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The Right Thing to Do


Books by Jonathan Kellerman
About the Author


Malcolm Bluestone stood by as three men tried to kill his brother.

The first assassin came from behind Steve, materializing in a puff of dust, a rifle aimed at Steve’s head. Steve wheeled and fired before the bastard’s trigger finger could budge.

A red spot tattooed the assassin’s forehead. As he fell, he gave a look of dull consternation followed by the terror of insight.

By that time, Bastards Two and Three were already charging, Two brandishing a long-barreled revolver, Three howling savagely and waving a bowie knife.

They came at Steve simultaneously, Knife to the right, Gun to the left, forcing a split-second decision. One miscalculation, and Malcolm would be looking at his brother’s corpse.

Steve used his Colt to strike out faster than the snap of a bullwhip, chopping Knife’s plunging arm. The guy fought for equilibrium, the bowie flying from his hand. He scurried to retrieve it. Rather than try to stop him, Steve turned his attention to Mr. Gun, who’d lofted his weapon.

Three quick bursts of gunfire. Another headshot, followed by two bloody holes at center body mass.

Mr. Gun fell hard on his back. Mr. Knife had retrieved his blade but was still half turned, showing part of his back to Steve. The easy thing would’ve been for Steve to plug him in the spine and be finished.

Not Steve’s way.

He waited until he and Knife were face-to-face, Knife hefting the bowie, grinning and growling and plunging forward.

Steve deflected the blow, this time with his own sleeve, barely missing the upthrust of the blade. Knife tottered but came at Steve a third time, silvery steel jabbing inches from Steve’s face.

Steve feinted backward, stepped forward, repeated the pattern; dancing, confounding Knife. Finally making his own charge and distracting Knife with a flourish of his gun, he kicked the bastard in the nuts.

Knife moaned and bent over double and Steve rabbit-punched him on the nape of his neck and the guy collapsed in agony, landing atop Gun’s body. Steve took the knife, glanced at the weapon disparagingly, tossed it into the brush.

The sun was sinking, shadows descending on ramshackle buildings and the sharp-jawed, clean-cut contours of Steve’s tan face.

From the ground, Knife muttered something pitiful and incoherent.

Steve grinned and holstered his Colt and took out a cigarette and lit it.

Knife mewled again.

Steve said, “I kept you around, amigo, because we need to talk.”

The director yelled, “Cut.”

—

The film was a low-budget oater titled Blood and Dust, a genre already losing fashion in the States and destined for immediate export to Italy and smaller European countries like Andorra and San Remo and Monte Carlo. In Milan, it would be overdubbed in out-of-sync Italian and rechristened Il Desperado.

The shoot was at a place called Deuces Wild Film Ranch, out in the Antelope Valley, seventy miles north of L.A. and accessible only by rutted roads that did nothing for the suspension of Steve’s teal-blue ’56 Eldorado convertible. Steve didn’t mind, assuring Malcolm, “It’s just a big bucket of bolts, they come and go, maybe next time I’ll get a Jag XKE.”

This morning, driving to the lot, an unfiltered Camel drooping from his lips, he’d reacted to a particularly harsh bump by putting on speed, as if daring the terrain. Malcolm holding on as Steve had laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m more concerned about your kidneys, little bro.”

Malcolm laughed, too, and said he was fine, even though his back was starting to hurt like hell.

No way he’d look like a weakling in front of a man’s man like Steve Stage.

—

It was the summer of 1965 and Malcolm’s second trip to see his brother.

The first visit had taken place in ’58, when Malcolm, fourteen, had been the beneficiary of Steve’s surprise offer, raised during one of his irregular long-distance calls to Brooklyn: a one-year-late bar mitzvah gift consisting of a full, expenses-paid week of fun in the L.A. sun, just the two of them hanging out, God knew it had been a while.

Not quite accurate, in truth, they’d never hung out, Malcolm only in third grade by the time Steve left for L.A. During the scant time they’d lived at home together, the brothers had never fought. But the age difference put them in two different worlds.

When Steve invited him, Malcolm couldn’t believe his luck. California was something he’d imagined from photos in Life magazine and the movies and, more important, Steve was viewing him as worthy. He was ready to pack a bag and walk from Brooklyn if he had to.

But first he’d need to convince Mama and Papa, not exactly the most adventurous people around. Taking the train from Flatbush to the city made them nervous, let alone having “The Baby” fly clear across the country by himself on a ten-hour plane ride that threatened to cramp his long legs, who knew what would happen, he could even end up crippled by a parentally imagined permanent paralysis.

“I’ll be fine,” he assured them.

“That’s the problem,” said Papa. “You think you know, but you don’t. Because you’re large, but you’re still small. Also, you look older than you really are, people take advantage.”

“Exactly,” said Mama. “Just a big baby, at heart.”

On the phone, Steve said, “So, okay with the bosses?”

Malcolm said, “You talk to them.”

He left the room, hearing Papa say, “So what? That’s no solution, Siggy.”

But in the end, Steve convinced them. He always did.

—

A year into puberty, Malcolm was already six three and a half and still growing, Dr. Rosetti reassuring Mama and Papa there was nothing to worry about, no need to do hormone tests. For the umpteenth time.

“He’s just a healthy boy, you people aren’t exactly peewees.”

“But not like him,” said Mama.

“Tall is not a problem, Mrs. Bluestone. Stop worrying.”

As if that were even worth repeating. Nothing stopped Willy and Sabina Bluestone from worrying; from what Malcolm had seen, anxiety was their shared hobby. But this trip to L.A. went beyond that. They had questions.

In the first place, how safe was flying?

What if you get lost? Eat something bad?

What if someone kidnaps you?

And if by some miracle he arrived intact, there was The Real Problem.

Both of them shuddering, as they wondered how being alone for a week with The Handsome One would impact The Smart One.

“Steve’s great,” Malcolm reassured them.

Mama said, “We love him but you know what he’s like.”

Papa said, “The life out there.”

“Meaning?”

“It’s barbaric. What he does.”

“Girls,” said Mama.

Papa said, “What do you know about girls, there could be…experiences.”

“Oh, c’mon—”

“Mallie,” Mama said, “put on your thinking cap and come to the smart conclusion: You’re too young for girls, no matter what he tells you.”

Papa said, “That’s not an insult, you’re normal. But there’s no hurry. One day, you’ll have a girl, everyone has a girl. Meanwhile, don’t listen if he tries to get you in any sort…ach, just be careful.”

Meaning they’d resigned themselves to shipping The Baby off to the barbarous coast. In the meantime, though, why miss the opportunity to drive him nuts.

For the next few weeks, he was subjected to speeches, pronouncements, long grave looks. Malcolm not even bothering to respond. It went on like that even in the TWA lounge at Idlewild, until, thank God, the boarding announcement sounded.

They stuck with him until the gate attendant said, “Passengers only.” Stood there, huddled and downcast, as if they were shipping him off to Sing Sing.

Malcolm used his long legs to get the hell on the plane.

—

For much of the flight, his parents’ not-so-subtle warnings about sexual adventure filled him with fantasies. But turned out they had nothing to fear, the trip ending up a sedate and conventional experience.

Steve, on hiatus between films, acted the gracious host down to sleeping on the living room couch of his Beverly Hills apartment and insisting Malcolm use the bed. And, disappointingly, a female presence never intruded on the time the brothers spent together. Though Malcolm did find a drawer full of rubbers in the bathroom, some of which were in strange colors and had fringes around them. There were also nudie magazines in a little floor rack next to the toilet and Malcolm was pleased that Steve had left them there for him to see, maybe he was finally regarding Malcolm, thirteen years his junior, as a man. Or at least capable of becoming one.

During the entire week Malcolm spent in Los Angeles in ’58, Steve made sure he ate a solid breakfast, took him to good restaurants for lunch and dinner, and saw to it that they covered the usual tourist spots, driving all over town in the blue Eldorado, the top down when weather permitted, which was usually. At red lights, people regarded the Cadillac with admiration. The driver, too, it was apparent to Malcolm. Steve reciprocating with The Smile, that sudden flash of perfect white teeth. The sparkle in his dark eyes that went with it.

