KRI STI NE KATHRYN RUSCH
THE BEAUTI FUL, THE DAMNED
CHAPTER 1

| Come From The M ddle West, an unforgiving land with little or no tol erance
for

i magi nati on. The wi nd bl ows harsh across the prairies, and the snows fal

t hi ck.

Even with the conveni ences of the nodem age, life is dangerous there. To |ose
sight of reality, even for one short romantic noment, is to risk death.

| didn't belong in that country, and ny grandfather knewit. | was his
nanesake,

and sonmehow, being the second Nick Carraway in a famly where the nanme had a
certain mystique had forced that nystique upon ne. He had lived in the East
during the twenties, and had grand adventures, nobst of which he would not talk
about. Wen he returned to St. Paul in 1928, he nmet a woman-- my grandnot her
Nell -- and with her solid, conmon sense had shed hinself of the ronmance and

i magi nation that had led to his adventures in the first place.

Al t hough not entirely. For when |I announced, fifty years later, that I

i nt ended

to pursue my education in the East, he paid four years of lvy League tuition
And, when | told him in the early '80s, that, despite my literary background
and romantic nature, | planned a career in the securities business, he regal ed
me with stories of being a bond man in New York City in the years before the
crash.

He died while | was still learning the art of the cold call, stuck on the
sixteenth floor of a wi ndow ess high rise, in a tiny cubicle that matched a
hundred other tiny cubicles, distinguished only by nmy handprint on the phone
set

and the snapshots of my fanmily thunbtacked to the indoor-outdoor carpeting
covering the small barrier that separated ny cubicle fromall the others. He
never saw the house in Connecticut which, although it was not grand, was
respectabl e, and he never saw nmy rise froma cubicle enployee to a man with an
of fice. He never saw the heady Reagan years, although he woul d have warned ne
about the awful Bl ack Monday well before it appeared. For despite the

conput ers,

jets, and tel evised comunications, the years of my youth were not all that
different fromthe years of his.

He never saw Fitz either, although | knew, |ater that year, when | read the
book, that my grandfather woul d have understood ny mysterious nei ghbor too.

My house sat at the bottomof a hill, surrounded by trees whose russet |eaves
are-- inny mnd-- in a state of perpetual autumm. | think the autum

nmel anchol y

cones fromthe overlay of hindsight upon what was, | think, the strangest
sumrer

of my life, a sumer which, like ny grandfather's sumrer of 1925, | do not

di scuss, even when asked. In that tiny valley, the air always had a danp chil
and the rich smell of loam The scent grew stronger upon that w nding dirt
pat h

that led to Fitz's house on the hill's crest -- not a house really, but nore
of



a mansion in the conservative New England style, white walls hidden by trees,
with only the wide walk and the entry visible fromthe gate. Once behind, the
wal I s and wi ndows seemed to go on forever, and the nmanicured lawn with its
neatly nowed grass and carefully arranged marbl e fountains seenmed |ike a

t hrowback froma sinpler tine.

The house had little life in the daytine, but at night the wi ndows were thrown
open and cars filled the driveway. The cars were all sleek and dark--Dblue
Saabs

and m dni ght BMAS, bl ack Jaguars and ebony Cararras. Cccasionally a white
stretch lim or a silver DeLorean would mar the darkness, but those guests
rarely returned for a second visit, as if sonmeone had asked themto take their
ostentation el sewhere. Misic trickled down the hill with the light, usually
musi ¢ of a vani shed era, waltzes and narches and Di xi el and Jazz, nusic both
romanti ¢ and danceabl e, played to such perfection that | envied Fitz his sound
systemuntil | saw several of the better known New York Phil harnoni c nmenbers
round the comer near ny house early on a particul ar Saturday evening.

Laughter, conversation, and the tinkle of ice against fine crystal filled the
gaps during the mnusicians' break, and in those early days, as | sat on ny

por ch

swing and stared up at the light, | inmagined parties |like those | had only
seen

on film- slender beautiful wormen in glittery gowns, and athletic nen who wore
tuxedos like a second skin, exchanging witty and wy conversation under a

dyi ng

noon.

In those early days, | didn't trudge up the hill, although later | |earned
could have, and drop into a perpetual party that never seened to have a guest
list. | still had enough of my Mdwestern politeness to wait for an invitation

and enough of mnmy practical Mdwestern heritage to know that such an invitation
woul d never cone.

