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  Introduction


  A Boys Own Story, first published in 1982, is both a masterpiece in the literature of adolescence and a pivotal book in the history of gay writing, opening up
  the landscape of teenage homosexuality with revelatory frankness. What if, its narrator wonders, I could write about my life exactly as it was? What if I could show it in all
  its density and tedium and its concealed passion, never divined or expressed? The realism of the nineteenth-century fiction he devours seems to him a kind of fantasy, creating
  a parallel life, tinglingly far-fetched. Could there be a new realism, which faithfully depicted the inner and outer worlds he actually lived in? In the Midwest of the
  1950s the growing-up of a young gay man is a vulnerable, marginal, barely visible thing, riven by confusion, self-hatred and doubt. Edmund Whites novel, doing justice to all this confusion,
  tingles none the less with its own excitement: the value, and novelty, the sheer teeming interest, of telling the truth. More than thirty years on, in a culture where sexual truth-telling is
  ubiquitous, it retains its power to startle: in the tense insouciance with which it describes a fourteen-year-olds lust for his father, or his earning money to pay for a hustler; or in the
  hair-raising betrayal which brings the novel to its close, a wilful act towards which we see the whole narrative has been moving with an awful logic.


  If it changed the rules for what was possible in literary fiction, A Boys Own Story, a bestseller on both sides of the Atlantic, marked a new direction for Edmund White, and
  confirmed the liberating potential of a closely autobiographical kind of novel, where the testamentary force of memoir is coupled to the artifice of fiction. The embrace of such a genre, as a
  career-long practice, was a surrender to adventure, undertaken with no knowledge of how the story would continue. It was bound to find its form less in the conventional architecture of plot than in
  the symmetries of the narrators inner world, the driving force of his desires, the selective harmonies of memory. White himself cannot have known, when he wrote A Boys Own
  Story, that he would write the sequels which were to join it in a kind of first-person trilogy, The Beautiful Room is Empty (1988) and The Farewell Symphony (1998) 
  books telling as it were a Young Mans Story, since youth, in the gay world of the 60s and 70s, seemed magically extended until it was brutally curtailed. We see now that A Boys
  Own Story appeared at a turning point in the history that Whites later books would unfold, just before the AIDS virus violently reconfigured the very world he was describing. The
  trilogy thus has a second personal thread running through it, and intimately connected, the growth not only of a gay man, but of a driven and ambitious writer, of extraordinary gifts, destined to
  define gay literature for a generation.


  Whites earlier two novels, though both first-person narrations, had been very different from the astonishingly frank chronicles that were to follow. Each approached the question of how to
  write gay fiction in its own way His brilliant debut, Forgetting Elena (1973), reads the gay social and sexual rituals of Fire Island in terms of the parallel rituals of tenth-century
  Japanese court life, idle and gossipy, profoundly hierarchical if superficially egalitarian, where decorous social behaviour contrasted with brutal sensuality, and
  ethics were liable at any time to be overruled by aesthetics. Whites book is itself an aesthetic conundrum, of dreamlike ingenuity, in which an amnesiac narrator learns through observation
  the codes of a specialized world. Nocturnes for the King of Naples, published five years later, is a confessedly baroque novel, a sequence of highly wrought addresses to an absent male
  lover. The narrative voice is subjective, self-analytic, self-accusing, in the manner of Whites later books, but the plot unfolds with none of their airy and compulsive
  candour, being glimpsed obliquely, a partial mystery revealed through fragments and refractions. White at this time, like other gay artists before him, treasured the baroque aesthetic for its moral
  ambivalence, for making little distinction between ornament and substance  feelings hidden in digressions, in the expressive uncurling of a metaphor.


  Anyone who reads A Boys Own Story will be struck by the contrasts in it between a plain brisk clear-eyed language in which any boys story might be told, and the luxuriance
  of its similes, which open up beyond the mundane world a shimmer of secret reference and private value. Even when White writes of suppressing his urges the metaphor he uses, of a candle snuffed
  out, multiplies with an unsuppressible life of its own  a candle, two candles, a row of twenty, until the lens pulled back to reveal an entire votive stand exhaling a hundred thin
  lines of smoke as a terraced offering before the shrine. These unfurling images seem to translate libido into style, the unstoppable expressions of a hidden life. Adolescent experience is
  both intense and incommunicable; being so much discovery it also seems, to the accustomed adult eye, disproportionate: its the particular curse of adolescence that its events are
  never adequate to the feelings they inspire, that no unadorned retelling of those events can suggest the feelings. A kind of figurative exuberance (which will never be lost from
  Whites writing, and remains one of its magical pleasures) is therefore especially marked in this book, where it not only gives body to adolescent reverie and conjecture, but subtly recreates
  the frame of reference of a receptive child whose sense of the world comes through reading and music as much as through direct experience.


