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          ORIGIN STORIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Joe, macht die Musik von damals nach.”

        ~Der Bilbao-Song
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            MILESTONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was early October, six weeks since his freshman year had started, and Gordon Trax had no friends to present to his father, who was coming up for his eighteenth birthday and a National Dairy Board Conference in Syracuse. “Biff, Scooter, Seb and I got plowed at the Big Game last weekend” was the kind of shit Gordon’s brother, Kennie, used to sling over the wires from his frat at UVA, the kind of shit to send their father out to the driveway basketball hoop to play horse with their stepbrothers. Gordon felt that news from his vicinity had always sent Ted Trax’s hand checking for his half-glasses in his vest pocket.

      Gordon couldn’t conjure any Scooters to pal with for the visit, and worse, he had used up valuable conversation over the phone.

      “It took me the longest time, Daddy, to figure out the difference between an elastic and an inelastic good,” said Gordon. “Demand constant with price fluctuations. I had to graph it out.” This sounded idiotic to his own ears, but he crashed on nevertheless.  “So, I would guess that milk, being a staple, would have an inelastic demand.”

      Ted Trax caught the hook. “You’d be surprised, son.”

      “What?”

      “How much milk we have to destroy.”

      “Why is that, sir?”

      “The government makes us dump it. Dairy farmers grow too much. People don’t drink more milk just because it costs less. Think about it.”

      “But it’s milk. How can you destroy milk?” Gordon hated to see even half a glass go down the drain, but, unfortunately, his sympathy stopped their dialogue in microeconomic theory.

      “You need money?”

      “No.”

      “What about your birthday?”

      “No.”

      Ted laughed and said he’d see him at the crack of dawn on Saturday.

      After hanging up, Gordon looked at his Latin reader until a knock at the door reminded him that he did have one friend. Coming in with a deck of cards, Spencer Mercer hissed that his roommate, Cy Aranow, had imported DeeDee Shrader over for more giggling lascivities. Gordon could hear Joni Mitchell warming DeeDee up through the cinderblock wall that separated their rooms.

      Spencer dealt a three-thousandth hand of gin rummy, his long fingers moving like crabs over the cards. The Cornell Hotel School could not have produced a more dissimilar twosome than squat, gummy Cy Aranow and ruddy, freakishly tall, horn-billed Spencer Mercer, who, being from Bermuda, could not appreciate his likeness to Ichabod Crane. Spencer’s fidelity to cards discharged Gordon from the roll call of the complete untouchables. They played facing Gordon’s open door, and turned up their volume when others walked by, a desperate ruse they chose not to acknowledge to one another.

      Spencer was also Gordon’s first experience in gauging how rich people might turn out to be. After a week of rummy and cultural exchange, he asked him whether the Mercers belonged to the ruling class of Bermuda.

      “The Queen rules Bermuda, silly.”

      “But I’ll bet you help,” said Gordon, not intending to be rude.

      “Dads is in the government. Bermuda doesn’t need much looking after, actually.”

      “Have you any servants?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Gordon rephrased. “Have you many servants?”

      “As many as are needed to keep the properties up.”

      “That many,” nodded Gordon.

      No one else was awake when Gordon, looking through the window at the far end of the corridor, spotted his father’s Buick pulling up. They would buy a Cornell bumper sticker, maybe a shot glass, but then there would be hours of what?

      Ted Trax stepped out of the car, picked once, twice, at the right side of his crotch—a post-drive gesture of his—and Gordon rushed down the stairs. The fifty-dollar birthday transaction happened during their embrace in the parking lot. The check poked out of Gordon’s shirt pocket all day. He couldn’t think of a subtle way to remove it.

      “I don’t know the place very well, sir.”

      His father briefly cupped the back of Gordon’s head in his hand. “Don’t get anxious, Gord-o.”

      That his father did have a clue kept him from clutching. Gordon let him talk as they toured Cornell in an early autumn chill. He talked about the new house he was going to build, a house big enough to hold the steps, the halfs, Kennie, and Gordon, who visualized him as the chimney holding up its center.

      At the campus store, his father bought a pile of sweatshirts, a set of brandy snifters with the school crest, and when Gordon let it drop that he had played nine holes of golf with “this guy from Bermuda”—never again would Spencer sound so rugged—he pressed a pair of golf shoes on him with such vigor that Gordon felt the cleats on his chest. He stopped him at the pitching wedge.

