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    Only lonely children can maintain their passion completely.
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Chapter 1
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I hated parties, I’d rather have a tooth pulled than attend one. Even though I was always the most interesting and intelligent person in the room, I always felt out of my element, like a tropical parrot stranded in the Arctic tundra. I never knew quite what to do with my hands until I took up smoking, which everyone agreed was a most elegant solution. If I looked at someone, my gray eyes tended to linger too long and unnerve them, schoolboys always said I had a bug-eyed stare. The unfortunate combination of heavy dark brows that met in the middle over my prominent nose and thick, droopy lids made me appear sinister and haughty. And my smile was always more of a condescending smirk. My attempts at small-talk veered between the most asinine inanities and the pompous and pedagogical. I always felt like I should either be sitting in a corner wearing a dunce’s cap or standing behind a lectern. Mother and Aunt Birdie always tried to reassure me, but I already knew people often felt cowed in the presence of genius. 

At four months old, I had spoken my first words: “Nein, nein, Mama!” And at the age of three I recited a prayer, “Ich bin klein, mein herz ist rein; I am small, my heart is pure.” At five, my supreme ambition was to learn to say “yes” in every language. That was also the year discovered birds, beautiful predators high-flying and free, living life on their own terms unencumbered by petty human concerns and morality. When I was six, Father bought me a little gun so I could shoot them, study their bodies, and teach myself the rudiments of taxidermy. It was said, rather dramatically I always thought, that I had almost killed the next-door neighbor’s maid when a shot I intended for a blue jay went astray. “I should give a damn!” I told my governess when she dared attempt to scold me.

By the time I was fifteen, I was already an acclaimed ornithologist. Several of my articles had been published in The Auk, the official journal of the American Ornithological Society. I spoke fifteen languages in varying degrees of fluency, had made a comparative study of the world’s religions and philosophies, and was diligently laying the foundation for a brilliant career in corporation law. I had breezed easily through school, skipping several grades, graduating high school when I was still in knee pants, and I would be starting college, at the University of Chicago, in the fall. 

Everyone said I was a remarkable young man. But Mother worried that I kept too much to myself, she thought I should go out and spend time with other young people. “There’s more to life than birds and books, kid,” my eldest brother Mike said. And Father often reminded me that friendships and valuable connections were often forged in the collegiate years, and the friends I made today might be my clients tomorrow. My whole family wanted me to join the Campus Club, to attend picnics and dances; they said it would be good for me.

My fate was sealed when Mike heard that my occasional birding partner Sidney Stein, Jr. was throwing a party to celebrate the end of the school year and the start of the summer break. He immediately telephoned Sidney, explained the situation, and made sure I would be welcome. 

The whole family was in a fever of excitement about this party. Mother and Aunt Birdie made me practice smiling and shaking Mike’s hand and making small-talk about the weather and interesting items I had read in the newspapers. And a lively debate ensued about whether it would be a good idea for me to relate amusing anecdotes about Aunt Birdie’s cat. 

“I could talk about birds,” I suggested.

“No!” everyone practically shouted.

“No one wants to be lectured at a party, dear,” Mother gently explained.

“And when you get started on birds, kid, you just don’t know when to stop,” Mike added.

The afternoon of the party I was sent to the barbershop for a shave, haircut, and an application of hair tonic to combat my chronic dandruff so I wouldn’t look like I had snow flurries caught in my near-black hair. I was also given a manicure. And the moment I returned home, Aunt Birdie hurried me upstairs to Mother’s room to try on every suit and tie I owned in the hopes of finding a combination that didn’t make me look mirthless as a middle-aged undertaker. In the end, they decided I should borrow Mike’s lucky tie to liven up my best blue suit. It was the one he always wore when he showed his prize-winning Schnauzers at the Chicago Kennel Club. He called it his blue-ribbon tie even though it was black and yellow.

“It’s carefree like a bumblebee!” Aunt Birdie trilled.

“But it isn’t me!” I wailed, frowning before the cupid-crowned mirror in Mother’s bedroom while Aunt Birdie fussed with the part in my hair.

“Now you look just like Rudolph Valentino!” she declared, stepping back to admire my slicked back hair, gleaming like patent leather beneath the gloss of brilliantine. 

Propped up against a mound of lace-trimmed pillows, Mother sighed and whisked sentimental tears from her eyes. “My baby chick is coming out of his shell!”

“I feel sick!” I groaned and clutched at my stomach. “My stomach feels like angry beavers are gnawing it! Maybe we should call Dr. Frankenthal?”

“Just try it for a couple of hours, Babe; if you don’t feel better by then you can come home,” Mother cajoled.

“One hour,” I countered.

“All right, Nathan—” Mike sighed, calling me by my proper name so I would know he was serious, “but the clock starts ticking only after you cross the threshold. The walk there, and the time you spend standing around outside in the yard, or on Sid’s porch, doesn’t count. You have to spend a whole hour inside where the party’s at.”

“Agreed!” I sighed wretchedly and shook Mike’s proffered hand while the ladies chattered on hopefully about how maybe I would make a new friend, someone who could help me brighten up my wardrobe with some more cheerful ties.

“Time to go, Babe!” Mike tugged me towards the door.

“Give me a kiss first!” Mother held out her arms. “Don’t be such a sour-puss!” she cupped my face tenderly between her hands. “Remember to smile! Smile at the world, Babe, and the world will smile back at you!”

“I’m afraid I’m going to break out in hives!” I groaned. 

Mike and Aunt Birdie bundled me into a light summer overcoat, set a soft fedora on my head, and escorted me to the front door. 

“Have a good time!” They stood on the stoop of our cream-hued Victorian mansion, smiling and waving as I began forlornly trudging towards University Avenue.

––––––––
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It was a pleasant June evening as I strolled through the neighborhood. Gentiles vulgarly called Kenwood “the mink coat ghetto,” but it was a nice, peaceful place, the streets lined with flowerbeds and the mansions of the Jewish aristocracy. Millionaires, magnates, financiers, philanthropists, and lawyers all called Kenwood home, men like my father who had made a fortune manufacturing cardboard boxes and cartons. 

I knew my family meant well, but I wasn’t like most boys. I had always been different. While others played rough and tumble in the schoolyard, I’d always sat apart with my nose buried in a book. Though I was only fifteen, I was already as set in my ways as a confirmed bachelor in his fifties. I thought I didn’t need anyone. I didn’t really want friends the way most people did. I had acquaintances aplenty, people I only dignified with the title of “friend” out of politeness and convenience, but I never let anyone get too close.