  A Boys Own Story is a book about loneliness  if the story now seems to embody the experience of a whole generation, its of the essence that to the narrator it seems
  his alone, the belated sharing of something at the time incommunicably his own. I had ached and writhed with loneliness, twisting round and smearing it on me as though it were
  a tissue of shame pouring out of my body: shameful, familiar, the fell of shame. The fourteen-year-old who has been reading Wilde and Balzac and Thomas Mann has been reading Hopkins too
   I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day  and wraps himself in the fell, a second animal skin, of self-disgust and isolation. Imagining the aura of the male bodies
  around him at school, he sees it as a kind of oriflamme, if that means the golden banner a knight wraps himself in; he could by now have found out if it does mean that, but the
  potency of the word lies in that first teenage surrender to its literary magic, and as it were to its protection.


  In a book about isolation, likenesses proliferate like daydreams around ordinary objects and people, lending fantasy narratives to them, resonances that fill the empty spaces. The rapt habit of
  describing people (White was from the start a superb portraitist) entails, at this youthful stage, recasting them in images out of art and literature. The body of Kevin, the younger boy with whom
  the narrator first experiences the unguessed miracle of mutual pleasure in a simple sex-act, is exquisitely described, transmuted against the late sun into an emblem, the waves dragon scales
  writhing under a sainted knights halo. The observers gift is also from the start the aesthetes, or alchemists. To catch a likeness is, however remotely, to
  possess, and what has been possessed may be retained through the strange mnemonic chemistry of metaphor. So in a later book White speaks of giving a young man he was in love his metaphorical
  due, captured and let go like a dragon-fly, but fixed for ever on the page.


  Its the essence of this adolescents world that he doesnt belong there, and his mind is burningly, sickeningly possessed by what he cant have. He seems, indeed, to be
  a figure in the unrealistic literature he reads  a changeling, a prince, a person with some as yet unguessed but redemptive identity. The necessity of escape is also a dream of Europe
   that deep American dream that has moved generations of writers, and a profound and lasting pull in Whites life and writing. The imagery of royalty permeates the book, a further magic
  sprinkled on American democracy, a secret power. He sees himself as a dying king, or as a dauphin; a girl he optimistically dates is royalty, her beauty
  a Trooping of the Colour; another beloved boy is seen as a paupered prince. In his own fondest if most dangerous fantasy he is the harsh young lord,
  the prince with the pewter ornament stuck in his hat, who dominates and then betrays his older lover. The prince as sexual autocrat abuses his own power, condemns the older man he has
  seduced in order to save himself  so there is, as he shockingly discovers, something toxic as well as liberating in the fantasy persona.


  Its a marvel of A Boys Own Story that this subjective realm coexists with the piercingly exact depiction of the social worlds of the boys schools, his home-towns,
  his already divorced parents. The remarried father, an unsocial businessman with his own strange routines (working at night) and socially ambitious new wife; the desperate amorous mother, taking
  her son with her to restaurants and bars where her efforts to pick up a new man seem hauntingly to prefigure the compulsions of the narrator: both are extraordinary presences in the book, in their
  complex mixture (for the son) of power and irrelevance. If the compulsions of sex, and of telling the truth about it, are united at the heart of Whites writing, he has, almost as strongly,
  an avid, insatiable interest in other people; and if his first curiosity will be about those peoples sex-lives, he is also hungry for all the oddities and accidents of their life-stories,
  and acutely responsive to the strange nexus of character, mood and appearance. He is the least boastful, the least narcissistic of autobiographers. The intense life-likeness of the social world in
  his novels is achieved in part through the retentive accumulation of anecdote, gleeful gossip tested against sharp observation and coloured always, however delicately, with glamour, a tribute to
  the mystery of other lives. He absorbs and reconstitutes his subjects, but never reduces them. In the longer perspective of his later memoirs we can see him return to individuals  lovers,
  writers, and, most hauntingly, his parents  whom he has already portrayed in fictional form. To contemplate these versions side by side is to enter into the imponderables of art, the
  adjacent claims, when it comes to portraiture, of accuracy and artful arrangement, plain fact and wise condensation. We see that all are works of art, executed at different times and with varying
  freedoms of style.


