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CHAPTER ONE
Wendy Costanzi got off the train at 135 th Street and joined
the mob rushing toward the stairs to the street. It was already nearly six, and she was anxious to get home, as she
usually was. She hoped her husband had arrived home early
enough to relieve the nanny and start dinner.
At the bottom of the stairs, some subway buskers finished
their song and were starting again. She’d never paid much
attention to them before, always thought they were in her
way, but this time she stopped.
Everybody’s talking at me
I don’t hear a word they’re saying
Only the echoes of my mind
She’d heard that Harry Nilsson song a hundred times,
but all of a sudden the words seemed new, as though she
had never heard them before. They were about her son Nate!
She started to cry.
I won’t let you leave my love behind
No, I won’t let you leave
I won’t let you leave my love behind
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She pushed her way up the stairs and almost ran to their
apartment on Edgecombe Avenue. Her husband, Michael,
came out of the kitchen as she entered.
“You OK, Wen?”
“No.” She went into Nate’s bedroom, where her fouryear-old son was sitting on the floor working on a puzzle.
“Hey, little boy!” she said.
Nate didn’t look up.
“Mommy’s home.”
Nothing. Nate reached for a piece and placed it correctly
on his first try. Then he reached for the next piece. The work
was getting easy because there were only a few pieces left.
She leaned over and kissed him on the top of his little
head and then went to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of
wine.
“Sorry, Wen,” said Michael.
“Yeah. Me, too. It’s so sad.”
Michael sat on the stool next to her and held her hand.
“It’s been that way. Maybe we have to get used to it.”
“Marilyn in her room?”
“Yeah, doing homework. Amazing how they load down
twelve-year-old kids these days.”
Wendy didn’t want to bother her daughter. Besides, she
knew if she went into her room Marilyn would jump up and
give her a big hug and a kiss. She loved that more than anything, but the contrast with Nate would be too much for her.
Wendy just wanted to stay sad for now.
“Michael, let’s do it.”
“Do it?”
“You know what I’m talking about. Let’s take Nate to
that specialist you found.”
“You sure? You fought me on that, remember? I do.”
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“Yeah, I did. But I’ve given up. He’s not gonna grow out
of it.”
“Well, if you’re OK with it, I’ll make the call tomorrow.”
She kissed her husband. “Thanks, pal.”
Nate walked into the kitchen. “I have finished the puzzle.
Can you give me another one?” He had been speaking in
complete sentences since he was three.
His father reached into the pantry, took out a box and
tore off the shrink-wrap. He handed the box to his son, who
said nothing as he took the box into his bedroom.
“Two-hundred pieces?” asked Wendy.
“Time to step up. We won’t have to buy puzzles so often.
It’s not too much for him.”
Their son was healthy, brilliant, and talked in complete
sentences. Yet something about him was very, very wrong.
♦
A week later, Wendy, Michael, and Nate were in Dr.
Jeremy Wersher’s waiting room, having benefited from a
cancellation. Sharply at nine, they were ushered into his office.
“Hello, all!” said Wersher, cheerily. He came out from behind his desk and kneeled down in front of Nate. “And how
are you today, young man?”
Nate didn’t look at the doctor and didn’t say anything.
Wersher got to his feet and took a chair. “Well, I’m glad
you’re here. As I said on the phone, I’ll spend two hours with
little Nate this morning. You can take a walk, have a late
breakfast, whatever. Be back at eleven, and we’ll talk then.”
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Wendy kissed her son. With Marilyn, she’d have to say
that they wouldn’t be far away, that the doctor was nice, and
that’s she’d have some fun. Anything to ease Marilyn’s separation anxiety. But Nate ignored them when they got up to
leave, so they just walked out of the office. No anxiety, because Nate didn’t even seem to recognize the separation.
“You think Nate will be OK?” asked Wendy of her husband.
“I do. Wersher is the best. He knows what he’s doing. I
like that late breakfast idea.”
♦
At eleven they returned to the office. Nate was on the
floor working on a three-dimensional wooden puzzle. Wersher sat with them in the same chairs they’d occupied earlier.
“So, what did you find, Doctor?” asked Michael. Wendy
was as tense as she’d ever been.
Wersher knew that the parents were as much his patients
as the boy, and had to be treated with care. “Nate seems unusual to you, I know, but he’s really typical of a lot of kids I
see. I’m not one for labels, but, as I think you already know,
his symptoms align with Asperger’s syndrome. Not perfectly, they never do, but close enough.”
Wendy was relieved to have her own thinking confirmed,
but frightened to hear the words from Wersher. She assumed
her husband felt the same way. She got right to the point.
“So, what do we do?”
“That’s the question I always get asked,” said Wersher.
“Let’s slow down. I’m going to give you my thinking, and
I’ll tell you right now there are plenty of practitioners
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around, even plenty in New York, that don’t agree with me.
You might want a second opinion from one of them, by the
way.”
“Go ahead,” said Michael.
“Well, I don’t call Asperger’s a disorder. I call it a personality type. Calling it a disorder has two huge problems, the
first of which is that it unnecessarily labels your son. He has
problems, as you well know, and calling them a disorder
makes them much, much worse.”
“And number two?” asked Wendy.
“Number two is that there probably isn’t any cure, in the
traditional sense of the word, so it’s really just destructive to
call it a disorder.”
“No cure? I thought you were the top man!” Wendy
couldn’t hide her disappointment and anger.
“No cure in the traditional sense of the word. The only
thing wrong with Nate is that he doesn’t connect with the
world the way we expect. The cure, to the extent there is one,
is to accept Nate for being Nate, and to relate to him as he is.
If you think about it, you do that with each other every day.
But, to a lesser extent, so you’re less aware of it.”
