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            Happiness, the least and best of human attainments.

            —Frank O’Hara

             

            We are always the same age inside.

            —Gertrude Stein
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            Time Lapse

         
         The last time I checked, I was a gay guy living alone on the top floor of a brownstone in SoHo. I thought of myself as cresting
            into middle age. I was in my forties. On weekdays, I liked to write. On weekends, I liked to drink vodka gimlets and write.
            I had a tireless social life. Yet I was lonely. My partner Howard had died of AIDS a decade earlier. When I woke up, scared, in the middle of the night, I was thrown back
            into those harrowing years, those dark waves that just kept coming. I was afraid I was going to die, too, even though I was
            labeled a survivor. Yet I quickly regained my equilibrium each day, and imagined that my melancholy was romantic, appealing,
            and wan.
         

         
         The next time I checked, I was married to a man, Paul, and we lived in a prewar yellow brick co-op in Chelsea that looked across to the Chelsea Hotel, where I had lived with Howard during those years that still have no worthy adjective, when history speeded up and then crashed. I was sixty. I wasn’t having as many sleepless nights. Mollifying me to sleep now was Paul, with his long, warm, sweaty body, and melodic biorhythms. I was getting older, yet I no longer woke up in the night panicked to death, or by death’s shadow. Though when it came to writing I still found my voice, as the Persian poet Attar did his, by keeping my inner ear tuned mostly to “the voice of pain.” 

         
         And then the strangest thing happened, a tale too amazing not to be told. Paul and I had two children: the first, Walter,
            born the day after Valentine’s Day, in 2015, and the second, Glenn, born during the autumn equinox, in 2018. Rare are those
            moments when you suddenly become aware that you are alive and that whatever experience you are having is truly happening.
            Often as not, these quick lightning strikes take place at ordinary rather than dramatic times. Once, I was lying on my ragtag
            bed in my graduate school apartment up near Columbia. Once, I was walking down a brick alley in SoHo in early summer and a
            car drove by, windows rolled down, blasting Blondie’s rapturous “Rapture.” The most recent of these moments: I was in bed
            first thing in the morning, with Glenn propped on my leg, a bottle inserted in his mouth held by me with too firm a grip,
            while Walter gamboled—the only word for it—up, around, and through my legs, and Paul stretched way out across the bed in his
            black briefs, feet silhouetted against the window light. The question mark in the thought bubble over my head was asking:
            “How ever did I get here?”
         

         
         The unlikeliness of that moment of recognition (or nonrecognition) was doubled by being gay. I spent decades of my life not even imagining such a sweet scene. I grew up in the fifties and sixties when I didn’t yet know the term for the instinctive prodding that I was feeling to secretly rub up and down on my mattress while thinking of a blond Jewish basketball player in my class. (Had it been written, I would have been as obsessed with Philip Roth’s American Pastoral and its blond Jewish athlete hero as I was with Portnoy’s Complaint, which did appear toward the end of my puberty.) In college, the limit of radical liberation for me was a sit-in at the dean’s
            office at Columbia College demanding sticks of furniture for our funky, basement gay lounge (the first such safe space in
            the country). My political sense was not powerful enough to envision gays openly serving in the military and certainly not
            gay marriage, which I had never once considered. I mostly just wanted to go to gay dances.
         

         
         This unlikeliness—the strangeness—is magnified by age. I’m a little old for this.

         
         

         Yesterday, I went to a new doctor, and he said, “You’re a young guy, in great health, with a long life-expectancy.” I liked
            the upbeat chirp of that diagnosis, but even I don’t think of myself as a young guy when I look down on me from above, though
            at other times I often do feel adolescent. At some addled moments, I even imagine that these kids of mine are my buddies,
            as if we’re simply on the same team. I edit that folly when I can. I’m not as old as Abraham’s wife, though I share her exclamation
            at being on the receiving end of some biological miracle. As the rubric goes, we are all dealt a deck by destiny’s unswayed
            hand, yet my cards appear to have been laid out in such an akimbo, haphazard manner that the expected, standard plot points
            turn up shuffled or backward.
         