  To say all this is to run a little ahead of A Boys Own Story, which will lead to these later books, with their busy social panoramas, but which retains the painful essence of
  being out of, and not yet ready for, the swing of the world. Its amazing luxuriance of recall  of what was done, said, felt or merely imagined  makes it a defining study of a phase of
  life many writers struggle, if they try at all, to re-enter. It distils a state of mind where loneliness and desire are so fused as to be indistinguishable. Something of this must lie at the heart
  of Whites life-long sex-obsession, so memorably evoked, in all its addictive compulsion, in his subsequent fiction and memoirs  the thousands of sex-partners totted up in The
  Farewell Symphony (and, he later claimed, dramatically reduced, for fear readers wouldnt believe him). The youthful self-portrait in A Boys Own Story projects, as you
  would expect, a complex psychological light on all that will follow. It was written when the subject was about forty, and judging perhaps that this was the personal as well as the historical moment
  to trace his own earlier history.
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  ONE


  Were going for a midnight boat ride. Its a cold, clear summer night and four of us  the two boys, my dad and I  are descending the stairs that
  zigzag down the hill from the house to the dock. Old Boy, my dads dog, knows where were headed; he rushes down the slope beside us, looks back, snorts and tears up a bit of grass as
  he twirls in a circle. What is it, Old Boy, what is it? my father says, smiling faintly, delighted to be providing excitement for the dog, whom he always called his best friend.


  I was bundled up, a sweater and a Windbreaker over todays sunburn. My father stopped to examine the bottom two steps just above the footpath that traveled from cottage to cottage on our
  side of the lake. This afternoon he had put in the new steps; fresh boards placed vertically to retain the sand and dirt, each braced by four wooden stakes pounded into the ground. Soon the steps
  would sag and sprawl and need to be redone. Whenever I came back from a swim or a trip in the outboard down to the village grocery store, I passed him crouched over his eternal steps or saw him up
  on a ladder painting the house, or heard his power saw arguing with itself in the garage, still higher up the hill on the road.


  My father regarded guests as nuisances who had to be entertained over and over again. Tonights expedition was just such a duty. But the boys, our guests sons, didnt register
  the cheerlessness of the occasion and thought it was exciting still to be up at such an hour. They had run on down to the water as I lingered obediently beside my father, who caressed the steps
  with the flashlight. The boys were racing to the end of the dock, feet pounding the boards. Old Boy started out after them, but then came back to round us up. Now Kevin was threatening to push his
  little brother in. Squeals, breathing, a tussle, then release, followed by the sound of two boys just being.


  As Dad and I went on down, his flashlight veered off into the water, scaring a school of minnows and illuminating bands of sand. The Chris-Craft, moored to the short end of the L formed by the
  dock, was big, heavy, imposing. Two tarpaulins covered it; one was a square, corners rounded, that fitted over the two seats in front; the other was a smaller, perfect rectangle that protected the
  bucket seat aft of the engine, which itself lay concealed, redolent of gasoline, under the double wood doors trimmed in chrome. The canvas, as I undid the grommets and gathered in its folds, had
  the familiar smell of a sour washcloth. Neither my father nor I moved very gracefully over that boat. We were both afraid of the water, he because he couldnt swim, I because I was afraid of
  everything.


  Dads most constant attribute was the cigar clenched between his small, stained teeth. Since he could usually be found in an air-conditioned house or office or car, the system under his
  control, he saw to it that the smoke and smell filtered evenly and thickly into every corner of his world, subduing those around him; perhaps, like a skunk parent, he was steeping us in his
  protective stink.


  Although it was chilly and I had on a sweater and jacket, I was wearing Bermuda shorts; the wind raised goose bumps on my legs as I installed the wooden flagpole at the stern, an accoutrement
  patriotism forbade at night but which we needed for the white light that glowed from its top. How the electricity could run through this pole as soon as it was plugged into its socket mystified me;
  I dared not ask Dad for an explanation lest he give me one. The leather seats were cold, but they warmed under flesh soon enough, skin to skin.


