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         “We’ll be poor, won’t we? Like people in books. And I’ll be an orphan and utterly free. Free and poor! What fun!” She stopped
            and raised her lips to him in a delighted kiss.
         

         “It’s impossible to be both together,” said John grimly. “People have found that out. And I should choose to be free as preferable
            of the two.”
         

         —F. Scott Fitzgerald,
The Diamond as Big as the Ritz

      

   
      
      
PART I


   
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      Oxford Circle

      
      For as far as the eye could see were miles and miles of Jews, families of four, five, and more packed into long, solid-brick
         rows—so many ’Steins and ’Vitzes, Silvers and Golds—each house with its own narrow scroll of front lawn and a cement patio
         big enough for exactly two folding chairs. On Robert Vishniak’s block, the 2100 block of Disston Street in Northeast Philadelphia,
         an Italian family lived three houses down from him. “Italian from Italy,” his mother liked to say, born over there, unfamiliar
         with the lay of the land, and so no one told them until it was too late that they were buying on the wrong side of the Roosevelt
         Boulevard, a highway that might as well have been a river; Jews stayed west of it and Catholics east.
      

      
      The area was known by residents as simply “the Northeast,” and Robert’s neighborhood was called Oxford Circle, named after
         a traffic circle that drivers had trouble navigating their way out of. Most of the fathers in Oxford Circle worked at government
         jobs or in factories, did physical labor, or owned small shops. The mothers stayed home with the children and were house proud.
         They hung their wet clothes on miles of line that stretched from house to house in the endless shared back driveway—the heavy canvas work shirts were spotless and the white bedsheets gleamed, as did the
         kitchen and bathroom floors that the women scrubbed, on their hands and knees, as if in worship.
      

      
      The Vishniak family moved here in 1953. Before that, they’d lived with Robert’s grandparents, Cece and Saul Kupferberg, in
         a three-story row house in Southwest Philadelphia. Robert made the fourth generation to reside in that overcrowded house,
         yet the adults greeted the arrival of the first grandchild as if he warranted his own national holiday. Saul—who worked long
         hours at the tannery and came home so tired that his dinner was often served to him in bed—asked that the baby be brought
         to him after his last glass of tea so that he might hold him for a few minutes before bed. More than once he was found with
         his arms locked around the infant, both of them fast asleep. When Robert’s young uncle Frank, just a year out of high school,
         returned each day from his job at the supermarket, he lifted the boy into the air, parading him around the living room high
         above them all, where they believed he belonged. As Robert grew, his grandmother indulged him with endless homemade desserts,
         and his aunt Lolly, who lived just down the block and did not yet have children of her own, came over every afternoon to hold
         him on her lap and smother him with kisses while declaring Robert the most beautiful child she’d ever seen.
      

      
      She was not completely biased in her assessment. He had a full face, with olive skin like his mother’s and straight black
         bangs that skimmed large brown-black eyes. On his chin and on the right but not the left cheek was a dimple that, when it
         chose to appear, seemed to be awarding a prize. Mostly, the boy smirked rather than smiled, as if possessing a secret that
         might at any moment corrupt him. Women particularly responded to his charms. When walking the child in the stroller, Stacia
         and Cece were often stopped by strangers who wanted to smile at him and, in Stacia’s words, “make fools of themselves.” A
         neighbor once took a picture, hoping to enter him in a local contest for adorable toddlers, but his mother would not hear of it—there was no cash involved, so what, Stacia
         asked, was the point? She was the only one who didn’t slobber over her son; for that matter, she didn’t hug or kiss most people,
         be they child or adult. But affection is affection, no matter where it comes from, and in Cece and Saul’s house Robert grew
         drunk on it.
      

      
      Though Stacia worried that Robert would be spoiled, she could not deny that so many babysitters, cooks, and assistants made
         her life much easier. She would have been happy to live in her parents’ house forever, paying no rent and letting others fuss
         over her firstborn, but then, when Robert was five, Stacia had another child, Barry. The second son brought none of the novelty
         of a first grandchild and was a loud, colicky baby who kept the house up all night. The adults were five years older, five
         years more crowded and tired. Cece’s father, now age ninety-five and referred to by all as “the old man,” was still occupying
         the attic and showed no sign of going anywhere. Frank was as yet unmarried and remained at home. Instead of happily making
         room for the new baby, the family wondered where on earth they’d put him. It was not that they were unloving, or neglectful,
         but they went about their duties this time with significantly less enthusiasm. Then Saul got sick, and it dawned on his wife
         that Stacia, her husband, and their growing family might stay forever, and Saul would never be able to retire. So she kicked
         them out.
      

      
      Stacia argued with her mother and then, for the first and only time in her life, she begged—“We haven’t saved enough for our
         own place; we’ll pay more into the household expenses; I’ll keep the baby quiet, I promise”—but Cece’s mind was made up. She
         folded her arms over her significant chest, told Stacia to get a mortgage like everyone else, and declared the decision final.
      

      
      They bought the house in Oxford Circle for $6,300 with 30 percent down. Even at six years old, Robert knew those figures because
         Stacia Vishniak believed that hearing what things cost was good for children, like castor oil. There was a mortgage to pay
         now, and Vishniak, who worked at the post office during the day, began moonlighting nights and weekends as a security guard. After
         Barry went off to first grade, Stacia took the school crossing guard job so that she could still keep an eye on her sons after
         school. Mornings and afternoons she ferried the children from Solis-Cohen Elementary School safely across Bustleton Avenue.
         It was a strange vocation for a woman who hated automobiles, considering them wasteful and dirty. But no crossing guard was
         more diligent, keeping her charges in line with only a look, and holding drivers to the school-crossing speed limit, memorizing
         quickly the license number of anyone who infringed. Robert’s mother not only shopped for and prepared their meals and did
         the cleaning, washing, and general housework, but she also did all her own home repairs, fixing plumbing and unclogging drains,
         plastering and painting hallways and replacing light fixtures. Every other Sunday morning Stacia mowed the small front lawn
         with a rusty hand mower. She paid all the bills, too, squeezing twenty dollars out of each nickel. If the neighbors sometimes
         gossiped about her standoffishness, her plain appearance, she ignored them. No one’s opinion mattered to her but her own.
      

      
      Eventually Saul died, followed by the old man. Cece sold her house and moved to an apartment near Stacia. Then the rest of
         the family trailed after her to Oxford Circle, so by 1960 the Vishniaks and Kupferbergs—cousins and grandparents, great-aunts
         and great-uncles—were once again within blocks of each other. And for a long time that was all Robert knew—the embrace of
         family, blocks and blocks of people who if they were not related to him, might as well have been. But he was older now, did
         not need them as he had in childhood. No matter, they still crowded around, wanting to be close. On the streets, he heard
         his name called out too many times, noticed too many familiar, familial, faces always watching him. As he grew to adolescence,
         preparing for the ceremony that would declare him a man, he could get away with exactly nothing and he began to yearn, more
         and more each year, to be a stranger.

      
      WITH SO MANY COUSINS, Cousins Club was an event to be dreaded but not ignored. Every few months his mother and her two siblings
         and most of their many cousins, and sometimes all the elderly parents as well, got together at someone’s house. The system
         that determined who hosted was part economics and part caprice—some had it twice within a short time; others were overlooked
         completely. Eventually, though, when Robert was thirteen and Barry eight, the wheel stopped on Stacia and Vishniak.
      

      
      His mother made the announcement at the dinner table that February. “The Cousins Club is here next month,” she said. “Even
         the rich cousins, back from their fancy winter vacations, are coming to look us over.”
      

      
      “When was the last time we had it?” Robert asked. He could only remember his parents leaving for other people’s houses dressed
         in their best clothes. They returned late at night, often waking up Robert with their fights; the evenings were not without
         controversy.
      

      
      “We’ve never had the club,” Stacia said. “When we lived with Cece we didn’t have to. Now we have our own place and we can’t
         escape. It’s a family obligation.”
      

      
      “Jesus!” Robert’s father said, suddenly pounding his hand on the table. The boys and their mother started in their seats and
         then looked at him, waiting for some additional verbiage, but he went back to his mashed potatoes.
      

      
      “What does the club do, Ma?” Barry asked, hoping for special passwords, or time spent in a tree house.

      
      “They play cards for money,” Stacia said. “Too much money.”

      
      “They eat like pigs,” his father added. “Like termites.” He paused. “They eat like the Russians are at Camden Bridge.”

      
      “Great!” Barry said.

      
      “It’s not great,” Robert replied, five years older and more in touch with the general sentiment. But he was desperately curious
         to meet the mysterious rich cousins—two of his grandmother’s nephews who’d been in the junk business, barely making ends meet, when
         the Second World War broke out, bringing with it the incessant demand for scrap metal. What would prosperity look like on
         the face of a Kupferberg? How, he wondered, were these cousins made?
      

      
      By now Robert knew that the children of Cece and Saul Kupferberg, while intelligent, did not have heads for business. At one
         time or another, all had tried their hand at entrepreneurship and failed. The Vishniak side of his family was no better—his
         father’s father had a brief period of entrepreneurial success as a bootlegger during Prohibition, but then his basement still
         caught fire, forcing the family to make a narrow escape as the house burned almost to the ground. Stacia and Vishniak’s story,
         while less dangerous, was no more optimistic. Just after the war they owned a candy store in South Philadelphia. A lover of
         sweets, Vishniak ordered too much merchandise and gave away endless samples, carried away by his own enthusiasm, insisting
         that generosity brought in business. Stacia, who operated the cash register, mostly stood up front, arms folded, glowering
         at the freeloaders. Vishniak hired his brothers to work for him, and often one or the other sat in the back reading books
         for their night school classes. After three years the store went belly-up, and all Robert’s father had to show for his efforts
         was a bad case of diabetes and a garage full of stale Goldenberg’s Peanut Chews.
      

