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Epigraph

He who cannot howl

Will not find his pack.

—CHARLES SIMIC, “AX”

Money destroys human roots wherever it is able to
penetrate. . . . It easily manages to outweigh all
other motives, because the effort it demands of the
mind is so very much less. Nothing is so clear and
so simple as a row of figures.

—SIMONE WEIL, THE NEED FOR ROOTS
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Chapter 1

Mornings Were Difficult

My name is Christopher Woods, but just about everyone calls me Kip. Soon, I’m going to be finding out what the judge has decided to “give me,” though it’s really what will be taken away, such as the right to sleep in my own bed, retire and rise on my own schedule, go to the movies, take walks, drink wine, and just about every other of life’s pleasures, heretofore taken for granted. It would have been less stressful if sentencing had come immediately on the heels of the verdict, but it might be a good sign that it wasn’t. Despite the encouraging words of counsel, I knew from the start that a not guilty verdict was a pipe dream, and, while the lawyers continue to be insistently, almost insanely optimistic, it’s quite likely there’s a lot more than a slap on the wrist in store for me.

I recently read a report written by an Israeli novelist about his six months in a coma following a head injury in the Six Days War, a dreamy, often phantasmagoric record of the visions he had while hovering between life and death. I am certainly not comatose, and instead of visions I am beset with piercing and exact memories, but I do feel as if I am hovering between two distinct states of being—my life in New York City and my impending incarceration. It must be said, however, that in the ways it matters most, I’ve been something of a prisoner my entire life.

But being a prisoner in a cell of your own design and acting as your own warden and parole board is at a considerable remove from a real penitentiary, and as I await my sentence I have decided my life took its first turn toward the present disaster on March 12, 1997. I had been out late the night before with a woman named Laurie Kaplan, whose father was a client at Adler Associates, the small investment firm where I worked. Laurie was an actress, currently in a Sam Shepard play, though in real life she was sunny, endlessly optimistic. She was my date for an AIDS benefit held at the St. Regis hotel, a dinner followed by an art auction. I spent $22,500 on a small Kiki Smith sculpture, after which the entire ballroom applauded, a sure sign I’d spent too much. I didn’t mind; it was a nice piece and a good cause—I wasn’t making huge amounts of money, but I gave regularly to that particular AIDS organization, tithing myself in accordance to the precepts of the only church to which I belonged, the Church of Not Acting Like a Selfish Jerk. I got Laurie home to her sublet on Ludlow Street about midnight and was back in my place on Charles shortly after that, read for a while, and was asleep by one thirty.

Only to be awakened four and a half hours later by a phone call. Mornings were difficult for me, increasingly so as I aged. Running out of time and all that. The rising sun a blow to the heart. Another night has passed, with kisses unkissed, confidences unspoken and left to wane, wilt, wither, and die. You do your best to perk yourself up. You remind yourself that things could be a great deal worse. You are living well, you enjoy your own company, still holding at your college weight, season tickets to the Met, so many consolations. But sadness can be sneaky, and sometimes upon waking you feel a certain degree of devastation. Wallflower’s lament, unrequited love, etcetera etcetera. You get used to it. It’s like living through a war. Or waking up every morning horribly overweight, which I’m not, or waking up homely, which I am, sort of. However, on the morning this story begins, I didn’t have time for my usual longing, and my rituals of unrequited love began to change, as if the Twelve Stations of the Cross had been suddenly supplemented with a thirteenth.

I should mention that a phone ringing in the dark did not come as a total shock to me. I was a good and grateful employee of Adler Associates, and part of what you agree to when you are overpaid by an investment firm is your boundless availability. It was wearing me out, the lack of proper rest. I was not alone in this. We were all of us old before our time. Not worn-out like lumberjacks or ironworkers. Our aging was subtler, the kind that goes with doing work that is essentially meaningless. Usually, upon waking and tending to my bodily needs, I gazed at myself curiously in the mirror over the sink, like a hypochondriac taking his own temperature or checking his blood pressure, feeling his pulse, listening to his heartbeat. I wondered if, as Orwell had warned, I had acquired the face I deserved.

My father was blessed with good looks, but I favor my grandfather—my eyes are too close together, and nothing about me is in quite the right proportion. No one has ever directly told me I was ugly, but I personally would never be attracted to someone who looks like me. Okay, we won’t call it ugliness. Lack of beauty. And it has had an effect, though I’ll never know how much of an effect, never know what my life would have been as a handsome man. I did the usual things to improve my appearance once I started making money. I ate well and kept thin. Exercised. What I couldn’t do was sleep eight hours a night, and I looked older than my years.

I picked up the phone. “Kip Woods here,” I said, as if I were on my third espresso, tracking the London Stock Exchange on my laptop.

“I figured you’d be awake,” Thaddeus said.

I checked my watch: 6:13 in New York, 11:13 London, 19:13 in Singapore.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“No. No. I’m half out of my mind. I’m sorry. I know it’s early.”