      Ted Trax felt it his duty to buy his son a drink on his eighteenth birthday. Muggsy’s in Collegetown was the first place they spotted that served at lunch. Gordon couldn’t pretend he’d been there, and let his father order. He kept up his end by having one beer to Ted’s every two. When Ted began to overdo it with the waitress, who looked no older than a graduate student, Gordon was unable to hide his embarrassment.

      Ted, to his credit, made the connection. “Son,” he said abruptly, “let me tell you about Lily Anne.”

      For coming of age in New York State, Gordon was getting fresh facts of life.

      “I know about Lily Anne.”

      “You know your mother’s version of Lily Anne.”

      Gordon began watching a parade of streamers, pennants, and plaid coats heading for the Cornell v. Colgate football game. He should have thought about getting them tickets.

      “You met Lily Anne once.”

      “I never did, no sir.”

      “But you did, Gord-o. Do you remember going to a restaurant called the Ram, up in Richmond?” Ted was counting on Gordon’s unearthly sense of recall. “I drove you and Kennie up there one visitation weekend.”

      “I was only ten,” Gordon said.

      “If you remember you were ten, then you remember.”

      It felt unusual to have his father feeding him cues.

      “The bathrooms said Rams and Ewes”—here Gordon stopped. “She must have brought you your scotch.”

      “She served food too, Gordon,” said Ted, irritated by the cocktail waitress dig.

      Gordon shrugged. “It came late. I used to take off for the john when I got tired of waiting for my food. I must have actually had to pee at the Ram, because when I got back, you told me to wait until I got into the bathroom to unzip. Did Lily Anne see me undo my fly in front of everybody?”

      His father was now giving Gordon a look like having their dicks hang out was an endearing family trait. “She did point it out.”

      “Great with kids, huh?”

      “She had her own. She wanted to meet mine.”

      “You showed Mom their report cards.”

      “I—shit son, that was a mistake. Drink up.”

      Their subsequent pause was agonizingly long, the two of them swiping looks and making little man noises after chugs, a pause so long that for an instant Gordon was worried his father was going to grab his hand and hold it. He sometimes did that on long car rides when conversation dried up. Finally, Ted half-laughed himself into wondering why Gordon never asked him any questions.

      Instead of asking if he had wanted to go to the football game, Gordon said, “Did Lily Anne say anything else about me?”

      “She talked to you. You had a conversation. You charmed her.”

      “That I don’t remember.”

      “I didn’t marry Lily Anne, son.” He was getting pissed again, pissed on top of being half-pissed from the beers.

      “Then why are we talking about her?”

      “She’s having a hysterectomy next month.”

      After his father drove off, with a kiss and another twenty to his shirt pocket, Gordon sat at his desk chair and laced his golf cleats, amazed at how things could play out. Ted Trax hadn’t felt the need to explain the why or the what or the how of Lily Anne, the cocktail waitress who tore their family up, but this matter of duration puzzled Gordon. How could they still possibly be in touch? Here he had sired out of two women, confused his wives when in his cups, and decided that the impending loss of her uterus was just cause for discussing his old mistress for the first time with his second son. Gordon tried to shrug off this strange mantle dropped on his shoulders, but the beer buzz, plus a milestone passed, depressed him.

      He ignored Spencer’s gin rummy knock and felt homicidal when reading the birthday card slid under his door. He would either have to kill Spencer for being his changeling in pathos, or go mad. At dinner he ate three pieces of cake, but then, around nine, when he heard a knot of hallmates gather cross-legged outside their doors as they did most nights, instead of staring into a future of solitary intellectual overcompensation, he marched out and began to entertain the troops. After he’d got them laughing, he got them to talk about themselves, and made many a smart-ass quip. He sang jingles, jogged their memories about defunct game shows, crappy hit songs of yesteryear, Saturday cartoons, double-play combinations, asked them about which classes they were taking, talked in funny voices, overdid his Virginia drawl for effect, practiced his golf swing, talked smut hellbent for slick, asked out loud for drugs and booze, swapped S.A.T. scores, tap-danced to the window at the end of the hall and serenaded some hapless coed with the theme song from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. All that he did, he did for at least two hours, only wishing he could have snake-charmed them to sleep in the hallway and watched to make sure his rubber cement had dried them all together.