“So he just spends his life doing puzzles?” Wendy was
frustrated.
“Not likely. I think you’ll find he’ll do great in school if
you put him in the right school. You know, intelligence
scores are very rough approximations, but I put him at
around 175. He’ll grow up to be a scientist, or a composer, or
a computer programmer, or even a corporate lawyer, one
who doesn’t talk directly to clients.”
“Yes, but will he ever be normal, like having a family?”
asked Michael.
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“Could be. One day maybe he’ll find a girl who loves him
enough to want to take him on his terms, one who has
enough patience. She’ll be rewarded for it, but it will take
time. There’s a right person for everyone, or so I believe.”
“But Nate never talks to us, unless he needs a puzzle or
he’s sick or something like that,” said Wendy.
“That’s consistent with what I see,” said Wersher. “For
Nate, communication has to serve a purpose, and only from
his point of view.”
“But it’s so sad,” said Wendy. “When I come home, I ask
him how he is, and he says nothing.”
“You’re communicating from your perspective,” said
Wersher. “Do it from his.”
“Like how?”
“Watch me,” said Wersher. He sat down on the floor next
to Nate. “Nate, how many pieces are left?”
“Three,” said Nate.
“Will they fit?”
“Yes. It’s a puzzle.”
“Do you like 3D puzzles or flat ones?”
“Flat ones. They have more pieces.”
“Do you have any flat ones at home?”
“Yes. One is half done, and Daddy has more in the
pantry.”
“Well, you can finish this one before you leave.” Wersher
returned to his chair.
“I don’t understand,” said Wendy. “He just talked to you
like a normal boy. How did you do that?”
“I know what he did,” said Michael. “He talked about the
puzzle.”
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“Exactly,” said Wersher. “I talked to Nate about something in Nate’s world. Turns out he’s a pretty good conversationalist when the subject suits him.”
“But his world is so narrow,” said Wendy.
“It doesn’t have to be,” said Wersher. “I’ll bet he’s ready
to explore a lot more than just puzzles. But, it has to be his
way. He’ll want to do whatever he’s doing in depth. If you
take him to a science museum, just stay in one room and
study all of the informative text. Spend the time in the one
room. Don’t try to pack the whole museum into a single afternoon. If you take him to a concert, study the sheet music
with him, teach him how to read it, and limit it to just one
work.”
“Oh, wow!” said Wendy. “This is so obvious now.”
“Well, I do remember your original question. ‘What do
we do?’” said Wersher.
“Well, what?” asked Michael.
“Take Nate home, make him some lunch, and begin the
joyful work of discovering your amazing son. And don’t be
alarmed if he’s a loner. That’s his right. Remember what I
said about everything having to have a purpose. Don’t be
surprised if, when he’s older, he wears the same clothes all
the time and eats the same foods. He might not see variety as
having a purpose. It’s not a problem, really, unless you want
to make it one.”
“No drugs or electronic instruments?” joked Michael.
“Not here,” said Wersher, laughing. “Thanks for coming
by.”
Wendy, Michael, and Nate walked home. On the way,
Wendy and Michael talked only about puzzles. Nate held up
his end of the conversation.
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Once home, Nate went to finish his puzzle. Wendy and
Michael left him alone, sat down in the living room, and felt
better about their son than they ever had.
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CHAPTER TWO
Nathan woke up as he always did with his alarm at seven,
finished in the bathroom, and put on the clothes he wore every day: black jeans, a blue shirt, and black shoes. He had a
cup of coffee and a bowl of instant oatmeal and was out the
door of his fifth-floor apartment and into the elevator by
7:45.
When he got to the street, he walked two blocks to the
191st Street subway station and got on the 1 train downtown. There were rarely any seats, so he didn’t bother even
looking. He took out his phone and read the New York Times
online. That way nobody tried to talk to him. If it weren’t for
his height, six feet four inches, nobody would even notice
him.
He got off at Chambers Street but didn’t have to go onto
the sidewalk at all. He took the escalator to the ground floor
lobby and then the elevator to the twelfth-floor offices of Oak
Financial Systems, where he worked as a computer programmer. Unless the subway was delayed, he was at his
desk by nine. Not that it mattered, since the other programmers got in somewhere between seven and noon.
He wrote and debugged code until 11:45 when the sandwich cart guy dropped off a turkey and swiss on rye and
took the $7.50 that Nathan had put on his desk. The order
was always the same, and that way he didn’t have to look up
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from his work or talk to the cart guy. He ate the sandwich
without taking his eyes from the screen. It was inefficient to
stop working once he was in the office. Also, if he took his
eyes off the screen, one of his co-workers might see he was
eating lunch and try to talk to him. Conversation was a
waste of time, time when he could be working. He didn’t
think anything about the game last night, was uninterested
in the weather, and never saw movies in theaters.
With no break for lunch, he was free to leave at five, and
that’s what he always did, even if he was in the middle of
something. He just made a note about what he was doing,
switched off his computer, and left, reversing his steps to
191st Street.
He stopped at the 24-hour gym for an hour, which he
liked because he could enter with his key card and the front
desk was unoccupied. He’d started going to the gym after he
read a column about exercise in the Times, and it made him
feel better, so he kept doing it, every weekday. As a side benefit, it made him stronger, which was practical. His size and
apparent strength also kept him safe on the street; nobody
would try to mess with him. That was his theory, anyway.
Back at home, he heated a prepared meal in the microwave for dinner and sometimes had a can of beer with it.
He bought eight meals at a time at the Angel Food Market
on St. Nicholas Avenue. The number matched the number of
oatmeal packets in a box. That way he ran out of breakfast
and dinner simultaneously and could shop for both on the
same trip. They fit neatly in one grocery bag. Once a month
he also had to buy a can of coffee, which didn’t fit in the bag,
so he just carried it in his other hand. Getting beer was easier, because there was a liquor store in his building, right
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next to the main entrance on 191st Street. He just went down
and bought some when he ran out.