      
      Were these rich cousins somehow constituted differently than the rest of the family? Or was it, as his mother claimed, merely
         luck? The rich cousins lived in the far Northeast, meaning farther north on the Roosevelt Boulevard. Even that was a mysterious
         place to Robert, a distant neighborhood where, he’d been told, brave settlers carved aluminum-sided single homes and a shopping
         mall out of a virtual wilderness.
      

      
      During the month leading up to their hosting of the club, Stacia was in a terrible mood. Theirs was a loud house with two
         boys, but in the weeks before the cousins arrived, even Barry did not dare set anything on fire, pass wind at the dinner table, or slide down the carpeted steps on his stomach yelling, “When the hell are
         we finally going to buy a used car?”
      

      
      Generally his mother could always be counted on to cheer up when his father returned from work with new treasure—a broken
         but serviceable umbrella, a man’s watch with a cracked face that still ran, a pair of barely used pantyhose, or a lady’s scarf,
         sometimes monogrammed, often still smelling of its owner’s perfume—all left behind by passengers on the bus or elevated train.
         His parents kept these collectibles in the drawers of the china cabinet in the dining room, where most people would keep their
         good silverware and cloth napkins. In the week before Cousins Club, Robert noticed Vishniak making a particular effort, but
         even when one of that week’s scarves turned out to be silk, Stacia said barely a word, her eyes scanning the living room in
         search of excess dust.
      

      
      Stacia cleaned and vacuumed, not to please her sister or brother or mother, or even the various cousins who lived blocks away
         and were seen with regularity; her worry focused utterly and completely on the two rich cousins, their wives, and a third
         man, a brother-in-law, who was also a distant relation. In their family, out of either habit or tradition, cousins often married
         cousins.
      

      
      The much-anticipated Saturday night arrived, and despite the constant shortage of parking on the block, the rich cousins somehow
         found spots in front of the house. Robert looked out the window and saw three Cadillacs in a row: pale blue, silver, and pink.
         His parents and aunts and uncles waited in the living room, assembled near the bay window, peering as if at a passing parade.
         He heard whispers of “those earrings” and “that coat” and “with all his money you’d think he could buy a better rug.”
      

      
      The rich cousins burst through the door, the men first, wearing leather jackets and jingling the change in their pockets.
         The wives had blond hair the color of yellow corn before boiling; all three wore long furs of varying colors and patterns.
         They shook hands and smiled and kissed the air like movie stars as the crowd gathered around them. Barry and Robert stood by to take their
         coats.
      

      
      After exchanging fast greetings, the men went downstairs to play poker and the women remained in the living room, sitting
         around a spread of food on snack tables—chopped liver and herring, creamed cheese stuffed inside olives, knishes and kishke
         and pumpernickel and all kinds of fruit. This was only the hors d’oeuvres. The real food came out after the men finished their
         game and joined them. It was a basic rule of all family functions that no one skimped on food, his mother and grandmother
         least of all, even if for the next six months they all ate leftovers and bought dented cans from the discount bin.
      

      
      All night, Barry and Robert made trips up and down the stairs with sweaters and overcoats, but the long furs and leather jackets
         of the rich cousins weighed as much as all the other coats combined and needed two trips. The silk linings of the three minks
         smelled of cigarettes and heavy perfume. Robert put them on top of the stuff on his parents’ bed in a heap, a mountain of
         coats.
      

      
      In the master bedroom, Barry tried to entertain Robert with his skill as a mimic. His newest impression was of an old man
         who lived down the block, an epileptic who a few months earlier had had a fit while walking his dog on Disston Street. The
         drama of the event—the barking, his wife rushing out of the house with a butter knife to put under his tongue—had been the
         talk of the neighborhood for weeks. At recess, Barry now fell to the ground regularly, wriggling, groaning, and foaming at
         the mouth to great applause from his peers; he repeated the performance for Robert that night, having achieved a kind of studied
         perfection through practice, but Robert was already bored with his brother’s small repertoire.
      

      
      “Try someone else already! What about your gym teacher, the one who’s always got his hand down his pants? Or the cashier at
         Shop N’ Bag, with the lisp, who hates when Ma comes with all her coupons?”
      

      
      But Barry would please only himself and fell onto the coats, cookie spit erupting from his mouth as he kicked out one leg
         in a series of scissorlike motions and almost tumbled off the bed.
      

      
      Robert left his brother and went out into the hall, sat on the landing where no one could see anything but his feet, and listened
         to the hum of female chatter down below and the high-pitched exclamations of delight. Fake, he thought, all fake. With the arrival of the rich cousins, the other women, when they bothered to say anything at all, spoke in high, strangled
         voices. His mother was talking about how well Robert did in school, that his teacher had suggested he apply to Central, the
         city’s academic magnet high school. How strange to hear her talking of him this way—she never did, never called him smart
         or praised him in any way.
      

      
      One of the rich cousins talked about a trip she’d taken to Florida and plans she and her husband had to visit South America,
         where gambling was legal. All the rich cousins were big gamblers, his father had told him. Was that not a lesson in itself?
      

      
      Robert walked carefully down the steps to where the women sat. Aunt Lolly winked at him and spread her arms wide. When he
         got close to her, she smothered him against her enormous bosom. Cece took his face in her hands and kissed him wetly, and
         Uncle Frank’s wife pecked his cheek. Then one of the rich cousins put her hand on his arm, a small hand with long fingers,
         nails painted red.
      

      
      “So handsooome,” she purred, clamping her fingers around his wrist, “he looks just like Monty Clift.” Finally she released
         him and he walked into the dining room.
      

      
      “What good will his looks do him?” Stacia asked. “They won’t help him earn a living. As it is the girls run after him. Only
         thirteen years old and they call the house. Call the house!”
      

      
      The other women laughed, though Stacia had not meant to be funny.

      
      Robert mulled over their comments as he walked through the kitchen, stopping to pour himself a glass of orange juice. At school
         he’d heard his English teacher, Mrs. Markowitz, tell his history teacher, Miss Taft, that one day Robert Vishniak would be
         a lady-killer, a term that rang in his ears like a threat. When boys and girls had to pair up to learn square dancing in music
         class, four or five girls would rush to his side, so that he had to make none of the effort of the other sweating, red-faced
         males. Those same girls sometimes wanted him to walk them back from school, and twice he’d made out with Margie Cohen behind
         a tree in the school yard, and he’d liked kissing her but was uncertain what to do from there. Miss Taft, the youngest of
         all the teachers and the prettiest, would sometimes brush the bangs off his face and, smiling sweetly, tell him to get a haircut,
         even when he’d gotten one the week before. The sensation of her fingers on his forehead, and the light scratching of her fingernails,
         gave him a pleasurable chill. Other female teachers seemed to like to put their hands on his shoulders, giving them a momentary
         squeeze. Yes, women liked to touch him, but what his part was, how far he might go in response to their caresses, remained
         unclear.
      

      
      While thinking of the mysteries of women, he descended slowly into the dark basement, the realm of men, and his feet made
         a hollow clomping sound on the stairs. The room was filled with cigar smoke and, as if inside a cloud, the men around the
         table hunched over their cards, shoulders stooped in concentration. In front of Robert’s father were only four chips. Uncle
         Frank had a few more chips than Vishniak, and Uncle Fred was doing the best of the three, but nothing compared to the chips
         in front of the three guests on the other side of the table. Robert stood behind his father, looking over his shoulder at
         his hand: two of hearts, two of diamonds, four of clubs, eight of spades, and a king of spades. What could Vishniak do with
         such a hand? From the glass next to him, Vishniak took a few sips of cherry brandy, sweet as syrup, which Robert knew he was
         not supposed to do, on account of his sugar. His father’s face was red, his forehead sweaty. Unlike the women, the men were
         mostly silent—a grunt here, a cough, a random obscenity mumbled.
      

      
      Barry came down moments later eating a mandelbrot cookie, the crumbs clinging to his sweatshirt. They stood together and watched their father ask for three cards, which improved
         his hand only slightly, then silently throw a chip into the pot in the center of the card table. “Is he winning anything?”
         Barry whispered. “He’s not winning anything, is he?”
      

      
      “Shut up,” Robert replied. For the first time in his life, he saw nobility in his father, who was mostly a shadow presence
         in his life, a sweaty mumbler of greetings who came in from work as his sons were leaving for school, was asleep by the time
         they did their homework and ate dinner, and left for a second job as they were going to bed. But suddenly Robert saw how his
         father could be strong, losing money without speech or expression, swallowing his shame.
      

      
      And he wanted to help him. He stared at the cousin who was winning, at his big, shiny face, his cigar, the calm of his expression,
         the confidence as he upped the ante, then stopped to mop his brow with a handkerchief. Because the basement was cold—only
         a curtain divided this room from the garage—Stacia had felt the need to spring for two space heaters, which were surprisingly
         effective, and the cousin who was winning took off his sport jacket and put it over the back of his chair. Robert stared at
         the jacket—navy blue with a pink-and-white-striped silk lining. He’d never seen anything quite like it before. One side sagged
         with weight, a lump created by something in the inside pocket. A wallet, Robert thought. He keeps his wallet in his jacket, not in his pants. He can’t sit on his money because there’s too much of it.

      
      Barry, bored with it all, had wandered over to the other end of the room, to the table where unopened bottles of liquor, the
         accumulation of ten years of Christmas gifts from Vishniak’s various supervisors at the U.S. Postal Service, sat on a table.
         Barry tried unsuccessfully to reach an open bottle but was too short. He signaled to Robert, but Robert, lost in his own thoughts,
         didn’t see his brother, so Barry crossed the room.
      

