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  “To Chris,

for every smile,

and for all the smiles to come.”
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  Preface



This book tells two stories. Both are mine. Only one actually happened.

In January 1974, I was seventeen years old, standing at a crossroads I didn’t fully understand. Maria, the girl I loved, was moving to Florida with her family. I had a choice: follow her, or finish high school and go to college.

I chose Maria. I chose Florida. That choice shaped the next fifty years of my life.

But as I’ve grown older, I’ve wondered: What if I’d chosen differently? What kind of man would I have become?

This book explores both paths. Both begin at the same point: a cold winter in upstate New York, a choice between two futures. From there, they diverge. Not in dramatic ways, but in the small, quiet decisions that accumulate over decades and define a life.

Some of the people in this book are real. Some are composites. Some conversations happened as written; others are reconstructed from memory or imagined entirely. The emotional truth is real. The facts are as accurate as memory allows.

I don’t know if I made the right choice at seventeen. I only know I made a choice, and I’ve lived happily ever since.

This book is my attempt to understand what that choice cost, and what it gave me.

— William Mann, 2026
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I was six years old the first time I understood that a person could be hurt without being touched. I didn’t have the words for it then, not the right ones anyway, but I remember the moment with a clarity that has outlasted almost everything else from those early years.

I stood in the kitchen doorway, my forehead pressed against the wooden jamb. The house was cold, the kind that seeped into the walls and stayed there all winter. The pot-belly stove sat stubborn and grey in the dining room. In the kitchen, my mother’s voice came from the stove, without turning: “Go away and leave me alone.”

Something inside my chest collapsed, like the cardboard fort I’d built last summer in the rain. My shoulders trembled as I tried to swallow the sound climbing up my throat. When she finally looked over, her eyes weren’t angry anymore, just tired.

“Why are you crying?” she asked, and I felt each word like pebbles dropped into still water.

I wasn’t crying loudly. Children rarely do when the hurt is new and confusing. My shoulders shook in small tremors, and I tried to muffle the sound, as if being quiet might make the feeling go away.

I don’t know how long I stood there before the words finally came. They felt heavy, as if I had to push them out of myself.

“Because you hurt my feelings.”

That was all I managed. Five small words. They sat in the cold air between us, as startling to me as they were to her.

* * *

The truth is, the house was tense more often than it was calm. My father drank, and when he drank, he and my mother fought. Not every night, but often enough that I learned to fall asleep with my stomach tight, listening for the rise and fall of their voices passing through the thin walls, the arguing drifting up through the floorboards. The air would feel thick. Every sudden thud or sharp word pressed into me as I lay rigid beneath the covers, the smell of wood smoke and stale beer lingering in the room. The cold numbed my skin, but the fear jabbed at something deeper and left me wide awake long after the shouting ended. It’s strange what a child can become accustomed to.

My father wasn’t a cruel man, not in the way people sometimes imagine when they hear about drinking and fighting. He was just unavailable. Closed off. There was a door inside him that no one had the key to. But now and then, he’d do something that didn’t fit the rest of him at all.

When I was three, he brought home a stack of books, forty or fifty of them, all the classics: Tom Sawyer, The Wizard of Oz, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. I don’t know where he got them or why he thought to bring them to me. Maybe it was an instant of clarity. Perhaps it was guilt. Maybe it was the only way he knew how to say he saw me. I never asked. But I read every one of them. Books were the first place I felt at home.

Whenever the house got too loud, or too sharp, or too confusing, I’d go upstairs to my room and read. It was the one place where the cold didn’t bother me. I’d pull the blankets up, open a book, and disappear into someone else’s world. I read every night before bed, long after the shouting stopped. Long after the house went quiet again.

The house itself didn’t offer much comfort. It was old, drafty, and uninsulated. The sort of place where winter felt like a season that lived inside with you. The pot‑belly stove in the dining room did what it could, but the cold always found its way back in. Upstairs, the bedrooms had no heat at all. If you carried a glass of water to bed in January, it would freeze solid by morning. I didn’t think of it as unusual then. It was just the way things were.

* * *

Across the street was Oneida Lake, a vast, restless stretch of water that appeared enormous to a child. In the summer, the camps filled up with families who came for the season. The ringing of their laughter drifted across the road, their screen doors slamming, and their boats hummed out onto the water. In the winter, the camps stood empty and silent, like a row of sleeping animals.

