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Author's Note



This memoir is based on actual events—some of which happened twenty years ago. But I am blessed with an excellent memory, so everything I wrote here is true and happened exactly the way I said it did, though others may disagree—but they should write their own books!

Naturally, I've had to reconstruct a lot of the dialogue. But as I said, I do have a very good memory (although sometimes I forget to feed the dog, and where the hell did I put my glasses … ?) and really I can often remember exactly what a person said and what the weather was like on a certain day, even if it was twenty years ago. And like I said, if you disagree, then just go write your own book, John.

Anyway, in the rare instances where maybe I could not remember the exact details of an event or precisely what a person said, I did what all writers do, and I filled in the blanks—because if I didn't, this book would be much shorter and you'd be bored. But I did stay true to the intent of each conversation and in no way meant to portray anyone in an unfavorable light. (So if you cringe when you read about asking John if he was shtupping me after our first date, Mom, you have no one to blame but yourself!)

The letters that appear in the book are all taken from actual letters I wrote, although they are edited quite liberally and in some cases were originally written to people other than to whom they are addressed in this book. I did this because, let's face it, some letters are like the contents of your nose, lots of bothersome useless stuff, but every once in a while, something of interest. I picked the interesting stuff out for you.

Everyone who appears in this book is real and for the most part I use their real names, except in a few cases to protect their privacy and because one person really, really smelled. But I am indebted to everyone who appeared in my life and who appears in this book—even the person who really, really smelled. And I thank them all for being a part of this amazing journey and for letting me write about them.

The book is funny, but malaria is not. More than a million people in Africa die from malaria each year, and it's the number one killer of children under five years old in Uganda. We can do something about that. Ten percent of my royalties from First Comes Love, Then Comes Malaria are being donated to organizations doing malaria prevention work in Africa. I invite you to join me by making a donation to one of these fine organizations that are working on malaria—and other much needed health issues—in Africa:


CARE/USA
151 Ellis Street, NE
Atlanta, GA 30303




African Medical and Research Foundation (AMREF), USA
4 West 43rd Street, 2nd Floor
New York, NY 10036




Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders) USA
P.O. Box 5030
Hagerstown, MD 21741–5030
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In the Beginning (There Was John)

“So tell me why you want to join the Peace Corps.” John looked across the table at me with his emerald eyes, and my heart danced a jig although my boobs stayed firm in their minimizing bra. I was moved by how earnestly he seemed to want to know. Okay he was the recruiter and it was his job to ask. But, still, I was flattered by his attention. I was glad I had chosen to dress in safari chic for my interview. I thought my flowing bias-cut skirt, green canvas boots, and waist-hugging floral blouse had a certain I-may-be-going-off-to-the-jungle-but-I-still-look-damn-cute quality to them. That, and I knew the blouse showed off my breasts.

“I honestly can't tell you why I want to join the Peace Corps,” I answered. “Just that I have always wanted to.” I looked around the conference room at the University at Albany that had been set up as a Peace Corps recruiting office for the day. Smiling down at me were posters of Peace Corps volunteers in quaint fishing boats, dilapidated schoolrooms, and mud and thatch villages. The volunteers exuded a sheen of sweat and satisfaction, and they were all surrounded by happy, grateful villagers. Them, I wanted to say. I want to be like them. Well, maybe not so much the sweaty part.

“Well, I can understand that. Growing up, my family had me pegged to become a priest. I'm the middle of five Catholic boys. One of us had to be a priest.” John laughed. “But helping others was never a religious thing for me. It's just what I think we were put here to do.

Y'know?” He smiled and I couldn't help but notice his straight white teeth and sweetly freckled face. Cute, I thought, if you go for that clean-cut look, which I didn't. I'd always had a hazy but persistent notion that I'd end up with a man who'd be tall, Irish, and look a bit scruffy in his red beard. My mother added her own notion that I'd probably meet him in the Peace Corps.

But this definitely wasn't the guy. When we first spoke on the phone to arrange the interview, I hadn't cared for John at all. I was expecting someone more hippielike than businesslike, and this guy was all business. My first look at him confirmed my earlier impression. John seemed far more prep school than Peace Corps.

I crossed my legs underneath the table, accidentally kicking the wicker hamper that I'd stashed there.

“Can I ask about the picnic basket? It's just a bit unusual for March,” John said.

“It's actually my sewing basket. I'm making a quilt. I usually bring it along wherever I go. That way I can keep busy in case I have to wait.”

“Oh, sewing is the kind of skill that would be great in the Peace Corps,” he said enthusiastically.

“Great,” I said, less enthusiastically. I was definitely not the Suzy Homemaker type the quilt made me out to be. I had only recently taken up quilting to pass the time on the nights I volunteered to stay home and take calls for the Rape Crisis Hotline. Fortunately, we didn't get many calls. Unfortunately, my roommate and I couldn't afford a television, and I was bored stiff on my volunteer nights. I got some fabric and a book on how to make a quilt, which recommended starting out small, by making a pot holder. But I didn't need a pot holder, and I didn't believe in doing anything small.

“So, what other skills do you have that would be useful to people in developing countries?” he asked, the pen in his left hand poised over a yellow legal pad with “Candidate #14–Eve Brown” scrawled across the top.