      The next morning, Gordon was dressed and ready when they were heading off for breakfast. In another two days, they’d knock on his door before attempting a meal. Two weeks after his birthday, he was their lieutenant.
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      Difficult to believe, but once upon a time, diversity on college campuses was as much a question of geography as race or economic background. The College of Arts and Sciences at Cornell University had to pull at least one student from every state every year.

      Kevin Crawley was Idaho 1978. His hometown, Wallace, didn’t have a dirty bookstore, just cattle and sugar beets, and crosses along the highway for friends who had died of boredom and a need for speed. When Kevin started Cornell, he was needy for something else. During his first week in Ithaca, he bought an issue of Blueboy magazine in the Co-Op. He stowed it beneath his winter sweaters in the bottom of his travel trunk, the sort that doubled as a coffee table for books and bongs. After six weeks of talking to the hand with the magazine, Kevin wrote a facsimile of his first name inside a toilet stall in the basement bathroom of Willard Straight Hall, the student union, with the words “17-year old virgin wants to change all that,” and his phone number.

      For forty-eight hours, he stayed out of his suite in U-Hall 3 from fear, then forgot what he’d done, enough to be totally unnerved when a voice asked for Karl one afternoon.

      “This is K-K-K—he.”

      (Kevin was a stutterer; his application essay had made skillful light of it, granting him admission to Stanford, the University of Chicago, Vanderbilt, and Tufts, as well as Cornell.)

      “I read your message.”

      “Y-y-ye-es.”

      “Maybe we could get together, Karl. Are you cute?”

      “S..s...s…some. Are you?”

      He knew that sounded defensive. If he hadn’t been a stutterer, Kevin might have majored in communications at the University of Idaho with the goal of becoming a newscaster. Instead, he grew up terse, righteous, over-achieving, and apt to be heard—and then taken—the wrong way.

      “I’m twenty-six,” the voice answered.

      Kevin silently processed this alarming piece of news. He’d been planning for a less-than-virginal Big Red, Class of ‘79 or ‘80.

      “Are you there, Karl?”

      “My n-n-name is really Kuh-kuh-evin.”

      “Okay. I’m Jim”

      He asked Jim where they should meet.

      “Do you have a roommate, Kevin?”

      “I have three,” he replied, his voice cracking.

      “How about we meet in the Willard Straight parking lot?”

      “When?”

      “7:45 tomorrow.”

      “Morning or evening?”

      Kevin laughed. “You’re funny.”

      “How will I know you, Jim?” When Kevin was able to manage a full sentence of one-syllable words at first strike, like this one, he risked sounding snide.

      “I’m blond, and I’ve got a car.”

      Walking up Libe Slope, looking for leaves to scuff, Kevin repeated to himself that he was free not to step into Jim’s car. When he spotted the man leaning against the door of an open blue Pinto, the first thing he decided was that he didn’t look like one.

      Jim Willits, with blond, wavy hair and a full mustache, greeted Kevin with, “I can tell right away you’re not Jewish.”

      (That’s enough stuttering.)

      “I am a Catholic. From Idaho.”

      They exchanged a look under the streetlight, and Kevin sensed he’d be safe. Jim was a large man, solid and confident, not to mention twenty-six felt established in a major way. Although he was free not to, Kevin stepped into the Pinto.

      Jim was a psychology grad student who was interning part-time in Trumansburg in a home for male juvenile offenders. Many were intellectually challenged, and the size of bears, and Jim sometimes had to restrain them. His hands dancing over his lap like a drunken sign interpreter, Kevin wondered whether undergraduates were a change of pace for Jim. He had no idea where they were driving, except in the woods, and where he was going to lose his virginity when Jim asked:

      “What do you think you might like to do?”

      Kevin was fidgeting so hard in the bucket seat, waiting for this segue, that he almost put his head through the roof when it came, knew what Jim meant. But everything was suddenly so bald. “What do you mean?” he replied, like some dopey pre-teen.

      “I mean with me,” Jim said in a low voice.

      “Why are you asking me that?”