Air conditioners have done little to change Manhattan in the sumrer. |f

anyt hing, the heat fromtheir exhausts adds to the oppression in the air, the
stench of garbage rotting on the sidewal ks, and the smell of sweaty human

bodi es

pressed too close. Had ny cousin Arielle not discovered ne, | night have spent
the sumrer in the cool | oam of ny Connecticut home, nonitoring the markets

t hrough nmy personal conputer, and watching Fitz's parties with a phone wedged
bet ween ny shoul der and ear

Arielle always had an ethereal, other-worldly quality. My sensible aunt, with
her thick ankles and di sh-water bl onde hair, nust have recogni zed that quality
in the newborn she had given birth to in New Ol eans, and commtted the only
romantic act of her life by deciding that Arielle was not a Mary or a Loui se,
fam |y nanes that had suited Carraways until then.

| had never known Arielle well. At family reunions held on the shores of Lake
Superior, she was always a beautiful, unattainable ghost, dressed in white
gauze, with silver blonde hair that fell to her waist, w de blue eyes, and
skin

so pale it seened as fragile as ny nother's bone china. W had exchanged

per haps

five words over all those reunions, held each July, and always | had bowed ny
head and stamered in the presence of such royalty. Her voice was sultry and
musi cal , lacking the long "a"s and soft "d"s that made nmy other relations
sound

like all their years of education had made no inpression at all



Why she call ed me when she and her husband Tom di scovered that | had bought a
house in a village only a mile fromtheirs I will never know Perhaps she was
lonely for a bit of famly, or perhaps the other-worldliness had absorbed her
even then.

CHAPTER |

| Drove To Arielle and Tom s house in ny own car, a BMN navy bl ue and
spit-polished, bought used because all of ny savings had gone into the house.
They lived on a knoll in a nmock-Tudor style house surrounded by young sapli ngs
t hat had obvi ously been transplanted. The lack of tall trees gave the house a
vul nerable air, as if the neighbors who lived on higher hills could | ook down
upon it and find it flawed. The house itself was twice the size of nmne, with
a

central living area flanked by a master bedroom w ng and a guest w ng, the

Wi ngs

nore of an architect's affectation than anything el se.

Tom nmet me at the door. He was a beefy man in his late twenties whose athletic
bui |l d was begi nning to show signs of softening into fat. He still had the

t hi ck

neck, square jaw and nassive shoul ders of an offensive |ineman which, of

cour se,

he had been. After one season with the Green Bay Packers -- in a year

unr emar ked

for its lackluster perfornmance-- he was permanently sidelined by a knee
injury.

Not wanting to open a car dealership that would forever capitalize on his one
season of glory, he took his wife and his inheritance and noved east. \Wen he
saw nme, he clapped his hand on nmy back as if we were old friends when, in
fact,

we had only met once, at the last and | east of the fam |y reunions.

"Ari's been waiting ta see ya," he said, and the broad flat uneducated vowel s
of

the M dwest brought with themthe sense of the stifling sumrer afternoons of
t he

reuni ons, children's laughter echoing over the waves of the lake as if their
j oy

woul d [ ast forever.

He led me through a dark foyer and into a roomfilled with light. Nothing in
t he

front of the house had prepared me for this room wth its floor-to-ceiling
wi ndows, and their view of an English garden beyond the patio. Arielle sat on
a

| oveseat beneath the | arge wi ndows, the sunlight reflecting off her hair and
white dress, giving her a radiance that was al nost angelic. She held out her
hand, and as | took it, she pulled nme close and ki ssed me on the cheek

"Ni cky," she murmured. "I m ssed you."

The softness with which she spoke, the utter sincerity in her gaze made ne
bel i eve her and, as on those sumer days of old, | blushed.

"Not nuch ta do in Connecticut."
been

counting the nails on the walls."

Tom s boom ng voi ce nade ne draw back. "W



"Now, Tom" Ari said without taking her hand from nm ne, "we belong here."

| placed my other hand over hers, capturing the fragile fingers for a nonment,
before releasing her. "I rather like the quiet," | said.

TYou woul d," Tom said. He turned and strode across the hardwood fl oor, always
;ﬂadOM/despite the light pouring in fromthe w ndows.

H s abruptness took me aback, and | glanced at Ari. She shrugged. "I think
2§tan the terrace. The garden is cool this time of day."