After dinner, he switched on a Netflix movie. He didn’t
always do that; sometimes he read history or science on his
Kindle, which he liked because it didn’t require a visit to a
bookstore. While he avoided people in real life, the people in
movies and books he liked. They were interesting, and, unlike the few people he interacted with in the city, they just
did whatever they were doing without involving him. He
wasn’t a misanthrope or a hermit. He just didn’t like the way
people talked in a confusing, imprecise way. Worse, they always wanted something from him, even if it was just to validate what they were saying. He thought validating
someone’s opinion of the Yankees or the governor or the
stock market was useless. He had opinions of his own but
didn’t see the point of telling other people about them.
Other than the variety of his work and the prepared
meals and the movies and books, every day was the same.
Same breakfast, same clothes, same route to work, same gym
routine, nearly the same dinner. It was efficient and didn’t
require thinking.
He’d been in his one-bedroom apartment for six years. It
was furnished entirely from IKEA, although he’d never been
to one of their stores. He’d ordered everything at once online, and it had arrived all at once. The sofa and 14 boxes
completely filled the hallway. It took him an entire weekend
to assemble everything. Besides the sofa, there was a coffee
table, a kitchen table with two chairs, a twin bed, a bedside
table, and a dresser. That seemed to be enough, and if he
ever needed anything more, he could just order more. Everything else he got from Amazon, even his clothes.
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For Nathan, a perfect day was one when he didn’t talk to
anyone. True, his company had meetings once or twice a
week, but Nathan sat in the back, rarely said anything, never
volunteered, answered in as few words as possible when
someone asked him a question, and so he always managed
to get through the meetings without really participating.
He was the best programmer at Oak by far, which meant
that his boss mostly left him alone, pretty much ignoring
him. But there was a downside: People would come to him
for debugging help. This was a problem. He liked to be helpful, thought of himself as a good team player, but hated to
interact with actual people. Fortunately, he almost always
found the problem right away, since programmers usually
made stupid mistakes. He answered as briefly as possible:
“Make rowvec static,” or “the third argument is a count, not
a Boolean.” Then the person would go away, and he could
return to his computer.
Every year he had a performance review, which didn’t
require him to say anything except “I agree,” or “Thank
you.”
There was one time, though, when those responses
weren’t enough. Ethan, his boss, said, “Nathan, you’re a
solid programmer, probably the best, but you need to speak
up at meetings. I know you have a lot to contribute. The
team could benefit if you’d make a contribution now and
then. They struggle and you just sit there and watch. How
about it?”
Nathan didn’t think either “I agree” or “Thank you”
would quite answer the question. He came up with a third
response that he added to his regular repertoire: “I’ll try
harder.” That seemed to work because Ethan then said
“Thank you” and the review was over. He never did try
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harder, but it didn’t seem to matter since he got raises every
year anyway.
With his last raise, he took home about $11,000 a month,
which was plenty, since his apartment was only $1600. He
spent less than $1000 on food and essentials and left the rest
in his checking account. Every few months when it got
above $20,000, he transferred most of it to a mutual fund that
he’d read about in the Times. That was a good system. It was
reasonably automatic and relieved him of the nuisance of
thinking about money. His net worth was increasing dramatically, to a few hundred thousand last time he looked,
which was good in case something terrible happened in the
future, but, as nothing terrible ever seemed to happen, he
thought of money as just an abstraction. There was nothing
he wanted to buy, no place he wanted to go, and, as he was
only 27, retirement was a long way off. The money wasn’t
something he tried for, just a side-effect of his line of work
and the skill with which he did it. There was no way to stop
the big annual raises even if he wanted to take the trouble to
try, which he didn’t. It was easier just to let the money accumulate.
He liked computer programming, except for the meetings
and the occasional requests for debugging help. He wished
he didn’t have to take the subway, with all those people, but
he was used to it, and it didn’t require him to talk to anyone.
He could afford to move to an apartment near his work, but
that would mean over $3000 in rent, which he thought was
too much. Besides, if he did that, he’d have to find another
grocery store, another gym, and another liquor store. Not to
mention the hassle of moving.
♦
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So weekdays were perfectly structured. Not only did his
employer provide a fixed place to work and more-or-less
fixed hours, or at least hours he could set for himself, but a
steady stream of interesting work that came almost entirely
from only two sources: emails from Boston or high-priority
bugs from the trouble-reporting system. And there was a
steady flow of money into his checking account, which paid
for everything.
Inconveniently, his employer failed to provide any structure at all on weekends. Then he was entirely on his own,
but he’d created his own schedule to cover those otherwise
unformed days.
On Saturdays, his alarm went off at eight instead of
seven, because he’d read in the Times that more sleep was
healthier. He spent the morning reading the whole paper instead of just however much he could manage on the subway,
and then went to art museums in the afternoon.
He appreciated that some artists, like Andrew Wyeth,
saw the world exactly as he did. Wyeth’s paintings showed
either zero or one person, almost never more than one, and
he saw himself that way in the world. Of course, there were
other people, and, in New York, literally millions of them,
but he rarely had to deal with them as people. Most of
Wyeth’s people were staring into space or at a wall. Probably
because they were thinking about something important, as
he usually was.
Art galleries had another benefit: They were quiet, one of
the few places in New York where it was actually rude to
talk to other people.
Usually, on Saturdays, he ate at a Food-o-Tron near
whatever museum he was visiting. At a Food-o-Tron you ordered with their app, picked up your box from a set of rotat14

ing shelves, and paid with the app. Then he could eat at a
counter facing the window where everyone else had
earplugs and no one ever talked to anyone else. He thought
earplugs were one of the best inventions ever. He didn’t own
a pair but was glad other people did.