Before I was exposed to the casual and constant cruelties of schoolboys, I used to dream that one day my soul would find its perfect mate, and I would never be lonely, misunderstood, or unhappy again. I imagined that one day he would step out of the mist, or the midst of a crowd, and I would instantly recognize the king who reigned over my bedtime fantasies, and I would serve him with all the loyalty, love, and devotion of the most faithful and adoring slave. And the two of us would be so close no one would be able to think of one without the other.

But at fifteen I was no longer a child, and while the fantasy still lived and thrived, the dream had slowly died. All I’d found were jackasses and bores, idiots who tormented me, mocking my genius, short stature, and ornithological pursuits, and calling me names like “flea,” “shrimp,” “Crazy Nathan,” and “bird boy.”

I’d been schooling myself for years to disdain the tender emotions, to armor my heart against pain and disappointment. I cultivated a personal philosophy of absolute selfishness and put my pleasure above all else. I prided myself on having the intelligence, and the discipline, to realize that sex was a biological need, a physical release, and love was merely the stuff of songs, poetry, and stories.

Dread loomed and nausea rose as I approached the big white house on University Avenue. Light, music and laughter poured out the door and front windows, while couples sought the shadows cast by the bushes surrounding the front porch.

A tall boy brushed past me and bounded up the front steps, taking them two at a time. I shivered at the unexpected contact. A thorn bush reached out and snagged his sleeve. He frowned over the tear, but quickly shrugged it off as he was engulfed by a wave of welcoming friends. He was obviously very popular, one of the bright young things peopling this brave new world of flaming youth, fast cars, bathtub gin, and petting parties, free-spirited flappers, sheiks, and jazz babies casting off the last remaining shackles of Victorian restraint.

“The Steins should keep their bushes trimmed,” I said to no one in particular. “I hope that young man insists they pay for his jacket. He would be perfectly within his rights to sue.”

“Not him!” A boy in a letterman sweater snorted, shouldering past me. “That one could use dollar bills for matches! His old man’s got ten million dollars!”

“My father has five million,” I said, but no one was listening to me.

“Get out of the way!” A group of beefy young men, football players most likely, shoved me off the walkway onto the grass.

I thought of Mother and how disappointed she would be if I didn’t go inside, so I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and went up the steps.

The moment I tried to hang up my coat and hat I knew I had made a terrible mistake. The coat rack was overloaded already, and someone passing behind jostled me, causing a rain of coats and hats to fall. I tried to pick them up, but that only made things worse. Another new arrival bumped me and I found myself holding the coat rack in my arms as though I were dipping a dancing partner.

Some ass with a laugh like a braying donkey pointed at me. “Look at him! Poor little shrimp can’t find a girl to dance with him so he’s dancing with the coat rack instead!”

With all the dignity I could muster, I dropped the coat rack and tripped and waded my way through the fallen garments. Surely there was some sort of refreshment table; I had forgotten my flask, and I needed a drink very badly.

There was a large round table with a punchbowl on it, sitting like an oasis in the middle of the room, but to reach it, I would have to make my way through a crowd of dancing couples. Surely Sidney could have chosen a more accessible spot for the buffet! People shouldn’t have to get shoved, stepped on, or kicked just to get a glass of punch! 

I pulled out my gold pocket watch and noted the time. All I had to do was get to the punchbowl; I could have a drink, smoke a cigarette, and bide my time, and then I could go home, put on my pajamas, and curl up in bed with Dr. Bechstein’s Parasitic Diseases of the Crested Tern. 

A redheaded girl with bouncy bobbed curls and a dress covered in jiggly peach fringe danced perilously close to my toes. I leapt back and felt the person behind me stumble. I whirled around with my arms outstretched and an apology on my lips only to find my fingers brushing the long leafy fronds of a potted fern in a wobbly-legged wooden stand. I glanced around quickly, hoping no one had seen and began carefully working my way across the room, while trying to evade out-flung arms and stomping, kicking feet.

The punchbowl floated before me like a glittering prize. When I was almost halfway there my tension began to ease. And then my wrist snagged a long rope of sparkly beads.

The girl shrieked as a rainbow of twinkling glass beads clattered onto the floor. Startled exclamations and curses filled the air as bodies started falling, their happy dancing feet sliding right out from under them.

By some miracle, I remained standing amongst the furious, fallen dancers. I began backing away cautiously. There was a staircase nearby, and I groped for the newel post like a drowning man desperate for any piece of flotsam to cling to. I sagged against it gratefully, fumbling in my pocket for my cigarettes. That was when the fancy carved wooden artichoke crowning it shifted beneath my weight. Somehow, I managed to catch it before it hit the floor. The Steins really needed to do a better job of maintaining their house or they were going to get sued!

With the prickly points of the layered leaves stabbing into my chest, I glanced up, startled by a burst of cackling laughter.

Standing at the top of the stairs was the boy who’d torn his sleeve.

Our eyes met and his laughter died. An uncertain smile hovered on his lips, his jaw quivered, and his cheek twitched with what I assumed was some sort of nervous tic. 

We just stood there staring at each other, neither of us moving or saying a word.

I couldn’t look away, I was drawn like a magnet, mesmerized. I had never seen anyone so beautiful before.

Tall, slender, and handsome, he looked like a model from one of the menswear advertisements for Hart Schaffner & Marx or H.M. Lindenthal & Sons. His elegant suit, perfectly tailored of course, might even have come from one of their stores. I used to spend hours dreaming over those full-page ads featuring handsome men in dapper suits, overcoats and fedoras, slacks and sweaters, riding breeches, golfing togs, or tennis whites, posing with pretty girls, leather suitcases and steamer trunks, thoroughbreds, or the latest model roadsters. I cut them out of magazines and pasted them in a scrapbook. Mother thought I wanted the clothes, though both of us knew I didn’t have the panache or the physique for them. She never suspected that it was the beautiful men who wore them with such poise and flair that I really wanted. That was my secret to keep.

He was smiling at me with a question in his eyes I didn’t know how to answer. His hair was dark burnished gold, side-parted, and slicked back with brilliantine. And his eyes...he had purple eyes! Eyes like the creeping purple-blue shadows of twilight!

With an easy grace, he began descending the stairs.

A burning blush dyed my face red and I felt like I was about to burst into flames. 

In that instant, the blurred face of the king of my fantasies came into focus.

“Ah! You at last!” my heart sang like the lover in a Victor Herbert operetta. It truly was an “Ah! Sweet mystery of life, at last I’ve found thee!” kind of moment. 

“There he is, honey!” a furious female voice shrilled, shattering my bliss. “He’s the one who broke my beads!”

“That bug-eyed little creep?” her boyfriend guffawed. “You just watch; I’ll squash him into nothing, just like a bug!”