"WIIl Tomjoin us?"

She frowned in a girlish way, furrowi ng her brow, and maki ng her appear, for a
nmonent, as if she were about to cry. "He will when he gets off the phone.™

| hadn't heard a phone ring, but | had no chance to ask her any nore for she

pl aced her slippered feet on the floor and stood. | had forgotten how tiny she
was, nearly half my height, but each feature perfectly proportioned. She took
ny

armand | caught the fresh scent of |enons rising fromher warm skin.

"You must tell ne everything that's happened to you," she said, and | did.
Under

her intense gaze ny life felt inmportant, my smallest acconplishnments a

pi nnacl e

of achievenent. W had reached the terrace before | had finished. A glass
tabl e,

already set for three, stood in the shade of a naple tree. The garden spread
before us, lush and green. Each plant had felt the touch of a pruning shears
and

was trimed back so severely that nothing was left to chance

| pulled out a chair for Ari and she sat daintily, her novenents precise.

t ook

the chair across fromher, feeling cloddish, afraid that ny very size would
cause me to break sonething. I wondered how Tom with his |inebacker's build,
felt as he noved through his wife's delicate house.

She shook out a linen napkin and placed it on her lap. A man appeared beside
her

dressed as a waiter -- he had noved so silently that | hadn't noticed him-
and
poured water into our crystal glasses. He filled Toms as well, and Ari stared

at the enpty pl ace.

"I wish he wouldn't call her before lunch,"” she said. "It disturbs ny
di gestion."

| didn't want to ask what Ari was referring to. | didn't want to get trapped
in

their private lives.

She sighed and brushed a strand of hair out of her face. "But | don't want to

tal k about Tom s awful wonman. | understand you live next door to the man they
call Fitz."

| nodded as the waiter appeared again, bringing fresh bread in a ceramc



basket .

"I would love," she said, leaning forward just enough to let ne know this was
the real reason behind nmy invitation, "to see the inside of his hone."

Tom never joined us. We finished our lunch, wal ked through the garden, and had
mnt juleps in the late afternoon, after which everything seened a bit funnier
than it had before. As | left in the approaching twilight, it felt as if Ari
and

| had been friends instead of acquaintances |inked by a happenstance of birth.

By the time | got home, it was dark. The house retained the heat of the day,
and

so | went into the back yard and stared at the path that led up to Fitz's
mansi on. The lights blazed on the hillside, and the sound of |aughter washed
down to me like the blessing of a god. Perhaps Ari's casual suggestion put

something in nmy mind, or perhaps | was still feeling the effects of the mnt
jul eps, but whatever the cause, | wal ked up the path, feeling drawn to the
house

like a moth to |ight.

My shoes crunched agai nst the hard-packed earth, and nmy | egs, unused to such
st renuous exercise, began to ache. Mdway up, the cool ness of the valley had
di sappeared, and perspiration made nmy shirt cling to ny chest. The | aughter
grew

closer, and with it, snatches of conversation --wonen's voices rising with
passi on, men speaking in |ow tones, pretending that they couldn't be

over heard.

| stopped at a small rock formation just before the final rise to Fitz's
house.

The rocks extended over the valley below like a platform and fromthem I
coul d

see the winding road | had driven that afternoon to Ari's house.

A car passed below and | followed the trail of its headlights until they
di sappeared into the trees.

As | turned to leave the platform ny desire to reach the party gone, | caught
a

glinpse of a figure noving agai nst the edge of the path. A man stood on the
top

of the rise, staring down at the road, as | had. He wore dark evening dress
with

a white shirt and a matching white scarf draped casually around his neck. The
i ght against his back caused his features to be in shadow- only when he
cupped

hi s hands around a burning match to light a cigarette already in his nouth did
I

get a sense of his face

He had an ol der beauty-- cl ean-shaven, al nbst womani sh, with a | ong nose, high
cheekbones and wi de, dark eyes. A kind of beauty that had been fashionable in
men when ny grandfat her was young-- the Rudol ph Val entino, Leslie Howard | ook
that seenmed al nost effete by the standards of today.