Sundays were like Saturdays, in that he didn’t go to
work. Otherwise, his day was different. He read the huge
Sunday Times on paper, not on his phone. He always bought
it from the newsstand on the corner and read it at the front
table at Mandlebaum’s Deli on St. Nicholas. It was a rundown place that was probably nice once, but the paneled
walls and oak furniture were pretty beat up. He usually had
to try a few chairs before he found one that didn’t wobble.
The neighborhood was now mostly Hispanic, but somehow
Mandlebaum’s was still around, though nearly empty on
Sunday mornings when he was there. Aside from a couple of
old men playing chess in the back and an occasional carryout customer, he was usually the only diner, which was why
he liked Mandelbaum’s. He almost never spoke to the old
man who ran the place, and once he’d established his standard breakfast, whole wheat bagel with light cream cheese
and lox, and coffee, there was no need to change it. Breakfast
out meant an unused oatmeal pack, but since he had also
eaten out the night before, the balance of oatmeal packs to
prepared meals was undisturbed.
Sunday afternoons he walked for a couple of hours in
Harlem River Park, which was narrow side-to-side, but ten
blocks long. By one o’clock he was hungry, so he got a
bratwurst from the vendor at the edge of the park. This usually required talking, but often just “Bratwurst with mustard, no drink” and then “Thank you,” which seemed
unnecessary, since he was paying for the bratwurst, but
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that’s what everybody else said, so it seemed like he should
say it also. If the person in front of him ordered a bratwurst,
he could just say “same,” which meant even less talking.
So that was Nathan’s standard week. It didn’t always go
like that, because of weather, or transit delays, or vacation,
which he treated like a week of Saturdays and Sundays.
Once a month he went for Sunday dinner at his sister’s in
Staten Island. He liked his sister. His parents were killed in a
car accident when he was in college, and she was now the
only person in the world who understood him and loved
him just the way he was. She never talked to him unless
there was a clear purpose, and he appreciated that efficiency,
even though she chatted mindlessly to her family and everyone else other than Nathan. An couple hours of his silence
didn’t bother her or her husband in the least.
Sunday dinner with his sister meant that a prepared meal
went uneaten, but he figured that having a few extra would
come in handy if there were a blizzard and he was unable to
get to Angel’s. Once he noticed eight uneaten prepared
meals and no oatmeal, which meant he could just buy a box
of oatmeal and skip the bag. He thought that was beautiful.
The universe correcting itself.
Life was quiet, organized, predictable, and enjoyable,
thanks to his work, books, and Netflix. He hoped everything
would stay just the way it was. No reason why anything
would have to change.
♦
One cold Sunday in January Nathan was reading the
Times when he heard someone calling to him from the back
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of Mandelbaum’s. “Hey, Sonny, you play chess?” His name
wasn’t Sonny, but he was the only one around other than the
old chess players, so he assumed the question was directed
to him. He turned and looked towards the back, but there
was only one chess player, an old man with a long beard. He
must have been the one who had called out.
Nathan hadn’t played since middle school in Chess Club,
but he remembered the moves, so he gave the most correct
answer: “Yes.”
“So, put down that paper and get back here. I’m by myself now. My friend Tommy is gone.”
Nathan didn’t know whether Tommy was away for a few
minutes, sick, on vacation, or dead. This was a perfect example of why he found interacting with people so frustrating.
They were never clear about what they meant, except for his
sister, of course. If Tommy were dead, then the old guy
should have said, “My friend Tommy is dead.” Not that it
really mattered to Nathan, since he didn’t know Tommy. But
now the possibly dead Tommy had created a problem by not
being there to play chess.
The old man had just given him a direct order. Nathan
knew he wasn’t obligated to comply, but he was stuck thinking about Tommy, so following the order was the simplest
thing to do. He got up, went to the back, and sat down opposite the old man.
“I’m Seymour, Sy to you,” said the man. “And you are?”
“Nathan.”
“So, we’ll play then.”
That wasn’t a question that required an answer, so
Nathan didn’t give one. The old man held two pieces in his
closed hands, Nathan tapped one, and found out he had
chosen to play white.
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They set up the board, Nathan moved his king pawn two
spaces, and the game was underway.
Seymour said strange things. Instead of just “check,” he
said “check-a-roony.” And “checkmate” came out as “checkmate, checkzate, and check-matonee.” He laughed at his
own jokes, or what he thought were jokes, but Nathan didn’t
understand why saying the wrong thing, with useless extra
words, was funny. If he ever checked Seymour, he would
just say, “check.”
The old man won, of course, but Nathan made him work
for the victory. He made him work even harder the second
game, but the old man won that one, too.
It was almost eleven. Nathan got up, said “Goodbye,”
and left.
“Goodbye yourself, Sonny,” said the old man. “Next time
don’t be so chatty. Breaks my concentration.” Seymour
thought that was funny, too, and laughed.
The next Sunday Nathan was hoping Tommy would be
back, or at least Seymour would have found a permanent
partner, but neither had happened, so they ended up playing again. This time after the first game Nathan noticed
something. Seymour played a clever game, but it was just a
bunch of tactical traps and trades. He wasn’t playing strategically. Nathan countered the old man’s attempts to grab
pieces and started trying to control the board. This time Seymour ran out of tricks, and Nathan slowly forced him into
an entirely defensive position. From there, Nathan got his
king into a series of checks (not check-a-roonies), and finally,
the old man tipped over his king.
“Mazel tov, Sonny,” he said. “Indeed you do know how
to play. One more?”