After one particularly intense smile session with a blonde in a T-bird, Steve turned to Malcolm. “Like the pearlies, kid?”

“Yeah, they’re great.”

Steve tapped an incisor and lit up a Camel. “Courtesy, Dr. Weldon Markowitz, the best damn dentist on Bedford Drive. Cost me a damn fortune but, you know, tools of the trade. Thank God I’m a guy, you should see what chicks have to do.”

—

The summer of ’58, they cruised all over the city, Steve showing him Olvera Street, a strange little outpost right in the middle of downtown L.A. but looking like an old Mexican village. Then over to the Watts Tower, which was beyond different but actually pretty interesting as an example of a hobby taken to the extreme. Next came the vulgar, overgrown polychrome pagoda that was Grauman’s Chinese Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard, where Malcolm was pretty sure Steve started moving especially slowly. And glancing around more than usual.

Hoping someone would notice him?

No one did, but Steve didn’t display any disappointment. Not Steve’s style, with him it was either good cheer or strong silence. But that changed when Steve came upon Gary Cooper’s footprint and autograph in the sidewalk and Malcolm was certain he saw his brother grimace for a second, then look kind of wistful and turn away, as if needing a moment to himself.

But then, a second later, Steve was happy and confident and talkative again and they were off to a restaurant on the Boulevard called Musso & Frank to gorge on shrimp cocktails, gigantic steaks, an extra plate of a fish called sand dabs “for the table,” mountains of home fries, sides of creamed spinach, Lyonnaise potatoes, brussels sprouts, macaroni au gratin, and two slabs of spumoni for each of them as dessert.

Washing all that down with Martinis for Steve, extra olives on the side, and four bottles of Coke for Malcolm.

Steve had polished off half his steak when he said, “Try this,” and unfolded a menu to block them and offered Malcolm a sip of the cocktail. The taste reminded Malcolm of the smell in Dr. Rosetti’s office when it was time for a booster shot.

He said, “Delicious,” and Steve cracked up and ate an olive.

That night, lying in bed, Malcolm wondered why seeing Gary Cooper’s star had caused his brother to get a little down. His best guess was that it had something to do with the fact that Steve had only worked on one picture with the star. Springfield Rifle, back in ’52, not long after Steve’s arrival in Hollywood.

Not a big part, Steve had been just another Union soldier in a film that got mostly bad reviews and pretty much faded away. But Malcolm told his classmates they had to see it, it was the greatest movie of the year.

In one of the few letters Steve wrote to Malcolm, he noted that Cooper was a “man’s man. In every meaning of the word.”

—

Other places Steve took Malcolm in ’58 included the business district of his own neighborhood, Beverly Hills, where he pointed out Dr. Markowitz’s office building and said, “There’s also a dermatologist who sands chicks’ faces down like they’re made out of balsa wood.” The Caddy glided past fancy stores on Rodeo Drive. Pointing to a custom shirt-maker, Steve said, “Thinking of having them make me some with those English pin collars, that extra little bit, you know?” Passing a haberdasher, he said, “Bought a mohair suit there, but usually, I like Sy Devore.”

When Malcolm pointed out the Woolworths on Beverly Drive and said, “That could be anywhere,” Steve shook his head. “Can’t even see it, kid. For me anywhere doesn’t exist.”

At the beach in Santa Monica, Steve wore tiny black bathing trunks, flexed his muscles and breathed in salt air and ran for the water. Soon, he’d swum way too far out, beyond everyone. Malcolm remained on the blanket, reading the morning paper, wanting to learn about an L.A. his brother couldn’t teach him about. Keeping his T-shirt on over his baggy trunks because his own body was soft and he didn’t like getting burned, anyway.

At nearby Pacific Ocean Park, Steve said, “Wait’ll you see this!” and Malcolm was amused to find an organ grinder and a trained monkey right outside the entrance, trained seals right inside. The P.O.P. roller coaster looked flimsy and it squealed and crackled as Steve and Malcolm got in, the car barely able to contain them. They rode it four times in a row, which was three more than Malcolm would’ve chosen. Steve whooping every inch of the sinuous track and yelling, “Isn’t this great!”

Finally, there was Disneyland, where the Matterhorn served as an even greater stimulus for Steve’s elation. Lunch that day consisted of huge, chemical-tasting, improbably green pickles, mealy corn dogs, and butter-soaked popcorn. Steve jaunty and proud of everything, as if he’d designed the park himself.

Malcolm found the place kind of creepy, like one of those Potemkin villages he’d read about in Life magazine, and way too immature for him, but he said, “Excellent,” when Steve asked him how he liked it. Steve was extending himself in a way he never had before and no way would Malcolm do anything to screw that up.

Another reason to be positive was simple consideration: He sensed that his big brother would never grow up completely. Would always need praise.

—

Now, seven years later, with Steve past his thirty-fourth birthday, planning to marry Ramona, and owning a house in the Hollywood Hills above the Sunset Strip, Malcolm was sure he’d been right: Steve Stage’s film persona might be that of a rock-jawed, steely-eyed hero, but there’d always be something of the kid about him.

Malcolm, on the other hand, barely twenty-one, his Harvard diploma gilt-framed, the sole decoration of an entire wall of his parents’ living room, with nothing to do this summer but bide time before starting law school at the same institution, sometimes felt like an old man. Worse than that, a disabled old man, being pushed through life rather than establishing his own pace.

—

The three-bad-guy scene over, Steve needed his makeup reapplied for the next one, yet another shootout taking place in the dead of night. During the lull, burly grips moved scenery in and out and set up lights. There was fake blood to be cleaned up, dirt raked smooth, rocks and rubble rearranged to satisfy the set designer, a nervous, skinny man with shiny hair named LaMar. Finally, there were the horses, penned up for hours and now released and requiring some limbering up before they could be used. They came with a trainer, a blond woman in jodhpurs who looked icy and put upon and didn’t seem to like the animals.

With the entire set a mass of activity, Malcolm felt like the outsider he was. Steve had said there’d be no problem with his visiting but when he was introduced as “my genius brother from Harvard” to the director, an obese Italian named Carciofi who sported beard stubble and a long silk scarf around his neck, the guy had given Malcolm the stink-eye.

So Malcolm resolved right away to keep a low profile. Not easy for someone six foot six, 258 before breakfast. Extra inches added by thick, wavy black hair that defied taming.

He’d long learned to ignore the stares and giggles. But sometimes he felt more like an edifice than a person. A suite-mate at Harvard had called him Gulliver, but fortunately the sobriquet hadn’t stuck.

Still, the guy had a point.

Now Carciofi was barking orders at a script girl who appeared on the verge of tears. Backing away from the hubbub, Malcolm left the set and continued walking toward the periphery of the shoot. At the outermost border, an assortment of randomly positioned, grubby-looking rental trailers served as dressing rooms.

“No fancy getups, not on a job like this,” Steve had informed him, sitting and having his makeup done by an older woman named Florence.

She slathered on orange gook that would come across as sun-burnish on film and said, “Ain’t that the truth, handsome. We both deserve better.”

Steve grinned but to Malcolm’s eyes, he looked embarrassed by the rusting Airstream he’d been assigned to. The cramped space reeked of old cat and too-sweet cologne and even the haze of cigarette smoke provided by Steve’s nonstop puffing couldn’t change that.

Self-doubt wasn’t something Malcolm was used to seeing in his brother. In general, he had to admit, Steve seemed a bit less jaunty, this time.

Maybe working in films did that to you, especially when you weren’t Gary Cooper. Or just plain living could wear a guy down as he got older.

Beyond the mobile quarters were flat, open acres of desert punctuated by scrawny Joshua trees, the western tip of the Mojave bleeding into a slash of horizon that seemed unattainable. Tongues of salmon and blue and lemon yellow streaked the sky, competing with the burgeoning charcoal of approaching evening.

Malcolm’s experience of the desert had been limited to photographs in National Geographic. Faraway places like the Kalahari, the Gobi, the Sinai. Dunes clumping like taffy, exotically dressed tribal people riding camels.

This was different. Scruffier, far less majestic, but strangely beautiful, those trees like something out of a cartoonist’s vision, that whimsical author, Seuss, whose books were so popular at the Roxbury child center where Malcolm volunteered ten hours a week during his senior year. Fifteen, when he had the time.