“That's a good question. Let's see. I was a political science major in college. With a women's studies minor,” I added quickly.

“Uh-huh.” John looked at me expectantly, pen not moving.

“And I was president of the Student Association.” He didn't write that down either, so I didn't bother to add that I had championed such causes as free transportation to antinuke rallies and keeping the legal drinking age from being raised to twenty-one. “I guess there's not a lot of transferable skills there.” Nor in the fact that I can make a mean banana daiquiri, I thought.

“Well, tell me about what you do now,” he prompted.

“Like I said on the phone, I teach sexual assault prevention in elementary schools.”

“Teaching, that's a great skill. Host countries are always requesting teachers,” he said, writing. Having spent the last two years in the company of every snot-nosed kindergartener through sixth grader in a five-county area, I was hoping to get away from teaching. I was thinking more along the lines of organizing the oppressed. Helping them to rise up, claim their due, and perhaps win myself a Nobel Peace Prize along the way. But I didn't quite know how to communicate this to my recruiter.

“What did you do in the Peace Corps?” I asked John, hoping it was more exciting than teaching English.

“Economic development,” he replied.

“So you exported capitalism to the Third World?” I could practically hear my socialist great-grandparents heave a collective “oy vey” from beyond the grave.

“Well, I worked with farmers to build an irrigation system so their crops wouldn't fail and their families wouldn't starve when there was a drought.” He stood up. Quite tall, I noticed. He took off his sports coat and hung it over the back of his chair. “I helped families put fences around their farms so animals wouldn't eat their livelihood.” He sat back down. “I helped plant a grove of mango trees so there'd be fruit in my village in ten years. And I helped women set up businesses as seamstresses so they would have money to buy medicine for their children. I don't know,” he said, rolling up the sleeves of his somewhat faded blue button-down shirt. “Does that count as exporting capitalism?”

“No, that sounds wonderful, actually.” He had the most adorable red fuzz on his arms that matched the glints of red in his slightly wavy brown hair. “Tell me more about your experiences.” I wondered if batting my eyelashes was a skill that would be useful to people in developing countries. At the moment, I was proving to be a master at it.

“I lived in a village called Bomboré in Burkina Faso, which is one of the poorest countries in the world. Every volunteer is assigned to a community, a host country partner, and a primary project. But you can find your own secondary projects to work on. You get settled in your village, make friends, and then you look for opportunities to do other stuff. For me, that was the best part.”

As John talked, I could almost see the dusty, brown village he loved. I could smell the smoke from the clay stoves he built to help women conserve wood. I could hear the delighted squeals of the barefoot children as they played soccer with the tall, friendly stranger. And I could see John a little tousled and scruffy around the edges. I was beginning to find the whole thing—the Peace Corps and its poster boy—more and more attractive. I could just imagine John and me together on some tropical island. Granted, it was all probably more Club Med than Third-World slum, but this whole Peace Corps thing was looking more appealing by the minute.

So I told John about my political awakening in the student senate of the State University of New York College at Oneonta. How I had discovered that I had a passion for politics and a natural ease as a public speaker and had gradually begun to take on more and more serious issues. I told him how, as Student Association president, I had won a class action suit that gave students the right to vote in their college towns all across the state. I told him of my involvement in local politics and my growing concern about America's involvement in the guerrilla wars of Latin America. I told of getting arrested the summer before for participating in a sit-in at my congressman's office, and of the ten days I spent in jail for that. And I told him that I hoped to go on to do something that would meaningfully impact people in the rest of the world.

“Thank you, Eve,” John said, rising and shaking my hand at the end of our two-hour interview. “Thank you for being different from the other thirteen candidates I interviewed today. I think you'd make an excellent Peace Corps volunteer. I'll forward your application, along with my letter of support, to the placement office in D.C.” Then he said something about medical clearance and forms, but I just kept thinking how nice my little hand felt in his big, strong hand. “The process can take a while, so be patient,” he said. “In the meantime, call me if you have any questions.”

“Um … I am a little worried that my jail time might be a problem.” A criminal record, I was pretty sure, can keep you out of the Peace Corps.

“I think between what you wrote in your application and what I've learned about you,” he said, tapping his pen on the yellow legal pad, now quite full, “we can adequately explain your time in jail. Spending ten days in jail for a civil disobedience charge shows that you are committed to your beliefs.” He smiled. I didn't try to disabuse him of his noble image of me by informing him that I could have gotten out of jail by paying the $50 fine, but that the ten days in jail got me a lot of publicity, and like I said, I didn't like to do anything in a small way.

“Well, maybe I could call you in a week or so, just to check?” He said to call if I had any questions, and I was going to have lots of them.

“That'd be fine,” he said. “And call me if you ever come down to the city. We could meet for lunch or something.”

Yeah, or maybe we could pick out names for our children, I thought.

Driving home that evening, I wondered if I really would go through with this. Joining the Peace Corps someday had always been part of my plan. As in “I hope to join the Peace Corps someday,” which is what I said when I won an all-expense-paid trip to Israel as a high school exchange student. And “I'm thinking of joining the Peace Corps someday,” I said ever so coolly the fall I came back to college after spending the summer picking apples and scraping up chicken shit on an Israeli kibbutz. And “I'll be joining the Peace Corps in a couple of years,” I answered when asked my long-term plans when I interviewed for the job I had now at the Rape Crisis Center.