      
      “Throw a fit,” Robert whispered.

      
      “Now?”
      

      
      “Yeah, a big one. Lots of spit. Throw your leg around like you did upstairs.”

      
      “Whadda I get?” Barry asked. “I’m not doing it for nothing.”

      
      “This is for Pop,” Robert said, motioning toward the game. “Think about someone else for a change.”

      
      Vishniak had only two chips left now. He took another sip of his brandy, then pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and
         mopped his brow.
      

      
      “I want a drink first. The gold-colored stuff in the fancy bottle.” He pointed at the makeshift bar.

      
      Robert went to the bar—the men oblivious, grunting and scratching, a few moans as they lay down their hands—and filled about
         a third of the cup with black cherry soda, Barry’s favorite. Then, as Uncle Frank dealt a new hand, Robert picked up the bottle
         of Crown Royal and quickly poured to the top of the cup, then replaced the cap and brought it back to Barry.
      

      
      His brother tilted his head back, gulping down as much as he could, then gagged softly, and burped.

      
      “All right, hurry up,” Robert whispered, and pushed his brother closer to the men. Barry took a deep breath, as if plunging
         into water, and fell to the ground, groaning and convulsing, his foot catching on a metal folding chair that hit the floor
         with a loud clatter. There was some commotion, a few cousins got up, but Uncle Frank and Vishniak glanced at each other with
         a certain understanding, and Frank shook his head, smiling to himself. The rich cousins did not even leave the table, and
         Robert feared his plan would not work; how could he get at the jacket if everyone refused to be distracted?
      

      
      Then Barry, taking his performance to a level beyond the Method, rolled over and groaned, crawling to the poker table on all
         fours. When he got close, he grasped at a chair and began to pull himself to his feet. He opened his mouth, about to say something,
         and cherry-red vomit spewed out in a great arc, some of it raining down on the table and its inhabitants, some of it traveling all the way to the distant curtain. As if under fire, the men
         ran for cover in the garage. Vishniak spotted the cup of mud-colored liquid by his son. As Frank ran upstairs to get towels,
         Vishniak went closer. Those in the garage, including the owner of the navy jacket, now searched for a sink rumored to be in
         the back, where Stacia still did her washing. When they found it, the pipes made a loud squeaking sound as the slightly rusty
         water emerged from the spigot.
      

      
      Robert knew that it was only a matter of minutes before his father figured out what Barry had been drinking and who’d given
         it to him. Across the room, Barry sat on the ground, clutching his stomach, too stunned to comment on what he’d wrought. Vishniak
         picked Barry up by the arm and, as he hung in the air, struck him several times on the behind.
      

      
      “Shitfuckhellpiss!!” Barry screamed, over and over, so that Vishniak had no choice but to hit him again, across the mouth.

      
      His father and brother occupied, Robert slipped a hand into the jacket, too scared to look around him or even to breathe.
         He felt for the lump, felt the momentary relief as he pulled out the smooth leather of a packed wallet and took half the contents,
         dropping a bill on the ground, then put the rest back. Quickly he retrieved the five from the floor and shoved the money down
         the front of his pants just as the men began to file back in from the garage, their faces, hair, and clothing all soaked with
         water. None of them looked pleased.
      

      
      The pale eyes of his victim seemed to watch Robert closely as he rushed up the basement stairs and through the kitchen, then
         walked as calmly as he could through the living room where the women still sat. Avoiding his mother’s glance, he ran up the
         steps to the second floor. In his bedroom he fished the wilted bills out of his pants. They smelled of his skin, the newly
         pungent adolescent odor of damp yearning, of sweat socks and Ivory soap. He counted out three fives, a twenty, two tens, and
         four ones, and placed the bills on his desk to look at them. He was rich.
      

      
      “You jerk!” Barry yelled, rushing up the steps. When Barry got to Robert’s bedroom, he climbed up on a chair and pounced on
         his brother. He smelled of vomit, and of cherry soda and whiskey, and it was all Robert could do not to gag as the two rolled
         around on the floor. “You set me up!” Barry said, crying as he punched and kicked his brother.
      

      
      It took Robert some time to pin his furious brother down, holding his arms over his head. “Listen to me. I got us money. Lots
         of it.”
      

      
      Barry struggled for a little longer, until he noticed the desk and the crumpled bills. “I want some,” he said. Robert released
         him, and he got up to touch the cash. “Half of that’s mine. I want what’s coming to me.”
      

      
      “I have to think,” Robert said. “We need to be careful.”

      
      In his short life, Barry had never been careful and did not intend to start now. He jumped onto the bed, yelping with delight.
         As miserable as he’d been a moment before was as triumphant as he was now. He used the mattress as a trampoline, falling to
         the floor with a loud thump and then jumping onto the bed again, then back to the floor. Suddenly they heard their mother’s
         fast and frantic footsteps on the stairs. Robert and Barry grabbed the money and shoved it into a drawer, but Barry held one
         bill back, slipping it into his pants pocket.
      

      
      “What’s going on here?” Stacia asked, pulling at the door, which did not lock but rather stuck closed, the frame warped from
         dampness, so that it opened with a thwack.
      

      
      The boys stood at attention next to the bed like soldiers during inspection. Vishniak’s anger was tame—a few slaps that barely
         stung—but their mother used a belt with a big, aggressive metal buckle. Even worse was the sound of her shrill voice, and
         her disappointment.
      

      
      “We could hear you jumping downstairs. People thought the ceiling was gonna come down,” she said, moving toward the bed, her
         hands on her hips. “Barry, I told you to wash your face and change your shirt! Robert, comb your hair. You’ve been fighting,
         haven’t you? I can’t turn my back for five minutes—” She rushed at Robert but instead of hitting him, as he expected, she
         sat down abruptly on the bed and stared at the opposite wall. “Christ,” she added, putting her head in her hands, “what a
         disaster, from start to finish!”
      

      
      The room was so silent that Robert could hear the ticking of the plastic alarm clock on the desk and then the click as the minute hand struck half after nine. His mother pulled briefly at her short black hair, and then she was still. Perhaps
         she didn’t want to go downstairs any more than they did. Robert walked over to the drawer, opened it, and took out two crumpled
         tens, then moved cautiously toward his mother. “Here,” he said, and put the bills in her lap.
      

      
      “I’m not giving my half!” Barry said, but then Robert walked back to the drawer and took out the rest, dropped it into Stacia’s
         lap, and retreated to the opposite wall.
      

      
      Stacia looked down at the money and began to straighten out the crumpled bills. “Where—?” she asked, but by then she must
         have thought of the commotion in the basement. There were few people in their family who carried so much money with them.
         Often these poker games ended in a flurry of IOUs that were paid, always, over time.
      

      
      “Did you take everything?” she asked.

      
      “I left half,” Robert said. “To make up for Pop. So you won’t be mad at him.”

      
      “I didn’t bring you up to steal,” she said, but then she looked at Robert and something strange happened, something he rarely
         saw—she smiled. A half smile, really, because his mother had, years before, suffered an attack of Bell’s palsy, and her face
         never completely returned from the paralysis, so that her mouth sometimes went in two directions at once—just then, one side
         of her face was entertained, but the other turned downward, a mix of shame and mortification that would stay with her all
         night, so that from the time she served the food, to the moment the last guest took his coat and left, Stacia would not make eye contact with a single
         person.
      

      
      But that was later. Right now, the boys stood by the bed, wondering what would happen to them. Robert elbowed his brother
         to tell him to give back that last bill, but Barry would have none of it. At age eight, Barry was already his own man, his
         behavior hard to predict. Like their mother, he always wanted what was coming to him—but then, like their father, he could
         turn around one day and hand you everything he had for no reason at all.
      

      
      Stacia’s hands shook slightly as she gathered the bills into a pile, then folded the pile in half and put it into an apron
         pocket.
      

      
      “You gonna give the money back?” Barry asked.

      
      “Don’t see how I can,” she said, “without having the two of you admit what you did. And you’re not apologizing to the likes
         of them. A bunch of thieves with their government contracts.”
      

      
      “I don’t wanna,” said Barry. “Apologize.”

      
      “Well then,” she said, “the men are coming upstairs to eat with us now, so go wash your hands. And don’t forget to use soap.”

      
   
      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      
      Domestic duties

      
      The girls continued to call Robert’s house, asking him to walk them to school, and he even made out with a few more in the
         private corners of the school yard, but all that was interrupted when, encouraged by a guidance counselor, he applied and
         was accepted to Central High School. Central drew the brightest from all over the city, but it was also all male. Across the
         street was its counterpart, the Philadelphia High School for Girls, known as Girls’ High, but the two schools had little daily
         contact, so that in ninth grade the only females Robert got close enough to touch were those he was sometimes pressed up against
         during the crowded morning rush hour on the bus that took him to school each day.
      

      
      This should have been a proud and happy time for Stacia and Vishniak, but from the moment Robert got into Central, they became
         racked with anxiety. Central graduates often went on to college. And if Robert went to Central, Barry would want to go, too;
         his first statewide test scores were surprisingly high, and he got grades as good as his brother’s with little effort. Two
         boys in college—how would they ever afford it? The assumption was that Robert would go to Temple University, the cheapest local state school, and then there would not only be tuition, several hundred
         dollars a year at least, but he’d also have to get there, and would likely demand a used car to get back and forth.
      