  Pulling away from the dock generated high anxiety (pulling in was worse). My father, whod been a Texas cowboy as a young man, could laugh at twisters and rattlers, but everything about
  this alien medium  cold, bottomless, sliding  alarmed him. He was wearing his absurd captains hat (all his leisure clothes were absurd  jokes, really
   as though leisure itself had to be ridiculed). He was half standing behind the wheel. The motors were churning, the spotlight on the bow was gyrating, the red tip of his cigar was pulsing.
  Id ventured out on the deck, untied the ropes, tossed them in, jumped in the boat myself; now I was crouched just behind my father. I was wielding a long pole with a hook on one end, the
  sort used to open upper windows in stuffy grade schools. My job was to push us safely out of the berth before my father threw the toiling motors into gear. It was all an embarrassment. Other men
  moored their powerboats with a single line, backed away from docks in a simple, graceful arc, talking all the while, and other mens sons scrambled like agile monkeys across lacquered decks,
  joking and smiling.


  We were under way. The speedboat lunged forward with so much force that we were pressed back against our seats. Peter, Kevins seven-year-old brother, was in the rumble seat, his hair
  streaming under the rippling flag, his mouth open to scream with delighted fear, though the sound was lost behind gales of wind. He waved a skinny arm and with his other hand clutched a chromium
  grip beside him; even so, he was posting high as we spanked over someone elses wake. Our own was thrown back from the prow. The night, intent seamstress, fed the fabric of water under the
  needle of our hull, steadily, firmly, except the boat wasnt stitching the water together but ripping it apart into long white shreds. Along the shore a few house lights here and there peered
  through the pines, as fleeting as stars glimpsed through the moving clouds above. We shot past an anchored boat of fishermen and their single kerosene lamp; one of them shook his fist at us.


  The lake narrowed. Over to the right lay the nine-hole golf course (I knew it was there, though I couldnt see it) with its ramshackle clubhouse and wicker armchairs painted green, its
  porch swing on creaking chains. Once a month we showed up there late for Sunday supper, our clothes not right, our talk too distant and forthright, the cigar a foul smudge pot set out to ward off
  the incoming social frost.


  Now Dads cigar had gone out and he stopped the boat to relight it. From our high windy perch we drifted down. Engine cut to a mild churning. When the exhaust pipe dipped above water
  level, it blatted rudely. Boy, Im soaked! Peter was screaming in his soprano. Im freezing. Gee, you sure let me have it!


  Too much for you, young fellow? my father asked, chuckling. He winked at me. The children of visitors (and sometimes their fathers) were usually called young fellow,
  since Dad could never remember their names. Old Boy, who had been squinting into the wind, his head stuck out beyond and around the windshield, was now prancing happily across the cushions to
  receive a pat from his master. Kevin, sitting just behind my father, said Those fishermen were mad as hell. Idve been, too, if some guy in a big fat-ass powerboat scared off my
  fish.


  My father winced, then grumbled something about how they had no business . . .


  He was hurt.


  I was appalled by Kevins frankness. At such moments, tears would come to my eyes in impotent compassion for Daddy; this invalid despot, this man who bullied everyone but suffered the
  consequences with such a tender, uneducated heart! Tears would also well up when I had to correct my father on a matter of fact. Usually Id avoid the bother and smugly watch him compound his
  mistakes. But if he asked my opinion point-blank, a euphoria of sadness would overtake me, panicky wings would beat at the corners of the shrinking room and, as quietly and as levelly as possible,
  Id supply the correct name or date. For I was a lot more knowledgeable than he about the things that could come up in conversation even in those days, the 1950s.


  But knowledge wasnt power. He was the one with the power, the money, the right to read the paper through dinner as my stepmother and I watched him in silence; he was the one with the
  thirty tailor-made suits, the twenty gleaming pairs of shoes and the starched white dress shirts, the ties from Countess Mara and the two Cadillacs that waited for him in the garage, dripping oil
  on the concrete in the shape of a black Saturn and its gray blur of moons. It was his power that stupefied me and made me regard my knowledge as nothing more than hired cleverness he might choose
  to show off at a dinner party (Ask this young fellow, he reads, hell know). Then why did his occasional faltering bring tears to my eyes? Was I grieving because he didnt
  possess everything, absolutely everything, or because I owned nothing? Perhaps, despite my timidity, I was in a struggle against him. Did I want to hurt him because he didnt love
  me?