As he tossed the match away, a waltz started playing behind him and it gave
hi m

context. He stared down at the only other visible point of light --Ari's
knol | - -



and his posture suggested such longing that | half expected the music to
swel I,
to add too nmuch violin in the suggestion of a world hal f-forgotten

| knew, without being told, that this was ny neighbor. | alnost called to him
but felt that to do so would ruin the perfection of the noment. He stared
unti |

he finished his cigarette, then dropped it, ground it with his shoe, and,
slipping his hands in his pockets, wandered back to the party -- al one.

CHAPTER I 11

The Next afternoon | was |lounging on nmy sofa with the air conditioning off,
lingering over the book review section of the Sunday Times, when the crunch of
gravel through the open wi ndow alerted ne to a car in nmy driveway. | stood up
in

time to see a black Rolls Royce stop outside nmy garage. The driver's door
opened, and a chauffeur got out, wearing, unbelievably, a uniformconplete
with

driving cap. He wal ked up to the door, and | watched himas though he were a
ghost. He cl asped one hand behind his back and, with the other, rang the bell.

The chimes pulled me frommy stupor. | opened the door, feeling ridiculously
informal in nmy polo shirt and my stocking feet. The chauffeur didn't seemto
notice. He handed ne a white invitation enbossed in gold and said, "M.
Fitzgerald would Iike the pleasure of your conpany at his festivities this
eveni ng. "

| stamered sonething to the effect that | would be honored. The chauffeur
nodded and returned to the Rolls, backing it out of the driveway with an ease
t hat suggested years of famliarity. | watched until he disappeared up the
hill.

Then | took the invitation inside and stared at it, thinking that for once, ny
M dwestern instincts had proven incorrect.

The parties began at sundown. In the late afternoon, | woul d watch aut onobil es
with words painted on their sides clinb the winding road to Fitz's nansion.
Apple Vall ey Caterers. Signal Wod Decorators. Misicians of all stripes, and
extra service personnel, preparing for an evening of work that would Il ast |ong
past dawn. By the time | wal ked up the hill, the sun had set and the lights
strung on the trees and around the frane of the house sent a glow bright as
dayl i ght down the walk to greet ne.

Cars still drove past-- the sleek nodels this tinme-- drivers often visible,
but
t he occupants hi dden by shaded wi ndows. As | trudged, ny face heated. | | ooked

like a school boy, prowing the edges of an adult gathering at which he did not
bel ong.

By the time | arrived, people flowed in and out of the house |ike noths
chasi ng

t he biggest light. The wonen wore their hair short or up, show ng off cleavage
and dresses so thin that they appeared to be gauze. Mst of the nmen wore
eveni ng

cl ot hes, some of other eras, |ong-waisted jackets conplete with tails and
spat s.

One man stood under the fake gaslight beside the door, his skin so pale it

| ooked bl oodl ess, his hair slicked back like a thirties gangster's, his eyes
hol | ow dark points in his enpty face. He supervised the attendants parking the
cars, giving directions with the flick of a bejeweled right hand. Wen he saw



me, he nodded as if | were expected, and inclined his head toward the door

| flitted through. A blonde wonman, her hair in a marcel, gripped ny armas if
we

had come together, her bow shaped |lips painted a dark wi ne red. The crowd
parted

for us, and she said nothing just squeezed ny ann, and then di sappeared up a
flight of stairs to the right.

It was inpossible to judge the house's size or decor. People littered its
hal | ways, spraw ed along its stairs. Wiiters, carrying trays of chanpagne
al of t,

slipped through the crowd. Tabl es heaped in ice and covered in food |lined the
wal I s. The orchestra played on the patio, and couples waltzed around the pool
Sone of the people had a glossy aura, as if they were photographs conme to
life.

| recognized a few faces fromthe junble of Wall Street, others fromthe
occasi onal evening at the Met, but saw no one | knew well enough to speak to,
no

one with whomto have even a casual conversation

When | arrived, | nmade an attenpt to find my host, but the two or three people
of whom | asked his whereabouts stared at ne in such an amazed way, and deni ed
so vehemently any know edge of his novements that | slunk off in the direction
of the open bar -- the only place on the patio where a single man could |inger
wi t hout | ooki ng purposel ess and al one.

| ordered a vodka martini although |I rarely drank hard liquor -- it seened
appropriate to the nood -- and watched the crowd's nood switch as the
orchestra

slid fromthe waltz to a jitterbug. Wnen dressed |ike flappers, wearing
no-wai sted fringed dresses and pearls down to their thighs, danced with an
abandon | had only seen in novies. Men matched their nmovenents, sweat marring
the perfection of their tailored suits.

