had	sold	his
ugly	 mansion	 on	 Loma	 Vista	 Drive.	 Something	 had	 gone	 wrong	 with	 his
whippets.	 Jack	 remembered	 the	 skinny	 little	dogs	 running	 free	 in	 the	mansion,



slipping	and	falling	on	the	hardwood	floors.
Something	 bad	 had	 happened	 to	 Wild	 Bill’s	 chef	 and	 gardener,	 the

Surinamese	 couple.	 Someone	 had	 drowned	 in	 Vanvleck’s	 swimming	 pool,
Richard	Gladstein	told	Jack;	Richard	couldn’t	remember	if	it	was	the	child-size
woman	from	Suriname	or	her	miniature	husband.	(Possibly	the	drowning	victim
had	been	one	of	the	whippets!)
So	The	Mad	Dutchman	was	back	in	Amsterdam,	where	he	was	living	with	a

much	 younger	woman.	Vanvleck	 had	 a	 hit	 series	 on	Dutch	TV;	 from	Richard
Gladstein’s	description,	Wild	Bill	had	remade	Miami	Vice	in	Amsterdam’s	red-
light	district.
Richard	talked	about	the	difficulty	of	bringing	Miramax	around	to	the	idea	of

hiring	 William	 Vanvleck	 to	 direct	 The	 Slush-Pile	 Reader—that	 is,	 assuming
Richard	 and	 Jack	had	 a	good	meeting	with	The	Mad	Dutchman.	But	 the	 idea,
Gladstein	 and	 Jack	 agreed,	 had	 possibilities.	 (Bob	 Bookman	 had	 already
overnighted	Jack’s	screenplay	to	Wild	Bill.)
Richard	 and	 Jack	 also	 talked	 about	 the	 idea	 of	 Lucia	 Delvecchio	 in	 the

Michele	 Maher	 role.	 “She’d	 have	 to	 lose	 about	 twenty	 pounds,”	 Jack	 told
Richard.
“She’d	 love	 to!”	Gladstein	said.	There	was	 little	doubt	of	 that,	Jack	 thought.

There	were	a	lot	of	women	in	Hollywood	who	wanted	to	lose	twenty	pounds—
they	just	needed	a	reason.
The	more	he	thought	about	Wild	Bill	Vanvleck,	the	better	Jack	liked	the	idea.

What	 had	 always	 been	 wrong	 with	 The	 Remake	 Monster’s	 material	 was	 the
material	itself—namely,	Wild	Bill’s	screenplays.	Not	only	how	he’d	ripped	them
off	 from	other,	better	material,	but	how	he	went	 too	 far;	he	always	pushed	 the
parody	past	reasonable	limits.	If	you’re	irreverent	about	everything,	the	audience
is	left	with	nothing	or	no	one	to	like.	Conversely,	there	was	sympathy	in	Emma’s
story—both	 for	 the	 too-small	 slush-pile	 reader	 and	 for	 the	 porn	 star	 and	 bad
screenwriter	with	the	big	penis.	Vanvleck	had	never	directed	a	sympathetic	script
before.
Jack	wished	he	could	ask	Emma	what	she	 thought	of	 the	 idea,	but	he	didn’t

think	that	his	working	with	Wild	Bill	Vanvleck	as	a	director	would	necessarily
make	Emma	roll	over	in	her	grave.
Jack	went	back	out	in	the	rain.	He	passed	the	Casa	Rosso,	where	they	showed

porn	films	and	had	livesex	shows—more	advice-giving,	Jack	had	once	believed.
He	 wasn’t	 tempted	 to	 see	 a	 show,	 not	 even	 as	 research	 for	 The	 Slush-Pile
Reader.



He	walked	once	more	to	 the	Warmoesstraat	police	station,	but	Nico	was	out
working	in	the	red-light	district.	A	couple	of	young	cops,	both	in	uniform,	told
Jack	that	they	thought	William	Vanvleck’s	TV	series	about	homicide	policemen
was	reasonably	authentic.	Wild	Bill	had	spent	time	in	the	Warmoesstraat	station;
he’d	gone	out	 in	the	district	with	real	cops	on	the	beat.	It	was	a	favorable	sign
that	real	policemen	actually	liked	a	TV	series	about	cops.
Jack	worked	out	at	a	gym	on	the	Rokin.	It	was	a	good	gym,	but	the	music	was

too	loud	and	relentless;	it	made	him	feel	he	was	rushing,	though	he	was	taking
his	 time.	His	 appointment	with	Femke,	which	Nico	had	 arranged,	wasn’t	 until
four	 o’clock	 that	 afternoon.	 He	 was	 in	 no	 hurry.	 When	 Jack	 returned	 to	 the
Grand	from	the	gym,	Nico	Oudejans	had	left	a	package	at	the	reception	desk—a
videocassette	of	Vanvleck’s	homicide	series.
Jack	showered	and	shaved,	put	on	some	decent	clothes,	and	went	out	again.

The	 address	 of	 Marinus	 and	 Jacob	 Poortvliet’s	 law	 firm	 was	 on	 the	 Singel.
Femke,	their	mother,	was	retired.	Jack	saw	at	once	how	easy	it	had	been	for	his
mom	to	confuse	him	 into	 thinking	 that	Femke	occupied	a	prostitute’s	 room	on
the	 Bergstraat.	 The	 Poortvliets’	 law	 office	 was	 roughly	 halfway	 between	 the
Bergstraat	 and	 the	 Korsjespoortsteeg—virtually	 around	 the	 corner	 from	 those
streets	where	the	more	upscale	prostitutes	were	in	business.
Some	small	details	about	the	office	were	familiar;	both	the	cars	on	the	Singel

and	the	pedestrians	on	the	sidewalk	were	visible	from	the	leather	reading	chair
and	 the	 big	 leather	 couch.	On	 the	walls	 of	 the	 office,	 a	 few	of	 the	 landscapes
were	also	familiar.	Jack	even	remembered	the	rug,	an	Oriental.
Femke	was	late;	Jack	talked	with	her	sons.	Conservatively	dressed	gentlemen

in	their	fifties,	they’d	been	university	students	in	1970.	But	even	people	of	their
generation	remembered	the	controversial	organist,	William	Burns,	who’d	played
for	 the	 prostitutes	 in	 the	 Oude	 Kerk	 in	 the	 early-morning	 hours.	 University
students	had	made	the	organ	concerts	in	the	Old	Church	a	favorite	among	their
late-night	outings.
“Some	of	us	considered	your	father	an	activist,	a	social	reformer.	After	all,	he

expressed	a	profound	sympathy	for	the	prostitutes’	plight,”	Marinus	told	Jack.
“Others	 took	 a	 view	 that	was	 common	 among	 some	of	 the	 prostitutes—I’m

referring	to	those	women	who	were	not	in	William’s	audience	at	the	Old	Church.
William	 was	 a	 Holy	 Roller	 in	 their	 eyes;	 converting	 the	 prostitutes	 meant
nothing	less	than	steering	them	away	from	prostitution,”	Jacob	explained.
“But	he	played	great,”	Marinus	said.	“No	matter	what	you	thought	of	William,

he	was	a	terrific	organist.”



The	 Poortvliets	 had	 a	 family-law	 practice;	 they	 not	 only	 took	 divorce	 and
child-custody	cases,	but	they	also	settled	inheritance	disputes	and	were	engaged
in	 estate	 planning.	What	 had	made	William	Burns’s	 case	 difficult	was	 that	 he
was	still	a	citizen	of	Scotland,	although	he	had	a	visa	that	permitted	him	to	work
in	Holland	for	a	limited	period	of	time.	Alice,	who	was	a	Canadian	citizen,	had
no	such	visa—but	in	the	case	of	foreigners	who	were	apprenticed	to	Dutch	tattoo
artists,	 the	 police	 allowed	 them	 several	months	 to	 earn	 a	 tax-free	 living.	After
that,	they	were	pressured	to	leave	or	pay	Dutch	taxes.
There	 could	 be	 no	 child-custody	 case	 in	 the	 Dutch	 courts,	 because	 Jack’s

mom	 and	 dad	 weren’t	 Dutch	 citizens.	 As	 outrageously	 as	 his	 mother	 was
exposing	Jack	 to	her	new	life	as	a	prostitute,	his	 father	had	no	means	 to	claim
custody	of	the	boy.	Alice,	however,	could	be	made	to	leave	the	country—chiefly
on	 the	 grounds	 that,	 as	 a	 prostitute,	 she	 had	 repeatedly	 engaged	 in	 sex	 with
underage	 boys.	 And	 she	 was	 a	 magnet	 for	 more	 widespread	 condemnation
within	the	prostitute	community.	(As	if	the	hymn-singing	and	prayer-chanting	in
her	window	and	doorway	weren’t	inflammatory	enough,	Alice	had	dragged	her
four-year-old	through	the	district.)
“You	 were	 carried,	 day	 and	 night,	 in	 the	 arms	 of	 that	 giantess	 among	 the

whores,”	Marinus	Poortvliet	told	Jack.
“Half	 the	 time	you	were	asleep,	or	as	 inert	as	groceries,”	his	brother,	Jacob,

said.
“The	 prostitutes	 called	 you	 ‘the	 whole	 week’s	 shopping,’	 because	 in	 that

woman’s	arms	you	looked	like	a	bag	of	groceries	that	could	feed	a	family	for	a
week,”	Marinus	explained.
“So	Dutch	law	had	the	means	to	deport	my	mom,	but	not	to	gain	custody	of

me	for	my	dad,”	Jack	said,	just	to	be	sure.	The	two	sons	nodded.
That	was	when	Femke	arrived,	and	Jack	once	again	felt	intimidated	by	her—

not	because	she	was	a	fearsome	and	different	kind	of	prostitute,	but	because	she
struck	him	as	 a	great	 initiator.	 (No	matter	what	 experience	you	 thought	you’d
had,	 Femke	 could	 initiate	 you	 into	 something	 you’d	 never	 known	 or	 even
imagined.)
“When	I	 look	at	you	in	your	movies,”	she	said	to	Jack,	without	bothering	to

say	hello,	“I	see	someone	as	pretty	and	 talented	as	your	 father,	but	not	half	 so
open—so	 utterly	 unguarded.	 You’re	 very	 much	 guarded,	 aren’t	 you,	 Jack
Burns?”	 she	 asked,	 seating	 herself	 in	 the	 leather	 reading	 chair.	 And	 Jack	 had
once	 thought	 she’d	 taken	 up	 that	 position	 in	 her	 sidewalk	 window	 to	 attract
customers	off	the	street!



“Thank	you	for	seeing	me,”	Jack	said	to	her.
“Very	much	guarded,	isn’t	he?”	she	asked	her	sons,	not	expecting	so	much	as

a	 nod	 or	 a	 shake	 of	 the	 head	 from	 either	 of	 them.	 It	 wasn’t	 a	 real	 question;
Femke	had	already	decided	upon	the	answer.
At	 seventy-eight,	 only	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 older	 than	 Els,	 Femke	 was	 still

shapely	without	being	fat.	Her	elegance	of	dress,	which	she	had	seemingly	been
born	with,	made	it	abundantly	clear	to	Jack	that	only	an	idiot	(or	a	four-year-old)
could	 ever	 have	mistaken	her	 for	 a	whore.	Her	 skin	was	 as	 unwrinkled	 as	 the
skin	of	a	well-cared-for	woman	in	her	fifties;	her	hair,	which	was	her	own,	was	a
pure	snow-white.
“If	 only	 you’d	 been	Dutch,	 I	would	 have	 got	 your	 dad	 custody	 of	 you	 in	 a

heartbeat,	 Jack.	 I	 would	 have	 happily	 sent	 your	 mother	 back	 to	 Canada
childless,”	Femke	 said.	 “The	 problem	was,	 your	 father	 forgave	 her.	He	would
forgive	her	anything,	if	she	just	promised	to	do	the	right	thing	by	you.”
“Meaning	good	schools,	a	safe	neighborhood,	and	some	vestige	of	stability?”

Jack	asked.
“Those	 aren’t	 bad	 things,	 are	 they?”	 Femke	 said.	 “You	 seem	 to	 be	 both

educated	 and	 alive.	 I	 daresay,	 in	 the	 direction	 your	 mom	 was	 headed,	 that
wouldn’t	have	happened	here.	Besides,	she	was	at	least	beginning	to	accept	that
William	would	never	come	back	to	her—that	began	to	happen	in	Helsinki.	But
that	 William	 would	 accept	 the	 pain	 of	 losing	 all	 contact	 with	 you—if	 Alice
would	 just	 take	you	back	 to	Canada	and	 look	after	you,	 as	 a	mother	 should—
well,	what	a	surprise	that	was!	To	your	mother	and	to	me.	We	didn’t	expect	him
to	 agree	 to	 it!	 But	 we’d	 both	 underestimated	 what	 a	 good	 Christian	William
was.”	 Femke	 did	 not	 say	 Christian	 in	 an	 approving	 way.	 “I	 was	 just	 the
negotiator,	Jack.	I	wanted	to	drive	a	harder	bargain	for	your	dad.	But	what	can
you	do	when	the	warring	parties	agree?	Is	a	deal	not	a	deal?”
“You	 drove	 him	 to	 the	 docks,	 in	 Rotterdam?”	 Jack	 asked	 her.	 “They	 both

went	along	with	it,	right	till	the	end?”
Femke	 looked	 out	 the	 window	 at	 the	 slowly	 passing	 traffic	 on	 the	 Singel.

“Your	little	face	on	the	ship’s	deck	was	the	only	smiling	face	I	saw,	Jack.	Your
mother	had	to	hold	you	up,	so	you	could	see	over	the	rail.	You	were	waving	to
that	giant	whore.	The	way	your	dad	dropped	to	the	ground,	I	thought	he’d	had	a
heart	 attack.	 I	 thought	 I’d	 be	 taking	 a	 body	 back	 to	 Amsterdam—in	 all
likelihood,	 in	 the	 backseat	 of	my	Mercedes.	 The	 big	 prostitute	 picked	 him	 up
and	carried	him	 to	my	car;	 she	carried	him	as	easily	as	 she	used	 to	carry	you!
Mind	you,	I	still	thought	your	dad	was	dead.	I	didn’t	want	William	in	the	front



seat,	but	that’s	where	the	huge	whore	put	him.	I	could	see	then	that	he	was	alive,
but	barely.	‘What	have	I	done?	How	could	I?	What	am	 I,	Femke?’	your	father
asked	me.	‘You’re	a	flaming	Christian,	William.	You	forgive	too	much,’	I	told
him.	But	the	deal	was	done,	and	your	dad	was	the	only	man	on	earth	who	would
stick	 to	his	 side	of	 a	bargain	 like	 that.	From	 the	 look	of	you,	 Jack,	your	mom
stuck	to	her	side	of	the	bargain,	too—sort	of.”
At	 that	 moment,	 Jack	 hated	 them	 both—his	 mother	 and	 his	 father.	 In	 his

mom’s	case,	 the	 reasons	were	pretty	obvious.	 In	his	dad’s	case,	 Jack	suddenly
saw	him	as	a	quitter.	William	Burns	had	given	up	on	his	son!	Jack	was	furious.
Femke,	a	retired	lawyer	but	a	good	one,	could	see	the	fury	on	Jack’s	face.
“Oh,	 get	 over	 it.	Don’t	 be	 a	baby!”	 she	 told	 him.	 “What’s	 a	 grown	man	 in

good	 health	 doing	 wallowing	 around	 in	 the	 past?	 Just	 move	 on,	 Jack.	 Get
married,	try	being	a	good	husband—and	be	a	good	father	to	your	children.	With
any	 luck,	 you’ll	 see	 how	 hard	 it	 is.	 Stop	 judging	 them—I	mean	William	 and
your	mother!”
From	the	way	her	 two	grown	sons	 fussed	over	her,	 Jack	could	 tell	 that	 they

adored	her.	Femke	once	more	looked	out	the	window;	there	was	something	final
about	the	way	she	turned	her	face	in	profile	to	Jack,	as	if	their	meeting	were	over
and	she	had	nothing	more	to	say.	Nico	Oudejans	had	asked	her	to	see	Jack,	and
she	probably	had	a	fair	amount	of	respect	for	Nico—more	than	she	had	for	Jack.
She’d	done	her	duty,	her	face	in	profile	said;	Femke	wasn’t	freely	going	to	offer
Jack	more	information.
“If	 I	 could	 just	 ask	 you	 if	 you	 know	what	 happened	 to	 him—starting	 with

where	he	went,”	Jack	said	to	her.	“I	assume	he	didn’t	stay	in	Amsterdam.”
“Of	course	William	didn’t	stay,”	she	said.	“Not	when	he	could	imagine	you	on

every	 street	 corner—not	when	your	mother’s	 image	was	engraved	 in	 the	 lewd
posture	 of	 every	 prostitute,	 in	 every	 gaudy	 window	 and	 dirty	 doorway	 in	 the
district!”
Jack	 didn’t	 say	 anything.	By	 their	 imploring	 glances	 and	 gestures,	 Femke’s

sons	were	urging	him	 to	be	patient.	 If	he	 just	waited	 the	old	woman	out,	 Jack
would	get	what	he’d	come	for—or	so	Femke’s	sons	seemed	to	be	saying.
“Hamburg,”	Femke	said.	“What	organist	doesn’t	want	to	play	in	one	of	those

German	 churches—maybe	 even	 somewhere	Bach	himself	 once	played?	 It	was
inevitable	 that	William	would	go	to	Germany,	but	 there	was	something	special
about	Hamburg.	I	can’t	remember	now.	He	said	he	wanted	to	get	his	hands	on	a
Herbert	Hoffmann—a	famous	organ,	probably.”
Jack	took	some	small	pleasure	in	correcting	her;	she	was	that	kind	of	woman.



“A	famous	tattooist,	not	an	organ,”	he	told	Femke.
“I	never	saw	your	dad’s	tattoos,	thank	God,”	Femke	said	dismissively.	“I	just

liked	to	listen	to	him	play.”
Jack	 thanked	Femke	and	her	 sons	 for	 taking	 the	 time	 to	 see	him.	He	 took	a

passing	look	at	the	prostitutes	in	their	windows	and	doorways	on	the	Bergstraat
and	 the	 Korsjespoortsteeg	 before	 he	 walked	 back	 to	 the	 Grand,	 this	 time
avoiding	 the	 red-light	 district.	 Jack	was	glad	he	had	 the	videocassette	 of	Wild
Bill	Vanvleck’s	homicide	series	to	look	at,	because	he	didn’t	feel	like	leaving	the
hotel.
There	 was	 more	 than	 one	 episode	 from	 the	 television	 series	 on	 the

videocassette.	 Jack’s	 favorite	one	was	about	a	 former	member	of	 the	homicide
team,	an	older	man	who	goes	back	 to	police	 school	at	 fifty-three.	His	name	 is
Christiaan	Winter,	 and	 he’s	 just	 been	 divorced.	 He’s	 estranged	 from	 his	 only
child—a	daughter	in	university—and	he’s	taking	a	training	course	for	policemen
on	new	methods	of	dealing	with	domestic	violence.	The	police	used	 to	be	 too
lenient	with	the	perpetrators;	now	they	arrested	them.
Of	 course	 the	 dialogue	was	 all	 in	Dutch;	 Jack	had	 to	 guess	what	 they	were

saying.	But	it	was	a	character-driven	story—Jack	knew	Christiaan	Winter	from
an	 earlier	 episode,	 when	 the	 policeman’s	 marriage	 was	 deteriorating.	 In	 the
episode	about	domestic	violence,	Winter	becomes	obsessed	with	how	much	of	it
children	see.	The	statistics	all	point	to	the	fact	that	children	of	wife-beaters	end
up	beating	their	wives,	and	children	who	are	beaten	become	child-beaters.
The	social	message	wasn’t	new	to	Jack,	but	Vanvleck	had	connected	it	to	the

cop’s	 personal	 life.	 While	 Winter	 never	 beat	 his	 wife,	 the	 verbal	 abuse—
Winter’s	and	his	wife’s—no	doubt	damaged	the	daughter.	One	of	the	first	cases
of	 domestic	 violence	 that	 Christiaan	 Winter	 becomes	 involved	 in	 ends	 in	 a
homicide—his	old	business.	In	the	end,	he	is	reunited	with	his	former	team.
Vanvleck’s	homicide	series	was	more	in	the	vein	of	understated	realism	than

anything	on	American	television;	there	was	less	visible	violence,	and	the	sexual
content	was	more	frank.	Nor	did	happy	endings	find	their	unlikely	way	into	any
of	the	episodes—Christiaan	Winter	is	not	reunited	with	his	family.	The	best	he
can	manage	is	a	civil	conversation	with	his	daughter	in	a	coffeehouse,	where	he
is	 introduced	 to	 her	 new	 boyfriend.	 We	 can	 tell	 that	 the	 veteran	 policeman
doesn’t	care	for	 the	boyfriend,	but	he	keeps	his	 thoughts	 to	himself.	 In	 the	 last
shot,	 after	his	daughter	gives	him	a	kiss	on	 the	cheek,	Winter	 realizes	 that	 the
boyfriend	has	left	some	money	on	the	table	for	the	coffee.
This	was	noir	warm,	which	was	Wild	Bill	 at	 his	 best—at	 least	 this	 is	what



Jack	 said	 to	 Nico	 Oudejans	 when	 Nico	 called	 and	 asked	 Jack	 his	 opinion	 of
Vanvleck’s	 series.	 Nico	 liked	 the	 series,	 too.	 Nico	 didn’t	 ask	 Jack	 how	 the
meeting	with	Femke	had	gone.	Nico	knew	Femke;	as	a	good	cop,	he	knew	every
detail	 of	Daughter	Alice’s	 story,	 too.	 Jack	 told	Nico	 about	Herbert	Hoffmann
being	 a	 tattoo	 artist,	 not	 an	 organ.	Naturally,	Nico	 asked	 if	 Jack	was	 going	 to
Hamburg.
He	wasn’t.	 Jack	knew	actors	may	be	more	highly	skilled	at	 lying	 than	other

people,	 but	 they	 are	 no	 more	 adept	 at	 lying	 to	 themselves—and	 even	 actors
should	know	better	than	to	lie	to	cops.
“What	more	do	 I	need	 to	know?”	 Jack	asked	Nico,	who	didn’t	 answer	him.

The	policeman	 just	kept	 looking	at	 Jack’s	 eyes—then	at	his	hands,	 then	at	his
eyes	 again.	 Jack	 began	 to	 speak	 more	 rapidly;	 to	 Nico,	 Jack’s	 thoughts	 were
more	run-on	than	consecutive,	but	the	cop	didn’t	question	him.
Jack	said	that	he	hoped,	for	his	father’s	sake,	that	William	had	another	family.

Jack	 wouldn’t	 invade	 his	 father’s	 privacy;	 after	 all,	 William	 hadn’t	 invaded
Jack’s.	Besides,	Jack	knew	that	Herbert	Hoffmann	had	retired.	Alice	had	revered
Hoffmann,	 but	 Jack	would	 leave	Herbert	 Hoffmann	 in	 peace,	 too.	 So	what	 if
Hoffmann	had	almost	surely	met	William	Burns?
“Now	that	you’re	getting	close,	maybe	you’re	afraid	to	find	him,	Jack,”	Nico

said.
It	was	Jack’s	turn	not	to	say	anything;	he	just	tried	to	look	unafraid.
“Maybe	you’re	afraid	that	you’ll	cause	your	father	pain,	or	that	he	won’t	want

to	see	you,”	the	policeman	said.
“Don’t	you	mean	that	I’ll	cause	him	more	pain?”	Jack	asked.
“Now	 that	 you’re	 getting	 close,	maybe	 you	 don’t	 want	 to	 get	 any	 closer—

that’s	all	I’m	saying,	Jack.”
“Maybe,”	Jack	said.	He	didn’t	feel	like	much	of	an	actor	anymore.	Jack	Burns

was	a	boy	who’d	never	known	his	father,	a	boy	whose	father	had	been	kept	from
him;	maybe	what	Jack	was	really	afraid	of	was	 losing	his	missing	father	as	an
excuse.	That’s	what	Claudia	would	have	told	him,	but	Nico	said	nothing	more.
If	 William	 had	 wanted	 a	 Herbert	 Hoffmann,	 Jack	 thought	 he	 knew	 which

kind.	He	 imagined	 it	was	 one	 of	Hoffmann’s	 sailing	 ships—often	 seen	 sailing
out	of	port,	 or	 in	 the	open	 sea	on	a	 long	voyage.	Sometimes	 there	was	 a	dark
lighthouse	 and	 the	 ship	 was	 headed	 for	 rocks.	 Herbert	 Hoffmann’s	 Sailor’s
Grave	was	among	his	most	famous;	there	were	his	Last	Port	and	his	Letzte	Reise
or	Last	Trip,	 too.	 In	most	cases,	Hoffmann’s	 ships	were	 sailing	 into	danger	or



unknown	 adventures;	 the	 feeling	 the	 tattoos	 gave	 you	 was	 one	 of	 farewell,
although	Herbert	Hoffmann	had	done	 his	 share	 of	 homeward-bound	 tattoos	 as
well.
A	 Homeward	 Bound	 would	 not	 have	 been	 his	 father’s	 choice,	 Jack	 was

thinking.	On	the	ship	that	had	carried	Jack	away	from	his	dad,	Jack	sensed	there
would	have	been	more	of	a	Sailor’s	Grave	or	a	 farewell	 feeling—at	 least	 from
William’s	point	of	view.	A	ship	leaving	harbor	conveys	an	uncertain	future.
Or	 else	William	Burns	 had	 stuck	 to	music	 on	 his	 skin.	 Jack	 could	 imagine

that,	too.
There	was	 a	 nonstop	 flight	 from	Los	Angeles	 to	Amsterdam—a	 little	more

than	 ten	 hours	 in	 the	 air.	 Richard	Gladstein	 was	 going	 to	 be	 tired.	 He	would
leave	 L.A.	 at	 4:10	 in	 the	 afternoon	 and	 land	 in	 Amsterdam	 at	 11:40	 in	 the
morning,	 the	 next	 day.	 Jack	 assumed	 that	 Richard	 would	 want	 to	 take	 a	 nap
before	they	met	Vanvleck	for	dinner	that	evening.
For	two	days,	Jack	didn’t	leave	his	hotel	room	except	to	go	to	the	gym	on	the

Rokin.	He	lived	on	room	service;	he	wrote	pages	and	pages	to	Michele	Maher.
He	came	up	with	nothing	he	would	send	to	her,	but	the	stationery	at	the	Grand
was	both	more	plentiful	and	more	attractive	than	that	at	the	Hotel	Torni.
Jack	did	manage	to	come	up	with	a	clever	way	of	asking	Michele	Maher	the

full-body	tattoo	question—that	is,	dermatologically	speaking.
Dear	Michele,
As	a	dermatologist,	can	you	think	of	any	reason	why	a	person	with	a	full-body

tattoo	might	feel	cold?
Please	return	the	stamped,	self-addressed	postcard—checking	the	appropriate

box.
Yours,

Jack
On	 a	 postcard	 of	 the	 Oudezijds	 Voorburgwal	 canal,	 he	 gave	 Michele	 the

following	options.
	
o																		No.
o																		Yes.	Let’s	talk	about	it!
Love,

Michele
Of	course	he	didn’t	 send	 that	 letter	or	 the	postcard.	For	one	 thing,	he	didn’t

have	a	U.S.	stamp	for	the	return	delivery;	for	another,	the	“Love,	Michele”	was



taking	a	lot	for	granted	after	fifteen	years.
His	second	day	alone,	Jack	almost	went	to	see	Els	again	in	her	apartment	on

the	Sint	Jacobsstraat.	He	didn’t	want	to	sleep	with	a	prostitute	in	her	seventies—
he	just	liked	Els.
Mainly	Jack	would	lie	awake	at	night—imagining	his	little	face	on	the	ship’s

deck,	where	his	mother	had	lifted	him	above	the	rail.	Jack	was	just	smiling,	and
waving	 to	 beat	 the	 band,	 while	 the	 damage	 was	 being	 done	 around	 him—
especially	to	his	dad.
In	Hamburg,	maybe	William	had	met	someone;	that	might	have	helped	him	to

forget	 Jack,	 if	 he’d	 ever	 managed	 to	 forget	 his	 son.	 After	 all,	 he’d	 had	 a
correspondence	with	Miss	Wurtz	when	Jack	was	attending	St.	Hilda’s.	It	wasn’t
as	if	William	had	stopped	thinking	about	Jack,	cold.
When	Richard	arrived,	he	went	straight	to	bed	and	Jack	went	back	to	the	gym.

Jack	 was	 eating	 more	 carbs	 and	 had	 changed	 his	 weightlifting	 routine;	 he’d
managed	to	put	on	a	few	pounds,	but	Jack	was	still	no	Jimmy	Stronach.	(Not	that
there	was	anything	he	could	have	done	to	acquire	Jimmy’s	penis.)
In	 the	gym	on	 the	Rokin,	possibly	 in	a	 failing	effort	 to	drown	out	 the	awful

music	in	the	weight	room,	Jack	tried	singing	that	ditty	his	mother	had	sung	only
when	 she	was	 drunk	 or	 stoned—the	 one	 that	 seemed	 to	 resurrect	 her	 Scottish
accent.
	
Oh,	I’ll	never	be	a	kittie
or	a	cookie
or	a	tail.
The	one	place	worse	than
Dock	Place
is	the	Port	o’	Leith	jail.
No,	I’ll	never	be	a	kittie,
of	one	true	thing	I’m	sure—
I	won’t	end	up	on	Dock	Place
and	I’ll	never	be	a	hure.

	
How	funny	that	it	had	once	been	Alice’s	mantra	to	never	be	a	whore.
Jack	 thought	 of	 their	 nightly	 prayer,	 which—when	 he	 was	 a	 child—they

usually	 said	 together.	 He	 remembered	 one	 night	 in	 Amsterdam	when	 she	 fell



asleep	before	he	did,	and	he	said	the	prayer	by	himself.	Jack	had	spoken	a	little
louder	 than	usual,	because	he	had	 to	pray	for	 the	 two	of	 them.	“The	day	Thou
gavest,	 Lord,	 is	 ended.	 Thank	 You	 for	 it.”	 (Of	 course	 that	 had	 probably
happened	more	than	once.)
Jack	 took	 a	 footbridge	 across	 the	 canal	 on	 his	 way	 back	 to	 the	 Grand.	 He

stood	on	the	bridge	and	watched	a	sightseeing	boat	drift	by.	In	the	stern,	a	small
boy	sat	looking	up	at	the	footbridge—his	face	pressed	to	the	glass.	Jack	waved,
but	the	boy	didn’t	wave	back.
It	 was	 already	 dark	 when	 Jack	 walked	 with	 Richard	 Gladstein	 to	 the

Herengracht,	 to	 a	 restaurant	 called	 Zuid	 Zeeland,	 where	 they	 were	 meeting
William	Vanvleck.	Jack	was	in	no	mood	for	the	meeting.	He	kept	thinking	about
the	other	William—the	one	he	would	have	loved	but	was	afraid	to	meet.



V
Dr.	García



36

Claudia’s	Ghost
Bad	things	happened	after	that.	Jack’s	psychiatrist	tried	to	shed	a	positive	light

on	his	failure	to	connect	with	Michele	Maher.	Maybe	this	would	disabuse	Jack
of	what	Dr.	García	called	his	“if-only	romanticism	about	the	past”—meaning	if
only	 it	had	worked	out	with	Michele	Maher	 the	 first	 time,	he	might	have	been
spared	the	ensuing	years	of	incomplete	relationships.
“You	always	attached	too	much	importance	to	your	botched	opportunity	with

Michele,	Jack,”	Dr.	García	said.	“You	never	attached	enough	importance	to	what
worked	with	Claudia.	At	least	that	relationship	lasted.”
“Only	four	years,”	Jack	reminded	her.
“Who	else	 lasted	an	eighth	as	 long,	Jack?	And	don’t	 say	Emma!	The	penis-

holding	doesn’t	count	as	complete,	does	it?”
But	Jack	resisted	his	psychiatrist’s	efforts	to	shed	a	positive	light	on	anything.

He	was	down.	He	embraced	the	movie-magazine	version	of	himself,	his	bad-boy
image.	Jack	didn’t	care	how	many	models	he	wouldn’t	remember	a	month	later.
He	had	ceased	caring	about	what	kind	of	“nookie	house”	he	lived	in,	 too.	(His
“Entrada	Drive	state	of	mind,”	Dr.	García	called	it.)
Jack	was	 in	 that	 state	 of	mind	 in	May	2003	when	he	went	 to	New	York	 to

make	a	movie.	He	had	accepted	the	Harry	Mocco	role	in	The	Love	Poet—a	film
by	Gillian	Scott,	the	Australian	director.	Gillian	had	also	written	the	screenplay.
Harry	Mocco	is	a	crippled	male	model—“half	a	model,”	Harry	calls	himself.