  Within a moment Kevin had made things right by asking Daddy how he thought the hometown baseball team would do next season. My father was soon expatiating on names and averages and strategies
  that meant nothing to me, the good spring training and the bad trade-off. When Kevin challenged him on one point, Dad laughed good-naturedly at the boys spunk (and error) and set him
  straight. I rested my arm on the rubber tread of the gunwale beside me and my chin on my arm and stared into the shiny water, which was busy analyzing a distant yellow porch light, shattering the
  simple glow into a hundred shifting possibilities.


  The baseball talk went on for some time as we rocked in our own wake, which had overtaken us. We were drifting toward an island and its abandoned summer hotel, moth-white behind slender,
  silver-white birches. The motor wallowed, the sound of an old car with a bad muffler. My father usually felt uncomfortable with other men, but he and Kevin had now found a way to talk to each other
  and I half listened to the low murmurs of their voices  or rather of Daddys monologue and Kevins sounds of assent or disagreement. This was Dads late-night voice;
  ruminative, confiding, unending. Old Boy recognized it from their dawn walks together and circumspectly placed his nose between his paws on the cushion beside Dad. Little Peter crawled up over the
  hatch and listened to the sports talk; even he knew names and averages and had an opinion or two. After hed been silent for a while I looked around and saw hed fallen asleep, his head
  thrown back over the edge of the cushion and his mouth open, his right hand twitching.


  By now wed entered the narrows that led into a smaller, colder branch of the lake. The lights of a car, after excavating a tunnel out of the pines halfway up the shore, dipped from view
  and then suddenly shot out across the water, which looked all the blacker and choppier in the brief glare. I had rowed laboriously over every mile of the lake; it was a mild sort of pleasure to see
  those backbreaking distances beautifully elided by the Chris-Craft. For Dad had gunned the motors again and we were sitting once more on our high, thundering throne. We passed a point where the
  clipped lawns of an estate flowed down from a white mansion and its lit, curtained windows. Late last Sunday afternoon, as I was pulling hard through the turbulent water at the point, Id
  seen a young man in a seersucker suit and a girl in a party dress. They had sauntered up the hill away from me, he slightly in the lead, she swinging her arms high in an exaggerated way, as though
  she were a marionette. The sun found a feeble rainbow in the mist above a sprinkler and made the grass as green and uniform as baize. The light gave the couple long, important shadows.


  All around me  at the post office where we had a box, in the general store, on docks, sailboats and water skis  young people with iodine-and-baby-oil tans, trim bodies and
  faultless teeth were having fun. A boat would glide across the setting sun, the shadow of a broad-shouldered teen inhabiting the white sail. At the village dock Id look up from my outboard
  to see two young men walking past, just a sliver of untanned skin visible under the hems of their shorts. As I sat high up the hill on our porch swing, reading, Id hear them joking as they
  sunned on the white diving raft below. Id see them up close at the country club suppers  the boy with the strong chin and honey-brown hands, in blazer and white cotton pants, seating
  his mother, her nose like his but pointier, her hair as blond but fogged with gray. These were the women who wore navy blue and a single piece of woven yellow and pink gold, whose narrow feet were
  shod in blue and white spectators, who drove jaunty station wagons, who drank martinis on porches with rattan furniture and straw rugs and whose voices were lower than most mens. Up close
  they smelled of gin, cocoa butter and lake water; we sometimes sat next to such a woman and her family at a communal table. Or Id see these women at the little branch of Saks Fifth Avenue in
  a town not far away. They pretended they were bored or exasperated by their childrens comings and goings: Dont even bother to tell me when youll be home, Scott, you know
  youve never kept your word yet. I saw it all and envied those sons their parents and those parents their sons.


  My father was never tan. He had a huge belly; his glasses werent horn-rim or translucent pink plastic (the two acceptable styles) but black with bronze metallic wings; he seldom drank
  cocktails; he didnt act as if he were onstage  he had no attractive affectations. Although my stepmother had risen socially as high as one could rise in that world, shed done
  so on her own. My father never took her anywhere; she was as free as a spinster and as respectable as a matron. When she was with us at the cottage during the summer, she forgot about society and
  helped my father with his steps or his painting, she read as much as I did, arranged for good meals and rusticated. Once in a while, one of her elegant friends would drop by for lunch, and suddenly
  the house was electrified by the energy of those women  their excitement, their approval, their laughter, their thrilling small talk, an art as refined (and now as rare) as marquetry. My
  father would beam at these guests and pat their hands and pour them thimblefuls of brandy after their doll-size luncheons. Then theyd limp away in a broken-down car, millionairesses in old
  cardigans covered with cat hairs, their wonderful vibrant voices their only badge of breeding.