My world at that age was small, bounded by what I could see from our front yard. I wasn’t allowed to wander far, so my universe consisted of the houses directly across the street and the kids who lived in them. Billy Martin was my age, and we played together whenever we could. Mary Jane Paxton lived a few doors down; she was one year older and already carried a brightness I didn’t yet have a name for. Karen Chase was my age, too, quieter, softer around the edges. And then there was Jerry Rapp, two years older and already seeming to know things the rest of us didn’t.

We were a loose constellation of children orbiting the same small patch of road and shoreline. Summers were full of possibilities. Winters were long and still. Through it all, I moved between the cold house behind me and the wide lake in front of me, trying to make sense of a world that held wonder and danger in the same small space.

Even with the kids across the street, I spent a lot of time alone. It wasn’t that I didn’t like them, but there was always a part of me that felt slightly out of step, as if everyone else had been handed a set of instructions I somehow missed. When I wasn’t with Billy or Mary Jane or Karen, I escaped into the forest behind our house.

Those woods were my escape. They stretched out behind the property in a tangle of trees and undergrowth. A place where the world felt bigger and quieter at the same time. I’d wander for hours, following deer trails, climbing over fallen logs, hearing the breeze move through the branches. I didn’t have a name for it then, but I think I was looking for a place where I didn’t have to brace myself, where nothing was expected of me, where the air didn’t feel charged with someone else’s anger.

I felt more at home among the trees than I did in my own house. The woods didn’t shout. They didn’t slam doors or turn cold without warning. They just existed, steady and patient, waiting for me to show up whenever I needed them.

* * *

There was another reason I spent so much time alone, though I couldn’t have explained it then. Even at six, I understood that we didn’t have what other families had. My father was a mason, working for himself in a way that was more survival than business. He did cellars and steps, footings and odd jobs; any job that came along. Some weeks, he worked. Some weeks, he didn’t. Money came in bursts, not streams.

The Martins lived across the street, and their life felt different in ways I couldn’t quite name but could always feel. Ted was a machinist, a good one, and Helen worked at Westinghouse. Their house seemed warmer somehow, not just in temperature but in spirit. They had things we didn’t: new clothes, steady meals, a sense of ease I recognized even before I understood what it meant.

Every so often, Helen would give my mother food or clothes for me. I wasn’t supposed to see it, but once I did. I recall how my mother took the bag, her face tight with something I didn’t yet have a word for. Gratitude mixed with humiliation. While she appreciated the kindness, accepting charity also served as a reminder of our struggles, a silent acknowledgment of what we lacked. And I can still see how Helen smiled, kind but careful, as if she knew the gift contained its own kind of sting.

I was little, but I wasn’t blind. I knew it was a charity. I realized we were the ones who needed help. And even though no one said it out loud, I felt the difference settle into me like a stone. It wasn’t shame exactly, more like a subtle awareness that I didn’t quite belong in the same way the other kids did.

For all the tension in the house, I never doubted my mother loved me. Her love was the kind that showed up in small ways, in the way she brushed my hair back from my forehead, in the way she tried to shield us from the worst of the nights when my father drank too much. She was tired, often overwhelmed, but her love was steady in a way I could feel even when I didn’t understand it.

My father was different. I was never sure what he felt for me, or if he felt anything at all. He wasn’t cruel, just distant, as if he lived behind a wall only he could see. But he was my father, and that was enough for me. I loved him without hesitation, the way a dog loves the person who feeds him: simple, complete, unquestioning. I would learn later what that kind of love costs.

There was a summer when my mother left him. She packed us up and took us to stay somewhere else, somewhere she felt was safer, I suppose. I didn’t understand the reasons then. What I remember is that I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to leave the few friends I had, and I didn’t want to leave my father alone in that cold, drafty house. The thought of him sitting there by himself made something twist inside me.

I begged to stay with him. I remember that clearly. The pleading, the confusion, the notion that I was being pulled away from the only place I knew. But they didn’t let me. I spent that summer with kids I didn’t know, in a place that didn’t feel like mine. It was a strange suburban neighborhood. The back yards of all the cookie-cutter houses formed a large common area, broken here and there by a chain link fence. That’s where the kids would play tag and touch football. It’s not that they were unfriendly or judgmental; they just weren’t my friends, and I didn’t want to be there.

And even though I was too young to name it, I carried a kind of guilt with me, as if I’d abandoned him, even though the choice was never mine.