A hand gripped ny shoulder, the feeling tight but friendly, unlike Tom s clap
of

the week before. As | |ooked up, | realized that the crowmd of single nen

ar ound

the bar had eased, and | was standi ng al one, except for the bartender and the
man behi nd ne.

Up close, he was taller and nore slender than he had | ooked in the noonlight.
H s cheekbones were high, his lips thin, his eyes hooded. "Your face |ooks

famliar," he said. "Perhaps you re related to the Carraways of St. Paul

M nnesota. "

"Yes," | said. The drink had | eft an unpl easant tang on ny tongue. "l grew up
there."”

"And Ni ck Carraway, the bondsman, would be your -- grandfather?

G eat - gr andf at her ?"

That he knew ny grandfather startled nme. Fitz | ooked younger than that, nore
of

an age with ne. Perhaps there were fanmly ties |I did not know about.
"CGrandfather," | said.

"Qdd, " he nurmured. "How odd, the way things grow beyond you."



He had kept his hand on ny shoulder, making it inpossible to see nore than
hal f

of his face. "I wanted to thank you for inviting nme," | said.

"It would be churlish not to,"
actual ly

be able to talk."

he said. "Perhaps, in the future, we'll

He et go of ny shoulder. | could still feel the inmprint of his hand as he
wal ked away. He had an air of invisibleness to him a way of noving unnoticed
t hrough a crowd. When he reached the edge of the dancers, he stopped and

| ooked

at me with a gaze piercing with its intensity.

"Next time, old sport," he said, the old-fashioned endearnment tripping off his
tongue like a new and original phrase, "bring your cousin. | think she m ght
like the Iight."

At least, that was what | thought he said. Later, when | had time to reflect,
I
wondered if he hadn't said, "I think she nmight |ike the night."

CHAPTER | V

Men Wth little imagination often have a clarity of vision that startles the
mnd. For all their inability to i magi ne beauty, they seemable to see the
ugliness that lies below any surface. They have a willingness to believe in
t he

baser, cruder side of life.

On the foll owi ng Wednesday afternoon, | found nyself in a bar at the edge of

t he

financial district, a place where men in suits rarely showed their faces,
wher e

the average clientele had nmuscles thick as cue balls and just as hard. Tom had
corralled me as | left the office, claim ng he wanted to play pool and that he
knew a place, but as we walked in, it becane clear that we were not there for
a

gane, but for an alibi

The wonman he nmet was the antithesis of Ari. She was tall, big-chested, with
thick ankles, nore a child of ny aunt than Ari ever could be. The wonan --
Rita-- wore her clothes like an ill-fitting bathrobe, slipping to one side to
reveal a nmound of flesh and a bit of nipple. Lipstick stained the side of her
mout h and the edges of her teeth. She |aughed | oud and hard, |ike a man, and
her

eyes were bright with too nuch drink. She and Tom di sappeared into the back
and
| remmined, forgotten, in the snmoky haze.

| stuck ny tie in ny pocket, pulled off ny suitjacket and draped it over a
chair, rolling up ny sleeves before I challenged one of the large nen in a
ripped T-shirt to a game of eight-ball. | lost fifty dollars to himbefore he
deci ded there was no challenge in it; by then Tomand Rita had reappeared, her
clothing straight and her lipstick neatly applied.

Tom cl apped ny back before I could step away, and the odors of sweat, nusk and
new y applied col ogne swept over nme. "Thanks, man," he said, as if ny
acconpanying himon this trip had deepened our friendship.



I could not let the monent slide wthout exacting nmy price. "My neighbor asked
that Ari conme to one of his parties this week."

Rita slunk back as if Ari's nane | essened Rita's power. Tom stepped away from
ne.

"Fitzgerald s a ghoul ,"
cone

back. "

he said. "They say people go ta his house and never

"I was there on Sunday."
"You're lucky ta get out alive."

"Hundr eds of people go each night." | unrolled ny sleeves, buttoned them and
then slipped into my suitcoat. "I plan to take Ari."

Tom stared at ne for a nonent, the mal e camaraderie gone. Finally he nodded,
t he
acknow edgnent of a price paid.