  My father was courtly but dim. I was even dimmer. I read so much in the house (on the bed in my room, on the couch in the living room, on the shaded bench at the foot of the dock) that I
  hadnt gotten a tan. At least my clothes were right (my sister had seen to that), but I felt all dressed up with no place to go.


  Unlike my idols I couldnt play tennis or baseball or swim freestyle. My sports were volleyball and Ping-Pong, my only stroke the sidestroke. I was a sissy. My hands were always in the
  air. In eighth grade I had appeared in the class pageant. We all wore togas and marched solemnly in to a record of Schuberts Unfinished. My sister couldnt wait to tell me I
  had been the only boy whod sat not cross-legged on the gym floor but resting on one hand and hip like the White Rock girl. A popular quiz for masculinity in those days asked three questions,
  all of which I flunked: (1) Look at your nails (a girl extends her fingers, a boy cups his in his upturned palm); (2) Look up (a girl lifts just her eyes, a boy throws back his whole head); (3)
  Light a match (a girl strikes away from her body, a boy toward  or perhaps the reverse, I cant recall). But there were less esoteric signs as well. A man crosses his legs by resting
  an ankle on his knee; a sissy drapes one leg over the other. A man never gushes; men are either silent or loud. I didnt know how to swear: I always said the final g in
  fucking and I didnt know where in the sentence to place the damn or hell.


  My father was just a bit of a sissy. He crossed his legs the wrong way. He was too fussy about his nails (he had an elaborate manicuring kit). He liked classical music. He was not an easygoing
  guy. But otherwise he passed muster: he was courageous in a fight; he was a strong, skilled athlete; not many things frightened him; he had towering rages; he knew how to swear; he was tirelessly
  assertive; and he had a gamblers good grace about losing money. He could lose lots of it in business and walk away, smiling and shrugging.


  *


  Kevin was the sort of son who would have pleased my father more than I did. He was captain of his Little League baseball team. On the surface he had good manners, but they were
  born of training, not timidity. No irony, no superior smirks, no fits of longing or flights of fancy removed him from the present. He hadnt invented another life; this one seemed good
  enough. Although he was only twelve, he already throbbed with the pressure to contend, to be noticed, to be right, to win, to make others bend to his will. I found him rather frightening, certainly
  sexy (the two qualities seemed linked). Because I was three years older, I guessed he expected me to be ahead of him in most ways, and that first night in the boat I was silent in order not to
  disillusion him. I wanted him to like me.


  Kevin may have been cocky, but he wasnt one of those suave country club boys. He wasnt well groomed and I dont think he thought about such things; he didnt date girls
  yet and he wore clothes unironed out of the dryer until they got dirty and his mother threw them back into the washer. He still watched cartoons on television before an early supper and when he was
  sleepy he leaned against his father, eyes blinking and registering nothing. His seven-year-old brother, Peter, was a nervous boy, morbidly eager to be just like Kevin.


  As my father barked commands, Kevin and Peter and I secured the Chris-Craft to the dock and covered it with canvas. We climbed the many steps up to the house, Old Boy blazing the trail, then
  darting back to urge my father on. The house was brilliant with lights. Kevins parents had bumped me from my upstairs room, the place where last week I had read Death in Venice and
  luxuriated in the tale of a dignified grown-up who died for the love of an indifferent boy my age. That was the sort of power I wanted over an older man. And I awakened to the idea that a great
  world existed in which things happened and people changed, took risks  more, took notice: a world so sensitive, like a grand piano, that even a step or a word could awaken vibrations in its
  taut strings.


  Since the house was built on a very steep hill, the basement wasnt underground, though its cinderblock walls did smell of damp soil. There were only two rooms in the basement. One was a
  rumpus room with a semicircular glass-brick bar that could be lit from within by a pink, a green and an orange bulb (the blue had burned out).