My fantasy come true was standing just inches from me. And what did I do? I thrust the wooden artichoke into his arms and ran.

Bump, jostle, apologize, spill someone’s drink, apologize, step on someone’s toes, or have my own crushed, get shoved, be insulted, repeat ad infinitum—that seemed to be the order of my evening. I couldn’t believe it when I reached the punchbowl without a bloody nose or a black eye.

I was just about to consult my watch when I felt a hand grab my shoulder and jerk me around. I saw a fist drawn back, ready to smash into my face. I winced and shut my eyes, bracing myself for the inevitable nose-breaking blow.

“Lay off, Bucky, he’s with me!” a voice said from behind me.

Bucky instantly let go.

I breathed a sigh of relief and opened my eyes.

“This?” Bucky’s jaw hung flaccid. “This poor, ugly little shrimp is with you?”

“I’m not poor, my father—”

The voice of my savior cut me off. “That’s what I said!”

Bucky grabbed my hand and began shaking it like a farm boy manning a pump handle. “Any friend of Dickie’s is a friend of mine!” 

When Bucky released my nearly pulverized hand, I turned around, curious to see who this Dickie was. My jaw dropped and my face caught fire again. It was the boy with the purple eyes!

He just smiled at me, clearly amused, but I didn’t feel like he was laughing at me.

“But what about my beads?” the girl whined.

“I’m sure if you ask nicely, Bucky will take you to the five-and-ten tomorrow and buy you some more,” my rescuer said, nonchalantly reaching into his pocket and withdrawing a silver flask.

“Dickie Loeb, I’ll have you know those beads came from Paris!”

“Paris, Illinois?” 

“You know perfectly well I mean France! That’s the only Paris worth talking about!”

“Well,” Dickie shrugged, “they must have dime stores in Paris, France too, because if you think I don’t know dime store beads when I see them, Madeline, you are very much mistaken! Good quality beads have knots between them so they don’t scatter all over the place when the strand breaks; Mompsie taught me that!”

“I don’t care what your mother taught you! Anyway, who asked you? You’re such a busybody, Dickie, always poking your nose in other people’s business!”

“But this is my business; it became my business when Bucky tried to sock my friend because of your junk—excuse me, I mean dime—store beads!”

“Come on, doll, forget about those silly beads and let’s dance!” Bucky grabbed Madeline’s hand.

“Not until he pays for them!” Madeline stood her ground, glaring at me.

“Oh, give the girl a dime and let’s be done with this!” Dickie sighed. “I’m bored!”

I quickly fished a dime from my pocket and offered it to Madeline. 

She turned up her nose and refused to take it. “Come on, Bucky, let’s dance!” 

“Sure thing, doll! Glad to have met you Dickie’s new friend, no hard feelings about them silly beads!” Bucky grinned and hurried after his girl.

“And good riddance to bad rubbish!” my new—dare I really call him friend?—said.

“Thank you!” I breathed gratefully. “I was sure he was going to break my nose.”

“Don’t mention it,” Dickie shrugged and took another sip from his flask. “That dumb ox Bucky can’t get through a party without throwing a punch! But I couldn’t let him sock you! I’ve been standing up there,” he indicated the stairs, “watching you work your way across the room. And when you broke Maddie’s beads and Boom! everyone went down on their asses—Priceless! But my favorite part was when you started to apologize to the potted plant! The look on your face! All you need is a pork pie hat and slapshoes, you’re just like Buster Keaton!”

I stiffened and took a step back; he might as well have slapped me.

“I’m glad to have given you so much amusement. Thank you again for your timely intervention. Now if you’ll excuse me, I really should be getting home...” 

“And spoil my evening? Aw, come on now, don’t be sore! Come with me, I’ll find you a safe perch, little bird!”

I hesitated and hung back. “I thought you were bored.”

“Not with you! You’re the only one here who doesn’t bore me! Come on, follow me!”

Incredibly, we had no trouble navigating the dance floor. Everyone had a smile and a cheerful word for Dickie, the crowd parted for him like the Red Sea for Moses. He led me to a grand piano that had been shoved out of the way to make more room for dancing. 

“Upsy-daisy, kiddo!” Dickie lifted me easily and then hopped up beside me. 

“Here, wet your whistle with this!” he offered me his flask.

I gratefully raised it to my lips and tasted scotch, warm and smooth, the real stuff too, not some questionable concoction brewed in somebody’s bathtub. These were the days of Prohibition, but being forbidden only made alcohol more alluring. “We’re all criminals now!” everyone laughed and ignored the Eighteenth Amendment. Every boy I knew carried a flask in his pocket and I heard girls kept them in their garters.

Dickie was watching me and I felt my blush rise again. I was suddenly very nervous and fidgety. I reached into my pocket, searching for my cigarettes, but I must have dropped them when that damn artichoke toppled. 

“Do I make you nervous?” Dickie smiled, taking a silver cigarette case from his pocket. He put two cigarettes between his lips, lit them, and offered one to me. 

Oh, did I feel flustered! Just thinking of my lips touching where his had touched! My face might as well have stayed permanently red; I was barely getting a break between blushes! He was watching me with an amused, quizzical gaze. His eyes were like violets cast into a stormy indigo sea reflecting the gray storm clouds above, and I wanted to dive right in and drown. I felt myself growing hard, very hard, and I wanted to push him back onto the piano lid. I wished I still had my overcoat so I could drape it over my lap. Even my hat would do! I tugged uncomfortably at my collar and managed to get ashes all over Mike’s lucky tie.

At the same time as I did, Dickie reached to brush them away. I snatched my hand away when all I really wanted to do was lace my fingers through his and hold his hand for the rest of my life.

“This...This is my...my brother Mike’s tie!” I stammered.

“I didn’t think it was yours.”

“You didn’t?”

“No, it isn’t you at all! I can tell you’re not the bold bumblebee stripes kind of fella!”

“I wanted to wear a solid black one but Mother and Aunt Birdie wouldn’t let me.”

“They were right; you would have looked like an undertaker daydreaming about being Valentino while embalming a dead flabby housewife!”

“Oh,” I frowned, though I knew he was most likely right. An inordinate number of people had drawn comparisons between my wardrobe and that of an undertaker and they couldn’t all be mistaken. “Mother wants me to make friends with someone who can help me pick out ties.”

“I think you already have,” Dickie smiled.

“Really?”

“Yeah, it feels kinda nice to be needed! And clearly,” Dickie flicked another ash off Mike’s tie, “I am needed!”

Yes, you are! my heart sang, but I knew better than to say that out loud.