That summer reshaped my understanding of home and belonging. The separation planted a seed of restlessness in me that I couldn’t quite grasp at the time. It lingered, growing with each passing year, leaving me with a persistent sense of not fully belonging anywhere. The experience taught me that home was more than just a place; it was a feeling of connection and comfort that I silently yearned for.

At the end of the summer, my mother loaded us back into the car and drove us home. I don’t remember the conversation. I don’t think there was one. We just went back. My father was where we’d left him, in the cold house by the lake, and my mother went back to him, and we went back to our rooms, and nothing was said about it. The marriage was already broken by then, but nobody was leaving it. Not yet.

At six, I didn’t understand much about the world. I only knew what hurt and what felt safe, and where I could hide when things got too loud.
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My earliest sense of invisibility is captured in how the room felt when my sisters were in it. The air seemed to fill with a warm glow, a laughter that I wasn’t part of. My sisters had a different relationship with my father than I did. With them, he laughed, teased, and softened in ways I rarely saw directed at me. He wasn’t cruel, just reserved, his warmth drifting more easily their way. I watched it the way a child watches everything: quietly, trying to understand what made the world tilt the way it did.

Ann Marie was eight years older than me, and she carried that age like a badge. She wasn’t physically rough, but she knew exactly how to get under my skin, teasing, bossing, constantly reminding me how small I was, how little power I had. “Didn’t I tell you to stay out of my room?” she’d say, her voice sharp enough to cut. We fought often, not with fists, but with words and tears and slammed doors.

Once, after one of those fights, I did something that seems impossible now, so bold and naive, it almost feels like another life. I picked up the phone, dialed zero, and asked the operator to send the police. I told her my sister was being mean to me, that she wasn’t the boss, that my father was. I was crying, breathless with outrage and confusion. The operator didn’t laugh or scold. Instead, she said, ‘It sounds like you’re having a tough time, sweetheart. Just take a deep breath for me. You’re very brave for calling, you know that?’ Her voice was steady, patient, and kind in a way I desperately needed in that moment. She talked to me gently until I calmed down. I still remember her voice, a lifeline of steadiness that reached out to a scared little boy.

* * *

Ann Marie wasn’t just strong with me. She was strong with everyone, even my father. There was a night, I must have been about seven, when he and my mother were fighting again. The shouting rose up the stairs like heat, as the three of us kids gathered at the top, waiting, listening, bracing ourselves for whatever might come next. My mother came running up the stairs, trying to put some space between her and my father. She ran past us, into their bedroom, closed the door, and locked it.

The house seemed to hold its breath along with us, the air crackling with tension. Then my father’s steps creaked their way up the staircase, the wood groaning under the weight of his anger, each footfall a warning shot that made our small bodies stiffen.

Ann Marie didn’t hesitate. She met him at the top of the stairs and pushed him back, hard. He fell all the way down, a heavy, tumbling sound that seemed to shake the whole house. In that moment, as he lay there, a mix of disbelief and fear gripped me. Not just for him, but for what this meant for us all. He hurt his back and couldn’t work for a while after that. I remember him lying on the couch with a mustard plaster on his lower spine, the smell of it sharp and strange.

* * *

I didn’t understand the danger then. I only understood that Ann Marie had done something I could never imagine, standing between our mother and the man who frightened us. She was fierce in a way that felt both terrifying and protective, the one who fought back when the rest of us couldn’t.

Denise, everyone called her Dina, was four years older than me and the gentlest person in the house. She still is. She wouldn’t say a mean thing about anyone, much less to me. Where Ann Marie pushed, prodded, and tested the limits of her authority, Dina softened everything she touched. She played with me, read to me, and showed me how to tie my shoes. When I had an earache, she was the one who held a warm cloth against the side of my head, her hand steady, her voice soft. She made the world feel safer in a way no one else did.

One of my earliest memories is from before we moved to Lakeshore Road, when we lived in an upstairs flat. I couldn’t have been more than two, but the moment is carved into me. I was playing with Tinker Toys, one of the round wooden discs stuck on the end of a long stick. I swung it without thinking and hit Denise in the head. She screamed, a sharp, startled sound, and I froze, still holding the stick, not understanding what I’d done.

My father came in and spanked me. I remember the sting, but that wasn’t what made me cry. What hurt was knowing I’d hurt Dina. Even at two, that mattered more to me than the punishment. I sobbed because I’d caused her pain. After all, I loved her and I didn’t know how to undo what I’d done.