His	legs	were	crushed	in	a	New	York	elevator	accident.	He	has	always	wanted	to
be	an	actor;	he	has	a	great	voice.	But	 there	aren’t	a	 lot	of	 roles	 for	a	guy	 in	a
wheelchair.
Even	as	a	model,	Harry’s	career	is	marginal.	He	is	often	seen	sitting	up	in	bed

in	 the	morning—just	his	 top	half,	naked.	 (The	rest	of	him	is	under	 the	sheets.)
These	are	advertisements	for	women’s	clothes;	the	female	model,	usually	in	the
foreground	of	the	photograph,	is	already	dressed	or	half	dressed.	Her	clothes	are
what’s	being	sold;	the	top	half	of	Harry,	in	the	background,	is	depicted	as	one	of
her	accessories.
Or,	 if	 he’s	 the	 one	modeling	 the	 clothes,	 you	 see	 Jack-as-Harry	 sitting	 at	 a

desk	 or	 in	 the	 driver’s	 seat	 of	 an	 expensive	 car.	 He	 does	 a	 lot	 of	 ads	 for
wristwatches,	usually	in	a	tuxedo—but	the	naked,	half-a-male	accessory	in	those



advertisements	for	women’s	clothing	are	his	specialty.
Harry	Mocco	 doesn’t	 really	 need	 the	 money.	 He	made	 a	 fortune	 suing	 the

building	with	the	elevator	that	crushed	his	legs;	in	and	around	New	York,	where
the	 film	 is	 set,	 Jack-as-Harry	 is	 quite	 a	 famous	 and	 photogenic	 cripple.	 The
modeling	 is	 more	 for	 what	 little	 remains	 of	 his	 dignity	 than	 it	 is	 a	 financial
necessity.	 He	 actually	 lives	 pretty	 well—in	 one	 of	 those	New	York	 buildings
with	 a	 doorman.	 Naturally,	 Harry’s	 gym	 is	 wheelchair-accessible.	 He	 lifts
weights	half	the	day	and	plays	wheelchair	basketball—even	wheelchair	tennis.
Jack-as-Harry	also	memorizes	and	recites	love	poems,	or	parts	of	love	poems

—not	 always	 a	welcome	 activity,	 especially	 since	 he’s	 not	with	 anyone.	He’s
always	 urging	 his	 friends—gym	 friends,	 male-model	 friends—to	 woo	 their
girlfriends	 with	 love	 poetry.	 No	 one	 seems	 interested.	 Harry	 knows	 a	 lot	 of
supermodels—some	of	the	hottest	female	models	in	New	York.	But	they’re	just
friends;	the	supermodels	are	unmoved	by	the	love	poetry.
Jack-as-Harry	has	 sex	only	once	 in	 the	 first	 hour	 and	 fifteen	minutes	of	 the

film;	 to	 no	 one’s	 surprise,	 it’s	 a	 disaster.	 His	 partner	 is	 a	 young	woman	who
frequently	dresses	him	 for	 the	photo	 shoots—she’s	very	plain	 and	nervous,	 an
unglamorous	girl	with	a	pierced	lower	lip.	The	love	poetry	works	on	her,	but	his
being	crippled	doesn’t.	Jack	had	to	give	Gillian	Scott	credit	for	capturing	a	sex
scene	of	award-winning	awkwardness.
The	voice-over,	which	is	Harry	Mocco’s,	is	all	love	poetry.	Everything	from

the	 grimmest	 of	 the	 grim,	 Thomas	 Hardy,	 to	 Philip	 Larkin;	 everything	 from
George	 Wither	 to	 Robert	 Graves.	 (There	 was	 too	 much	 Graves,	 in	 Jack’s
opinion.)
Harry	 Mocco	 usually	 doesn’t	 get	 to	 recite	 more	 than	 a	 couplet,	 rarely	 a

complete	stanza.	Nobody	he	knows	wants	to	hear	a	whole	poem.
“I’m	 not	 sure	 about	 the	 suitability	 of	 this	 role	 for	 you,”	 Dr.	 García	 had

forewarned	Jack.	“A	crippled	male	model	who	hasn’t	found	his	audience.	Isn’t
that	coming	a	little	close	to	home?”	Nor,	in	Dr.	García’s	opinion,	was	the	length
of	his	separation	from	her	advisable.	“I	don’t	do	house	calls	as	far	away	as	New
York,	Jack—although	I	could	stand	to	do	a	little	shopping.”
Why	don’t	your	children,	if	 that’s	who	they	are,	grow	older?	he’d	wanted	to

ask	her.	The	photographs	in	Dr.	García’s	office	were	an	irreplaceable,	seemingly
permanent	collection.	The	older	husband—or	her	father,	if	that’s	who	he	was—
was	 fixed	 in	 time.	 All	 of	 them	 seemed	 fixed	 in	 time,	 like	 bugs	 preserved	 in
amber.	But	Jack	didn’t	ask	her	about	it.
He	just	went	to	New	York	and	made	the	movie.	“Work	is	work,	Dr.	García,”



he’d	said	defensively.	“A	part	 is	 just	a	part.	I’m	not	Harry	Mocco,	nor	am	I	 in
danger	of	becoming	him.	I’m	not	anybody.”
“That’s	part	of	your	problem,	Jack,”	she	had	reminded	him.
The	whole	movie	had	a	fifty-two-day	shooting	schedule.	For	the	Harry	Mocco

part,	including	rehearsals,	Jack	had	to	be	in	New	York	a	couple	of	months.
He	was	in	the	habit	of	seeing	Dr.	García	twice	a	week—two	months	without

seeing	her	would	necessitate	 a	 certain	number	of	 phone	 calls.	He	 couldn’t	 tell
her	his	life	story	over	the	phone;	in	an	emergency,	he	could	talk	to	her,	but	the
chronological-order	part	would	have	to	wait.
In	Dr.	García’s	view,	the	chronological-order	part	was	what	determined	how

Jack	was	 doing.	 It	 was	 one	 thing	 to	 babble	 out	 loud	 about	 an	 emotionally	 or
psychologically	disturbing	moment;	it	was	quite	another	obstacle	to	organize	the
story	and	tell	it	(exactly	as	it	had	happened)	to	an	actual	person.	In	this	respect,
the	 chronological-order	 part	 was	 like	 acting;	 in	 Dr.	 García’s	 view,	 if	 Jack
couldn’t	tell	the	story	in	an	orderly	fashion,	that	meant	that	he	couldn’t	handle	it
psychologically	and	emotionally.
Jack	 Burns	 put	 everything	 he	 had	 into	 Harry	Mocco.	 He	 remembered	 how

Mrs.	Malcolm	had	tyrannized	the	classroom,	her	head-on	crashing	into	desks—
her	 racing	 up	 and	 down	 the	 aisles	 in	 the	 St.	 Hilda’s	 chapel,	 skinning	 her
knuckles	on	 the	pews.	He	remembered	how	Bonnie	Hamilton	could	climb	into
her	wheelchair,	or	extricate	herself	from	it,	the	second	his	head	was	turned.	He
never	 saw	 her	 slip	 or	 fall,	 but	 he	 noticed	 the	 bruises—the	 evidence	 that	 she
wasn’t	perfect.
Jack	not	only	did	wheelchair	tricks	on	the	set	of	The	Love	Poet;	he	insisted	on

using	the	wheelchair	when	he	was	off	the	set,	too.	He	pretended	he	was	crippled.
Jack	wheeled	around	the	hotel	like	a	psycho	invalid;	he	made	them	load	him	into
limos,	and	unload	him.	He	practiced	falling,	too.	He	did	a	fantastic,	head-over-
heels	wheelie	in	the	lobby	of	the	Trump	International	on	Central	Park	West—the
startled	bellman	and	concierge	running	to	assist	him.
They	 had	 a	 great	 gym	 at	 the	 Trump.	 Jack	went	 there	 in	 his	wheelchair;	 he

would	get	on	the	treadmill	and	run	for	half	an	hour	with	the	wheelchair	parked
alongside,	as	if	it	were	for	another	person.
When	Harry	Mocco	has	wheelchair	accidents	in	The	Love	Poet,	the	voice-over

is	 heavy	 on	 Robert	 Graves.	 (A	 little	 of	 Graves	 goes	 a	 long	 way.	 “Love	 is	 a
universal	migraine,”	for	example.)
Or:

	



Why	have	such	scores	of	lovely,	gifted	girls
																		Married	impossible	men?
Simple	self-sacrifice	may	be	ruled	out,
																		And	missionary	endeavour,	nine	times	out	of	ten.

	
When	Jack-as-Harry	is	crawling	on	all	fours	from	the	bed	to	the	bathroom,	the

girl	 who’s	 just	 slept	 with	 him	 is	 watching	 him—repulsed.	 The	 voice-over	 is
Harry’s,	reciting	e.	e.	cummings.
	
i	like	my	body	when	it	is	with	your
body.

	
Jack-as-Harry	tries	 to	win	over	 the	pierced-lip	girl	with	a	 love	poem	by	Ted

Hughes,	 but	 a	 little	 of	Hughes	 goes	 a	 long	way,	 too.	 The	 girl	 is	 out	 the	 door
before	he	can	finish	the	first	stanza.
	
We	sit	late,	watching	the	dark	slowly	unfold:
No	clock	counts	this.

	
Harry’s	 more	 self-pitying	 moments—repeatedly	 banging	 his	 head	 on	 a

bathtub	 drain,	 unable	 to	 climb	 out	 of	 the	 slippery	 tub—are	 pure	 pathos.	 (The
voice-over	to	the	bathtub	scene	is	Harry’s	recitation	of	George	Wither.)
	
Shall	I,	wasting	in	despair,
Die	because	a	woman’s	fair?

	
The	 Love	 Poet	 is	 a	 noir	 love	 story—more	 noir	 than	 love	 story	 for	 three

quarters	of	the	film,	more	love	story	than	noir	at	the	end.	Jack-as-Harry	meets	a
recently	crippled	young	woman	in	his	gym.	She	is	wheelchair-bound,	too.	Harry
can	 tell	 it’s	 her	 first	 public	 outing	 in	 her	 new	 but	 permanent	 condition;	 she’s
tentative.	She’s	being	introduced	to	various	weight	machines	and	exercises	by	a
blowhard	 personal	 trainer	 whom	 Harry	 despises.	 The	 girl	 is	 what	 wheelchair
veterans	like	Harry	call	a	“newborn.”
“Leave	the	newborn	to	me,”	Jack-as-Harry	tells	the	trainer.
Harry	 then	 proceeds	 to	 demonstrate	 every	 weight	 machine	 and	 exercise	 in

slapstick;	he	drops	things,	he	stages	spectacular	falls.



“See?	This	is	easy!”	he	tells	the	newborn,	imitating	the	hearty	bullshit	of	the
personal	trainer.	Jack-as-Harry	hurls	himself	out	of	his	wheelchair	as	awkwardly
as	possible,	demonstrating	to	the	recently	crippled	young	woman	that	nothing	is
going	to	be	easy	for	her.
When	 they	 fall	 in	 love,	 the	 voice-over	 is	 Harry’s;	 he’s	 reciting	 A.	 E.

Housman.	(In	a	gym,	of	all	places.)
	
Oh,	when	I	was	in	love	with	you,
																		Then	I	was	clean	and	brave,
And	miles	around	the	wonder	grew
																		How	well	did	I	behave.
Shame	on	Jack	Burns—that	month	in	New	York,	he	was	not	as	well	behaved

as	Harry	Mocco.	 He	met	 a	 transvestite	 dancer	 at	 a	 downtown	 club.	 Jack	was
distracted	 by	 her	 strong-looking	 hands	 and	 her	 prominent	 Adam’s	 apple.	 He
knew	she	was	a	man.	Still,	he	went	along	with	the	seduction-in-progress—up	to
a	 point.	 Jack	 let	 her	wheel	 him	 through	 the	 lobby	 of	 the	 Trump,	 and	 into	 the
hotel’s	 bar.	 She	 sat	 in	 his	 lap	 in	 the	wheelchair	 and	 they	 sang	 a	Beatles	 song
together,	the	bar	crowd	joining	in.
	
When	I	get	older	losing	my	hair,
Many	years	from	now.
Will	you	still	be	sending	me	a	Valentine,
Birthday	greetings	bottle	of	wine?

	
Jack	tried	to	say	good	night	to	the	transvestite	dancer	at	the	elevator,	but	she

insisted	on	coming	 to	his	 room	with	him.	All	 the	way	up	on	 the	elevator,	 they
kept	singing.	(She	sat	in	his	lap	in	the	elevator,	too.)
	
If	I’d	been	out	till	quarter	to	three
Would	you	lock	the	door,
Will	you	still	need	me,	will	you	still	feed	me,
When	I’m	sixty-four?

	
The	 transvestite	wheeled	 him	down	 the	 hall	 to	 his	 hotel	 room.	At	 the	 door,

Jack	tried	again	to	say	good	night	to	her.



“Don’t	be	silly,	Jack,”	she	said,	wheeling	him	inside	the	room.
“I’m	not	going	to	have	sex	with	you,”	Jack	told	her.
“Yes,	you	are,”	the	pretty	dancer	said.
Jack	soon	had	a	fight	on	his	hands.	When	a	transvestite	wants	to	have	sex,	she

feels	as	strongly	about	it	as	a	guy—because	she	is	a	guy!	Jack	had	a	battle	on	his
hands.	 The	 room	 got	 trashed	 a	 little—one	 lamp,	 especially.	 Yes,	 Jack	 was
aroused—but	 even	 he	 knew	 the	 difference	 between	 wanting	 to	 have	 sex	 and
actually	having	it.	Not	even	he	would	submit	to	every	desire.
“Look,	 it’s	obvious	you	want	me,”	 the	dancer	said.	“Stop	fighting	it.”	She’d

taken	off	all	her	clothes	and	had	managed	to	destroy	most	of	Jack’s.	“You	have	a
hard-on,”	she	kept	pointing	out,	as	if	Jack	didn’t	know.
“I	get	a	hard-on	in	my	sleep,”	he	told	her.
“Look	at	me!”	she	screamed.	“I	have	a	hard-on!”
“I	can	see	that	you	do,”	Jack	said.	“And	you	have	breasts.”	(They	were	as	hard

as	apples;	Jack	knew,	because	he	was	trying	to	push	them	out	of	his	face.)
This	time,	he	saw	the	left	hook	coming—and	the	right	uppercut,	and	the	head-

butt,	 too.	 She	 may	 have	 been	 a	 dancer,	 but	 she	 was	 not	 without	 some	 other
training;	this	wasn’t	her	first	fight.
Naturally,	the	phone	was	ringing—the	front-desk	clerk,	Jack	assumed.	There

had	probably	been	calls	 to	 the	 front	desk	 from	those	 rooms	adjacent	 to	Jack’s,
within	 hearing	 distance	 of	 the	 destroyed	 lamp	 and	 all	 the	 rest.	Well,	 wouldn’t
Donald	 Trump	 love	 this!	 Jack	 was	 thinking.	 (The	 Trump’s	 fabulous	 view	 of
Central	Park—for	the	time	being,	utterly	ignored.)
He	 heard	 the	 security	 guys	 picking	 at	 the	 lock	 on	 his	 hotel-room	 door,	 but

Jack	had	a	Russian	front	headlock	on	the	dancer	and	he	wasn’t	letting	go—not
even	to	open	the	door.	Her	fingernails	were	like	claws,	and	he	had	to	give	up	the
front	headlock	when	she	bit	him	in	the	forearm.
“You	fight	like	a	girl,”	Jack	told	her.
He	 knew	 that	would	 really	 piss	 her	 off.	When	 she	 came	 at	 him,	 Jack	 hit	 a

pretty	good	duck-under	and	got	behind	her.	He	held	her	chest-down	on	the	rug
with	a	double-armbar,	where	she	couldn’t	bite	him.	The	security	guys	finally	got
the	door	open;	there	were	two	of	them,	plus	the	night	manager.
“We’re	here	to	help	you,	Mr.	Burns—I	mean	Mr.	Mocco,”	the	night	manager

said.
“I	have	a	distraught	dancer	on	my	hands,”	Jack	told	them.



“He	had	a	hard-on.	I	saw	it,”	the	transvestite	said.
One	 of	 the	 security	 guys	 had	 thought	 that	 Jack	 really	was	 a	 cripple.	 He’d

never	 seen	 Jack	 out	 of	 the	wheelchair—not	 even	 in	 the	movies.	 (He	wasn’t	 a
moviegoer,	 clearly.)	 From	 the	 other	 security	 guy’s	 reaction	when	 the	 three	 of
them	were	forcibly	dressing	the	dancer,	chicks	with	dicks	were	new	to	him.
Jack	never	went	to	bed;	he	stayed	up,	rehearsing	how	he	would	tell	this	part	of

the	 story	 of	 his	 life	 to	 Dr.	 García.	 He	 knew	 this	 episode	 wouldn’t	 wait	 for
chronological	 order.	 Jack	 kept	 a	 cold	 washcloth	 on	 his	 forearm,	 where	 the
transvestite	dancer	had	bitten	him.	She	hadn’t	broken	the	skin,	but	the	bite	marks
were	sore	and	ugly-looking.
In	the	late	morning,	when	Jack	talked	to	Dr.	García	from	the	set	of	The	Love

Poet,	 he	 told	 her	 that	 the	 unfortunate	 incident	 was	 out	 of	 character	 for	 Harry
Mocco	 but	 sadly	 typical	 of	 Jack	 Burns.	 (Jack	 thought	 he	 might	 preempt	 her
criticism	by	criticizing	himself.)
“You	acquiesce	too	much,	Jack,”	Dr.	García	said.	“You	should	never	have	let

the	 transvestite	 into	 the	 elevator—you	 should	 have	 had	 the	 fight	 in	 the	 lobby,
where	it	would	have	been	a	shorter	fight.	For	that	matter,	you	should	never	have
let	her	sit	in	your	lap	in	the	bar.”
“It	 wouldn’t	 have	 been	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 have	 had	 that	 fight	 in	 the	 bar,”	 he

assured	Dr.	García.
“But	why	did	you	leave	the	nightclub	with	her	in	the	first	place?”	Dr.	García

asked	him.
“She	turned	me	on.	I	was	aroused,”	he	admitted.
“I’m	 sure	 you	were,	 Jack.	That’s	what	 transvestites	do,	 isn’t	 it?	They	go	 to

great	lengths	to	turn	men	on.	But	what	does	that	lead	to,	Jack?	Every	time,	where
does	that	go?”
He	couldn’t	think	of	what	to	say.
“You	keep	getting	in	trouble,”	Dr.	García	was	saying.	“It’s	always	just	a	little

trouble,	 but	 you	 know	what	 that	 leads	 to—don’t	 you,	 Jack?	 Don’t	 you	 know
where	that	goes?”
It	was	 July	 2003	when	 they	 had	 the	wrap	 party	 for	The	 Love	 Poet	 in	New

York,	 and	 Jack	 flew	back	 to	L.A.	He’d	 succumbed	 to	Harry	Mocco’s	habit	of
reciting	 fragments	 of	 love	 poems	 to	 total	 strangers,	 but	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the
attractive	 stewardess	on	his	 flight	 from	New	York	 to	Los	Angeles,	 this	wasn’t
entirely	Jack’s	fault.	She’d	asked	him	to	tell	her	about	his	next	movie,	and	Jack
began	 by	 explaining	 to	 her	 that	 Harry	 Mocco	 compulsively	 memorizes	 love



poems	and	recites	them	at	the	drop	of	a	hat.
“For	example,	do	you	know	the	poem	‘Talking	in	Bed’	by	Philip	Larkin?”	he

asked	her.	(She	was	probably	Jack’s	age.)
“Do	I	want	to	know	it?”	she	asked	him	warily.	“I’m	married.”
But	 he	 kept	 trying.	 (Jack	 hadn’t	 slept	 with	 a	 stewardess	 in	 years.)	 “Or	 ‘In

Bertram’s	Garden’	by	Donald	Justice,”	he	went	on,	as	if	the	flight	attendant	were
encouraging	 him.	 “	 ‘Jane	 looks	 down	 at	 her	 organdy	 skirt	 /	As	 if	 it	 somehow
were	the	thing	disgraced—’	”
“Whoa!”	the	stewardess	said,	cutting	him	off.	“I	don’t	want	to	hear	about	it.”
That’s	what	happens	when	you	ask	an	actor	to	tell	you	about	his	next	movie.
When	Jack	walked	 into	his	place	on	Entrada	Drive,	he	 immediately	called	a

real	estate	agent	and	asked	to	have	the	house	put	on	the	market.	(Sell	the	fucker!
Jack	was	thinking;	maybe	that	would	force	me	to	live	a	little	differently.)
He	headed	off	for	his	appointment	with	Dr.	García—his	first	in	two	months—

feeling	like	a	new	man.
“But	you	haven’t	really	made	a	decision	about	where	you	want	to	live,	Jack,”

Dr.	García	pointed	out.	“Aren’t	you	pulling	the	rug	out	from	under	your	feet,	so
to	speak?”
But	if	Jack	couldn’t	make	up	his	mind	about	his	life,	he	had	at	least	decided	to

make	something	happen.
“Is	it	the	house	itself	that	let	Lucy	come	inside?”	Dr.	García	asked	him.	“Is	it

because	 of	 your	mother’s	 lies	 to	 you,	 or	 your	missing	 father,	 that	 you	 are	 an
unanchored	ship—in	danger	of	drifting	wherever	the	wind	or	the	currents,	or	the
next	sexual	encounter,	will	take	you?”
Jack	didn’t	say	anything.
“Think	 about	 Claudia,”	 Dr.	 García	 said.	 “If	 you	 want	 to	 make	 something

meaningful	happen—if	you	really	want	to	live	differently—think	about	finding	a
woman	 like	 that.	Think	 about	 committing	yourself	 to	 a	 relationship;	 it	 doesn’t
even	 have	 to	 last	 four	 years.	Think	 about	 being	with	 a	woman	you	 could	 live
with	for	one	year!	Start	small,	but	start	something.”
“You	asked	me	not	to	mistake	you	for	a	dating	service,”	Jack	reminded	her.
“I’m	 recommending	 that	 you	 stop	 dating,	 Jack.	 I’m	 suggesting	 that,	 if	 you

tried	 to	 live	with	someone,	you	would	have	 to	 live	a	 lot	differently.	You	don’t
need	 a	 new	 house.	You	 need	 to	 find	 someone	 you	 can	 live	with,”	Dr.	García
said.



“Someone	like	Claudia?	She	wanted	children,	Dr.	García.”
“I	don’t	mean	someone	like	Claudia	in	that	respect,	but	a	relationship	like	that

—one	that	has	a	chance	of	lasting,	Jack.”
“Claudia	is	probably	very	fat	now,”	he	told	Dr.	García.	“She	had	an	epic	battle

with	her	weight	ahead	of	her.”
“I	don’t	necessarily	mean	someone	like	Claudia	in	that	respect,	either,	Jack.”
“Claudia	wanted	children	so	badly—she’s	probably	a	grandmother	now!”	he

said	to	Dr.	García.
“You	never	could	count,	Jack,”	she	told	him.
Jack	 didn’t	 blame	 Dr.	 García.	 He	 would	 take	 full	 responsibility	 for	 what

happened.	 But	 the	 very	 idea	 of	 Claudia—the	 reason	 she	 was	 recently	 on	 his
mind—surely	 came	 from	 the	Claudia	 conversation	 in	 his	 therapy	 session	with
Dr.	 García.	 Jack	 was	 thinking	 about	 her—that’s	 all	 he	 would	 say	 in	 his	 own
defense—when	he	drove	back	home	 to	Santa	Monica	 from	a	dinner	party	one
warm	night	that	summer.
Jack	was	remembering	the	first	 time	Claudia	let	him	borrow	her	Volvo—the

incredible	feeling	of	independence	that	comes	from	being	young	and	alone	and
driving	a	car.
He	 pulled	 into	 his	 driveway	 on	 Entrada—his	 headlights	 illuminating	 the

arrestingly	beautiful,	incontestably	Slavic-looking	young	woman	who	sat	on	her
battered	but	familiar	suitcase	on	Jack’s	absurdly	small	lawn.	She	sat	so	serenely
still,	as	if	she	were	placidly	posing	for	a	photograph	beside	the	FOR	SALE	sign,	that	for
a	moment	Jack	forgot	what	was	for	sale.	He	thought	she	was	for	sale,	before	he
remembered	 he	 was	 selling	 his	 house—and	 that	 thought	 would	 come	 back	 to
haunt	 him,	 because	 she	 was	 more	 for	 sale	 than	 Jack	 could	 possibly	 have
imagined.
He	knew	who	she	was—Claudia,	or	her	ghost.	It	was	a	wonder	he	didn’t	lose

control	 of	 the	Audi	 and	 drive	 over	 her—either	 killing	Claudia	 on	 the	 spot,	 or
killing	 her	 ghost	 again.	 But	 how	 can	 it	 be	 Claudia?	 Jack	 was	 thinking.	 The
young	woman	on	his	lawn	was	as	young	as	Claudia	had	been	when	he’d	known
her,	 or	 younger.	 (Besides,	Claudia	had	 always	 looked	older	 than	 she	was,	and
she	had	the	habit	of	lying	about	her	age.)
“God	damn	you,	Jack,”	Claudia	had	said.	“After	I	die,	I’m	going	to	haunt	you

—I	promise	you	I	will—I	might	even	haunt	you	before	I	die.”
Since	Claudia	 had	 promised	 that	 she	would	 haunt	 him,	wasn’t	 it	 forgivable

that	 Jack	 assumed	 the	 apparition	 sitting	 beside	 his	 FOR	 SALE	 sign	 was	 Claudia’s



ghost?	A	ghost	doesn’t	usually	travel	with	a	suitcase,	but	maybe	Heaven	or	Hell
had	 kicked	 her	 out—or	 her	 mission	 to	 haunt	 Jack	 had	 required	 her	 to	 have
several	changes	of	clothes.	After	all,	Claudia	was	(or	had	been)	an	actress—and
she’d	loved	the	theater,	more	than	Jack	had.	In	the	case	of	Claudia’s	ghost,	the
suitcase	could	have	been	a	prop.
Jack	somehow	managed	to	get	out	of	 the	Audi	and	walk	up	to	her,	although

his	legs	had	turned	to	stone.	He	knew	that	driving	away,	or	running	away,	wasn’t
an	option—you	can’t	get	away	from	a	ghost.	But	he	 left	 the	Audi’s	headlights
on.	When	approaching	a	ghost,	you	at	least	want	to	see	her	clearly.	Who	wants
to	walk	up	to	a	ghost	in	the	dark?
“Claudia?”	Jack	said,	his	voice	trembling.
“Oh,	 Jack,	 it’s	 been	 too	 long,”	 she	 said.	 “It’s	 been	 forever	 since	 I’ve	 seen

you!”
She	was	 the	 same	 old	Claudia,	 only	 younger.	The	 same	 stage	 presence,	 the

same	projection	of	her	voice—as	if,	even	one-on-one,	she	was	making	sure	that
those	 poor	 souls	 in	 the	 worst	 seats	 in	 the	 uppermost	 balcony	 could	 hear	 her
perfectly.
“But	you’re	so	young,”	he	said.
“I	died	young,	Jack.”
“How	 young,	Claudia?	You	 look	 even	 younger	 than	 you	were!	How	 is	 that

possible?”
“Death	becomes	me,	I	guess,”	she	said.	“Aren’t	you	going	to	ask	me	inside?

I’ve	been	dying	 to	see	you,	Jack.	 I’ve	been	sitting	on	 this	 freakin’	 lawn	for	an
eternity.”
The	word	freakin’	was	new,	and	not	at	all	like	Claudia.	But	who	knew	where

she’d	been—and,	among	the	dead,	with	whom?	She	held	out	her	hands	and	Jack
helped	her	to	her	feet.	He	was	surprised	that	he	could	feel	her	not-inconsiderable
weight.	Who	would	have	guessed	that	ghosts	weighed	anything	at	all?	But	from
the	look	of	her—even	in	Heaven,	or	that	other	place—Claudia	still	had	to	watch
her	weight.
She	was	 still	 self-conscious	 about	 her	 hips,	 too.	 She	wore	 the	 same	 type	 of

long,	full	skirt	that	she’d	always	liked	to	wear—even	in	the	summer.	She	was	as
heavy-breasted	as	Jack	remembered	her;	in	fact,	given	what	people	who	believed
in	ghosts	were	generally	inclined	to	believe,	she	was	disarmingly	full-figured	for
a	spirit.
Jack	 ran	 to	 the	 car	 and	 turned	 off	 the	 Audi’s	 headlights,	 half	 expecting



Claudia’s	ghost	to	disappear.	But	she	waited	for	him,	smiling;	she	let	him	carry
her	old	 leather	 suitcase	 inside.	She	went	 straight	 to	 Jack’s	bedroom,	as	 if	 they
were	still	a	couple	and	she’d	been	living	with	him	all	these	years—even	though
Claudia	 had	 never	 been	 in	 that	 house.	He	waited	 in	 shock	while	 she	 used	 his
bathroom.	(The	things	ghosts	had	to	do!)
Jack	was	deeply	conflicted.	He	both	believed	her	and	suspected	her.	She	had

the	same	creamy-smooth	skin,	the	same	prominent	jaw	and	cheekbones—a	face
made	for	close-ups,	he’d	always	said.	Claudia	should	have	been	in	the	movies,
despite	 the	 problem	 with	 her	 weight;	 she	 had	 a	 face	 that	 was	 wasted	 in	 the
theater,	Jack	had	always	told	her.
When	Claudia’s	ghost	emerged	from	the	bathroom,	she	came	up	to	Jack	and

nuzzled	his	neck.	“I’ve	even	missed	your	smell,”	she	said.
“Ghosts	have	a	sense	of	smell?”	he	asked.
Jack	held	her	by	the	shoulders,	at	arm’s	length,	and	looked	into	her	eyes;	they

were	the	same	yellowish	brown	they’d	always	been,	 like	polished	wood,	 like	a
lioness’s	eyes.	But	there	was	something	about	her	that	wasn’t	quite	the	same;	the
resemblance	was	striking	but	inexact.	It	wasn’t	only	that	she	seemed	too	young
to	 be	 the	 Claudia	 he’d	 known—even	 if	 she’d	 died	 the	 day	 after	 they	 parted
company,	even	if	death	(as	the	ghost	had	said)	did	become	her.
“A	thought	occurs	to	me,	Claudia,”	he	said.	Holding	her,	even	at	arm’s	length,

Jack	could	 feel	her	body’s	heat.	And	all	 this	 time,	he’d	 thought	 that	ghosts	 (if
you	could	 feel	 them	at	all)	would	 feel	cold.	 “Since	my	mother	died,	 I’ve	been
wondering	about	this,”	he	told	her.	“If	ghosts	get	to	keep	the	tattoos	they	had	in
life—I	mean	in	the	hereafter.”
Again,	 the	smile—but	even	her	smile	wasn’t	exactly	as	Jack	remembered	 it.

He	didn’t	 think	 that	Claudia’s	 teeth	had	ever	been	quite	 this	white.	She	slowly
lifted	 the	 long,	 full	 skirt.	 The	 seductiveness	 in	 her	 eyes	 was	 unchanged,	 and
there,	 high	 up	 on	 her	 inner	 thigh,	 which	 was	 even	 a	 little	 plumper	 than	 he
remembered	 it,	 was	 the	 tattoo	 of	 the	 Chinese	 scepter—the	 short	 sword
symbolizing	everything	as	you	wish.
“It	took	long	enough,	but	it	finally	healed,”	she	told	him.
It	was	a	pretty	good	Chinese	scepter,	Jack	thought,	but	it	was	not	as	perfect	as

the	one	his	mom	had	learned	from	Paul	Harper.
“It’s	 real,”	 the	 young	woman	 said.	 “It	won’t	 rub	 off	 on	 your	 hand.	 See	 for

yourself,	Jack—go	on	and	touch	it.”
The	voice,	her	projection,	may	have	been	 the	same,	but	 the	 language	 lacked



Claudia’s	exactness—her	correctness	of	speech,	her	good	education.	The	“go	on
and	touch	it”—the	casual	use	of	the	word	and—was	no	more	like	Claudia	than
the	word	freakin’	that	had	caught	Jack’s	attention	earlier.
He	 touched	 the	 young	 woman’s	 tattoo,	 high	 up	 on	 her	 inner	 thigh—her

imitation	Chinese	scepter,	as	Jack	thought	of	it.
“Who	are	you?”	he	asked	her.
She	took	his	hand	and	made	him	touch	her,	higher	up.	She	wasn’t	wearing	any

panties,	not	even	a	thong.	“Doesn’t	it	feel	familiar,	Jack?	Don’t	you	want	to	be
back	there—to	be	young	again?”
“You’re	not	Claudia,”	Jack	told	her.	“Claudia	was	never	crude.”	And	ghosts,

he	could	have	said,	not	only	don’t	have	body	heat;	female	ghosts	don’t	get	wet.
(Or	do	they?)
“You	have	a	hard-on,	Jack,”	the	girl	said,	touching	him.
“I	 get	 a	 hard-on	 in	 my	 sleep,”	 he	 told	 her,	 as	 if	 the	 episode	 with	 that

transvestite	dancer	at	the	Trump	had	been	a	dress	rehearsal.	“It’s	no	big	deal.”
“It’s	 big	 enough,”	 the	 young	 woman	 said,	 kissing	 him	 on	 the	 mouth;	 she

didn’t	 come	close	 to	kissing	 like	Claudia.	But	 it	 took	no	 small	 amount	of	will
power	on	Jack’s	part	 to	stop	 touching	her.	To	make	her	stop,	he	had	to	 let	her
know	that	he	knew	who	she	was.
“What	 would	 your	 mother	 say	 about	 this?”	 Jack	 asked	 Claudia’s	 daughter.

“The	 very	 idea	 of	 you	 having	 sex	 with	 me!	 That	 wouldn’t	 make	 your	 mom
happy,	would	it?”
“My	mom’s	dead,”	 the	girl	 told	him.	“I’m	here	 to	haunt	you—it’s	what	 she

would	have	wanted.”
“I’m	 sorry	 your	 mother’s	 dead,”	 he	 replied.	 “But	 what	 would	 she	 have

wanted?”
“I	don’t	believe	 in	ghosts,”	Claudia’s	daughter	 said.	 “I’m	here	 to	haunt	you

because	I	don’t	believe	that	Mom	can	do	it.”
“What’s	your	name?”	Jack	asked	her.
“Sally,”	 the	girl	 said.	“After	Sally	Bowles,	 the	part	 in	Cabaret	Mom	always

wanted—the	part	she	 told	me	you	wanted,	 too.	Only	you	probably	would	have
been	better	at	it,	Mom	said.”
“What	did	your	mom	die	of,	Sally?	When	did	she	die?”
“Cancer,	a	couple	of	years	ago,”	Sally	said.	“I	had	to	wait	till	I	was	eighteen—

so	it	would	be	legal	to	haunt	you.”