“It’s fine. What’s going on?”

“It’s this house. I’m going to lose it.” His voice, usually so smooth, aged in the cask of his own nature, was this morning strident, harsh. “It’s what’s holding us together up here. I can’t cover the taxes and the place needs a ton of work. Roof, chimneys, fireplaces, grounds, you name it. This house is goddamned historic and when I bought it I assumed a responsibility. I was going to be the one to keep it up, not screw it up.”

I have known Thaddeus Kaufman since college in Michigan. I was the editor of a fairly nutty lit magazine called My Heart Belongs to Dada, which the University of Michigan’s English Department blindly and benevolently funded, and Thaddeus had submitted a couple of conventional short stories to me, stories that had no place in my magazine, which existed primarily to celebrate experimental writing. I was far more drawn to Thaddeus than to his stories and I took and published whatever he gave me. He was tall, graceful, and casually seductive. The University of Michigan is vast and most of the people you go to school with you never really get to know, but even there in overpopulated Ann Arbor, Thaddeus managed to give hundreds of people the impression that he held them in the very highest regard. Whether he did or didn’t actually feel that way remains a mystery to me, but one thing I am sure of is that Thaddeus courted approval and affection as if he were amassing it for some impending future of solitary confinement. You’d see him on campus with his arm around some woman, or draped over the shoulder of a male friend. With his floppy long hair and sly smile, you didn’t know what to make of him. He greeted people with kisses on the left cheek and the right, like some French general or a socialite. At any rate, I took his lousy stories and we’ve been friends ever since, though the friendship has never been played out on a level field. It would have been ridiculous of me to even dream he could ever give me as much thought as I give to him.

“Sell the house,” I said. “It’s just an asset. Dump it. Move to the city.” I was more than hasty. I was unkind. He didn’t really like the city, and his wife basically detested it. Add in children, dogs and cats, and the half million wild birds Thaddeus fed throughout the year. Some of the birds seemed to recognize him, landed on his shoulders, ate out of his hand. He thought they came to the windows and glared at him if the feeders were running low. Who doesn’t want to feel like St. Francis from time to time? That house had become the center of his life, and as his career faltered (to say the least) and his hold upon the house became more and more tenuous, his attachment to it became more intense, just as a lover will crank up the heat of his own ardor if he senses his partner’s passion beginning to cool.

The house was in Windsor County, about one hundred miles north of the city. Thaddeus and Grace had owned it since he’d sold a screenplay for a great deal of money back in 1980, when his ambition to write stories and novels was on life support, and he tried his hand on a movie script, a thriller about students in a made-up Middle Eastern country who take over the U.S. embassy. As luck would have it, by the time Thaddeus’s screenplay went out, Iranian students had occupied our embassy in Tehran, and four studios competed for the rights to Hostages. The occupation of the embassy went on for 444 days, but the auction of Thaddeus’s screenplay was concluded in a matter of hours.

That house! Houses like that are like dope habits—they only get more and more expensive. Thaddeus’s and Grace’s names were on the deed, but you’d have to say that the tables had turned and now the house owned them. I don’t think Grace cared as much as he did; she had different priorities, different secrets. I warned him from the beginning not to buy that place—for reasons that were both selfish and sensible. I didn’t want him to move out of the city, but I also believed that the house was a poor investment—150 years old, in lurching disrepair, fourteen rooms, a few inhabited by creatures ranging from the meekest mice to masked, marauding raccoons, plus seventy acres, where the mice and the raccoons summered, along with deer, coyotes, wily red foxes, and the occasional bobcat. The house had a name: Orkney. Out of Walter Scott. “Writers don’t live in houses that have names,” I warned him, but my tone was probably too casual, too jokey. And there was no changing his mind, no magic words, no stunning insight that would bring him to his senses. He was determined.

The New York City he and Grace had come to know was a city up for grabs, teetering on bankruptcy. But it was also a hell of a lot of fun for those willing to take risks. Which they were not. Whatever seductiveness and open-door policy Thaddeus had pursued in Ann Arbor was nowhere to be seen in New York. Tiny apartment, no view, no light, not even a color TV. He and Grace spent their lives in isolation. They could just as well have been living in a cabin in the woods, except they rode the subway to work every morning. It was love at its worst, in many ways. The city pulsated around them but their eyes were locked on each other. Oh, and what a little Crock-Pot of frustrated ambitions they kept at a steady simmer. No one liked his writing and no one liked her painting. Did I forget to mention Grace thought of herself as a painter? Well, I wasn’t the only one who failed to take that into account. Anyhow, there they were in their union of failure and resentment and suddenly Thaddeus had his weird success. I wondered if they moved out of the city so they could ignore the fact that he was on the rise and she was going nowhere.