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Nathan thought he only had to play two, but he had actually enjoyed the game. So they played another, and this time
Nathan won more easily. Seymour was less willing to try
fancy stuff, so Nathan didn’t have to waste moves dealing
with it. He just established control, slowly but steadily, and
then went for the kill.
This went on every Sunday, Nathan winning most of the
games. Over the months, even though Nathan never initiated any conversation, the old man had extracted from him
that he lived alone (”you need a wife”), worked as a computer programmer (”didn’t have that when I was your age”),
and had an apartment at 563 W. 191st Street (”lousy building”).
Nathan didn’t know anything about Seymour, except
that he chatted about things Nathan didn’t care about, such
as crimes the mayor was committing, that the Yankees were
now just another shitty team, or how all the people spoke
Spanish nowadays.
Nathan began to think of Seymour as a friend, something
he knew that ordinary people had a few of. But he’d never
had one. It was an odd friendship since it was only on Sunday mornings and since he really didn’t know his friend.
But, for Nathan, it was as solid a friendship as he had ever
had. He liked Seymour, even though he talked too much. At
least Nathan could get away without having to talk back.
Most of what Seymour said didn’t require a response.
The chess had disrupted Nathan’s previous routine, but,
after a while, it became part of a new routine, so he was back
to where he was comfortable. Sunday mornings were now
for chess, and he read the Sunday Times in the park after his
walk or, if the weather was bad, in the branch library on
188th Street. Once again life was organized and predictable.
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CHAPTER THREE
One Tuesday evening in March, Nathan had just finished
dinner and was washing his fork, the only dinner item other
than his water glass that got dirty, since his ready-to-heat
meal came in its own disposable plate. He would wash the
water glass later, in case he drank more water before bedtime. He’d washed his oatmeal bowl and spoon before he left
for work.
There was a knock on the door. He opened it and saw a
slender woman standing there about his age, only a few
inches shorter and with long blonde hair. For some reason,
she was smiling at him.
“Hello, I’m so sorry to bother you. I’m Darcy Harrison,
from across the hall. We’ve never met, but I see you sometimes. We’ve even been in the elevator together!” She giggled.
Nathan thought maybe he had seen her. But why was she
in his doorway? He stood there, hoping she would explain.
So frustrating.
“Well, anyway, I don’t know your name.”
“You do not.”
Darcy was perplexed, and a little flustered, partly because he was acting so oddly, and partly because he was so
tall and handsome, and she always got flustered when she
was talking to a tall, handsome man. This nameless man was
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over six feet, incredibly well built, and had a soft, friendly
face, topped with curly brown hair, cut short. But no
friendly words to go with that face.
“What is your name?”
“Nathan Constanzi.” He had been asked a direct question.
“And I’m not bothering you? Seems like maybe I actually
am. Sorry.”
“No, you are not, because I finished washing my fork.”
Darcy almost laughed. So weird, and coming from such a
normal-looking guy.
“OK, well, with your fork all washed and everything,
maybe you could help me? I have a small chest on the sidewalk, and I need some help getting it up here. Should only
take a few minutes.”
“I’ll go to the sidewalk and help you with your chest.”
“Thanks, Nate.”
“My name is Nathan. Not Nate.”
“Sorry, my mistake. Nathan.”
The chest was much too large for Darcy, but not for
Nathan. He picked it up and carried it to the elevator, with
Darcy holding the door. Upstairs, he moved it into her apartment, just across from his. He put it down in the hallway
and turned to go back to his apartment.
“Ummm… could you possibly help me get it into the corner by the windows?”
Nathan picked up the chest again and put it down in the
corner.
“Thanks, Nathan, not Nate,” said Darcy, with a giggle.
“That’s great. Can I offer you a drink?”
“Yes.” Nathan just stood next to the chest waiting for
Darcy.
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“What would you like?”
“Nothing, I had a glass of water with dinner.”
“Oh, I thought you said yes.”
“Yes, you could offer me a drink.” That was the question,
and he had answered it. Darcy was difficult, one of those
people who said or asked one thing when they meant something else entirely.
“OK, then, maybe another time. Thanks for helping with
the chest.”
Nathan thought that if his apartment ever didn’t have
any water, Darcy might be willing to give him some, which
he appreciated.
“You’re welcome. Thank you for offering to give me some
of your water.”
This time Darcy didn’t laugh. This guy was really too
weird.
Back in his apartment, Nathan turned his Kindle on and
started reading. He felt good that he had helped a neighbor
with her chest, one who was generous with water.
After a few pages, Nathan put the Kindle down. He just
realized what Darcy had meant by offering him a drink. It
was like in the movies! She meant that she wanted him to
stay and visit. Not that she thought he was thirsty. It was
just like playing chess with Seymour, only it was easier to
figure out what Seymour was up to than what Darcy was up
to.
He played chess with Seymour, his chess friend, so that
made sense, but why would he visit Darcy? He had no idea.
He didn’t feel too uncomfortable carrying her chest, but visiting with Darcy seemed to have no purpose. Maybe she
played chess?
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♦
Darcy looked at the chest in the corner. Not quite right,
she thought. She moved it farther away from the corner,
closer to the windows. Better! She took the porcelain bowl
from the bedroom and put it on the chest. Perfect!
That man was a piece of work. Did he even understand
English? What was that glass of water bit all about? He
didn’t seem to be clowning around. He seemed to be genuinely confused. Maybe developmentally disabled. Did he
have a job? Perhaps he was on disability. But, at least he was
friendly and helpful. Seemed to be pleasant enough. And
harmless. Maybe she’d need a big, strong guy to carry something else someday. Or, perhaps he’d need her help with
something, like understanding a bill or reading the directions that came with something he’d bought.