She	 looked	 like	 a	 woman	 in	 her	 early	 twenties,	 but	 then	 her	 mother	 had
always	looked	older	than	she	was,	too.
“Are	you	really	eighteen,	Sally?”
“Just	like	Lucy.	Wasn’t	Lucy	eighteen?”	Sally	asked	him.
“I	guess	everyone	knows	about	Lucy,”	Jack	said.
“The	Lucy	business	was	the	last	thing	my	mom	knew	about	you—it	happened

just	before	she	died.	Maybe	it	made	it	easier	for	her	to	die	without	you,”	Sally
said.
Like	Lucy,	Sally	was	walking	around	in	Jack’s	house	as	if	she	owned	it.	He

noticed	she	had	kicked	off	her	shoes;	she	walked	barefoot	on	the	wrestling	mat
in	his	gym.	Her	beige,	sleeveless	blouse	was	a	gauzy,	fabric;	her	bra,	which	Jack
could	see	through	the	blouse,	was	the	same	beige	or	light-tan	color.	Sally’s	skirt
made	a	swishing	sound	as	she	walked.	She	paused	at	his	desk,	reading	the	title
page	of	a	screenplay	lying	there.	(That	was	when	she	picked	up	Jack’s	address
book.)
“My	mom	never	stopped	loving	you,”	Sally	said.	“She	always	wondered	what

might	have	happened	 if	 she’d	 stayed	with	you—if	you	ever	would	have	given
her	a	child,	or	children.	She	regretted	breaking	up	with	you,	but	she	had	to	have
children.”
The	way	Sally	said	children,	Jack	got	the	feeling	that	she	didn’t	like	kids—or

that	 the	 need	 to	 have	 them	wasn’t	 as	 urgent	 an	 issue	 to	 her	 as	 it	 had	 been	 to
Claudia.
Sally	 plopped	 herself	 down	 on	 Jack’s	 living-room	 couch	 and	 opened	 his

address	book.	He	sat	down	beside	her.
“Do	you	have	siblings,	Sally?”
“Are	you	kidding?	Mom	popped	out	four	kids,	one	right	after	the	other.	Lucky

me—I	was	the	first.	I	got	to	be	the	babysitter.”
“And	your	dad?”	Jack	asked	her.
“He	means	no	harm,”	Sally	said.	“Mom	would	have	married	the	first	guy	she

met	after	she	split	up	with	you.	He	just	had	to	promise	to	give	her	children.	My
dad	was	the	first	guy	she	met,	the	pathetic	loser.”
“Why	is	he	a	pathetic	loser,	Sally?”
“He	got	 to	go	 to	all	your	movies	with	Mom.	What	a	kick	 that	had	 to	be	 for

him,	if	you	know	what	I	mean,”	Sally	said.	“Of	course,	when	I	was	old	enough,	I
got	to	watch	all	your	movies,	too—with	Mom	and	Dad.	There	wasn’t	anything



she	 didn’t	 tell	Dad	 about	 you.	There	wasn’t	 anything	 she	 didn’t	 tell	me	 about
you,	 too.	 That	 trip	 you	 took	 to	 the	 Toronto	 film	 festival;	 how	 your	 mother
tattooed	her.	How	you	made	Mom	show	her	 tattoo	 to	 the	customs	agent—that
was	a	good	one.	How	she	gave	you	the	clap	she	caught	from	Captain	Phoebus,
when	 you	were	 a	 gay	Esmeralda	 in	The	Hunchback	 of	Notre	Dame;	 how	you
were	such	a	prick	about	it,	as	if	you’d	never	fooled	around	yourself.”
“But	your	dad	loved	her?”	Jack	asked	Sally.
“Oh,	 he	 worshiped	 her!”	 Sally	 said.	 “Mom	 got	 as	 big	 as	 a	 cow—she

completely	 let	herself	go—and	it	was	painfully	evident	 that	she	never	got	over
you.	But	Dad	adored	her.”
“You’re	very	beautiful,	Sally,”	he	told	the	girl.	“You	look	so	much	like	your

mom,	 I	 almost	 believed	 you.	 For	 a	 moment,	 I	 thought	 you	 were	 Claudia’s
ghost.”
“I	can	haunt	you	as	good	as	any	ghost—believe	me,	Jack.”	She	wasn’t	looking

at	him;	she	just	kept	thumbing	through	the	pages	of	his	address	book,	as	if	she
were	searching	for	someone.	Suddenly	she	flipped	to	the	front	of	the	book;	she
began	with	the	A’s.	In	her	mother’s	stage	voice,	she	read	aloud	the	first	woman’s
name.
“Mildred	 (‘Milly’)	 Ascheim,”	 Sally	 said;	 then	 her	 tone	 of	 voice	 became

insinuating.	“Did	you	screw	her,	Jack?	Are	you	still	screwing	her?”
“No,	never,”	he	replied.
“Uh-oh.	Here’s	another	Ascheim—Myra.	You	crossed	her	name	out.	That’s	a

pretty	clear	indication	that	you	fucked	her.	Then	you	dumped	her,	I	suppose.”
“I	never	had	sex	with	her.	I	crossed	out	her	name	because	she	died.	Sally,	let’s

not	play	this	game,”	Jack	said.
But	 she	 kept	 reading;	 she	 became	 very	 excited	 when	 she	 got	 to	 Lucia

Delvecchio’s	name.	“Even	Mom	said	you	must	have	slept	with	her,”	Sally	said.
“Mom	said	she	could	 tell	you	were	going	 to	sleep	with	her	when	she	saw	you
with	her	in	the	movie.”
Jack	 let	 it	 go	 on	 too	 long.	 Sally	 was	 into	 the	G’s	 when	 the	 trouble	 really

started.	(Jack	knew	what	Dr.	García	would	say—namely,	that	he	shouldn’t	have
been	sitting	next	to	Sally	on	the	couch	in	the	first	place.)
“Elena	 García,”	 Sally	 said.	 This	 must	 have	 registered	 on	 Jack’s	 face;	 he

clearly	found	this	disrespectful	to	Dr.	García,	whom	he	never	called	by	her	first
name.	Dr.	García	was	the	most	important	person	in	this	stage	of	Jack’s	life,	and
Sally	saw	it.	“Your	cleaning	lady,	or	former	cleaning	lady?”	Sally	asked,	more



disrespectfully.	“You	definitely	fucked	her.”
“She’s	my	doctor—my	psychiatrist,”	Jack	said.	“I	don’t	even	call	her	by	her

first	name.”
“Oh,	yes—she’s	Lucy’s	shrink,	too,	isn’t	she?	How	could	I	forget	that!”	Sally

said.	“I’ll	bet	Lucy’s	mom	is	stalking	you	now.”
The	girl	was	good;	she	had	her	mother’s	talent,	if	not	half	her	training.	And	at

that	moment,	 when	 she	was	 teasing	 him,	 she	 reminded	 Jack	more	 of	 Claudia
than	at	any	time	when	he’d	imagined	she	was	Claudia’s	ghost.
“Please	 don’t	 be	 angry	 with	me,	 Jack,”	 Sally	 said,	 very	much	 the	 way	 her

mother	would	have	said	it.	“I	just	miss	my	mom,	and	I	thought	that	being	with
you	might	bring	her	back	to	me.”
Jack	couldn’t	move;	he	just	sat	there.	In	his	experience,	women,	even	young

women,	 knew	when	 they	 had	 frozen	 you.	 Claudia	 had	 known	 those	moments
when	Jack	couldn’t	resist	her.	Sally	knew,	too.	She	pressed	herself	against	him
on	the	couch;	she	started	unbuttoning	his	shirt.	He	didn’t	stop	her.	“Remember
when	you	were	John	the	Baptist?”	Sally	asked	him.
“I	was	 just	 his	 head—a	 small	 part,”	 he	 answered	 her.	 “His	 severed	 head—

that’s	all	I	was.”
“His	decapitated	head,	on	a	table,”	Sally	reminded	him,	slipping	off	his	shirt.

Jack	didn’t	know	when	she’d	unbuttoned	her	blouse;	he	noticed	only	that	it	was
unbuttoned.	“Mom	was	Salomé,	wasn’t	she?”	Claudia’s	daughter	asked	him.
“Yes,”	Jack	answered;	he	could	barely	 talk.	The	girl	had	undressed	him	and

herself.	Naked,	 she	was	more	 like	Claudia	 than	Claudia—Chinese	 scepter	 and
all.
“Mom	said	that	was	the	best	kiss	she	ever	gave	you.”
That	was	 some	kiss,	 he	 remembered.	Yet	 the	damage	 to	Claudia	 and	 Jack’s

relationship	had	already	been	done;	not	even	that	kiss	could	undo	their	drifting
apart.
Jack	 recognized	 the	 blue	 foil	 wrapper	 of	 his	 favorite	 brand	 of	 Japanese

condom.	 Sally	 was	 tearing	 the	 wrapper	 with	 her	 teeth.	 It	 seemed	 entirely	 too
strange	 that	 Claudia’s	 daughter	 would	 know,	 in	 advance,	 his	 preference	 for
Kimono	MicroThins.	Then	he	remembered	that	the	girl	had	used	his	bathroom,
where	she’d	no	doubt	discovered	his	condoms	in	the	medicine	cabinet.
Jack	looked	into	her	dark-gold	eyes	and	saw	Claudia,	as	if	she	were	alive	and

young	again.	The	same	wide	mouth,	but	whiter	teeth;	the	same	full	breasts	and
broad	hips	of	a	girl	who	would	wage	her	own	war	with	her	weight	one	day.	Like



her	mother,	Sally	was	the	kind	of	woman	you	sank	into.
There	would	 be	 no	 need	 to	 explain	 the	 problem	 to	Dr.	García—anyone	 but

Jack	could	have	done	the	math.	If	he’d	last	seen	Claudia	 in	June	1987,	even	if
she’d	met	Sally’s	dad	immediately—and	married	him,	and	gotten	pregnant,	all	in
that	 same	month—Sally	 couldn’t	 have	 been	 born	 before	March	 1988.	 In	 that
case,	in	July	2003,	Sally	was	fifteen.	In	order	for	her	to	be	eighteen,	she	would
(in	 all	 likelihood)	 have	 to	 have	 been	 Jack’s	 daughter!	 As	 Dr.	 García	 had
reminded	him,	he	never	could	count.
As	 it	 happened,	 as	 Sally	 explained	 to	 him—this	 was	 after	 they	 had	 sex,

unfortunately—in	June	1987,	Claudia	went	off	 to	some	Shakespeare	festival	 in
New	Jersey,	where	 she	met	a	young	director	and	Shakespearean	scholar.	They
were	married	 that	 August,	 and	 Claudia	 got	 pregnant	 in	 September;	 Sally	 was
born	 in	June	1988.	When	she	and	Jack	had	sex	 in	his	house	on	Entrada	Drive,
Sally	had	been	fifteen	for	all	of	one	month.	But	she	looked	a	lot	older!
Sally	quickly	ran	a	bath	and	sat	in	it,	with	the	bathroom	door	open.	She	hated

to	have	sex	and	run,	she	said,	but	she	was	in	a	hurry.	She	had	a	curfew;	she	had
to	get	back	to	The	Georgian	Hotel	in	Santa	Monica,	where	she	was	staying	with
her	mom	and	dad	and	the	rest	of	her	family.
“Your	mom	is	alive?”
“She’s	 as	 big	 as	 a	 barn,	 but	 she’s	 very	 healthy,”	 Sally	 said.	 “You	wouldn’t

have	slept	with	me	if	you	thought	Mom	was	alive,	would	you?”
Jack	 didn’t	 say	 anything;	 he	 just	 sat	 on	 the	 bathroom	 floor	 with	 his	 back

against	a	towel	rack,	watching	Claudia’s	near-perfect	likeness	in	the	tub.
“My	parents	are	the	happiest	couple	I	know,”	Sally	was	saying.	“My	mother

gets	 embarrassed	 when	 we	 tease	 her	 about	 being	 your	 ex-girlfriend.	 But	 my
sisters	and	I,	and	my	dad,	think	it’s	the	funniest	thing	in	the	world.	We	order	a
pizza	and	watch	one	of	your	movies—we	all	just	howl!	Mom	sometimes	has	to
leave	 the	 room.	We	make	her	 laugh	 so	hard	 she	has	 to	pee!	 ‘Pause	 it—I’ll	 be
right	back,’	Mom	says.	When	you	won	the	Oscar,	I	thought	we	were	all	going	to
wet	our	pants.”
“You’re	how	old?”	he	asked	her.
“Your	math	 is	ridiculous—Mom	wasn’t	kidding,”	Sally	said.	“For	your	self-

protection,	Jack,	you	ought	to	look	up	the	California	Penal	Code—the	part	about
unlawful	 sexual	 intercourse	with	 a	minor.	 You’re	 over	 twenty-one,	 I’m	 under
sixteen—that’s	really	all	that	matters.	You’re	guilty	of	either	a	misdemeanor	or	a
felony.	You	could	go	to	jail	for	one,	two,	three,	or	four	years—and	you’re	liable
for	a	civil	penalty,	not	 to	exceed	 twenty-five	 thousand	dollars.	That	 is,	 if	 I	 tell



anybody.”
She	stood	up	in	the	tub	and	hastily	dried	herself	off,	throwing	the	towel	on	the

bathroom	floor.	He	followed	her	through	his	bedroom	and	into	the	living	room,
where	 her	 clothes	 were	 scattered	 everywhere;	 while	 Sally	 got	 dressed,	 Jack
searched	for	her	shoes.
“This	is	kind	of	my	summer	job,”	she	was	explaining	to	him.
“What	is?”	(Seducing	Jack	Burns?	Extortion?)
Sally	 further	 explained	 that	 her	 dad—who	 was	 hardly	 a	 pathetic	 loser,	 in

Sally’s	 fond	 opinion—managed	 a	 small,	 community-operated	 theater	 in
Vermont.	 It	 was	 called	 The	Nuts	&	Bolts	 Playhouse.	 They	 did	 summer-stock
productions;	they	ran	workshops	in	acting,	directing,	and	playwriting	during	the
school	months.	 A	 nonprofit	 foundation	 funded	 everything.	When	 Claudia	 and
her	 Shakespearean	 husband	 weren’t	 engaged	 in	 their	 theater	 productions	 and
workshops,	they	were	full-time	fund-raisers.
“We’re	 a	 big	 family—four	 girls,”	 Sally	 elaborated.	 “We	 all	 have	 to	 go	 to

college	one	day.	My	parents’	whole	life	is	by	example.	We	love	the	theater,	we
learn	to	be	independent,	we	don’t	care	about	money,	but	we	always	need	money.
Do	you	get	it?”
“How	much	do	you	want?”	Jack	asked	Claudia’s	daughter.
“It	would	kill	my	mom	to	know	that	I	slept	with	you,”	she	said.
“How	much,	Sally?”
She	grabbed	his	wrist	and	looked	at	his	watch.	“Shit!	You	have	to	drop	me	off

at	The	Georgian,	or	near	it.	I	supposedly	went	to	a	movie	screening,	where	I	had
an	opportunity	to	meet	you.	Damn	curfew!”
“Your	mom	and	dad	knew	you	were	meeting	me?”	he	asked	her.
“Yes,	 but	 not	 to	 have	 sex!”	 Sally	 cried,	 laughing.	 “They’re	 really	 terrific

parents—I	told	you.”
She	gave	him	a	brochure	of	The	Nuts	&	Bolts	Playhouse—there	were	pictures

of	Claudia	and	her	husband,	and	the	other	daughters.	The	check	was	to	be	made
payable	to	The	Nuts	&	Bolts	Foundation;	it	being	a	nonprofit	meant	that	Jack’s
“donation”	was	tax-deductible,	Sally	told	him.
For	years,	the	children	had	asked	their	mother	why	she	didn’t	ask	Jack	Burns

for	money	for	their	theater	enterprise.	Jack	was	a	movie	star	and	Claudia	knew
him;	surely	he	would	give	something.
“Why	didn’t	you	just	ask	me	for	a	donation?”	he	asked	Sally.



“Would	 you	 have	 given	 me	 this	 much?”	 Sally	 asked.	 (He’d	 written	 out	 a
check	 to	 The	 Nuts	 &	 Bolts	 Foundation	 for	 $100,000.	 Compared	 to	 what	 the
California	Penal	Code	could	cost	him,	it	was	a	bargain.)
Jack	drove	the	girl	and	Claudia’s	old	suitcase	back	to	Ocean	Avenue.	At	least

he’d	been	right	about	the	suitcase;	it	had	been	a	prop.
Sally’s	 parents	 were	 night	 people.	 After	 they	 put	 the	 younger	 daughters	 to

bed,	Claudia	and	her	husband	went	downstairs	to	have	a	drink	in	the	bar;	that’s
where	 they	 would	 be	 waiting	 for	 Sally	 to	 come	 back	 from	 the	 “screening.”
They’d	agreed	to	let	her	go	out	and	meet	Jack	Burns,	solely	for	the	purpose	of
asking	Jack	to	make	a	donation	to	 their	efforts	on	behalf	of	Claudia’s	first	and
most	 enduring	 love—the	 theater.	 (This	 must	 have	 been	 what	 Sally	 meant	 by
learning	 to	be	 independent.)	As	 for	Claudia’s	old	 suitcase,	Sally	had	 stuffed	 it
full	of	brochures	of	The	Nuts	&	Bolts	Playhouse—just	in	case	she	met	other	rich
and	famous	movie	stars	at	the	alleged	screening.
Sally	and	Jack	discussed	whether	 it	was	a	good	idea	or	not	for	him	to	come

into	the	lobby	of	The	Georgian	with	her.	Meet	her	dad—say	hello	to	Claudia,	for
old	 times’	 sake.	 Sally	 could	 announce	 the	 extraordinary	 generosity	 of	 Jack’s
donation.	 Gifts	 of	 $100,000	 were	 rare;	 gifts	 of	 that	 size	 constituted	 “naming
opportunities,”	Sally	told	him.	A	fellowship	for	a	young	student-actor,	director,
or	playwright	in	Jack	Burns’s	name;	there	was	a	capital	campaign	for	a	new	six-
hundred-seat	theater,	too.	(Lots	of	naming	opportunities,	apparently.)
“Or	you	could	choose	to	remain	anonymous,”	Sally	said.
Jack	opted	to	remain	anonymous.	He	told	Sally	that	he	thought	he	wouldn’t	go

meet	 her	 dad	 and	 renew	 his	 acquaintance	 with	 her	 mom	 in	 the	 bar	 of	 The
Georgian	Hotel.
“That’s	probably	best,”	Sally	said.	“Frankly,	I	could	pull	it	off.	I’ve	rehearsed

this	 for	 freakin’	 forever.	 But	 I	 honestly	 don’t	 know	 if	 you’re	 a	 good	 enough
actor	to	just	walk	in	there	and	pretend	that	you	haven’t	fucked	my	brains	out.”
“I’m	probably	not	that	good,”	he	admitted.
“Jack,	I	think	you’re	very	sweet,”	Claudia’s	daughter	said,	kissing	his	cheek.

“Mom	and	Dad	are	going	to	write	you—I	know	they	will.	A	big	thank-you	letter,
at	the	very	least.	For	the	rest	of	your	life,	you’ll	be	on	their	mailing	list;	they’ll
probably	ask	you	for	money	every	year.	 I	don’t	mean	another	hundred-thou	or
anything,	 but	 they’ll	 ask	 you	 for	 something.	 I	 always	 thought	 they	 should	 ask
you.”
In	 the	Nuts	&	Bolts	Playhouse	brochure,	Claudia	was	wearing	a	 tent-shaped

dress	and	 looked	bigger	 than	Kathy	Bates	climbing	 into	 that	hot	 tub	with	Jack



Nicholson	 in	 whatever	 that	movie	 was.	 Her	 husband	was	 a	 tall,	 bearded	man
who	looked	as	if	he	were	always	cast	as	a	betrayed	king.	The	younger	daughters
were	as	big-boned	and	pretty	as	Sally.
When	 Jack	 pulled	 up	 to	 the	 curb	 at	The	Georgian	Hotel	 on	Ocean	Avenue,

Sally	kissed	him	on	his	forehead.	“You	seem	like	a	good	guy,	Jack—just	a	sad
one,”	she	said.
“Please	give	your	mother	my	fondest	regards,”	he	told	the	fifteen-year-old.
“Thanks	for	the	money,	Jack.	It	means	a	lot—I’m	not	kidding.”
“How	does	this	constitute	haunting	me?”	he	asked	her.	“I	mean,	it	was	a	sting.

A	 pretty	 good	 one—I’ll	 give	 you	 that,	 Sally.	 But	 how	 have	 you	 haunted	 me,
exactly?”
“Oh,	you’ll	see,”	Sally	said.	“This	will	haunt	you,	Jack—and	I	don’t	mean	the

money.”
He	went	back	to	Entrada	Drive—the	scene	of	the	crime,	so	to	speak.	It	was	a

crime,	not	only	according	to	the	California	Penal	Code;	it	felt	very	much	like	a
crime	 to	 Jack	Burns.	He’d	had	 sex	with	a	 fifteen-year-old	girl,	 and	 it	had	cost
him	only	$100,000.
Jack	 stayed	 up	 late	 reading	 every	word	 of	 the	 brochure	 Sally	 had	 left	 with

him;	 he	 looked	 at	 all	 the	 pictures,	 over	 and	 over	 again.	 The	 Nuts	 &	 Bolts
Playhouse	 was	 dedicated	 to	 that	 noble	 idea	 of	 theater	 as	 a	 public	 service.	 A
neighbor	who	was	 an	 electrician	 had	 installed	 the	 new	 stage	 lights	 for	 free;	 a
couple	of	local	carpenters	had	built	the	sets	for	three	Shakespearean	productions,
also	 at	 no	 charge.	 In	 a	 small	 southern	 Vermont	 town,	 virtually	 everyone	 had
contributed	something	to	the	community	playhouse.
The	 area	 schoolchildren	 performed	 their	 school	 plays	 in	 the	 theater;	 a

women’s	book	club	staged	dramatizations	of	scenes	from	their	favorite	novels.	A
New	York	City	opera	company	rehearsed	there	for	the	month	of	January,	before
going	 on	 tour;	 some	 local	 children	 with	 good	 voices	 were	 taught	 to	 sing	 by
professional	 opera	 singers.	 Poets	 gave	 readings;	 there	were	 concerts,	 too.	 The
summer-stock	 productions,	 while	 pandering	 to	 tourists’	 fondness	 for	 popular
entertainment,	 included	 at	 least	 two	 “serious”	 plays	 every	 summer.	 Jack
recognized	 a	 few	 of	 the	 guest	 performers	 in	 the	 summer	 casts—actors	 and
actresses	from	New	York.
There	were	two	pictures	of	Claudia;	in	both	she	looked	radiant	and	joyful,	and

fat.	 Her	 daughters	 were	 most	 photogenic—self-confident	 girls	 who’d	 been
taught	to	perform.	Certainly	Claudia	could	be	proud	of	Sally	for	possessing	both
poise	and	determination	beyond	her	years.	Did	Claudia	and	her	husband	know



that	 Sally	was	 a	model	 of	 self-assurance	 and	 independent	 thinking?	 Probably.
Did	 her	 parents	 also	 know	 that	 Sally	 was	 as	 sexually	 active	 (on	 her	 family’s
behalf)	as	she	was?	Probably	not.
Claudia	 had	 made	 the	 theater	 her	 family’s	 business—perhaps	 more

successfully	than	she	knew.	But	no	matter	how	hard	Jack	tried	to	understand	the
financing,	he	couldn’t	grasp	how	a	so-called	nonprofit	foundation	worked.	(His
math	 let	 him	 down	 again.)	 All	 Jack	 knew	 was	 that	 he	 would	 be	 writing	 out
checks	to	The	Nuts	&	Bolts	Foundation	for	the	rest	of	his	life;	regular	donations
of	$100,000,	or	more,	seemed	a	small	price	to	pay	for	what	he	had	done.
He	wanted	to	call	Dr.	García,	but	it	was	by	now	two	or	three	in	the	morning

and	he	knew	what	she	would	say.	“Tell	me	in	chronological	order,	Jack.	I’m	not
a	 priest.	 I	 don’t	 hear	 confessions.”	What	 she	 meant	 was	 that	 she	 didn’t	 give
absolution,	 not	 that	 there	 was	 any	 forgiveness	 for	 his	 having	 had	 sex	 with
Claudia’s	 daughter—not	 even	 if	 Jack	 could	 have	 convinced	 himself	 that	 Sally
really	was	Claudia’s	ghost.
Jack	was	 turning	out	 the	 lights	 in	 the	kitchen,	before	he	finally	went	 to	bed,

when	he	saw	the	rudimentary	grocery	list	he	had	fastened	to	the	refrigerator	with
one	of	his	mom’s	Japanese-tattoo	magnets.
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It	 didn’t	 add	 up	 to	 much	 of	 a	 life.	 He	 was	 already	 beginning	 to	 see	 how

Claudia	had	kept	her	promise	to	haunt	him.
Jack	discovered	that	when	you’re	ashamed,	your	life	becomes	a	what-if	world.

Claudia’s	daughter	Sally	was	fifteen;	it	wasn’t	hard	to	imagine	a	girl	of	that	age
having	 some	 sort	 of	 falling-out	 with	 her	 mom.	 Teenage	 girls	 didn’t	 need
legitimate	 provocation	 to	 hate	 their	mothers.	What	 if,	 for	 some	 stupid	 reason,
Sally	wanted	to	hurt	her	mom?	What	if	Sally	told	Claudia	that	she’d	slept	with
Jack?
Or	what	 if,	 later	 in	her	 life,	Sally	 came	 to	 the	 illogical	 conclusion	 that	 Jack

had	 taken	 advantage	 of	 her?	What	 if—for	 a	 host	 of	 reasons,	 possibly	 having
nothing	to	do	with	what	had	inspired	Sally	to	seduce	Jack	in	the	first	place—the
wayward	girl	simply	decided	that	he	deserved	to	pay	for	his	crime,	or	that	Jack
Burns	should	at	least	be	publicly	exposed?
“Well,	 Jack,	 I’m	 sure	 your	 shame	 is	 even	 greater	 than	 your	 fear	 of	 the

California	Penal	Code,”	Dr.	García	would	later	tell	him.	“But	in	our	past,	don’t
many	of	us	have	someone	who	could	destroy	us	with	a	letter	or	a	phone	call?”
“You	don’t	have	someone	like	that,	do	you,	Dr.	García?”
“I’m	not	the	patient,	Jack.	I	don’t	have	to	answer	that	kind	of	question.	Let’s

just	say,	we	all	have	to	learn	to	live	with	something.”
It	was	August	2003.	Jack’s	house	on	Entrada	Drive	was	still	for	sale,	but	he

felt	that	Claudia’s	ghost	had	moved	in	to	stay;	it	was	as	if	she	were	living	with
him.	Wherever	else	he	might	go,	before	or	after	 that	wretched	house	was	sold,
Jack	had	no	doubt	that	Claudia’s	ghost	would	come	with	him.
Krung,	 the	 Thai	 kickboxer	 from	 that	 long-ago	 gym	 on	 Bathurst	 Street,	 had

told	him	once:	“Gym	rats	always	gotta	find	a	new	ship,	Jackie.”	Well,	Jack	was	a
gym	rat	who	would	soon	have	to	find	a	new	ship,	but	now	he	was	a	gym	rat	with
a	ghost.
Jack	found	that	you	don’t	sleep	well	when	you’re	living	with	a	ghost.	He	had

meaningless	 but	 disturbing	 dreams,	 from	 which	 he	 would	 awaken	 with	 the
conviction	that	his	hand	was	touching	Emma’s	tattoo.	(That	perfect	vagina,	the
not-a-Rose-of-Jericho,	which	his	mom	had	 tattooed	on	Emma’s	 right	hip—just
below	the	panty	line.)
Jack	 took	 his	 real	 estate	 agent’s	 advice	 and	moved	 out;	 this	 allowed	 her	 to

empty	 the	 house	 of	 all	 the	 old	 and	 ugly	 furniture,	 most	 of	 which	 Emma	 had
acquired	for	their	first	apartment	in	Venice,	as	well	as	the	rugs	and	Jack’s	gym



equipment;	the	floors	were	sanded	and	the	walls	were	painted	white.	The	house
became	a	clean	and	spare-looking	dump,	at	least—and	Jack	moved	into	a	modest
set	of	rooms	at	the	Oceana	in	Santa	Monica.
It	was	a	third-floor	suite	with	four	rooms,	including	a	kitchen,	overlooking	the

courtyard	 and	 the	 swimming	 pool.	 He	 could	 have	 chosen	 a	 view	 of	 Ocean
Avenue,	but	the	Oceana	was	a	moderately	priced	residential	hotel	that	appealed
to	families;	Jack	liked	the	sound	of	the	children	playing	in	the	pool.	Some	of	the
families	were	Asian	or	European;	Jack	liked	listening	to	the	foreign	languages,
too.	 He	 accepted	 the	 transience	 of	 staying	 there,	 because	 Jack	 Burns	 was
transient—impermanent,	almost	ceasing	to	exist.
He	 kept	 next	 to	 nothing	 from	Entrada	Drive.	He	 gave	 three	 quarters	 of	 his

clothes	to	Goodwill	and	his	Oscar	to	his	lawyer	for	safekeeping.
Jack	kept	his	most	recent	Audi,	of	course.	The	gym	at	the	Oceana	was	a	joke,

but	 there	were	 two	gyms	 in	Venice	 that	he	 liked—and,	 from	 the	Oceana,	 Jack
was	 even	 closer	 to	Dr.	García’s	office	on	Montana	Avenue	 than	he’d	been	on
Entrada	Drive.
Jack	 registered	 at	 the	Oceana	 as	Harry	Mocco;	 as	 usual,	 the	 few	 important

people	in	his	life	knew	where	to	find	him.	Somehow	it	seemed	fitting	(to	a	man
in	limbo)	that	Jack	would	hear	from	Leslie	Oastler	shortly	after	his	move.	Mrs.
Oastler	 called	 because	 she	 hadn’t	 heard	 from	 him	 in	 a	 while—which	 was	 all
right	with	her,	she	added	quickly.	And	just	fine	with	Dolores,	no	doubt.
Dolores	had	made	 such	 a	 fuss	 about	 the	ongoing	presence	of	 Jack’s	 clothes

that	 Mrs.	 Oastler	 had	 donated	 them	 to	 St.	 Hilda’s,	 where	 Mr.	 Ramsey	 had
happily	accepted	the	clothes	as	costumes	for	the	school’s	dramatic	productions.
Mr.	 Ramsey	 and	Miss	Wurtz	 had	 called	 to	 thank	 Leslie	 for	 the	 unusual	 gift.
(“We	 never	 have	 enough	men’s	 clothes	 for	 the	 dramatizations,”	 Caroline	 had
explained.)
Jack’s	former	bedroom,	Mrs.	Oastler	told	him,	had	been	converted	to	a	studio

for	Dolores.	(Leslie’s	blonde	must	have	been	a	poet	or	a	painter—some	kind	of
artist,	surely—but	Jack	didn’t	ask.)	As	for	Emma’s	old	bedroom,	it	was	now	the
official	guest	room.	The	wallpaper	was	different—“more	feminine,”	Leslie	said.
The	 furniture	 and	 curtains	were	 “more	 feminine,”	 too.	 All	 this	 was	Dolores’s
doing,	Jack	guessed,	but	again	he	didn’t	ask.
“When	you’re	back	 in	 town,	you’ll	probably	prefer	 to	 stay	 in	a	hotel,”	Mrs.

Oastler	said.
“Probably,”	Jack	replied.	He	couldn’t	tell	why	she	had	called.
“Any	new	news	from	or	about	your	dad,	Jack?”	Leslie	asked.



“No.	But	I’m	not	looking	for	him,”	Jack	explained.
“I	wonder	why	not,”	Leslie	said.	“He	would	be	a	man	in	his	sixties,	wouldn’t

he?	Things	happen	to	men	at	that	age.	You	might	lose	him	before	you	find	him,
if	you	know	what	I	mean.”
“He	might	die,	you	mean?”
“He	might	be	dead	already,”	Mrs.	Oastler	 said.	 “You	were	 so	curious	about

him.	What	 happened	 to	 your	 curiosity,	 Jack?”	 (This	was	what	Dr.	García	was
always	asking	him.)
“I’ve	been	seeing	a	psychiatrist,”	he	half	explained.
“I’m	glad	 you’re	 seeing	 somebody!”	Leslie	 exclaimed.	 “But	 you	 used	 to	 be

able	to	do	more	than	one	thing	at	a	time.”
“What	Mrs.	Oastler	may	mean,	Jack,”	Dr.	García	would	soon	tell	him,	“is	that

seeing	a	psychiatrist	is	not	something	you	necessarily	do	in	lieu	of	having	a	little
natural	curiosity.”
But	 Jack	was	guilty	of	 an	 indefensible	 crime.	He’d	not	only	had	 sex	with	 a

fifteen-year-old	girl—he	had	acquiesced	to	it.	He	carried	an	awful	secret,	and—
provided	Claudia’s	daughter	 let	him—Jack	would	bear	 its	burden	 to	his	grave.
Shame	 had	 robbed	him	of	his	 curiosity.	When	you’re	 ashamed,	you	don’t	 feel
inclined	to	undertake	another	adventure—at	least	not	right	away.
The	 thank-you	 letter	 from	 Claudia	 and	 her	 husband	 (whom	 Jack	 would

forever	 imagine	 as	 a	bearded,	 betrayed	king)	 came	with	 family	photographs—
among	 them	 one	 of	 Sally	 as	 a	 little	 girl	 and	 one	 of	 Claudia	 when	 she	 was
noticeably	 thinner.	 There	 was	 also	 a	 photo	 of	 the	 husband	 and	 father	 of	 four
when	 he	was	 clean-shaven;	 Jack	 could	 understand	why	 the	 king	 had	 grown	 a
beard.
“Should	you	ever	be	inclined	to	return	to	the	theater,”	Claudia	wrote,	“just	say

the	word!”	A	month	or	six	weeks	in	Vermont	in	midsummer,	a	stage	so	small	it
would	 seem	 his	 very	 own,	 his	 pick	 of	 the	 play	 and	 the	 part.	 Under	 the
circumstances,	Jack	was	both	touched	and	repelled	by	the	offer.
“We’re	all	so	grateful	to	you,	Jack,”	Claudia	went	on.
“And	 we’re	 so	 proud	 of	 Sally	 for	 having	 the	 temerity	 to	 approach	 you!”

Claudia’s	husband	(Sally’s	father)	wrote.
Jack	would	write	back	 to	Claudia	and	her	husband	 that	he	was	glad	 to	have

helped,	in	what	modest	way	he	could.	But	he	lacked	Sally’s	temerity;	Jack	wrote
that	he	no	 longer	had	 the	nerve	 to	 stand	alone	on	a	 stage.	“The	out-of-context
moments	 of	 filmmaking,	 which	 I’ve	 grown	 used	 to,	 allow	 the	 actor	 room	 to



hide.”	(Whatever	that	meant!)	But	Jack	would	think	of	their	little	theater	often,
he	 wrote—and	 every	 summer	 he	 would	 regret	 the	 missed	 opportunity	 of	 an
idyllic	month	or	six	weeks	in	Vermont.	(In	truth,	he	would	rather	die!)
Jack	 felt	 Claudia’s	 ghost	 watching	 over	 him;	 she	 was	 all	 smiles	 when	 he

mailed	that	letter.
Immediately	 following	 this	 insincere	 correspondence,	 Jack	 experienced

contact	 of	 another	 kind.	 There	 was	 nothing	 insincere	 about	 Caroline	Wurtz’s
phone	 call,	 which	 woke	 him	 early	 one	 August	 morning	 from	 his	 umpteenth
dream	of	touching	Emma’s	vagina	tattoo.	A	family	from	Düsseldorf,	with	whom
he’d	 been	 testing	 the	 limits	 of	 his	 Exeter	 German,	 were	 already	 up	 and
swimming	in	the	Oceana	pool.
“Jack	Burns,	as	Mr.	Ramsey	might	say,”	Miss	Wurtz	began.	“Rise	and	shine!”