And then, after all of that, Denise told me she was sorry. I hit her, and she apologized to me. That was Dina. She carried kindness the way other people carry breath, effortlessly, constantly, without thinking.

* * *

There was a day in November 1963 when everything stopped. At school, teachers whispered urgently in the hallways, and some returned to class with red eyes. Someone rolled in the big television. We watched Walter Cronkite take off his glasses and announce that President Kennedy was dead. I was seven. I didn’t understand the details, only that something enormous and terrible had happened, and even the grown-ups didn’t know what to do. I remember thinking, if the President is gone, who will take care of us now? It was the first time the world felt unsteady, a feeling that mirrored what I sometimes sensed at home.

At home, my mother moved through the kitchen in silence, her face drawn. She bought a President Kennedy Memorial ashtray and a small bronze bust, setting them on our fireplace mantle. A quiet act of mourning that lingered in the house for years, as if she were grieving not just for a president but for a sense of safety that had slipped away. My father barely spoke about it. Life in our house went on, cold and unchanged, while the world outside felt newly uncertain.

Looking back, that day felt like the world echoing what I already sensed at home: that anything could break at any moment, and the people meant to protect you weren’t always able to. The fear in the adults’ faces, the hush in our living room, was the same feeling I had when my father’s anger filled the house, or my mother looked too tired to go on. No one was really in control. Not at school, not on TV, not even in our own family.

* * *

My sisters fought the way sisters do, loud, messy, and strangely affectionate. They’d throw things at each other, slam doors, shout across the room, and then collapse into laughter as if the whole thing had been a game. Once they got into a peanut‑butter fight, flinging spoonfuls at each other until the walls were smeared with it. They laughed so hard they could barely breathe, and then they cleaned it up together, still giggling.

There was no real anger in it. It was a release, a kind of wild, harmless storm they both understood. Watching them, I realized they had something I didn’t have with anyone, a shared language, a shared world. They were teenagers, and they moved through life with a confidence and connection that felt closed to me.

They read Tiger Beat together, whispering and laughing over pictures of the Beatles and the Monkees, names that meant nothing to me then. They shared secrets, inside jokes, glances that passed between them like signals. I hovered at the edges, wanting to be part of it but knowing I wasn’t.

* * *

Even in my own family, I felt alone. Not unloved, just separate. As if there was a door between me and everyone else, and I could see through it but never quite step inside.

When I look back on those early years, what stands out most isn’t the fighting, the cold, or even the fear. It’s the way we all lived inside the same house, but experienced it so differently. Ann Marie carried the fire, Denise carried the kindness, my mother carried the weight, and my father carried whatever it was he couldn’t say out loud. And I? I carried the quiet.

I watched more than I spoke. I felt more than I understood. I learned early how to disappear, into books, into the woods, into the spaces where no one needed anything from me. My sisters had each other. My parents had their battles. And I had the small, private world I built out of imagination and silence.

I didn’t know it then, but those differences, the roles we slipped into without choosing, were already shaping the paths we would take. Even in a family, a child can feel like a visitor. Even in a crowded house, a boy can learn what it means to be alone.
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My father didn’t do much with me, not in the way fathers are supposed to. But every now and then, he’d take me to the saloons. He’d sit me at a table with a Coke and a Hershey bar, and I’d watch him drink beer with his friends. I didn’t mind. I liked being there. It made me feel like I belonged, even if I didn’t quite understand what that meant. 

At Borio’s, the pool table had a bad spot in the return chute where the cue ball would get stuck. The men couldn’t reach it, but I could. They’d call me over, and I’d reach in with my small hand to fish the ball out. They’d clap me on the back, call me “buddy,” and for a moment I felt useful, like I was part of their world. Years later, I’d drink in that same bar and feel the same strange sense of belonging. It’s funny how early those things take root. 

Once, at the Bridge Street Tavern, my father bought me a hamburger. I can still remember how good it tasted. It wasn’t really the food. It was the feeling that, for a moment, he saw me. 

But the one time he truly stepped out of his world for me, the one time it felt like something just for us, was the day he asked if I wanted to go fishing.

* * *

I was seven or eight. He told me we were going to the Grasse River in the Adirondacks. I don’t think I’d ever been that excited in my life. I got out a map and found the river, tracing the blue line with my finger, imagining what it would look like, what it would feel like to be alone with him in a place that wasn’t filled with smoke and beer and grown men’s laughter. I kept that map for years afterward. I’m not sure why. I told myself I kept it because it was a good map, so why waste it? But I think the real reason was that it was proof. Proof that the trip was real, that the river was real, that he’d asked me. 