      “I don’t want to scare you. There are different things to do. I wanted to talk to you first and make sure you got to know who I was.”

      Kevin stammered out what interested him—basically, everything—and Jim listened, making comforting moves with his voice, face, and body. He didn’t mention the stutter even when it took Kevin what felt like seven ‘b’s” and forty-eight “j’s” to get through the word “blowjob.”

      They drove north, then parked just inside the gate of the Cornell Plantations. There were lights in the distance. Kevin listened for a bit but could identify no nighttime nature sounds, except the rushing of the falls over Beebe Lake. Jim leaned over and placed his index finger under Kevin’s chin. “If you don’t like anything that’s happening, let me know, and we’ll stop.”

      They began. Kevin made sure to keep his eyes open. Men did kiss. The issue of Blueboy had been mum on the subject; he was more anxious about foreplay issues than he was with the fact of actual sex. The car steamed up, and he was able to laugh when Jim reached over and traced a smiley face on the passenger window. Despite the chill, they took their amazing, fantastic trashiness out against a tree, Kevin only tensing up when he wasn’t able to get a handful of Jim when he wanted it. The event had to be about both of them.

      Back in the car, buttoning his shirt, Kevin apologized for taking such a long time this time. Jim missed, or ignored, the inflection.

      “You were just tense, Kevin.” Then, because molesting the willing would seem to have its own patter, Jim continued. “You’re a natural.”

      This compliment should have been delivered as Kevin was closing the car door, but Jim miscalculated and still had two hundred yards to go, time enough to give Kevin three pieces of advice, two of which he committed to memory. (The third is lost to time.)

      
        
          	
        Never take it up the butt.
      

      	
        Don’t fall in love with me.
      

      

      

      Kevin wouldn’t claim to have forgotten what had happened, but it wasn’t until his chemistry lecture the next morning that circumstances permitted a recap. A granola girl walked into Goldwin Smith Hall wearing a “Please Don’t Touch My Tuts” T-shirt. (The blockbuster “Treasures of Tutankhamun” show was currently touring the major art museums of America.) The sentiment, the two sarcophagi masks on the shirt, her long braid, plus the apple in her hand flushed out the night with Jim Willets in high relief.

      Kevin discovered, with an itchy luxury, that he had joined something. The professor was lecturing on electron shells, the areas in which an electron and its partners on that level might be found: although one could never track them specifically, the electron might announce its position suddenly, like a firefly. In high school, Kevin would walk the nighttime streets of Wallace, Idaho, and wonder in which houses the neighbors were doing it. He knew that sex was happening all around him, but where exactly? Bedroom lights blinked off, lovers spent, out of reach, and there he’d be, three houses away, sniffing for it.

      It turned out that sex did not necessarily reveal itself. Kevin could have leaped up from his seat in the lecture hall and witnessed: “I am now a sexual being. Anyone who wants to can smell my fingers,” but he was already somewhere else in the electron shell. He had gotten past worrying who got it or not and could wave goodbye to Idaho Kevin guessing in the dark.

      This subjective confrontation with quantum mechanics did not neglect the sensate. Kevin’s time in the woods had yielded a quilled stomach that moved like his, a pair of eggs that felt like a roll of half-dollars, a solid frame that let him crawl on, legs that gripped, the feel of a mustache, and the full, pulpy, head to foot smack of male flesh.

      He met up with Jim Willets a second time, after a demeaning will-he won't-he call? song-and dance by his telephone. Kevin spotted him going into Ives Hall. Encounter #2 was more of the same, with none of the preamble. Jim let Kevin spend the night with him in his apartment, with a view that looked over the gray pancake of the Collegetown IGA roof.

      Kevin admired the spare way of his dresser top. Loose change, bookmarks, books of matches, cologne, comb. Jim lit a candle on his nightstand after the lights were out, but not before Kevin, shivering with heat, not cold, watched all of the big man undress. Alone, in a room, with a man, naked, for him. His face must have been working strangely because Kevin smiled, sat on the bed, and softly said, “Climb aboard.”