His job was reading to little kids from poor families. Children with no books at home but they sure responded when you gave them a chance. Loving Seuss’s gangly drawings and clever rhymes and after a while Malcolm was pleased to see some of them grasping the fundamentals of reading.

Hop. Pop. Top.

The kids’ gleeful reactions to the Grinch and the Lorax made Malcolm laugh along, the whole volunteer thing turning out better than he’d expected. He’d done it at the request of Distinguished Winninger Professor of Psychology and Human Development Aaron Fiacre, Ph.D., D.Sc. The elderly, soft-spoken man opining that Malcolm had people skills, he might consider putting them to use.

For some reason Malcolm had yet to discern, Professor F. had taken to the enormous senior sitting in the back row of the lecture hall, smiling approvingly at Malcolm’s questions about abnormality versus the normal gamut of human behavior, encouraging further comment even as he discouraged students he deemed showboaters or just contentious.

Malcolm supposed his scoring ninety-eight on the midterm didn’t hurt, apparently the highest score on that essay ordeal in years. But really, what was the big deal? Harvard was full of smart people. Wasn’t that the point?

For whatever reason, Professor Fiacre had summoned Malcolm to his office, where they’d talked for a while and sipped port. A few more repeats of that and the old man was suggesting Malcolm apply to the Ph.D. program in clinical psychology at Harvard and working with him on a longitudinal study of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children and its predictive value for socially and economically disadvantaged youngsters.

When Malcolm told him about the law school acceptance, the old man blinked and smiled. “Well, that could work out for you, too.”

“I hope so.”

“Whatever you do, son, you’ll do well. Another glass?”

—

For all Professor F.’s expressions of support, Malcolm couldn’t help but feel he’d disappointed the old man.

Himself, too, because let’s face it, he hadn’t a whit of interest in practicing law. But it guaranteed a good job and his parents had taken out loans to supplement his merit scholarship and everyone said even if you eventually left the profession it was a good foundation for other pursuits. Whatever they were.

With a month to go before the first semester of One L, he was dreading the return to Cambridge.

An old man, pushed along…

At least his parents were happy. A “professional man in the family. Finally.”

—

The delay before the last scene stretched on; a camera needed tinkering.

Malcolm’s long gait had taken him farther than he’d intended and by the time his head cleared of memory and he realized the sky was nearly black, he’d drifted well into the desert and landmarks were beginning to vanish.

Pivoting, he squinted, made out the distant flicker of the portable lights, and used them to navigate his return, tripping a couple of times on unseen rocks and growing strangely edgy.

The lack of context was unsettling.

This place could easily become a trap.

Finally, he reached the clot of trailers and headed toward Steve’s Airstream. But before he got there, the door to another aluminum module opened and a man stepped out hurriedly, wiping his brow.

The actor who played the cartoonishly corrupt mayor of El Diablo, the badlands town where Steve Stage assiduously and stylishly vanquished evil. Sixtyish and florid, the man was named Randolph Eddowe and he was rarely around. Flitting onto the set in order to portray venality, then retreating.

Eddowe’s walk was a pigeon-toed mince, comically rapid, as if to make up for short steps. When he heard Malcolm’s footsteps, he startled and stopped. Malcolm waved and kept going. As he passed Eddowe, their eyes met, and what he saw in Eddowe’s was kind of odd.

Glassy and frozen in place. Anxiety?

No, more than that—furtiveness.

The guy couldn’t wait to get out of there. Breathing hard. And Malcolm had noticed a sheen of sweat on his pink pouchy face.

Textbook prose resounded in Malcolm’s head, the way it often did, this one from a physiological psych book.

Increased respiratory rates and perspiration are indicative of sympathetic nervous system activation in response to stress, what is commonly called Fight or Flight.

The guy was in trouble? Malcolm’s impulse was to help. (“Your altruistic gene,” Professor Fiacre called it.) He said, “Evening, sir.”

Randolph Eddowe turned, eyes saucered wide. Tugging at his string-tie, he scurried away, slipping into the narrow alley created by two other trailers before becoming one with the darkness.

That was sure different.

Then again, the guy was an actor and Steve had warned Malcolm he’d encounter some “oddball-types. People uncomfortable with their own personalities. Goes with the territory, kid.”

Malcolm continued toward Steve’s trailer and came upon someone else, heading his way.

The horse-trainer, whatever her name was. Grim, the way Malcolm had always seen her, and moving fast enough to churn up dust with her riding boots.

No eye contact, here. She brushed past Malcolm without a word, catching him on one side with a jab of elbow.

He watched her enter the same trailer Randolph Eddowe had just exited.

—

The night shoot dragged on and by the end, everyone looked tired, except for the leading man. Steve never seemed to flag and Malcolm watched with brotherly pride as “Monte Starr” did his save-the-day thing with effortless white-hat bravado.

What the Radcliffe girls liked to call “élan.”

This film didn’t allow much in the way of dialogue to Steve but that was compensated for by lots of physicality, which had always been Steve’s thing. In the night scene, he ended up single-handedly saving a classroom full of children and their schoolmarm from a new battalion of marauding louts. Who the bad guys were and what motivated them remained unclear to Malcolm. This morning he’d asked Steve about it and his brother had said, “Search me, kid. Doesn’t matter, it’s all about the bang bang bang.”

Malcolm also couldn’t figure out why kids would be in school at night and hazarded that question to one of the cameramen, a friendly seeming type named Clyde who smoked a pipe between takes.

He tamped and puffed, blew a smoke ring, and pointed to Carciofi. “Don Dago, there, wants chiaroscuro and noir.”

Malcolm restrained the impulse to say, With a side of garlic bread.

—

Coaxing smiles of gratitude from half a dozen exhausted child actors took a while. Malcolm wondered about the wisdom of subjecting kids to twelve-hour workdays. Without parental supervision, and only a production assistant to look after them.

Finally, sufficient baby teeth had been flashed to satisfy Carciofi and the shoot ended with Steve receiving a backlit borderline sexual hug from the actress playing the teacher, a gorgeous black-haired woman named Annette Fondelline, barely able to recite her lines. Malcolm noticed that each time she consulted her script, her lips moved laboriously, like the learning-disabled kids he’d worked with as part of his ed-psych seminar. After a dozen takes she managed to get out the two lines.

Cut.

Randolph Eddowe hadn’t been in the scene and Malcolm wondered where he’d been hurrying off to.

Furtive.

—

He soon forgot about Eddowe, about anything related to films, during the long ride back to L.A. Barely able to keep his eyes open as Steve pushed the blue Caddy through the desert.

His brother, of course, was morning-fresh at eleven p.m. Chain-smoking and bobbing his head to doo-wop on KFWB and swigging from bottle after bottle of Coke. Lowering the radio from time to time to hoot about how great life was.

Slapping Malcolm on the back, telling him, “Man, it’s so great to see you. You’re just making my day by being here, kiddo, you absolutely are.”

Doing all that sometimes required taking both hands off the wheel, as the big blue car shot through utter darkness at breakneck speed.

Malcolm couldn’t understand how his brother knew which way to drive, let alone turn. All he could see through the windshield was a mass of black. But Steve’s foot remained heavy on the gas pedal, apparently unfettered by reality.

It could’ve been a terrifying journey had the driver been anyone else. But Steve obviously knew where he was going. He always had.

This was a person who’d hadn’t spoken a word of English until he was seven but betrayed not a trace of accent.

Other than the Texas drawl he invoked at will in order to earn a living. Steve Stage ruling the Wild West by way of Brooklyn.

Berlin.

—

In Germany, Wilhelm “Willy” Blaustein hadn’t been a rich man but he was comfortable. Trained as an electrician, he worked hard and saved and eventually acquired his own small electrical supply house, furnishing fixtures, wires, and bulbs to the merchants of Berlin.

In the beginning, his clients were any merchants, but that range had been narrowed to Jewish businesses after the mustachioed lunatic piece of shit who ran the country had made things different.

By the twenties, Jews had integrated into German life, working to achieve acceptance by being as Teutonic as possible. All that, gone in a flash. Maybe it had never been real.