Ann Marie took a pen and crossed out the GR on the map. I cried, of course. She laughed. That was our rhythm then. Her teasing, my tears, her amusement at how easily she could get to me. But even that couldn’t dim the excitement I felt. 

When the day finally came, we climbed into the old 1956 Pontiac Chieftain my grandfather had given my father. The car smelled of old vinyl and engine oil, and the windows rattled over bumps in the road. I didn’t care. I was going fishing with my dad. 

We drove north until the land grew wilder, the trees taller, the air sharper. He pulled off near a bend in the river, and we walked in with our gear. He set me up on a large rock, steadying me with a hand on my shoulder, and helped me cast my line into the water. I remember the sound of the river, constant, patient, and the way the sunlight flickered on the surface. 

After a while, I felt a tug. A real tug. I reeled in the line with all the strength my small hands had, and there it was. A fish, flapping and shining in the morning light. I was thrilled. My father came over, took it off the hook, and told me we had to throw it back. 

“It’s a sucker fish,” he said. 

“Oh,” I said, wanting to sound like I understood. “Yeah, we don’t want a cock sucker fish.” 

The words were out before I knew what I’d said. The moment they left my mouth, fear shot through me. I’d sworn. I’d said something terrible. I waited for the anger, the slap, the disappointment. 

But he laughed. A real laugh, warm, surprised, almost gentle. 

“Don’t say it again,” he said, still smiling. “I know it was a slip.” 

And just like that, the fear melted. For a moment, I felt something I didn’t feel often with him. Safe. Seen. Accepted, even in my clumsy innocence.

* * *

We stayed at a little inn that night. The room upstairs was small and plain. An old brass bed with a feather mattress so soft it seemed to swallow you whole, and beside it a dry sink, the short kind, dark wood, with a ceramic basin on top. The floorboards creaked when you stepped on them. The window looked out on nothing in particular, just trees and the dark. 

My father pulled the blanket up to my chin, told me to go to sleep, and went downstairs. 

I lay there for a while, sinking into that feather mattress, listening to the sounds coming up through the floor. Laughter, clinking glasses, the low rumble of men talking. After a bit, curiosity pulled me out of bed. I padded to the door and out into the hallway, and I sat down on the top step of the stairs, just far enough down to see through the turned balusters to the bar below. 

I could see the backs of the men at the bar. My father was among them, a beer in his hand, his shoulders loose in a way I rarely saw at home. He was laughing at something one of the other men had said. I couldn’t hear the words, just the sound of it, easy, unguarded, the laugh of a man who had set something down for the evening and didn’t miss it yet. 

I watched him for a long time, my chin resting on my knees, the balusters cold against my cheek. I didn’t want to go back to bed. I wanted to stay there in the dark at the top of those stairs and keep watching him be that person. Lighter, freer, almost happy in a way he never quite managed at home. I didn’t have a name for what I felt then. Something between pride and loneliness. Love and distance. The particular ache of a child who can see his father clearly and still can’t reach him. 

Eventually, I got cold and went back to the brass bed, back into that soft feather mattress, and fell asleep to the sound of voices below. 

In the morning, we loaded up the Pontiac and drove home. He never took me fishing again. That was the only time he ever took me anywhere that wasn’t a bar. 

But I carried that day for a long time. The river, the rock, the fish shining in the morning light, the swear word that made him laugh. And the sight of him through those balusters, his back to me, belonging to a world I could see but not enter. 

I held on to it the way a child holds on to anything that feels like love, for dear life.

* * *

A few years later, my little brother Jeff was born, and two years after that, Brian showed up. By then, I was no longer the only child in the house, no longer the sole witness to my father’s moods or my mother’s exhaustion. Their arrivals didn’t make the house warmer, but they made it fuller. More noise, more need, more weight for all of us to carry. Childhood shifted then, the way it does when you realize you’re not the center of anything anymore, just another piece in a crowded, complicated home.
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I was ten the first time my mother brought me to work with her. Her warm hand tightened around mine as we approached the club’s entrance, the glass doors whooshing open to usher us into a world that felt borrowed, not ours.