      Kevin did not fall in love for very long. Pride kept him from stalking Jim any further. A couple of weeks later, on the way to dinner at Willard Straight, he checked out their stall in the basement bathroom. Jim had scribbled “not anymore” next to “virgin” in Kevin’s original message. Kevin flushed many shades of mortification over his meal that night. He was just one more emotionally challenged boy taken against a tree in the park. On December 6th, the Feast of St. Nicholas, when Kevin picked up the phone in his suite, and a med student named Sanjay told him that Jim Willets had said he was cute, and could they meet up for some, you know, activity, Kevin refused, then seriously considered paying a visit to the Psychology Department to meet with the Director of Graduate Studies.
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      Maggie Rand’s undisciplined rage at her “prick father” had convinced Jason Packer that she needed someone sensitive to minister to her agenda. She was given to lengthy, feminist rhetorical tangents. All men were pricks, she’d insist, except for Jason, who spoke French comme un ange, and had nice broad épaules to boot.

      The way she’d said she wished it had been her father, and not his, who had dropped dead gave him the idea to ask her for a date that December of his sophomore year. Since they hadn’t any history besides French class freshman year, Maggie seemed an ideal choice for rehabbing his manhood. He could still see his roommate Gomez’s eyes roll whenever he’d pick up the phone and use his French with Maggie. Gomez was seeing an Ag student Jason had secretly nicknamed Motogirl for her shapely body and the tangled, black helmet of her hair.

      “What about Patrick McDermott?” Jason had asked Maggie a week after he had written Patrick a lengthy, unanswered declaration of love. “Is he a prick?”

      Maggie had met Patrick just the once, but she knew what to say. “I know he’s your friend, Jason, but don’t you find him rather merchant class?”

      “His father sells grocery scales.”

      “My point exactly.”

      Jason didn’t always get Maggie’s points. Before his death, his father had been a CFO for an apple juice company. Did an accountant outrank a salesman? Then, in supposed afterthought, Maggie added, “The Irish are particularly repressed. I would never date a man who wasn’t oral.”

      Orality was a gauntlet Jason was ready to shoulder when he met Maggie outside Risley College in the winter moonlight. He’d picked an offbeat first date—an open sing of “The Messiah” at Risley, then and now the preferred residence of Cornell’s cultural left, a Gothic Revival structure ideal for art fairs, human chess games, and group sex.

      Stamping her feet in the cold, the tall and angular Maggie looked sophisticated in a violet beret. “Boy Meets Girl,” Jason thought, as he grabbed both her gloves in his. As they walked the vaulted corridor to the dining hall, he asked Maggie what her favorite Christmas carol was.

      “‘Angels We Have Heard on High.’”

      “Mine is ‘The Little Drummer Boy.’”

      “That’s a sad one.”

      “Is it?” he said.

      She laughed and squeezed his arm.

      The prospect of singing The Messiah made even the Risley Trotskyites dapper and penitent. Beards were trimmed; hair was tamed, and not a pair of construction boots in sight. Jason felt free to get lost among the baritones, lift his voice, and watch Maggie across a nave hung with spruce and holly, equally lost among the sopranos, a little girl putting out cookies for Santa before the chords crashed and her father pricked up his marriage.

      Pity is a bad rationale for sex, making a two-sided mercy fuck a weepy disaster. Maggie and Jason were so puling after the Handel and a post-concert cocoa at Noyes Pancake House, that they didn’t make much progress. They nearly cracked their skulls together trying to be the first to demonstrate their orality. Maggie eventually called a time-out. It was embarrassing, but essential, she said, for their half-dressed selves to admit that they scarcely knew one another.

      They tried to backtrack the next week. The idea would be to get to know each other well enough to support further “genitocentrism.” (Maggie had a nonce word for everything.) They would extend a mutual invitation to share their fears and formations, disclose the information they would need to grow to trust one another, and lay the groundwork for a healthy and appropriately adult relationship.

      That was the theory. In practice, it worked more like “Dial-a-Porn.” Maggie would relate her sexual fantasies over the phone, and Jason would do his best to squint himself into her picture frame.

      “I’m thinking about a tub full of raspberry Jell-O, solidifying all around my body,” she said Tuesday night. “I have a thing for raspberries.”

      “They’re a luxury good,” he replied, at a loss. He was taking International Trade Theory that semester.

      “And then when the Jell-O is set, and firm, and I’m trapped inside it, and….”

      Jason made an effort. “And someone loosens you…?”