So I had long been about the Peace Corps—in concept. After all, it never failed to get an approving smile and an admiring “oh, isn't that wonderful” when I said it. But the reality of the Peace Corps—the sweating in a bug-infested jungle and being deprived of creature comforts—well, that I wasn't so sure about. But I knew that eventually I'd have to poop or get out of the latrine. The I'll-be-joining-the-Peace-Corps-someday line was just going to seem pathetic if I was still muttering it while pregnant with my third child and toting the other two around in my Chevy Suburban.

But now it was two years since my college graduation. I was still living in Oneonta and still dating the sweetheart who was supposed to be my last college fling. He and I had a wonderful relationship, but as much as I loved him, for a reason I just couldn't put my finger on, I knew he wasn't THE ONE. Just as I knew that I had to get out of Oneonta in order to get on with my life. It was join the Peace Corps or go to law school. And when faced with two equal options—one being what would be expected of a nice Jewish girl and the other being somewhat outrageous—well, for some reason, I always choose the one that would make my Orthodox Jewish grandmother roll over in her grave.

It had taken me nearly a month to fill out the Peace Corps application. I was surprised by how thoroughly they investigate their applicants. I was volunteering to go to some god-awful country, live in a shack, and dig latrines for world peace. Obviously, I was insane. Wasn't that what they were looking for? But apparently they wanted their recruits to be insane and well qualified at the same time! We were required to have a college degree or be highly skilled, be in excellent health, have no potentially troublesome wisdom teeth, nor any romantic or financial entanglements.

I was asked to list all the courses I'd taken and what grades I'd received. I hoped to make up for my barely B average with my interest in all things international, as documented by my three consecutive semesters banging on coconut husk bongos in Javanese Gamelan class. I assumed that I was healthy enough to live in less developed countries, because at that time, I had not yet ruined my health by years of living in less developed countries. Since my wisdom teeth had never even come in, I figured that would pose no problem.

It was only the question about romantic entanglements that worried me, since The Oneonta Sweetheart and I were still entangled at the time. The fact that I had a boyfriend was not something I wanted to lie about, since it clearly stated that lying would lead to immediate disqualification and possible prosecution. Besides, I had listed the Sweetheart as one of my half-dozen references. He told them nice things about me and I told them I'd break up with him to go into the Peace Corps. Good enough, I guess, because I was invited for an interview.

I had long imagined that joining the Peace Corps would be like being ushered into a fraternity of like-minded peaceniks. I was sure that my history as a college radical and my present do-gooder job would grant me automatic entry into their club. I figured as soon as they heard about me, we'd all be holding hands and singing “Kumbaya.” But there was no hand-holding when John had called and insisted I come to New York City for an interview.

“I can't possibly come to New York City. I work for a rape crisis center, traveling around upstate New York teaching elementary school kids about sexual assault prevention.” Hadn't this guy read my résumé? “You know, ‘good touch–bad touch,’ ‘say no, then go, then tell’?” The silence on the other end was not encouraging.

“Anyway, it's a really tight schedule. I have to cover forty different schools and we are scheduled right through the end of the year. So if I miss one or two days, the whole schedule is thrown off.” I didn't bother to add the part about my having to waitress at night so I could afford to keep my low-paying, do-gooder day job.

“Well, then, I'll assume you are not all that interested in joining the Peace Corps,” said John, in his clipped Boston accent. Did this guy even know “Kumbaya”?

We reached a compromise when John offered to give me the last interview on an upcoming recruitment day at the University at Albany. For the entire ninety-minute drive there, I kept reminding myself that I didn't need to like my recruiter. I simply needed to get past him in order to get into the Peace Corps. But now, driving home, remembering the excitement in his voice as he talked about his little village in Burkina Faso and recalling how good my hand felt in his, I realized that I liked him very much. Now I wondered if I would have to actually go into the Peace Corps in order to get the recruiter.


Answering machine, beep:

Hi, Mom. I'm calling to fill you in on my Peace Corps interview. It lasted for two hours, and, well, I'm still not sure about going off to live in the jungle. But I am definitely going to marry my recruiter!
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One Day, We'll Tell Our
Grandchildren About This

Several weeks after our interview, I was still thinking about John. I hadn't gotten even the slightest romantic encouragement from him, and I really didn't expect to. He seemed far too reasonable a man to be interested in someone who: (a) was otherwise involved; (b) lived two hundred miles away; and (c) he was determined to send off to the Peace Corps for two years. So I had no choice but to take matters into my own hands.

When schools were closed for Easter vacation, I told The Oneonta Sweetheart that I was going to see my parents. I did go to see my parents, and then I went down to the Peace Corps office in Times Square. But first I paid a visit to my local Salvation Army and picked up some khaki cargo pants and a pair of Birkenstocks. With my backpack on my back, I thought I looked as if I were already in the Peace Corps. And I hoped that just might be enough to win John's heart.

“Um, the medical office is insisting I have my wisdom teeth removed,” I told John when he asked me if I was having any problems with the process. “My dentist says my wisdom teeth are so far below my gums that he'd have to break my jaw to get them out.” Apparently the Peace Corps wanted to avoid problems later on when I was “in country,” should my delinquent teeth finally decide to arrive, and then arrive impacted. This seemed like an awful lot of certain trouble (and pain) to go through in order to avoid potential trouble later on.