On Wednesday as she was recycling her junk mail, she
saw something from the Brooklyn Academy of Music. Their
Spring concert schedule. The Dexter Robinson Ensemble was
back! They’d gone to Europe in 2013, and she hadn’t heard
them since. Not live, anyway. Jenn would love this.
She texted her friend: “jazz at bam sat? dex r”
Jenn came back right away: “sorry, brian.”
That figured. Jenn was busy as usual. Maybe Alex from
the shop? She’d kept turning him down. Maybe Alex. He’d
want sex. Well, she’d been thinking about sex with Alex.
Hadn’t done it, but was thinking about it. But she wanted to
hear the concert, not deal with Alex.
She looked at the time on her phone. Shit, 6:45. Sean
would be here in a half-hour. She stripped off her clothes
and went into the bathroom to get ready.
Then a text from Sean: “can’t tonite. work.”
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Fucker! She turned off the water and put on her robe.
Jerkface!
Another text from Sean: “u get msg?” She threw her
phone on the bed. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of texting him back.
She opened a bottle of wine and filled a glass. She’d
rather go to the concert alone. Which would just be an invitation for every guy in the place to hit on her. No, better with
Alex. She texted him: “jazz concert sat? my treat.” But she
didn’t send it. Maybe Dexter Robinson would have to wait.
She backspaced over her typing.
On Thursday she had just closed her door when she
heard someone in the hall. She looked through her peephole.
It was Nathan, opening his door. He was carrying his mail,
including The Economist. OK, so not developmentally disabled. What then?
Oh, this is so wild. Ask Nathan! Crazy! She didn’t even
know him. What she did know was a little scary. But at least
he was somebody new. Sean and Alex sure weren’t. How
bad could it be? They’d be in public the whole time. Not
even a blind date, technically, and she’d been on a few of
those, although not in recent years.
What would he say if she asked him? Would he understand the question? What would happen if they did go?
She’d be stuck all evening with a weirdo, that’s what. Was a
smart weirdo better than the ordinary kind? No, this was too
risky. Even for her.
But then when Darcy woke up on Friday, as she was
making coffee, one clear thought popped into her head: Talk
to Nathan. She had to find out what it was with this guy. Like
tonight.
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♦
As soon as she got home, Darcy knocked on Nathan’s
door.
“Hiya, Nathan. Love that chest. I forgot to tell you, but
it’s an antique, and I got it for next to nothing at the place
where I work. I sell antiques.”
Darcy stood in the hallway, and Nathan stood at the
doorway.
“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” This was too much.
Darcy had never before had a guy not invite her in, not invite her to do more than that. But this one was made of
stone. Nice looking stone, but stone. This was a mistake.
Should have asked Alex at work.
“You may come in and sit down.”
Wow, progress. A glass of water might be in her future.
Darcy entered and saw two places to sit. She went for the
closest one, at the kitchen table. Nathan stood near the
kitchen sink.
She looked around. Everything seemed newly purchased.
IKEA stuff, she guessed. The apartment had a strange look
about it that she didn’t grasp at first. Then it came to her:
There weren’t any books or plants or art. No bowl of fruit or
nuts or fish. The walls were completely empty except for a
TV opposite the sofa. There was precisely one item on the
coffee table, the TV remote. No magazines, newspapers, or
junk mail. No umbrella stand, area rug, or lamp. No pillows
on the sofa.
She turned her head towards the kitchen nook. The counters were empty except for a coffee maker and a dish drainer
that contained a bowl, a spoon, and, of course, Nathan’s
fork.
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She couldn’t see the bedroom, but could easily imagine
what it looked like.
“Wow, Nathan. I don’t think I’ve seen a place like this.
It’s definitely minimalist, that’s for sure.”
Nathan thought about what Darcy had said. What did
she mean? Did she mean minimal amount of furnishings, or
that he was a devotee of minimalism? Minimal and minimalist weren’t the same thing. Better make sure she understood.
“It’s not minimalist as a design aesthetic. It’s just that I
bought the minimum that I needed, and the apartment is
large.”
“Oh,” was all Darcy could say. Her neighbor Nathan had
barely talked up until now, and certainly not this intelligently. She wondered what else he might say. Maybe some
humor. “I suppose shopping for furniture and bric-a-brac
isn’t your thing.”
“I don’t have any use for bric-a-brac. The furniture I got
online. It was a chore, not something I did for pleasure. So,
yes.”
Well, thought Darcy, that certainly makes it clear. She
pressed on. “I saw The Economist in your hand the other day.
But I don’t see any books.”
Nathan wondered why he was being interviewed, but the
questions were comfortable enough, and Darcy seemed like
she meant no harm. “I already recycled the magazine because I read it online. I don’t like paper books anymore. Everything is on my Kindle.”
“Makes sense,” said Darcy. It was a figure of speech. It
did not make sense to her.
Nathan still didn’t know why Darcy was sitting at his
kitchen table, at a chair that had never been used before.
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Then he remembered something Darcy had said to him.
“Darcy, would you like a drink?”
Darcy was surprised. Now Nathan was being friendly.
Not that he had been unfriendly. Just that this conversation
was starting to veer ever so slightly towards normal. “Yes,
that would be nice. What do you have?”
“Water and beer.” He opened the refrigerator. “IPA,
lager, porter, or stout.”
“The porter, if that’s all right,” said Darcy.
Nathan opened the porter and handed the can to Darcy.
He opened an IPA for himself and sat down at the table, saying nothing.
“Good beer,” said Darcy, smiling. She wasn’t sure if
Nathan was smiling back. Maybe it was just his face relaxing. She wondered if he had any drinking glasses. Didn’t
matter. Drinking from the can would be fine.