The	Wurtz,	of	course,	had	no	idea	of	what	a	shameful	thing	Jack	had	done.	(That
he	would	 rise,	 and	go	on	 rising,	 seemed	 likely;	 that	he	might	ever	shine	 again
seemed	unthinkable.)
“How	nice	to	hear	your	voice,	Caroline,”	he	told	her	truthfully.
“You	sound	awful,”	Miss	Wurtz	said.	“Don’t	pretend	I	didn’t	wake	you.	But	I

have	news	worth	waking	you	for,	Jack.”
“You’ve	heard	from	him?”	Jack	asked,	wide	awake	if	not	exactly	shining.
“I’ve	heard	of	him,	not	from	him.	You	have	a	sister,	Jack!”
Biologically	speaking,	if	his	father	had	remarried—as	it	appeared	that	William

had—it	was	conceivable	 that	 Jack	had	a	half	 sister,	which	was	 indeed	news	 to
him	and	Miss	Wurtz.
Her	name	was	Heather	Burns,	and	she	was	a	junior	lecturer	on	the	Faculty	of

Music	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Edinburgh,	 where	 (some	 years	 earlier)	 she’d	 also
completed	her	undergraduate	studies	in	the	Department	of	Music.	Heather	was	a
pianist	and	an	organist,	and	she	played	a	wooden	flute.	She’d	done	her	Ph.D.	in
Belfast.
“On	 Brahms,”	 Caroline	 informed	 him.	 “Something	 about	 Brahms	 and	 the

nineteenth	century.”
“My	dad	is	back	in	Edinburgh?”	he	asked	The	Wurtz.
“William	 isn’t	 well,	 Jack—he’s	 in	 a	 sanatorium.	He	was	 playing	 the	 organ

again	at	Old	St.	Paul’s,	and	teaching	in	Edinburgh,	but	he	has	osteoarthritis.	His
arthritic	hands	have	put	an	end	to	his	playing,	at	least	professionally.”
“He’s	in	a	sanatorium	for	arthritis?”	Jack	asked	her.



“No,	no—it’s	a	mental	place,”	Miss	Wurtz	said.
“He’s	in	an	insane	asylum,	Caroline?”
“Heather	 says	 it’s	 very	 nice.	 William	 loves	 it	 there.	 It’s	 just	 that	 it’s	 very

expensive,”	Miss	Wurtz	said.
“My	sister	was	calling	for	money?”	Jack	asked.
“She	was	calling	for	you,	Jack.	She	wanted	to	know	how	to	reach	you.	I	told

her	 I	 would	 call	 you.	 As	 you	 know,	 I	 give	 your	 phone	 number	 to	 no	 one—
although	 in	 this	 case	 I	 was	 tempted.	 Yes,	 Heather	 needs	 money—to	 keep
William	happy	and	safe	in	the	sanatorium.”
Jack’s	 sister	 was	 twenty-eight.	 A	 junior	 lecturer	 at	 the	 University	 of

Edinburgh	 didn’t	 make	 enough	money	 to	 afford	 to	 have	 children,	 The	Wurtz
explained.	Heather	couldn’t	be	expected	to	pay	for	William’s	confinement.
“Heather	is	married?”	Jack	asked	Miss	Wurtz.
“Certainly	not!”
“You	mentioned	children,	Caroline.”
“I	was	being	hypothetical—about	the	poor	girl’s	meager	salary,”	Miss	Wurtz

elaborated.	 “Heather	has	a	boyfriend.	He’s	 Irish.	But	 she’s	not	going	 to	marry
him.	Heather	merely	said	that	her	income	didn’t	permit	her	to	even	think	about
starting	a	family,	and	that	she	needs	your	help	with	William.”
I	 have	 a	 sister!	 Jack	 was	 thinking;	 that	 she	 needed	 his	 help	 (that	 anyone

needed	him)	was	the	most	wonderful	news!
Better	still,	Jack’s	sister	loved	their	father.	According	to	Miss	Wurtz,	Heather

adored	William.	But	she’d	not	had	an	easy	time	of	it;	nor	had	he.	After	talking
with	Jack’s	sister,	The	Wurtz	had	quite	a	story	to	tell.
If	not	surpassing	or	even	equaling	his	feelings	for	the	commandant’s	daughter,

the	next	love	of	William	Burns’s	life	was	a	young	woman	he’d	met	and	married
in	Germany.	Barbara	Steiner	was	a	singer;	she	introduced	William	to	Schubert’s
songs.	 The	 singing	 of	 German	 lieder,	 accompanied	 by	 the	 pianoforte—“the
ancestor	of	the	modern	piano,”	as	Miss	Wurtz	described	it	to	Jack—was	new	and
exciting	 to	 William.	 It	 was	 no	 minor	 art	 to	 him,	 nor	 was	 Barbara	 Steiner	 a
passing	infatuation;	they	performed	and	taught	together.
“I	have	a	son,	but	I	may	never	see	him	again,”	William	told	Barbara,	from	the

beginning.
Jack	 Burns	was	 an	 emotional	 and	 psychological	 presence	 in	 her	 childhood,

Heather	 told	Miss	Wurtz—even	 before	 Jack	 became	 a	movie	 star	 and	 his	 dad



began	to	watch	him	obsessively	on	the	big	screen,	and	on	videotape	and	DVD.
(According	 to	 The	 Wurtz,	 William	 had	 Jack’s	 dialogue—in	 all	 the	 movies
—“down	pat.”)
William	 Burns	 and	 Barbara	 Steiner	 had	 lived	 in	 Munich,	 in	 Cologne,	 in

Stuttgart;	 they	were	 together	 in	 Germany	 for	 about	 five	 years.	When	 Barbara
was	 pregnant	 with	 Heather,	 William	 was	 offered	 an	 opportunity	 to	 return
“home”	to	Edinburgh;	he	seized	it.	Heather	was	born	in	Scotland,	where	both	her
parents	taught	in	the	Department	of	Music	at	the	University	of	Edinburgh	before
her.
William	was	once	again	playing	the	Father	Willis	at	Old	St.	Paul’s—not	that

the	organ	hadn’t	been	altered	and	enlarged	since	he’d	 last	played	 it.	Given	 the
church’s	 fabled	 reverberation	 time,	 this	 hardly	mattered;	 it	was	Old	St.	 Paul’s
Scottish	Episcopal	Church,	which	William	loved,	and	Edinburgh	was	his	city.
Miss	 Wurtz,	 bless	 her	 heart,	 too	 quickly	 jumped	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that

William’s	 life	 had	 come	 full	 circle.	 Wasn’t	 it	 wonderful	 that,	 for	 all	 his
wanderlust	 and	 the	 upheavals	 of	 his	 younger	 days,	William	Burns	 had	 at	 last
“settled	down”?	He’d	found	the	right	woman;	their	daughter	would	give	Jack’s
father	some	measure	of	peace,	a	sense	of	replacement	for	losing	his	son.
But	it	was	not	to	be.	Barbara	Steiner	was	homesick	for	Germany.	In	her	view,

Edinburgh	was	not	a	great	city	for	classical	music;	there	was	a	lot	of	music,	but
much	of	 it	was	mediocre.	The	climate	was	damp	and	dreary.	Barbara	believed
that	the	weather	exacerbated	her	chronic	bronchitis;	she	half	joked	that	she	had
become	a	singer	with	a	permanent	cough,	but	the	cough	was	persistent	and	more
serious	than	she	knew.
What	Heather,	Jack’s	sister,	imparted	to	Miss	Wurtz—in	one	phone	call—was

a	 portrait	 of	 her	mother	 as	 a	 complainer.	According	 to	 Barbara,	 Scottish	men
(excluding	William)	were	unattractive	and	dressed	badly;	the	women	were	even
less	attractive	and	didn’t	know	how	to	dress	at	all.	Whisky	was	a	curse,	not	only
for	the	drunkenness	it	caused	(William	didn’t	drink);	it	also	killed	the	taste	buds
and	made	the	Scots	incapable	of	recognizing	how	bad	their	food	was.	Kilts,	like
lederhosen,	should	be	worn	only	by	children—or	so	Barbara	believed.	(William
wouldn’t	 have	 been	 caught	 dead	 in	 a	 kilt.)	 In	 the	 summer,	 when	 the	 weather
finally	improved,	there	were	too	many	tourists—especially	Americans.	Barbara
was	allergic	to	wool;	no	tartan	would	ever	please	her.
Her	mother,	Heather	told	Miss	Wurtz,	found	one	child	such	an	overwhelming

burden	that	she	resisted	William’s	wishes	to	have	one	or	two	more.	Barbara	was
not	 a	 natural	mother,	 yet	 she	 reduced	her	 teaching	duties	 (by	half)	 in	 order	 to



spend	more	time	with	Heather,	although	time	spent	with	an	infant	was	torture	to
her.
Barbara	 Steiner	 was	 a	 child	 of	 divorced	 parents;	 she	 had	 such	 a	 dread	 of

separation	 and	 divorce	 that	 she	 periodically	 suspected	William	 of	 planning	 to
divorce	 her.	 He	 wasn’t;	 in	 fact,	William	 was	 (in	 Heather’s	 words)	 “slavishly
devoted”	to	his	griping	wife.	He	held	himself	accountable	for	her	unhappiness,
for	 taking	 her	 away	 from	 her	 beloved	 homeland;	 he	 offered	 to	move	 back	 to
Germany,	 but	Barbara	 believed	 that	 such	 a	move	would	make	her	 husband	 so
unhappy	that	he	would	be	driven	to	divorce	her	all	the	more	quickly.
Before	Barbara	Steiner’s	parents	had	separated,	she	had	cherished	the	family

ski	 holidays	 they	 would	 take—every	 winter	 and	 spring—to	 the	 Swiss	 and
Austrian	Alps.	After	the	divorce,	the	ski	trips,	which	Barbara	took	alone	with	her
mother,	or	alone	with	her	father,	became	a	form	of	enforced	exercise—athletic
stoicism	and	silent	dinners,	where	one	or	the	other	of	her	parents	drank	too	much
wine.	 Yet	 the	 names	 of	 these	 ski	 resorts	 in	 Austria	 and	 Switzerland	 were
reverentially	repeated	to	Heather	by	her	unhappy	mother;	it	was	as	if	they	were
saints’	names,	and	Barbara	had	converted	to	Catholicism.
St.	Anton,	Klosters,	Lech,	Wengen,	Zermatt,	St.	Christoph.	When	they’d	lived

in	Germany,	Barbara	 Steiner	 had	 actually	 taught	William	Burns	 how	 to	 ski—
albeit	badly.	(Jack	had	trouble	envisioning	his	dad,	a	tattooed	organist,	on	skis.)
But	the	Swiss	and	Austrian	Alps	were	a	long	way	from	Scotland.
“We’ll	take	you	skiing	when	you’re	old	enough,”	Heather’s	mom	had	told	her.
One	 can	 imagine	 how	 The	 Wurtz’s	 account	 of	 this	 had	 echoes	 of	 Alice’s

litany	to	Jack.
But	 the	 so-called	 chronic	 bronchitis	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 lung	 cancer,	 which

Barbara	 believed	 she	 had	 “caught”	 (like	 the	 flu)	 in	Edinburgh.	 “I	wouldn’t	 be
surprised	if	lung	cancer	originated	in	Scotland,”	she	half	joked	between	coughs.
It	was	the	death	of	her	singing,	but	not	of	her.
Heather	was	 too	young	at	 the	 time	 to	 remember	anything	positive	about	her

mother’s	recovery	from	the	cancer.	Heather	recalled	nothing	about	the	radiation,
Caroline	 told	 Jack—and	 only	 “the	 vomiting	 part”	 and	 “the	 wig	 part”	 of	 her
mother’s	chemotherapy.	Heather	would	have	been	five,	Miss	Wurtz	speculated.
The	child	could	barely	remember	the	first	ski	trip	of	her	life,	to	Klosters—except
that	her	mother,	Barbara,	had	been	depressed	because	she	was	too	tired	to	ski.
Jack	 suggested	 to	 Caroline	 that,	 when	 Heather	 was	 five,	 her	 memory	 of

anything	was	unreliable.	Miss	Wurtz	countered	this	argument;	although	she	was
only	 five	 at	 the	 time,	 his	 sister’s	 most	 enduring	 memory	 of	 her	 mother	 had



prevailed.	Barbara	Steiner	had	hated	how	the	Scots	drove	on	the	wrong	side	of
the	road.	She	cited	 the	numerous	deaths	of	 foreign	 tourists	 in	Edinburgh	every
summer.	(They	stepped	off	the	curb,	looking	left	instead	of	right.)
“If	 the	 cancer	 doesn’t	 come	 back	 and	 kill	 me,”	 Barbara	 used	 to	 say	 to

William,	and	to	their	five-year-old	daughter,	“I	swear	I	shall	be	struck	down	by	a
car	going	the	wrong	way	on	the	street.”	She	was.
She	 stepped	off	 the	 curb,	where	 it	was	written—as	plain	 as	 day—LOOK	 RIGHT.	 She

looked	left	instead,	although	she’d	lived	in	Edinburgh	for	almost	six	years,	and	a
taxi	killed	her.
“I	believe	Heather	said	it	was	in	the	vicinity	of	Charlotte	Square,”	Miss	Wurtz

informed	Jack.	“A	children’s	book	author	was	 reading	at	 some	sort	of	writers’
festival.	Her	mother	had	taken	Heather	to	the	reading,	which	was	in	a	tent.	When
they	 were	 leaving,	 and	 about	 to	 cross	 the	 street,	 Heather	 reached	 for	 her
mother’s	 hand.	 Heather	 looked	 the	 right	 way	 and	 saw	 the	 taxi	 coming;	 her
mother	looked	the	wrong	way	and	stepped	off	the	curb.	The	taxi	killed	Barbara
instantly.	Heather	remembers	that	her	fingers	only	slightly	grazed	her	mother’s
hand.”
Whether	Jack’s	sister	had	freely	divulged	these	painful	details	to	Miss	Wurtz,

or	 whether	 Caroline	 had	 coaxed	 the	 details	 out	 of	 her,	 Jack	 didn’t	 know.	 He
knew	 only	 that	 The	 Wurtz	 was	 a	 tireless	 believer	 in	 dramatizing	 important
information—hence	the	detail	that	Barbara	Steiner’s	wig	flew	off	on	impact	was
conveyed	 to	 Jack,	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 Heather	 and	 her	 mom	 (at	 her	 mother’s
insistence)	spoke	only	German	when	they	were	alone	together.
That	 Jack’s	 five-year-old	 sister	 was	 crying	 for	 her	 dead	mother	 in	 German

confused	the	witnesses	to	the	accident.	(There	were	many	parents	with	children
among	 the	witnesses;	 they’d	 also	 attended	 the	 reading	 by	 the	 children’s	 book
author	at	the	writers’	festival.)	The	police	reconstructed	the	accident	incorrectly:
a	 German	 tourist	 had	 been	 struck	 down	 by	 a	 car	 in	 the	 unexpected	 lane;	 the
astonishingly	bald	woman	was	carrying	no	identification,	and	her	five-year-old
daughter,	who	was	hysterical,	spoke	only	German.
Actually,	Barbara	had	been	carrying	a	purse.	It	must	have	been	flung	far	away

from	 her	when	 the	 taxi	 hit	 her—lost	 forever,	 like	 the	wig.	Heather,	when	 she
calmed	down,	 told	a	policeman,	 in	English,	 that	she	wanted	to	go	“home”;	she
took	 the	 cop	 by	 the	 hand	 and	 showed	 him	 the	 way.	 Heather	 had	 walked
everywhere	 in	 Edinburgh	 with	 her	 mother	 and	 father;	 no	 one	 in	 the	 family
(including	Heather,	when	she	grew	up)	drove	a	car.
Thus	William	Burns	became	a	single	parent	to	a	five-year-old	girl.	“Knowing



William,”	Miss	Wurtz	 said,	 “he	 would	 have	 held	 himself	 accountable	 for	 the
death	of	the	poor	child’s	mother,	too.”
“Did	Heather	say	that?”	Jack	asked.
“Of	 course	 she	 didn’t	 say	 it,	 Jack!	 But	 I	 know	William.	 He	 forgave	 your

mother	for	everything,	but	he	never	forgave	himself.”
“And	now	he’s	crazy?”	Jack	asked.
“You	should	talk	to	your	sister,	Jack.	You	should	meet	Heather	before	it’s	too

late.”
But	did	Heather	want	to	meet	him?	he	inquired	of	The	Wurtz.	(Jack	wondered

if	he	should	send	his	sister	a	check	first.)
“You	have	 to	 call	her	 and	 talk	 to	her	yourself,”	Miss	Wurtz	 said.	 “I’m	sure

you	have	some	things	in	common.”
“Name	one,	Caroline.”
“Your	mothers	weren’t	your	favorite	people,”	Miss	Wurtz	said.
“I	loved	my	mom	when	I	was	a	little	boy,”	Jack	pointed	out.
“Goodness,	 Jack,	 I’m	 sure	your	 sister	 loved	her	mom	when	 she	was	 a	 little

girl.	But,	with	hindsight,	Heather	has	at	least	considered	what	a	difficult	woman
her	mother	could	be.	Doesn’t	that	sound	familiar?”
It	was	 The	Wurtz’s	 view	 that	 Jack’s	 father	 had	not	 abandoned	 him;	 on	 the

contrary,	William	had	provided	for	Jack.	William’s	deal	with	Alice	at	least	made
her	responsible	for	doing	all	the	outwardly	correct	things.	Jack	had	gone	to	good
schools,	 he’d	 worn	 clean	 clothes,	 he	 wasn’t	 beaten	 or	 abused—that	 is,	 not	 to
Alice’s	knowledge.
It	was	also	Miss	Wurtz’s	view—and	Caroline	was	no	fan	of	Jack’s	mother—

that	Alice	had,	 to	 some	degree,	 shielded	Jack	 from	what	The	Wurtz	called	 the
“adult	 choices”	 in	 Alice’s	 own	 dark	 life.	 (Notwithstanding	 Leslie	 Oastler	 and
some	of	Alice’s	friends	in	the	tattoo	world.)
“You	must	 tell	 me	 how	William	 is	 when	 you	 find	 him,”	Miss	Wurtz	 said.

“Meanwhile,	be	thankful	you	have	a	sister.”
“I	have	a	sister,”	Jack	repeated.
That	 was	 the	 message	 he	 would	 leave	 on	 the	 answering	 machine	 in	 Dr.

García’s	office,	because	it	was	too	early	in	the	morning	to	make	an	appointment
to	see	her.	Merely	discovering	that	he	had	a	sister	was	 in	 the	category	of	what
Dr.	 García	 called	 “incomplete	 information”—by	 which	 she	 meant	 that	 Jack’s
news	didn’t	merit	calling	her	at	home.



Jack	 called	 his	 sister,	 Heather	 Burns,	 instead.	 It	 was	 only	 7:00	 A.M.	 in	 Santa
Monica—10:00	A.M.	in	Toronto,	where	Miss	Wurtz	had	been	calling	from.	But	it
was	already	midafternoon	in	Edinburgh.	There	was	music	playing	when	Heather
answered	the	phone—voices	and	an	organ,	maybe	trumpets.
“Give	me	 a	moment,”	 his	 sister	 said,	 turning	 down	 the	 volume	 on	 the	 CD

player.
“It’s	Jack	Burns,	your	brother,”	he	told	her.
“It’s	Heather—your	half	sister,	actually,”	she	said.	“But	I	feel	I	know	you.	It

was	almost	as	if	I	grew	up	with	you.	‘If	your	brother	knew	you,	he	would	love
you,’	Daddy	said	every	night,	when	he	put	me	to	bed.	And	there	was	always	this
refrain:	 ‘I	have	a	 son!’	he	would	 shout.	 ‘I	have	a	 son	and	 a	daughter!’	Daddy
would	say.	It	could	be	tiresome,	but	I	got	the	point.”
“I	wish	I’d	grown	up	with	you,”	Jack	told	her.
“You	don’t	know	that	yet,”	she	said.	Her	voice	was	crisp	and	even,	with	less

of	 a	 Scottish	 accent	 than	 he’d	 expected.	 (There	was	 some	 Irish	 in	 her	 accent,
Jack	 thought—the	 effect	 of	 those	 years	 in	 Belfast,	 perhaps,	 or	 the	 Irish
boyfriend.)	Above	all,	she	sounded	very	practical.
“I	want	to	meet	you,”	he	told	her.
“You	don’t	know	that,	either,	Jack	Burns,”	Heather	said.	“I’m	not	comfortable

asking	you	for	money,	but	I	need	it.	Our	father	needs	it,	I	should	say—not	that
he	knows	he	needs	it.”
“He	took	care	of	me;	I’ll	take	care	of	him,”	Jack	told	her.
“Don’t	 act	 with	 me,	 Mr.	 Movie	 Star,”	 Heather	 said.	 “Say	 only	 what	 you

mean.”
“I	mean	it,”	he	told	her.
“Then	you	better	come	meet	me.	Let’s	see	how	that	goes,”	she	said.
“I	should	have	been	there,	when	you	had	your	first	date,”	Jack	told	his	sister.

“I	could	have	warned	you	about	the	guy.”
“Don’t	 go	 there,	 as	Billy	Rainbow	would	 say,”	Heather	 said.	 “I	 could	 have

warned	you	about	some	of	your	dates,	too.”
“No	 doubt	 about	 it,”	 he	 told	 her.	 It	 was	 another	 Billy	 Rainbow	 line.	 (That

character	never	 said	anything	 that	hadn’t	been	 said	a	million	 times	before,	but
Billy	said	the	most	mundane	things	sincerely.)
“You	sound	just	like	him,”	Heather	said.	“Like	Billy	Rainbow,	I	mean.”
“But	 I’m	 not	 like	 him—I’m	 really	 someone	 else,”	 Jack	 said,	 hoping	 it	 was



true.	His	sister	made	no	response.	Jack	could	hear	the	music	playing;	it	sounded
like	a	hymn.	“I	have	a	sister,”	he	said.	(It	seemed	to	go	with	the	hymn.)
“Yes,	you	do,	Jack	Burns.	You	have	a	father,	too.	But	I’ll	tell	you	how	it	is,”

his	 sister	 said.	 “You	 have	 to	 go	 through	 me	 to	 get	 to	 him.	 Not	 for	 all	 your
money,	Mr.	Movie	Star,	do	you	see	him	without	seeing	me	first—not	for	all	the
money	in	the	world!”
“You	can	trust	me,	Heather.”
“You	have	 to	go	 through	me	 to	get	 to	him,”	she	said	again.	“I	have	 to	 trust

you	with	him.”
“I	swear	to	God—you	can	trust	me,”	he	told	her.
“You	swear	to	God?	Are	you	religious,	Jack	Burns?”
“No,	not	really,”	Jack	admitted.
“Well,	he	is.	You	better	prepare	yourself	for	that,	too,”	his	sister	said.
“Are	you	religious,	Heather?”
“Not	so	religious	that	I	can	ever	forgive	your	mother,”	she	told	him.	“Not	that

religious.	But	he	is.”
After	Barbara	Steiner’s	death,	William	Burns	and	his	daughter	really	learned

to	 ski.	 They	 went	 only	 once	 a	 year,	 for	 a	 week	 or	 ten	 days,	 to	 one	 of	 those
sacred-sounding	places;	they	eventually	added	Davos	and	Pontresina	to	the	list.
Skiing,	 like	 music—like	 everything	 they	 did	 together—became	 a	 ritual.
(According	to	Jack’s	sister,	she	and	her	father	became	halfway-decent	skiers.)
Heather	 told	 Jack	 that	 she’d	 started	 practicing	 the	 piano	 a	 year	 after	 her

mother	 died,	 when	 she	 was	 six	 years	 old.	 William	 Burns	 encouraged	 his
daughter	to	practice	for	five	hours	a	day,	alone.	As	a	teenager,	Heather	took	up
the	wooden	flute.	“The	flute	is	more	sociable,”	she	explained	to	Jack;	that	there
was	a	lot	of	Irish	music	for	the	flute	led	her	to	do	her	doctorate	in	Belfast.
The	 Irish	 boyfriend	was	 still	 in	 Ireland.	Heather	 held	 out	 little	 hope	 for	 the

future	of	any	long-distance	relationship.	But	they’d	played	together	in	a	band	in
Belfast,	and	they’d	traveled	together—a	trip	to	Portugal	the	previous	Easter.	(“I
like	him,	in	small	doses,”	was	all	Heather	would	say	about	him.)
As	a	 junior	 lecturer,	she	made	£22,000	a	year.	 In	Belfast,	she’d	paid	£380	a

month	for	a	two-bedroom	flat;	in	Edinburgh,	she	paid	£300	for	a	single	room	in
an	 apartment	 she	 shared	 with	 five	 roommates.	 However,	 Heather’s	 one-year
contract	had	been	extended;	she	would	get	a	raise	and	be	making	£23,000	next
year.	 For	 the	 time	 being,	 Heather	 liked	 Edinburgh	 and	 her	 job;	 if	 she	 stayed
another	five	or	six	years,	and	if	she	was	successful	in	getting	published,	she’d	be



doing	 well	 enough	 to	 start	 a	 family.	 But	 Heather	 doubted	 she	 would	 stay	 in
Scotland.	(All	she	would	tell	Jack	was	that	she	had	“other	plans.”)
Her	last	year	in	Belfast,	she’d	played	the	organ	in	a	church.	One	of	her	senior

colleagues	at	the	University	of	Edinburgh,	John	Kitchen,	had	been	the	organist	at
Old	 St.	 Paul’s	 since	 1988,	 when	William	 Burns’s	 arthritis	 had	 forced	 him	 to
retire	 as	principal	organist.	For	 almost	 fifteen	years,	William	had	 continued	 to
play	the	organ	at	Old	St.	Paul’s—officially,	he’d	been	John	Kitchen’s	assistant.
Heather	was	the	backup	organist	to	John	Kitchen	at	Old	St.	Paul’s	now.	Kitchen
had	long	been	their	father’s	friend,	Heather	told	Jack.	(He	was	“like	an	uncle”	to
her,	she	said.)
She	played	Irish	music	on	her	wooden	flute	one	night	a	week	at	 the	Central

Bar,	a	pub	at	the	bottom	of	Leith	Walk.	“I’ll	show	you	the	Central	when	you’re
here,”	Heather	told	him.
“I	want	to	know	everything	about	you,”	Jack	said.
“You	don’t	know	that	yet,”	his	sister	reminded	him.
Jack	 parked	 the	 Audi	 at	 the	 curb	 on	Montana	 Avenue;	 he	 was	 waiting	 for

Elizabeth,	Dr.	 García’s	 receptionist,	 to	 arrive	 and	 unlock	 the	 office.	 Elizabeth
would	be	 the	 first	 to	play	 Jack’s	 I-have-a-sister	message.	 Jack	would	give	her
time	to	play	all	the	messages	on	the	answering	machine	before	he	asked	her	if	he
could	be	Dr.	García’s	first	appointment.
Jack	never	waited	in	the	waiting	room	anymore.	He	waited	in	his	car	for	his

therapy	sessions	with	Dr.	García.	When	it	was	Jack’s	turn,	Elizabeth	would	call
him	on	his	 cell	 phone;	 then	 Jack	would	put	 some	money	 in	 the	parking	meter
and	go	inside.	His	presence	in	the	waiting	room	made	the	young	mothers—and,
occasionally,	 their	 friends	 or	 nannies—“borderline	 hysterical,”	Dr.	 García	 had
said.
Jack	was	listening	to	an	Emmylou	Harris	CD,	his	fingers	keeping	time	on	the

steering	wheel	 to	“Tougher	 than	 the	Rest,”	when	Elizabeth	came	 into	view	on
the	 sidewalk.	 She	 shook	 her	 key	 ring	 at	 him,	 but	 Jack	 couldn’t	 hear	 the	 keys
jingle—not	over	Emmylou.
“I’ll	 show	 you	 tougher	 than	 the	 rest,”	 Elizabeth	 said,	 letting	 him	 into	 the

office.	She	was	a	tall,	hawk-faced	woman	in	her	fifties;	her	gunmetal	gray	hair
was	always	in	a	ponytail.	There	was	something	of	Mrs.	McQuat’s	severity	in	the
tensed	muscles	of	her	neck.
“I	left	a	message	on	Dr.	García’s	machine,”	Jack	said.
“I	 heard	 it.	Nice	message.	 I	 always	 access	 the	messages	 from	my	 car,”	 she



explained.	“I	suppose	you	want	the	first	appointment.”
“I	would	appreciate	it,	Elizabeth.”
He	sat	in	Dr.	García’s	office,	not	in	the	waiting	room,	while	Elizabeth	made	a

pot	of	coffee.	Jack	had	never	been	alone	in	that	office;	he	took	the	time	to	look
more	 closely	 at	 the	 family	 photographs,	 noting	 that	 Dr.	 García	 was	 much
younger	in	the	photos	than	he’d	first	assumed.	If	those	children	were	hers,	they
were	grown	now—probably	with	children	of	their	own.
“How	old	is	Dr.	García?”	he	asked	Elizabeth,	when	she	brought	him	a	cup	of

coffee.
“Sixty-one,”	Elizabeth	said.
Jack	was	 amazed.	Dr.	García	 looked	much	younger.	 “And	 the	gentleman	 in

the	pictures?”	he	asked	Elizabeth.	“Is	he	her	husband	or	her	father?”
“He	was	 her	 husband,”	 Elizabeth	 said.	 “He’s	 been	 dead	 for	 almost	 twenty

years—he	died	before	I	met	her.”
Perhaps	 this	 explained	 the	 older-looking	 man’s	 spectral	 presence	 in	 the

photographs;	he	was	a	spirit	who	haunted	the	family,	no	longer	a	participant.
“She	didn’t	remarry?”	Jack	asked.
“No.	 She	 lives	 with	 one	 of	 her	 daughters,	 and	 her	 daughter’s	 family.	 Dr.

García	has	too	many	grandchildren	to	count.”
It	turned	out	that	Elizabeth	had	been	Dr.	García’s	patient	before	becoming	the

doctor’s	 receptionist.	Elizabeth	had	been	divorced;	 she	was	 a	 former	 alcoholic
who’d	lost	custody	of	her	only	child,	a	little	boy.	When	she	stopped	drinking	and
got	 a	 job,	 the	 boy—who	 was	 then	 a	 teenager—chose	 to	 come	 live	 with	 her.
Elizabeth	credited	Dr.	García	with	saving	her	life.
Jack	sat	alone	with	his	coffee	in	Dr.	García’s	office;	he	felt	inconsequential	in

the	company	of	her	family,	who	were	frozen	in	time.	It	was	instructive	to	Jack
that	 his	 therapist	 had	 chosen	 to	 decorate	 her	 office	with	 those	 photographs	 of
herself	and	her	children	that	predated	her	husband’s	death,	as	if	she	needed	to	be
reminded	that	self-pity	was	not	allowed.	(Feeling	sorry	for	yourself	was	not	part
of	the	healing	process,	or	so	Dr.	García	told	her	patients.)
Live	with	it,	the	photos	said.	Don’t	forget,	but	forgive	the	past.
In	 her	 daughter’s	 house,	 where	 Dr.	 García	 lived	 as	 a	 grandmother—a

somewhat	 stern	 one,	 Jack	 imagined—there	were	 probably	 newer	 photographs.
(Of	 her	 children	 as	 grown-ups,	 of	 her	 countless	 grandchildren—possibly	 of
family	pets.)	But	 in	her	place	of	business,	where	 she	counseled	 those	who	 felt
terminally	sorry	 for	 themselves,	Dr.	García	had	assembled	an	austere	 reminder



of	 her	 earlier	 joy	 and	 abiding	 sorrow.	 She’d	 once	 told	 Elizabeth	 that	 she’d
always	 known,	 when	 she	 married	 an	 older	 man,	 that	 her	 husband	 would
predecease	 her.	 “I	 just	 never	 guessed	by	how	many	years!”	 she’d	 said,	with	 a
laugh.
“With	a	laugh?”	Jack	asked	Elizabeth.	“Did	Dr.	García	really	laugh	when	she

said	that?”
“That’s	the	trick,	isn’t	it?”	Elizabeth	said.
Here	was	another	loose	arrangement	that	would	never	have	been	tolerated	in

Vienna	 or	 New	 York,	 where	 Elizabeth’s	 candor	 to	 Jack	 would	 have	 been
considered	 unprofessional—where,	 Jack	 suspected,	 Dr.	 García’s	 insistence	 on
chronological	 order	 as	 therapy	 probably	 would	 have	 been	 considered
“unprofessional,”	too.	But	it	was	working,	wasn’t	it?
There	was	a	prescription	pad	on	Dr.	García’s	desk.	Jack	 thought	about	what

he	wanted	to	say	to	her,	and	if	it	would	fit	on	one	page	of	the	prescription	paper.
He	decided	he	could	make	it	fit,	if	he	kept	his	handwriting	small.
Dear	Dr.	García,
I’m	going	to	Edinburgh	to	meet	my	sister—maybe	my	father,	too!	I’ll	put	it	all

in	chronological	order	for	you,	when	I	get	back.
I’m	sorry	about	your	husband.

Jack
Then	he	went	into	the	waiting	room,	where	a	nanny	was	reading	a	children’s

book	 to	 a	 four-or	 five-year-old.	 (In	 a	 world	 of	 loose	 arrangements,	 Jack	 had
learned	 not	 to	 question	why	 the	 young	mothers	 didn’t	 just	 leave	 their	 kids	 at
home	with	their	nannies.)	The	nanny	looked	up	at	Jack	when	he	came	out	of	Dr.
García’s	office,	but	the	child	didn’t	bother	to	look.	On	a	small	couch,	one	of	the
young	mothers	lay	curled	in	a	fetal	position	with	her	back	to	the	waiting	room.
Jack	couldn’t	hear	her	crying,	but	her	shoulders	were	shaking.
“I	left	Dr.	García	a	note—it’s	on	her	desk,”	he	told	Elizabeth.
“Is	 there	 anything	 else	 you	 want	 me	 to	 tell	 her?	 I	 mean	 in	 addition	 to	 the

note,”	Elizabeth	said.
“Tell	her	I	don’t	need	to	see	her	today,”	he	said.	“Tell	her	I	looked	happy.”
“Well,	 that’s	 a	 stretch.	 How	 about	 I	 say	 ‘happier	 than	 usual’?”	 Elizabeth

suggested.
“That’s	okay,”	he	said.
“Be	safe,	Jack.	Don’t	go	crazy,	or	anything	like	that.”
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The	Musician
There	 was	 a	 serenity	 to	 the	 private	 section	 of	 the	 Sanatorium	 Kilchberg,

which	Jack	may	have	underappreciated	on	his	first	visit.	(He	was	not	in	a	serene
state	 of	 mind.)	 The	 building	 itself,	 which	 was	 white	 stucco	 with	 shutters	 the
same	gray-blue	color	as	the	lake,	looked	more	like	a	small	hotel	than	a	hospital.
His	father’s	third-floor,	corner	rooms—overlooking	the	rooftops	of	Kilchberg—
faced	the	eastern	shore	of	Lake	Zurich.	The	Alps	rose	in	the	hazy	distance	to	the
south	of	the	lake.
The	 hospital	 bed	 where	 Jack’s	 father	 lay	 reading	 was	 cranked	 to	 a

semireclined	 position.	 The	 bed	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 there	were	 no	 carpets	 on	 the
noiseless,	rubberized	floors	were	the	only	indications	that	this	private	suite	was
part	of	an	institution—and	that	the	man	reading	on	the	bed	was	in	need	of	care.
While	 the	windows	were	open,	 and	a	warm	breeze	blew	off	 the	 lake,	William
was	dressed	as	if	 it	were	a	brisk	fall	day—a	thick	flannel	shirt	over	a	white	T-
shirt,	corduroy	trousers,	and	white	athletic	socks.	(If	Jack	had	been	dressed	that
way,	he	would	have	been	sweating—although	it	instantly	made	him	feel	cold	to
look	at	his	father.)
The	 bedroom,	 which	 opened	 into	 another	 room—with	 a	 couch,	 and	 a	 card

table	with	a	couple	of	straight-backed	chairs—was	not	cluttered	with	furniture	or
mementoes.	Jack	saw	only	photographs—massive	bulletin	boards	crammed	with
overlapping	 snapshots.	 There	 were	 also	 movie	 posters	 hung	 on	 the	 peach-
colored	walls	 of	 both	 rooms.	 They	were	 posters	 of	 Jack	Burns’s	movies;	 at	 a
glance,	Jack	 thought	 that	his	dad	had	framed	and	hung	all	of	 them.	Jack	could
see	 that	 the	 surrounding	 bookshelves	 displayed	 a	more	 balanced	 collection	 of
CDs	 and	 DVDs	 and	 videocassettes	 and	 actual	 books	 than	 he’d	 seen	 in	 his
sister’s	office,	or	in	her	bedroom.
The	team	of	doctors,	together	with	Professor	Ritter	and	Jack,	had	entered	his

father’s	 attractive	 but	modest	 quarters	 in	 the	 utmost	 silence.	 Jack	 first	 thought
that	his	dad	didn’t	know	they	were	there.	(William	had	not	looked	up	from	his
book.)	But—as	indicated	by	the	door	from	the	corridor,	which	had	been	ajar—
living	 in	 a	 psychiatric	 clinic	 had	 made	 Jack’s	 father	 familiar	 with	 intrusions.
William	was	accustomed	to	doctors	and	nurses	who	didn’t	necessarily	knock.
Jack’s	 dad	was	 aware	 of	 their	 presence	 in	 his	 bedroom;	he	 had	deliberately

not	looked	up	from	his	book.	Jack	understood	that	his	father	was	making	a	point
about	privacy.	William	Burns	did	indeed	love	the	Sanatorium	Kilchberg,	as	the
hearty	 Dr.	 Horvath	 had	maintained,	 but	 that	 didn’t	 mean	 he	 loved	 everything
about	it.