      
      The very thought of so many expenditures shook Stacia Vishniak to the core. Her husband took on as much overtime as possible,
         and Stacia clipped twice as many coupons. At night she turned the thermostat down so low that Robert and Barry swore, upon
         rising in the morning, that they could see their breath. She insisted that they reuse everything from tin foil to dental floss.
         For Robert’s fourteenth birthday he got a birthday card, signed by his parents, along with several pairs of socks and some
         underwear. After he’d read the card, it went back in the drawer, only to be taken out again for the following year’s birthday,
         and the one after that.
      

      
      Happy to share the wealth of her endless anxiety, Stacia drove Robert, and later Barry, to make as much money as possible.
         The kinds of jobs Robert got in the neighborhood—delivering groceries, stacking books at the library, shoveling snow in winter
         and raking leaves in fall—never satisfied her. Each Saturday morning, she stood over his sleeping form, shaking him awake,
         incanting over and over: You have to make money, you have to make money, I ain’t running a welfare hotel here. You have to make money.

      
      Though she ran her house with the authority and efficiency of a general in wartime, Stacia Vishniak was not without her hobbies.
         Like most of the women in Oxford Circle, she collected green stamps. And being a saver of unusual energy, she not only saved
         her own, which she got mostly at the supermarket, but also those of anyone she knew who had a car, bought gasoline, and could
         be persuaded to hand the stamps over to her. Slowly, and then all at once, the books accumulated on top of the breakfront
         in the dining room. By the time Robert was in his first year at Central, the books of green stamps had gotten so high as to
         block out the light from the room’s only windows. And then, just as they threatened to spill onto the floor, the stamps began to disappear, sent off through the mail with mysterious purpose.
      

      
      The aim of her new project, she announced to her family one night at the dinner table, was to spruce up the house and give
         it a needed touch of class. Robert wondered if his mother’s announcement had something to do with his getting into Central.
         He was now meeting kids from all over the city—had already received invitations to homes in Chestnut Hill, Germantown, and
         beyond. He’d even gone once to listen to records in the house of a boy named Andrew Malkin, who lived in a single house on
         the very edge of the city, a house so close to the Western suburbs that the front yard looked across City Line Avenue to the
         mansions of the Main Line. Though it was facing a highway, Andrew’s house had a circular front driveway and enough lawn to
         accommodate a touch football game played on grass, as opposed to the cement or asphalt Robert was forced to play on at home.
         Inside the house, Robert was introduced to wood paneling and something called a family room. But after the first visit, he
         found a way to decline further offers. Without a car, getting home took forever, requiring three switches on public transportation;
         with homework and all the other things he had to do, he simply didn’t have the time. He might have asked the boy’s parents
         for a ride, but then he’d have to admit that his own family had no car, and as much as he wanted to branch out beyond Oxford
         Circle, he would not do it at the cost of his dignity.
      

      
      Could his mother, for the first time ever, be giving some thought to other people’s opinions? Was she worried that having
         experienced such heights, he’d find their house somehow lacking? Or, worse, that Robert would invite Andrew Malkin to Disston
         Street some afternoon? Mulling over this puzzle, he quickly decided that no, his mother would not give the likes of Andrew
         Malkin a second thought. This was simply an extension of her obsessive tidiness, her floor scrubbing and rug vacuuming at
         all hours of the day and night. Having finally purchased a house, his mother was as caught up with her investment as any other woman in the neighborhood. Here was her chance to beautify—for free—and any project that took
         her focus off finances could only be a good thing.
      

      
      After much fanfare, the first painting arrived in the mail, covered in brown paper, then unveiled to great ceremony. Hanging
         in the bathroom was now a topless African woman painted on velvet, her hair bound up in a head scarf, her breasts round and
         high, with prominent dark purple nipples. The picture became the bane of Robert’s existence. Given his choice, he’d have stayed
         in there forever, his mind caressing those breasts over and over again, but there was only one bathroom—three others had to
         use it, too—and he had an after-school job at the supermarket, and so much homework. Then there were meals that his mother
         insisted he attend, household chores, friends who sometimes knocked on his door and wanted his attention—in other words, a
         life that he now sandwiched in dreamily between his needs to visit the bathroom. And that was how things would have remained
         until, weeks later, another picture arrived in the mail. This one was large and rectangular in a thick gold frame, an acrylic
         painting done with heavy brushstrokes that reminded Robert of whipped egg whites. He and Barry stared, mesmerized by the woman
         and man, both on their knees in front of a palm tree, pressing their pelvises toward each other. Around them were strange
         swirling bits of color, which his mother informed them implied movement.
      

      
      “Why are they moving?” Barry asked. And Stacia told him to shut up, commanding Vishniak to hang the picture in their room,
         over the bed. Relatives caught on quickly and began to give them gifts—particularly as that year marked their twentieth anniversary.
         Eventually, a series of topless native women in grass skirts lined the wall along the steps leading to the second floor, dancing
         what Vishniak joyfully referred to as the Hoochie Coochie. Then a large pink and red flower came to hang over the couch. It
         bore, in color and shape, a remarkable resemblance to female genitalia.
      

      
      Robert began to wonder if, rather than beautify the house, his mother was trying to torture him; there was hardly a corner that did not now inspire in him a profound and urgent reaction.
         But she assured him that while nudity in Tahiti, Provence, or any other place she had no chance of visiting was art, nudity
         on Bustleton Avenue was filth. He found little comfort in her philosophy; Robert’s life at home now became unbearable, a series
         of physical embarrassments, and life at school was not much better, as he was born with a fertile imagination. Very quickly
         he came to the conclusion that what he needed was a real live girl.
      

      
      Pretty much any attractive live girl would do. They had wanted him before, back when the classroom had been coed, so surely
         he could land one now. He settled on Margie Cohen, the same girl he’d slobbered over during seventh-grade recess. He had a
         history with her and, best of all, she waited with him most mornings to get the bus. The Cohen girls were known in the neighborhood
         to be smart, like the Vishniak boys. Margie attended Girls’ High, as her sister had several years before. She was a tall,
         talkative girl, with pale brown hair, wide-set brown eyes, and long legs. And she lived on Knorr Street, just a few blocks
         away, which made her a convenient choice.
      

      
      Robert formulated a plan. After school three days a week he went to work at Shop N’ Bag, where, as he often remarked to Barry,
         his job focused on the “bag” part of the equation. But on the other two days he generally got home at three fifteen, and Stacia
         did not return until around four. He would try to get Margie to his house on one of his free afternoons and see what could
         be done.
      

      
      On the morning that he was to ask her, he stood in front of the only mirror in the house, which was on the medicine cabinet
         above the bathroom sink. Due to the close proximity of the topless woman, hung on the wall to the right of the toilet, he
         had barely bothered to look at anything else in that room, and even now it was difficult to look away from her. She stared
         at him, half smiling, as if she knew him well. But he managed, for a moment, to break away and look at himself in the mirror. He brushed his hair with a wide wooden brush of hard bristles and noticed the dark hairs on his
         upper lip and around his jaw. He would be shaving soon, perhaps should be shaving already. His body had filled out, was less
         of an outline now, and his shoulders were getting broader; his mother had complained recently that he was growing out of his
         shirts too quickly. His nose was longish and leaned slightly to the left—it was as if one day he had a small, childish button
         nose and the next, this one, a man’s nose (though actually it was remarkably similar to his mother’s). He did not mind. On
         the contrary, the nose made him feel mature and worldly, like a prizefighter, and it kept his face from a certain kind of
         prettiness—the fullish lips did not help, nor the dimple on his chin and cheek—and prettiness would have been death in his
         neighborhood. He tilted his head and looked up into his nostrils, made sure both the airways were clean, nothing hanging out,
         and then he brushed his teeth and left for school.
      

      
      It was Tuesday morning, and the bus arrived as always at seven fifteen. The aisles were already packed with men holding thermoses
         or paper bags with their lunches inside and women of all ages—cleaning women and clerks, salesgirls and the occasional teacher—nodding
         off every few minutes in their seats, or standing and clutching at the handles above them as if for life itself. With some
         clever maneuvering he found himself pressed closely against Margie, willing himself not to think of the painting in the bathroom,
         or any picture in his mother’s house. He did not whisper compliments in her ear—Steve McQueen didn’t utter compliments, yet
         he got women. Instead he told her, his voice forceful and dramatic, that he needed her to come over after school, it was just that simple, he could not live without seeing her.
      

      
      Margie looked up carefully, as if examining his face and intentions under a microscope. His black-brown eyes, staring back
         at her, were so dark that iris and pupil were almost one, the expression intense and unreadable, almost angry, and then his
         eyes suddenly softened and filled with longing. Variations of that look, and its pleading vulnerability—the vulnerability of a boy whose
         own mother had so often ignored him, leaving him to beg for love elsewhere—had drawn women to him, starting in Cece’s house,
         where aunts and cousins first took him on their lap, kissing him and hugging him as he nestled into pillowy laps of generous
         thighs and large breasts. He could feel the echoes of those sensations now, albeit in a more dangerous form, could still be
         that boy without even trying. The paintings in his mother’s house had only awakened him to what he always knew, even as a
         child, and knew now with the force of revelation: he loved women. Loved how they smelled, and the rhythm of their walk, and
         how their voices could go very high while laughing in surprise or making an emphatic point, and then transition effortlessly
         to a thrillingly low whisper. He loved all their mysterious secrets yet to be discovered, and having been introduced to those
         pictures on Stacia’s walls, he loved the curves of their naked bodies, though he hadn’t so much as touched one. And in return
         they would love him back, as they always had, because he needed them to so much.
      

      
      Margie finally agreed, yes, she would come to his house after school, but then she turned away, either to look out a window
         or to contemplate other options, and when she turned back her expression was all business. She had questions: Could she use
         his phone? Would he help her with the paper she had to write on Great Expectations? Would there be cake?
      