  The other room was long and skinny, the wall facing the lake broken by two large windows. Ordinarily a Ping-Pong table was set up in here, its green net never quite taut. Under the overhead lamp
  my father would lunge and swear and shout and slam or stretch to the very edge of the net to tap the ball delicately into the enemys court (for his opponent was inevitably the
  enemy, challenging his wind, strength, skill, prowess). Whenever my sister, a champion athlete, was at the cottage, she enjoyed this interesting power over Dad, while my stepmother and I sat
  upstairs and read, curled up in front of the fire with Herr Pogner the Persian cat (named after my harpsichord teacher). The cat dozed, feet tucked under her chest, though her raised ears, thin
  enough to let the lamplight through, twitched and cocked independently of one another with each Damn! or Son of a bitch! or Gotcha, young lady, got you
  there floating up through the hot-air vents in the floor. My sisters fainter but delighted reproaches (Oh, Daddy, or Really, Daddy) didnt
  merit even the tiniest adjustment of those feline ears. My stepmother, deep in her Taylor Caldwell or Jane Austen (she was a compulsive, unselective reader), was never too mesmerized by the page
  not to know when to hurry to the kitchen to present the inevitable victor  drawn, grinning  with his pint of peach ice cream and box of chocolate grahams, which my father would eat in
  his preferred way, a pat of cold butter on each cracker.


  Tonight there was no game. The grown-ups were sitting around the fire sipping highballs. Downstairs the table had been replaced by three cots for us boys. Kevins parents sent their sons
  to bed but I was allowed to stay up for another half hour. I was even given a weak highball of my own, though my stepmother murmured, Im sure he would rather have orange
  juice.


  For Chrissake, my father said, smiling, give the fella a break. I was grateful for this unusual display of chumminess and, to please him, said nothing and nodded a
  lot at what the others said.


  Kevins parents, especially his mother, were unlike any other grown-ups Id met. They were both Irish, she by origin, he by derivation. He drank till he became drunk, his eyes moist,
  his laugh general. He had a handsome face projected onto too much flesh, black hair that geysered up at the end of the formal walkway of his parting, large red hands that went white at the knuckles
  when he picked something up (a glass of whiskey, say) and a tender, satirical manner toward his wife, as though he were a lazy dreamer whod been stirred into action by this spitfire.


  She said damn and hell and drank whiskey and had two moods  rage (she was always shouting at Kevin) and mock rage, appealingly ardent sort of simmering. Virtue Stymied:
  All right then, be gone with you, shed say, feisty and submissive, or Of course youll be having another drink.


  It was all playacting and intended to be viewed as such. She had temperament because she was Irish and had been trained as an opera singer. If she wandered into a room and found
  Kevins T-shirt balled and hurled in a chair, shed start bellowing, Kevin OMalley Cork, get in here and get in here now. Look alive! Nothing could
  restrain these outbursts, not even the knowledge that Kevin was out of earshot. Her arms would stiffen, her clenched fists would dig into her slim flanks and bunch up her dress, her nose would pale
  and her thin hair, the color of weathered bricks, would seem to go into shock and rise to reveal still more of her scalp. Because of her operatic training, her voice penetrated every corner of the
  house and had an alto after-hum that buzzed on in the round metal tabletop from Morocco. During the mornings she chain-smoked, drank coffee and sat around in a silk robe that revealed and
  highlighted her bony body. With her freckled face, devoid of makeup, rising above this slippery red sheen, she looked like an angry young man trapped in travesty as a practical joke.


  This couple, with their liquor and cigarettes and roguish, periodic spats, struck my stepmother as cheap. Or rather, the woman was cheap (men cant be cheap). The husband, my
  father later decided, wasnt stable (their money was by no means secure). Though they lived in a mansion with a swimming pool and antique furniture, they rented it, probably the
  furniture as well.


  The Corks were both climbers, he in business, she in society; they seemed to me fascinating shams. I especially admired the way Kevins mother, so obviously a bohemian, hard
  drinker and hell raiser, had toned down her exuberance enough to win invitations to a few polite functions, those given by the Womens Club if not by the Steinway Club (the
  Steinway pretended to be nothing but a little gathering of ladies who liked to play four-hand versions of Mister Haydns symphonies, though it was in fact the highest social
  pinnacle). In pursuit of such heights, Mrs. Cork had reduced her damns and hells by the end of the week with us to darns and hecks. I had to admire the way Mrs.
  Cork was pretending to be shocked by the innocent improprieties that so excited my stepmother. I could tell Mrs. Cork had palled around with real screwballs, even unwed couples  it was just
  a sense I had. When I took her out one day in a motorboat alone, she and I happily discussed opera. We cut the motor and drifted. I relaxed and became animated to the point of effeminacy; she
  relaxed and became coarser. Oh, my boy, she promised me in her brogue, you want to hear fine singing, Ill play you my John McCormack records, make you weep your damn
  eyes out of their bloody sockets. That Lucevan le stelle, itll freeze your balls. I shrieked with delight  we were conspirators whod somehow found
  ourselves stranded together here in a world of unthrillable souls. I dreamed of running off and becoming a great singer; I walked through the woods and vocalized.