“Don’t	tell	me—let	me	guess,”	Jack’s	father	said,	staring	stubbornly	into	his
book.	“You’ve	had	a	meeting;	remarkably,	you’ve	come	to	a	decision.	Oh,	what
joy—you’ve	 sent	 a	 committee	 to	 tell	 me	 your	 most	 interesting	 thoughts!”
(William	was	still	refusing	to	look	at	them—his	copper	bracelets	glowing	in	the
dull	late-afternoon	light.)
William	 Burns	 had	 spoken	 with	 no	 discernible	 accent,	 as	 if	 those	 years	 in

foreign	cities	and	their	churches	had	replaced	whatever	was	once	Scottish	about
him.	He	certainly	didn’t	sound	American,	but	he	didn’t	sound	British,	either.	It
was	 a	 European	 English,	 spoken	 in	 Stockholm	 and	 Stuttgart,	 in	 Helsinki	 and
Hamburg.	It	was	the	unaccented	English	of	hymns,	of	all	voices	put	to	music—
from	the	Citadel	Church,	the	Kastelskirken	in	Frederikshavn,	to	the	Oude	Kerk
in	Amsterdam.
As	 for	William’s	 sarcasm,	 Jack	 realized	 that	 his	 sister,	 Heather,	 might	 not

have	inherited	hers	from	her	German	mother,	as	he’d	first	thought.
“Don’t	be	childish,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said.
“You	have	a	special	visitor,	William,”	Dr.	Berger	said.
Jack’s	father	froze;	he	wasn’t	reading,	but	he	wouldn’t	look	up	from	his	book.
“Your	son,	Jack,	has	come	all	this	way	to	take	you	out	to	dinner!”	Professor

Ritter	cried.
“To	the	Kronenhalle!”	Dr.	Horvath	thundered.
William	closed	the	book	and	his	eyes;	it	was	as	if	he	could	see	or	imagine	his

son	 better	 with	 his	 eyes	 shut.	 Jack	 couldn’t	 look	 at	 him	 that	 way;	 he	 looked
instead	at	the	photographs	on	the	nearest	bulletin	board,	waiting	for	his	father	to
open	his	eyes	or	speak.
“We’ll	leave	you	two	alone,”	Professor	Ritter	said	reluctantly.
Jack	 had	 expected	 to	 see	 photographs	 of	 himself—chiefly	 the	 ones	 snipped

from	 movie	 magazines,	 all	 the	 film	 premieres,	 the	 red-carpet	 crap,	 and	 the
Academy	Awards.	But	 not	 the	 personal	 snapshots,	 of	which	 there	were	many.
(There	were	more	of	Jack	than	of	Heather!)
There	 he	 was	 in	 one	 of	 Miss	Wurtz’s	 many	 dramatizations	 at	 St.	 Hilda’s.

Naturally,	he	recognized	himself	as	a	mail-order	bride—that	pivotal	and	blood-
soaked	performance	in	Mr.	Ramsey’s	histrionic	production.	Miss	Wurtz	and	Mr.
Ramsey	must	have	taken	the	pictures.	(Jack	was	pretty	sure	it	was	Caroline	who
had	sent	his	dad	the	photographs.)
But	 that	 didn’t	 explain	 the	 photos	 of	 Jack	with	Emma—though	Lottie	must

have	 taken	 the	 ones	 in	Mrs.	Wicksteed’s	 kitchen,	 there	were	more	 pictures	 of



Jack	with	Emma	 in	Mrs.	Oastler’s	house—or	 the	ones	of	Jack	with	Chenko	 in
the	Bathurst	Street	gym,	or	 the	ones	of	 Jack	wrestling	at	Redding!	Had	Leslie
Oastler	sent	William	photographs?	Had	Jack’s	mother	relented,	if	only	a	little?
But	Mrs.	 Oastler	 and	 Jack’s	 mom	 had	 never	 been	 to	Redding.	 Had	 Coach

Clum	 sent	 those	 wrestling	 pictures	 to	 William?	 There	 were	 Exeter	 wrestling
photographs,	 too;	 maybe	 Coach	 Hudson	 and	 Coach	 Shapiro	 had	 also	 been
messengers.
Jack	heard	the	door	to	the	corridor	close	softly.	When	he	looked	at	his	father

on	the	hospital	bed,	William’s	eyes	were	open	and	he	was	smiling.	Jack	had	no
idea	how	long	his	father	had	been	watching	him.	Jack	had	barely	glanced	at	one
of	 the	 dozen	 or	 more	 bulletin	 boards;	 he’d	 seen	 only	 a	 fraction	 of	 the
photographs,	 but	 enough	 to	 know	 that	 his	 dad	 had	 surrounded	 himself	 with
images	of	Jack’s	childhood	and	his	school	years.	(It	explained	something	about
Heather’s	 anger	 toward	 Jack—namely,	 that	 Jack’s	 past	 was	 more	 of	 a	 visual
presence	in	their	father’s	confined	quarters	than	hers.)
“I	was	afraid	you’d	forgotten	me,”	his	dad	said.	It	was	one	of	Billy	Rainbow’s

lines.	Jack	had	always	liked	that	line,	and	his	father	delivered	it	perfectly.
Jack	 made	 a	 feeble	 gesture	 to	 all	 the	 photographs.	 “I	 was	 afraid	 you’d

forgotten	me!”	he	blurted	out—in	his	own	voice,	not	Billy	Rainbow’s.
“My	dear	boy,”	his	dad	said;	he	patted	the	bed	and	Jack	sat	beside	him.	“You

don’t	 have	 children	 of	 your	 own;	 when	 you	 do,	 you’ll	 understand	 that	 it’s
impossible	to	forget	them!”
Jack	 only	 now	 noticed	 his	 father’s	 gloves.	 They	 must	 have	 been	 women’s

gloves—close-fitting	and	of	such	thin	material	that	William	could	turn	the	pages
of	 his	 book	 as	 well	 as	 if	 he	 were	 bare-handed.	 The	 gloves	 were	 a	 light	 tan,
almost	skin-colored.
“My	hands	are	so	ugly,”	Jack’s	father	whispered.	“They	got	old	before	the	rest

of	me.”
“Let	me	see	them,”	Jack	said.
William	 winced	 once	 or	 twice,	 pulling	 the	 gloves	 off	 his	 fingers,	 but	 he

wouldn’t	allow	Jack	to	help	him.	He	put	his	hands	in	his	son’s	hands;	Jack	could
feel	his	 father	 trembling	a	 little,	as	 if	he	were	cold.	 (The	 room	now	felt	hot	 to
Jack.)	The	gnarling	of	his	dad’s	knuckles	was	so	extreme	that	Jack	doubted	his
father	could	slide	a	ring	on	or	off	his	fingers—William	wore	no	rings.	And	the
bony	 bumps,	 Heberden’s	 nodes,	 which	 had	 formed	 on	 the	 far-knuckle	 joints,
disfigured	his	father’s	hands	more	than	Jack	had	anticipated.



“The	rest	of	me	is	okay,	Jack,”	his	dad	said.	He	held	one	hand	on	his	heart.
“Except	 here,	 on	 occasion.”	 He	 put	 the	 index	 finger	 of	 his	 other	 hand	 to	 his
temple,	as	if	he	were	pointing	a	gun	at	his	head.	“And	in	here,”	he	added,	giving
Jack	a	mischievous	little	smile.	“How	about	you?”
“I’m	okay,”	Jack	told	him.
It	was	 like	 looking	 at	 himself	 on	 a	 hospital	 bed,	 in	 clothes	 he	would	 never

wear—as	if	Jack	had	fallen	asleep	one	night	when	he	was	thirty-eight,	and	had
woken	up	the	next	day	when	he	was	sixty-four.
William	Burns	was	thin	in	the	way	that	many	musicians	were.	With	his	long

hair	and	the	small-boned,	feminine	prettiness	of	his	face,	he	looked	more	like	a
rock	musician	than	an	organist—more	like	a	lead	singer	(or	one	of	those	skinny,
androgynous	men	with	an	electric	guitar)	than	“a	keyboard	man,”	as	Heather	had
called	him.
“Are	we	really	going	to	the	Kronenhalle?”	Jack’s	father	asked.
“Yes.	What’s	so	special	about	it?”	Jack	asked	him.
“They	have	real	art	on	the	walls—Picasso,	and	people	like	that.	James	Joyce

had	his	own	table	there.	And	the	food’s	good,”	William	said.	“We’re	not	going
with	Dr.	Horvath,	I	hope.	I	like	Klaus,	but	he	eats	like	a	farmer!”
“We’re	going	with	Dr.	von	Rohr	and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe,”	Jack	told	him.
“Oh,	what	 joy,”	William	said,	as	he	had	before—sarcastically.	“They’re	 two

of	 the	best-looking	 shrinks	you’ll	 ever	 see—I’ll	give	 them	 that—but	a	 little	of
Ruth	 goes	 a	 long	way,	 and	Anna-Elisabeth	 never	 takes	me	 anywhere	without
bringing	some	medication	along.”
Jack	 was	 struggling	 against	 the	 feeling	 that	 his	 sister	 had	 warned	 him	 he

would	have:	his	father	seemed	almost	normal	to	him,	or	not	half	as	eccentric	as
he’d	expected.	William	certainly	wasn’t	as	wound	up	as	Professor	Ritter,	or	as
obstreperous	as	Dr.	Horvath—nor	was	he	a	third	as	intense	as	Dr.	Berger,	or	Dr.
von	Rohr,	 or	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe.	 In	 fact,	 among	 the	 team	attending	 to	William
Burns,	only	Dr.	Huber	had	struck	Jack	as	normal—and	she	was	an	internist,	not
a	psychiatrist.	(A	pragmatist,	Heather	had	called	her.)
“You	have	so	many	photographs,”	Jack	said	to	his	dad.	“Of	me,	I	mean.”
“Well,	yes—of	course!”	William	cried.	“You	should	have	a	look	at	them.	You

never	knew	that	some	of	them	were	being	taken,	I’m	sure!”
Jack	 got	 up	 from	 the	 bed	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 bulletin	 boards,	 his	 father

following	him	in	his	socks—as	closely	and	silently	as	Jack’s	shadow.
There	were	more	wrestling	photos—too	many,	Jack	thought.	Who	could	have



taken	them	all?	There	were	as	many	as	ten	of	the	same	match!	This	was	true	of
one	of	his	matches	at	Redding	and	 two	at	Exeter.	 Jack	wasn’t	aware	 that	he’d
had	such	a	devoted	admirer	at	either	school.	Of	course	Jack	knew	that	his	father
had	 paid	 the	 tuition,	 both	 at	 Exeter	 and	 at	 Redding;	 perhaps	William	 had	 felt
entitled	to	ask	someone	to	take	pictures	of	Jack	wrestling,	but	who?
Jack	 felt	 his	 father’s	 arms	 around	 his	 chest,	 under	 his	 own	 arms;	 the	 long,

knobby	 fingers	 of	William’s	 small	 hands	were	 interlocked	 on	 his	 son’s	 heart.
Jack	 felt	his	 father	kiss	 the	back	of	his	head.	“My	dear	boy!”	his	dad	said.	“It
was	so	hard	to	imagine	my	son	as	a	wrestler!	I	simply	had	to	see	it	for	myself.”
“You	saw	me	wrestle?”
“I	promised	your	mother	that	I	wouldn’t	make	contact	with	you.	I	didn’t	say

I’d	never	see	you!”	he	cried.	“Your	wrestling	matches	were	public;	even	if	she’d
known,	and	she	didn’t,	she	couldn’t	have	kept	me	away!”
“You	took	some	of	these	photographs?”	Jack	asked	him.
“Some	of	 them,	of	course!	Coach	Clum	was	a	nice	man,	 if	not	a	very	gifted

photographer,	and	Coach	Hudson	and	Coach	Shapiro—what	wonderful	people!
Your	 friend	 Herman	 Castro	 is	 a	 great	 kid!	 You	 should	 keep	 in	 touch	 with
Herman.	 I	 mean,	 more	 than	 you	 do,	 Jack.	 But	 I	 took	 many	 of	 the	 wrestling
pictures	myself.	Yes,	I	did!”	William	seemed	suddenly	irritated	that	Jack	looked
so	stunned.	“Well,	I	wasn’t	going	to	go	all	that	way	and	not	take	a	few	pictures!”
his	father	said,	with	a	measure	of	indignation	in	his	voice.	“What	a	pain	in	the
ass	 it	 is,	 to	 go	 to	 Maine—and	 it’s	 not	 a	 whole	 lot	 easier	 to	 get	 to	 New
Hampshire.”
Jack	was	thinking	that	Heather	had	just	been	born	when	he	was	first	wrestling

at	Redding;	William	might	have	traveled	to	Maine	when	Barbara	was	pregnant,
or	 when	 Heather	 was	 an	 infant.	 And	 when	 William	 had	 come	 to	 New
Hampshire,	when	Jack	was	wrestling	at	Exeter,	Heather	would	have	been	a	little
girl—too	 young	 to	 remember	 those	 times	when	 her	 father	was	 away.	But	 had
those	wrestling	trips	been	difficult	for	Barbara?	Jack	wondered.	First	she’d	had
cancer;	then	she	was	killed	by	a	taxi,	and	there’d	been	no	more	trips.
On	one	of	William’s	bulletin	boards,	 there	was	 a	 snapshot	of	 Jack	 at	Hama

Sushi—the	way	he	was	smiling	at	the	camera,	only	Emma	could	have	taken	the
photograph.	And	another	of	Jack	with	Emma	in	his	lap;	he	remembered	Emma
taking	 that	 one.	 They	were	 in	 their	 first	 apartment,	 their	 half	 of	 that	 rat-eaten
duplex	in	Venice.	There	was	also	a	photo	of	Jack	dressed	for	his	waiter’s	job	at
American	Pacific;	only	Emma	could	have	taken	that	one,	too.
“Emma	sent	you	these?”	Jack	asked	his	father.



“I	know	that	Emma	could	be	difficult,	at	times,”	his	dad	replied,	“but	she	was
a	good	friend	to	you,	Jack—loyal	and	true.	I	never	met	her	in	person—we	just
talked	on	the	telephone	from	time	to	time.	Look	here!”	his	dad	suddenly	cried,
pulling	 Jack	 to	 another	 bulletin	 board.	 “Your	 friend	Claudia	 sent	me	 pictures,
too!”
There	they	were,	Claudia	and	Jack—that	summer	they	did	Shakespeare	in	the

Berkshires.	He’d	wanted	to	be	Romeo	but	had	played	Tybalt	instead.	And	there
were	photos	from	the	theater	in	Connecticut	where	both	Claudia	and	Jack	were
women	 in	 that	 Lorca	 play—The	House	 of	 Bernarda	 Alba.	 (No	 pictures	 of	 the
food-poisoning	episode,	thankfully.)
“Did	you	ever	meet	Claudia?”	Jack	asked	his	dad.
“Only	 on	 the	 telephone,	 alas,”	William	 said.	 “A	nice	 girl,	 very	 serious.	But

she	wanted	babies,	didn’t	she?”
“Yes,	she	did,”	Jack	said.
“You	meet	some	people	at	the	wrong	time,	don’t	you?”	his	dad	asked.	“I	met

your	mother	at	the	wrong	time—the	wrong	time	for	her	and	for	me,	as	it	turned
out.”
“She	had	no	right	to	keep	you	away	from	me!”	Jack	said	angrily.
“Don’t	 be	 such	 an	American!”	 his	 father	 said.	 “You	Americans	believe	you

have	 so	 many	 rights!	 I	 met	 a	 young	 woman	 and	 told	 her	 I	 would	 love	 her
forever,	but	 I	didn’t.	 In	 fact,	 I	didn’t	 love	her	very	 long	at	 all.	To	 tell	you	 the
truth,	I	changed	my	mind	in	a	hurry	about	her—but	not	before	I	had	changed	her
life!	 If	 you	 change	 someone’s	 life,	 Jack,	what	 rights	 should	 you	 have?	Didn’t
your	mom	have	a	right	to	be	angry?”
His	father	seemed	as	sane	as	anyone	Jack	had	ever	met.	Why	is	my	dad	here?

Jack	kept	thinking,	although	Heather	had	warned	him	against	thinking	any	such
thing.
There	were	photographs	of	 Jack	 as	 a	Kit	Kat	Girl,	 the	 summer	both	he	 and

Claudia	wanted	to	be	Sally	Bowles	in	Cabaret,	and	a	bunch	of	pictures	from	the
summer	of	’86,	when	Jack	had	met	Bruno	Litkins,	the	gay	heron,	who’d	cast	him
as	 a	 transvestite	 Esmeralda	 in	 The	 Hunchback	 of	 Notre	 Dame—thus	 sending
Jack	 down	 a	 questionable	 career	 slope,	 but	 one	 he	 had	 survived	 with	 his
heterosexual	orientation	mostly	intact.
“You	 were	 good	 as	 a	 girl,”	 his	 dad	 was	 telling	 him,	 “but—quite

understandably,	as	your	father—I	preferred	seeing	you	in	male	roles.”
There	were	 pictures	 of	 Jack	with	 his	mother	 and	Leslie	Oastler,	 and	 one	 of



him	and	his	mom	in	Daughter	Alice.	Had	Mrs.	Oastler	or	a	 tattoo	client	 taken
that	photograph?
“Emma	thought	I	should	see	what	her	mother	looked	like,”	his	dad	explained,

“because	 she	worried	 about	what	hold	 her	mother	might	 have	 on	 you.	 I	 don’t
mean	a	wrestling	hold!”
“Did	Mrs.	Oastler	send	you	photographs,	too?”	Jack	asked.	“Did	you	ever	talk

to	her	on	the	telephone?”
“I	got	the	feeling	that	Leslie	sent	me	pictures	or	called	me	only	when	she	was

angry	at	your	mother,”	Jack’s	father	explained.
“Probably	when	Mom	was	unfaithful	to	her,”	Jack	said.
“I	never	inquired	about	your	mother,	Jack.	I	only	asked	about	you.”
There	was	 a	 photograph	 of	 Jack	with	Miss	Wurtz	 that	 time	 he	 and	Claudia

took	her	to	the	Toronto	film	festival.	Miss	Wurtz	looked	radiant,	in	her	former-
film-star	attire.	Claudia	must	have	taken	the	picture,	but	there	was	no	mistaking
the	way	The	Wurtz	was	smiling	seductively	at	the	camera;	Caroline	clearly	knew
that	either	she	or	Claudia	would	be	sending	the	photo	to	William.
And	there	was	one	of	Jack	and	Claudia,	which	Miss	Wurtz	had	to	have	taken.

Jack	couldn’t	remember	if	it	was	the	night	before	the	Mishima	misunderstanding
or	 the	 night	 after	 it.	 They’d	 successfully	 crashed	 a	 private	 party,	 because	 the
bouncers	had	mistaken	Miss	Wurtz	 for	 a	 celebrity.	 In	 the	 snapshot,	Claudia	 is
looking	fondly	at	Jack,	but	his	eyes	are	elsewhere;	he’s	not	looking	at	her	or	the
camera.	(Knowing	Jack,	he	was	scanning	the	party	to	see	if	he	could	spot	Sonia
Braga.)
“How	did	you	find	me,	dear	boy?”	his	dad	asked.
“Heather	found	me.	She	called	Miss	Wurtz.	Caroline	always	knows	where	to

find	me.”
“Dear	Caroline,”	William	said,	as	 if	he’d	been	meaning	to	write	her	a	 letter.

“Talk	about	meeting	someone	at	the	wrong	time!”
“I	was	just	in	Edinburgh	with	Heather,”	Jack	told	him.
“She’s	a	bossy	little	thing,	isn’t	she?”	his	dad	asked.
“I	love	her,”	Jack	said.
“So	do	I,	dear	boy—so	do	I!”
There	were	more	photos	of	Jack	with	Emma—for	so	much	of	his	life,	Emma

had	 been	 there.	 In	 the	 Bar	 Marmont,	 around	 the	 pool	 at	 the	 Skybar	 at	 the
Mondrian	Hotel	on	Sunset	Boulevard,	and	in	one	of	 those	private	villas	on	 the



grounds	 of	 the	 Sunset	Marquis	 in	West	Hollywood.	 There	were	 shots	 of	 Jack
holding	the	steering	wheel	of	his	Audi,	of	one	Audi	after	another.	(He	knew	now
that	 Emma	 had	 snapped	 all	 of	 these,	 but	 he’d	 never	 paid	 much	 attention	 to
anyone	taking	his	picture,	because	it	was	always	happening.)
There	 were	 photographs	 of	 Heather	 and	 her	 mother,	 too—some	 were

duplicates	of	those	photos	Heather	had	shown	Jack—and	there	were	more	skiing
pictures,	but	most	surprising	was	the	number	of	times	that	Alice	appeared	in	the
photographs	 of	 Jack.	 (He	 wondered	 why	 his	 father	 hadn’t	 cut	 her	 out	 of	 the
pictures;	Jack	would	have.)	And	some	of	these	photos	were	from	Jack’s	first	trip
to	those	North	Sea	ports,	when	he’d	been	four	and	was	still	inclined	to	hold	his
mother’s	hand.
There	they	were	on	the	Nyhavn,	in	front	of	Tattoo	Ole’s;	either	Ladies’	Man

Madsen	or	Ole	himself	had	to	have	taken	the	picture.	And	in	Stockholm,	posing
by	 a	 ship	 from	 the	 archipelago—it	 was	 docked	 at	 the	 Grand.	 Had	 Torsten
Lindberg	taken	that	one?	Jack	would	never	forget	that	he’d	met	his	father,	but	he
hadn’t	known	it,	in	the	restaurant	of	the	Hotel	Bristol—in	Oslo,	where	William
had	 never	 slept	 with	 Ingrid	Moe.	 But	 who	 had	 taken	 the	 photograph	 of	 Jack
holding	his	mom’s	hand	in	front	of	the	Domkirke,	the	Oslo	Cathedral?
From	his	grave,	 Jack	would	not	 fail	 to	 recognize	 the	American	Bar	 in	what

was	now	the	lobby	of	the	Hotel	Torni,	but	which	of	those	lesbian	music	students
in	 Helsinki	 had	 snapped	 that	 shot	 of	 Jack	 and	 his	 mom	 going	 up	 the	 stairs?
(They	were	always	climbing	the	stairs,	because	the	elevator	was	never	working,
and	they	were	always—as	they	were	in	the	snapshot—holding	hands.)
Why	 hadn’t	William	Burns	 removed	 every	 trace	 of	 Jack’s	mother	 from	 his

sight?
Jack	was	 staring	 so	 intently	 at	 the	 pictures	 from	Amsterdam	 that	 he	 hadn’t

noticed	how	close	 to	 him	his	 father	was	 standing,	 or	 that	William	was	 staring
intently	at	his	son.	There	was	a	photograph	of	Jack	with	his	mother	and	Tattoo
Theo,	and	another	of	Jack	with	Tattoo	Peter—the	great	Peter	de	Haan,	with	his
left	leg	missing	below	the	knee.	Tattoo	Peter	had	the	same	slicked-back	hair	that
Jack	remembered,	but	in	the	photo	he	seemed	more	blond;	Tattoo	Peter	had	the
same	Woody	the	Woodpecker	tattoo	on	his	right	biceps,	too.
“Tattoo	Peter	was	only	 fifteen	when	he	stepped	on	 that	mine,”	William	was

saying,	but	 Jack	had	moved	on.	He	was	 looking	at	 himself	 as	 a	 four-year-old,
walking	with	his	mom	in	the	red-light	district.	Cameras	were	not	welcome	there;
the	 prostitutes	 didn’t	 want	 their	 pictures	 taken.	 Yet	 someone—Els	 or	 Saskia,
probably—must	have	had	a	camera.	Alice	was	smiling	at	the	photographer	as	if



nothing	were	the	matter,	as	if	nothing	had	ever	been	the	matter.
“How	dare	you	look	at	your	mother	like	that?”	his	father	asked	him	sharply.
“What?”
“My	 dear	 boy!	 She’s	 been	 dead	 how	 many	 years?	 And	 you	 still	 haven’t

forgiven	her!	How	dare	you	not	forgive	her?	Did	she	blame	you?”
“She	shouldn’t	have	blamed	you,	either!”	Jack	cried.
“De	 mortuis	 nihil	 nisi	 bonum.	 How’s	 your	 Latin,	 Jack?”	 (William	 clearly

knew	that	Jack’s	Latin	wasn’t	strong.)	“Speak	nothing	but	good	of	the	dead.”
“That’s	a	tough	one,”	Jack	said.
“If	 you	don’t	 forgive	her,	 Jack,	 you’ll	 never	 have	 a	worthwhile	 relationship

with	a	woman	in	your	life.	Or	have	you	had	a	worthwhile	relationship	that	I’m
unaware	of?	Dr.	García	doesn’t	count!	Emma	almost	doesn’t	count.”	 (He	even
knew	about	Dr.	García!)
Jack	 hadn’t	 noticed	when	 his	 father	 had	 started	 to	 shiver,	 but	William	was

shivering	now.	He	paced	back	and	forth,	from	the	bedroom	to	the	sitting	room—
and	into	the	bedroom	again,	with	his	arms	hugging	his	chest.
“Are	you	cold,	Pop?”	Jack	asked	him.	He	didn’t	know	where	the	“Pop”	came

from.	(Not	Billy	Rainbow,	thankfully—not	this	time.)
“What	did	you	call	me?”	his	dad	asked.
“	‘Pop.’	”
“I	 love	 that!”	William	 cried.	 “It’s	 so	American!	 Heather	 calls	 me	 ‘Dad’	 or

‘Daddy’—you	can’t	call	me	that,	too.	It’s	perfect	that	you	call	me	‘Pop’!”
“Okay,	 Pop.”	 Jack	 was	 thinking	 that	 his	 father	 might	 let	 him	 off	 the	 hook

about	his	mom,	but	no	such	luck.
“It’s	time	to	close	the	windows—it’s	that	time	of	the	evening,”	William	was

saying,	 his	 teeth	 chattering.	 Jack	helped	him	 close	 the	windows.	Although	 the
sun	hadn’t	set,	the	lake	was	a	darker	color	than	before;	only	a	few	sailboats	still
dotted	 the	 water.	 His	 father	 was	 shaking	 so	 violently	 that	 Jack	 put	 his	 arms
around	him.
“If	you	can’t	 forgive	your	mother,	 Jack,	you’ll	never	be	 free	of	her.	 It’s	 for

your	 own	 sake,	 you	 know—for	 your	 soul.	When	 you	 forgive	 someone	who’s
hurt	you,	 it’s	 like	escaping	your	skin—you’re	 that	free,	outside	yourself,	where
you	 can	 see	 everything.”	William	 suddenly	 stopped	 shivering.	 Jack	 stepped	 a
little	 away	 from	 him,	 so	 that	 he	 could	 see	 him	 better;	William’s	mischievous
little	smile	was	back,	once	more	transforming	him.	“Uh-oh,”	Jack’s	father	said.



“Did	I	say	skin?	I	didn’t	say	skin,	did	I?”
“Yes,	you	did,”	Jack	told	him.
“Uh-oh,”	his	dad	said	again.	He	was	beginning	 to	unbutton	his	flannel	shirt,

but	he	unbuttoned	it	only	halfway	before	pulling	the	shirt	off—over	his	head.
“What’s	wrong,	Pop?”
“Oh,	it’s	nothing,”	William	said	impatiently;	he	was	busy	taking	off	his	socks.

“	 ‘Skin’	 is	one	of	 those	 triggers.	 I’m	surprised	 they	didn’t	 tell	you.	They	can’t
give	me	antidepressants	and	expect	me	to	remember	all	the	stupid	triggers!”
On	the	tops	of	both	feet,	where	it	is	painful	to	be	tattooed,	were	Jack’s	name

and	Heather’s—Jack	on	his	father’s	right	foot,	Heather	on	his	 left.	 (Since	Jack
couldn’t	 read	music,	he	didn’t	know	what	 the	notes	were,	but	 their	names	had
been	put	to	music.)
By	now,	Jack’s	father	had	taken	off	his	T-shirt	and	his	corduroy	trousers,	too.

In	a	pair	of	striped	boxer	shorts,	which	were	 too	big	for	him—and	which	Jack
could	not	imagine	his	father	buying	on	one	of	the	shopping	trips	with	Waltraut
Bleibel—his	dad	appeared	to	have	the	body	of	a	former	bantamweight.	At	most,
William	 weighed	 one-thirty	 or	 one-thirty-five—Jack’s	 old	 weight	 class.	 The
tattoos	covered	his	father’s	sinewy	body	with	the	patina	of	wet	newspaper.
Doc	Forest’s	 tattoo	stood	out	against	all	 the	music	as	vividly	as	a	burn.	The

words,	which	were	not	as	near	 to	his	heart	as	William	would	have	 liked	 them,
marked	the	left	side	of	his	rib	cage	like	a	whiplash.
The	commandant’s	daughter;	her	little	brother
“It’s	not	 the	tattoos,	my	dear	boy,”	Jack’s	father	said,	standing	naked	before

him—the	shocking	white	of	William’s	hands	and	face	and	neck	and	penis	being
the	only	parts	of	him	that	weren’t	an	almost	uniform	blue-black,	some	of	which
had	faded	to	gray.	“It’s	everything	I	truly	heard	and	felt—it’s	everything	I	ever
loved!	 It’s	not	 the	 tattoos	 that	marked	me.”	For	 a	 small	man,	he	had	overlong
arms—like	a	gibbon.
“Perhaps	you	should	put	your	clothes	on,	Pop—so	we	can	go	out	to	dinner.”
Jack	saw	that	messy	music,	a	wrinkled	scrap	of	a	page	on	his	dad’s	left	hip,

where	Jack’s	mom	was	once	convinced	that	Beachcomber	Bill	had	marked	him
—the	tattoo	that	had	failed	in	the	planning	phase,	according	to	Tattoo	Ole.	Jack
got	 only	 a	 glimpse	 of	 those	 notes	 that	 curled	 around	 the	 underarm	 side	 of	 his
father’s	 right	 biceps;	 most	 of	 that	 tattoo	 was	 lost	 from	 view,	 either	 the
Chinaman’s	mistake	or	the	Beachcomber’s.	And	that	fragment	of	a	hymn	on	his
left	calf—the	“Breathe	on	me,	breath	of	God,”	both	the	words	and	the	music—



was	every	bit	as	good	as	Tattoo	Ole	had	said.	(It	had	to	be	Charlie	Snow’s	work,
or	Sailor	Jerry’s.)
As	 for	 his	 dad’s	 favorite	Easter	 hymn,	 “Christ	 the	Lord	 Is	Risen	Today,”	 it

was	upside	down	to	Jack—but	when	his	father	sat	on	 the	 toilet,	William	could
read	the	music.	Since	this	tattoo	was	strictly	notes,	without	the	words,	Jack	knew
it	was	“Christ	the	Lord”	only	because	of	where	it	was,	and	it	was	upside	down—
and	of	course	Jack	remembered	that	Aberdeen	Bill	had	given	it	to	William.	As
Heather	had	told	Jack,	this	long-ago	tattoo	had	been	overlapped	by	a	newer	one,
Walther’s	 “Wachet	 auf,	 ruft	 uns	 die	 Stimme”—the	 top	 two	 staffs	 beginning
where	the	alleluia	chorus	to	“Christ	the	Lord”	should	have	been.
His	father	was	leaping	up	and	down	like	a	monkey	on	the	bed;	with	a	remote,

which	 William	 held	 in	 one	 hand,	 he	 had	 lowered	 the	 hospital	 bed	 to	 a	 flat
position.	 It	was	hard	 to	get	a	definitive	 look	at	all	his	 tattoos—for	example,	 to
ascertain	 exactly	which	 lengthy	 and	 complicated	 phrase	 by	Handel	was	 in	 the
area	of	William’s	kidneys.	 Jack	knew	only	 that	Tattoo	Ole	had	done	 that	one.
(“More	 Christmas	 music,”	 Ole	 had	 said	 dismissively.)	 But	 Jack	 got	 a	 good
enough	 look	 to	 guess	 that	 this	was	 the	 soprano	 aria	 (“For	Unto	Us	 a	Child	 Is
Born”)	 from	Handel’s	Messiah—and,	 in	 that	 case,	Widor’s	 Toccata	 was	 right
next	to	it.
All	but	lost	in	an	ocean	of	music,	Herbert	Hoffmann’s	disappearing	ship	was

even	more	 difficult	 to	 see	 because	 of	William’s	monkey	 business	 on	 the	 bed.
And	there,	on	his	father’s	right	shoulder,	Jack	recognized	another	Tattoo	Ole—it
lay	 unfurled	 like	 a	 piece	 ripped	 from	 a	 flag.	 It	 was	 more	 Bach,	 but	 not	 the
Christmas	 music	 Jack’s	 mother	 had	 thought	 it	 was—neither	 Bach’s
Weihnachtsoratorium	 nor	 his	 Kanonische	 Veränderungen	 über	 das
Weihnachtslied.	 It	 was	 tough	 to	 see	 his	 dad’s	 shoulder	 clearly,	 with	 all	 the
bouncing	 up	 and	 down,	 but	 Jack’s	 Exeter	 German	 was	 getting	 better	 by	 the
minute—“Der	Tag,	der	ist	so	freudenreich.”
Jack	also	caught	Pachelbel’s	name,	if	not	the	particular	piece	of	music,	and—

in	 a	 crescent	 shape	 on	 his	 father’s	 coccyx—Theo	 Rademaker’s	 cramped
fragment,	 “Wir	 glauben	 all’	 an	 einen	 Gott.”	 (The	 composer	 was	 Samuel
Scheidt.)
Bach’s	“Jesu,	meine	Freude”	(“Jesus,	My	Joy”),	which	Tattoo	Peter	had	given

Jack’s	 dad	 in	Amsterdam,	was	 indeed	missing	part	 of	 the	word	Largo—as	 his
sister	had	said.	The	Balbastre	tattoo	(“Joseph	est	bien	marié”),	which	was	newer
and	 only	 slightly	 overlapped	 the	 Bach,	 was	 not	 by	 a	 tattoo	 artist	 Jack	 could
identify.