      
      There was hardly time on the ride to answer everything but he was persistent, talked fast, slipping his hand around her waist,
         lapping at her earlobe with his tongue. “Stop it,” she said, giggling. “You’re making me think of Ruff, our dog.” She paused.
         “He died last year. I opened the door for Grammy and he ran into the street and got hit by a car. Isn’t that sad?”
      

      
      He nodded.

      
      In homeroom at 8:00 a.m. he wondered how on earth he’d ever make it through the next seven hours. All day—through his test in pre-Algebra, then a salami sandwich he had no hunger for
         at lunch, and a game of volleyball in gym where, distracted, he’d gotten hit on the head with an oncoming ball—he could think
         of nothing but the bell signaling last period was over. He had a secret and this, too, was an aphrodisiac—what wasn’t?
      

      
      On the way from the bus stop to his house, Margie raced to keep up with him. “Could you slow down just a little? You know
         my mother doesn’t let me go to boys’ houses when no one’s home, but since I’ve known you all my life, I mean—” She paused
         to catch her breath. They were almost at the door. “Anyway, you’re not like that, I mean, is there anything to eat?”
      

      
      He took her into her mother’s kitchen and brought out various ingredients for a sandwich. “Why don’t you make us each one?”
         he asked her.
      

      
      She obliged, finding it not in the least bit strange that she, a guest in his house, would be asked to make her own food.
         No one’s father or brother in any house she knew of actually made his own sandwich, or even toasted his own bread. She stood
         at the counter, smearing mustard on the rye. He came up behind her, cautious at first, and then he moved aside her mane of
         thick brown hair and put his lips to her neck. She giggled, as if ticklish, and then he moved his hands slowly around her
         waist, holding her from behind. His hands moved under her shirt, touching her stomach, as his erection pressed against her
         low back. She turned around, confused, and he kissed her. It was an awkward kiss, slobbery, not much different from the one
         she might have received from Ruff before his untimely demise. Robert was not thinking of romance, or a long, languid buildup;
         he simply wanted to get her upstairs and undressed as quickly as possible. It was already three thirty. But as he tried to
         unhook her bra, she told him to stop.
      

      
      “We can’t do this unless you promise to be my boyfriend,” she said. “And only look at me, and not at other girls. And not
         go all the way.”
      

      
      These promises he made, quickly, telling her to bring her sandwich with her—no, he replied, he wasn’t hungry—as he pulled
         her toward the second floor. She was still chewing when he took the plate from her hand, put it on his desk, and shut the
         door. He shut it hard, as necessity dictated. If shut with enough force, the door would stick, supplying several necessary
         seconds of warning. He moved quickly toward her. Using both trembling hands to unbutton her blouse, he reached inside and
         touched the thick cotton of her training bra. He couldn’t get the thing unhooked and had to ask her to take off her own underwear.
         It was a torturous conflict, his desire to stand back and look—to take in what was his first, full-fledged topless girl, the
         real thing, with a kidney-shaped birthmark by her collarbone and tiny breasts with pink, budlike nipples—and his need to move
         the process along. They had ten minutes left. She refused to take off her skirt, and when he tried, she shook her head.
      

      
      “Come on,” he said, his eyes on the clock, “just down to your panties,” and without waiting for her to comply, he pulled up
         her skirt and began to tug at her stockings. He could not be doing anything so wrong, he told himself, because she kept interrupting
         him to demand kisses. But as he pulled down her underwear, she reminded him of his promise.
      

      
      “Just for a minute,” he breathed in her ear. “I’ll be careful. I promise.” But she was a woman of her word, and she pushed
         his hand away, then stood up and began to put her clothes on. “Remember your promise,” she said, pulling up her pantyhose—which
         her mother, she informed him, had only recently allowed her to wear to school—and then quickly fastening her bra. “I have
         lots of friends I’m going to tell now.”
      

      
      “About what exactly?” he asked.

      
      “That we’re going out,” she said, pulling a sweater over her head, her face emerging a moment later. “We’re a couple now.”

      
      “We are?”

      
      “We are,” she said triumphantly, and pushed past him. She was remarkably strong, able to pry the door away with both hands after only two tries, and then she was gone.
      

      
      It took two more Tuesdays until he finally lost his virginity, at three forty-three. It was she, strangely enough, who after
         endless mornings of ignoring his begging and pleading at the bus stop, led him upstairs, took off her clothing, eyes downcast,
         and stood before him, naked, biting her lower lip.
      

      
      “If I give you what you want,” she said, “you have to promise that you love me.”

      
      What a strange manual she was working from. She assigned him oaths, and he mumbled them mechanically, hardly aware of words
         as more than sounds repeating. Where did this knowledge come from? Certainly not experience. She was remarkably practical
         about the whole thing, too, as when she requested a towel, informing him there’d be blood.
      

      
      “Blood?”

      
      “Mine,” she said, fear creeping into her tone. He went to the linen closet to find a towel. Rushing back, he was out of his
         clothing in seconds. He kissed her, his hand traveling down her soft flesh, his fingers clumsily stroking her thighs until
         she laughed and told him she was ticklish. “Don’t touch me there,” she said. “Just do it now if you want to.”
      

      
      “Really?” he asked. He understood vaguely the concept of foreplay, though not, logically, how any man actually put it into
         practice, particularly a man whose mother was expected home in seventeen minutes. Not that he needed more than two. And then
         it was over. He unloaded the burden of his virginity all over her pale, white belly and lay next to her, breathless and exalted.
      

      
      “Kiss me,” she said, “on the lips.” He did so gladly, for he was feeling a combination of gratitude and warmth toward her
         that surely could be called love. But love, as Margie had warned, was a wet and bloody mess. They snuck the towel out in her
         book bag and buried it in a neighbor’s trash can, hoping that his mother would not come looking for it.
      

      
      The next time they did it, she had somehow acquired a condom. “My sister mailed it to me,” she informed him.

      
      Robert heard her as if from very far away. He was racing to get his own clothes off as she got under the covers of his single
         bed. “Draw the shades. There’s too much light,” she said.
      

      
      He did as she asked and got quickly into his childhood bed, drawing Margie’s body close to his. But when he touched her small
         breasts, took her tiny nipple gently in his mouth, she began to ask questions about the poster of the Brooklyn Bridge that
         hung over the bed. He stroked her inner thighs with his fingertips, and she talked about a trip she’d taken with her mother
         to visit an aunt once, in New York. He placed a finger between her legs, exploring the area, as she talked about Barnard College,
         and a girl her sister knew who went there, whose parents let her live in an apartment. Nothing he did got her attention, until
         he had no choice but to do as she urged and oblige himself quickly. During the act itself, she was silent. All she asked of
         him was the kiss, afterward, on the lips, and that was the only part she approached with any relish. Then she got dressed.
      

      
      The news that Robert and Margie were officially “going together” spread to every girl, boy, and adult in the neighborhood.
         Even girls he’d never seen before, Margie’s friends from Girls’ High or her ballet lessons, girls from as far away as Welsh
         Road, so many he couldn’t even keep track, stopped to talk to him on the street, knowing his name. Had they all moved in while
         he sat in all-male classes, did his homework, and worked at the Shop N’ Bag? Had he just not been watching carefully enough?
         When they spoke they ran their fingers through their hair, and touched their necks, pulling seductively at their clothing,
         until he could barely stand it. More than a few offered him their numbers, but now he was roped in, he belonged to someone, and he could only contemplate those other girls in his imagination. It was his own fault; he had made a promise.
      

      
      On Saturday nights before it got too cold, he was required to pick Margie up, shake hands with her father, and take her on
         the bus to Adams Lanes for bowling and candy; she liked snowcaps. Or they’d go to Lenny’s Hot Dogs for orangeade. Once winter
         came, they sometimes sat on the couch in her parents’ house and watched Perry Mason or, more often, her father drove them to a diner on the Boulevard where they met a large group of her friends, and then some
         parent or another showed up to take them all home. He had not been aware, when he chose Margie, of how much she cared about
         her social standing. She and her girlfriends traveled in a pack. Even when doing their homework, they were on the phone with
         each other, and Margie once mentioned falling asleep with the receiver by her ear. How much, he wondered, could one girl possibly
         say?
      

      
      She was the first of her group to have a steady, and this fact, when spoken aloud by Margie or, more particularly, by any
         of her girlfriends, made her eyes shine and her cheeks flush. He wondered if there was any way he could do that for her in
         private, but he was beginning to doubt it. Just as she met his demands in the bedroom, uncomplainingly but with little enthusiasm,
         he appeared with her on weekends wherever she asked, which was always in crowded places where Robert and Margie would spend
         half the night in groups of her friends, hardly speaking to each other. When, in their booth at the diner, one of her friends
         pressed closely against him, or put her hand on his arm when making a point, then and only then would Margie move in very
         close or, for a few teasing seconds, put her hand on his thigh under the table.
      

      
      Her parents seemed pleased that Margie had a boyfriend, having no idea what was actually going on. They saw him as a steady
         boy, smart, college-bound, from a decent if slightly peculiar family. And they themselves had met in high school, as had many
         on that block. His own parents were less enthusiastic. Stacia swore she’d never give him a cent to take out a girl—was this how he was going to burn up his paychecks? He reminded her that most of his paychecks
         went to her, for the college fund, but this made no impression. A girl, she continued, would only disrupt his schoolwork.
         When he came home late on Saturday nights, she looked at him as if she could read his mind and see into his very soul, told
         him more than once that he was not to bring that girl, or any girl, above the first floor. But Vishniak, passing Robert in
         the living room one morning—the exhausted father on his way to sleep, the drowsy son on his way to school—put his hand on
         Robert’s shoulder and handed him a few dollars, adding, with no explanation, that Robert should take it easy.
      