When I learned that the name Orkney came from The Pirate, an all but forgotten novel by Walter Scott—oh, excuse me, Sir Walter Scott—I tried to use the ridiculousness of that to dissuade Thaddeus, but the Sir Walter Scott–ness of the old place was hardly a drawback for him. It was a plus. Could have been early imprinting. His parents owned a bookshop in Chicago, where a complete set of the Scott novels was perpetually for sale, somehow symbolizing culture and the finer things in life, with leather covers, marbleized endpapers, and gold leaf on the spines’ raised bands.

Orkney’s version of leather bindings and raised gold bands was Tudor roses and fleur-de-lis, a cavalcade of sconces, a minstrel’s gallery, and lancet windows, many with stained glass. Three staircases, one to the north bedrooms, one to the south, and the third to yet another staircase, this to the third floor, a mean little warren of cramped rooms, meant for domestic staff. Thaddeus, whose idea of happiness had once been to have a story accepted by The New Yorker, now sought joy in a house full of people he could feed and entertain. I realized that his avoidance of social life in Manhattan had come from his feelings of failure. But now, he could give more because he had more and he liked that more to be seen. A little tacky, perhaps, but as suspect motives go, quite easy to forgive.

At Orkney, he could be a kind of upstate Gatsby without the terrible longing, a contented Gatsby who actually has married his Daisy. But there was something else—a vision of a new kind of life that Orkney would give them, the land, the fresh air, the Hudson River. They would have a spiritual life, something deep and lasting. Nature would imbue their lives not only with beauty but with something deep and renewing, as if their souls could thrive on photosynthesis. He’d already abandoned literature—or perhaps he thought he was just putting it aside for the time being, while the money was coming in—and he thought: If I can’t write like Tolstoy, who’s to say I can’t take a stab at living like him? What an idea! Thaddeus would be like Levin on his many acres—but a new, hipper Levin, one with the exuberant appetites of Vronsky. How did he ever think that would work out?

Orkney didn’t have serfs, but the house had come with a caretaker, who had been living for fifty years in a yellow clapboard house on the property, hidden behind a swell in the land and thirty oak trees. The caretaker’s name was Phillip Stratton, but everybody called him Hat. That caretaker was Thaddeus’s undoing. When Stratton was injured preparing the grounds for one of Thaddeus’s parties by stringing up lights high in a tree, Thaddeus, compassionately, egomaniacally, sawed off a piece of his property and gave it to the old guy.

The gesture had its ludicrous side, but if you loved Thaddeus this would only make you love him more. Wanting to be liked can bring out the best in you. No? Now the caretaker was buried in a nearby cemetery, and Jennings Stratton, Hat Stratton’s son, lived in the yellow house with a wife and two children. Even if I were to convince Thaddeus that the best—the only!—thing for him to do was unload Orkney, it would not be as easy as it ought to have been. He had complicated it in a moment of stricken largesse, and now another family was living in the center of the property, sharing the driveway, having visitors of their own, and sometimes enormous parties that rumbled on for forty-eight hours, with tents pitched and bonfires lit, horseshoe tosses, pig roasts, sing-alongs, and dancing.

Grace often attended the caretaker’s parties, but Thaddeus never did. He’d stay at his desk, tucked into one of Orkney’s seldom used north-facing rooms, as far from the sounds of the festivities as he could get, working furiously on screenplays that suddenly no one wanted to pay for, trying his best not to think about Hemingway’s line about how people go broke, gradually and then suddenly.




Chapter 2

After the Mimosa

That morning on the phone, it seemed the futility of hanging on to Orkney might be sinking in and Thaddeus was finally ready to sell the place. He said as much. “I should put this place on the market,” he said. “I should have done it a long time ago.”

“Where are you? Are you home?” For all I knew, he was in town, maybe on my corner, on his way over. I was in my boxers and T-shirt. Phone to ear, I walked to the windows, opened the blackout shades, and let what there was of a wintry Manhattan morning speak for itself. Mottled black and gray, the sky looked like a wet Wall Street Journal. My view was mainly my building’s back garden—the dormant dogwood, the wrought-iron patio furniture upholstered in snow. Wouldn’t it have been the most marvelous thing if then and there the dogwood would have burst into full bloom, its white petals with that little rusted tinge at the tip? In my position I had to at least allow for the possibility of miracles—reality itself was just not going to pull me through.

“So last night,” Thaddeus was saying, “our so-called weekend guests were still around and I invited a few other people. More the merrier, I guess. I kept on bringing out my best wines. Bought when I was stupid enough to think the money would never end. And I’m going ‘I spent so much money on glorified grape juice. I really needed to be beaten with the peoples’ scythes for sure.’”

“Where are you, Thaddeus? Right now.”

“Home,” he said. “Grace is sleeping. Guests still sleeping. So are the kids. The cats and dogs. I can’t remember the last time I had a real night’s sleep.” He paused. I heard a long intake of breath. “I feel so alone,” he said, in barely a whisper.