Jack’s	 French,	 which	 was	 nonexistent,	 gave	 him	 fits	 with	 Dupré’s	 Trois
préludes	et	 fugues	pour	orgue—not	 to	mention	Messiaen’s	“Dieu	parmi	nous,”
which	followed	the	Roman	numeral	IX.
Did	that	mean	“God	is	among	us”?	Jack	was	wondering.
“I	have	a	 son!”	his	 father	was	 shouting,	 as	he	bounced	up	and	down	on	 the

bed.	“Thank	you,	God—I	have	a	son!”
“Dad,	don’t	hurt	yourself.”
“	‘Pop,’	”	his	father	corrected	him.
“Better	be	careful,	Pop.”
You	 can	give	 yourself	 a	 headache	 trying	 to	 decipher	 the	 tattoos	 on	 a	 naked

man	who’s	leaping	up	and	down	on	a	bed.	Jack	was	trying	to	identify	the	Bach
tattoo	Sami	Salo	was	 alleged	 to	have	given	William	on	his	 backside—and	 the
notes	 that	Trond	Halvorsen	(the	scratcher)	gave	him	in	Oslo,	where	Halvorsen
also	 gave	William	 an	 infection—but	 Jack	was	making	 himself	 dizzy	with	 the
effort.
“Do	you	know	what	toccata	means,	Jack?”
“No,	Pop.”
“It	 means	 touch,	 basically—almost	 a	 hammered	 kind	 of	 touch,”	 his	 father

explained;	he	wasn’t	even	out	of	breath.	Jack	saw	no	evidence	that	Dr.	Horvath
had	been	 right	 about	 the	psychological	 benefits	 of	 the	Sanatorium	Kilchberg’s
jogging	program,	but	the	aerobic	benefits	were	obvious.
Stanley’s	Trumpet	Tune	in	D,	which	marked	William’s	chest	in	the	area	of	his

right	lung,	seemed	to	make	a	visual	proclamation.	(Didn’t	you	need	good	lungs
to	play	the	trumpet?)	And	there	was	that	fabulous	Alain	quotation,	in	French	and
English,	on	his	dad’s	bare	ass—not	 that	William	was	standing	still	 enough	 for
Jack	to	be	able	to	read	it.
“Pop,	maybe	you	should	get	dressed	for	dinner.”
“If	 I	 stop,	 I’ll	 get	 a	 chill,	 dear	 boy.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 feel	 cold!”	 his	 father

shouted.
For	 Professor	 Ritter	 and	 the	 doctors—they	 were	 listening	 outside,	 in	 the

corridor—this	must	have	been	a	familiar	enough	utterance	to	give	them	a	signal.
There	was	a	loud,	rapid	knocking	on	the	door—Dr.	Horvath,	probably.
“Perhaps	 we	 should	 come	 in,	 William!”	 Professor	 Ritter	 called;	 it	 wasn’t

really	a	question.
“Vielleicht!”	Jack’s	father	shouted.	(“Perhaps!”)



William	 bounded	 off	 the	 bed;	 he	 put	 his	 hands	 on	 the	 rubberized	 floor	 and
bent	over,	facing	Jack	while	he	lifted	his	bare	bottom	to	the	opening	door.	When
Professor	Ritter	and	the	doctors	entered,	William	was	mooning	them.
Reason	has	reached	its	limit.	Only	belief	keeps	rising.
“I	must	say,	William—this	is	a	little	disappointing,”	Professor	Ritter	said.
“Only	 a	 little?”	 Jack’s	 father	 asked;	 he’d	 straightened	 up	 and	 had	 turned	 to

face	them,	naked.
“William,	this	is	not	what	you	should	wear	to	the	Kronenhalle!”	Dr.	Horvath

admonished	him.
“I	won’t	have	dinner	with	a	naked	man—at	least	not	in	public,”	Dr.	von	Rohr

announced,	but	Jack	could	see	 that	she	 instantly	regretted	her	choice	of	words.
“Es	tut	mir	leid,”	she	added.	(“I’m	sorry,”	she	said	to	Jack’s	father.)	The	other
doctors	and	Professor	Ritter	all	looked	at	her	with	dismay.	“I	said	I	was	sorry!”
she	told	them	in	her	head-of-department	way.
“I	think	I	heard	the	word	naked,”	William	said	to	his	son,	smiling.	“Talk	about

triggers!”
“I	said	I	was	sorry,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	told	him.
“Oh,	it’s	nothing,”	Jack’s	father	said	irritably.	But	Jack	saw	the	first	sign	that

his	 dad	 felt	 cold	 again—a	 single	 tremor.	 “It’s	 just	 that	 I’ve	 told	 you	 I’m	 not
naked.	You	know	that’s	not	how	I	feel!”
“We	know,	William,”	Dr.	Berger	said.	“You’ve	told	us.”
“But	Jack	hasn’t	heard	this,”	Professor	Ritter	joined	in.
Dr.	von	Rohr	sighed;	 if	 she’d	been	holding	a	pencil	 in	her	 long	 fingers,	 she

would	have	 twirled	 it.	 “These	 tattoos	 are	your	 father’s	 real	 clothes,	 Jack,”	Dr.
von	Rohr	 said.	 She	 put	 her	 hands	 on	William’s	 shoulders—running	 her	 hands
down	 the	 length	of	his	arms,	which	she	 then	held	at	 the	wrists.	“He	 feels	cold
because	so	many	of	his	favorite	composers	have	died.	Most	of	them	are	dead,	in
fact.	Aren’t	they,	William?”
“Cold	as	the	grave,”	Jack’s	father	said,	nodding	his	head;	he	was	shivering.
“And	what	is	here,	and	here,	and	here,	and	everywhere?”	Dr.	von	Rohr	asked,

pointing	 to	 William’s	 tattoos	 repeatedly.	 “Nothing	 but	 praise	 for	 the	 Lord—
hymns	 of	 praise—and	 prayers	 of	 lamentation.	 With	 you,	 everything	 is	 either
adulation	 or	 mourning.	 You	 thank	 God,	 William,	 but	 you	 mourn	 almost
everyone	or	everything	else.	How	am	I	doing	so	far?”	she	asked	him.	Jack	could
tell	 that	 she	had	calmed	his	 father	down,	but	nothing	could	 stop	 the	 shivering.
(Dr.	Horvath	was	trying,	rubbing	William’s	shoulders	while	attempting	to	pull	a



T-shirt	over	his	shaking	head—more	or	less	at	the	same	time.)
“You’re	doing	a	very	good	job,”	Jack’s	father	told	Dr.	von	Rohr	sincerely.	He

was	too	cold	for	sarcasm;	his	teeth	were	chattering	again.
“Your	 body	 is	 not	 naked,	William.	 It	 is	 gloriously	 covered	 with	 hymns	 of

jubilation,	and	with	the	passion	of	an	abiding	love	of	God—but	also	an	abiding
loss,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	continued.
Dr.	Horvath	went	on	dressing	Jack’s	 father	as	 if	William	were	a	child.	 Jack

could	 see	 that	 his	 dad	 had	 completely	 succumbed,	 not	 only	 to	 Dr.	 Horvath
dressing	 him	 but	 to	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr’s	 litany—which	 William	 had	 doubtless
delivered	to	her	on	more	than	one	occasion.
“You	 are	 wearing	 your	 grief,	 William,”	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 went	 on,	 “and	 your

broken	 heart	 is	 thankful—it	 just	 can’t	 keep	 you	warm,	 not	 anymore.	 And	 the
music—well,	some	of	it	is	triumphant.	Jubilant,	you	would	say.	But	so	much	of
it	is	sad,	isn’t	it,	William?	Sad	like	a	dirge,	sad	like	a	lamentation,	as	I’ve	heard
you	say	repeatedly.”
“The	repeatedly	was	sarcastic,	Ruth,”	Jack’s	father	said.	“You	were	doing	fine

till	then.”
Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 sighed	 again.	 “I’m	 just	 trying	 to	 get	 us	 to	 dinner	 on	 time,

William.	Forgive	me	if	I’m	giving	Jack	the	abridged	version.”
“I	think	I	get	it,”	Jack	told	Dr.	von	Rohr.	(He	thought	she’d	done	a	good	job,

under	the	circumstances.)	“I	get	the	idea,	Pop—I	really	do.”
“Pop?	Was	heisst	‘Pop’?”	Dr.	Horvath	asked.	(“What	is	‘Pop’?”)
“Amerikanische	 Umgangssprache	 für	 ‘Vater,’	 ”	 Professor	 Ritter	 told	 him.

(“American	colloquial	speech	for	‘Father.’	”)
“He	doesn’t	need	to	wear	a	tie,	Klaus,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said	to	Dr.	Horvath,	who

was	struggling	 to	knot	a	necktie	at	William’s	 throat.	“Jack’s	not	wearing	a	 tie,
and	he	looks	fine.”
“But	 it’s	 the	Kronenhalle!”	 Jack	was	certain	Dr.	Horvath	was	going	 to	yell;

however,	Dr.	Horvath	put	the	tie	away	and	was	silent.
“There’s	more	to	life	than	grieving	and	singing	praise	to	God,	William,”	Dr.

Berger	intoned.	“I	mean,	factually	speaking.”
“I	won’t	use	 that	word	 I	used	again,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said	carefully,

“but	 allow	me	 to	 say	 that	 you	 can’t	 go	 to	 the	Kronenhalle	wearing	only	 your
tattoos,	 because—as	 I	 know	 you	 know,	 William—they’re	 not	 socially
acceptable.”



“Not	socially	acceptable,”	Jack’s	father	repeated,	smiling.	Jack	could	see	that
being	socially	unacceptable	pleased	William	Burns,	and	that	Dr.	von	Rohr	knew
this	about	him.
“I	want	 to	say	that	I	can	see	what	good	care	you’re	taking	of	my	dad,”	Jack

told	 them	all.	“I	want	you	 to	know	that	my	sister	and	I	appreciate	 it—and	that
my	father	appreciates	it.”	Everyone	seemed	embarrassed—except	William,	who
looked	irritated.
“You	don’t	need	 to	make	a	speech,	 Jack.	You’re	not	a	Canadian	 anymore,”

his	 dad	 told	 him.	 “We	 all	 can	 be	 socially	 acceptable,	when	we	 have	 to.	Well,
maybe	not	Hugo,”	his	father	added,	with	that	mischievous	little	smile	Jack	was
getting	used	to.	“Have	you	met	Hugo	yet,	Jack?”
“Noch	nicht,”	Jack	said.	(“Not	yet.”)
“But	I	suppose	they’ve	told	you	about	the	nature	of	the	little	excursions	I	take

with	Hugo,	on	occasion,”	his	father	said,	the	mischief	and	the	smile	disappearing
from	his	face,	as	if	one	word—not	necessarily	Hugo,	but	the	wrong	word—could
instantly	make	him	another	person.	“They’ve	told	you,	haven’t	they?”	He	wasn’t
kidding.
“I	 know	 a	 little	 about	 it,”	 Jack	 answered	 him	 evasively.	 But	 his	 father	 had

already	turned	to	Professor	Ritter	and	the	others.
“Don’t	 you	 think	 a	 father	 and	 his	 son	 should	 have	 those	 awkward	 but

necessary	conversations	about	sex	together?”	William	asked	his	doctors.
“Bitte,	William—”	Professor	Ritter	started	to	say.
“Isn’t	that	what	any	responsible	father	would	do?”	Jack’s	dad	went	on.	“Isn’t

that	my	job?	To	talk	about	sex	with	my	son—isn’t	that	my	job?	Why	is	that	your
job?”
“We	thought	that	Jack	should	be	informed	about	the	Hugo	business,	William,”

Dr.	Berger	said.	“We	didn’t	know	you	would	bring	the	matter	up	with	him.”
“Factually	speaking,”	William	said,	calming	down	a	little.
“We	can	talk	about	it	later,	Pop.”
“Perhaps	over	dinner,”	his	father	said,	smiling	at	Dr.	von	Rohr,	who	sighed.
“Speaking	 of	 which,	 you	 should	 be	 leaving!”	 Dr.	 Horvath	 cried.	 But	 when

they	started	for	the	corridor—his	father	bowing	to	Dr.	von	Rohr,	who	preceded
him—Dr.	Horvath	grabbed	Jack	by	both	shoulders,	holding	him	back.
“Which	of	the	triggers	was	it?”	the	doctor	whispered	in	Jack’s	ear;	even	Dr.

Horvath’s	whisper	was	 loud.	 “Das	Wort,”	he	whispered.	 (“The	word.”)	 “What



was	it?”
“Skin,”	Jack	whispered.	“It	was	the	word	skin.”
“Gott!”	 Dr.	 Horvath	 shouted.	 “That’s	 one	 of	 the	 worst	 ones—that	 one	 is

unstoppable!”
“I’m	 glad	 some	 of	 the	 triggers	 are	 stoppable,”	 Jack	 told	 him.	 “Naked,	 for

example.	Dr.	von	Rohr	seemed	to	stop	that	one.”
“Ja,	naked’s	not	so	bad,”	Dr.	Horvath	said	dismissively.	“But	you	better	not

bring	up	 the	word	 skin	 at	 the	Kronenhalle.	And	 the	mirrors!”	he	 remembered,
with	a	gasp.	“Keep	William	away	from	the	mirrors.”
“Is	a	mirror	one	of	the	unstoppable	triggers?”	Jack	asked.
“A	mirror	is	more	than	a	trigger,”	Dr.	Horvath	said	gravely.	“A	mirror	is	das

ganze	Pulver!”
“What?”	Jack	asked	him;	he	didn’t	know	the	phrase.
“Das	ganze	Pulver!”	Dr.	Horvath	cried.	“All	the	ammunition!”
Their	evening	at	the	Kronenhalle	began	with	William	complimenting	Dr.	von

Rohr	on	 the	silver	streak	 in	her	 tawny	hair—how	it	had	always	 impressed	him
that	she	must	have	been	struck	by	lightning	one	morning	on	her	way	to	work.	By
the	 time	 she	met	with	her	 first	patient,	he	 imagined,	 she	was	acutely	aware	of
that	part	of	her	head	where	 the	 lightning	bolt	had	hit	her—mainly	because	 the
lightning	had	done	such	extensive	damage	to	her	roots	that	her	hair	had	already
died	and	turned	gray.
“Is	this	actually	a	compliment,	William?”	Dr.	von	Rohr	asked.
They	 had	 not	 yet	 been	 seated	 at	 their	 table,	 which	 was	 in	 a	 room	 with	 a

frosted-glass	wall.	 They’d	 entered	 the	Kronenhalle	 from	Rämistrasse.	Dr.	 von
Rohr,	who	was	much	 taller	 than	 Jack’s	 father,	 purposely	blocked	 any	view	he
might	have	had	of	the	mirror	by	the	bar.	They	passed	both	the	women’s	and	the
men’s	 washrooms,	 which	 harbored	 more	 mirrors,	 but	 these	 mirrors	 were	 not
within	sight	of	the	corridor	they	followed	to	their	glassed-in	room.	(The	mirror
over	the	sideboard	was	in	another	part	of	the	restaurant.)
William	was	 looking	all	 around,	but	he	couldn’t	 see	past	Dr.	von	Rohr—he

came	up	to	her	breasts—and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	held	his	other	arm.	Jack	followed
them.	His	father	was	constantly	turning	his	head	and	smiling	at	him.	Jack	could
tell	 that	his	dad	 thought	 it	was	great	 fun	 to	be	escorted	 into	a	 fancy	 restaurant
like	the	Kronenhalle	by	two	very	good-looking	women.
“If	you	weren’t	so	tall,	Ruth,”	William	was	saying	to	Dr.	von	Rohr,	“I	could

get	a	look	at	the	top	of	your	head	and	see	if	that	silver	streak	is	dyed	all	the	way



down	to	your	roots.”
“There’s	just	no	end	to	your	compliments,	William,”	she	said,	smiling	down	at

him.
Jack’s	dad	patted	 the	 little	purse	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	carried	on	her	arm.	“Got

the	sedatives,	Anna-Elisabeth?”	he	asked.
“Behave	yourself,	William,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.
William	turned	and	winked	at	Jack.	Dr.	Horvath	had	dressed	Jack’s	father	in	a

long-sleeved	 black	 silk	 shirt;	 because	William’s	 arms	were	 long,	 but	 his	 body
was	 small,	 every	 shirt	 looked	 too	 big	 on	 him.	His	 silver	 shoulder-length	 hair,
which	was	 the	 same	 glinting	 shade	 of	 gray	 as	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr’s	 electric	 streak,
added	to	the	feminine	aspect	of	his	handsomeness—as	did	the	copper	bracelets
and	his	gloves.	His	“evening”	gloves,	as	William	called	them,	were	a	thin	black
calfskin.	The	way	his	 father	bounced	on	 the	balls	of	his	 feet	 reminded	Jack	of
Mr.	Ramsey.	As	Heather	had	put	it,	William	Burns	was	a	youthful-looking	sixty-
four.
“Ruth,	 alas,	 is	 no	 fan	 of	 Billy	 Rainbow,	 Jack,”	William	 said,	 as	 they	were

being	seated.
“Alas,	she	 told	me,”	Jack	said,	smiling	at	Dr.	von	Rohr,	who	smiled	back	at

him.
“Even	so,”	Jack’s	father	said,	clearing	his	throat,	“I	gotta	say	we’re	with	the

two	best-looking	broads	in	the	place.”	(He	really	did	have	Billy	Rainbow	down
pat.)
“You’re	such	a	flatterer,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	told	him.
“Have	you	had	a	look	at	Ruth’s	purse?”	Jack’s	dad	asked	him,	indicating	Dr.

von	Rohr’s	rather	large	handbag;	it	was	too	big	to	fit	under	her	chair.	“More	like
a	suitcase,	if	you	ask	me—more	like	an	overnight	bag,”	William	said,	winking	at
Jack.	 His	 father	 was	 outrageously	 suggesting	 that	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 had	 prepared
herself	for	the	possibility	of	spending	the	night	at	the	Hotel	zum	Storchen	with
Jack!
“It’s	 not	 every	 day	 you	 meet	 a	 man	 who	 compliments	 a	 woman’s

accessories,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	told	Jack,	smiling.
Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 didn’t	 look	 so	 sure,	 nor	 was	 she	 smiling;	 despite	 her

supermodel	 attire,	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe’s	 dominant	 personality	 trait	 radiated
medication.
Jack	 also	 knew	 that	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 was	 married,	 and	 she	 had	 young

children,	 which	 was	 why	 his	 father	 had	 focused	 his	 embarrassing	 zeal	 for



matchmaking	 on	 Jack	 and	Dr.	 von	Rohr.	 (She	was	 no	 longer	married	 but	had
been,	Heather	had	said;	she	was	a	divorced	woman	with	no	children.)
“Jack’s	 been	 seeing	 a	 psychiatrist—for	 longer	 than	 I’ve	 known	 you	 two

ladies,”	William	announced.	“How’s	that	been	going,	Jack?”
“I	don’t	know	if	there’s	a	professional	name	for	the	kind	of	therapy	I’ve	been

receiving,”	Jack	told	them.	“A	psychiatric	term,	I	mean.”
“It	 doesn’t	 need	 to	 have	 a	 psychiatric	 term,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 said.	 “Just

describe	it.”
“Well,	Dr.	García—she’s	this	truly	wonderful	woman	in	her	early	sixties,	with

all	these	children	and	grandchildren.	She	lost	her	husband	some	years	ago—”
“Aren’t	most	 of	 her	 patients	women,	 Jack?”	his	 dad	 interrupted.	 “I	 had	 that

impression	 from	 one	 of	 those	 articles	 I	 read	 about	 the	 Lucy	 business—you
remember	that	episode,	the	girl	in	the	backseat	of	Jack’s	car?”	William	asked	his
doctors.	 “Both	she	and	her	mother	were	 seeing	 the	 same	psychiatrist	 Jack	was
seeing!	From	the	sound	of	it,	you’d	think	there	was	a	shortage	of	psychiatrists	in
southern	California!”
“William,	let	Jack	describe	his	therapy	for	us,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said.
“Oh,”	his	father	responded;	it	gave	Jack	a	chill	that	his	dad	said,	“Oh,”	exactly

the	way	Jack	did.
“Well,	Dr.	García	makes	me	tell	her	everything	in	chronological	order,”	Jack

explained.	Both	doctors	were	nodding	their	heads,	but	William	suddenly	looked
anxious.
“What	things?”	Jack’s	father	asked.
“Everything	that	ever	made	me	laugh,	or	made	me	cry,	or	made	me	feel	angry

—just	those	things,”	Jack	told	him.
Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 and	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 weren’t	 nodding	 their	 heads	 anymore;

they	were	both	observing	William	closely.	The	 idea	of	what	might	have	made
his	son	laugh,	or	cry,	or	feel	angry	seemed	to	be	affecting	him.
His	dad	had	moved	his	 right	hand	 to	his	heart,	but	his	hand	hadn’t	 come	 to

rest	 there.	He	appeared	 to	be	 inching	his	fingers	over	 the	upper-left	side	of	his
rib	cage—as	if	feeling	for	something	under	his	shirt,	or	under	his	skin.	He	knew
exactly	where	to	find	it,	without	looking.	As	for	what	might	have	made	William
Burns	laugh	or	cry,	her	name	was	Karin	Ringhof—the	commandant’s	daughter.
As	for	what	might	have	made	him	cry	and	made	him	feel	angry,	that	would	have
been	what	happened	to	her	little	brother.
“It	sounds	as	 if	 this	 therapy	could	be	quite	a	 lengthy	endeavor,”	Dr.	Krauer-



Poppe	said	to	Jack,	but	she’d	not	taken	her	eyes	from	William’s	gloved	hand—
black-on-black	against	his	shirt,	touching	the	tattoo	she	knew	as	well	as	Jack	did.
The	commandant’s	daughter;	her	little	brother
From	the	pained	expression	on	his	father’s	face,	Jack	could	tell	that	William

had	his	index	finger	perfectly	in	place	on	the	semicolon—the	first	(and	probably
the	last)	semicolon	Doc	Forest	had	tattooed	on	anyone.
“Your	therapy	sounds	positively	book-length,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said	to	Jack,	but

her	eyes—like	those	of	her	colleague—had	never	strayed	from	his	father.
“You’re	putting	in	chronological	order	everything	that	ever	made	you	laugh,

or	made	you	cry,	or	made	you	feel	angry,”	his	dad	said,	grimacing	in	pain—as	if
every	word	he	spoke	were	a	tattoo	on	his	rib	cage,	or	in	the	area	of	his	kidneys,
or	on	the	tops	of	his	feet,	where	Jack	had	seen	his	own	name	and	his	sister’s.	All
those	places	where	Jack	knew	it	hurt	like	Hell	to	be	tattooed,	yet	William	Burns
had	been	 tattooed	 there—he’d	been	marked	 for	 life	 everywhere	 it	 hurt,	 except
for	his	penis.
“And	has	this	therapy	helped?”	Dr.	von	Rohr	asked	Jack	doubtfully.
“Yes,	 I	 think	 it	 has—at	 least	 I	 feel	 better	 than	when	 I	 first	went	 to	 see	Dr.

García,”	he	told	them.
“And	you	think	it’s	the	chronological-order	part	that	has	helped?”	Dr.	Krauer-

Poppe	asked.	(In	her	view,	Jack	could	tell,	putting	the	highs	and	lows	of	your	life
in	chronological	order	was	not	as	reliable	as	taking	medication.)
“Yes,	I	think	so	.	.	.”	Jack	started	to	say,	but	his	father	interrupted	him.
“It’s	barbaric!”	William	shouted.	“It	sounds	like	torture	to	me!	The	very	idea

of	imposing	chronological	order	on	everything	that	ever	made	you	laugh	or	cry
or	 feel	angry—why,	 that’s	 the	most	masochistic	 thing	 I’ve	ever	heard	of!	You
must	be	crazy!”
“I	think	it’s	working,	Pop.	The	chronological-order	part	keeps	me	calm.”
“My	son	is	obviously	deluded,”	William	said	to	his	doctors.
“Jack’s	not	the	one	in	an	institution,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	reminded	him.
Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	covered	her	pretty	face	with	her	hands;	for	a	moment,	Jack

was	afraid	 that	 the	word	 institution	might	have	been	a	 trigger.	The	Doc	Forest
tattoo	on	the	upper-left	side	of	his	father’s	rib	cage	was	clearly	a	 trigger,	but	a
stoppable	one—or	so	it	appeared.	Jack’s	dad	had	returned	both	his	hands	to	the
table.
Just	then	their	waiter	materialized—a	short	man	bouncing	on	the	balls	of	his



feet,	as	vigorously	as	William	or	Mr.	Ramsey	ever	had,	although	the	waiter	was
fat.	He	had	a	small	mouth	and	an	overlarge	mustache,	which	seemed	to	tickle	his
nose	when	he	spoke.	“Was	darf	ich	Ihnen	zu	Trinken	bringen?”	he	inquired.	(It
sounded	as	if	“What	may	I	bring	you	to	drink?”	were	all	one	word.)
“Fortuitous,”	Jack’s	father	said,	meaning	the	timely	appearance	of	the	waiter,

but	the	waiter	thought	that	William	had	ordered	something.
“Bitte?”	the	waiter	asked.
“Ein	 Bier,”	 Jack	 said—pointing	 to	 himself,	 to	 avoid	 further	 confusion.	 (“A

beer.”)
“I	didn’t	know	you	drank!”	his	dad	said	with	sudden	concern.
“I	don’t.	You	can	watch	me.	I	won’t	finish	one	beer,”	Jack	told	him.
“Noch	 ein	 Bier!”	 his	 father	 told	 the	 waiter,	 pointing	 to	 himself.	 (“Another

beer!”)
“William,	 you	 don’t	 drink—not	 even	 half	 a	 beer,”	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 reminded

him.
“I	can	have	what	Jack	has,”	William	said,	acting	like	a	child.
“Not	with	the	antidepressants.	You	shouldn’t,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.
“I	can	unorder	the	beer,”	Jack	suggested.	“Das	macht	nichts.”
“Jack’s	German	will	improve	over	time,”	William	said	to	his	doctors.
“Jack’s	German	is	fine,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	told	him.
“You	 see?	 She	 likes	 you,	 Jack,”	 his	 father	 said.	 “I	 told	 you	 that	 was	 an

overnight	bag!”
The	 doctors,	 choosing	 to	 ignore	 him,	 ordered	 a	 bottle	 of	 red	wine.	William

ordered	a	mineral	water.	Jack	told	the	waiter	that	he’d	changed	his	mind.	Would
the	waiter	bring	them	a	large	bottle	of	mineral	water,	please—and	no	beer?
“No,	 no!	 Have	 the	 beer!”	 William	 said,	 taking	 Jack’s	 hand	 in	 his	 gloved

fingers.
“Kein	 Bier,”	 Jack	 said	 to	 the	waiter,	 “nur	Mineralwasser.”	 (“No	 beer,	 only

mineral	water.”)
Jack’s	dad	sat	sulking	at	the	table,	making	an	unsteady	tower	of	his	knife	and

spoon	and	fork.	“Fucking	Americans,”	William	said.	He	looked	up	to	see	if	that
would	get	 a	 rise	out	of	his	 son.	 It	 didn’t.	Dr.	 von	Rohr	 and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe
gave	each	other	a	look,	but	they	said	nothing.	“Don’t	have	the	Wiener	schnitzel,
Jack,”	his	 father	continued,	as	 if	 the	menu,	which	he’d	 just	 that	 second	picked
up,	had	been	all	that	was	on	his	mind	from	the	beginning.



“Why	not,	Pop?”
“They	 butcher	 a	whole	 calf	 and	 put	 half	 of	 it	 on	 your	 plate,”	William	 said.

“And	 don’t	 have	 the	 Bauernschmaus,”	 he	 added.	 (A	 Bauernschmaus	 was	 a
farmer’s	platter	of	meats	and	sausages;	 it	was	very	popular	with	Austrians	and
sounded	like	something	Dr.	Horvath	would	have	ordered,	but	Jack	could	see	that
it	 wasn’t	 even	 on	 the	 Kronenhalle’s	 menu.)	 “And,	 above	 all,	 don’t	 have	 the
bratwurst.	It’s	a	veal	sausage	the	size	of	a	horse’s	penis.”
“I’ll	stay	away	from	it,	then,”	Jack	told	him.
Dr.	von	Rohr	and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	were	talking	rapid-fire	Swiss	German.	It

was	not	the	High	German	Jack	had	studied	in	school—Schriftdeutsch,	the	Swiss
call	it,	meaning	“written	German.”
“Schwyzerdütsch,”	 Jack’s	 father	 said	 contemptuously.	 “They	 speak	 in	Swiss

German	when	they	don’t	want	me	to	understand	them.”
“If	 you	didn’t	 talk	 about	 horses’	 penises,	maybe	 they	wouldn’t	 have	 to	 talk

about	you,	Pop.”
“I	 think	 you	 should	 find	 a	 new	psychiatrist,	 Jack.	 Someone	 you	 can	 talk	 to

about	 things	 as	 they	 come	 up—not	 necessarily	 in	 chronological	 order,	 for
Christ’s	sake.”
Jack	was	surprised	by	the	for	Christ’s	sake,	and	not	because	it	was	exactly	the

way	 Jack	 always	 said	 it—he	 only	 occasionally	 said	 it—but	 because	 Jack	 had
never	said	it	in	any	of	his	films.	(As	Dr.	Berger	had	told	him,	William	had	made
quite	a	study	of	his	son;	as	Dr.	von	Rohr	had	warned	Jack,	she	didn’t	mean	only
his	movies.)
“Interesting	what	he	knows,	isn’t	it?”	Dr.	von	Rohr	asked	Jack.
The	 waiter—that	 timely,	 bouncing	 fat	 man—was	 back	 to	 take	 their	 orders.

Jack’s	father	unhesitatingly	ordered	the	Wiener	schnitzel.
“William,	I	know	how	you	eat—you	can’t	possibly	eat	half	of	it,”	Dr.	Krauer-

Poppe	said	to	him.
“I’m	just	like	Jack	with	his	one	beer,”	William	said.	“I	don’t	have	to	finish	it.

And	 I	 didn’t	 order	 the	 pommes	 frites	 that	 come	with	 it—just	 the	 green	 salad.
Und	noch	ein	Mineralwasser,	bitte,”	he	told	the	waiter.	Jack	was	surprised	to	see
that	the	liter	bottle	was	empty.
“Slow	 down,	 William,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 said,	 touching	 the	 back	 of	 his

black-gloved	hand.	William	pulled	his	hand	away	from	her.
The	 restaurant	was	 lively,	but	not	 too	crowded;	 their	 reservation	was	on	 the

early	side	of	when	things	get	really	busy	at	the	Kronenhalle,	or	so	the	concierge



had	told	Jack.	But	everyone	in	the	restaurant	had	recognized	Jack	Burns.	“Look
around	 you,	 William,”	 said	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr—her	 voice	 as	 commanding	 as	 the
silver-gray,	lightning-bolt	streak	in	her	hair.	“Be	proud	of	your	famous	son.”	But
William	wouldn’t	look.
“And	all	these	strangers	who	recognize	Jack	can’t	help	but	see	that	you	are	his

father—they	are	recognizing	you,	too,	William,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.
“And	what	must	 they	be	thinking?”	William	asked.	“	‘There	is	Jack	Burns’s

old	man	with	what	must	be	his	second	or	third	wife’—that	would	be	you,	Ruth,”
William	said	 to	Dr.	von	Rohr,	 “because	you’re	obviously	 the	older	of	 the	 two
lovely	 ladies	 at	 this	 table,	 but	 you’re	 clearly	 not	 old	 enough	 to	 be	 Jack’s
mother.”
“William,	don’t—”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	began.
“And	what	must	they	be	thinking	about	you,	Anna-Elisabeth?”	William	asked.

“	 ‘Who	 is	 that	 pretty	young	woman	with	 the	wedding	 ring?	She	must	be	 Jack
Burns’s	date!’	They	haven’t	figured	out	the	part	about	Ruth’s	overnight	bag.”
“Dad—”
“	‘Pop’!”	his	father	corrected	him.
“Let’s	just	have	a	normal	conversation,	Pop.”
“Would	 that	be	 the	sex-with-prostitutes	or	 the	Hugo	conversation?”	William

asked.	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 opened	 her	 purse	 with	 a	 snap.	 “Okay,	 I’ll	 stop.	 I’m
sorry,	Anna-Elisabeth,”	Jack’s	dad	said.
“I	was	looking	for	a	tissue,	William.	I	have	something	in	my	eye,”	Dr.	Krauer-

Poppe	said.	“I	wasn’t	even	thinking	about	your	medication;	not	yet.”	She	opened
a	small	compact—it	held	a	tiny	mirror,	no	doubt,	although	Jack’s	father	couldn’t
see	it—and	dabbed	at	the	corner	of	her	eye	with	a	tissue.
“Perhaps	we	could	talk	about	the	time	we	all	woke	up	at	two	in	the	morning

and	watched	Jack	win	 the	Oscar!”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said,	 taking	William’s	gloved
hand.	He	looked	at	her	hand	holding	his	as	if	she	were	a	leper.
“You	mean	Emma’s	Oscar,	Ruth?”	William	asked	her.	“That	screenplay	had

Emma	written	all	over	it.	Didn’t	it,	Jack?”
Jack	didn’t	respond;	he	just	watched	Dr.	von	Rohr	let	go	of	his	father’s	hand.