      
      Sex with Margie did not take away Robert’s desire for other girls, but it did calm him down, allowing him to function in his
         own home. Within a few months, he grew used to the activity on his mother’s walls. Real flesh was what held him in thrall
         now. His first winter exams at Central came and went in several feverish weeks of studying. During that time, his family left
         him alone, and if he was studying he could make demands, even on his mother: to eat dinner upstairs by himself, to skip putting
         out the garbage, to get some quiet. He spent hours in his room reading British novels and thick history books, taking notes,
         doing algebra problems and, every few hours, jerking off to relieve the tension he felt at the thought of so many tests.
      

      
      That winter the resulting good grades, and the twenty-cent hourly raise that he got from his boss at Shop N’ Bag, brought
         him the first respect that he had ever earned from Stacia. He gleaned this mostly from overhearing her occasional telephone
         conversations with other members of the family. It was Cece who came over and kissed him and praised him and handed him a
         dollar.
      

      
      One afternoon just before the Christmas holidays, Margie told him that her family would be spending the week at the Jersey
         shore, visiting her grandmother. She was dressing at the time, and he watched her pull the season’s thicker winter tights slowly up her long, shapely legs.
      

      
      “It’s not fair,” he said. “Almost a week. How can I survive without you?” He was aware now that when he talked to her, he
         said things he didn’t quite mean. He felt guilty about this, for he’d come to like Margie and, in moments, to wonder if he
         loved her. He certainly respected her opinions on things; she believed that space travel was inevitable and that someday people
         would see Truman as a much better president than Eisenhower. She introduced him to her favorite books, J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey, and On the Road by Jack Kerouac. But despite her fascination with eccentricity in literature, she was not an adventurous girl—amazing that
         she’d given up her virginity before marriage—and she seemed to talk all the time, except when he wanted her to; in the act
         of making love, she was silent as a corpse.
      

      
      That day would be their last for over a week, and as she pulled up her skirt, glancing over her shoulder at the clock, he
         put his hand on her back and asked: “Am I doing something wrong?” He still had no idea.
      

      
      “Isn’t it enough that I let you do it?!” she asked. “Do we have to talk about it, too?” She pulled on her sweater, adjusted
         her hair in the mirror, and walked toward the door.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” he said, seeing that she was on the verge of tears. “We’d better get out of here. I’m just sad that we’ll miss
         six days.”
      

      
      “Of what?” she asked. “Of me or of doing it? Is it me you’ll miss?”

      
      He said what she wanted to hear, aware that he had a schedule to keep, aware that the truth and the lie were now so intertwined
         in his mind that he could not separate them. Ushering her quickly down the steps, he grabbed his coat and shut the front door
         behind them, leaving the key, as always, under the mat. They walked the three blocks to her house in silence, and when they
         arrived at her doorstep, he kissed her good-bye. Only on his way home did it dawn on him that his mother, too, would be home over Christmas, as would his brother. How strange that this had never occurred to
         him. How thoroughly his desire now blotted out everything in its wake, even thought and reason. It was like a giant tank,
         unmanned and rolling relentlessly toward its destination. Would he ever, he wondered, be in control of himself again?
      

      
      During Christmas vacation, he tried to block all thought of sex out of his mind. He got extra hours at the supermarket, spent
         his days helping old ladies load bags into their rolling carts and carrying boxes of soda to people’s cars. The weather was
         freezing cold, and with the doors opening over and over again in the market, he had to wear his coat and gloves all day long.
         For his hard work, he was rewarded with Christmas tips and a busman’s holiday: on his one day off, he and his brother went
         with Stacia back to the same market to help her carry the groceries home. At least it was a triple-coupon day, which guaranteed
         she’d be in a good mood.
      

      
      Finally, there were only two days left until Margie returned. He had gotten one postcard with Mr. Peanut on the front—the
         giant plastic nut with legs and a top hat that stood out on the Boardwalk in rain or shine. She lamented that it was too cold
         to go to Steel Pier or the beach. She would bring home saltwater taffy, she said, and signed her card “with love.”
      

      
      New Year’s Day, Robert’s father was off and so was everyone else; the entire family was to come over to watch football and
         eat dinner. His mother needed more folding chairs, and she sent him two blocks away to pick up a few from a cousin.
      

      
      He never got there.

      
      He was walking down Bustleton Avenue when he spotted a familiar form across the street; it was Margie, wearing the pale blue
         coat and the white wool hat that she’d worn every winter day for the past two months. Worse, she was strolling along as if
         nothing were the matter.
      

      
      “What the hell happened?” he yelled. “Did you get back early? Why didn’t you call me?!” Had she lied? Why had she said she’d be gone until after New Year’s? Could the postcard have been
         sent by someone else? Scenarios of betrayal struck him again and again, like blows.
      

      
      Margie, uncharacteristically, was silent, did not even run toward him with her arms dramatically outstretched, as she often
         did, imitating a perfume ad that she liked in a magazine. Instead, she continued walking slowly, in a rhythm he did not recognize.
         And then, as she got within twenty feet of him, he realized that something was very wrong. It was not Margie at all.
      

      
      “Robert Vishniak, right?” the girl asked, removing her hat. She wore pale pink lipstick, and her hair was streaked blond in
         places and flipped upward. Margie, at five foot six, was one of the taller girls in her class, but this girl was over five
         ten, about Robert’s height, so that the two of them stood eye to eye. Her face was broader and her entire form more filled
         out, as if Margie were only a pencil sketch of a person. “I’m Donna. Her sister. I’ve heard all about you.” She took out a
         cigarette and lit it. “I guess it was the coat. She let me borrow it while I’m home.”
      

      
      He noticed how differently the coat fit her, straining the buttons across the front.

      
      “You’re fourteen, too?” she asked.

      
      He nodded.

      
      “You look older. You could pass for eighteen, easy.”

      
      “I guess because I’m tall,” he said, pleased by the compliment. “Back from college?”

      
      “Penn State. I just finished my first semester.”

      
      Robert had never met anyone before who’d left home to go to college. The few college students he knew in the neighborhood
         stayed local, going to Temple or Drexel, or in one rare case, the University of Pennsylvania, and commuting from home. Penn
         State had a nearby campus, but Donna had gone to the main campus, hours away. He had much to ask her, but before he could,
         she announced that she was walking to a place on the corner for a beer—did he want to come along?
      

      
      “I’m underage.”

      
      “You’ll pass,” Donna replied, and put her arm through his. He was aware of the heavy smell of hair spray, the sound of snow
         crunching under their boots, and a lovely pressure creeping up his spine as she put her hand in his jacket pocket—she had
         not brought any gloves.
      

      
      At the restaurant, he held the door for her and then followed behind to the small bar. They sat down and she signaled to the
         bartender. It was a Wednesday night, not very crowded. She ordered a beer for each of them and asked for some peanuts.
      

      
      “He legal?” the guy asked. She handed him her ID. “I’ll buy both,” she added, and leaned over the counter, smiling, waving
         a bill. Two tepid beers and two glasses appeared in front of them. She poured half the bottle into the glass, tilting it expertly
         to cut back on foam. She had learned to drink at school, she said; in college people drank beer as if it were as necessary
         as the air they breathed. Before he took a sip, he asked her to tell him more about Penn State, peppering her with questions
         about the level of difficulty, and how she got her parents to let her go away.
      

      
      “College,” she said, and sighed, then spun him around on his seat to face her, their knees touching. She told him about football
         games and frat parties, which she called moronic, and people who thought they knew more than they actually did. Then she took
         out a cigarette, and the bartender came over and lit it for her, plunked down an ashtray. Robert made a note to himself—carry
         a lighter, light their cigarettes.
      

      
      “You might be able to get money,” she added, taking a drag, “if your grades and SATs are high enough. And then it’s a lot
         of paperwork, tons of forms.”
      

      
      “I’d do anything to get out of the Northeast,” he said.

      
      “I can understand that.” She leaned back in her seat, her face turned toward the ceiling, exposing her smooth throat as she blew a series of intricate smoke rings. Then the door opened
         suddenly, and the cold air erased her efforts.
      

      
      “Why aren’t you with the rest of your family?” he asked.

      
      “Now that I’m in college, I do as I please. I’m like a god to them.” She took another sip of her beer and added: “I don’t
         think she likes it much.”
      

      
      “Who?”

      
      “Margie,” she said. “My sister. How many other girls are you doing it with?”

      
      “Just her,” he whispered, horrified. How much did Donna know of his failings?

      
      “She’d never have agreed if it weren’t for me.”

      
      He stared at her. “You told her what to do?”

      
      “She wanted a boyfriend so badly—something to do with those twits she hangs out with. I said if she didn’t do it with you,
         you’d dump her for sure.”
      

      
      He had never met a girl like this before. She told the truth, effortlessly, as if it were easy.

      
      Donna was right; had Margie said no, he would have moved on. He was a terrible person. A terrible person who could not stop
         staring at his girlfriend’s sister’s breasts, which now strained against the buttons of her pink blouse. The buttons stood
         up, as if about to pop off at any moment, exposing what he could only imagine. He felt dizzy.
      

      
      “But I couldn’t exactly be there to instruct her,” she said, putting out her cigarette in the glass ashtray. “To be honest,
         I can’t stand her. She’s always getting the parents in an uproar. So uptight about everything. Always competing.” She leaned
         closer. “I thought it might help her loosen up, you know, to break the rules for once. And now I understand why she chose
         you; you have physical magnetism.”
      