“They always throw up roadblocks to see how badly you really want to go. Just have the dentist write a letter. I called down to Washington to check on your status and everything is moving along.”

I wasn't really worried about the progress of my application; I was worried about the progress—or lack thereof—of John's interest in me. And as I looked around at his colleagues, all neatly dressed in business suits and skirts, I now worried that if in an effort to impress John, I had landed in the fashion no-man's-land between hippie and bag lady. But John invited me to lunch, which I thought was a good sign, although the restaurant he chose was awfully dark, which maybe was not a good sign.

“The funny thing about my Peace Corps service is that I went to Upper Volta,” he told me while I picked at some kind of skewered meat. This might have been a good time to fess up to the fact that I was a vegetarian, except that Peace Corps volunteers are expected to eat whatever is put in front of them and I was determined to convince John that I was perfect volunteer material. “But I came home from Burkina Faso!” I tried to nod knowingly. Immediately after our interview, I committed Burkina Faso to memory and quickly found this tiny sub-Saharan country on a map of Africa. But until that moment I'd never even heard of Upper Volta. How many small, Third-World nations did this guy expect me to keep track of?

“A few months into my service, Upper Volta had a coup,” John explained. “Thomas Sankara took over the government. Everyone called him the ‘People's President.’ He called us his ‘comrades’ and promised to give power back to the people. We loved him. He was going to help save this little piece of Africa.” John was animated as he spoke and I was reminded of all the Che Guevara wannabes that I had been infatuated with in college. Only John was more hygienic than most of them.

“Wow! What did you do during the coup?”

“Oh, I was fine.” John's green eyes crinkled as he laughed. “My neighbors took care of me. We stayed close to the village, and we were all fine.”

“But weren't you in danger? Shouldn't the Peace Corps have evacuated the volunteers?” I knew that volunteer safety was the top priority. I had faithfully memorized the reams of paper I'd received from the Peace Corps so far. Ever the good girl, I was going to be ready in case there was a pop quiz.

“The thing about the rest of the world, Eve, is that no one else has the comfort and security that we Americans do. We have things pretty cushy, you know.” He said this as if he was sure that I knew this too. “In Africa, no one counts on things going smoothly. You have to get used to a certain amount of uncertainty and discomfort and even insecurity.”

“Were you glad to get back to America?” I asked.

“Oh, I'm happy here. I'm happy to be closer to my friends and family and to drink cold beer.” John smiled again and I knew that I was staring into the handsome face of a man who could be happy anywhere. “But I miss Burkina a lot. I miss the people who became like family to me. And over there life is simpler and it somehow feels more real.”

“Do you think you'll go back?” I asked, half dreading his answer.

“I'm here now. I love being a Peace Corps recruiter. It lets me relive my experience every day. And I get to meet some wonderful people … like you, for instance.” He looked into my eyes and my heart raced. “And I'm planning on starting a master's program in International Development at Columbia University soon,” he continued. “But eventually I want to go back. Maybe to Africa. Maybe somewhere else.” He popped a piece of unidentifiable meat into his mouth and smiled.

“So, what does your boyfriend think about you going?” he asked after he'd swallowed. I had no idea if he was being a recruiter trying to gauge if I would really end a relationship in order to go wherever the Peace Corps deemed me suitable, or if he was asking as a man, trying to gauge my availability.

What boyfriend? I wanted to say. He and I are just killing time. “Oh, he's very supportive of me going.”

“Really?” John raised his eyebrows.

“I mean, it's not like I'm going to marry him or anything.” The Oneonta Sweetheart and I had actually talked about marriage, but as much as we loved each other, it never felt exactly right.

“Well, that's good, because most relationships don't survive the two-year separation. Either that, or the volunteer doesn't last the two years.”

Before The Oneonta Sweetheart, I had been infatuated with a series of ponytailed and ponchoed hitchhikers. Guys who'd spent months sleeping in hammocks in the Yucatán or who had just rolled in from India still smelling of cardamom and cloves. I took a long look at John and no matter how I squinted I just couldn't imagine him in an alpaca poncho with a braid down his back; I inhaled deeply and smelled nothing but soap and water.

“I'm sure it's not the case with you or anything,” John continued. “But you'd be surprised at how many people go into the Peace Corps committed to spending two years, but after a few months they quit and the biggest reason is because they left someone back home.”

“Yeah, that would be hard.” But I wasn't thinking about The Oneonta Sweetheart.

“Tomorrow a bunch of RPCVs—that's returned Peace Corps volunteers,” he explained, “will be getting together in the office. Why don't you come by if you're free? It'll give you a chance to hear about a lot of other people's experiences.”

“I'll try to make it,” I said, sounding casual. But in my mind I was already scanning the clothes I had brought with me, picking out what I would wear. I was still determined to strike the perfect balance between total adaptability and irresistible adorability.