      “And then I make love with my savior for hours, the heat of our bodies melting the Jell-O….”

      “No,” he interrupted, “the cool of the Jell-O keeps us from perspiring….” (Was he really saying this?)

      “What’s wrong with sweat, Jason?”

      “Um. It smells bad?”

      Sophisticated Maggie declared that funk was fun, so Jason apologized for the gaffe. Funk, male or female, had not been a positive in his upbringing.

      “No, Jason, I apologize. If cleanliness is your thing, live and let live. I’m more European. Tell me one of your fantasies.”

      But he never did. Not with Gomez three feet away. Truthfully, Jason Packer hadn’t permitted himself sexual fantasies. While his high school years had included a number of girls and boys with whom he had wanted to mate, he was too self-conscious about his husky frame and man boobs to picture himself ever doing the deed. Maggie mentioned several times that fat was a feminist issue, but whether that meant Jason was supposed to lose weight, or gain weight, under her supervision, he never found out. Best guess: she loved pithy sayings.

      After the week of Jell-O—and tulip fields near a windmill in ruins—over the phone, Maggie chose their second date: a Law School Film Society screening of Cries and Whispers. This not five hours after a pap smear at Campus Health Services. With the dice now loaded for snake eyes, God alone would know whether they were mature enough not to have sex. Because Maggie had made it clear that trips to the gynecologist were devastatingly invasive, Jason upped the stakes by bringing her a long-stemmed red rose. There he waited, fifth in line for the Bergman at Uris Hall, forgetting that out of water, his gesture would wither. It delighted her, nonetheless.

      The graphic intensity of Cries and Whispers ruled out an insouciant malted with fries after. They trudged to her room. Maggie’s roommate, Alicia, was spending the weekend following the Grateful Dead with her boyfriend. Jason sat down on Maggie’s single and waited while she put his rose in a Bryn Mawr coffee mug on her desk. All night long, he would clock the precarious tilt of its stem.

      À propos of nothing, Maggie declared, as Jason was carefully pulling up her sweater, her horror of penetration. There was no gain in it for her. To keep things moving, Jason agreed to wait for however long it took. Far be it for him to displease her; he just didn’t want to have to make Jell-O in a dorm kitchen at two o’clock in the morning.

      Once they began, Jason found it helpful to forget about himself, and eventually, with luck, after he’d learned the nuances of when and where to kiss her, and how long, and with what amount of pressure, Maggie would forget about him, too.

      He hoped she wouldn’t notice that he wasn’t fully present between her legs. He kept going, apologizing the only way he knew how for the brutish beefheads in her past, for guys like his brothers, frat boys who wouldn’t feel they owed her anything, for Napoléon and Hitler and Nixon and Pol Pot, and her creepy Health Services OB-GYN, and that messed-up Swedish genius Ingmar Bergman.

      After they had finished, Jason imagined that the rest of the baritone section felt sated, but he felt exhausted. He slunk home, duty ebbing away in each duck boot he pressed into the ground. The bleacher of men whom he’d needed to watch him through Maggie’s window blinds could now pass through the stadium turnstile, go home to wake up wifey with their beer-swollen tongues, and leave him be. He had earned the right to dream about merchant class Patrick McDermott on his pillow.

      Jason failed to notice Gomez’s necktie strung around the doorknob to their room, the “Action Within” signal from the time of their grandfathers, and opened the door. No other verb than plow can describe the immoderate strides Gomez was marking into Motogirl, whose real name was Jill. She was arched under him, moaning, her luxurious hair sweeping the pillow. His hair hid much of his face, but Jason could just spot his roommate’s teeth clenched in a smile. Against the sheets, Gomez was ruddy, Jill was alabaster, like a Renaissance painting, although canvases hung in museums couldn’t capture the crashing music they made.

      Jason slammed the door. Through the wall he heard them giggle. They were anything but ashamed. Waiting outside, removing his gloves, he recognized their abandon for what it was, and what it was, was anointed. Gomez and Jill were man and woman catching fire with each other in a Baroque visitation stoked by Vulcan’s hammer. Maggie and Jason, on the other hand, had been a line drawing in a Catholic dating manual.

      For the time being, there was nothing for him to do but tighten his shoelaces, or maybe go wash his face.
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