"Next time you go," Rita said, addressing the only words she woul d ever say to
me, "take a good | ook at his guests."

| drove Ari up in ny car. Even though | spent the afternoon washi ng and
polishing it, the cat's age showed agai nst the sleek new nodel s, sonething in
the I ack of shine of the bunmpers, the crude design of a nodel year now done.
The

attendant was polite as he took my place, but |acked the enthusiasm he had
shown

over a Rolls just noments before

Ari stared at the house, her tiny nouth agape, her eyes wide. The lights
reflected in her pupils Iike a hundred dancing stars. She left ny side
i mediately and ran up the stairs as if | were not even there.

| tipped the attendant and strode in, renenbering Rita' s adnoni shnment. The
faces

that | ooked fam liar had a photographic edge to them--the patina of inages |
had seen a thousand tinmes in books, in magazines, on film But as | scanned,
could not see Ari. It was as if she had conme into the manmoth house and

vani shed.

| grabbed a flute of chanpagne from a passing waiter and wandered onto the
pati o. The orchestra was pl aying "Al exander's Ragti ne Band" and the woman with
the marcel danced in the center, alone, as if she were the only one who
under st ood the rnusi c.

Beside nme, a burly nman with dark hair and a nmustache that absorbed his upper
lip

spoke of marlin fishing as if it were a conbat sport. A lanky and | ean man who
spoke with a M ssissippi accent told a fam liar story about a barn-burning to
a

crowmd of wormen who gazed adoringly at his face. Behind him a tiny woman with
an

acid tongue talked in disparaging ternms of the Al gonquin, and another man with
white hair, a face crinkled fromtoo nuch drink, and a body so thin it
appear ed

dapper, studied the edges of the conversation as if the words were witten in
front of him



They all had skin as pale as Fitz's, and a life force that seened to have nore
energy than substance.

There were others scattered anong the crowd: a man with an unruly shock of
white

hai r who spoke of his boyhood in Illinois, his cats, and the workings of
riverboats powered by steam the denure brown-haired woman wearing a | ong
white

dress, standing in a corner, refusing to nmeet anyone's gaze. "She's a poet," a
young girl beside me whi spered, and | nodded, recognizing the heart-shaped
face,

the quiet, steady eyes.

In that house, on that night, | never questioned their presence, as if being
in

t he conpany of people |ong dead were as natural as speaking to nyself. |

avoi ded

them they had nothing to do with me. | was drawn to none of them except,
per haps, Fitz hinself.

He was as invisible as Ari. | wandered through the nanse three tines, pushing
past bodies flushed fromdancing, bright with too much drink, letting the
conversation flow over ne |ike water over a stone. Mdst of ny coll eagues spoke
of Fitz hinmself, how he had favored themin one way or another, with a

conmi ssion or, in the case of the wonen, with time al one. They spoke with a
sigh, their eyes a bit glazed, as if the nenory were nore of a dream and as

t hey spoke, they touched their throats, or played with pearl chokers around
their necks. A shudder ran through me and | wondered what | had brought
Arielle

i nto.

I found her at 3 AM, waltzing in the enpty grand ballroomwith Fitz. He wore
an ice creamsuit, perfectly tailored, his hair conbed back, and she wore a
white gown that rippled around her |ike her hair. She gazed at himlike a

| over,

her lips parted and noist, her body pressed against his, and as they whirled
to

the imagi nary nusic, | caught glinpses of his face, his brows brought together
in concentration, his eyes sparkling and noist. He | ooked |like a man caught in
a

dream from whi ch he could not wake, a dream which had gone bad, a dream which
when he renenbered it, he would term a ni ghtnare.

Then she saw nme, and her expression changed. "N ck," she said. "N ck
Carraway. "

And she | aughed. The voice was not hers. It had nore rusic than before, but
beneath it, a rasp ol der wonen gai ned fromtoo many cigarettes, too nuch
drink.

"He will never |eave us alone, Scott."

Fitz | ooked at nme. If anything, he appeared paler than he had before. The
sparkle in his eyes was not tears, but the hard glare of a man who coul d not
cry. "Thanks for all your help, old man," he said, and with that | knew | had
been di smi ssed.

CHAPTER V

About A week before, an ambitious young reporter appeared on Fitz's doorstep
as



one of the parties began. He managed to find Fitz at the edge of the pool and
asked himif he had anything to say.

"About what?" Fitz asked.
" About anything."