Shyly, I touched the hole in his sleeve. “I’m sorry your jacket got ruined. You should make Sidney pay for it.”

“No worries,” Dickie shrugged, “I like this suit so much I bought two of them. It’s from Lindenthal & Sons; I should take you there sometime!”

“It’s very nice,” I blushingly agreed, “it...it works well with your eyes.” There were lilac threads woven into the soft dove gray and he was wearing a lilac shirt and a paisley batwing bowtie that probably encompassed the entire spectrum of purples. He really could have stepped off the cover of a magazine.

“You know,” Dickie said gently, “it’s all right to compliment somebody, you don’t have to blush.”

“I...I’m not very good at talking to people! I...I almost never go to parties!” 

“No? I would never have guessed!” He reached over and patted my knee. “Just stick with me, kiddo, you’re under my wing now!”

“That’s the second—no third!—allusion you’ve made to birds—safe perch, little bird, under your wing. I’m an ornithologist, I study...”

“Birds, you study birds! Don’t look so surprised! I know lots of words! My governess used to make me read a page from the dictionary every day and write a sentence using each word. I wrote ‘I have never met an ornithologist.’ But if I had to do that exercise again now I could write ‘My new friend is an ornithologist.’ Of course, Miss Struthers would probably still say I wasn’t applying myself and make me do it again, to better demonstrate comprehension of the word. The second time I wrote ‘The ornithologist fell out of a tree while trying to catch a speckled owl.’ She was completely satisfied with that, and she loved that I had thrown in ‘speckled.’ Of course, she didn’t know that the whole time I was writing it I was wishing that she would fall out of a tree!”

“I’ve never fallen out of a tree before. Generally, I use traps and chloroform, or a gun, to secure specimens of birds. I prefer to keep my feet on the ground.”

“How very sensible of you! And do you think you’ll die without ever having lived?”

Before I could think of a reply, Richie Rubel appeared.

“Babe! I see you found Dickie!”

“Babe?” Dickie looked from Richie to me and then back again. “Is he your sweetheart?” 

I could tell he was a born tease, flippant and flirty, and there I was blushing again.

“Dickie! Really! One doesn’t joke about such things!” Richie scolded.

I quickly stammered an explanation that although my proper name was Nathan Leopold, Jr., practically everyone called me Babe. At first, the nickname had only been used within the family, because I was Mother’s last baby, and born tiny and sickly, but then everyone took it up.

“Babe, huh?” Dickie looked me up and down and then nodded. “I like it! It suits you!”

“You two are neighbors,” Richie continued. “You only live two blocks apart, on Greenwood and Ellis, and you’re the smartest and youngest boys here. You’re both fifteen, and you just finished your first year at U of C, Dickie, and Babe will be starting this fall.”

“You ready to go, Dickie?” A boy I didn’t know came bounding up, followed shortly by two others parroting the same question.

“In a minute!” Dickie turned back to me. “We’re going to a cathouse; you should come with us!”

“Oh! Oh...um...uh...thank you...no, not tonight, I...” My tongue was tied in knots and my face was flaming.

“I was right!” Dickie laughed. “The name suits you—Babe!”

He obviously thought I was a virgin. And I couldn’t blame him; I was certainly acting like one. But I couldn’t tell him the truth; I couldn’t bear to see him go upstairs with a girl, or openly kissing and fondling one in the Madam’s parlor. And, if I went, everyone would expect me to choose a girl and go upstairs too. And, though I had done it before, I preferred not to, and it only worked if I imagined my fantasy king or a model from a menswear advertisement.

“I’m sorry, I...I can’t...”

“But we’ve hardly had a chance to talk!” 

“A cathouse is hardly a conducive atmosphere for conversation,” I pointed out.

“All right, another time then!” Dickie pocketed his flask and hopped off the piano.

He was so easy and relaxed. I wished I could be more like him. Confidence is key. Confidence is king. Confidence is convincing. It’s all in the presentation, say whatever you like—truth or lie—with confidence you can sell anything.

“Come on, Dickie! Hurry up!”

His friends were clearly getting impatient, but Dickie ignored them. He turned back and lifted me down.

“Are you sure you won’t come? It would be more fun if you did! Those fellas are just a pack of pussy hounds; they can’t go five minutes without thinking or talking about it!”

“I...I can’t! I...I know you think I am, but I’m really not...”

“Not what?” He cocked his head and smiled at me.

“A...a...v-v-virgin! But I’m not, really...I...I’ve been to cathouses before. Really! I...I have! When I found out I would be going to college...I...I’m fifteen! Everyone else is so much older and more...experienced! I...I didn’t want them to say ‘Go back to your cradle, baby!’ So, I...I took care of it! And I started drinking and smoking too!”

Dickie smiled and patted my shoulder. “That’s exactly what I did too! The night before I started college, I had cake and ice cream with the folks, and then snuck out and lost my virginity at a cathouse. And it’s been dates and parties and cathouses ever since, I hardly ever get a night off!”

“Come on, Dickie, hurry up!” an impatient voice called.

“Shake a leg, kid! Time’s a-wastin’!”

“It’ll be 1921 before that boy moves his feet!” 

“Have dinner with me tomorrow night!” Dickie said suddenly. “Bernard’s, at eight o’clock, don’t be more than fashionably late!”

“I’ll be there!” I promised.

––––––––
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When I got home, everyone was waiting up for me. We gathered around Mother’s bed, and I sat beside her, holding her hand.

“Well? Tell us all about it!” Aunt Birdie prodded. “Did you have a good time? Did you make any friends?”

“I...I met a boy with purple eyes!” I blurted.

“Purple eyes? I didn’t know there was such a thing!” Aunt Birdie exclaimed.

“I’ve read about violet eyes,” Mother said, “but only in romantic novels.”

“Oh!” Father stroked his beard and nodded, “I think I know who you mean! Albert Loeb’s son—tall, slender boy, golden-brown hair, about your age?”

“That sounds about right,” I cautiously agreed. 

“Ah yes, that’s Dickie Loeb! He has lilac eyes. Or is it lavender?  I always get the two mixed up!” Father shrugged and dismissed the matter as if it wasn’t vitally important. 

“Violet,” Mike pronounced decisively. “His eyes are so blue they look purple. I’ve seen them up close. I attended a charity bazaar at the Loeb mansion. Dickie presided over the raffle and handed out the prizes. I won a gardening trowel.”

Mother, Father, and Aunt Birdie couldn’t contain their laughter. Man-about-town Mike with his yearly pilgrimages to the Kentucky Derby and his prize-winning Schnauzers was the last person anyone would expect to wield a gardening trowel.