It turned out not to matter what I wore the next day because I felt totally invisible among the group of RPVCs. They looked ordinary enough, except for a woman whose hennaed feet poked out from beneath the batik print she had expertly wrapped around her waist. She was every bit as white and ethnically bland as I was, yet she seemed so much more interesting. They all did, laughing and reminiscing about drinking warm Zairian beer and eating fou-fou with their hands. They told of run-ins with merchants, bedouins, and soothsayers in places like Timbuktu, Tierra del Fuego, and Zanzibar. John's face lit up when a blonde woman jangling her clunky wooden bracelets began a sentence with “When I was in Ouagadougou during the coup …” Oh, how I wanted to be a part of this worldly group, forever bonded by malaria dreams, gamma globulin shots, and wiping my butt with the pages of my Peace Corps–provided Newsweek magazine, and also able to convincingly wear exotic clothing.

I couldn't help but wonder if John was romantically interested or already involved with someone in the group. Surely, these people were more his type than someone who regularly drooled over the Banana Republic catalog. Maybe after three years in West Africa John had a thing for hennaed feet.

As the RPCV group was breaking up, John invited me to meet him after work for a tour of Covenant House, the shelter for homeless teens where he volunteered one night a week. Oh, c'mon, I thought. Can this guy be for real? Or maybe the real question was Can this guy be single? Or straight? And again, I wondered if the invite was an indication of his personal interest in me, or just another thing that a good recruiter does to impress a recruit. But I certainly was not going to pass up an opportunity to spend more time with John.

The reception he got from everyone at Covenant House—from the guard at the door, to the director, to the teens themselves—convinced me that John really was as nice as he seemed. But as we said good-bye, I still didn't know if he was single, straight, or the least bit interested in me. And even if he was single, straight, and interested, I had no idea if there could be any hope of a relationship between a recruiter as dedicated as he was and a recruit as seemingly dedicated as I'd made myself out to be. And John wasn't giving any hints.

Worse, he seemed about to send me on my way and I wasn't sure how many more excuses I could come up with to visit him at the recruiting office. Of course, there was always the chance that the medical office would tell me I needed to have my appendix removed. But I couldn't count on that.

Luckily, an angel whispered into my ear just then. Touch the small of his back, it said. And of course, you may wonder what the hell an angel was doing involving herself in such a base affair, when she ought to have been saving a child about to fall from a sixth-story window or a preoccupied pedestrian in danger of being flattened by a bus. But there is no other explanation for what occurred to me just then or for what I did.

“Well, thanks again for making time for me,” I said, reaching out my right hand to shake John's. He took my hand, and, as we shook, I pulled him slightly toward me. I extended my left hand and, ever so gently, touched the small of his back.

“You know, Eve, I'm meeting a friend for drinks after work on Friday,” he said. “Why don't you join us?” Just as if he had thought of it all by himself.

We met outside of his office after work on Friday and walked a few blocks to the bar. I was struck by the obvious fact that he was a good foot taller than me. Of course, I had noticed his height before. But now, as I struggled to keep pace with him while keeping up my end of a witty conversation, I wondered if size really did matter to men.

I feared that in the battle to win John's heart (which might or might not be up for grabs), I now had two strikes against me. One, I was not a member of the international jet set, as witnessed by the fact that I didn't look natural in a sarong, serape, or sari and wasn't keen on drinking warm beer, Zairian or otherwise. And two, he'd have to bend way down to kiss me, assuming that he did, indeed, ever want to kiss me, of which there had been depressingly few signs up to this point. Then again, there was the fact that I was slated to go away for two years and he was the guy trying to get me to go. But if I figured that into the equation, I'd have three strikes against me. And though I have never been a sports fan, I definitely still wanted to be in this game.

It was obvious before we even set foot inside the bar that the ongoing Times Square beautification project had yet to reach this particular joint. It took my eyes a few minutes to adjust to the musty darkness inside, and I wasn't sure I really wanted to see it all that clearly anyway. But John strode over the sticky floor to the nearly empty bar, pulled out and wiped off a stool for me, and greeted the bartender like he was an old friend.

“I don't recommend the mixed drinks here,” John said in a low voice. “But the bottled beer is safe.” I had yet to be in a place where the bottled beer wasn't safe, but figured that was just another of my lacking Third-World experiences.

“I'll have whatever you're having,” I said with a shrug.

“Well, here's to you,” John said, handing me a beer. “And here's to the Peace Corps.”

John's friend, Andy, joined us a few minutes later, and the two men hugged each other warmly.

“Andy, this is Eve,” John said.

“So, going into the Peace Corps?” Andy extended his hand. He knows about me! Does he know about me because John called him to say, “I'm bringing this wonderful woman to join us for drinks tomorrow?” Or does he know about me because John brings all his recruits here to toast their impending departures?

“I remember when this guy was on the big sleep,” Andy said, patting John on the shoulder. “That's what we called John's three years in Africa.”

“You've known John since before he went into the Peace Corps?” I asked.

“Oh, Johnny-boy and I go way back to our freshman year at UMASS,” Andy said. I found myself hoping that John would need to go to the john, so that I could pump Andy for information. But several beers later, all I knew was that John and Andy were best friends, had had some wild times in college, and that John seemed to have an iron bladder.

Andy looked at his watch and announced, “I've got to go meet my girlfriend.”

“Oh, you have a girlfriend?” I asked, sensing an opening. Does John??? I tried to ask telepathically.