Willy’s forebears and those of Sabina, his wife, had lived in Berlin for three centuries. They’d served in the German army and the navy, in some instances, with distinction. The Blausteins and the Sellingers considered the Fatherland the ablest, most intelligent, most creative civilization the world had ever witnessed and had no problem rationalizing the current financial mess as foisted upon Germany by its enemies in revenge for the Great War.

For three hundred years, the Blausteins and the Sellingers nurtured themselves with the milk of patriotism. Neither Willy nor Sabina nor their parents and grandparents spoke a language other than German, if you didn’t count Sabina’s semi-familiarity with the English she’d learned at gymnasium.

“So simple, the grammar’s almost crude,” she’d informed Willy. “For a simple people.”

Neither Willy nor Sabina had much use for any culture that wasn’t German—why bother, when you had Bach and Beethoven and Goethe and Kant? That included avoiding the religion into which they’d been born. The last time either of them had crossed a synagogue threshold was in 1930, for the circumcision of their only child, Siggy. A ritual they considered unnecessary but went along with because everyone, even the irreligious Jews, did it and because Sabina’s doctor uncle, Oskar, assured her it was healthy.

Siggy’s solitary status didn’t result from Sabina’s lack of effort. She’d suffered four miscarriages since the birth of her gorgeous, towheaded, maddeningly mischievous son.

Each failure—that’s how she viewed it—gnawed a chunk out of her soul. She knew she was an inadequate woman. She’d never say so to Willy, of course. Why trouble him? He’d never been anything but comforting and loving each time the cramps took hold and she knew another bad end was coming. Of course he’d try to dispel the notion of failure, but what else could you call it when you’d flunked the basic female assignment?

Sabina comforted herself by thinking of childless women who had it worse. Was sensible enough to recognize that the crucial difference was between zero and one. And what a singleton she had: tall and strong, gregarious, gorgeous.

Everyone said Siggy looked more German than an Aryan.

Everyone said the apple didn’t fall.

Sabina was a good-looking woman, blond and dark-eyed, and at five nine the tallest female in every grade from kindergarten through gymnasium. That mandated a tall husband, and Willy at six foot one filled the bill. Their parents knew each other and arranged the first meeting. Sabina didn’t need to be convinced; Willy was dark-haired and blue-eyed, hardworking, good at math, and built like a mountaineer. Though his most strenuous exercise since marriage had been toting spools of copper wire from his warehouse to a waiting delivery van.

She found it easy to learn to love him, believed he loved her, and, more important, they both adored Siggy beyond imagination. Though his activity level and refusal to learn the word “no” sometimes tried them.

Life was good.

Then came January 30, 1933, and the mustachioed lunatic weasel had somehow—unbelievably—come to power.

Almost immediately people the Blausteins had considered their friends turned into strangers and business deals outside the Jewish district dried up. Like a cancer, it spread, subtle resentment blossoming into sneers, gibes, overt resentment.

Then vicious periodic aggression inflicted by roving gangs of young brown-shirted thugs.

Siggy’s pediatrician, a smiling, red-haired man named Professor Alois Wasser, suggested she find another doctor for her boy. When Sabina asked why, Wasser blushed and turned away, muttering, “It’s called for.” Then he left the examining room. Not neglecting to have the nurse hand Sabina a bill marked Final.

It kept getting worse, the newspapers whipping up Jew-hatred. Soon, their lawyer expelled them from his practice, and Willy’s suppliers stopped taking his calls.

Still, the Blausteins, like so many other German Jews, clung to hope. The weasel had been elected democratically and though the first thing he’d done upon assuming the chancellorship was to weaken democracy, perhaps at some point their countrymen would wise up and kick his arse back to jail.

Encouraging trends, they assured themselves, had already begun down south. Stolid Bavarians realizing the error of their ways and growing disenchanted with Arsehole Adolf. Uncle Doctor Oskar was convinced that was a harbinger of better days to come.

“That’s good, Uncle,” Sabina had replied. Keeping her true feelings to herself: Yes, but the supposedly intelligent, liberal northerners up in Hamburg are embracing him with greater enthusiasm. Who next? The Danes?

Berlin certainly hadn’t seen the error of its ways. Just the other day, thugs had broken six shop windows and looted Otto Kahn’s butcher shop, leaving behind swastika graffiti and a pile of human excrement in the sausage case.

Some of the Blausteins’ fellow Jews had fled—no, be honest, many had fled. One estimate had nearly a quarter million gone, an equal number seeking sanctuary from the few countries that would take them.

The notion of leaving the homeland was one that Willy and Sabina had finally dared to broach with each other. Even though the sound of that was unreal.

Three hundred years dissolved like dandelion fluff? What about the house? The business? Where would they go? What would they do? You needed bribe money. Time to begin saving. Though no concrete plans were made.

In October 1936, Sabina became pregnant for the sixth time and this time the baby stayed with her well past the fifth month. A magical criterion because the previous failures had all occurred by then.

Barely able to sleep from anxiety and heartburn, she crossed her fingers when month six passed. Then seven, her belly swelling to a level not seen since Siggy.

She shut herself off from the world. Things were getting worse for the Jews of Germany but this Jewish woman had succeeded and soon another tall, gorgeous Blaustein would enter the world and that would, indeed, be a harbinger of better times to come.

An intelligent woman, Sabina knew her fantasies were fanciful, even idiotic. But so was reading novels, so why not? She was growing tired, lugging that watermelon belly in front of her, needed something to exalt her. Just taking care of the house was a challenge, having to hire another maid, this one a moron, after Helga, who’d been with them for twelve years, left without notice in the middle of the night.

The once dutiful housekeeper leaving behind a copy of Mein Kampf in her nightstand drawer, vile passages underlined, her own crudely drawn cartoons of big-snouted ogres wearing yarmulkes and Jewish stars in the margins.

All that time, without a hint. So many smiling Fraus and Herrs uttered over a decade of seemingly cheerful service.

They’d paid her more than anyone paid help. Treated her with respect—an employee not a serf.

The woman had seemed to adore Siggy. Meanwhile…

Sabina would never trust anyone or anything again. Except Willy. And Siggy.

And, of course, the gorgeous thing fulminating in her womb.

On the first day of her eighth month, she looked through her bedroom window and yawned like a woman of leisure. Her bedding smelled fresh. Freshly cleaned windows framed a crisp, clear, blue-sky day. Time to put aside fatigue and stretch her legs on their quiet chestnut-lined street.

She’d made it two blocks, was pausing to catch her breath when a dark mass came dervishing around a corner.

Dark because they were brown-shirted. As they got closer, she saw that most of them looked too young to shave. Good-looking lads, straight out of a National Socialist poster. Wearing swastika armbands and hideous grins.

Sabina was the only pedestrian in sight. Had there been some kind of warning? If the rumor mill was operating, it had bypassed her. Time to get out of here—oh, no, not time enough, the stampede had picked up its pace and was charging straight at her.

Running, shouting, waving cudgels and iron bars, some of them singing the Horst Wessel song.

They barreled down on her and she leaped out of the way, tripping on the curb and tumbling back down to the street.

The horde ran past her. Except for one skinny boy at the end who saw her and returned, laughing, and shoved her hard when she tried to get up so that she was back on the cobbles, terrified eyes fixed on her assailant’s face.

As if engaging him could save her.

Skinny, young, but already balding. A gap-toothed smile.

He said, “Yid scum,” and kicked her ribs.

She kept silent, not wanting to risk inflaming him further.

“Jewish sow,” he shouted. “What are you cooking in your fat belly? A hunk of kosher pork?”

Laughing, he raised his boot. Brought it down hard on her abdomen.

By the time he was back with his comrades, the cramps had begun.

—

Two months later, they’d left everything behind, but for cash secreted in money belts and hidden suitcase compartments and jewelry sewn into coats and jackets. Nothing that amounted to much; they’d already exhausted most of their savings on bribes to ease passage, had been forced to walk away from the house and the business. The house after the Levines’ once proud townhome next door burned to the ground, a victim of arson. The business, a more subtle defeat, “appropriated” by city officials on grounds of “code violation.”