Only I sat in sullen silence. Mike had stood beside Dickie, close enough to gaze into those remarkable eyes, and Dickie had given him a gardening trowel. Suddenly I felt so miserable I wanted to cry, and so angry I could have punched Mike in the nose.

“There was a blue satin ribbon tied around the handle,” Mike continued, “and Dickie asked me if I’d like him to send it out to be engraved with my initials.”

“How thoughtful!” Mother sighed.

“What a sweet child!” Aunt Birdie cried.

“A very considerate young man,” Father agreed.

“Why would anyone want to have their initials engraved on a gardening trowel?” I asked. “I think it’s vulgar and parvenu, something only the nouveau riche would do!”

“Now, Babe, that’s not the point, dear,” Mother gently chided. “It was very kind of the Loeb boy to offer! It’s not his fault that his mother was a poor secretary who married her boss because he was a millionaire who could give her a life of luxury and ease. You mustn’t be so judgmental, dear! Not every woman can be a banker’s daughter like your Mama!”

“Kind or not, it was damned ridiculous! And what does Mike need a gardening trowel for anyway?”

“It was a raffle, for charity, Babe!” Mike explained. “Orphans, or an old age home, unwed mothers, feeble-minded children, or something! Mrs. Loeb has a different charity for every day of the week! Everyone who bought a ticket won a prize. Your friend Richie Rubel won a Queen Victoria porcelain doll. Old Mr. Levinson won a rocking horse; he’s going to give it to his grandson Johnny. And there were ladies who won boxes of cigars and men who got cameo brooches. It was all good fun and for a good cause, I just can’t remember which one!”

I couldn’t bear to stay in that room a moment longer. 

“May I be excused, please? I’m rather tired.”

Mother and Aunt Birdie immediately began to fuss over me.

“I’m fine, I’m just tired,” I repeatedly assured them.

On my way out the door, Mike called after me, “Listen, Babe, I really don’t need that gardening trowel.  If it’s any use to you, you can have it.” But I didn’t bother to answer.

.

––––––––
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That night, as I lay in bed, I touched myself and imagined that I was drowning in a wild, churning maelstrom of a violent violet sea. The indigo sky overhead was dark with thunder clouds and lightning slashed like lavender daggers. Giant purple waves crested in lilac foam picked me up and tossed me around like a rag doll. 

More dead than alive, I washed up on golden sands. A young king wearing a crown and a wide golden collar studded with sapphires, aquamarines, amethysts, garnets, and golden topazes, his slender body sun-kissed and naked, knelt and breathed life back into me. My eyes fluttered open and I gasped. His eyes were just like that tempestuous sea.

I lay awestruck in his shadow.

“Now you belong to me,” he said.

I was quite happy to agree. “Nothing would give me more pleasure than to serve you, My King.”

“Slave,” he said in regal acknowledgement of my earnest and eager devotion.

With a groan of ecstatic agony, I shuddered and spent violently.

“A golden fantasy that can never come true!” I sobbed, quoting Venus in Furs, and then I cried myself to sleep. Knowing that I would never hold Dickie Loeb was simply unbearable!

––––––––
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The next morning at breakfast, I casually mentioned to Mike that, upon reflection, yes, if he was sure he had no need of it, then yes, I would like to have that gardening trowel.

Mike smiled and gave my shoulder an affectionate pat. “You know, if you ask nicely, Dickie might still send it out to be engraved with your initials.”

“Don’t be absurd!” I sneered, but inside I was smiling ear to ear.
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Chapter 2
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Bernard’s was one of my favorite restaurants. It was a place of quiet, comfortable luxury. The food was traditional, delicious, and comforting and—Prohibition be damned!—they still served the finest wines and whiskeys, only these days they were poured into gold-rimmed teacups instead of glasses. 

I arrived flustered and a little more than fashionably late.

“There you are!” Dickie’s face lit up with a boyish grin. “I was starting to feel like a bride left at the altar!”

“Oh! No! I...I...M-My tire blew and I...I had to call a cab!”

“Well, you’re here now, that’s all that matters!” 

Dickie’s smile made my heart melt. Of course, he looked magazine perfect in a dark blue suit, powder blue shirt, and his tie had a pattern of peacock feathers.

A waiter arrived bearing gold-rimmed plates laden with thick steaks smothered in caramelized onions. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” Dickie said, “but I ordered for both of us.”

“Oh no! This is fine! It’s exactly what I would have ordered myself!”

The waiter returned shortly with a cart and proceeded to cover almost every bare inch of our table with side dishes.

“I didn’t know which sides you liked, so I ordered them all! And chocolate éclairs for dessert!”

“My favorite!” 

“Mine too!”

I was completely in awe...and smitten! He was the person I had always wanted to be, so confident, carefree, and charming, with a smile that could light up a room. Dickie Loeb was as natural and free as a bird. I’d never seen him bashful or tongue-tied; he seemed to always know the right thing to say. 

I also found it strangely appealing, exciting even, that he was “a cheat and a charmer who plays fast and loose with the truth,” as Richie Rubel had telephoned to warn me that afternoon. I thanked him for his concern and hung up feeling strangely elated.

And when Abel Brown stopped by to return a book, and I casually mentioned my dinner plans, his description of Dickie as “a four-flusher, a phony, and a fake,” sent shivers up my spine.

I certainly didn’t doubt these well-intentioned warnings, but I had a feeling that, despite our brief acquaintance, I already understood Dickie better than anyone else did.

Though he was popular and I was not, our lives were not dissimilar. We had both skipped several grades, and with them any hope of a normal childhood. When we graduated from our separate high schools, we were both the only boys still wearing knee pants. Dickie was a fifteen-year-old baby-faced boy trying desperately to fit into the fast-paced collegiate world by running with a pack of boys who were all closer to twenty. He was afraid of being dismissed as “just a kid,” and felt compelled to prove himself over and over again.

Over dinner, we talked about anything and everything, just getting to know each other, sharing our likes and dislikes, exchanging information about our families, educations, and future plans. I was intent upon a career in corporation law, but Dickie felt torn. He confessed to being lazy, and lacking ambition, he enjoyed studying history, especially the civil war, and thought he might like to become a teacher, but his parents preferred a more elegant profession, like the diplomatic service or perhaps politics, so nothing had been decided. And when we discovered that we were both fluent in German and French, we amused ourselves by chatting in both languages, switching rapid-fire from one to the other and then back again.

After our chocolate éclairs and coffee, Dickie leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. “I have a confession to make,” he said. “When Richie told me about you, I immediately made up my mind to dislike you.”

His words were like a punch in the stomach. 