      
      From the depths of a thick cloud of lusty thoughts, he heard her words, and his pride was injured. “I chose her,” he said.
      

      
      “You never choose us,” she said. “We always choose you. Don’t you know that by now?” She laughed, and her laugh was deep and
         a little dirty. “I’m home all alone. Nothing to do but smoke and watch TV,” she said. “Why don’t you come over? If you’ve
         got an hour?”
      

      
      As he helped her on with her coat, his longing was excruciating, so much so that he could no longer speak. She threw a few
         more dollars on the bar and they left.
      

      
      What a relief, he thought, walking with her to the Cohen house—Margie utterly vanquished from his mind. There might be more to the thing
         than met the eye. And someone was going to show him. He grabbed her hand and they ran toward her house.
      

      
      Once inside the living room, she made no pretense of offering him a drink, or wanting to talk, only looked over her shoulder
         and walked up the steps to the second floor, expecting him to follow, which he did. Their house was the same model as his,
         and it was a strange feeling, both familiar and utterly new, walking up those same carpeted stairs to the bedroom that, in
         his house, belonged to his brother. “The first thing you need to learn,” she said, standing in front of him in her bedroom,
         “is how to stop staring at my breasts. Women don’t like that. They’ll show them to you in a million ways, but you have to
         pretend not to look.” Slowly she unbuttoned her blouse. Underneath was a tiny, lacy sort of undershirt the likes of which
         he’d never seen before, and under that was a black lace bra. He got up and stumbled toward her, but she held him back. “Come
         stand behind me, and unhook it.”
      

      
      “I can’t,” he said. “Just take it off.”

      
      “No.” Her voice was firm. “You’ll thank me for this some day.”

      
      He complied, though it took several tries.

      
      “Slow down, it’ll work better. Now try with one hand. When you’ve done that, we’ll move on to the next lesson. Panties: how
         to remove them.”
      

      
      There was no thirty-minute limit, no fear of his mother running up the steps or his brother returning from school. The hours flew by like minutes. Her body was like the bodies that had first
         tempted him on his mother’s walls; her breasts were round and heavy, her hips curved out from her waist, expanding to make
         way for the roundness of her behind. All of this held his attention as if she were the only naked woman he’d ever seen or
         would see again. She stood in front of him, aware of what she had, letting him look at her for a while, and then suddenly,
         with no warning, she licked two fingers and slipped them between her legs, closing her eyes and moving rhythmically, moaning
         in a way that he found both frightening and beautiful, until her voice got louder and then, with a long sigh, she was quiet.
      

      
      “What was that?” he asked.

      
      “That’s the object. The object, and your job. And now, before you explode all over the rug, let’s get on with it.”

      
      He began to wonder if what he’d had with Margie was even sex at all, so different was it from this other loud, wet, and powerful
         choreography. She taught him to list the U.S. presidents to keep himself from coming too quickly, and what it meant to go
         down on a woman—fellatio, she mentioned casually, was still illegal in many states, wasn’t that thrilling? Then she gave him
         his first blow job.
      

      
      She owed it all, she said, to a series of dirty books that her father kept hidden in the basement broom closet in a Korvette’s
         bag. Practical experience had arrived in the form of her philosophy TA, visiting from Canada. Her mother demanded that she
         be a virgin, of course, but anything her mother demanded couldn’t possibly be right. The only person more in need of straightening
         out than her mother, she insisted, was her sister.
      

      
      The idea occurred to Robert—was this all a way to get at Margie? Was he part of some strange sisterly competition? He didn’t
         know, and for much of the afternoon he didn’t care. He might never meet another such girl again, and so it obliged him to
         seize the opportunity until, as the sun set beyond a distant window, he felt that he had somehow left his body, abandoned it on her
         bed, as if discarding a useless husk.
      

      
      He walked back to his house just before dinner, missing the chairs he’d been sent for—Stacia’s request felt like weeks ago—and
         he received a loud, public scolding from his mother as Cece tried to silence her, and Robert begged to be able to go upstairs
         and sleep. His brother sat in the corner, grinning at him sinisterly, as if he knew exactly what had distracted Robert for
         the last three hours. Why hadn’t Barry gone for the chairs? Why was he expected to do everything? “You’re not going to eat
         anything?” Cece asked.
      

      
      “I’m not hungry,” he mumbled. All around the room, his relatives stared at him, surprised, abashed. Why was he separating
         himself? He was already taller than most of the men in the family, and even standing on a lower step he seemed to look down
         upon them from a great height, and they wondered: Did he think himself too good for them?
      

      
      He walked into the center, moving around the room as he bent down to kiss his aunts and uncles and placate various cousins.
         But they were right; he did feel separate from them and had for a long time. He did not belong here. Upstairs, he fell fully
         clothed into bed, rerunning the events of his day in his head, certain of one thing as he nodded off to sleep: no matter what
         it took, he was going away to college.
      

      
      THE NEXT DAY DONNA WAS back upstate, and he was unenthusiastically reunited with Margie. A heavy snow fell, and they spent
         the last weekend of vacation at the movies. Once school started again, he did not press her to come to his bedroom, knew from
         her sister that she didn’t much like it—not that this hadn’t always been somewhat obvious; he just didn’t want to see it.
         His eyes were open to women now, to how they worked, to their desirability over girls. But after two weeks back at school, thinking day
         and night of Donna, sitting in class day after day with a hard-on, he was ready for any pallid substitute. One afternoon,
         possessed as if by a demon, he rushed home and called Margie.
      

      
      “Is there any chance you can come over now?” he asked.

      
      “I figured,” she said, her voice tense, “that maybe there’s somebody else.”

      
      He used whatever flattery was at his disposal, telling her that he was holding back because he wanted to get to know her better,
         consider her, perhaps, for something more serious.
      

      
      “More serious?” she asked. “You’ve hardly talked to me all week.”

      
      “That’s not true and you know it.”

      
      “Anyway, it’s quarter to four. By the time I get there—”

      
      “Then run,” he replied. In his mind’s eye, he spoke to Donna, who was moving her tongue in slow circles up his thighs, kissing
         and teasing him, moving her finger up into his—“It’s a matter of life and death!”
      

      
      When she arrived, he rushed her up to his bedroom, knowing the house would not be empty long. He slammed the door but did
         not want to take the time to put anything in front of it. Quickly he removed her clothes; expertly he got her bra off with
         one hand, then kissed her as he removed her corduroy pants and pulled down her underwear. He began to try, in a manner rather
         rushed, some of the techniques Donna had taught him, but Margie only moved his hand aside and whispered that he should get
         on with it. They moved to the bed. He had learned something more of timing, of the benefits of not rushing, and yet every
         time he opened his eyes, the clock made a click for another minute passed. He was cutting things far too close, but he couldn’t
         stop himself, and then he was calling out that name he’d been trained to call out, just weeks before, and had been thinking of nonstop for days now—Donna. His eyes closed, his body rigid with pleasure, he called to her over and over
         again until Margie, lying underneath him, began to cry.
      

      
      As he rested on top of her, unsure for a moment what had happened, or even where he was, he heard his own name as if from
         a great distance. “Get the hell off me,” Margie hissed, just before they heard the terrible squeaking, the door coming away
         on its warped hinges, then Margie screamed his name, his mother screamed his name, and his brother, peering underneath his
         mother’s bent arm to get a better view, laughed their father’s horrid, raucous Vishniak laugh.
      

      
      “Get your clothes on, both of you! Margie, don’t think your mother won’t hear about this,” Stacia said, her face twitching.
         Margie, eyes downcast, quickly pulled her pants up as Stacia grabbed Barry by the elbow and shoved him toward his room. “Not
         a word out of you!” she said, but that was futile. Barry was already moaning Donna’s name over and over again, in case, as
         she rushed by, Margie had missed exactly what had happened the first time.
      

      
      Robert stood in only his boxers when his mother came at him. She slapped him across the face, hard, and then again. His nose
         started to bleed, but he did not move a muscle.
      

      
      “Too much time on your hands,” she said, handing him a tissue. “I thought you said you were joining the debate team!”

      
      “That’s in tenth grade. Don’t slap me again.” He paused. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought her here.” He pressed the tissue
         up against his nose.
      

      
      “You better not get her pregnant, mister. I’m not raising any more babies.”

      
      “You never raised any the first time.”

      
      She raised her hand and this time it was not a slap, but a full-fledged punch. He slumped against the wall, but would not
         let himself stay there. His jaw ached, but he got up and walked back to where she stood and faced her; he in his underwear and she still in her navy blue uniform with the badge over the pocket.
         The room shifted a little under his feet. He picked up his bloody tissue and waved it at her. “Hit me again,” he gasped, “and
         all bets are off.” He’d never have hit his mother, but she got the point, and the two sank onto the bed, exhausted. Robert
         heard a high-pitched sound and realized it was coming from him as he struggled to breathe. He felt as if his lungs were slowly
         closing, and he began to panic, coughing and coughing until he ran to the bathroom and threw up. When he came back, weak and
         tired but able to breathe again, his mother was still sitting on the bed. She handed him his pants.
      

      
      “Your grandfather used to make a sound like that, with the hay fever.”

      
      Robert remembered the doctor coming, and Saul’s helpless wheezing. But there was no talk of doctors now. Stacia did not believe
         in them—doctors had never done much for her father, and they were all just out to make a buck. He was hoping that the interruption
         had derailed her, but once he was breathing again, she picked up where she’d left off.
      

      
      “All this funny business with girls will distract you from your schoolwork,” she said. “I want you to make something of yourself.
         Look at your father, working two jobs and driving himself into the ground to save money for you and your brother. This is
         how you repay him?”
      