         
         Paul came first, clearly. We met twice. First at “Pork Night” at a dark bar in the Meatpacking District in lower Manhattan, when actual pigs could still be seen in the streets, bloodied, and loaded at dawn onto trucks. I saw him leaning against a far wall. He was tall, sexy. Most significant, I saw him outlined by lots of energy. I was drinking heavily that night (as many nights that decade) and all is a mash-up, but we did wind up talking intently. He turned out to be a student in seminary and I was writing a book about religion in America. He gave me his number. I called but he was about to move to Seattle and didn’t call back. Fast-forward several years. Paul sees my photo in a magazine publicizing my reading from my new book about religion at a Barnes and Noble on the Upper East Side. “That’s that guy and he actually wrote that book,” he thinks. He shows up, gets in line without a book to purchase, and under the impatient eye of the bookstore manager reintroduces himself. “I know exactly who you are,” I said, “and you just disappeared.” That was in 2002 and we have been together ever since. 

         
         Walter appeared just as, well, romantically. He was born with the help—the epic and immersive help—of a gestational surrogate,
            who lived in Las Vegas. She agreed for Paul and me to be in the room at his natural birth. At a moment when all clocks stood
            still, Walter emerged through a slow cyclone of molten flesh and jumped up into the world with his eyes open. Those eyes were
            lasers—stunned as they were at the end of a very long journey from someplace else. He seemed entirely intact as an individual
            in that second, and he seems the same mixture of spirit and matter today. I surprised both Paul and myself by crying. For
            one moment, we were all creating a new world. They (in blue scrubs) passed him first to Paul to hold, and he, him, to me.
            I was led to a sink and snipped the umbilical cord unsteadily with long gleaming scissors.
         

         
         Glenn was born in Oklahoma City, with the unconditional and assured efforts of a different though equally committed surrogate, the wife of an oil rigger. The rules of the Roman Catholic hospital were stricter, with only one of us allowed to remain in the room, so I nobly stood with a clump of medical students watching through an observation window. It was a cross between a TV hospital show and a gory Francis Bacon painting, yet entirely magical. Paul held Glenn, newborn, up to the window as we exchanged charged looks of satisfied amazement. I came around to the industrial door and we processed down a pastel hall through lots of smiling nurses as Glenn nuzzled into my shoulder in a jigsaw fit. I was acutely aware of not dropping him as I shuffled in plastic shoe covers required in the operating room area. The next day in the hotel room, while waiting for clearance to fly with an infant back to New York, whenever stressed, Glenn found that same zone near my shoulder, where we’ve pretty much found each other ever since. 

         
         I don’t want to turn into one of the infomercial videos sent by surrogacy agencies when we started to consider having a baby.
            Two gay dads would be sitting in a kitchen nook full of nothing but joy as their kids burst pastel birthday balloons in the
            sunken living room behind. I’ve outgrown the naïve bravado of the early days when I was threatening to write an advice book
            on bringing up children titled No Big Deal. “I think people overdramatize it, it’s not so hard,” I would say, smugly, at parties, while Walter was two months old, and we still had a live-in baby nurse. We have since known some harrowing times. We have felt the scare of bad news that in our case has blessedly not been realized. We have survived living in a kind of day-for-night when babies are not yet sleeping through the night, or are sick, or—a bit older—are awakened in tears by night frights. We have felt the pinch of unexpectedly steep money worries. Along the way, I was jolted by a surprise discovered through the science of genetics that threw me even further into the mysteries of paternity and identity. 

         
         Yet weirdest of all for me has been the happiness. I was weaned off my own nighttime terrors by the presence of Paul, and
            now off daytime terrors by two boys each morphing in quick time-lapse sequence in front of me. I have discovered that I am
            a person who likes to get down on the floor and play make-believe blocks and assemble dinosaur puzzles for hours. It’s as
            if myself and time and all sorts of worries went flying out the nursery window—the one blocked by childproof railings that
            I had feared intruding on our city views and am now grateful for. I never believed all happy families were alike. I have been
            wanting to come out of the cloud I’m in and retrace the steps to know just how I and we got here. And I’ve been wanting even
            more to voice our happiness; or, as Rumi, a very different Persian poet than pained Attar put it, to “hear the sunlight not
            yet turned into books or speech.”
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Paul

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1

         
         Our being-together-ever-since began the weekend after the bookstore reading. Paul was stopping by my place on a Sunday evening
            in June—Father’s Day, neatly enough—just as the sky was turning pink and breezes were blowing through the windows of my writing
            room, where I was standing, waiting, when the phone rang. He was late, lost somehow, trying to find the little stretch of
            MacDougal Street orphaned from the rest of the street below Houston in SoHo. I don’t remember the next important parts—going
            down the rickety stairs to open the front door of the 1890s three-story town house, where I was renting the top floor; or
            how he looked or what we were wearing or what was said; or even whether he came upstairs, or we went straight out on this
            “first date”—though I wasn’t framing things that way. I clearly remember the soft, early-summer breezes.
         