“Oh yes, I was quite determined! You see, I’m very protective of my reputation, and I like being pointed out as the youngest and most brilliant boy on campus.”

“Technically you still are,” I said, lighting a cigarette and feigning indifference, “I am six months your senior.”

“That’s right! Oh, how very lawyerly of you, Babe, and sweet! You’re looking for loopholes!”

“Just stating a fact! I’m not going to jump through hoops to be your friend!”

Dickie gasped. “Are you implying that I’m not worth jumping through hoops for?”

“Oh no, I’m not implying it, I’m saying it! I have my pride too, Richard Loeb, and I have no designs on your limelight. Clearly, you need the attention more than I do! What’s that word vaudevillians use? Ham! Yes, that’s it—Ham! You’re a greedy little ham hogging the spotlight! At least such is the opinion I’ve formed during our brief acquaintance, though you are, of course, welcome to prove me wrong, if you can.”

Dickie leapt up. “I don’t have to prove anything to you! And you couldn’t compete with me if you tried! You’re a clumsy, bookish, awkward, introverted, arrogant, swollen-headed bird boy, a know-it-all wet blanket, and I would say you were about as vivacious as an undertaker, but that would be an insult to every man in that profession!”

I sat back in my chair with an amused grin tugging at my mouth. “And I think you are a vapid social butterfly and as shallow as a dollhouse teacup.”

“I think I’m going to leave now!” Dickie dropped back down into his chair and lit another cigarette. “I don’t think I care to associate with you!”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “I don’t think we move in the same circles, and I really don’t care for parties, so...I doubt we’ll see much of each other...”

“Unless we choose to,” Dickie interjected.

“Unless we choose to,” I agreed. 

There was an undeniable crackle and hum in the air between us, like a current of electricity thrumming and throbbing. And even though we were insulting each other, and toying with the idea of rejecting our nascent friendship, neither of us was in any hurry to walk away.

“But if you really want to know what I think...” I began.

“I couldn’t possibly care less!” Dickie said with a dismissive wave of his cigarette. “Well? Go on! Tell me! Don’t keep me in suspense!”

I slowly exhaled a cloud of white smoke. My calm exterior belied the fact that inside I felt like a man about to jump off a cliff.

“Well...since we are the youngest, and the most brilliant, I think if we stuck together, we might both be a little less lonely.”

“Lonely! Me? Ha!” Dickie took a series of rapid, jerky puffs from his cigarette before grinding it furiously out in the crystal ashtray. “I’m never alone unless I want to be! Popsie says I have more friends than he has dollars!”

“Friends or acquaintances?” I asked pointedly. “Or don’t you note the distinction? I certainly do, but then I’ve always been very particular about the company I keep. But either way, you can be lonely even in the midst of a crowd, and I think you know that, I think you know that very well.” I leaned forward and looked searchingly into those stormy purple-blue eyes. “Don’t you ever get tired of feeling like you constantly have to prove yourself, and that you belong, that you fit in? Well...” I stubbed my cigarette out, pushed back my chair, and stood up. “It’s up to you, Dickie, if you change your mind, you know where to find me. Good night and thank you for the dinner.”

Dickie flung a handful of bills on the table, without even bothering to glance at the denominations, and hurried after me.

He caught up with me in the parking lot where I was just realizing that I didn’t have my car and would have to spoil my proud and dignified exit by going back inside to phone for a cab.

“You know,” he said, stepping up close to me and straightening my tie, “it’s really too bad we can’t be friends. I was looking forward to shopping for ties with you. I had my heart set on taking you to Lindenthal & Sons; no one fits a suit like they do!”

“Don’t let it distress you,” I boldly reached out and patted his arm. “But, if it means that much to you, I suppose we can meet in secluded spots in the parks where I go birding, or on benches in cemeteries, places where your friends are unlikely to see us, and we can look at fashion magazines and catalogs together.”

A startled burst of laughter escaped him and Dickie threw his arms around me. “I knew you had a sense of humor! I just knew it! Your humor isn’t always unintentional!”

“So,” I said when he released me, though I could have stayed in his arms all night, “does this mean you want to be friends?”

“Maybe!”

“Maybe?” I frowned.

“Would you prefer an outright ‘No?’” 

“An outright ‘Yes’ would be even better,” I countered.

We were standing beside a big white Panhard-Levassor limousine. Dickie suddenly reached past me and opened the door and stepped up onto the running board.

“Drive me home, Babe?” he asked sweetly. “I don’t really feel like driving.”

“All right,” I agreed, sliding into the driver’s seat. I experienced a frisson of pleasure when my thigh briefly brushed against Dickie’s before he moved over to make room for me. “But, you know,” I added as the engine purred to life, “you really shouldn’t leave the key in the ignition, it’s terribly irresponsible...”

“And temptation is terribly hard to resist!” Dickie licked his lips and draped his arm across the back of the seat behind me. “Don’t you agree, Babe?”

I was thankful for the darkness that hid my blush...and my erection.

“Yes,” I gulped and slowly began inching that gigantic car out of the parking lot. “Gosh, this thing is enormous! It’s like trying to steer the Titanic around the iceberg! I hope I don’t hit anything!”

“I’m not worried about it at all!” Dickie assured me.

My heart swelled with pride. Knowing he had such confidence in me made me even more determined to successfully maneuver that great white whale of an automobile through the Chicago streets and bring it safely home without a dent or a scratch.

When we reached the Loebs’ Elizabethan style red brick mansion on Ellis Avenue I breathed a sigh of relief. I parked on the street outside the gate and sat staring at the most pretentious house in Kenwood. Sprawling across three entire lots, it boasted a private tennis court, greenhouse, gardens, and a goldfish pond. It even dwarfed the mansion of Mr. Loeb’s boss, Julius Rosenwald, the founder of Sears, Roebuck & Company.

“Friends?” Dickie offered me his hand.

“Friends!” I gladly shook it.

His mouth wasn’t that far from mine, but I lacked the courage to lean in and kiss him. There were moments when I was so sure he was flirting with me, but I always hung back and hesitated, afraid I was mistaken.

Dickie just sat there watching me, like he was waiting for me to say or do something. Finally, he took a pack of Dentyne gum from his pocket.

“Gum?” he offered.

“N-No thank you.”

And still he lingered, smacking his cinnamon gum with gusto and staring at me.

“Can I...Can I ask you something? S-Sometimes it seems like...Are you flirting with me?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t thought about it! Why? Would it bother you if I were?”

I decided to give him a taste of his own medicine. “I don’t know, I haven’t thought about it!”

“Well, that’s maddeningly vague!” Dickie popped his gum.