It transpired after a few mnutes that the young man had heard Fitz's nane
around the office in a connection he wouldn't or couldn't reveal and, it being
his day off, had hurried out to Connecticut "to see."

It was a random shot and yet the reporter's instinct had been right. Fitz's
reputation, as spread by the people who saw him the people who canme to his
gat herings, had that sunmer fallen just short of news. Stories of his

nyst eri ous

past persisted, and yet none cane close to the truth.

You see, he did not die of a heart attack in 1940. Instead he fell in, as he
|ater said, with the ghouls of the Hollywod crowd. Cbsessed with inmortality,
gl anmor and youth, they convinced himto nmeet a friend, a person whose nane
remai ns forever elusive. He succunbed to the tenptation, as he had so often
bef ore, and discovered only after he had changed that in giving up Iife he had
given up living and that the needs which drove his fiction di sappeared with
hi s

need for food and strong drink

He wat ched his daughter from afar and occasionally brought others into the
fold,

as the loneliness ate at him He began throwing | arge parties and in them

f ound

sust enance, and others |ike himwho had managed to nove from human fame into a
sort of shadowed, mythical existence. But the |oneliness did not abate, and
over

time he learned that he had only one nore chance, another opportunity to make
things right. And so he nonitored the baby wards in the South, allow ng his
own

brush with the supernatural to let him see when her soul returned. For his

| ove

affair with her was nore haunting and tragic than those he wote about, and he
hoped, with his new understandi ng, that he coul d make anmends.

Sone of this | learned, and some of this he told me. | put it down here as a
way

of noting that the runmors about himweren't even close to the truth, that the
truth is, in fact, as strange as fiction, and | would not believe it if | had
not seen it with nmy own eyes. What he did tell me he said at a time of great
confusion, and | mght not have believed him even then; if later that year, |
hadn't found the books, the novels, the biographies, that somehow even with ny
literary education, | had managed to overl ook

That night, | did not sleep. The phone rang three tines, and all three tines,
t he machi ne picked up. Tomls coarse accent echoed in the darkness of ny

bedr oom

demandi ng to know why Ari had not returned honme. Finally | slipped on a faded
pair of jeans and | oafers, and padded up the hill to see if | could convince
her

to | eave before Tom created trouble.

Only the light in the ballroomremined on, casting a thin glow across the
yard.



The cars were gone as were their occupants. Discarded cigarette butts, broken
chanpagne gl asses, and one woman's shoe with the heel mssing were the only
evi dence of the gaiety that had marked the evening. Inside, | heard Ari

sobbi ng

hysterically, and as | wal ked up the steps, a hand pushed agai nst ny chest.

| hadn't seen himin the dark. He had been sitting on the steps, staring at
t he

detritus in the driveway, an unlit cigarette in his hands. "You can't help
her,"

he said, and in his voice, | heard the weariness 'of a man whose dreans were

| ost.

Still, 1 pushed past himand went inside. Ari sat on the floor, her bare feet
splayed in front of her, her dress still the white of pure snow. Wen she saw

me, the crying stopped. "N cky," she said in that raspy, not-her voice, and

t hen

the laughter started, as uncontrolled as the crying. | went to her, put nmy arm
around her shoulder and tried to lift her up. She shook her head and pul | ed
out

of my grasp. For a nonment, the horrible | aughter stopped and she gazed up at
nel

her eyes as clear as the sky on a sumer norning. "You don't understand, do
you?" she asked. "When |I'mhere, this is where | belong."

Then the | aughter began again, a harsh, alnost childish sound too close to
tears. Fitz glided past me, still wearing the white suit he had worn earlier
He

pi cked her up and shushed her, and she buried her face against his shoul der as
i f he gave her strength.

Her thin, fragile neck was clear and unmarked. God help me, | checked. But he
had not touched her, at least in that way.

He carried her to the plush sofa pushed back to the wall beneath the w ndows.
Then he pushed the hair off her face, wi ped the tears from her cheeks, and

whi spered to her, hauntingly: sleep. Her eyes closed and her breathing evened,
and once again she was the Arielle | had al ways known, pink-cheeked and
del i cat e.

He | ooked at ne, and said, "This is why Daisy had to | eave Gatsby, because he
was wong for her. The better part of ne knew that being with ne shattered her
spirit. But we are not Daisy and Gatsby, and | could not |let her go. You knew
that, didn't you, old man? That | could not |et her go?"