A series of coaches and trains got them to Holland, where they lived off diminishing savings for two years and Siggy had the time of his life pretending to dive into canals.

Blessedly, Uncle Doctor Oskar had abandoned his optimism a full year before their departure, traveling to America and finding a position at a hospital in Rhode Island because his surgical skills were deemed unique.

It took a while as he pulled strings but on November 9, 1937, three Blausteins trudged through a long queue at Ellis Island, presented their papers, and waited to be granted a new life.

Stating their names and not realizing until later that the aloof, rubber-stamping customs official had waxed creative.

Blaustein was now Bluestone, Wilhelm, William.

Their beautiful, overactive boy, seemingly unscathed by exile or journey, had bounced up and down at the booth, shouting over his father as Willy stated, “Sigmund.”

Asserting his childish voice by dint of volume: “No! Siggy! Siggy!”

The clerk had finally cracked a smile, but in the end, it was he who decided and the boy was now Sidney.

There were new rules to play by.

Only Sabina’s name remained unchanged, perhaps no easy substitution had materialized in the clerk’s head. Or he just liked the sound of it.

She’d forever be Sabina.

She would never be the same.

—

They tried a few months in Rhode Island, ended up moving to Brooklyn when Oskar grew impatient with guests and revealed a side he’d never shown before: prone to anger, a taste for drink.

A year to the day after their arrival in Brooklyn, Kristallnacht erupted in the city of the Blausteins’ birth, Jewish shops, residences, and synagogues demolished, streets littered with broken glass. Hundreds were murdered outright, thirty thousand others arrested and shipped off to concentration camps.

The beginning of the nightmare. Willy and Sabina never saw any of their relatives again. Neither of them spoke about it; both of them insistent on suppressing images, thoughts, memories. But the primary lesson rang loud: The world was a treacherous, terrifying place.

That view was buttressed when Willy could gain no entry to the union-controlled world of electrical work and was forced to eke out a living by taking on double shifts as a janitor at a lunch-meat factory. He came home reeking of garlic and offal, supplemented on weekends by work as a shoeshine “boy” at Penn Station. On the side, he began tinkering with the radios and appliances of their neighbors, was finally able to rent a roach-infested, half-width storefront no one else wanted. There, he plied his skills as Blue-Bulb Repairs and by 1940 the income from the shop got the small family by and he only janitored on Saturdays.

Late in that year—approaching the dreaded November—Sabina missed her third period in a row and finally went to her women’s doctor. She’d made sure to find a Jewish one, this time. Though he was cranky, habitually tardy, and smoked a cigar nonstop, Nathan Diamond, M.D., would never expel her because of her ethnicity. Also, he seemed to know his business.

On top of the menstrual delay her abdomen ached dully and she felt weak and off-kilter and was convinced she had cancer. Not totally displeased by that terrible possibility because it confirmed her worldview, she confided her belief to Dr. Diamond, expecting a mournful look and talk about keeping her comfortable.

He felt her abdomen and said, “Let’s kill a rabbit.”

“Pardon?”

“Pregnancy test.”

“Not necessary,” said Sabina.

“Why the hell not?” said Dr. Diamond, a man not used to being challenged.

“Not possible.”

“Not only possible, young lady,” said Dr. Diamond, glaring at her. “Probable. You’ve always been regular before.”

“No,” she insisted.

The rabbit said otherwise.

—

The growth of the thing in her belly was startling, so big, so fast. Abnormal. Part of her still believed it might be a monstrous tumor, though Dr. Diamond claimed to have heard a heartbeat and pronounced her fit and able.

“What about the size?” she insisted.

He ignored her and left to see another patient.

By four months along, she was heavy to the point of near-immobility. Dr. Diamond felt around with his stethoscope, wondering out loud if she could be carrying twins. Blowing out a cloud of acrid Cuban smoke, he said, “Nope, one heartbeat. You’re a good-sized woman. How big was the other?”

Sabina mentally converted kilograms to pounds. “Eight and a half.”

“There you go, you grow ’em sizable. See you next month, go get dressed.”

“This feels different.”

“Get yourself dressed, go home and drink some wine to calm yourself down, and stop being neurotic.”

Two weeks before her due date, having been bedridden for a month due to fatigue and depression and dread, Sabina was rushed to the hospital where Dr. Diamond, not one for anesthesia, allowed her to struggle for seven agonizing hours before cursing and transferring her to an operating room where he finally intubated her and performed a cesarean section and extricated a ten-pound nine-ounce, twenty-four-inch-long boy with a full head of dark wavy hair.

“Biggest damn thing I’ve ever seen,” he confided to his O.R. nurse. “And she’s not even diabetic.”

They named him Malcolm, because it sounded Gentile and evoked nothing of the world and the families they’d left behind.

“Better,” said Sabina, “to be reminded of nothing.”

Willy said, “Rest up. I’ve got a fancy phonograph to work on, can’t afford to make a mistake.”

—

The Eldorado rolled into L.A. half an hour after midnight. The Sunset Strip was empty of pedestrians, auto traffic sparse, shops and restaurants, dark. Even Ciro’s and the other clubs were dormant. For all its reputation as a swinging place, Malcolm had decided L.A. was basically a small town.

The drive up to Steve’s ten-year-old ranch house on Blue Jay Way was a dark, winding curl of tape. Despite the hour, Ramona was at the door to greet them, the dining room table set for three, the open kitchen rich with the aroma of broiled meat and fried potatoes.

She stood on her tiptoes and pecked Malcolm’s cheek, gave Steve a full-on mouth-mash. A few years older than Steve—Malcolm guessed forty—Ramona wasn’t the type he’d imagined his brother would go for.

All those movies Steve had done, his looks and charm, surrounded by actresses, Malcolm would’ve predicted the one-carat diamond ring from Tiffany would’ve ended up on the finger of a voluptuous, artfully cosmeticized, seductively garbed, somewhat flighty blond bombshell. The type unfolded in the stack of girlie mags Steve kept in the guest bathroom. The type that still caught Steve’s eye when he and Malcolm were out in the Caddy.

Ramona had a homespun accent and wore her long dark hair in a plait that hung down the center of her back. She didn’t bother to touch up the few strands of gray at her temples, did use a bit of eye shadow but no lipstick, and dressed in button-up blouses, tailored slacks, and flat shoes.

Maybe she thought well of herself, confident without embellishment. She was a goodlooking woman, in the right light, beautiful, with a perfectly oval face, high cheekbones that Steve attributed to “some Indian background, a little Navajo, she’s from Arizona.”

Her features were fine and symmetrical, her profile as crisp as that of relief on a cameo. Wide brown eyes radiated curiosity and intelligence. She kept her nails short, eschewed polish because “with fabric you never know.”

She’d trained as a seamstress, worked as a wardrobe mistress at Paramount Studios, was often called for “emergencies,” meaning an actress had gained weight. Perhaps living with fashion and camouflage all day made self-adornment a busman’s holiday for her. Whatever the reason, Malcolm admired her low-key, pleasant nature and her intelligence. Was fascinated to see the change in Steve when he was with her.

Quieter, deferential, listening more than talking. Able to sit still.

More adult.

Maybe that was the point: True love was when you found someone who brought out new virtues in you.

It was an interesting theory—the kind of supposition Malcolm had learned to engage in as a psych major. When it came to women, theory was all he could rely on; his personal experiences were pitifully thin: No dates until his junior year when he’d hazarded a few platonic attempts with Radcliffe students and girls who arrived on the Wellesley bus. Every one of them losing interest when they began their little pop quizzes and he kind of turned off and informed them he wasn’t sure what he was going to do with his life. He continued that withdrawal even after the law school acceptance; female hunger put him off, the obvious play for financial security.

Not that he could blame the girls, everyone needed to take care of themselves. And why else would a female want him other than for earning potential?

The only female he’d come across who intrigued him was a Cliffie junior named Sophia Muller, ash blond, six feet tall, cool in demeanor, bespectacled without inhibition.

Muller. The pale hair and blue eyes and upturned Nordic nose: fun explaining that to his parents. She wore cashmere as a matter of course, sported diamonds in her ears. Park Avenue or the like. Way out of his league.