“It’s inefficient to drink weak beer,” said Nathan. “It
tastes terrible, and you just end up drinking more, so it’s not
really cheaper.”
Thorough analysis, thought Darcy. Did this guy analyze
everything? Was he analyzing her?
Actually, Nathan was. It was all right that Darcy had
knocked on his door to sit at his table and drink a beer. He’d
never thought that anyone would ever do that, or why they
would, and no one ever had, but, strangely, he didn’t mind
that Darcy was doing it. He still didn’t know why she was
here. Maybe she would tell him. Maybe there was no purpose at all. That wouldn’t surprise him.
Darcy drank her beer and looked at Nathan. She felt at
ease. All day she’d imagined a tense time approaching
Nathan, but it was actually going OK. He didn’t seem to be
expecting anything, as though drinking a beer together was
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nothing more than that. Her mind turned to Sean and Alex,
both continually scheming about how to get to the next base.
Sean had hit a home run on their first date and had been
swinging for the fences ever since. Alex had struck out so far
but still had the bat in his hands. Nathan didn’t seem to be
playing a game at all.
In an instant, she knew the concert might work. “I
thought you might like to hear a jazz group at the BAM tomorrow night.”
“I don’t know what a bam is. I know what jazz is.”
Darcy laughed. “Not a bam. The BAM. Brooklyn Academy of Music. You’ve heard of it?”
“No. But from its name, it’s in Brooklyn.”
“Yup. Brooklyn. Way across the river.”
“Then no.”
“You’re busy tomorrow?”
Nathan didn’t know what Darcy meant by busy. He was
planning to watch Narcos on Netflix, but he wouldn’t call
that busy like he was busy at work. Watching Netflix didn’t
require much thinking as work did, so maybe that wasn’t being busy. But since he was going to be watching Netflix and
not doing nothing, perhaps he was busy. This was a hard
question to answer. There didn’t seem to be any correct answer.
Darcy stared at Nathan, who seemed to be lost in
thought, really struggling with something. “Nathan, it’s a
simple question.” There wasn’t a man in New York who
wouldn’t want to go out with Darcy, she knew from experience, except for this man, who acted as if she’d just given
him the puzzle of the century. Should have asked Alex.
Nathan decided he had to give a long answer to this nice
person Darcy, much longer than he usually gave to anyone.
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“I am not busy, based on what I think you mean. But I can’t
go to Brooklyn. I’ve never been to Brooklyn.”
“Aren’t you from around here?”
“I was born in Manhattan.”
“But never been to Brooklyn?”
“No.”
“Well, we’d go by subway, so you wouldn’t even know
you were in Brooklyn. Brooklyn is just another few stops,
and Brooklyn streets are just regular streets. The subway
doesn’t get wet when it goes under the East River.” She
thought she was being funny, but Nathan was in pain.
Darcy was arguing with him, which Nathan hated. To
win the argument, he’d have to prove that he didn’t want to
go to Brooklyn, but what he wanted or didn’t want was already true, and didn’t need to be proven. This was completely different from the arguments about programming
that went on at work. He didn’t participate in those, although it was always apparent to him which side was right
and which was wrong. Here he was right, but Darcy didn’t
believe him.
He didn’t say anything at all. He was trying to figure out
what to say. He looked at Darcy.
“Nathan, Brooklyn is really just another part of the city.
It’s no big deal!” Now things were getting tense, just when
she was starting to think everything would be easy. Damn it!
Nathan continued to think. Something about Darcy gave
him a strange feeling. She didn’t look like the women at
work. She looked more like the women in the movies. Except
for her hair, she looked a little like Keira Knightly, whom
he’d just seen in Atonement. He thought about going to
Brooklyn with Darcy. Maybe she was right, and it was just
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another subway stop. If that were the case, there was no logical reason not to go to Brooklyn.
Finally, Nathan spoke. “I can go to Brooklyn. You were
right about the subway stops. My analysis was erroneous.”
Oh, my, thought Darcy. That was so hard for him. But
there was no turning back. “OK, so then we’re set? You and I
will go to the BAM tomorrow?” For a second she was going
to suggest dinner but then decided against it. It would overload Nathan’s circuits.
“Yes.”
“It’s at eight. I’ll get online now and reserve the seats, but
we’d better leave by 6:30 or so anyway. You want to knock
on my door, or I’ll knock on yours?”
“I’ll knock on yours. I’ll research the trains tomorrow
morning.”
Research the trains. Wow. “No need. I go there all the
time.” Darcy decided she’d done enough for one night. She
took the last sip of beer and stood up. “Nathan, I’m so glad I
came over, and thanks for the beer. Be seeing you again tomorrow!”
“Goodnight,” said Nathan. He stood up to open the door.
No, would you like another? Or, care to watch some TV? Or,
hey, stay a while. She’d never been just let out of a man’s
apartment on her first try, not ever.
“Goodnight, Nathan.”
Back in her apartment Darcy walked over to the window
and stared out for a long time. Was this a huge mistake? It
was tough to talk to Nathan, but she sensed he was really a
good person inside, however deep inside was. And he was a
treat to look at. She’d never get into his pants. Not without a
lot of work, anyway. But the guys she’d been dating were
worthless, Sean at the top of that list. Too quick to take off
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their pants. Maybe it was time for something else? Even if it
was going to be a challenge.
Besides, she was fascinated by complicated people, just as
by complicated antiques, and a complicated city, too, for that
matter. And although Nathan seemed simple, she thought
he was probably really very complicated.
Well, it was done, however it turned out. A concert date
with weird Nathan. She hoped he was as harmless as he
seemed.
♦
At precisely 6:30 the next evening Nathan knocked on
Darcy’s door. She had figured that she had better be ready, a
first for her, and she was ready. She grabbed her purse, put
on a light jacket for the crisp March air, and went down to
the street with Nathan. Once on the sidewalk, Nathan immediately started walking toward Wadsworth Avenue.