“Yes, yes, it is,” I agreed.

Dickie laughed and opened the car door and climbed out. 

I leaned out the window. “Should I leave your car here or...”

“It’s not my car; I don’t know whose it is! Good night, Babe, sweet dreams!” With a smile and a cheery wave Dickie disappeared behind the gate and bounded up the front steps, leaving me too stunned to speak.

Was Dickie joking or had I really just stolen a car? And not just any car—a Panhard-Levassor limousine, the epitome of luxury, the Titanic of motor cars, there were even crystal vases filled with red roses inside the passenger compartment where eight people could probably sit quite comfortably. This was clearly a millionaire’s car—but what if that millionaire was one of the gangsters who had made a fortune since Prohibition, a rich rum-runner or bootlegger? When he found out what I had done would he shoot me or just break my legs as a warning? 

I sat there clutching the wheel with shaking clammy hands. Sweat poured from my armpits and I gasped for air like a dying fish. I didn’t know what to do. If I drove back to Bernard’s right away maybe there was a chance no one had noticed the car was gone, but if they had...Would I be arrested, shot, maimed, or killed? I could try to explain, but explain what exactly—that my friend had asked me to drive him home and we had accidentally gotten into the wrong car? They wouldn’t believe that! I didn’t believe that! They would think we had stolen the car to go joyriding! If I didn’t become a victim of gangland justice, I was bound to end up standing before a judge. And even if, by some miracle, I didn’t go to jail, I would emerge from the courtroom with my reputation in tatters. I might never practice law! I could wave goodbye to Harvard Law School! 

I was furious! Absolutely furious! I decided to leave that car right where it sat, right in front of the Loebs’ front gate, and Dickie could damn well deal with it himself!

Cautiously, I peered up and down the street. All was quiet and still. I climbed out of the car, glancing back to make sure I’d left nothing behind, no incriminating cigarette case or handkerchief, and then I walked slowly away. I even put my hands in my pockets and tried whistling a jaunty tune, but it was all I could do not to break into a frightened run. And that’s exactly what I did as soon as I rounded the corner, and I didn’t stop running until I was safely inside my house.

When Aunt Birdie stepped out of the living room and asked if I’d had a nice time all I could do was nod and smile and try not to burst into tears.
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Chapter 3
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I felt like I’d only just drifted off to sleep when the alarm clock rang at seven o’clock followed by the phone. I’d spent the whole night tossing and turning and thinking about Dickie, first in fury, then in furious passion. This time, in my fantasy, Dickie was My Slave instead of My King. And oh, how I did chastise him! I had him groveling naked at my feet, bathing my toes with his tears, kissing my ankles, and begging me not to sell him to another master, one who would be cruel and beat him. When he knelt and pressed a kiss onto my thigh, gazing up at me with those melting violet eyes, and softly purred “I want to be your pussy!” I almost forgave him everything, but then I remembered the stolen chariot...

It was Dickie calling, of course. He wanted me to drive him back to Bernard’s to retrieve his roadster from the parking lot.

Slowly, I took the receiver away from my ear and returned it to the cradle. I slumped back against the pillows, feeling guilty and miserable, eyeing the telephone like it was a vicious black viper poised to strike me. I waited a few moments, hoping the feeling would pass, and when it didn’t, I called him back.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” I said.

I had a birding class at eight o’clock, so I would have to hurry. I leapt into my ratty old brown tweed suit, laced up my boots, grabbed my cap and field glasses, and practically flew down the stairs and out the front door.

Dickie was waiting for me, leaning against the Panhard-Levassor, smacking his cinnamon gum as though he hadn’t a care in the world. He looked fresh as a daisy. I noticed he was wearing the jacket he’d torn at Sidney’s house, only now the edges of the hole were blackened and charred.

“Dickie, about last night...” I climbed out of my car, ready to confront him.

“Well, good morning to you too!” Dickie smiled, bright and chipper. “I had a wonderful time, Babe, and I hope you did too! Gum?” he offered me a piece of Dentyne.

“No thank you, now, Dickie, about this car...” 

“Don’t worry about it, Babe! I told Mompsie and Popsie that it was here when you dropped me off last night! And it kinda was if you think about it!”

“Dickie,” I took a deep breath and tried again, “it’s a stolen car!”

“Well, I don’t see how you can say that! It’s just sitting here outside our house! We don’t want it, we don’t like it, and if we did, we have plenty of money and could buy our own, and anyway we already have two limousines, three if you count the one at our summer place, so we really don’t need another, and I’m really not too keen on white cars, but thank you, Babe, it was a lovely thought just the same!”

“Dickie!”

“Babe!” he sidled up to me, unnervingly and intoxicatingly close, and put his arm around me. “Babe, you’re worrying for nothing! Don’t tell me you stayed awake all night thinking about this silly car!”

“Among other things,” I said curtly. “Dickie, I really think we need...”

“To go shopping as soon as possible? I agree! Look at you!” He clucked his tongue and walked slowly around me. “Aren’t you the height of sartorial splendor? Those boots are more scuffs than leather!”

“These are my birding clothes. It would be foolish to wear nice things when they’d just get muddy or torn. And you’re one to talk, there’s a hole in your sleeve.”

“Doesn’t it look like a bullet hole?” Dickie asked, proudly stroking the charred edges.

No,” I answered.

Dickie frowned. “And after I went to all the trouble of singeing the carpet in my little brother’s room! But don’t worry, Tommy’s six, so Mompsie will think he was playing with matches and he’ll get the blame for it, not me! You really don’t think it looks like a bullet hole? I was thinking it would impress the girls if I told them a bootlegger took a shot at me! Well, with those dark circles around your eyes you should be wearing a raccoon fur coat, you look like one! You poor thing, you’re so cross this morning! Didn’t you sleep at all?”

Dickie talked fast and had a rather startling habit of suddenly changing subjects, or his mind, in mid-paragraph, sometimes even mid-sentence.

“Not enough to count! I passed a most restless night thanks to you, and frankly, I don’t know why I’m even here now, but if you want me to drive you to Bernard’s to get your car, get in and let’s go!”

“Cherry red! It suits you!” Dickie grinned, admiring my red Willys-Knight roadster. “Sporty and flashy! Very nice!” 

I just glared at him. “I have a class at eight.”

Dickie flashed me a hurt puppy-dog frown and climbed in beside me.

I kept my eyes on the road and sat forward, away from the arm draped across the back of the tan leather seat behind me, and made a diligent effort to ignore the incessant gum popping that was clearly intended to drive me mad.

After several tense and awkward minutes, Dickie brightly announced, “I woke up with the most insatiable craving for waffles! After we get my car, we should go get some!”