“A fiancée, really,” Andy added. I thought it was a good sign for me that John's best friend was both heterosexual and capable of a committed relationship.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Eve. You two have fun.”

“Hey, would you like to go back to Brooklyn with me for dinner?” John asked soon after Andy left. “I need to make a quick stop at my apartment before dinner, if you don't mind.” Now we are getting somewhere, I thought as we took the subway to Brooklyn.

“Excuse me, I've just got to use the bathroom,” John said as soon as we got to the third-floor brownstone apartment that he shared with two roommates. “I just hate public restrooms.” So he didn't have an iron bladder after all, just a thing about using public bathrooms, which seemed a little odd since he obviously didn't mind using outhouses. But I was willing to overlook the toilet issue, since it had gotten me into his apartment. It was a nice three-bedroom apartment with lots of the original wood detailing and a fireplace in the living room. Clean enough that I could imagine spending time there, but not so neat, or so well decorated, that it said “gay man” or “resident girlfriend.”

By the time we were sharing sushi and hot sake at a nearby Japanese restaurant, I was pretty sure we were on a date. Back at his apartment afterward, John leaned in close. “May I kiss you?” he asked. I don't know what it says in the Peace Corps rulebook about that, I thought, but I was beginning to think you'd never ask.

“Would you like to sleep under my African blanket?” John asked a few hours later.

“You bet I would,” I purred. He led me to his bed, covered with a scratchy orange and black checkered blanket, and said he'd be fine on the couch.

“Wouldn't you like to come to bed with me?” I asked. I was hooked, and I thoroughly intended to hook him too. I don't care what your mama says: SEX, not food, is the surest way to a man's heart.

“Well, Eve, I kind of have a rule about sex. I only make love with someone I love.”

Like it or not, you've got to respect that. So John tucked me under his African blanket, kissed me good night, and left the room.

Five minutes later, he was back.

“But I have the feeling I'm gonna love you soon,” he said, crawling in next to me and covering us both with the African blanket.

When John went out the next morning to get breakfast, I looked through some of the photos on his dresser. There was John, looking exactly as he did now, amid a tuxedo-clad group of men at a wedding. They looked enough alike for me to assume this was John and his four brothers. They were all tall, handsome, and clean-shaven. Except for the slightly scruffy brother with the red beard. I panicked and wondered if I had slept with the wrong brother! But when John came back with coffee, bagels, and the New York Times, I forgot all about the red-bearded brother. After all, food—not SEX—was the surest way to my heart. Well, that and the fact that after breakfast he suggested we take a long ride on his motorcycle.

“Hey, let's go out to Staten Island. We can stop in at my mom's house,” I suggested. In retrospect I can see that it would have been saner to suggest walking barefoot through downtown Brooklyn. But clearly, my better judgment was clouded, and besides, the round trip to my mom's meant nearly two whole hours snuggled behind John on his motorcycle. And I couldn't think of anyone else to visit on Staten Island.

“So,” my mom said within five minutes of meeting my newly beloved, “are you shtupping my daughter?” I, of course, hadn't met John's Irish Catholic parents, but I sincerely doubted that they would ask me—in any language—if I was screwing their son. It is the type of thing my mother would, and did, do. But I had to give her some credit for at least being tactful enough to say it in Yiddish. John, who no doubt did not speak Yiddish, just smiled politely and nodded.

“Excuse us for a moment.” I grabbed my mother and dragged her into the bedroom. “Be nice,” I hissed. “I'm crazy about this guy.”

“He's nice,” she said. “Too nice. I don't trust him.”

It belatedly dawned on me that it was way too early for John to meet my mom (especially if I had any hopes of marrying him). We declined my mom's invitation to stay for dinner. Back in Brooklyn, we held hands and strolled around Park Slope. We had dinner in a Mexican restaurant and spent the rest of the night—together—under John's African blanket.

I didn't hesitate the next day when John offered to take me on his motorcycle to get my car, which I'd left at my dad's house. My dad had always been as restrained as my mom was expressive, possibly explaining their divorce ten years earlier. So I didn't think he'd ask any embarrassing questions. Besides, how could I possibly turn down another chance to snuggle behind John on his motorcycle?

On the Long Island Expressway, a car slowed down beside us, the passenger pointing frantically behind us. I looked back and saw stuff—my stuff—strewn like confetti on the highway. My bag, which had been bungeed onto the rack at the back of the bike, had come undone.

John pulled off onto the side of the road and we walked back, picking up the bits of my life. We found everything—wallet, license, credit card, keys—everything except the picture I carried of The Oneonta Sweetheart. I thought this might be tremendously significant, as I was already thinking about whether or not to hyphenate my name when John and I got married.

We got back to the motorcycle and saw that our helmets were missing and that a car was pulling away. It had never occurred to John, still fresh from Africa, or me, living in sleepy Oneonta, that someone might actually pull over on the Long Island Expressway and steal the helmets off of our motorcycle. It is illegal, not to mention suicidal, to ride a motorcycle without a helmet in New York. While we might have been high on pheromones, we weren't scofflaws, so we found a pay phone, called the police, and then waited for them to come and lend us riot helmets for the ride home.

“You know,” John said, “one day we'll tell our grandchildren about this.”