If he thought a bit, he was sure to come up with other obstacles.

A sociology major, the elite Miss M. had taken a few psych classes at Harvard, always sat in the back row, as did Malcolm. A pair of giants careful not to obstruct.

She and Malcolm had exchanged smiles and a few pithy comments about lecture topics as they left classrooms and went their separate ways. One day before class, she dropped some papers and Malcolm picked them up for her.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Bitte.”

She peered at him through her glasses. “You speak German?”

“My family used to live there. Before they were declared persona non grata.”

She nodded. “My father said if Hitler hadn’t kicked out the Jews, he’d have won the war.”

—

Dinner finished at one fifteen a.m., Steve unfazed by the bizarre timing, Ramona not eating, Malcolm’s gut churning from too much, too late.

“Okay,” said Steve, rising to his feet. “We need to get up early, let’s hit the hay.”

Ramona said, “Baby, you need to get up. Malcolm could sleep in.”

“That what you want, little brother?”

Malcolm said, “Up to you.”

“See.” Steve kissed the top of his head. “He’s just like I told you, agreeable.”

“Lovely trait.” Ramona smiled. “Or maybe he just knows you.”

“Hey—what does that mean?”

“You like to draw out the map and plan the route.”

“Not with you, Mona, that’s for sure.”

“Sometimes with me, baby.” She laughed. “When I let you.” To Malcolm: “You’re sure you’re still interested in what passes for interesting in this crazy town?”

“I’m having fun,” he said.

She gave him a doubtful look. “Okay, then, I’ll clean up this mess and you boys get out of here.”

“Hey,” said Steve. “You’re making it sound like we’re bunking down together.”

“Hay’s for horses,” said Ramona. “Behave yourself or that’s exactly how it’s going to be.”

As the brothers walked together toward the rear of the house, Steve disrobed in motion, exposing his broad, tan, perfectly hairy chest and crumpling his cowboy shirt into a black, pearl-buttoned wad. “Man, I’m bushed—you sure you’re up for it tomorrow, Mal? I’m talking early—six thirty.”

“Sure.”

“Great! Okay, here’s where you get off the bus.” Pausing by the door to the spare bedroom. “I’d read you a bedtime story but I never even did that when we were kids.”

Malcolm smiled. “That guy, Eddowe.”

“What about him?”

“He seems to be keeping his distance. Like he’s not part of it.”

“That’s ’cause he’s a drunk, a washout, a nobody putz who’s working for peanuts.” Steve grinned and beat his own chest. “Unlike other people, who’re working for peanuts plus Cracker Jacks plus Baby Ruths.” The handsome face grew grave. “Wish I coulda showed you better times, kiddo. When I had a real dressing room. All the so-called accoutrements—there’s a Harvard word for you.”

“Everything seems great to me,” said Malcolm.

“Hey—uh-oh, Mona hears she’ll clap a feed bag on me and put me out to pasture.” Steve neighed like a horse. “That’s why I dig you, baby bro. You always say the right thing.”

—

The following morning, they set out at six fifty a.m., Malcolm ready but Steve a bit hazy until he had his three cups of black coffee while driving. She’d seen them off, wearing a Japanese kimono and looking fresh and pretty.

Steve took the same route to the Antelope Valley but even Malcolm knew enough to realize when his brother had veered well before the road to Deuces Wild.

“Something I want to show you,” he said, speeding straight at what appeared to be a clump of Joshua trees. “That’s why we had to start before usual. Okay?”

“Okay.”

The clump cleared, revealing a split in the middle that parted to more desert, a random stand of palm trees, banks of fat-leafed succulents, a few spiny cacti. Then a forest of Joshuas, followed by another open space prickled with smaller palms as the road smoothed and straightened.

Up ahead was a padlocked gate connected to what looked like a metal corral. Steve put the Caddy in Park, got out and popped the lock, tossed it in the dirt and swung the gate open and got back in the car.

They drove past a new-looking wooden plaque on a post with burned-in lettering.

FIRST-TAKE FILM RANCH

But no sign of trailers or outbuildings, electrical cable, or anything else Malcolm had come to recognize as movie-related. Just dry dirt that continued for another thousand yards, the straight road kinking again, finally unraveling to reveal a white clapboard house larger than the most generous Victorians Malcolm had seen in Cambridge. A white board porch ran across the front. Three steps led up to a porch big enough to accommodate the Caddy.

Steve whistled through his teeth and chain-lit a Camel. “Home sweet home, bro. What do you think?”

“Nice.”

“No, it isn’t. Not yet, but it will be.” Wide white endorsement of Dr. Weldon Markowitz’s handicraft. “I bought it. Escrow just closed.”

“Wow. Congratulations.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know it seems crazy.” Steve cut the engine, pushed the seat back, stretched his legs. Malcolm, always a cramped passenger, appreciated the extra room. “Here’s the story—just between us and these walls, okay? I love Ramona, she loves me, we’re getting hitched, can’t say when but we are. Definitely. But there’s a problem.”

Steve turned and gazed out the driver’s window. “She can’t have kids. Some kind of scarring, there’s no chance in hell.”

Malcolm thought: I exist. There’s always a chance. He said, “Sorry.”

“Bad scarring,” said Steve. “But no problem, she’s okay with it and I am, too. So here’s what we’re gonna do: I’ll make a few more shit-flicks, pile up the dough, invest, whatever it takes to keep the dough handy. At some point, we’ll sell Blue Jay, get what we put in. Then adios to the city and we move out here. This place’ll be grand after I get it fixed up. C’mon, lemme show you.”

—

Inside, the house was dusty, drafty, musty, plaster walls pocked like Swiss cheese, scarred so deeply in some spots that the underlying lath was exposed. No fixtures, no light switches or plates, but remnants of a kinder time suggested themselves: burnished, knotty-pine walls, oak flooring that had miraculously remained intact and felt rock-hard under Malcolm’s feet, crown and shoe moldings, rosettes around ragged ovals that had once housed electrical fixtures.

The ground floor was huge, the former kitchen stripped of appliances but larger than the apartment Malcolm had grown up in and accompanied by a butler’s pantry and an eat-in breakfast room with a domed ceiling. The dining room could accommodate two dozen. Several equally commodious spaces were designated by Steve as “living room, parlor, study, sewing room, view room,” as he clomped around in his crocodile Lucchese boots.

Upstairs were six bedrooms, the largest (“obviously the master suite, kid”) with its own white-tile bathroom, still set up with a huge clawfoot tub. The five others shared a second, even larger lav. At the far end was a double-door closet able to house a Murphy bed but containing only a few shelves—remnants of what had once been built-in cabinetry.

“For linens,” said Steve. “We’re gonna need room for lots of linens and supplies because of the plan. Go ahead, ask.”

Malcolm laughed. “Pray tell.”

Steve clapped his brother’s back, hard enough to rattle Malcolm’s ribs. “This, Señor Brother, is going to be the ultimate, cool, state-of-the-art movie ranch, forget dumps like Deuces Wild, we’re gonna have real dressing rooms, places you can stay overnight, I’m talking actual structures on solid foundations, not goddamn trailers. Not just for westerns, we’ll be set up for anything—irrigated with water from our own wells, a geologist told me there are plenty of potentials, you just need to tap them. Someone wants a certain ambience, we’ll provide it. Got land for all sorts of different and cool landscaping setups, Ramona knows the guy who takes care of the Forest Lawn cemetery. We’ll have horses, sheep, goats, hell, we’ll have ostriches you want it. One-stop shopping, comprende?”

“Sounds amazing, Steve.”

“Does it? I’ll bet it sounds loco-crazy to you, but that’s okay, I’m used to that. When I dropped out of high school and left damn Brooklyn to come out here and make my name, that was crazy. And now here we are and I’m gonna be a land baron!”

—

Back in the car, heading for the shoot, Steve said, “How old do you think the house is?”

Malcolm said, “Seventy years?”