I couldn’t say it, but I thought it: You’ve got a houseful. You’ve been mounting your ceaseless charm offensive. So sweet to everyone, so solicitous. And by the way: you’ve also got a wife and two children. And oh yes, one other thing: your body probably carries the smell of sex from last night.

Thaddeus asked, “Are you there?”

“Yes, sure, always.” For a moment, my habitual and well-honed reserve was about to fail and I was close to saying, You need to come over here right now. Not that it would have thrown twenty years of laughs and denial into some suddenly revealing light, but it would have changed things. Lives are shaped by words and deeds, but what we don’t say might be just as powerful as what we do. Our silence works like a lathe, giving us our final form.

“Is your mortgage being foreclosed?” I asked.

“Not yet. Don’t worry, Kip, I am not asking you for a loan.”

Really? There was a touch of formality in his tone, as if he was now getting to the part of the conversation he’d rehearsed. Thaddeus had always been so of the moment, off the cuff, captain of the Good Ship Spontaneous, and those things had served him well, until, of course, the very instincts that brought him success plunged him into ignominy. A shocking development, to be sure, as if your left hand had become your right foot, or your carriage had turned into a pumpkin. He’d derailed his movie career in a burst of perverse inspiration—a Sunday brunch at a producer’s Coldwater Canyon house at which he threw his drink in the face of the host’s twenty-seven-year-old son. Who knows why Thaddeus would do something so foolish? Trouble at home? Hating himself for auditioning for an assignment he didn’t even want? What an outburst! Thaddeus always maintained that he didn’t even quite remember tossing that glass of California orange juice and California champagne, even going so far as to wonder if a dybbuk or some other fanciful, malign spirit had momentarily taken control of his actions.

But it was fatal, whatever the motivation, whatever the cause. One flick of the wrist and his career vaporized. Maybe he was already on the fade at that point, but after the Coldwater Canyon brunch he was poison. Of course, if he’d been on the top of the heap, the transgression would have eventually become an anecdote. But he was in the middle of the heap. Maybe low-middle.

He continued to try, putting together pitches and spec scripts, waiting for the phone to ring, and working his charm as if he could quip and grin his way back into contention on those occasions when someone in the business agreed to meet him for a drink. As the weeks of unemployment turned into months and then a year, and when his savings were drained and his pension fund (not under Adler management, by the way) made that doomed pilgrimage from nest egg to piggy bank, he began to denounce all of the people with whom he had once happily worked, all those friends who turned out to be acquaintances, and who seemed to have stumbled into a kind of collective amnesia, forgetting all of the favors Thaddeus had so willingly bestowed when he was able to—the introductions to agents and producers, the encouraging readings, the pep talks, the Ritalin, the loans of money and Final Draft software. A small number of the people Thaddeus had hoped would rally around him when trouble came did in fact check in with calls, notes, invitations to parties. But even those semi-loyalists drifted off—the currents in the waters in which they all swam were swift and pitiless. People just went away. And what was the point of their loyalty anyhow, those decent few? All they could offer was sympathy. No one could help.

Except for me. For this morning’s call to a rich friend, there had likely been a buildup, maybe over the course of a week. Notes scribbled. Grace might have had a hand in it, too, or she might have instigated the whole thing. “Ask Kip,” she might have said. “He’s got money and nothing to spend it on. He’s obviously in love with you and he’ll do whatever you ask.” It was something she could have said. From the moment we met, she was watching me, not sure enough to actually say anything, or maybe she had. Maybe the financial emergency had loosened her tongue. Maybe she said, Call your boyfriend and get him to buy some land from us. Grace was a scrapper; she’d never go down without a fight.

“What would you think about buying some land from us?” Thaddeus said.

He overestimated my income, my wealth. They both did. I was overpaid but I was not personally rich, just a handmaiden to the rich. The people I dealt with made donations to the Southampton SPCA that were larger than my yearly take, but to Thaddeus and Grace I was loaded. There was no getting around it: I was the rich friend.

“You’ve got a price in mind?” I asked, in my sober, global-strategist voice. Orkney was not quite a white elephant, but the upkeep was ruinous. Thaddeus’s career was gone, and Grace was, strictly speaking, an expense, not an asset. Throw in two children, two tuitions, all those meals, all those teeth.

“You mean that, Kip? Really. You would consider that?”

“Can I pick my own spot? There’s some beautiful land up there.”

“Of course. We can do a subdivision.” There was a catch in his throat. Was he tearing up?

“Hey, we’ll be neighbors,” I said, in an offhand way, as if that added benefit had just occurred to me.

Silence. I could hear him thinking: Oh no, don’t build on our beautiful pristine acres. Use this land for bird watching or picnics. Be prepared to sell it back to me when my ship comes in. Write it off your taxes. He knew nothing of the tax code, by the way.

“Here’s what I can do,” I said. “Figure out what you need and that’s what I’ll pay for it. Within reason, though. Remember—I’m not as rich as the people I work for!”