The Lakeshore Yacht and Country Club sat a few miles down the road, a sprawling place with manicured greens and a dining room that overlooked the water. The building was quiet and sure of itself. Not flashy, just quietly expensive, the kind of place where everything worked perfectly, and no one ever had to ask for anything twice. A lone valet stood by the entrance, his uniform crisp and his demeanor as polished as the silver candlesticks that adorned the tables inside, embodying a silent testament to the club’s seamless service and understated luxury.

My mother was the hostess. She greeted members at the door and seated them in the dining room, making sure everything ran smoothly. As she moved through that world, she seemed to glide with a confidence I never saw at home. Her shoulders back, her smile easy, she would often smooth the hem of her skirt with a delicate grace, a gesture that felt like a bridge between the elegance at the club and the weariness that came with our home on Lakeshore Road. It was as if she belonged there in a way she never quite did back home.

I didn’t understand then what it cost her to hold that grace. I only knew that when she was there, she seemed lighter, her laughter coming easier, as if she finally had room to breathe.

My mother brought me to the country club to meet the man who ran the men’s locker room. The place where she hoped I’d get my first real job. I was nervous, feeling a flutter in my stomach and clammy sweat on my palms as I contemplated what awaited me inside. She fixed my collar and brushed a bit of lint from my shoulder. “Be polite,” she whispered. It wasn’t a warning. She smiled at me then, a real smile, the kind she rarely had at home. For a moment, it felt like we belonged.

* * *

I reported to Amos Sperber, my new boss, a retired Army supply sergeant from New Port Richey, Florida. Amos was slow-spoken and deliberate, bringing a quiet discipline that made order feel like a virtue. He taught me how to stock towels and keep the locker room pristine, lining them up with the precision of a military formation. Occasionally, when he needed my attention, he’d give a clipped “listen up,” a habit from his Army days that perfectly balanced his disciplined warmth. Amos showed me how to move quietly through a space where men expected comfort without ever noticing the people who made it possible.

My job was to shine shoes.

A member would come in early as the sun crept up, change into his golf spikes, and leave his street shoes in his locker. After he left for the course, Amos and I would walk the rows of polished wood lockers, collecting shoes. I’d settle onto a little stool in the back corner. Brush in one hand, a tin of polish in the other, working the leather until it gleamed. When the men returned, I took their grass-stained golf shoes, cleaned the spikes, shined them, and set them neatly on top of the lockers.

The locker room was on the bottom floor, cool and dim, with high ceilings. The air smelled of leather, shoe polish, and aftershave hanging in the air like incense. Sometimes, when the men came in laughing after a round, the sharp click of their golf spikes echoed on the tile, like a flock of birds landing all at once. I listened from my corner, alert to every sound, part of a world made of small noises and big silences.

A wide wooden staircase led up to the Men’s Oak Room, a place where no women were allowed except the waitresses who brought drinks and cleared glasses. After golf, the men would go there to play cards, smoke cigars, and drink scotch or bourbon. Their casual postures as they leaned back in leather chairs or tilted their chins while savoring their cigars created an aura of command. I wasn’t supposed to linger at the top of the stairs, but I liked seeing the world from up there, if only for a moment. I’d collect their shoes from beside their chairs, stack eight or ten pairs in my arms, and carry them back down. The men would sometimes greet me, tip me a dollar or two, and ask how school was going. Most were kind. A few weren’t. But all of them learned my name.

* * *

I liked the work. There was a quiet rhythm to it, a way to disappear into the routine and not think about anything else. I liked Amos, too. He treated me like I mattered, like the work was worth doing well.

One day, a member didn’t like how his shoes turned out. He raised his voice at me, his complaints sharp and cutting through the quiet of the locker room like a sudden storm. I stood there, feeling exposed, my eyes dropping to the floor under his gaze, unsure of how to respond. The anger hung in the air, taut and vibrating, bringing with it a rush of familiarity that made me uncomfortable. Then, Amos stepped in. He put a hand on the member’s shoulder, his touch steady and calm, and spoke to him quietly. The man nodded, glanced at me, and smiled. He left his shoes. Amos asked me, gently, to try again.

Another time, he asked if I wanted a milkshake. I said yes before he finished the sentence. A milkshake felt like the kind of treat kids in other families got, kids who lived in warm houses, who didn’t have to worry about cold creeping in through the walls. He came back a few minutes later with an ice cream soda instead. I drank it gratefully, but I remember the quiet disappointment, the way a kid learns early that sometimes you get almost what you want, and that has to be enough. It wasn’t a lesson Amos meant to teach. But it stayed with me all the same.