“Ummm… Nathan,” Darcy called. “Two of us here,” she
laughed, trying to make light of the situation.
Nathan stopped and waited for Darcy. He’d done something wrong already. He’d been worried all day about doing
something wrong, and it had happened not five minutes into
their date, his first ever. He said what popped into his head,
“I’ll try harder.”
“That’s OK,” giggled Darcy. “It’s just that I’m not wearing my track shoes.”
“No, you’re not,” said Nathan, not understanding why
Darcy was talking about shoes. “I’ll walk more slowly.”
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“Thanks, Nathan.” Darcy decided to solve the problem
by taking Nathan’s hand. He didn’t exactly take hers, but he
didn’t resist, either. Good enough.
They got all the way onto the subway more-or-less together and sat down. There were lots of seats at this hour on
Saturday. Nathan never sat when he went to work.
Now Nathan didn’t know what to do. He always read the
Times on the subway, but he thought that would be wrong
because Darcy was with him. Maybe he could talk to her, but
he couldn’t think of anything to say. Maybe talk about his
shoes? About bric-a-brac? Maybe about a movie, except he
didn’t know if Darcy watched Netflix movies as he did.
Maybe about something he’d read in The Economist? The
Brexit vote? The refugee crisis in northern Africa? Maybe
Darcy didn’t know anything about those subjects or didn’t
want to talk about them. What did people talk about on
dates? He decided the best way to proceed was to leave his
phone in his pocket and not say anything at all.
Darcy had lots she wanted to ask Nathan and thought
she might volunteer some things about herself since Nathan
hadn’t asked anything about her. But the subway was noisy,
so she just sat. Part of her wished Jenn were with her. But
none of her wished for Sean or Alex.
Well, at least there was some minor business to discuss.
“Like I said, no big deal,” said Darcy. “We just switch to the
number 3 at 72nd Street, same track, and it will take us almost there.”
“That is easy,” said Nathan.
They got off at Atlantic Avenue and headed north to the
BAM, one long block away. Now was Darcy’s chance. She’d
retaken Nathan’s hand.
“Nathan, where did you go to school?”
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“CCNY.”
“Studying?”
“Computer Science.”
“Where do you work?”
“Oak Financial Systems, Chambers Street.”
“I’m 26. How old are you?”
“27.”
A human form-filling machine. Well, at least she had the
basics. In another minute they were there. Nathan was put
off by the size of the building and the large crowd, but Darcy
led him in like the expert she was to the upstairs lobby.
“I’d like to go to the ladies’ room,” she said. “Maybe you,
too? Anyway, I’ll meet you right here in a few minutes. More
if there’s a line.”
Nathan did go to the men’s room but had to wait ten
minutes for Darcy. Maybe she’d gotten lost? That didn’t
seem possible since she obviously knew the BAM pretty
well.
When she returned, Darcy said, “Sorry, Nathan. Long
line.”
Nathan didn’t understand why that would be, but let it
go. He followed Darcy to their seats, which were only two
rows back in the balcony.
He never heard a concert live before, although he’d
watched concerts on Netflix. The quality of the music was
fantastic, nothing like what he’d ever heard at home, not
even through headphones.
During intermission, Darcy excused herself again for the
ladies’ room. Nathan walked around and found a table selling wine and beer. He didn’t know you could drink at concerts! And, a sign said that taking drinks to their seats was
allowed. Should he buy one for Darcy? Did she want a beer?
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Suppose he bought one for her, and she didn’t want it, but
drank it anyway? Then he would have done something
wrong. Suppose he didn’t buy one for her. That could be
wrong, too. The line had moved forward, and it was his turn,
analysis incomplete. He would guess, never his first choice.
He took out his wallet and bought a porter for Darcy and a
stout for himself. At least he knew she liked porters.
“This is for you, Darcy,” he said when she returned.
Darcy was very impressed. Get him out into the world,
and he turns into a prince. No frog kissing required. “Why,
thanks, Nathan. This is so great!” She meant it. Sean had
never bought her a drink without her first asking him to.
The second half of the concert went even better. Jazz and
beer at the BAM. Darcy was in heaven.
“Did you enjoy the concert?” asked Darcy as they exited
the building.
“Very much,” said Nathan. “The musicians seemed to be
playing to the audience. Communicating with us. And, I noticed, with each other.”
So, he knows what communication is, thought Darcy.
Just doesn’t partake. Maybe this can be fixed. “That’s what I
love about live music,” said Darcy. “I thought the concert
was great. I’ve heard Dexter Robinson a few times before,
and then he went away for a few years. He’s back and never
better.”
The subway ride was a silent one, but Darcy didn’t care.
The evening was already a success.
When they got home, Darcy didn’t try to kiss him, but
only squeezed his hand in the hallway, and she was pretty
sure he had squeezed back. Maybe unconsciously. She was
glad she’d asked Nathan and not gone with Jenn or Alex.
And certainly not Sean.
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For his part, Nathan went to his apartment confused. He
couldn’t sleep. The jazz was outstanding, much better than a
recording.
What was so strange was that Darcy made his skin tingle,
and he didn’t know what that meant. Other women at work
or his sister didn’t have that effect. Darcy did. And she was
delightful to be with. And, she knew her way around Brooklyn.
He couldn’t stop thinking about the last thing she’d said
before they went into their apartments. “Let’s do this again,
Nathan. Soon, OK?” And he’d said, “Yes, Darcy. Thank
you.” He was happy that they would do this again.

This is only a preview. You can read the rest by
ordering it from Amazon, at:
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07M5BJGY5/.
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