“Need? We need a lot, Kip. I won’t lie to you.”

I felt a twinge of annoyance. I knew I didn’t really have the right to ask what I was about to ask, but really there was no getting around it.

“How’s work going?” I asked, suppressing any hint of disapproval. He had gotten rich by a fluke and he was waiting for the next fluke. I couldn’t really blame him. And he was up there in Windsor County, surrounded by people who didn’t do normal days’ work—some painted, some took photos of wildlife and sunsets, some dabbled in botanical experiments, growing hybrid strains of cabbage and apples, some made occasional forays into the city to bring family heirlooms to auction, all of them living off the fumes of old fortunes. You could almost despise them, but really in the larger scheme of things they were just irrelevant. As most of us are.

“I’m at my desk day and night, no days off, no holidays,” Thaddeus said. “I’m Scrooge to my own Bob Cratchit.”

“That script you were talking about . . .”

“Which one?” he asked. “Anyhow the answer was no, pass, Pasadena, which covers everything I’ve written in the past three years. I keep on thinking I should get a regular job somewhere. But you know what? I can’t afford to get a normal job. I need more than a regular job can pay me. And anyhow I know I’m close to writing my way back into the business. And if I walk away now and get some other kind of work—not that I’m qualified to do anything in particular—then my chances of writing myself back into the movie business are pretty much wrecked. For a while, I was hoping for something at the college but you know Avon College’s film department is a hundred percent experimental and the kind of movies I worked on are really of no interest. I know this guy at Random House who thinks there’s a chance I might find some ghostwriting gig that I might be able to do fairly quickly and make a few bucks, but for the most part I’m here in front of the slot machine yanking away at it and afraid to move on because maybe the next pull is going to be the jackpot. You’ve known me forever, Kip, and you know I’m not . . .”

His voice was suddenly muffled, his hand over the mouthpiece. I heard other people coming into the room. A man’s voice, another man’s voice, a woman’s, laughter.

“Hello?” I said.

“Sorry,” he murmured. “I can’t believe these people are up and around already. It’s barely light.”

“Who are they?”

“Look, man. I better get some breakfast going here. But I have to tell you. The money. We actually need . . . It’s a lot.”

That unit of measurement—a lot—no longer had meaning to me, when it came to money. I knew too many rich people, and to them a lot could mean one hundred million dollars if they were talking about a profit shortfall, and a lot could also mean five dollars if they were talking about the tip they’d given the attendant at a parking garage.

“I’m sorry, Kip,” he said.

“No, no, it’s okay, it’s fine. These things happen.” He could be hard on himself, very hard, he could actually be brutal. I didn’t want him to suffer any further.

“I plan to buy that land back from you. You’ll get your money back and more. You’ll see.”

“Oh please. Stop.”

“I feel ashamed.”

“In front of me?”

“In front of myself.”

“It’s just money.”

“Money’s just money when you have it. When you don’t, it’s everything.”

Even over the phone, I felt the blunt physical fact of him. All the details that made him irreducibly himself. The almost-broken nose. The space between the front teeth. The shins worn bare and shiny by a lifetime of Levi’s. The thick black hair, which he still let grow long, now no longer floppy but combed back, like a Latin American diplomat. His skin was pale but his cheeks bloomed with a permanent blush. Indoors, outdoors, winter, summer, spring, and fall, he had the cheeks of a ten-year-old boy stomping snow off his boots after an hour of sledding. Everything about him pleased me and made me want to touch him. Maybe there is always one person who finds everything about one other person alluring. Maybe somewhere there is a person who feels that way about me, or you.

Every morning I thought of him. Which often meant imagining him with his wife. The imagination must play some vital evolutionary role in the survival of the species, but the imagination can be cruel. When you imagine people waking together, you don’t picture discord, or icy stares; you don’t imagine boredom, anxiety, mistrust. No one needs to rinse their mouth, no one carries a secret within them like an unexploded bomb. You imagine two people enjoying everything you long for. The imagination can be merciless, and it’s shameless, as shameless as time.

Once, in college, Thaddeus and I were in my apartment getting high and having a friendly argument about music—Rolling Stones versus Beatles. I was going on and on, my passion for winning the argument far outstripping my passion for Charlie Watts, who I insisted was ten times better than Ringo Starr. Thaddeus listened, which he was so good at. It was part of what people loved about him, his eloquent, gracious, encouraging silence. Henry James describes a woman as having a face that, in speech, was like a lighted window in the dark, but when you spoke to her the curtain was immediately drawn. Thaddeus was the opposite of that. He seemed more animated when he was listening, always leaning forward, nodding encouragingly. But as I went on about Charlie Watts, ratcheting up my admiration with each go-round, he finally said, “Oh, blow me,” not in a sexual way, but just as a way of expressing his disagreement.