* * *

Working there taught me more than how to shine shoes.

I learned how men moved when they felt entitled to comfort, and about the invisible labor that held their world together.

Most of all, I learned how to stay out of the way and make myself useful, a skill I didn’t realize I was learning at the time.

The men who came through the locker room had names I saw in the newspaper: senators, college professors, lawyers, doctors, men who owned factories and car dealerships. They spoke in low, confident voices about things I didn’t understand: investments, legislation, and cases pending before the courts.

One of them was Walter Marusak, though everyone called him Doc. He was a veterinarian who owned golf courses in New York and Florida, a man with broad shoulders and an easy laugh. He was always kind to me, always tipped well, and always asked how my mother was doing.

There were other men who passed through that place and left their mark on me in different ways.

Tarky Romano was one. A New York state senator out of Syracuse, broad-shouldered, thick black hair, and a handshake that held on a second longer than necessary, as if he could read a person through their palm. He remembered my name the first time he heard it, not the way politicians do, as a trick of the trade, but in a way that felt genuine. He’d ask how school was, what subjects I liked, and before he left, he’d tuck a folded bill into my hand and say, Keep at it, kid. I didn’t understand what he meant. I only knew he was one of the rare men in that room who looked at me and actually saw me, and that stayed with me long after I left the club behind.

Years later, I’d see the pattern clearly.

Back then, I hardly noticed. I was ten. I saw things in pieces, in feelings I didn’t have words for. Now, looking back, I can see the shape of it.

The way Doc lingered when he spoke to her.

The way my mother’s voice changed when he was near. Softer, younger, as if something in her loosened when he walked into the room.

The way he’d find reasons to stop by the hostess stand, to ask her about reservations, to make her laugh in a way my father never did.

I didn’t know it then, but he was more than just a club member. He was her escape, the same way the woods behind our house were mine. I felt it without understanding, the way a child feels a storm before the sky goes dark.

At home, my father drank. My parents fought. The cold settled into the walls and stayed.

But at the club, my mother wore lipstick and smiled at men in pressed slacks and cashmere sweaters, men who smelled of cologne and spoke in voices that didn’t carry anger. The rich, heady scent of their cologne mingled with the faint wood-smoke that clung to her clothes from our pot-belly stove at home. It only highlighted the stark divide between the warmth and luxury of the club and the cold, stubborn reality she endured daily, a reminder of the emotional gulf between her two worlds.

I wonder now if she saw me there, working in the locker room, shining the shoes of men who never had to think about frozen glasses of water or pot-belly stoves that couldn’t keep the cold out. I wonder if it hurt her to watch me moving around them, doing the work they never noticed, or if it gave her hope that I might find a way into their world, that I might become something different from my father.

* * *

I didn’t ask those questions then. I only knew the club felt like another world, where everything smelled clean, and the light came through tall windows in soft, golden slants. And for a few hours each day, I got to be part of it.

Even if all I did was shine their shoes, it was the first place I understood there were worlds beyond my own, and that my mother, in her quiet way, was trying to show me the way in.
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I first laid eyes on Cheryl Mauk when eighth grade began. The hallway was chaos. Metal lockers banging shut, kids shouting across the corridor, sneakers squeaking against freshly waxed floors. Everything smelled like industrial cleaner trying to mask a summer’s worth of dust, but there was something hopeful about it, too, like we were all getting a clean slate. Then Cheryl walked by, and suddenly I couldn’t hear anything else. The noise just dropped away, like someone had turned down the volume on everything but her.

She stood a head taller than most of the other girls, her blonde hair catching the fluorescent hallway lights. While everyone shuffled around in Keds or PF Flyers, Cheryl’s feet were wrapped in black leather ankle boots, etched with delicate patterns that made them look imported and expensive. The kind of boots a woman would wear, not a thirteen-year-old girl. Rumors followed her, whispers about high school boyfriends and parties I couldn’t even imagine. “Let them talk,” she’d say whenever someone brought it up, her voice steady, her eyes never flinching. The hallway would part for her, not dramatically like in movies, but in that subtle way that happens when someone commands a certain gravity. Teachers, eighth-graders, and even the janitor all noticed her. She carried herself as if she’d already lived a whole life before arriving at our school.

Which made it all the more baffling when she sat down next to me in class.

* * *

That year

* * *



* * *
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