  Tonight we had not yet made our rapport explicit, but I was already wise to her. She had through circumstance ended up not on the La Scala stage but in this American cottage, married to an
  affable, overweight businessman. Now her job was to ingratiate herself with people who would help her husband in his career (lawyer for industry); she was retaining just enough brogue and
  temperament to be a character. Characters  conventional women with minor eccentricities  flourished in our world, as Mrs. Cork had no doubt observed. But shed
  failed to notice that the characters were all old, rich and pedigreed. Newcomers, especially those of moderate means, were expected to form an attractive but featureless chorus behind our few
  madcap divas.


  Time for bed, young fella, my father said at last.


  Downstairs I undressed by the colored light of the glass-brick bar and, wearing just a T-shirt and jockey shorts, hurried into the dark dormitory and slipped into my cot. Nights on the lake are
  cold even in July; the bed had two thick blankets on it that had been aired outside that day and smelled of pine needles. I listened to the grown-ups; the metal vents conducted sound better than
  heat. Their conversation, which had seemed so lively and sincere when I had witnessed it, now sounded stilted and halting. Lots of fake laughter. Silences became longer and longer. At last everyone
  said good night and headed upstairs. Another five minutes of moaning pipes, flushing toilets and padding feet. Then long murmured consultations in bed by each couple. Then silence.


  You still awake? Kevin called from his bed.


  Yes, I said. I couldnt see him in the dark but I could tell his cot was at the other end of the room; Peter was audibly asleep on the cot between.


  How old are you? Kevin asked.


  Fifteen. And you?


  Twelve. You ever done it with girls?


  Sure, I said. I knew I could always tell him about the black prostitute Id visited. You?


  Naw. Not yet. Pause. I hear you gotta warm em up.


  Thats correct.


  How do you do it?


  I had read a marriage manual. Well, you turn the lights down and kiss a long time first.


  With your clothes on?


  Of course. Then you take off her top and play with her breasts. But very gently. Dont get too rough  they dont like that.


  Does she play with your boner?


  Not usually. An older, experienced woman might.


  You been with an older woman?


  Once.


  They get kinda saggy, dont they?


  My friend was beautiful, I said, offended on behalf of the imaginary lady.


  Is it real wet and slippery in there? Some guy told me it was like wet liver in a milk bottle.


  Only if the romantic foreplay has gone on long enough.


  How longs enough?


  An hour.


  The silence was thoughtful, as though it were an eyelash beating against a pillowcase.


  The guys back home? Guys in my neighborhood?


  Yes? I said.


  We all cornhole each other. You ever do that?


  Sure.


  What?


  I said sure.


  Guess youve outgrown that by now.


  Well, yeah, but since there arent any girls around . . . I felt as a scientist must when he knows hes about to bring off the experiment of his career: outwardly calm,
  inwardly jubilant, already braced for disappointment. We could try it now. Pause. If you want to. As soon as the words were out of my mouth I felt he wouldnt come
  to my bed; he had found something wrong with me, he thought I was a sissy, I should have said Right instead of Thats correct.


  Got any stuff? he asked.


  What?


  You know. Like Vaseline?


  No, but we dont need it. Spit will  I started to say do, but men say work  work. My penis was hard but still bent
  painfully down in the jockey shorts; I released it and placed the head under the taut elastic waistband.


  Naw, you gotta have Vaseline. I might be knowledgeable about real sex, but apparently Kevin was to be the expert when it came to cornholing.


  Well, lets try spit.


  I dont know. Okay. His voice was small and his mouth sounded dry.


  I watched him come toward me. He, too, had jockey shorts on, which appeared to glow. Though barechested now, hed worn a T-shirt all through Little League season that had left his torso
  and upper arms pale; his ghost shirt excited me, because it reminded me he was captain of his team.


  We pulled off our shorts. I opened my arms to Kevin and closed my eyes. He said, Its colder than a witchs tit. I lay on my side
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