         
         We went to the Cub Room, a small restaurant around the corner. It was mostly empty, and we sat next to big plateglass windows opening onto the street. (Smell of lilacs: must have been sold on the sidewalk next to the deli, otherwise known for its pickles, across the street.) We chose to sit in the empty front half of the restaurant. Luckily, as I associated the fancier rear dining room with once having behaved badly, drinking solo a bottle of white wine with a perfectly gentlemanly Israeli to whom I had been snotty. From my seat, I could see the pay phone at the corner where I once tried to pick up the straight son of a neighbor and friend one late night when he was home from college and I was again out of my mind—another dissonant memory. These queasy incidents were now months, maybe even years behind me. I hadn’t checked into AA, yet I had turned a slow corner. As if the years of mourning Howard by angry aggression were now finished, and the dense tension had broken. I’m not sure the earlier angrier me would have been ready for calmer Paul. 

         
         That night we talked. We talked about everything and nothing. Paul was unlike any friend of mine. I didn’t usually hang out with such open-faced, earnest men or women. I was an ironist, and I lived among ironists. Paul broke the spell of irony that evening, just with the timbre of his voice. When I mentioned my memories of the antiwar riots at Columbia, he did the math, and we realized he was thirteen years younger. I don’t recall 99 percent of the words (notes played?) we exchanged. Yet one bit of dialogue lives on. Paul asked, “Was Howard the one great love of your life?” “I hope not,” I responded. He later told me that had been a track signal for him to let the tentative date roll on. I was obviously able to slip off my black widow’s veil—many of us AIDS survivors were still wearing those invisible mantillas a decade later. He understood at that moment there was no rigged comparison taking place in my mind between him and Howard. I felt that Howard would have liked Paul in much the same way as I did. We could all be buddies—the living and the dead. 

         
         We didn’t sleep together. Not sleeping together was a mark of those first few weeks—another notable difference between this
            date and almost any other positive date I had ever been on. When I moved into my first apartment downtown in the West Village
            in the mid-’70s, merely standing in the same checkout line at the D’Agostino’s supermarket at the corner was enough closeness
            to warrant going home with someone. Paul and I were both being exceedingly cautious. I can’t remember why the delicacy.
         

         
         Perhaps we sensed the potential power of the explosives we were unpacking from the crate. In what I felt was an excess of
            such caution, Paul didn’t invite me to his thirty-eighth birthday party in a People’s Garden in the East Village because he
            imagined his friends and family would instantly know all. I really didn’t mind too much, as I was enjoying the intimate, mysterious,
            and pleasant bantering that was our cocoon.
         

         
         Some weeks later, he invited me to his family’s house in Chatham on Cape Cod. I recently came across an email from that season with the subject line, written by one or the other of us: “Hey Buddy.” We were surely in a “Hey Buddy” phase, though the casual tenor would forever shift after that long weekend. Paul picked me up in a generic, beat-up Mazda borrowed from a friend. Paul liked to drive. I preferred to sit in the passenger seat and look out the window. On that ride, I was mulling, through a blur of green interstate trees—a bit delayed—that Paul was a minister, serving at Riverside Church. He had been in seminary when we met in the dimly lit bar suffused with a different incense, more sulfurous. I had never dated a minister or a priest. (I did romance a monk at an Episcopal monastery on the Hudson on retreat once.) Yet Paul’s brand of religion had more to do with progressive politics and social justice. He came across less as a hypocritically darkly robed Arthur Dimmesdale than a forthright Atticus Finch. 

         
         He also very much had a family. I was of the bohemian school of thought that you leave all that behind. Yet Paul had cousins
            at his East Village birthday party, and friends who came in from Madison, Wisconsin, the town where he had grown up. We were
            on our way to an understated compound of a house that had been the family gathering place for generations. Beyond the numerical
            difference in our families (I was an only child; Paul had two sisters and a brother), I had never asked my parents to any
            birthday party of mine since junior high and had not seen any cousins since moving to New York City. My allegiance was still
            pretty much to an undefined notion that floated through the early gay liberation years of the sixties and seventies that gay
            life was reconfiguring family in radical ways that would make mere biology obsolete. It was romantic, utopian, and revolutionary,
            and it worked for me. Howard and I had been transcendentally together yet distinctly to the left of husbands and fathers.
         