My mind reviewed all the extraordinary signposts of our budding relationship: the intense connection at our interview, the glorious weekend, the lost picture, and now the mention of our grandchildren. Did John, too, sense that we were meant to be? Or did he simply mean that this story was so unbelievable that one day he'd tell his grandchildren about it and I'd tell mine?


Answering machine, beep:

Hi, Mom. You said that John was either gay or too good to be true. Well, he is definitely not gay. Now all I've got to do to convince him that I'm the woman of his dreams is to go off and live in a Third-World jungle for two years without him! That shouldn't be too hard, right?
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I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Leave

I may have been headstrong and starry-eyed, but I wasn't a two-timer, so I broke up with The Oneonta Sweetheart as soon as I got home.

“I'm sorry,” I said. “But I think I've met the man I'm going to marry.”

“Oh?” he said, his huge blue eyes opened wide.

“It's my Peace Corps recruiter,” I explained. We had both known a breakup was inevitable; it was just a matter of when.

“Well, what about you going into the Peace Corps?” he asked. “You've been talking about this for a long time.”

“Oh, yeah. I'm still going into the Peace Corps,” I said, hoping to sound more convinced than I actually was. “Of course, I'm still going.”

Yeah, there was no doubt about it. I was going into the Peace Corps. Until John called.

“Hey, the weather is supposed to be beautiful this weekend. Why don't I ride my motorcycle up to Oneonta?”

With John in town, I avoided the hangouts where The Oneonta Sweetheart and I had been regulars. We had broken up but remained friends, and I didn't want to flaunt my new boyfriend in front of him. Also, half the people in Oneonta were mad at me for breaking up with the sweetest guy in town.

So John and I took long motorcycle rides out of town, and I cooked him my favorite hearty vegetarian recipes, which he ate with abandon. While it was clear that we had moved into a romantic relationship, I still felt a bit like I was applying for something. Perfect Peace Corps material or perfect mate; I was determined to prove to John that I could be either. It seemed to be working.

“This is Eve,” John said, introducing me to his entire family when he took me to Massachusetts for his grandparents' anniversary party that June. “She'll be leaving for the Peace Corps soon.”

As kind and welcoming as they were, they must have been as quietly confused as I was. Only John seemed to think nothing of the fact that this woman he was now introducing to his entire family was supposed to be leaving soon for two years. We spent the weekend in the house where John and his brothers had grown up. The walls of the comfortable three-story house were covered with pictures of growing boys and family events.

“This is Stephen, the oldest,” John said, pointing to a picture of a brother who looked amazingly like John. “And here's Tommy and Joey and Jimmy,” he said, pointing out more photos. All of them had boyish good looks—not a murderer in the bunch, as my grandmother would say. But they looked enough alike that I really couldn't tell one brother from the other. And there it was again, even bigger—that wedding picture with the mysterious, red-bearded brother.

There would be no premarital shtupping in John's parents' house, and just to be sure, his mother escorted me to a guest room on the third floor, while John got settled in his old bedroom on the second. On the bureau were several framed photos, and my jaw dropped when I looked at one of them.

“What a nice picture,” I stammered. I knew I was looking at the ruddy-bearded face of my future husband. “Which son is this?” I was almost afraid to ask.

“Why, that's John when he was in Burkina Faso,” she said.

“Oh, then in the wedding picture downstairs. The one with all the boys in tuxedos? The one with the beard, is that John too?”

“Yeah, he looks just like Stephen now that he's clean-shaven, doesn't he? But that was John when he'd just gotten back from Africa. I think he looks much better without the beard, don't you?” Far be it from me to argue with my future mother-in-law, so I just smiled. In fact, I smiled through the rest of the weekend and returned to Oneonta on Monday ready to give up everything to be with John.

“I'll be going into the Peace Corps,” I told my boss when the school year and my teaching job ended a few weeks later. Then I moved down to New York City.

I hadn't received my invitation yet. But the medical office had cleared me—my wisdom teeth and appendix intact—and my application was now in the placement office. This meant that as soon as there was an opening for someone with my skills, the Peace Corps would send me an invitation. It could take a few months for the invitation to come through, and once I got it I'd have two months to prepare. And until I left, I wanted to spend every minute I could with John.

John hadn't exactly invited me to move in with him in Brooklyn. So I moved into my mother's guest room on Staten Island. I got a job running a YMCA day camp in downtown Manhattan and split my nights between my mom's apartment and John's. I loved being back in the city and loved the challenge and bustle of my new job. And every day I fell more in love with John. I wondered if somehow we could forget about the whole Peace Corps thing and just go on this way forever. Maybe if I just don't bring it up, I thought.

For a few blissful months it was easy to ignore the topic because my paperwork was stuck in the Peace Corps placement office and it seemed like it might stay there forever. I still hadn't heard anything from them by the time summer ended, so I took a job coordinating volunteers in Central Park. It was late in the fall by the time I got my big, fat manila envelope from the Peace Corps inviting me to Ecuador. By then, John and I had been together for seven months and I wasn't nearly as interested in spending two years sleeping alone under a mosquito net as I was in spending the rest of my life sleeping with John under his African blanket.

But I was too far in to back out now. John had proclaimed me perfect Peace Corps material and given me a coveted “outstanding” rating, which he'd only ever given to one other recruit. And while it was obvious that he loved me, I wasn't sure how much of that was because I was such outstanding Peace Corps volunteer material. A big part of what he loved, I was convinced, was the bold, adventurous woman—boobs and head held high in safari chic—that he had met at our interview.