“When	 the	 food	comes,	William,	 I’ll	help	you	 take	 those	gloves	off,”	 she	 told
him.	“It’s	better	not	to	eat	with	them.”
“Ich	muss	bald	pinkeln,”	Jack’s	dad	announced.	(“I	have	to	pee	soon.”)
“I’ll	take	him,”	Jack	told	the	two	doctors.



“I	think	I	should	come	with	you,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said.
“Nein,”	William	told	her.	“We’re	boys.	We’re	going	to	the	boys’	room.”
“Just	 behave	 yourself,	William,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	warned	 him.	 Jack’s	 dad

stuck	his	tongue	out	at	her	as	he	stood	up	from	the	table.
“If	you’re	not	back	in	a	few	minutes,	I’ll	come	check	on	you,”	Dr.	von	Rohr

said,	touching	Jack’s	hand.
“Jack,	your	father	cried	when	you	won	the	Oscar—he	cried	and	he	cheered,”

Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.	“He	was	so	proud	of	you—he	is	so	proud	of	you.”
“I	 just	 meant	 that	 Emma	 must	 have	 helped	 him,”	 William	 said;	 he	 was

indignant.
“You	cried	and	cheered,	William—we	all	did,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	replied.
It	 slowly	 registered	with	 Jack,	 when	 he	was	walking	with	 his	 father	 to	 the

men’s	 room—that	 if	 they’d	 watched	 Jack	 Burns	 at	 the	 Academy	 Awards	 in
2000,	his	father	had	been	in	the	Sanatorium	Kilchberg	for	more	than	three	years.
No	one,	not	even	Heather,	had	told	Jack	how	long	William	had	been	there.
“Of	course	Emma	helped	me,	Pop,”	Jack	admitted.	“She	helped	me	a	lot.”
“I	didn’t	mean	I	wasn’t	proud	of	you,	Jack.	Of	course	I’m	proud	of	you!”
“I	know	you	are,	Pop.”
In	 the	men’s	 room,	 Jack	 tried	 to	 block	 his	 father’s	 view	 of	 the	mirror,	 but

William	 planted	 himself	 in	 front	 of	 the	 sink,	 not	 the	 urinal.	 They	 did	 a	 little
dance.	William	tried	to	look	over	Jack’s	shoulder	at	the	mirror;	when	Jack	stood
on	his	toes	to	block	his	dad’s	view,	William	ducked	his	head	and	peered	around
his	 son.	 They	 danced	 from	 side	 to	 side.	 It	was	 impossible	 to	 prevent	William
from	seeing	himself	in	the	mirror.
If	mirrors	were	triggers,	they	didn’t	affect	Jack’s	father	in	quite	the	same	way

as	 the	word	skin	had.	This	 time,	he	didn’t	 try	 to	 take	off	his	clothes.	But	with
every	glimpse	he	caught	of	himself,	his	expression	changed.
“Do	you	see	that	man?”	Jack’s	dad	asked,	when	he	saw	himself.	It	was	as	if	a

third	man	were	in	the	men’s	room	with	them.	“Things	have	happened	to	him,”
his	father	said.	“Some	terrible	things.”
Jack	gave	up	trying	to	shield	his	dad	and	looked	in	the	mirror,	too.	The	third

man’s	 face	 kept	 changing.	 Jack	 saw	 his	 father	 as	William	might	 have	 looked
when	 he	 first	 caught	 sight	 of	 Jack	 as	 an	 infant,	 before	 the	 boy’s	 mother	 had
whisked	him	away—a	kind	of	expectancy	giving	way	 to	wonder	on	William’s
suddenly	 boyish-looking	 face.	 Jack	 saw	 what	 his	 father	 must	 have	 seen	 in	 a



mirror	that	day	in	Copenhagen,	when	they	pulled	Niels	Ringhof’s	body	from	the
Kastelsgraven—or	when	William	learned	that	Alice	had	slept	with	the	boy,	and
then	abandoned	him.
His	dad	was	 slumping	 in	 Jack’s	 arms,	 as	 if	William	wanted	 to	kneel	on	 the

men’s	 room	 floor—the	 way	 he’d	 dropped	 to	 his	 knees	 at	 the	 waterfront	 in
Rotterdam,	when	Els	had	to	carry	him	to	Femke’s	car.	Or	when	the	policeman
had	brought	Heather	home—and	 the	cop	 told	William	 the	story	of	how	 they’d
mistaken	Barbara,	 his	 dead	wife,	 for	 a	German	 tourist	who	 looked	 the	wrong
way	crossing	the	street	at	Charlotte	Square.
“That	man’s	body	 is	a	map,”	William	said,	pointing	at	 the	slumping	man	 in

the	mirror.	“Should	we	look	at	the	map	together,	Jack?”
“Maybe	later,	Pop.	Not	now.”
“Nicht	jetzt,”	his	father	agreed.
“You	said	you	had	to	pee,	Pop,”	Jack	reminded	him.
“Oh,”	Jack’s	father	said,	stepping	away	from	his	son.	“I	think	I	have.”
They	both	 looked	at	his	pants.	William	was	wearing	khaki	 trousers	with	 the

same	 pleats	 and	 sharply	 pressed	 pant	 legs	 that	 Professor	 Ritter	 favored,	 but
William’s	were	stained	dark;	his	feet	were	standing	in	a	puddle	of	urine	on	the
floor.
“I	 hate	 it	 when	 this	 happens,”	 his	 dad	 said.	 Jack	 didn’t	 know	 what	 to	 do.

“Don’t	worry,	 Jack.	Dr.	von	Rohr	will	be	coming	 to	 the	 rescue.	What	did	you
think	her	overnight	bag	was	really	for?”	William	turned	abruptly	away	from	the
mirror—as	 if	 the	 third	man	 in	 the	mirror	 had	 insulted	 him,	 or	made	 him	 feel
ashamed.
Seemingly	 part	 of	 his	 father’s	 daily	 schedule,	 there	 came	 a	 head-of-

department	knock	on	 the	men’s	 room	door.	 “Herein!”	William	called.	 (“Come
in!”)
Dr.	von	Rohr’s	long	arm	reached	into	the	men’s	room;	she	was	offering	Jack

her	oversize	handbag	without	showing	them	her	face.	“Danke,”	Jack	said,	taking
the	bag	from	her	hand.
“It’s	 different	 when	 he	 sees	 himself	 in	 the	mirror	without	 his	 clothes,”	 she

warned	Jack,	letting	the	door	close.
Jack	undressed	his	father	and	wiped	his	body	down	with	paper	towels,	which

he	 soaked	 in	 warm	water;	 then	 he	 dried	 his	 dad	 off	 with	more	 paper	 towels.
William	was	as	accepting	of	this	treatment	as	a	well-behaved	child.
Jack	was	able	to	guide	him	out	of	sight	of	the	mirror.	But	when	William	was



standing	there,	naked—while	Jack	searched	for	the	change	of	clothes	in	Dr.	von
Rohr’s	big	bag—a	well-dressed	gentleman	entered	the	men’s	room,	and	he	and
Jack’s	 father	 exchanged	 stares.	 To	 the	 gentleman,	 who	 looked	 like	 a	 middle-
aged	banker,	Jack’s	dad	was	a	naked,	 tattooed	man.	To	William	Burns,	 if	Jack
could	 read	 his	 father’s	 indignant	 expression,	 the	 well-dressed	 banker	 was	 an
intruder;	 moreover,	 he	 was	 intruding	 on	 a	 tender	 father-and-son	 moment.
Furthermore,	 to	 the	gentleman,	William	Burns	was	a	naked,	 tattooed	man	with
gloves	on—and	there	was	no	telling	what	the	gentleman	might	have	made	of	the
copper	bracelets.
The	 banker	 gave	 Jack	 an	 overfamiliar,	 I-know-who-you-are	 look.	 (He	 had

come	to	pee,	but	he’d	walked	into	some	twisted	movie!)
“Er	ist	harmlos,”	Jack	said	to	the	man,	remembering	what	Nurse	Bleibel	had

told	poor	Pamela.	(“He’s	harmless.”)
The	banker	clearly	doubted	this.	Jack’s	dad	had	filled	his	lungs	and	proceeded

to	puff	 out	 his	 chest	 like	 a	 rooster;	 he	made	 two	 fists	 and	held	out	 his	 gloved
hands.
Jack	reached	back	for	his	Exeter	German,	hoping	for	the	best.	“Keine	Angst.

Er	ist	mein	Vater,”	he	told	the	banker.	(“Don’t	be	afraid.	He’s	my	father.”)	And
this	was	 the	hard	part:	“Ich	passe	auf	 ihn	auf.”	 (“I’m	 looking	after	him.”)	The
banker	retreated,	not	believing	a	word	of	it.
Then	 the	 man	 was	 gone—the	 only	 actual	 third	 man	 to	 have	 momentarily

shared	 the	 men’s	 room	 with	 Jack	 and	 his	 dad—and	 Jack	 dressed	 his	 father,
trying	to	remember	how	efficiently	and	gently	Dr.	Horvath	had	dressed	William
in	the	clinic.
It	 seemed	 to	 soothe	 his	 dad	 to	 explain	musical	 notes	 to	 Jack;	William	must

have	known	that	his	son	knew	nothing	about	music.	“Quarter	notes	are	colored
in,	with	stems,”	his	father	told	him.	“Eighth	notes	are	also	colored	in,	with	either
flags	or	beams	joining	two	or	more	together.	Sixteenth	notes	are	colored	in,	and
they	have	a	double	beam	joining	them	together.”
“What	about	half	notes?”	Jack	asked.
“Half	 notes,	which	 are	white-faced—well,	 in	my	 case,	 you	 could	 say	 flesh-

colored,”	his	dad	said;	he	abruptly	stopped.
Flesh:	 they’d	 both	 heard	 it.	 But	 was	 it	 a	 trigger?	 (As	 unstoppable	 as	 skin,

maybe,	Dr.	Horvath	might	have	said.)
“Half	notes,	which	are	white-faced,”	 Jack	prompted	his	 father,	 to	make	him

move	on.	“White-faced	and	what?”



“White-faced	 with	 stems,”	 Jack’s	 dad	 replied,	 haltingly—flesh	 perhaps
flickering	in	the	half-light,	half-dark	of	his	mind,	where	all	the	triggers	lay	half
asleep	or	half	awake.	“Whole	notes	are	white-faced	and	have	no	stems.”
“Stop!	 Hold	 everything,”	 Jack	 suddenly	 said,	 pointing	 to	 his	 father’s	 right

side.	“What’s	that	one?”
The	tattoo	was	neither	words	nor	music;	it	more	closely	resembled	a	wound	in

William’s	side.	Worse,	at	the	edges	of	the	gash,	there	was	a	blood-red	rim—like
a	ring	of	blood.	(As	for	the	blood,	Jack	should	have	known,	but	he’d	been	only
four	at	the	time.)
“That	is	where	Our	Lord	was	wounded,”	Jack’s	father	told	him.	“They	put	the

nails	 in	His	 hands,”	 he	 said,	 holding	 his	 black-gloved	 hands	 together,	 as	 if	 in
prayer,	 “and	 in	 His	 feet,	 and	 here—in	 His	 side,”	 William	 said,	 touching	 the
tattoo	on	the	right	side	of	his	rib	cage.	“One	of	the	soldiers	pierced	His	side	with
a	spear.”
“Who	did	the	tattoo?”	Jack	asked	his	dad.	Some	scratcher,	Jack	expected	him

to	say,	but	Jack	should	have	known.
“There	was	a	 time,	 Jack,	when	every	 religious	person	 in	Amsterdam	was	at

least	 tempted	 to	be	 tattooed	by	a	man	named	 Jacob	Bril.	Maybe	you	were	 too
young	to	remember	him.”
“No,	I	remember	Bril,”	Jack	said,	touching	the	blood-edged	gash	in	his	dad’s

side—then	drawing	his	father’s	shirt	over	the	wound.
It	was	a	great	restaurant,	the	Kronenhalle.	Jack	had	been	foolish	to	order	only

a	salad,	but	he	ate	two	thirds	of	his	father’s	Wiener	schnitzel.	William	Burns	was
a	finicky	eater.
“At	 least	 Jack	 brought	 his	 appetite	 to	 dinner,	 William,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe

scolded	him,	but	both	William	and	Jack	were	in	a	fairly	upbeat	mood.
They	had	weathered	 the	word	 flesh,	which	 turned	out	 to	be	 in	 the	stoppable

category	of	triggers—not	in	the	skin	category—and	while	Jack	had	seen	a	third
man’s	sorrow	on	his	father’s	face,	he	knew	that	they	had	also	escaped	the	men’s
room	without	confronting	the	worst	of	what	mirrors	could	do	to	his	dad.	It	was
different	when	William	was	naked	in	front	of	one,	or	so	Dr.	von	Rohr	had	said.
Jack	guessed	that	was	das	ganze	Pulver—all	the	ammunition,	which	Dr.	Horvath
had	spoken	of.	Jack	would	get	to	see	it	one	day,	and	that	day	would	come	soon
enough.	Tonight	in	the	Kronenhalle,	Jack	was	quite	content	to	wait.
They	 talked	 briefly	 about	 the	 younger	 nurses	 at	 the	 Sanatorium	 Kilchberg.

How	they	virtually	stood	in	line,	or	took	turns,	to	shave	his	dad	every	morning;



how	William	was	such	a	flirt.
“You	don’t	shave	yourself?”	Jack	asked	him.
“You	 try	 it,	 without	 a	 mirror,”	 his	 father	 said.	 “You	 should	 try	 it	 with	 the

younger	nurses,	too,	Jack.”
“If	you	don’t	behave	yourself,	William,	I’m	going	to	put	Waltraut	in	charge	of

shaving	you,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	told	him.
“Just	so	you	don’t	put	Hugo	in	charge	of	it,	Ruth,”	Jack’s	dad	said.
That	was	how	William	managed	to	steer	their	conversation	back	to	Hugo,	and

the	 sex-with-prostitutes	 subject.	Dr.	 von	Rohr,	 in	her	 head-of-department	way,
was	smart	enough	to	see	it	coming,	but	she	couldn’t	prevent	it.
“It	is	chiefly	Hugo	whom	these	lovely	ladies	object	to,	Jack,”	his	dad	began,

“not	 the	 prostitutes.”	 (Sighing	 from	Dr.	 von	Rohr,	 of	 course;	 the	 head-in-her-
hands	thing	from	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe.)
“You	said	prostitutes—plural.	You	see	more	than	one?”	Jack	asked	his	father.
“Not	at	the	same	time,”	William	said	with	that	mischievous	little	smile	of	his.

(Fork-twirling,	 spoon-spinning,	 knife-tapping	 from	Dr.	 von	 Rohr’s	 part	 of	 the
table—and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	had	something	in	her	eye	again.)
“I’m	just	curious	 to	know,	Pop,	 if	you	see	 the	same	 two	or	 three	women—I

mean	one	at	a	time—or	a	different	prostitute	each	visit.”
“I	have	my	favorites,”	his	 father	said.	“There	are	 three	or	 four	 ladies	 I	keep

going	back	to.”
“You’re	 faithful	 in	 your	 fashion—is	 that	 what	 you	 mean,	 William?”	 Dr.

Krauer-Poppe	asked.	 “Isn’t	 there	a	 song	 that	goes	 like	 that?”	 (She’d	had	more
red	wine	than	Dr.	von	Rohr.)	“Or	have	I	got	the	translation	all	upfucked?”
“All	fucked	up,	Anna-Elisabeth,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	corrected	her.
“And	it’s	safe?”	Jack	asked	his	father.
“I	 don’t	 have	 sex	 with	 them,	 if	 that’s	 what	 you	mean,”	William	 answered,

with	that	now-familiar	tone	of	indignation	in	his	voice.
“I	 know.	 I	 meant	 is	 it	 safe	 in	 every	 way?”	 Jack	 asked.	 “The	 place,	 for

example.	Is	it	dangerous?”
“I	have	Hugo	with	me!”	his	dad	cried.	“I	don’t	mean	in	the	same	room	with

me,	of	course.”
“Of	course,”	Jack	said.
The	silverware,	which	Dr.	von	Rohr	had	set	in	motion,	came	crashing	down.



“Wait	till	you	meet	Hugo,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told	Jack.	“Your	father	is	safe
with	Hugo.”
“Then	what	is	it	you	object	to	about	him?”	Jack	asked	both	doctors.
“Wait	till	you	meet	him,”	was	all	Dr.	von	Rohr	would	say.
“Don’t	pity	me,	Jack,”	his	dad	said.	“Don’t	think	of	me	as	resigning	myself	to

masturbation	with	a	prostitute.	It	isn’t	an	act	of	resignation.”
“I	guess	I	don’t	understand	what	it	is,”	Jack	admitted.
They	all	saw	William’s	right	hand	reaching	for	his	heart	again;	once	more	the

fingers	 of	 his	 black-gloved	 hand	 inched	 their	 way	 toward	 that	 tattoo	with	 the
semicolon	in	it.	(He	had,	with	Dr.	von	Rohr’s	assistance,	removed	the	gloves	to
eat.	But	now	that	he’d	finished	his	meal,	the	gloves	were	back	on.)
“I	have	had	women	in	my	life	 that	I	wanted	to	have—if	not	for	as	 long	as	I

wish	 I’d	had	 them,”	William	began	sadly.	“I	couldn’t	do	 that	again.	 I	can’t	go
through	losing	someone	else.”
The	doctors	and	Jack	knew	everything	about	the	tattoo	William	Burns	had	for

Karin	Ringhof,	and	where	it	was.	But	Jack	didn’t	know	if	his	father	had	a	tattoo
for	Barbara,	his	German	wife—or	where	it	was,	if	he	had	it.	Maybe	that	one	was
in	the	music;	Jack	would	ask	Heather	about	it.
“I	get	it,	Pop.	I	understand,”	Jack	told	him.
He	wondered	 if	William	 ever	 touched	his	 rib	 cage	 on	 the	 other	 side,	where

Jacob	Bril	 had	 pierced	 him	 and	made	 him	bleed.	 Jack	wanted	 to	 know	 if	 that
tattoo	was	 ever	 as	 tender	 or	 sensitive	 to	 his	 father’s	 touch	 as	 the	 tattoo	 of	 the
commandant’s	 daughter	 and	 her	 little	 brother.	 He	 hoped	 not.	 Of	 all	 his	 dad’s
tattoos,	Jacob	Bril’s	rendition	of	Christ’s	blood	was	the	only	one	with	any	color.
“It’s	 time	 for	 us	 to	 be	 going	 along,	 William,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 told	 him

gently.	“What	are	you	going	to	play	for	us	tomorrow—for	Jack	and	me,	and	Dr.
Horvath?”
It	was	 a	good	 trick,	 and	 Jack’s	 father	 seemed	 to	be	unaware	of	 it.	His	 right

hand	drifted	 away	 from	 the	 area	 of	 his	 heart	 and	 the	upper-left	 side	of	 his	 rib
cage.	He	spread	the	fingers	of	his	black-gloved	hands	on	the	white	tablecloth—
his	 feet	 shuffling	 under	 his	 chair,	 as	 if	 he	were	 familiarizing	 himself	with	 the
foot	 pedals.	 You	 could	 see	 it	 in	 his	 eyes—there	was	 a	 keyboard	 in	 his	mind.
There	was	an	organ	the	size	of	the	Oude	Kerk	in	his	heart;	when	Jack’s	dad	shut
his	eyes,	he	could	almost	hear	it.
“You	don’t	expect	me	 to	hum	 it	 for	you,	do	you,	Anna-Elisabeth?”	William

asked	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe.	She	hadn’t	 fooled	him,	after	all.	 In	 fact,	 she	held	her



breath—as	Jack	and	Dr.	von	Rohr	did—because	 they	all	knew	that	hum	was	a
possible	 trigger.	 As	 Dr.	 Berger	 had	 warned	 Jack,	 his	 father	 hated	 humming.
(Although	maybe	it	was	the	humming	itself	and	not	the	word	he	hated.)
“Why	 not	 wait	 and	 surprise	 them	 in	 the	morning,	William?”	Dr.	 von	 Rohr

suggested.	“I’m	just	asking.”
“Why	not?”	Jack’s	dad	said;	he	was	looking	tired.
“I	have	a	little	something	to	make	you	drowsy	in	the	car,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe

told	William.
Jack’s	dad	was	shaking	his	head;	he	was	already	drowsy.	“I’m	not	going	to	be

happy	to	say	good-bye	to	Jack,”	William	said	testily.	“I’ve	said	good-bye	to	you
before—too	many	 times,	dear	boy.	 I’ve	 said	good-bye	 to	you	here,”	his	 father
said,	 the	gloved	hand	touching	his	heart	again,	“and	here,”	he	said,	pointing	to
his	eyes,	“and	in	here!”	William	was	weeping	now,	holding	his	index	finger	to
his	temple.
“You’re	going	to	see	me	in	the	morning,	Pop.”	Jack	held	his	father’s	face	in

his	 hands.	 “You’re	 going	 to	 see	me	 again	 and	 again,”	 Jack	 promised	 him.	 “I
intend	to	keep	coming	here.	Heather	and	I	are	buying	a	house	in	Zurich.”
William	instantly	stopped	crying	and	said:	“You	must	be	crazy!	It’s	one	of	the

most	expensive	cities	in	the	world!	Ask	Ruth,	ask	Anna-Elisabeth!	Tell	him!”	he
shouted	at	 the	women.	 “I	don’t	want	my	children	 to	bankrupt	 themselves,”	he
moaned,	wrapping	both	arms	around	his	chest	and	hugging	himself	as	if	he	were
cold.
“Sehr	bald	wird	ihm	kalt	werden,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said	to	her	colleague.	(“Very

soon	he’ll	feel	cold.”)
“Mir	ist	nicht	immer	kalt,”	Jack’s	father	argued.	(“I	don’t	always	feel	cold.”)
Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	had	stood	up	and	put	her	hand	on	William’s	shoulder;	he	sat

shaking	in	his	chair.	“Open	up,	William,”	she	said.	“If	you	take	this,	you	won’t
feel	cold—you’ll	just	feel	sleepy.”
Jack’s	 father	 turned	his	head	 and	 stuck	his	 tongue	out	 at	 her.	 (Jack	 realized

that	 he	 might	 have	 misunderstood	 when	 his	 dad	 had	 done	 this	 before.)	 Dr.
Krauer-Poppe	put	a	pill	on	the	tip	of	William’s	tongue;	she	raised	the	water	glass
to	his	lips	and	he	swallowed.
“I’ll	 just	 see	 if	Hugo	 has	 the	 car	 here.	He	was	 supposed	 to,”	Dr.	 von	Rohr

said,	leaving	the	table.
“Professor	Ritter	has	a	home	in	one	of	 those	overpriced	monstrosities	across

the	 lake	 from	 the	 sanatorium,”	 Jack’s	 father	 started	 up	 again,	 as	 soon	 as	 he’d



swallowed	 the	 pill	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 had	 given	 him.	 “It’s	 in	 Zollikon	 or
Küsnacht—one	of	those	precious	places.”
“It’s	 in	 Küsnacht,	William—it’s	 very	 beautiful,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 assured

Jack.	“That	side	of	the	lake	gets	more	sun.”
“My	taxi	driver	told	me,”	Jack	said.
“But	 do	 you	 know	 what	 it	 costs?”	 Jack’s	 father	 asked	 him.	 “Four	 million

Swiss	 francs,	 and	 for	what?	A	house	 of	 three	 hundred	 or	 four	 hundred	 square
meters,	and	you	pay	more	than	three	million	dollars?	That’s	crazy!”
“The	house	has	 a	 view	of	 the	 lake;	 it	 has	 a	 garden,	 too,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe

explained.	“The	garden	must	be	a	thousand	square	meters,	William.”
“It’s	still	crazy,”	Jack’s	dad	said	stubbornly;	at	least	he	wasn’t	shivering.	Dr.

Krauer-Poppe	stood	behind	William’s	chair,	massaging	his	 shoulders.	She	was
just	waiting	for	the	pill	to	kick	in.
“William,	 Jack	 could	 buy	 a	 small	 house	 in	 town—something	 not	 that

expensive,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.	“I’m	sure	he	doesn’t	care	 if	he	can	see	 the
lake.”
“Everything	in	Zurich	is	expensive!”	Jack’s	father	declared.
“William,	you	go	shopping	 for	clothes	and	prostitutes.	What	else	do	you	go

shopping	for	in	Zurich?”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	asked	him.
“You	 see	what	 I’m	 up	 against,	 Jack?	 It’s	 like	 being	married!”	 his	 dad	 told

him.	William	saw	that	Dr.	von	Rohr	was	back.	“To	both	of	them!”
“Believe	 it	or	not,	Hugo’s	here	with	 the	car,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	announced.	“He

actually	remembered.”
“You’re	too	hard	on	poor	Hugo,”	William	said	to	Dr.	von	Rohr.	“Wait	till	you

meet	him,	Jack.	He’s	a	Herman	Castro	kind	of	fellow.”
A	heavyweight,	 in	other	words—Jack	could	tell	at	first	glance,	when	he	saw

Hugo	hulking	 over	 the	 black	Mercedes.	Hugo	was	 shining	 the	 hood	 ornament
with	the	sleeve	of	his	white	dress	shirt.	He	was	attired	more	in	the	manner	of	a
waiter	than	of	either	a	limo	driver	or	a	male	nurse,	which	he	was.	But—even	in	a
long-sleeved	white	dress	shirt—Jack	could	see	that	Hugo	had	the	sculpted	bulk
of	a	bodybuilder.
Whereas	his	older	 sister,	Waltraut—the	other	Nurse	Bleibel—was	 short	 and

stout,	 Hugo	 was	 unambiguously	 huge.	 He	 had	 made	 himself	 huge.	 He’d
developed	those	powerful	shoulders,	and	his	bulging	upper	arms;	he’d	worked	to
make	his	neck	nearly	as	big	around	as	William’s	waist.	And	Hugo	had	shaved
his	head,	unfortunately—though	it	was	not	unthinkable	that	this	might	have	been



an	improvement.	His	face	had	the	flat,	blunt	purposefulness	of	a	shovel.	The	one
gold	earring,	signifying	nothing,	drew	your	attention	to	the	fact	that	the	other	ear
was	missing	a	lobe.	(An	encounter	with	a	dog	in	a	nightclub,	Jack’s	dad	had	told
him	on	their	trip	into	Zurich	from	Kilchberg.)
“But	don’t	feel	sorry	for	Hugo,”	his	father	had	said.	“The	dog	got	the	worst	of

it.”	(Hugo	had	killed	the	dog	for	eating	his	earlobe,	Dr.	Horvath	would	later	tell
Jack.)
It	 was	 easy	 to	 see	 what	 Dr.	 von	 Rohr	 and	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 held	 against

Hugo.	He	was	not	the	sort	of	young	man	women	of	education	and	sophistication
liked,	nor	was	he	a	man	most	women	would	feel	attracted	to.	Alas,	Hugo	had	not
only	the	appearance	of	a	bodyguard;	he	had	the	personality	of	one	as	well.
At	 Kilchberg,	 those	 younger	 nurses—the	 ones	 who	 stood	 in	 line	 to	 shave

Jack’s	 father—wouldn’t	 have	 given	 Hugo	 the	 time	 of	 day.	 The	 older	 women
there—Hugo’s	 sister	 and	 the	 doctors	 included—probably	 bossed	 him	 around.
Hugo	was	a	 thug;	he	knew	no	other	way	 to	behave.	But	at	 least	 Jack	had	met
someone	who	could	tell	him	where	a	good	gym	was	in	Zurich,	and	Jack	saw	in
their	first	meeting	that	Hugo	doted	on	William.
For	 a	 young	man	 who	 consorted	 with	 prostitutes,	 Hugo,	 by	 his	 association

with	a	handsome	older	gentleman	like	William	Burns,	had	doubtless	upped	his
standing	in	that	community	of	ladies.
“Hugo!”	Jack’s	father	hailed	the	big	brute,	like	an	old	friend.	“I	want	you	to

meet	my	son,	Jack—den	Schauspieler.”	(“The	actor,”	William	called	his	son—
exactly	as	he’d	introduced	Jack	to	everyone	on	the	number	one-sixty-one	bus.)
William	had	insisted	that	Jack	and	Dr.	von	Rohr	ride	with	him	from	Kilchberg

into	Zurich	 on	 the	 bus.	 Jack’s	 dad	was	 proud	of	 his	 knowledge	 of	 the	 public-
transportation	 system,	 and	 he	wanted	 Jack	 to	 see	 how	 he	 usually	 rode	 to	 and
from	the	city—on	his	shopping	trips	with	Waltraut,	and	his	other	shopping	trips
with	Hugo.	(The	black	Mercedes	was	for	nighttime	travel	only.)
Most	of	the	passengers	on	the	bus	seemed	to	know	Jack’s	father,	and	to	all	of

them	William	had	said:	“I	want	you	to	meet	my	son,	Jack—den	Schauspieler.”
“I’ve	seen	all	your	movies,”	Hugo	said,	introducing	himself	to	Jack.	“William

and	I	have	watched	them	together.	They	never	get	old!”	he	cried,	shaking	(and
shaking)	Jack’s	hand.
Jack	saw	the	look	that	passed	between	Dr.	von	Rohr	and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe—

as	if	old	were	a	trigger,	maybe,	or	in	certain	contexts	perhaps	could	be.	But	not
this	 time.	 Jack’s	 dad	was	 smiling—possibly	 swaying	on	his	 feet	more	 than	he
was	bouncing	on	them.	(Either	old	was	not	a	trigger	or	the	pill	that	Dr.	Krauer-



Poppe	had	given	William	was	taking	effect.)
“I’m	not	saying	good-bye	to	you,	Jack,”	his	father	told	him.	William	put	his

arms	around	Jack’s	neck;	his	head	fell	on	Jack’s	chest	as	lightly	as	a	baby’s.
“You	don’t	have	to	say	good-bye	to	Jack,	William,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said.	“Just

say	‘bis	morgen’	to	him.”	(“Just	say	‘until	tomorrow’	to	him.”)	“You’re	seeing
him	in	the	morning.”
“Bis	morgen,	Pop.”
“Bis	morgen,”	his	 dad	whispered.	 “I	 am	already	 imagining	 that	 I’m	 tucking

you	into	bed,	dear	boy,	or	maybe	you’re	tucking	me	in.”
“I’m	afraid	it’s	time	for	Hugo	to	tuck	you	in,	William,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told

him.
“Oh,	what	joy,”	Jack’s	father	said,	releasing	his	son.
Jack	kissed	his	 father	on	 the	mouth—a	dry	kiss,	 just	brushing	his	dad’s	 lips

with	 his	 own	 lips	 tightly	 closed—the	 way	 Heather	 had	 taught	 him.	 William
kissed	Jack	the	same	way.
“I	know	what	you’ve	been	up	to,	dear	boy.	I	can	tell	you’ve	been	kissing	your

sister!”
Jack	took	a	chance,	but	he	felt	 it	was	the	right	 time.	After	all,	Hugo	and	the

two	doctors	were	with	them—in	case	anything	went	wrong.
“I	love	you,	Pop,”	Jack	told	his	father,	heedless	of	whether	or	not	love	was	a

trigger.	“I	love	every	inch	of	your	skin.	I	really	mean	it.”
Hugo	looked	as	if	he	might	punch	Jack.	Dr.	von	Rohr	and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe

closely	watched	William.	How	was	skin	going	to	affect	him?	they	all	wondered.
Were	 they	 in	 unstoppable	 territory,	 or—in	 this	 context—was	 skin	 suddenly
acceptable?
“Say	that	again,	Jack,”	his	dad	said.	“I	dare	you.”
“I	love	you	and	every	inch	of	your	skin,”	Jack	told	him.
William	Burns	 put	 his	 black-gloved	 hands	 on	 his	 heart	 and	 smiled	 at	Hugo

and	the	doctors,	not	looking	at	Jack.	“He’s	got	balls,	hasn’t	he?”	his	father	asked
them.
“That’s	not	an	area	of	my	expertise,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	answered.
“I	just	do	medication,	William,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.
But	Jack’s	father	was	fine.	He	was	holding	his	heart	because	he	wanted	to	feel

it	beating.	“I	love	you	and	every	inch	of	your	skin,	dear	boy!	Please	don’t	forget
to	call	your	sister.”