         
         Either by calculation or accident, our first trip was timed to begin with just the two of us at the Chatham house. Paul’s mother and father—to my mild trepidation—were arriving in a day or so. I loved the old New England rusticity and minimalism of the homestead that meshed a big two-story wooden house, a rambling lodge with a warren of rooms, and a solitary wooden cabin, worthy of Thoreau, all the wood worn naturally gray, and lots of handsome sky-blue paint daubed on window frames, drawers, and chests. Wild roses grew in patches in the back, near Adirondack chairs, that blue again, the same decorative blue paint in New England as in Persian miniatures. Glimpses of a great Atlantic bay and inlet waters down a forest of a hill, all making the most sense when wind was blowing through pine trees, when a spray hose could be heard, or a lawn mower, as it soon would be, pushed by Paul. His great-grandfather was Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, the first Jewish justice on the court, and among the most progressive ever. The house was a national historic landmark dedicated to him, and he was its household god, with signs of him everywhere—books, portraits, his chair, his desk. I came to understand quickly that the two strains I had been mulling in the car—the family, and a progressive soulfulness—were really a single idea embodied in Paul. 

         
         Late that afternoon, Paul took me sailing on the family sailboat. The setup was identical to the car ride, Paul doing most
            of the driving with the rudder and the sail, me half staring into the deep water, half-adept at whatever ducking or tugging
            on taut then loose ropes needed to be done. Yet it was luckily a sailboat trip that did not require much technical focus.
            The day was crisp, the wind about the right speed, and we were able to be awash in the moment as we scudded across Nantucket
            Sound. I was able to take in Paul with a hint of ginger still in his darkening hair, his freckled skin, the long arms and
            legs, and a blaring smile that matched the intensity of sunlight. He was looking appealingly disheveled in his ripped shirt,
            khaki shorts, and cruddy sneakers, attesting to a teenager who had grown up sailing and lifeguarding rather than arriving
            as a summer landowner later in life. I don’t know that we fell any more in love that day than on any other day we were together,
            yet we surely fell into a loveliness that never left.
         

         
         Awkwardly following our unspoken rule, I was going to sleep in one second-floor room in the pre–Civil War section of the house, and Paul was to be across the hall in the room he had occupied since adolescence, its messiness attesting to his regular presence there. The night was sticky with a little fan wedged on a window ledge barely circulating enough air. I did manage to fall asleep. Yet about an hour in, something weird occurred. The combination of weakly rustling air and a creaking door created a “hello” sound and I had the impression that I was seeing a ghost, a male ghost, a bit like a cloud embodied with a face within the room. I’m not really a believer in ghosts, yet I have seen or believed I have seen two in my life. This was the second; the first was in the Chelsea Hotel, likewise middle of the night, likewise sleeping alone. I shouted out. 

         
         Paul heard me yell and came to the door, in white boxers, his face lit by a full moon through the hall window. “What’s wrong?
            You afraid? Want me to sleep with you?” “Yes,” I said, my heart beating fast.
         

         
         Paul and I squeezed into the narrow bed, and we were happy, as if we had been holding our breath for a month and finally let loose. The ghost brought us together. Why did Paul ask was I afraid as his first response instead of did you hurt yourself or were you having a nightmare? Because, as he told me, before we fell asleep, he had spent his childhood hearing tales about the house being haunted. The ghost looked the way I imagined Herman Melville to look. Yet his importance to us wasn’t supernatural but rather very natural. We would never choose to sleep apart again after that night. Our bodies fell into a natural choreography and the sensation felt molecular to me, the healing of an existential ache. The whole ghost setup had many tonalities—the rescue of the damsel in distress by a knight; the setting of a trap by the clever, horny houseguest; the intervention of destiny. Yet all that finally mattered was our shared pillow. 

         
         The next day his parents arrived, and I soon realized in them a solution to my angst about families. I wished they had been
            my parents. Paul’s father was a university law professor, and he was the kind of guy you could sit down and read the newspaper
            with in the morning over oatmeal. On that trip or another we discovered a shared vice of admiring and reciting the lyrics
            of Broadway musicals. His name—Walter. My own father was a businessman, and we had suffered a culture clash for as long as
            I could remember. He always felt a stranger to me and some awkwardness usually came between us, whereas with Paul’s father
            I was quickly if comfortably and distantly at ease. Paul’s mother, Marylu, was a free spirit. She had strong opinions, strongly
            expressed. She was for women’s equality and against any attempts to curb reproductive rights. I adored her and we clicked.
            She had a bit of the eccentric about her, yet with more political and social gravitas. Walter, you could have a beer with.
            Marylu, I imagined easily as my friend in a college dorm, passing weed, and talking long into the night. I never wanted to
            have a beer with my father and certainly not a joint with my mother.
         