“I will not be the person who stands in the way of your dream,” he told me anytime I tried to hint that maybe I shouldn't go. Of course, I didn't have the nerve to tell him that my dream now was that he'd actually beg me to stay. More than anything, I wanted to stay with him. But if I didn't go, I wasn't sure that he'd even want me around.

“Eve, if we were meant to be together, then it will all work out,” he'd say when I asked how, exactly, our relationship was going to work once I left.

“Well, does that mean you are going to wait for me? Not see anyone else while I'm away?” I knew I was breaking a cardinal rule of dating: Never push a guy into a commitment. But I just couldn't help myself.

“I can't promise you anything other than if it was meant to be, it will work out.” I didn't have John's damn optimistic faith. I didn't believe it was going to work out if I left for two years. But I couldn't see how it was going to work out if I didn't go. I was caught between the proverbial rock and hard place.

So I made all my final preparations in a quiet state of dread. I tried to appear excited as I went shopping for my appropriately rugged sleeping bag, my Peace Corps–recommended duffel bag, and my sensible shoes. But all the while I was feeling like a virgin about to be sacrificed to the volcano gods. I tried to be perky and upbeat whenever I talked about my impending departure, but it was difficult to speak on account of the boulder-sized lump in my throat. It was hard work hiding how I really felt. Only when I was alone at my mom's apartment would I allow myself to cry out loud. But there were a few nights, after we'd made love and John was fast asleep, when I'd lie curled against him and cry ever so quietly, swallowing the enormous, pent-up sobs that rattled my entire body.

“Hiccups,” I told him one night when I accidentally woke him.

There really seemed to be no way out. It wasn't just John I was afraid of disappointing. My mother had been crowing to anyone within earshot about how proud she was of her daughter who was going off to “save the world.” Then she threw me a going-away party. A going-away party in a rented hall, packed with people and balloons and food and drink. A going-away party with a cake that had my face superimposed on the Peace Corps logo, and balloons that read “The toughest job you'll ever love, meet the best recruit you'll ever have.” It was the kind of going-away party that makes one obligated to, well, go away.

Friends and family came to the party and brought me gifts. Thoughtful, appropriate gifts, like a black Swiss Army knife, because every other volunteer was going to have a red one, and a travel alarm clock that showed the time in two time zones. There were bandanas, inflatable water bottles, and Imodium pills. Clearly, I had no choice but to leave the country.

My brother's band played at the party, and for the last set they sang a pair of songs by the Mamas and the Papas. With an angelic voice like Natalie Merchant, but with better diction, the lead singer sang, “Just hold me tight and tell me you'll miss me, While I'm alone and blue as can be …” And the tears began flowing. Just a few drops at first, which is probably exactly how it is when they first start the Chinese water torture. Sure, you think, I can take this. I smiled wanly, and she went on to the next song in her sweet and lethal voice: “While I'm far away from you my baby … Whisper a little prayer for me my baby …” And I lost the last shreds of whatever bravado were holding me together.

Right then and there, amidst the cake, the balloons, and all my guests, the floodgates opened. John scooped me into his arms and did his best to comfort me, while I prayed fervently that he would end my suffering by admitting that he couldn't live without me. But for a smart guy, he was proving pretty slow on the uptake. Either that or he was dead serious about the Peace Corps recruiters' version of the Hippocratic oath, which I imagine went something like “I vow to reel them in and send them away.” Or maybe there was a prohibition against recruiters falling in love with their recruits and begging them to stay. At least that's what I hoped, because it was either that or I was in this head-over-heels love affair by myself.

He held me tight. “Ecuador's not that far. Next summer, I'll come visit you” was all he said.

Two days later, on a dreary February morning in 1988, I got on a plane. “I'm going into the Peace Corps,” I sobbed to my bewildered-looking seatmate. Dizzy, dehydrated, and hyperventilating, I looked more like a dishrag than an eager recruit for the cause of world peace.

“You don't seem all that happy about it,” my seatmate observed.

When I finally stopped crying, I was somewhere over Florida. I started thinking about how I could get home. How long would I actually have to stay, I wondered, to convince myself—and most importantly, John—that I had given it a good try? I'd heard you could get out of the army by shooting yourself in the foot. That seemed drastic, and I already had a hard enough time keeping up with John's long-legged strides with two good feet. Besides, I was pretty sure they weren't going to give us guns in the Peace Corps.

Our first stop on the way to Ecuador was a three-day “staging” in the Little Havana section of Miami. And although we hadn't even left the country yet, it was amazingly like we were already in the Third World. The Peace Corps managed to put us up in a part of Florida where no one spoke a word of English. The purpose of staging is to introduce you to the three-dozen or so other equally stunned folks with whom you will be sharing the next two years of your life. It's also one last chance, I suppose, to turn back before it's too late.

Possibly to get the really squeamish folks to say “uncle,” staging is also when you have to get vaccinated against anything and everything you might encounter in your country of service. I had worried just a bit about getting sick in Ecuador, but clearly not enough. On day one of our staging, each of us was flanked by a pair of nurses, each one armed with
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