Suddenly	William	 seemed	exhausted.	Hugo	helped	him	 into	 the	backseat	 of
the	Mercedes,	where	William	Burns	looked	as	small	as	a	child	on	his	way	to	his
first	day	of	school.	The	bodybuilder	had	to	buckle	 the	seat	belt	 for	him,	and—
before	 he	 got	 into	 the	 driver’s	 seat—Hugo	 came	 up	 to	 Jack	 and	 shook	 (and
shook)	his	hand	again.	Jack	thought	that	Hugo	might	pull	his	arm	off.
“You’ve	got	balls	as	big	as	der	Mond,”	Hugo	told	Jack.	(“You’ve	got	balls	as

big	as	the	moon.”)	Then	Hugo	got	in	the	car	and	they	drove	away.
“Bis	morgen!”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	called	after	them.
“Now	I’m	taking	a	 taxi	home,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said.	“I	 live	 in	another	part	of

the	city,”	she	explained	to	Jack.
There	was	a	taxi	stand	in	the	vicinity	of	the	Bellevueplatz,	where	Dr.	Krauer-

Poppe	and	Jack	waited	with	Dr.	von	Rohr	until	she	found	an	available	taxi.	The
two	women	kissed	each	other	on	both	cheeks	and	said	good	night.
“I	assure	you,	Jack,	I	was	never	struck	by	lightning,”	Dr.	von	Rohr	said,	when

they	shook	hands.	“Not	on	my	head,	anyway.	I	think	your	father	has	hit	me	with
a	lightning	bolt,	not	on	my	head	but	in	my	heart.”
Jack	walked	with	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	over	the	Quaibrücke;	they	walked	back	to

the	Hotel	 zum	 Storchen	 together.	 “Are	 you	 sure	 I	 can’t	 walk	 you	 home?”	 he
asked	her.
“I	live	near	your	hotel,”	she	said,	“but	you’d	never	find	your	way	back.	The

streets	are	small	and	go	every	which	way.”
“Your	children	are	how	old?”	he	asked	her.	It	was	a	beautiful	night,	with	the

lights	from	the	city	winking	up	at	them	from	the	Limmat.
“They	are	ten	and	twelve,	both	boys,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told	him.	“If	I	ever

had	to	say	good-bye	to	them,	the	way	your	father	had	to	say	good-bye	to	you,	I
would	kill	myself.	Or,	if	I	were	lucky,	I	would	be	in	a	place	like	the	Sanatorium
Kilchberg.	I	don’t	mean	as	a	doctor.”
“I	understand,”	Jack	said	to	her.
“I	love	your	father	and	every	inch	of	his	skin,”	she	said,	smiling.
“Will	he	ever	get	better?”	Jack	asked	her.
“He	 can	 be	much	worse	 than	 he	was	with	 you	 tonight.	He	was	 on	 his	 best

behavior	 for	you,”	 she	 told	him.	“But	he	will	neither	get	worse	nor	get	better.
William	is	what	he	is.”
“He’s	very	lucky	to	be	with	all	of	you,	in	Kilchberg,”	Jack	said	to	her.
“You	 have	 to	 thank	 your	 sister	 for	 that,	 Jack.	 She	 has	 made	 her	 share	 of



sacrifices,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told	him.	“Are	you	serious	about	buying	a	house
here?”
“Yes,	very	serious,”	he	answered.
“My	husband	knows	something	about	real	estate—he	can	probably	be	of	some

help	to	you.	I’m	just	in	the	medication	business.”
They	were	back	in	the	Weinplatz,	in	front	of	the	Storchen.
“Are	you	sure—”	Jack	started	to	ask	her	again,	about	walking	her	home.
“Yes,	 I’m	sure,”	she	 interrupted	him.	“I’ll	be	home	in	bed	while	you’re	still

talking	on	the	phone	to	Heather.	Don’t	forget	to	call	her.”
But	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 stood	 there,	 not	 leaving.	 Jack	 could	 tell	 there	 was

something	more	she	wanted	to	say,	but	perhaps	she	felt	that	she	didn’t	know	him
well	enough	to	say	it.
“You’re	not	going	home,	Anna-Elisabeth?”	he	asked.
She	 covered	 her	 face	 with	 her	 hands	 again;	 for	 such	 a	 serious	 (and	 such	 a

beautiful)	woman,	it	was	a	curiously	girlish	gesture.
“What	is	it?”	he	asked	her.
“It’s	not	my	business—you	have	a	psychiatrist,”	she	said.
“Please	tell	me	what	you’re	thinking,”	Jack	said	to	her.
“I’m	 thinking	 that	 you	 should	 finish	 this	 chronological-order	 therapy,”	 she

told	 him,	 “and	when	 you	 do	 finish,	 you	 should	 ask	 your	 doctor	 about	 a	 little
something	 she	might	 give	you.	You	 just	wouldn’t	want	 to	 take	 this	while	 you
were	still	trying	to	put	everything	in	chronological	order.”
“You	mean	a	pill?”	he	asked	her.
“Yes,	 a	 pill,”	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 said.	 “It’s	 not	 unlike	 what	 we	 give	 your

father,	but	it’s	newer	and	a	little	different	from	Zoloft	or	Seropram.	It’s	Cipralex;
it’s	 like	 the	 Seropram	 we	 give	 William,	 but	 this	 one	 has	 a	 new	 agent	 in	 it,
escitalopram.	You	get	a	more	rapid	onset	of	action—a	week	compared	to	two	or
three	weeks—and	because	of	the	higher	potency,	a	normal	dosage	would	be	ten
milligrams	instead	of	twenty.”
“It’s	an	antidepressant?”	Jack	asked.
“Of	course	 it	 is,”	she	said.	“I	 think	the	brand	name	is	Lexapro	in	 the	States,

but	Dr.	García	would	know.	With	escitalopram,	there	were	supposed	to	be	fewer
side	effects.	But	not	all	studies	have	shown	that	this	is	true.	You	might	not	like
the	 loss	 of	 libido,	 possible	 impotence,	 or	 prolonged	 ejaculation.”	 Dr.	 Krauer-
Poppe	paused	to	smile	at	him.	“You	definitely	wouldn’t	like	what	it	might	do	to



your	 ability	 to	 tell	 the	 story	 of	 your	 life	 in	 chronological	 order,	 Jack.	 So	 first
finish	what	you’re	telling	Dr.	García.	Then	try	it.”
“Do	you	think	I’m	depressed,	Anna-Elisabeth?”
“What	 a	 question!”	 she	 said,	 laughing.	 “If	 you’re	 putting	 in	 chronological

order	everything	that	ever	made	you	laugh,	or	made	you	cry,	or	made	you	feel
angry—and	 if	 you	 are	 truly	 leaving	 nothing	 out—then	 of	 course	 you’re
depressed!	 I’m	 surprised	 you’re	 not	 in	 a	 place	 like	 the	 Sanatorium	Kilchberg
yourself,	Jack.	I	don’t	mean	as	a	visitor.”
“But	how	will	I	know	when	I’m	finished?	It	just	goes	on	and	on,”	he	said	to

her.
“You’ll	 know	when	 you’re	 finished,	 Jack,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	 said.	 “It	 ends

when	you	feel	like	thanking	Dr.	García	for	listening	to	you.	It	ends	when	there’s
someone	 else	 you	 feel	 like	 telling	 everything	 to—someone	 who	 isn’t	 a
psychiatrist.”
“Oh.”
“Gott!”	 she	 said.	 “Who	 would	 have	 thought	 the	 way	 someone	 said,	 ‘Oh,’

could	be	genetic?”
Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 shook	 Jack’s	 hand;	 walking	 away,	 with	 her	 high	 heels

somewhat	unsteadily	navigating	the	cobblestones,	she	called	over	her	shoulder.
“I’ll	meet	you	right	where	you’re	standing	in	the	morning,	Jack.	I’ll	take	you	to
the	church.	William	will	come	with	Dr.	Horvath.”
“Bis	morgen!”	 he	 called	 to	 her.	 Then	 he	went	 into	 the	 hotel	 and	 called	 his

sister.
On	 the	 little	 pad	 of	 paper	 for	 messages—on	 the	 night	 table,	 next	 to	 the

telephone—Jack	recognized	his	handwriting	in	the	morning.
Cipralex,	10	mg
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What	had	Professor	Ritter	said?	“Your	father	has	suffered	losses.”	The	losses

alone	 were	 enough	 to	 make	 anyone	 feel	 cold;	 maybe	 William’s	 tattoos	 had
nothing	to	do	with	it.
The	conversation	with	Heather	had	gone	well;	even	though	Jack	woke	her	up,

she	was	happy	that	he	called.
“Well,	I	finally	met	him.	It	took	long	enough!	I’ve	been	with	him	for	several

hours,”	Jack	began.	“Dr.	von	Rohr	and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	and	I	took	him	out	to
dinner	at	the	Kronenhalle.	I	met	Hugo,	of	course—and	all	the	others.”



“Just	say	it!”	his	sister	yelled.
“I	love	him,”	he	told	her	quickly.
“That’s	all	you	have	to	say,	Jack,”	she	said;	she	started	to	cry.
“I	love	him	and	every	inch	of	his	skin,”	Jack	told	her.
“My	God—you	didn’t	say	the	word	skin,	did	you?”	she	asked	him.
“In	the	context	of	telling	him	I	loved	him,	I	got	away	with	it,”	Jack	said.	“He

thought	I	had	balls	for	saying	it.”
“I’ll	say	you	have	balls!”	Heather	cried.
“There	were	just	a	few	episodes—nothing	too	terrible,”	he	explained.
“There	will	always	be	episodes,	Jack.	I	don’t	need	to	hear	about	them.”
“Are	you	okay	about	the	prostitutes?”	he	asked	her.
“Are	you	okay	about	them,	Jack?”
Jack	 told	 her	 that	 he	was,	 all	 things	 considered.	 “He	 can’t	 get	 in	 trouble	 if

Hugo’s	with	him,”	was	how	he	put	it.
They	 talked	 about	 whether	 or	 not	 Jack	 should	 tell	 Miss	 Wurtz	 about	 the

prostitutes.	Jack	was	eager	to	call	Caroline	and	tell	her	everything.	(“Maybe	not
everything,	Jack,”	Heather	had	cautioned	him.	“Maybe	save	the	prostitutes	for	a
later	conversation?”)
They	 asked	 themselves	 if	 Hugo—having	 lost	 part	 of	 one	 ear	 to	 a	 dog	 in	 a

nightclub—could	 have	 conceivably	 done	 anything	 more	 preposterous	 than
dangle	a	gold	earring	from	his	remaining	earlobe.	“Do	you	think	Hugo	wants	to
draw	attention	to	the	earlobe	the	dog	bit	off?”	Heather	asked	Jack.
“He	 could	 have	 put	 the	 earring	 in	 the	 top	 part	 of	 the	 damaged	 ear,	 and	 not

worn	anything	in	the	good	one,”	Jack	suggested.
Heather	wondered	if	Jack	might	meet	the	particular	prostitutes	their	dad	was

in	 the	 habit	 of	 visiting—that	 is,	 if	 Hugo	would	 introduce	 him.	 “Just	 to	 see	 if
they’re	nice,	and	to	ask	them	to	be	nice	to	him,”	Jack’s	sister	said.
“He	has	very	 little	privacy	as	 it	 is,”	Jack	said.	They	agreed	that	you	have	 to

give	the	people	you	love	a	little	privacy,	even	if	you’re	afraid	for	their	lives.
“Don’t	 you	 love	 them	 all?”	 she	 asked	 him.	 “I	 mean	 his	 doctors—even

Professor	Ritter.”
“Ah,	well	.	.	.”	Jack	started	to	say.	“Of	course	I	do!”	he	told	her.
“Will	you	call	me	every	day?”	his	sister	asked.
“Of	course	I	will!	If	I	forget,	you	can	call	me	collect,”	he	said.



She	was	crying	again.	“I	think	you’ve	bought	me,	Jack.	I’ve	completely	sold
myself	to	you!”	she	cried.
“I	love	you,	Heather.”
“I	love	you	and	every	inch	of	your	skin,”	she	said.
Jack	 told	Heather	 how	 their	 dad	 had	 thrown	 a	 tantrum	 over	 how	 expensive

Zurich	was,	 and	 that	 the	 issue	of	his	 children	buying	a	house	 there	had	 struck
him	as	crazy.	 (This	objection	 from	a	man	who	had	no	 idea	how	expensive	 the
Sanatorium	Kilchberg	was—or	 that	 the	money	had	run	out	 to	pay	for	his	care,
which	was	why	Heather	had	contacted	Jack	in	the	first	place!)
Jack	and	his	sister	also	 talked	about	mundane	 things—those	 things	Jack	had

imagined	he	would	never	talk	to	anyone	about.	The	specific	details	of	the	house
they	 were	 going	 to	 share	 in	 Zurich,	 for	 example:	 the	 number	 of	 rooms	 they
needed;	 how	 many	 bathrooms,	 for	 Christ’s	 sake.	 (Exactly	 as	 William	 would
have	said	it.)
It	 seemed	 too	obvious	 to	put	 into	words,	but	 Jack	 realized	 that	when	you’re

happy—especially	when	it’s	the	first	time	in	your	life—you	think	of	things	that
would	never	have	occurred	to	you	when	you	were	unhappy.
What	a	morning	it	was!	First	the	light	streaming	into	his	room	at	the	Storchen,

then	having	coffee	and	a	little	breakfast	in	the	café	on	the	Limmat.	Simple	things
had	 never	 seemed	 so	 complex,	 or	 was	 it	 the	 other	 way	 around?	 Jack	 was	 as
powerless	 to	 stop	 what	 would	 happen	 next	 as	 he	 had	 been	 that	 fateful	 day
William	Burns	impregnated	Alice	Stronach.
And	standing	in	front	of	the	Hotel	zum	Storchen—on	the	same	cobblestones

where	Jack	had	stood	when	he’d	called,	“Bis	morgen!”	to	her,	in	the	Weinplatz
—was	that	supermodel	of	medication,	Dr.	Anna-Elisabeth	Krauer-Poppe.	Once
again,	 she	 was	 wearing	 something	 smashing;	 Jack	 could	 understand	 why	 she
wore	the	lab	coat	in	Kilchberg,	just	to	tone	herself	down.
They	walked	uphill	on	the	tiny	streets	to	St.	Peter;	one	day	he	would	know	the

names	of	these	streets	by	heart,	Jack	was	thinking.	Schlüsselgasse,	opposite	the
Veltliner	Keller,	and	Weggengasse—he	would	hear	them	in	his	head,	like	music.
“It’s	a	beautiful	morning,	isn’t	it?”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	asked	him.	She	was	nice

about	it,	when	she	saw	that	he	couldn’t	speak.	“St.	Peter	has	the	largest	clock	in
Europe—a	 four-sided	 clock	 on	 its	 tower,”	 she	 told	 him,	making	 small	 talk	 as
they	walked.	“Would	you	like	a	tissue?”	she	asked,	reaching	into	her	purse.	Jack
shook	his	head.
The	sun	would	dry	the	tears	on	his	face,	he	wanted	to	tell	her,	but	the	words



wouldn’t	come.	Jack	kept	clearing	his	throat.
By	 the	blue-gray	church,	 there	was	a	 small,	paved	square	with	 lots	of	 trees;

there	 were	 plants	 in	 the	 window	 boxes	 of	 the	 surrounding	 shops	 and	 houses.
Some	 construction	 workers	 were	 renovating	 what	 looked	 like	 an	 apartment
building.	The	building	was	across	 the	square	from	the	church,	and	the	workers
were	standing	on	the	scaffolding—working	away.	A	hammer	was	banging;	two
men	were	doing	something	complicated	with	a	flexible	saw.	A	fourth	man	was
fitting	pipes—to	build	more	scaffolding,	probably.
It	was	the	pipefitter	who	first	spotted	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	and	waved	to	her.	The

three	other	workers	turned	to	look	at	her;	two	of	them	applauded,	one	whistled.
“I	 guess	 they	 know	you,”	 Jack	 said	 to	Anna-Elisabeth,	 relieved	 that	 he	 had

found	his	voice.	“Or	are	they	just	like	construction	workers	everywhere?”
“You’ll	see,”	she	told	him.	“These	workers	are	a	little	different.”
It	seemed	strange	that	there	were	people	going	into	the	church	and	it	was	not

yet	eight	on	a	weekday	morning.	Was	there	some	kind	of	mass?	Jack	asked	Dr.
Krauer-Poppe.	 No,	 the	 Kirche	 St.	 Peter	 was	 a	 Protestant	 church,	 she	 assured
him.	There	was	no	mass—only	a	service	every	Sunday.
“We	can’t	keep	them	away,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.	“St.	Peter	is	open	to	the

public.”
More	people	were	walking	up	the	broad,	flat	stairs	to	the	church;	they	looked

like	locals,	not	tourists.	Jack	saw	men	in	business	suits,	like	the	banker	his	dad
had	surprised	in	the	men’s	room	at	the	Kronenhalle;	he	saw	women	with	young
children,	and	whole	families.	There	were	even	teenagers.
“They	all	come	to	hear	him	play?”	Jack	asked	Anna-Elisabeth.
“How	can	we	stop	them?”	she	asked.	“Isn’t	 it	what	sells	books	and	movies?

What	you	call	word	of	mouth,	I	think.”
The	Kirche	St.	Peter	was	packed;	there	was	standing	room	only.	“You’re	not

going	to	sit	down,	anyway,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told	Jack.	“And	you’re	going	to
leave,	just	before	your	father	finishes.	William	doesn’t	want	you	to	see	the	end
of	it—not	the	first	time.”
“The	end	of	what?”	Jack	asked	her.	“Why	would	I	leave	before	he	finishes?”
“Please	trust	me,”	Anna-Elisabeth	said.	“Klaus—Dr.	Horvath—will	take	you

outside.	 He	 knows	 the	 right	 moment.”	 She	 covered	 her	 face	 with	 her	 hands
again.	“We	all	know	it,”	she	said,	with	her	face	hidden.
The	 stone	 floor	 of	 the	 church	was	 polished	 gray	marble.	 There	were	 blond

wooden	chairs	instead	of	pews,	but	the	chairs	stood	in	lines	as	straight	as	pews.



The	 congregation	 faced	 front,	 with	 their	 backs	 to	 the	 organ—as	 if	 there	were
going	to	be	an	actual	service,	with	a	sermon	and	everything.	Jack	wondered	why
the	 audience	 didn’t	 turn	 their	 chairs	 around,	 so	 they	 could	 at	 least	 see	 the
organist	they	had	come	to	hear—so	faithfully,	as	he	now	understood	it.
The	 organ	 was	 on	 the	 second	 floor,	 to	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 church—above	 the

congregation.	 The	 organ	 bench—what	 little	 Jack	 could	 see	 of	 it—appeared	 to
face	 away	 from	 the	 altar.	 The	 organist	 looked	 only	 at	 the	 silver	 organ	 pipes,
framed	in	wood,	which	towered	above	him.
How	 austere,	 Jack	 was	 thinking.	 The	 organist	 turns	 his	 back	 to	 the

congregation,	and	vice	versa!
A	black	urn	of	flowers	stood	beneath	the	elevated	wooden	pulpit.	Above	the

altar	was	an	inscription.
	
Matth.	IV.	10.
Du	solt	anbätten



Den	Herren	deinen	Gott



Und	Ihm	allein
dienen.

	
It	was	a	kind	of	old-fashioned	German.	Jack	had	to	ask	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	for

a	 translation.	“	 ‘You	shall	worship	 the	Lord	your	God	and	Him	only	you	shall
serve,’	”	she	told	him.
“I	guess	my	dad	is	what	you’d	call	a	true	believer,”	Jack	said.
“William	never	proselytizes,”	Anna-Elisabeth	 said.	“He	can	believe	what	he

wants.	He	never	tells	me	or	anyone	else	what	to	believe.”
“Except	for	 the	forgiveness	part,”	Jack	pointed	out	 to	her.	“He’s	pretty	clear

on	the	subject	of	my	forgiving	my	mother.”
“That’s	 not	 necessarily	 religious,	 Jack,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	 said.	 “That’s	 just

common	sense,	isn’t	it?”
She	led	Jack	outside	the	church	again,	and	they	went	in	a	door	and	up	some

stairs	to	the	second	floor—where	the	organ	was.	It	was	a	smaller	organ	than	Jack
was	used	to	seeing—very	pretty,	with	light-colored	wood.	It	had	fifty-three	stops
and	was	built	by	a	firm	called	Muhleisen	in	Strasbourg.
Jack	looked	down	at	the	congregation	and	saw	that	even	the	people	who	were

standing	were	facing	the	altar,	not	the	organ.	“Nobody	wants	to	see,	I	guess,”	he
said	to	Anna-Elisabeth.
“Just	leave	with	Dr.	Horvath	when	he	tells	you,”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	told	him.

“After	William	plays,	he	will	 need	 some	 ice	water,	 and	 then	 the	hot	wax,	 and
then	more	 ice	water.	 If	you	come	out	 to	Kilchberg	 in	 the	 late	morning,	maybe
you	can	go	jogging	with	him—and	with	Dr.	Horvath.	Later	this	afternoon,	you
can	hear	him	play	blindfolded—for	the	yoga	class.	Or	you	can	watch	one	of	your
own	movies	with	 him!”	 she	 said	 excitedly.	 “Just	 leave	when	 it’s	 time—okay?
I’m	not	kidding.”
“Okay,”	Jack	said	to	her.
When	Dr.	Horvath	 and	 Jack’s	 father	 came	up	 the	 stairs	 to	 the	 second	 floor,

many	people	 in	 the	 congregation	 turned	 their	 heads	 to	 look	 at	William	Burns.
William	was	all	business;	he	acknowledged	no	one,	not	even	Jack.	His	dad	just
nodded	 at	 the	 organ.	 Jack	 felt	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	brush	 against	 his	 arm.	Anna-
Elisabeth	wanted	Jack	to	know	that	this	was	how	William	was	before	he	played.
(How	had	she	put	it	the	night	before?	“William	is	what	he	is.”)
There	 was	 no	 applause	 from	 the	 congregation	 to	 acknowledge	 him;	 there

wasn’t	a	murmur,	but	Jack	had	never	heard	such	a	respectful	silence.



Dr.	 Horvath	 was	 carrying	 the	 music.	 (There	 was	 what	 looked	 like	 a	 lot	 of
music.)	 “Normally	 he	 plays	 for	 one	 hour,”	 Dr.	 Horvath	 whispered	 loudly	 in
Jack’s	ear.	“But	today,	because	you’re	here,	he’s	playing	a	half	hour	longer!”
Naturally,	 Dr.	 Krauer-Poppe	 overheard	 him;	 perhaps	 everyone	 in	 the

congregation	could	hear	Dr.	Horvath	whisper.	“Do	you	think	that’s	a	good	idea,
Klaus?”	Anna-Elisabeth	asked	Dr.	Horvath.
“Is	there	a	pill	to	make	me	stop?”	Jack’s	father	asked	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe,	but

Jack	 could	 tell	 that	 his	 dad	 was	 just	 teasing	 her;	 his	 mischievous	 smile	 was
intact.	When	William	sat	down	on	the	organ	bench,	he	looked	into	Jack’s	eyes—
as	if	Jack	had	told	him,	at	that	very	moment,	how	much	he	loved	him	and	every
inch	 of	 his	 skin.	 “Did	 you	 remember	 to	 call	 your	 sister,	 Jack?”	 his	 dad	 asked
him.
“Of	course	I	called	her.	We	talked	and	talked.”
“Dear	boy,”	was	all	William	said.	His	eyes	had	drifted	to	the	keyboard;	Jack

could	hear	his	father’s	feet	softly	brushing	the	pedals.
Anna-Elisabeth	 had	 taken	 the	 music	 from	 Dr.	 Horvath	 and	 was	 looking

through	it.	“I	see	finger-cramping	possibilities,	William—lots	of	them,”	she	told
him.
“I	see	music,”	William	said,	winking	at	her.	“Lots	of	it.”
Jack	was	nervous	and	counted	the	chandeliers.	(They	were	glass	and	silver;	he

counted	twenty-eight	of	them.)
“Later	we’ll	 go	 jogging!”	Dr.	Horvath	 told	 Jack.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 dinner	with

you	and	William	tonight.	We’ll	give	the	girls	the	night	off!”
“Great—I’m	looking	forward	to	it,”	Jack	told	him.
“Unfortunately,	it’s	not	the	Kronenhalle,”	Dr.	Horvath	said.	“But	it’s	a	special

little	place.	The	owner	knows	me,	and	he	loves	your	father.	They	always	cover
the	mirrors	when	 they	 know	William’s	 coming!”	Dr.	Horvath	whispered—for
everyone	to	hear.	“How	brilliant	is	that?”
“Bitte,	Klaus!”	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	said.
Jack	could	see	that	she	was	going	to	turn	the	music	for	his	dad,	who	appeared

ready	 to	 play.	No	one	 in	 the	 congregation	was	 looking	 in	 their	 direction	 now.
The	congregation	faced	that	stern	command	from	the	Gospel	According	to	Saint
Matthew:	“You	shall	worship	the	Lord	your	God	and	Him	only	you	shall	serve.”
William	held	his	hands	at	shoulder	level,	above	the	keyboard.	Jack	heard	him

take	a	deep	breath.	By	 the	way	 the	congregation	straightened	 their	backs,	 Jack
could	tell	that	they’d	heard	his	father,	too—it	was	a	signal.



“Here	comes!”	said	Dr.	Horvath;	he	bowed	his	head	and	closed	his	eyes.
William’s	hands	appeared	to	be	floating	on	a	body	of	warm,	rising	air—like	a

hawk,	suspended	on	a	thermal.	Then	he	let	his	hands	fall.	It	was	a	piece	by	Bach,
a	 choral	 prelude—“Liebster	 Jesu,	 wir	 sind	 hier.”	 (“Blessed	 Jesus,	 We	 Are
Here.”)
“Tranquillo,”	Dr.	Horvath	said	with	surprising	softness,	in	Italian.
After	 that,	 Jack	 just	 listened	 to	 his	 father	 play.	 Jack	 couldn’t	 believe	 how

William	kept	playing,	or	how	no	one	in	the	congregation	left—how	they	never
moved	a	muscle.	They	were	standing,	Dr.	Horvath	and	Jack—Dr.	Krauer-Poppe
stood	the	whole	time,	too.	Jack	couldn’t	speak	for	the	others,	but	his	legs	didn’t
get	tired;	he	just	stood	there,	absorbing	the	sound.	William	Burns	played	on	and
on—all	his	favorites.	(What	Heather	had	called	“the	old	standards.”)
William	 played	 for	 over	 an	 hour.	 They	 heard	 Handel,	 and	 everyone	 else.

When	his	dad	began	Bach’s	Toccata	and	Fugue	in	D	Minor—the	famous	piece
that	had	been	such	a	crowd-pleaser	among	 the	prostitutes	 in	 the	Oude	Kerk	 in
Amsterdam—Dr.	Horvath	nudged	Jack.
“We	are	almost	leaving,”	Dr.	Horvath	said.
Naturally,	 Jack	 didn’t	 want	 to	 go,	 but	 he	 saw	 that	 Anna-Elisabeth	 was

watching	him.	Jack	trusted	her;	he	trusted	them	all.	It	was	a	hard	piece	of	music
to	go	down	the	stairs	to,	but	Dr.	Horvath	and	Jack	quietly	descended.	His	father
was	too	busy	playing	to	see	them	go.
It	 was	warm	 in	 the	 church;	 all	 the	 doors	 were	 open,	 and	 the	windows	 that

would	open	were	open,	too.	The	sound	of	the	Bach	poured	into	the	little	square;
it	came	outdoors	with	them.	The	Bach	was	not	as	loud	outside—in	the	trees,	or
on	the	stone	stairs	leading	away	from	the	church—but	you	could	hear	every	note
of	it,	almost	as	clearly	as	you	could	hear	it	in	St.	Peter.
That	was	when	Jack	saw	all	the	people	in	the	open	windows	and	doorways	of

the	 surrounding	 buildings.	 Everywhere	 he	 looked,	 there	 were	 people—just
listening.
“Of	course	it’s	not	quite	like	this	in	the	winter!”	Dr.	Horvath	was	saying.	“But

still	they	come	to	hear	him	play.”
Jack	stood	at	the	bottom	of	the	church	stairs,	in	the	middle	of	the	little	square

—just	 listening	 and	 looking	 at	 all	 the	 people.	 There	wasn’t	 a	 sound	 from	 the
construction	workers,	who	had	long	ago	stopped	working.	They	were	standing	at
attention	 on	 the	 scaffolding,	 their	 tools	 at	 rest—just	 listening.	 The	man	who’d
been	wielding	 the	hammer	had	his	shirt	off;	 the	 two	men	who’d	been	working



with	 the	 flexible	 saw	were	 smoking.	 The	 fourth	worker,	 the	 pipefitter,	 held	 a
small	 piece	 of	 pipe	 in	 one	 hand—like	 a	 baton.	 He	 was	 pretending	 to	 be	 a
conductor,	conducting	the	music.
“Those	 clowns!”	 Dr.	 Horvath	 said.	 He	 looked	 at	 his	 watch.	 “No	 finger-

cramping	episodes	so	far!”
The	 Bach	 sounded	 like	 it	 was	winding	 up,	 or	 down.	 “There’s	more?”	 Jack

asked.	“Another	piece	after	this?”
“One	more,”	Dr.	Horvath	said,	nodding.
Jack	realized,	from	the	way	they	were	standing,	that	the	construction	workers

on	the	scaffolding	knew	the	program	as	well	as	Dr.	Horvath	knew	it;	they	looked
as	if	they	were	getting	ready	for	something.
Suddenly	 the	 Bach	 was	 over.	 It	 happened	 simultaneously	 with	 a	 puzzling

exodus—families	with	 children	were	 leaving	 the	 church.	Some	of	 the	mothers
with	younger	children	were	running;	only	the	adults	and	the	teenagers	stayed.
“Cowards!”	Dr.	Horvath	said	contemptuously;	he	kicked	a	stone.	“Get	ready,

Jack.	I’ll	see	you	later—for	some	 jogging!”	Jack	realized	that	Dr.	Horvath	was
preparing	to	leave	him.
Jack	 also	 realized	 that	 he	 knew	 the	 last	 piece.	 In	 his	 case,	 he’d	 just	 heard

Heather	 play	 it	 in	 Old	 St.	 Paul’s.	 How	 could	 he	 ever	 forget	 it?	 It	 was
Boellmann’s	 horror-movie	 Toccata.	 The	 construction	 workers	 knew	 the
Boellmann,	too—perhaps	William	Burns	always	played	it	last.	The	construction
workers	clearly	knew	everything	that	was	coming.
It	wasn’t	at	all	like	not	being	able	to	hear	it,	when	Jack	had	stood	outside	Old

St.	Paul’s.	What	poured	out	of	the	Kirche	St.	Peter	was	deafening.	Jack	was	not
familiar	enough	with	the	Boellmann	to	detect	his	father’s	first	mistake,	the	first
finger-cramping	 episode,	 but	 Dr.	 Horvath	 obviously	 heard	 it;	 he	 winced	 and
made	a	fist	of	one	hand,	as	if	he’d	just	shut	his	fingers	in	a	car	door.	“Time	for
me	to	go	back	inside!”	Dr.	Horvath	cried.
There	came	a	second	mistake,	and	a	third;	now	Jack	could	hear	the	errors.
“His	fingers?”	he	asked	Dr.	Horvath.
“You	 can’t	 believe	 how	 the	Boellmann	 hurts	 him,	 Jack,”	Dr.	Horvath	 said,

“but	he	can’t	stop	playing.”
Jack	thought	of	those	prostitutes	within	hearing	distance	of	the	Oude	Kerk,	no

matter	how	 late	 at	night	or	how	early	 in	 the	morning;	now	he	knew	why	 they
couldn’t	go	home	if	William	Burns	was	playing.
At	the	fourth	mistake,	Dr.	Horvath	was	off	running.	“I	like	to	be	there	when



he	starts	undressing!”	he	called	to	Jack,	taking	the	stairs	three	at	a	time.
The	music	raged	on—the	soundtrack	for	a	chase	scene	to	end	all	chase	scenes,

Jack	imagined.	In	his	next	movie,	there	might	be	such	a	scene.	Maybe	he	could
get	his	dad	to	play	the	Boellmann—mistakes	and	all.
The	 errors,	 even	 Jack	 could	 tell,	 were	 mounting.	 The	 construction	 workers

were	poised	on	the	scaffolding.
“I	 have	 a	 son!”	 Jack	 heard	 his	 father	 yell,	 over	 the	 deteriorating	 toccata.	 “I

have	a	daughter	and	a	son!”	his	dad	shouted.	Then	William’s	fingers	 locked—
his	fists	came	crashing	down	on	the	keyboard.	A	flock	of	pigeons	exploded	from
the	 clock	 tower	 of	 the	 Kirche	 St.	 Peter,	 and	 the	 construction	 workers	 started
singing.
“I	have	a	son!”	they	sang;	they	had	even	learned	English,	listening	to	William

Burns.	“I	have	a	daughter	and	a	son!”	they	sang	out.	They	had	more	enthusiasm
than	talent,	but	Jack	had	to	love	them.
“Venite	exultemus	Domino!”	his	father	sang,	the	way	you	would	sing	or	chant

a	psalm.
One	 might	 assume	 that	 ordinary	 construction	 workers	 in	 Zurich	 wouldn’t

necessarily	know	Latin,	but	this	wasn’t	 the	first	 time	these	men	had	listened	to
William	Burns,	 and—as	Anna-Elisabeth	 had	 told	 Jack—these	workers	were	 a
little	different.
“Venite	exultemus	Domino!”	the	four	workers	sang	back	to	Jack’s	father.
The	man	who’d	earlier	been	hammering	now	held	his	hammer	 in	one	hand,

his	arm	high	above	his	head;	the	two	workers	with	the	flexible	saw	held	it	aloft,
as	 if	 they	were	 offering	 a	 sacrifice.	 The	 pipefitter	 had	 seized	 a	 long	 length	 of
pipe,	which	he	held	straight	up—like	a	flagpole.
“Venite	exultemus	Domino!”	Jack’s	dad	and	the	workers	sang	out,	together.
Jack	 knew	 the	Latin	 only	 because	 he’d	 just	 been	 at	Old	 St.	 Paul’s	with	 his

sister.	“Come	let	us	praise	the	Lord!”	their	father	was	singing.	“I	have	a	son.	I
have	a	daughter	and	a	son!	Come	let	us	praise	the	Lord!”
The	construction	workers	went	on	singing	with	William.
People	were	 coming	 out	 of	 the	 church—now	 that	 the	 Boellmann	 no	 longer

thundered	on,	now	that	there	was	no	impending	collision.	Jack	knew	that	his	dad
had	taken	off	all	his	clothes,	or	he	was	in	a	partly	undressed	phase	of	the	process.
Back	 at	 the	 Sanatorium	Kilchberg,	Nurse	Bleibel—either	Waltraut	 or	Hugo—
would	be	getting	the	ice	water	ready.	And	then	the	hot	wax,	and	then	more	 ice
water—as	Anna-Elisabeth	had	explained.



Soon	William	Burns	would	 be	 standing	naked	 in	 the	Kirche	St.	 Peter,	 if	 he
wasn’t	 naked	 already—his	 full-body	 tattoos	 his	 only	 choir.	 And	 then,	 both
gently	 and	 efficiently,	 Dr.	 Horvath	 would	 begin	 to	 dress	 him—or	 both	 Dr.
Horvath	 and	Dr.	Krauer-Poppe	would	dress	 him.	After	 that,	 they	would	be	on
their	way—back	to	the	clinic.
The	concert	was	over,	but	the	construction	workers	were	still	applauding.	That

was	 when	 Jack	 knew	 that	 he	 and	 his	 father	 had	 always	 been	 playing	 to	 an
audience	of	more	 than	one—although	 it	had	helped	Jack,	as	a	child,	 to	believe
that	he	was	performing	only	for	his	father.	(Jack	and	his	dad	would	have	to	have
a	conversation	about	William’s	dispute	with	The	Wurtz	over	the	word	audience
—that	and	many	other	conversations.)
Jack	walked	 away	 from	 the	 square,	 down	 those	narrow	 streets.	Some	of	his

father’s	 congregation	were	 in	 the	 streets;	 they	walked	 along	with	 him.	 It	 was
quite	a	wonderful	feeling	to	know	that	Zurich	was	where	Jack	belonged,	at	least
until	William	Burns	was	sleeping	in	the	needles.
Jack	 was	 thinking	 that	 he	 would	 go	 back	 to	 the	 Hotel	 zum	 Storchen	 and

change	into	something	more	suitable	for	jogging.
It	was	after	midnight	in	Los	Angeles—too	late	to	call	Dr.	García	at	home.	But

Jack	didn’t	need	to	have	a	conversation	with	his	psychiatrist.	He	would	call	her
office	and	leave	a	message	on	her	answering	machine.	“Thank	you	for	listening
to	me,	Dr.	García,”	Jack	would	tell	her.
It	was	four-thirty	in	the	morning	in	Toronto,	or	some	ungodly	hour	like	that.

Caroline	 would	 still	 be	 sleeping,	 but	 she	 wouldn’t	 mind	 a	 wake-up	 call	 from
Jack—not	if	it	was	about	his	father,	her	dear	William.	In	fact,	Jack	couldn’t	wait
to	tell	Miss	Wurtz	that	he	had	found	him.
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