“Which part of I have a class at eight don’t you understand? I am taking a group of middle-aged housewives to look for scarlet tanagers at Wooded Island in Jackson Park, and I barely slept at all last night, so I would appreciate it if...”

“You’re mad at me!” Dickie suddenly exclaimed. “Don’t bother to deny it! I can tell you are!”

“I assure you; I wasn’t going to deny it!”

“But why? Why should you be mad at me?”

“Dickie, I stole a car last night!”

“Well, that wasn’t my fault!”

“Dickie, you opened the car door, you stood right there on the running board and asked me to drive you home, you said you didn’t feel like driving!”

“Well, I didn’t! And you never asked me if it was my car! So, I don’t know how you can possibly blame me!”

“Since you opened the door and climbed in, that was the natural assumption! Oh look, we’re here! I’ve never been so happy to see a steakhouse in my life, not even when I was starving!”

“Look! There’s my car!” Dickie pointed proudly at the parking lot’s sole occupant—a spiffy two-tone turquoise and teal Nash roadster. “Ain’t it a beaut?”

“Very nice,” I pulled into the space beside it. “Now get out of my car and into your own please.”

“Aw, come on, Babe! Don’t be mad! Don’t be mean! It was an honest mistake!”

“On my part, yes, it was an honest mistake, but it was completely dishonest and intentional on yours!”

“It was not!” Dickie insisted. “Babe, that car was parked right beside mine, and in the dark they looked virtually identical! It could have happened to anyone!”

I was amazed. He actually had the audacity to claim that his smart, sleek, tropical-bird-bright little roadster and that boxy big-as-a-bread-truck ghost-white behemoth were “virtually identical” in the dark! That would be like confusing a tugboat for the Titanic, or a whale with a guppy! And the parking lot wasn’t that dark, actually it was quite well lit.

I walked around to the passenger side and opened the door for Dickie.

“Time to go, Dickie!”

“To get waffles?” 

“To Hell or to get waffles, it’s up to you; I really don’t care where you go!” 

“But aren’t you coming with me?”

“No, I am not!” 

“Don’t you like waffles? Because if you don’t, you can have pancakes instead!”

“Yes, Dickie, I like waffles very much, pancakes too, but...”

“So do I! See? That’s two more things we have in common!”

“Dickie, this isn’t about waffles, or pancakes either, I like both, but...”

“Oh! So, it’s me you don’t like? You’re bored with me!”

“Oh, I’m anything but bored, I assure you! But, as I told you before, I have a class at eight, and, even if I wanted to, there simply isn’t time for waffles.”

“There is always time for waffles! The waffle house is open twenty-four hours! You’re just being mean because of that silly car!”

Dickie looked like he was about to cry. His bottom lip was actually trembling and his eyes looked distinctly moist. He was obviously accustomed to getting his way. But I didn’t give in. 

“Good morning, Dickie, enjoy your waffles, I have to go now or I’ll miss my class.” I climbed into my car and started the ignition. 

“Not as much as you’ll miss me!” he shouted as I drove off.

I thought surely that was the end of our friendship. Dickie certainly wouldn’t want to see me again. But he was absolutely right, I missed him already. I was completely captivated by this violet-eyed songbird and his senselessly dishonest song. 
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A few days later, I was surprised to receive an invitation to a garden party at the Loeb mansion. I assumed Mrs. Loeb had sent it without realizing that Dickie and I were no longer friends.

When Richie Rubel asked me about it over lunch, I told him I had decided not to go. I planned to spend the day birding in Jackson Park instead. And then I tried to put the whole thing out of my mind. 

While everyone else was putting on their party clothes, I donned my old brown birding suit and drove to Jackson Park. There was a pagoda right up against the lagoon, I spent the afternoon there, sitting on the steps watching water birds glide and flit amongst the reeds, and trying not to think about Dickie. I felt like I was in mourning. As infuriating and impossible as he was, I missed him terribly. I’d never known anyone so vivacious and exciting. For an all too brief moment a light had come into my life, and then gone out again, leaving me all too aware of how dull and dim my life had been before it. 

I heard footsteps approaching and turned, expecting to see another birder.

“Well!” My heart leapt and soared at the sound of that irate voice. “You’re alive and you look healthy enough! When you didn’t show up at my party, I assumed you were dead, or had been in a terrible accident, or were at least in bed delirious with fever so you couldn’t even think to pick up the phone!”

“N-No...” I shook my head, bewildered, “I...I’m fine! You look fine too! You look like you should be on a magazine cover holding a tennis racket!”

And it was true. He was breathtaking in a butterscotch sweater with a shawl collar, cream-colored slacks, and two-tone tan-and-cream wingtips. His white shirt was open at the collar and a brown and white striped bowtie dangled loosely around his neck. He’d left his dark-gold hair natural, but even free of brilliantine it gleamed, falling in soft, natural waves. And his eyes! His eyes were like furious violets!

“My tennis racket is in the punchbowl, where I threw it when Richie told me where you were, unless someone’s fished it out by now, and I expect they have! It’s a miracle I was able to play tennis at all, after everything you’ve put me through! I’d just gotten off the phone with Dr. Frankenthal...”

“You called my doctor?” I asked incredulously.

“He’s my doctor too; I can call him if I want! He delivered both of us and he’s delighted that we’ve become friends, we have so much in common—we both suffer from constipation and hate enemas! And yes, I called him, if I had called your aunt, she might have tried to comfort me, and I wanted the truth about your condition!”

“My condition? What condition? And why are you discussing the state of my bowels with my doctor?” 

“Don’t try to change the subject! I know what you’re doing, Babe, you’re trying to distract me and make me forget that I’m mad at you, but it won’t work! I believe in getting to the heart of the matter, so yes, I called Dr. Frankenthal, and I demanded that he tell me the truth; if you were dead or dying, I wanted to know it! But he swore he hadn’t seen you since your brother sprained his wrist playing with his Schnauzer—I’ve never heard it called that before, but I assume he was trying to be delicate since he probably thinks I’m still cherry—and as far as he knew you were fine.”

“M-My brother Mike, he breeds prize-winning Schnauzers...” I started to explain.

“Don’t you dare interrupt me! If I had my tennis racket, I swear I’d hit you with it! Dr. Frankenthal wanted me to go to my room and lie down, he said I was overwrought, but I told him I couldn’t possibly since I was hosting a garden party for 300 people, so I invited him to come over and have some cake. I was debating whether I should start calling hospitals and undertakers when Mompsie insisted I be a good host and come play tennis. So I did, but every time I hit the tennis ball I imagined it
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