         
         The next morning, I woke early to catch a bus back to New York. Paul was to drive me to the bus station in the family Saab. Since I don’t like buses, I was low energy as we walked into the kitchen for some instant coffee and cereal. When what should appear but Paul’s mother hopping from behind a door, shrieking and wearing a terrifying primitive mask of a wolf or some other fierce animal deity. She then did a jumping native dance and stirred more energy than an electrical storm in the little New England kitchen. Paul was mortified. Marylu’s face was of course hidden. I was stunned. Turned out she had been on a spiritual quest to South America where she took a regional psychedelic potion with shamans, while dressed and veiled in white. The mask and perhaps the entire liberated ritual had its source in that altered reality. From then on, Marylu seemed to think I got her more astral energy. At holidays, when she gave normal or no gifts to others, I would get an electric blue Mexican dancing
            demon. She was also a photographer, and I had been noticing her work all around the house, especially a bravely romantic (transgressive?)
            portrait in sepia tones of Paul as a brooding adolescent. She nearly upstaged her son with her zaniness, and her dance was
            a lift before a bland bus ride.
         

         
         Whether we knew or not, the theme whistling just below consciousness in those first months was family. I met Paul’s family and liked them, and he was constantly calling and emailing his siblings and his nieces and nephews. He wanted to relive his childhood in Madison, Wisconsin, and on the Cape, with a family of his own. My take: I was too far gone to trust anything that was going to drag me back to the decades of the fifties and sixties when I lived as an only child with my parents in a suburb of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. Maybe it wasn’t even my parents, just the repressive tenor of the times, but talk of family and commitment felt retrograde and “ungay” to me. Howard and I talked about kids or marriage, but the reality had been so remote it was on a par with discussing whether we would buy a ticket to Mars if space travel became cheap. Yet Paul did talk about such matters, about wanting a family. What in the world did he mean? What in the world would my saying yes mean? Could I still date other guys? Would my writing suffer? Would I still be the same person? “But I write books and things,” was my pushback, which he took as my feeling that I was too “fancy” (his word) for him. One night in early September, right after Labor Day, we had a debate of a fight on the matter. We said intense words, and, end of sentence, Paul trod down the wooden stairs without even a good night. 

         
         I woke at noon with a hangover far worse than the smashing vodka hangovers I had been used to enduring. I couldn’t exactly
            remember what the fight was about, the actual words. Riding that feeling, still in my bathrobe, I tapped out three full paragraphs
            to Paul and pressed send before rereading them, not noticing I used his Riverside Church address instead of Yahoo. They had
            gone straight onto the page without the usual filtering. I didn’t even observe myself writing while writing them. They were
            singing the blues and were beat. Here they are:
         

         
         
            I woke up with that happy feeling of emailing you to do something this weekend, Sunday? The usual. Then I stopped myself and
               remembered (Well this was all in my head in about three seconds.) I guess I cried cuz I understood emotionally last night
               that the whole happy, upbeat, innocent friendly-romantic summer we had together was over. Which doesn’t mean we won’t see
               each other, yadda yadda, and maybe it will even be seen in retrospect as better . . . especially if it leads to your meeting
               Mr. Right, I suppose, or to some meaningful transition in our own thing . . . but . . .
            

            Anyway, in place of the happy tingle of the sailboat variety I feel a stain in heart, heaviness, like a break-up, which it was even if only of a phase. Maybe you’re getting ready to move uptown. Or maybe it was like women who break off with men because they’re not committing to a marriage. But I’m not a mind-reader so I’ll stop trying to divine it. I think you explained where you were coming from. 

            I guess part of the happiness of the “idyllic” summer was feeling this was a good thing. That if I called you it was a good
               thing leading to happiness. Now my confidence on that score is undermined, perhaps rightly so (even though now you’ll say
               Oh it made me happy, yadda yadda.) I cried because emotionally I unfortunately knew that we can’t go home again. We kicked
               ourselves out of the garden, and are definitely out of innocence and into Experience . . .
            

            Oh, well . . .

         

         The words worked. One day soon, a Tuesday I believe, in the middle of the afternoon, when I least expected
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