I don’t know where I got the courage. A once-in-a-lifetime thing. A lightning strike. A prison cell door the jailer forgot to lock. A staircase suddenly appearing on the side of a glass mountain. He said, “Oh, blow me” and I said, “All right, I will.” He laughed, but I didn’t back down. I looked at him with as much boldness as I could muster. At last Thaddeus shrugged and said, “Hey, if you want to, go for it. I’ve never turned down a blowjob in my life.” He started to undo his faded button-fly Levi’s and stopped, rather theatrically. “Is this more or less your thing? Like, you know, are you gay?” he asked. I looked at him as if half confused, half amused, and said, “Uh . . . no. What about you?” And Thaddeus said, “Well, if you’re not, then neither am I.”

In Ann Arbor, he had a reputation and it had been earned. You wouldn’t call him needy because he generally got what he wanted, though he seemed always to want something more, something else. And you wouldn’t call him insatiable because, well, his manner was soft, considerate, he didn’t have that vulpine look in his eyes. He was carnal, perhaps even lustful; he trusted nothing more than human touch, which he believed to be more truthful than words, and who could argue with that? Mainly, he wanted to be loved, he wanted to be admired, and he metabolized love and admiration the way some people can metabolize food and remain thin. He ought to have been an actor or a singer—he needed the applause. A writer of ho-hum, derivative short stories could never garner the praise he craved.

I’d seen him with so many different girls that once I asked him, Are you actually with anyone? To which he answered, “Any port in a storm, right?” But what did that mean? Men as well as women? Pansexuality? At the time we called it polymorphous perversity. Hands, feet, mouths, anuses, vaginas—the point was pleasure, the goal was the tingle, the surge, maybe even a kind of love, delicate, frail, with the life span of a moth.

His jeans were unbuttoned and he fished himself out. I heard the scrape of something being dragged across the floor coming from the apartment above, lived in by a guy who we referred to as Professor Plum. His wife had died and the poor soul was always rearranging his furniture. Outside, the wind had picked up; a night storm was coming in and my windows shook in their frames. The walls of my room were painted white and I kept them bare, not wanting any images or posters or sayings or symbols to somehow define me in the eyes of others. The floors were bare, too. At one point I’d had a five-by-seven Persian carpet I’d bought from a thrift shop, but soon after bringing it home I rolled it up and stored it. I thought it said something about me, though I wasn’t sure what.

I took him in. The world as I had known it began to give way and it was terrifying, like crossing a frozen lake and hearing the pings and groans of the ice. I had no idea what I was doing. I had but once been inside of someone’s mouth and I’d been too frozen with self-consciousness to feel pleasure. A sophomore girl I’d been dating grew restless and uncertain with our movie and study dates and thought she might change the nature of our chummy relationship via oral sex, perhaps in the same spirit that Professor Plum tried to lessen his grief by moving the sofa from the west wall to the east. We were in her dorm room and as she went at me I scanned the spines of her books—Spinoza, Kant, Russell, Schopenhauer. She told me not to finish in her mouth, and to tap her on the head when I was close. She had ground rules. It comforted me to know that someone in the room knew what we were doing. Soon, very very soon, I tapped. She continued to grip me but moved her head, as you would lean away from a sparkler to avoid the sulfuric spit. She gave me a considerate little tidying shake and then playfully plopped down beside me and said, “My turn?” And even though she said it as if it was a question, I was in a virtual panic. The idea of orally pleasuring her was deeply disturbing to me—and somewhat mysterious, too. Thanks to porn I knew what position to take and had a general idea of the choreography. She still had her clothes on but now she was wriggling out of them, gleefully, as if preparing to jump into a cool lake on a hot afternoon. Her nakedness was not a welcome sight, but I did not flinch, any more than you would allow yourself to recoil at the bedside of a badly injured friend. My technique was absurd. I kissed her opening as if it were her mouth, one faux-passionate kiss after another, in the general vicinity of her clitoris—or so I hoped. Youth, excitement, and trust carried the day and her orgasm came quickly, a kind of vaginal sneeze. She pulled my hair, beckoning me to lie beside, which I did, and we held each other and before I could stop myself or even become fully aware of the meteor shower of emotions going through me, I began to cry. “Shh,” she said, rubbing my shoulder. “I know, I know. . . .” And to this day I can’t say with any certainty what she meant, what she knew, or thought she knew. She could have meant I know how intense that was, how wonderful. She could have meant I know you never did that before. She could have meant I know that’s not what you wanted. I really don’t know. I do know that people see you a lot more clearly than you want them to.