“Eighty-two. Got a so-called colorful history. People trying to ranch cattle, then sheep, then—believe it or not—ostriches, that’s what made me think of it. Copper was mined a few miles north, so they tried it here, no dice. Even some gold mining.” He winked. “Place spent some time as a bordello, but too far to drive. The last owners were the spoiled-brat heirs of a railroad man whose timing stank, he thought he’d lay track, meanwhile the automakers and the tire manufacturers are bribing everyone to rip up track. Construction begins soon as I’m finished with Carciofi and his piece of garbage, Diablo my ass.”

For the rest of the drive, he smiled and sang along with the radio, laughed as the Deuces Wild sign with its trespassing warnings came into view.

“Screw you, we’re authorized!” Entering the lot, he sped around the left side of the saloon set, reached the rear end of the cordoned area, screeched to a halt at his Airstream.

Turning off the engine, he sat there. “One more thing, genius bro: What I just told you isn’t the end-all. After Mona and I make enough dough with the ranch, we’re retiring totally and opening up a place for kids. Fosters, orphans, you name it.”

Amazed, Malcolm said, “You’re kidding.”

“Never thought I had it in me, right? Without Mona, I probably wouldn’t. But look at it this way: It’s a woman’s nature to give love to tykes. Can’t have your own, time to improvise. Mona informs me there’s tons of sad stories out there, kids can’t find a home, talk about getting the short end. So why the hell not? You saw the space. We’ll keep the cool parts from the ranch—the animals, the riding area. We’ll put in a pool, poor little things will think they got to heaven. Which they will have, because let me tell you, Mona’s the perfect mom, she’s got that thing inside her. Heart as big as this damn desert. So what do you think? Of both ideas?”

“They’re great,” said Malcolm. “I mean that.”

“Specially the kid bit, right? You’re into that. The psychology. Pops and Moms told me it’s all you talk about. So how come you’re not becoming a shrink?”

“I figured law made more sense.”

“More sense?” said Steve. “How so?”

“Financial stability and all that.”

“All that,” said Steve. “What, shrinks don’t eat? Freud didn’t have a fancy office?”

Malcolm didn’t answer.

“Psychology, baby bro. I’m hearing how interested you are in it, that’s why I got you all those Playboys and Swanks for the bathroom. Like a lab experiment.”

Malcolm cracked up.

Steve said, “Doing my bit for God, country, and psychology. What do you dig about law?”

“It’s flexible.”

“Meaning?”

“If you change your mind you can do something else with it.”

“You haven’t started and you’re already figuring on quitting?”

“No, I’m just saying—”

“Sorry, don’t mean to bug you,” said Steve. He fiddled with a knob on the dashboard. “You’re a genius, way I see it, you could get a Nobel Prize for shrinkdom, anything you felt like. But sure, if law’s your thing, go for it.”

Malcolm shrugged. Steve placed his hand on that of his brother. “Lord, that’s a baseball mitt you’ve got there. You’re not worried about what Moms and Pops think, right?”

A beat. “Right.”

“I mean they’re gonna think you’re a genius, no matter what. Maybe you don’t know that because you probably haven’t talked to them much since you left. It was the same for me after I split for the Left Coast. You get cut off, but that’s not bad. It’s what a guy does when he leaves. You leave. Up here.” Tapping his temple. “Right?”

“Right.”

“We’re not that different from each other, bro. We each wanna make our own way in the world—why give a damn about what anyone wants, Mal? I know you’ve got twice my brains but I’ve lived a bit and now I’m gonna marry a woman who should be a mom and can’t be. Point is, you never know how life’s gonna turn out so for God’s sake, do whatever the hell you want. Least, that’s how I see it.”

Rapping on the driver’s door drew their attention. A young woman with a clipboard and a Production Assistant name tag had run up to the car. “Good you’re here. Mussolini’s foaming at the mouth.”

“Is he?” said Steve, getting out, taking her in a tango stance, dipping her low, and kissing her on the cheek. As she spun away giggling, he held out steady hands. “Notice how I’m quaking.”

—

Inside the trailer, Flo the makeup lady was smoking and reading Photoplay. She said, “Time for the magic. Not that you need much, darling.”

“My kind of gal,” said Steve. “Hey, Ivy League, want to know what pancake feels like when they slap it on your face?”

—

At two thirty p.m., after sandwiches with Steve during lunch break, Malcolm admitted Ramona had been right: He should’ve stayed in L.A., this was boring—mind-numbing, really. How did actors stand it?

Rather than stand around for the remainder of the afternoon shoot, he returned to Steve’s trailer, picked up the Photoplay that Flo had left behind, and gave it a try. Imagining what his suite-mates would think to see him immersed in studio flackery disguised as actual articles. Same for the abstract-art-loving Cliffies in their sweater sets, the girls on the Wellesley bus.

Especially Sophia Muller; no one more sophisticated than her, she’d lose whatever respect she had for him.

Assuming she had any to begin with.

Maybe he’d chance calling her when the semester began. Nothing ventured and what was there to lose other than a bit of self-esteem?

He wondered what being Steve was like, drawing upon a seemingly endless store of confidence. He supposed you needed that in order to hitchhike across the country at barely eighteen, somehow make it in the most improbable of professions.

And here his brother was, still a young man, talking about retiring in comfort. About to settle down with a woman who adored him. To help kids.

Malcolm had never risked anything. At eighteen, he’d been a dutiful grind at Stuyvesant High. At twenty-one, what he had to look forward to was three years of sitting on his ass, pretending to care about torts.

Suddenly he felt closed in, short of breath, the trailer a coffin about to slam shut. Heaving his massive self toward the trailer door, he flung it open and hurled himself into the cooling desert air.

He set out in the same direction he had yesterday. No chance of losing context, evening was hours away.

There you go, Cautious Boy. Propelled along.

He tried to shake things up by trotting, then running. Telling himself he didn’t care when his brand-new Florsheims picked up rocks and grit and each footfall smarted. Picking up his pace even further, he pushed himself harder than he ever had, rasping, feeling his chest grow tight.

Clenching his eyes shut and chancing a single blind step. Then two, then three.

Using every inch of the giraffe legs that had so often betrayed him as puberty set in. Propelling himself forward into nothingness, arid air searing his lungs.

When he returned an hour and a half later, he felt ragged and joyful. He hadn’t been alone, the desert revealed companions as he covered ground: fearful lizards, antsy jackrabbits, scattering fire ants, an unmistakably hostile rattlesnake. A mangy coyote that regarded Malcolm balefully before slinking off behind a Joshua tree.

As he neared the clump of trailers, his eyes shifted to Randolph Eddowe’s unit. No sign of the old sot. But then, several steps later, he heard the creak of a door and ducked to the side and saw someone emerge from Eddowe’s trailer.

The sour-faced horse-trainer, again in those jodhpurs that were kind of ridiculous when you thought about it. The woman hurried the same way Eddowe had last night.

The same furtive look as in Eddowe’s eyes.

Something going on in there? Eddowe making himself scarce because he had some sort of racket going?

None of his business.

But as he thought about it, it began gnawing at him and now his boredom was gone, replaced by uneasiness.

He turned to leave.

Steve’s monologue ran in his head.

Do whatever the hell you want.

Waiting until the trainer had gone, he reversed direction, walked to Eddowe’s door, and rapped twice.

From inside came a baritone growl—like a big dog warning off an intruder.

Definitely none of his business, he’d better get out of there before he messed things up for Steve.

Just as he turned, he heard another voice. High-pitched, keening.

The unmistakable timbre of a child.

Moaning?

He tried the door. Latched. But a flimsy construction, some kind of plastic, and Malcolm’s “mitt” barely stung when he used it to shove the door open.

A chorus of odors hit him: makeup, booze, body odor. Something else he hoped he was wrong about.

A wall of noise accompanied the smells.

The melody, outraged howls from Randolph Eddowe.

The actor’s pants and undershorts lay puddled at his ankles. His pink, flabby lower body was exposed. He’d whipped his head around at the intrusion, was cursing and ranting at Malcolm.

But the rest of him hadn’t budged. One arm was angled around his own back. The hand of the other rested atop the chestnut hair of a girl—a child. She was perched on a table, facing Eddowe.

It was her mewling that supplied the harmony. A little girl in a pink blouse and jeans. Eight or nine, oh God, now she was looking straight at Malcolm in terror and her sobs had kicked up to screams and Malcolm wondered if part of that was shame that he’d brought on.