      
      He wished she would go back to slapping him instead. It would have been easier. How had he ever imagined that she wouldn’t
         get in the last word? She stood up, ran her fingers through her hair, and walked toward the door. Then, over her shoulder,
         she called, “Your nose is bleeding again. Sit with your head back and I’ll get you some ice.”
      

      
      He closed the door after her, suddenly remembering Margie. He had hurt her, and apologizing would probably only make it worse,
         though he would have to try. That it was over between them he knew, but then he had another, more chilling thought: She’ll tell all her friends, and they’ll set up a damned committee. I’ll be ostracized and never get laid again.

      
      Robert spent the next few days at school trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. He called Margie’s house a few times,
         but she wouldn’t talk to him, even walked to a different stop, careful not to meet him on the corner. They avoided each other
         in the neighborhood, too. When he thought of her, he felt sick, achy all over, as if guilt were a virus. But his fear that
         the girls in the neighborhood would ostracize him could not have been more wrong. If anything, more girls approached him,
         and now he knew just what to do with them. By tenth grade, he had learned how to control his stare, the intensity of it, the
         softening of his eyes. He needed only to affect such an expression and, like magic, almost any girl would come toward him.
         All the physical pleasure he received seemed only to make him taller, more confident, and better-looking. Girls now invited
         him to their houses after school and on weekends, and most of them had no scripts and demanded no loyalty oaths.
      

      
      By age sixteen, he’d made out with most of the girls over thirteen in Oxford Circle; a substantial number had given him hand
         jobs, and more than a few had sex with him. He had become what his English teacher predicted, a full-fledged lady-killer,
         confident in his abilities, understanding, finally, that while his looks were not something to be catered to or even acknowledged,
         they had their advantages and should be put to good use. He would never lie to a girl again—or so he told himself then—not
         when the truth would do so well most of the time.
      

      
      Just before he was to take the SATs, he announced to his parents that he would apply to schools as far away as New England.
         To their credit they did not discourage him. His mother said simply that he would have to get the money in the form of financial
         aid, and the result was out of their hands, like a gamble. Maybe he would win, maybe he wouldn’t. Perhaps they allowed him
         to try because they didn’t really believe that any Kupferberg or Vishniak could have such a triumph. No believer in God, Robert found himself
         praying each night in the darkness: please, please, let me get the hell out of my parents’ house.
      

      
      His prayers were answered. He got into more than one college and was offered financial aid and a scholarship, and even some
         money from the Masons—the mysterious meetings his father went cheerfully off to every few weeks, insisting that he’d joined
         for the cheap rates on life insurance. Who were the Masons to help him? His gratitude knew no bounds. The news was equally
         remarkable for his family. How would they resolve the fact that one among them had been elevated? Or rationalize Uncle Frank’s
         motto that nice guys finish last?
      

      
      Robert went with the best financial-aid package offered, from Tufts University in Boston. A college had accepted him, and
         then he had accepted them. It was all such a satisfactory, reciprocal relationship that he could not help but be suspicious,
         though only for a moment, as he signed the papers. The next night, Stacia had the family over to celebrate. Good news! It
         put the color back in their cheeks, and the talk and laughter were so loud that the walls seemed to vibrate with joy. Everyone
         looked happy except for Barry, who sat on the couch silently nursing a black cherry soda. How could Robert abandon him? Here?
      

      
      “Maybe you’ll come visit me in Boston,” Robert told him, knowing that it would never happen. Stacia would never pay the bus
         fare, or send a thirteen-year-old off on a Greyhound to wreak havoc, and they both knew it. “And in a few years it’ll be your
         turn. You’ll be lucky, too.”
      

      
      Barry seemed for a moment not to hear him. He was distracted, his dark eyes staring off past the stairs. Was Barry afraid
         that Robert had sucked up what little luck the family had, sucked it up all for himself, just like, as a child, he had sucked
         up all the affection and love from their extended family, before Barry even arrived? Barry took a sip of his drink, and a red mustache of bubbles clung to the thickening fuzz on his upper lip. Then he belched,
         as if to clear his thoughts. “I don’t believe in luck, brother,” he said. “People make their own luck.”
      

      
      While Vishniak toasted his son, filling everyone’s paper cups with cherry brandy, Cece, now close to deaf, came and sat next
         to him. “In the town where we lived when I was a girl,” she shouted, resting her small brown hand on his knee, “everyone fought
         over who would shine the shoes of the town doctor. It was an honor!” Her dream was that Robert should become the one whose
         shoes got shined instead of the one doing the shining. Vishniak, having downed his brandy and poured another shot, said that
         a doctor took too much schooling, why not a lawyer?
      

      
      “Lawyers are crooks,” a cousin blurted out. “Have an accident at work and they come out of the woodwork.”

      
      “Stockbrokers,” said Aunt Lolly. “A license to steal.”

      
      “Politicians!” Uncle Frank snorted.

      
      “They’re all shysters,” Stacia yelled from the kitchen. Her feelings about doctors were known by all. Still, she told Robert
         to listen to Cece; medicine was a brilliant racket, one of the best, and why shouldn’t he profit by it?
      

      
      As for Robert, he gave little thought to the fact that the family had gathered to celebrate his launch into the world of the
         college-educated, a world they believed to be rife with corruption and dishonesty. Only the world of working people—the world
         of suckers, as Vishniak put it—was an honest one. But they wanted something easier for him.
      

      
      “Better to be the Man than serve the Man,” Vishniak said, and everyone raised their glasses in a toast. Robert drank, too,
         believing every word.
      

      
      A few months later, Frank drove them to the bus station. Vishniak bought Robert’s ticket, and then they all walked to the
         gate. The driver stowed his duffel bag while Stacia cautioned him to budget his money carefully and work hard. His father patted him on the back and nodded; Barry rubbed his face in the crook of his elbow,
         trying to camouflage his tears. As the bus pulled out of the Market Street station, and Robert’s family stood waving at him
         from the pavement below, he knew that he’d never live in Oxford Circle again.
      

      
   
      
      
CHAPTER THREE


      
      Roommates

      
      Having taken the Greyhound bus and then the T to Davis Square, and then dragged his duffel down College Avenue and through
         the university gates, Robert Vishniak paused for a breath. He was just about six feet tall, and his slimness made him appear
         even taller, but his shoulders were broad, and his back muscular, from all those winters of shoveling snow and years of carrying
         heavy bags of groceries for the patrons of the Shop N’ Bag. As a result of his mother’s insistence that he and Barry take
         dancing lessons at the YMHA—a by-product of her cultural push that he had faced with particular dread—Robert’s posture was
         excellent and he had a certain grace, if not on the dance floor, then in his general walk and deportment. He had shaved at
         six thirty that morning and it was now almost 4:00 p.m.; there was a vague shadow around his jaw. He wore his one pair of
         dress pants, which were dark gray and a little too short, with a white dress shirt. In the heat and crowding of the bus, he’d
         rolled up the sleeves.
      

      
      Robert bent down and heaved the duffel onto his shoulders, then walked in the direction of the hill that he thought would
         take him to his dorm in West Hall—on the bus, having nothing but time, he had assiduously studied the campus map included in the package
         of papers he’d gotten with his acceptance. With that duffel on his shoulders, he might have made a good extra in On the Waterfront or, with his slimness, a dancer in the chorus of West Side Story, more Shark than Jet. The collective impression created by his size and the intensity around his eyes, the sensuality of
         his full lips contrasted with the longish, slightly crooked nose, and then the dimple on his chin, like the last perfect stroke
         of a sculptor’s knife, all this meant that he could not walk through a crowd completely unnoticed. The occasional mother stopped
         to look, and so did the occasional daughter, but mostly people rushed by: freshmen preoccupied with their tasks, snapping
         at fathers and siblings, comforting emotional mothers, complaining to each other about the heat, and carrying stereo speakers,
         suitcases, typewriters, desk lamps, garment bags, skis, tennis racquets, golf clubs, and hockey sticks. He had never seen
         so much stuff. In addition to three pairs of slacks, counting the ones he now wore, he owned exactly four T-shirts, two dress
         shirts, a pair of shoes, underwear, some sneakers, and a sport jacket, already too short in the sleeves, left over from his
         high school graduation. His mother was predictably strict about purchases. Devotee that she was to the hand-me-down, she had
         never forgiven her sons for not being able to share clothes—Robert being tall and thin, and Barry short and round. She might
         as well have had a girl, she often said, for all the clothes those two demanded.
      

      
      Despite the ninety-degree temperatures, the boys around him wore coats, ties, starched cotton shirts, trousers, and shiny
         loafers. His pants, at least, were not wrinkled, due to his mother’s belief in the sanctity of permanent press, but he’d spilled
         a Coke on himself when the bus came to an abrupt stop, and his legs felt vaguely sticky. The duffel was getting heavy now
         and, crossing under a series of archways, he could see that the service elevator was mobbed; he would have to carry it up
         three flights. He found his key in a mailbox by the steps and made his way quickly, wanting to get the last leg of his journey over with as soon as possible.
      

      
      He found his name written on the door along with that of his roommate, Sanford Trace, who had been a last-minute substitution.
         He’d heard about the change only a few days earlier, and so they’d exchanged no letters or further information. Up until then,
         he was to room with a David Hersh from Bayonne, New Jersey, but Hersh was no more and Sanford’s name was now coupled with
         his own on the door, for better or for worse. His roommate had already taken the bed by the window, so Robert, feeling the
         end near and his strength waning—he had not slept a wink on the bus and hardly at all the night before—dropped the duffel
         and dragged it to the bed against the far wall, then hoisted it onto the naked mattress.
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