And here I was again, an unexpected visitor on Planet Sex. And the main thing I remembered from my first time was to ask him to tap me before he came. “Check,” Thaddeus said, which was rather flippant, but at the same time he traced my lips with the head of his penis, which I found quite romantic. I embraced him with my lips, my tongue, the roof of my mouth. But really it was my nerves, my blood, that ineffable mist that rolls silently through everyone, the thing some people call the self, and others say is the soul. I must have been gripping him too tightly; he said, Whoa. The fernlike curls of his secret hair, the brush of it against my nose, was more vivid than war and peace and the price of oil. It was somewhere between 10 P.M. and midnight. I have revisited and redone and reimagined that night countless times in my solitude. I have behaved in these imagined encounters in ways that my inexperience and shyness and fear would not permit at the time. In my imagination, I have ravished him. In my altered memories, I have made promises even a saint could not keep.

He was good enough to give me the warning tap but I didn’t heed it. I drank him in as if knowing I would be walking across a desert for the next twenty years. When he stepped away, he looked at me with what I took to be admiration.

“That was intense,” he said. “If I went over to the University Gay Freedom Alliance and let them know about your skills there’d be a line around the block.”

“There’s a University Gay Freedom Alliance?” I asked, though I was of course aware of its existence.

“Sure. But don’t worry. Everything here is on the q.t. I don’t tell and you don’t tell.”

“Of course.”

“So now what do we do? Your turn?”

“Oh no,” I quickly said. “Maybe some other time. I made it with Cindy King this afternoon and my downtown is sort of shuttered up for the rest of the day.”

“Okay, then. But it’s now or never.”

“Well, maybe a rain check.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said with a laugh.




Chapter 3

Uncle Morris

Fourteen hours after ending my phone call with Thaddeus I was expected at Morris Posner’s apartment for dinner. Morris was Thaddeus’s uncle, his mother’s younger brother. I first met Morris years before at Thaddeus’s parents’ apartment in Chicago when Thaddeus and I had driven in from Ann Arbor to attend a Stevie Wonder concert at McCormick Place. I often reflect back on Thaddeus’s mother’s expression when we appeared unannounced. You’d have thought that Thaddeus was a Jehovah’s Witness and not her son by the look Libby gave him—something between blank and beleaguered. Two long moments of silence until she said, “Well, come in, come in, Morris is visiting and we’re just sitting down to dinner.” Thaddeus waggled his brows up and down, hoping to assure me that this was all somehow comic, but I felt sick to my stomach as we followed Libby into the dining area, watching her long graying braid go back and forth like a windshield wiper between her bony shoulder blades.

Morris was happy to see his nephew. He looked secure, playful, and prosperous with his graying hair as long as Leonard Bernstein’s, a striped shirt, suspenders, a bow tie. When he learned we were in town to hear Stevie Wonder, his immediate response was “Oh, I wish that was what I was doing. Stevie Wonder is our Beethoven. He thinks in music, he breathes music, he is music.”

Somewhere along the way I mentioned my plan of moving to New York after graduation, and right before Thaddeus and I left for McCormick Place, Morris tore out a sheet from his prescription pad, circled his phone number, and wrote Call Me on it. “I am not known for idle invitations,” he said. He saw me and I saw him and his forwardness frightened me.

Morris ran his Upper West Side pediatrics practice as if he lived in Grover’s Corners, without an office staff, or an assistant, answering his own phone. He didn’t send out bills but took cash or a check right after the appointment, and he’d sooner accept seashells than run a credit card. He saw children whose parents could not afford to pay, as well as cossetted children whose parents lived nearby on Central Park West, some of whom he had taken care of when they were children. His office was in an apartment building on West Sixty-Seventh Street, and his apartment, a six-room duplex, was in the same building. He’d been living alone when we first started our monthly dinners, but now his boyfriend, a Jamaican orthopedic surgeon named Robinson Kingsford, was there most nights. Robbie owned an apartment near Roosevelt Hospital, but I think he rarely slept there. Morris was tall, lanky, pale like Thaddeus, but without the contrasting rosy cheeks. He had a soothing voice and he spoke slowly, with the cadence of those who are rarely interrupted. Robbie, on the other hand, vibrated with nervous energy, like a doctor making his rounds, his eyes and his body radiating his anxiety over being detained. He was a full foot shorter than Morris, fleshy, round faced, with a light reedy voice.

The two of them, engaged in the joint project of dragging me out of the closet, really gayed it up on the evenings I was invited over. They did everything short of wearing kimonos and putting Streisand on the stereo, while they brought up matters pertaining to same-sexing at every turn. Naturally, many of them health and death related, but they both envisioned a time when civil unions between a man and a man or a woman and a woman would be legal. They thought New York City would soon have an openly gay mayor, and Morris insisted the city had already had a few mayors in the closet. They also teased each other with a lot of name-calling—Miss Thing, Nurse Ratched, Baby Cakes, you old queen you. I found it outrageous, and to calm myself, I tried to believe that this name-calling was actually evidence of how free Morris and Robbie were with each other, and how content they were with their own human nature. Yet I could not help but wonder if that nasty talk was really a way of releasing the pressure of self-doubt and shame—maybe they were not so different from me and they, too, felt the wound of the straight world’s contempt.