No, no, she needed no help with shame. Not with Eddowe holding her like that, his belly exposed…Malcolm’s mind camera flashed.

Not one of the schoolkids in the movie.

A child Malcolm hadn’t seen before. Because she’d been reserved for…this?

He charged toward Eddowe. The little girl’s face crumpled and a bolt of resemblance struck him.

Child-version of the horse trainer. A mother slinking away? Training her own daughter for this?

Eddowe had shifted his hand from behind his back, lifted the other from the girl’s head. Now he was waving fists at Malcolm, cursing, bellowing, but Malcolm’s roar was louder as he took hold of both Eddowe’s wrists and pulled hard, causing the two of them to stumble.

Malcolm managed to remain on his feet, shoved Eddowe hard, and the bastard, encumbered by his crumpled pants, reeled and landed hard on his back.

Now he was silent. Staring up at Malcolm, paralyzed with terror.

“I…I…go away.”

Malcolm placed a Florsheim on the pervert’s chest and bore down ever so slightly.

Eddowe’s eyes popped. He gasped. “Please. You got it wrong.”

Malcolm, unprepared for the unimaginable, found no words. He turned to the girl. Her head was lowered and she was hugging herself.

He said, “You’re okay.”

The girl didn’t move.

He said, “You can get off there, now,” and she climbed off the table. Complying far too easily. Trained.

Working in Roxbury, Malcolm had heard about terrible things. Children who showed up bruised, the occasional broken bones. But no one ever proved anything—no one really tried because what was the point? Call the cops and they talk to the parents and the parents stop bringing the kids?

A terrible system but as a student volunteer, what was his clout.

Propelled…

Now this?

The little girl stood there. Malcolm smiled at her, his foot still on Eddowe.

He said, “You’re okay.”

She let out a cry and ran out of the trailer, leaving the door wide open.

“Look what you’ve done,” said Eddowe.

Malcolm hauled him to his feet, wheeled him so they faced each other. Eddowe gasped and Malcolm realized his fist was an inch from the bastard’s face. Rage had inflated within him. So easy to just…

Eddowe knew what he was thinking. He blubbered. “Please.”

“What the hell’s the matter with you!”

Eddowe shook his head and began crying. Malcolm lifted him so that only the toes of his shoes touched the floor.

The asshole felt weightless.

“Don’t hurt me,” said Eddowe. “It was a deal. I paid fair and square.”

Inhaling slowly, Malcolm lowered him. Eddowe sagged, not wanting to stand on his own. Malcolm said, “You’re coming with me. If you pull anything, I’ll stomp you like the shit you are.”

“Okay,” said Eddowe. “You’re the director.”

—

No one was around. A wave of nausea swept over Malcolm as he propelled Eddowe toward the only place he was familiar with.

Miraculously, Steve was in the Airstream, stretched on a narrow mattress, snoring lightly.

He got tired, like everyone else. Reassuring to know.

Eddowe was now beyond speech. His eyes had taken on a dreamy look—self-anesthesia.

Malcolm prodded Steve’s elbow gently. “Wake up.”

One of Steve’s eyes opened, then the other. He saw Eddowe and sat up sharply.

“What the—”

Malcolm said, “This is what happened.” Still unable to phrase what he’d seen in a way that didn’t make him want to vomit, he managed to communicate.

Steve’s expression went from surprise to the look he had when he shot people on the set. He got up, took Eddowe from Malcolm, and wordlessly pushed Eddowe outside and over to the Caddy. Popping the trunk, he shoved Eddowe in and slammed the door shut.

“He’s got no more scenes, so no problem.”

“The girl,” said Malcolm.

“You bet the girl. C’mon.”

—

They found the trainer with her horses, but paying no attention to the animals. Instead, she was standing over her daughter, legs akimbo, hands on hips.

Scolding?

When the child saw Malcolm, she froze. Then she ran to him and threw skinny arms around his legs.

The woman said, “Amy! You come right back here this minute!”

Steve marched up to her. “Shut the fuck up. You’re fired.”

“You can’t fire me, you’re not the director.”

“Think so?” Steve snarled. “Guess what, bitch: I’m directing you.”

—

Malcolm waited outside Steve’s trailer with Amy while Steve took her mother inside. No sound from the trunk of the Caddy.

Malcolm said, “It’s okay, Amy.”

The child had her back to him. She stepped away, walked slowly to a wall of the trailer and faced it. As if she’d misbehaved and been sentenced to stand in the corner.

Malcolm knew he couldn’t touch her, what would touch mean to a child like her?

But he should say something. Professor Fiacre would know what to say but he sure as hell didn’t.

He’d never felt more hopeless so he just stood there and so did Amy.

Steve emerged with his arm on the trainer’s elbow. The sour look had slipped off her face. She looked hollow.

Steve said, “Finally got that stupid phone working, a sheriff’s coming by for Mrs. Moseley, here.”

The woman said, “I had no idea.”

Steve silenced her with a terrible, perfect-tooth smile. If Dr. Markowitz only knew how versatile his art was.

—

They waited for over an hour, Steve removing Eddowe from the trunk as the squad car’s headlights came into view. The deputies who showed up seemed baffled. Questioning Malcolm over and over if he was sure of what he’d seen.

“Because,” said one of them, a rawboned, mustachioed man, “I never heard of nothing like that. Even for these Hollywood types.”

His partner, heavy and sandy-haired, questioned Steve, Mrs. Moseley, finally Eddowe, who’d regressed to glassy-eyed silence. No one talked to Amy. She kept edging farther away from the adults.

Finally, Mustache said, “Okay, we got our report, let’s see what the captain has to say.” Pointing a finger at Moseley, then Eddowe. “You two stay out of trouble.” A glance at Amy, pressing her brow to a trailer wall. The deputy seemed to be weighing his words. None followed and he turned to leave.

Malcolm said, “You’re not going to arrest him?”

“What’d you actually see? A guy with no pants?”

Malcolm stared at him.

Mustache said, “Look, son, he’s an old guy, probably forgetful. Maybe he forgot to get dressed or he was dressing when the kid ran in there. Her mother says she’s a wild one, always wandering off, getting into places she shouldn’t.”

Amy remained immobile.

Her mother said, “Ain’t that the truth, I got horses easier to handle.”

Malcolm said, “I know what I saw.”

“Sure, sure, we’ll ask the boss. Meanwhile the mother’s not making a complaint—”

“The mother—”

“Against the codger.”

“Sir,” said Malcolm.

“Sir,” barked Mustache. “You did your good deed for today, now you can go back to college and tell them all about it.”

Steve said, “This is fucked up.”

Mustache turned on him. “You watch your language. There’s women and children, here.”

—

The brothers didn’t speak all the way home. This time they arrived at a normal dinner hour—seven thirty p.m.—and Ramona had a big plate of spaghetti and salad with croutons waiting for them.

Steven embraced her. “Sorry, honey. Shoulda told you.” Tapping his rock-hard abdomen. “No appetite.”

“Something the matter, baby?”

Steve looked at Malcolm. “You okay for a sec?” Without waiting for Malcolm’s reply, he walked Ramona to the master bedroom and closed the door behind them.

Alone in the living room, Malcolm stood there for a while. Then he walked to the phone, the sleek, ivory Princess that complemented the cool, modern decor so well.

Long distance but Steve wouldn’t mind; soon after Malcolm had arrived, he’d said, “Call Moms and Pops anytime you want, don’t even ask, I can afford it.”

It wasn’t Brooklyn Malcolm called. It was 411, asking the operator for Cambridge, Mass., information.

Finally the connection got made and the phone rang three times and a familiar voice picked up.

“Yes?”

“Professor Fiacre? Malcolm Bluestone.”

“Malcolm! To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I hope it’s not too late, sir.”

“Oh, no, I’m reading and sipping a fine Dow’s. There’s static, where are you calling from?”

“California, sir,” said Malcolm. “I’ve been thinking.” A beat. “About grad school. Don’t know if it’s too late to apply but if you think…”

“Well,” said the old man. “This is certainly a nice surprise.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Malcolm. Thinking: Nothing nice about it.

But right.
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