But | didn't know, and | didn't understand until much later. So | renni ned
quiet. Wsely, as it turned out.

"Ah, Nick," he said, his fingers brushing her brow. "Your arrival surprised
ne.

| never thought -- | never realized-- how the characters |ive on, even when
t he
story's over. | could believe in ny own transformati on but not your existence.

And | never understood the past, so here | amrepeating it.

He smiled then, a self-deprecating smle that nade all his words seemlike the
foolish ravings of a man who had had little sleep. And yet he conti nued,
telling

me sone of the things of which | have already witten, and others, which

shal |



never conmt to the page.

"Go home, old sport,’
[ight of day."

he finally said. "Everything will look different in the

I must have glanced at Arielle with concern, for he cupped her cheek
possessively. "Don't worry," he said. "I'll take good care of her."

Sonething in the throb of his voice nade ne trust him nade ne turn on ny hee
even though I knew it was wong, and | eave himthere with her. Sonme warbl e,
sone

i nperative nmoved nme, as if he were the creator and | the created. | wandered
down the hill in the dark, and didn't return until the light of day.
CHAPTER VI

| had slept maybe twenty mnutes when | woke to the sound of tires peeling on
the road outside ny house. An engine raced, powering a fast-noving car up the
hill. As | sat up, brakes squealed and a voice rose in a shout that echoed
down

the valley. The shouts continued until they ended
abruptly--nid-sentence--followed by a noment of silence and a woman's high

pi tched scream

It was still dark, although the darkness had that gray edge that neant dawn
wasn't far away. | picked up the phone and called the police which, in ny
conpul sion fogged nind, felt |like an act of defiance. Then | rose fromny bed
a

second tinme, dressed, and ran out of the house.

| didn't think to take the car until | was half way up the path. By then to
run

back and get it would have taken twi ce as |ong as continuing. The sun rose,
casting orange and gold tendrils across the sky. The silence in Fitz's house
unnerved me and | was shaking by the time | reached the driveway.

| had never seen the car before--a |light gray sedan that |acked pretension

- - but

the Wsconsin vanity plate made its ownership clear. It had parked on the
shattered gl asses. A woman's bl ack gl ove | ay beneath one of the tires. In the
early morning glow, Fitz's manse seened ancient and old: the lawn filled with
bottl es and cans fromthe night before; the shutters closed and unpainted; the
steps cracked and littered with ashes and gum The door stood open and

sl i pped

i nside, careful to touch nothing.

A great gout of blood rose in an arch along one wall and dripped to the tile
bel ow. Drops led nme to the open French doors. Through them | saw the pool

Tiny waves still rippled the water. The laden air mattress noved irregularly
al ong the surface. The nan's eyes were open and appeared to frown in

conf usi on,

his skin chal k-white, and his neck a gaping hole that had been |icked cl ean of
bl ood.

O Ari and Fitz we never found a trace. A man who had lived on the fringes as
| ong as he had knew how to di sappear. | had half hoped for an acknow edgnent

a postcard, a fax, a phone nessage -- sonething that recognized the dilemma he
had put ne in. But, as he said, an author never realizes that the characters



live beyond the story, and | suspect he never gave ne a second thought.

Al though | thought of himas | read the articles, the biographies, the essays

and dissertations based on his life-- his true life. | saved his novels for
| ast

and his nmost fanous for last of all. And init, | heard ny grandfather's
Voi ce,

and under st ood why he never spoke of his life before he returned fromthe East
all those years ago. For that life had not been his but a fiction created by a
man ny grandfather had never net. My grandfather's life began in 1925 and he
lived it fully until the day he died.

| sold the house at the bottomof the hill, and noved back to the Mddl e West.
I

found that | prefer the land harsh and the winds of reality cold against ny
face. It reminds ne that | amalive. And, although | bear ny grandfather's
nane

ina famly where that nanme has a certain nystique, that mystique does not
belong to ne. Nor nust | hold it hallowed against ny breast. The current ny
grandf at her saw drawing himinto the past pushes me toward the future, and
shall follow it with an understandi ng of what has cone before.

For, although we are all created by soneone, that sonmeone does not own us. W
pi ck our own paths. To do anything el se condemms us to a glittering world of
al l

ni ght parties hosted by Fitz and his friends, the beautiful and the damed.