Occasionally, Morris and Robbie invited some eligible bachelor to join us for dinner. The awkwardness and pointlessness was horribly embarrassing, being on display, having to think of a stranger as a possible partner, and, most of all, having to fear that tonight’s prospect might be someone who worked in my business, or knew, even vaguely, someone I knew.

Over the last couple of years Morris and Robbie had introduced me to several men—an anthropologist with a nervous laugh, a Taiwanese with an eye patch, the owner of a wine store who refused to drink what they served him, and an athletic-looking schoolteacher who I found really interesting and funny and who I even once called but who had no interest in me.

Morris and Robbie were strictly doctor-knows-best when it came to my monkish personal life. Once, I asked them to stop trying to pair me off with someone, and my tone was sharper than I’d meant it to be.

“If you want us to stop trying to fix you, then stop being broken,” Robbie said. “Choose someone, come alive, be a part of it.”

“And forget about my lousy nephew,” Morris had added. “Why fixate on a married man? Who is AC/DC at most, and even if he is would never admit to it.”

“Not everything is a choice,” I said. “Some things just are.”

“He’s in a whole different world, Kip. He may as well be dead.”

“Would you tell a Christian that about Jesus?”

“Are you kidding me?” Morris exclaimed. “Can you even hear yourself? And by the way, I do think our Christian friends are making a huge mistake.”

“And I’m not saying he’s Jesus or anything,” I said.

Morris made a show of wiping the imaginary sweat off his brow and flicking it off his fingers.

“But I am saying that just because something you desire might not be easy, or convenient, or even possible, that doesn’t stop you from wanting it.”

“At a certain point it should,” said Robbie. “It’s not surrender. It’s recalibration.”

“Well, I guess I’m not very scientific.”

Morris puffed up his cheeks and slowly let the air out. We were sitting in the front room of the apartment, which had recently been painted, and the smell of the fresh latex was in the air. Robbie had brought in three dozen roses to counteract the odor but the roses made matters worse. The TV was on without the sound, tuned to Comedy Central. Al Franken was hosting satirical coverage of the Democratic Party’s nominating convention. He was pointing at an overhead screen that showed Bill and Hillary Clinton and Al and Tipper Gore, the four of them linking arms while patriotic confetti swirled around them, looking pleased and groomed and profoundly well adjusted. Delegates danced in the aisles, their campaign placards going up and down like the pistons in an engine.

“You can change your mind,” I said to Morris and Robbie. “But feelings are stubborn. They’re not to be figured out. They have their way with you. They’re bigger than the mind.”

“Romantic poison,” Morris declared. “Feelings can be examined. They can be analyzed and they can shift.” He was, as Thaddeus had said, argumentative. Thaddeus saw little of Morris, and Morris had Thaddeus pigeonholed, calling Thaddeus Poor Thaddeus, or Our Poor Thaddeus, or Mr. Howyadoin’. He and Robbie had been up to visit Orkney just once, and Morris thought the place was pure folly, noticing every water-stained ceiling, every sputtering sconce. As far as Morris was concerned, the profusion of birds drawn to Thaddeus’s beloved feeders was a health hazard.

My plea for them to stop trying to find someone for me had no effect, and now, fourteen hours after Thaddeus’s early morning phone call, Morris and Robbie brought in an Israeli named David Beytenu, a molecular biologist in the middle of a two-year appointment at NYU. Beytenu commandeered the conversation. He had a long curly beard and a thick voice that made you want to clear your throat so he would clear his. He wanted to talk about determinism versus free will and argued vehemently against determination, as if he somehow knew that this was a worldview to which Morris, Robbie, and I adhered.

“If we believe in determinism we will have to revamp our vocabulary, a total top-to-bottom renovation. We can say someone is great because they have beautiful eyes or some other form of beauty. But they did not will these things, this is just how they are. So. Here’s the rub. Can we use the same judgment when we praise a man for risking his life for another? For determinists—and this, I must tell you, is determinism’s fatal flaw—being truthful or brave is like being beautiful or tall. It is not a matter of choice, it is just a function of being, just something we are born with.” At that, Beytenu folded his arms across his chest and sat deeper in his chair, prepared to enjoy the looks on our faces as we realized the scaffolding to our belief system had just been dismantled and now everything we had once held to be true was crashing down around us.

Beytenu must have been disappointed by what amounted to our collective shrug, and he left rather early. The three of us sat in silence for a while, and then Robbie began to clear the table.

“Can someone please tell me where this guy got the idea that we were determinists?” Robbie asked, genuinely confused.

When our laughter finally subsided, Morris and I joined Robbie in clearing the table and cleaning the kitchen. They kept a small radio over the sink and Mozart wafted from the speaker. Morris and Robbie always made me feel that human happiness was not really exotic or difficult. It was a natural thing, and it was a daily pleasure to protect and maintain your domestic tranquility. You were
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