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Introduction

			By Douglas Sadownick

			It is fitting that A House on the Ocean, A House on the Bay, the third installment of Felice Felice’s memoirs, written in 1975, should be the first of his books to appear after his death in March 2025. The book arrives as a personal visitation and as a record of a vanished world: the Pines, Fire Island, circa 1975—after centuries of murder, secrecy, and silence, and before the storms, literal and historical, that would remake everything. There are books about Fire Island and Cherry Grove, and there is fiction, but this remains the only memoir to emerge from what was arguably one of the most consequential moments in modern gay cultural life.

			Having read this book for the third time in the months since losing the human I came to experience as a father figure for the last thirty years, and relying on some version of his ghostly spirit to help me complete several manuscripts he had been developing between his cancer diagnosis in 2021 and our final conversation in March 2025—“Keep writing,” he said, with a casualness that only later revealed itself as farewell—I am struck by the book’s premonition of our present moment: a time in which what once burned bright is being destroyed and degraded by the pressures of history. Is this a cycle, the waves moving in and out of the Fire Island coast, one day the death instinct, one day the life? 

			At first glance, the book works as a traditional bildungsroman or coming-of-age story. We follow a young Werther (or Rilke) of modest means growing up in a small town—Queens, New York (don’t hate me, the boroughs are NOT Manhattan, and what always held me and Felice close together for thirty years was that he was an Italian boy who grew up near Forest Hills and I was a Jewish boy who grew up near Fordham Road: small towns, homie!)—who feels himself to be unique and special by virtue of his being, well, gay. His dreams of becoming a novelist, rooted in a gifted mind, brutally accurate memory, voracious reading habits, and a solid education in the classics at Queens College, are dashed by one hardship after another: books that peter out, rinky-dink jobs, family dysfunction, dead-end relationships. But do these detours stop his writing spirit? No. Do even romantic relationships hinder his drive? No.

			In March 1971, he writes in his journal, “I must find the focus of my life’s work. I seem to have to stumble through trial and error, one after another, to find what it is.” He adds a crucial, easily glossed-over line: “I am desperate for a sign.”

			In my opinion, this remains the book’s key moment. This is the ask that precedes every relationship, every look at the ephemeris, every throw of the I Ching—all areas of life and art that compelled Felice’s interest—and, I might add, every phone call made to a psychotherapist: I am desperate for a sign. Although Felice does not give “tips” in his books (and even if you were his writing or cooking student, Felice did not give tips so much as parables about timing), he is already teaching something about how one enters a relationship with the unknown, deeply generative aspects of experience.

			And then, voilà. On April 24, 1971, he writes, “I completed the handwritten draft of my first novel.” He will spend much of the memoir studying how the SIGN came—how something finally cohered. In the flow of words, sentiments, people, places, and things that arise in the act of writing, he discovers “what I could at last call Joy,” which “equaled in intensity sexual intercourse and my first LSD trips.”

			Felice describes a form of engagement in which something answers back—something irreducible to will, inseparable from the self, and yet distinct from the ego.

			What Felice discovered as a layperson can also be described as a psychological technique C. G. Jung discovered when, after his breakup with Freud, the Swiss psychiatrist managed his descent into psychosis through a dialogue with the unconscious psyche he called Active Imagination. Felice knew a great deal about this process—he and I would discuss working with the psyche at length—because after I wrote my first novel, Sacred Lips of the Bronx, which he adored, a SIGN told me to leave writing and spend decades in analysis and education to become a gay community psychotherapist, and to found the nation’s first LGBT Clinical Psychology Program at Antioch University and its teaching clinic, Colors LGBTQ Youth Center. Two ventures Felice supported with every ounce of his being—by sitting on my boards, helping to shape aspects of the curriculum, and witnessing my own engagement with a gay-centered institute which could, without exaggeration, be called a cult. So Felice knew a helluva lot about Freud and Jung even before he met me. (The man contained multitudes, okay?)

			What I am saying is that, long before Felice had to deal with his young upstart leaving publishing to go become a shrink—only to crawl back to Felice on his hands and knees decades later asking for help turning hundreds of loose pages into solid manuscripts—Felice knew his way around what we could call “the unconscious,” though his beloved Shakespeare/Goethe/Proust trifecta called the “soul” by dozens of other names. My point is that here we can see Felice connecting to the source that evokes the scene of Adam and God touching in Michelangelo’s great visitation:

			This Joy that came from writing wasn’t over in an hour, or even in a day, but went on giving me pleasure—a different kind of pleasure, true: intellectual yet also sensual, spiritual yet completely material. And as I kept on writing, I found that my skills themselves seemed to sharpen, abilities I didn’t know I possessed revealed themselves, ideas I’d somehow gathered over the years that had remained in a sort of unconscious stew suddenly clarified themselves, leapt up to be dealt with. 

			How else would you explain Felice’s enormous energy—publishing seventeen novels and eight volumes of memoirs; establishing Sea Horse Press in 1977 to publish the work of other gay writers; and, in 1981, teaming up with two other publishers to form Gay Presses of New York? He was a member of the Violet Quill, a group of seven gay male writers who met regularly in Manhattan and on Fire Island in the early 1980s to discuss works in progress, just as gay literature was entering the mainstream. He wrote for all the gay magazines; he knew everyone from Bette Midler to Jerome Robbins to Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. 

			We don’t think of Felice as a woo-woo kind of guy, and in every respect he would poo-poo such prattle. He could be saucy—although he was a warm, comforting Totoro to me without fail for thirty years. I was with him till the end, every Monday night the last few years, and that motherfucker was a witch. He’d look right through you and say, “Oh, honey, you’ll have to change the locks, wash that man right outta your hair—but for now, mangia, boychick, before your zuppa di lenticchie gets cold. It’s been sitting here waiting for you. Your time management, oy vey.”

			So I am making a bold statement. What drove Felice—a man who gardened, cooked, called his friends, cultivated the young, studied the stars, and walked into his death with utter calm—was an energy system he had consolidated in writing this memoir. He didn’t talk much about it. Not his style, or rather, he did so with style.

			***

			But back to the story. Because our hero is mortal and limited, the story proceeds in fits and starts. He is driven to write, but also to love—and not in the sense of loving someone “unconditionally” (New Age nonsense), but in the sense of loving carefully and choosing the right people.

			What touched me in reading this tender through-line is how Felice learns to diagnose his lovers before becoming too terribly trapped or hoodwinked by his carefully restrained obsession for Ed, a man cosplaying a put-together, hot gay while remaining an empty vessel:

			Grasping this, at the after-dinner party, I was appalled. My heart felt green and hollow like a cactus tree. It wasn’t as if I hated or even fully blamed Ed for it. I did want to get away from him, fast!

			I found myself wishing I had invited Felice to some of my Gay Therapy Groups to teach the art of sniffing out personality disorders in dating partners—a skill that is learnable, but only after one has obtained a fair degree of health oneself first.

			This same discernment teaches him how to handle a moment when an early novel, Eyes, already in print, had a key subplot removed by an editor greedy for sales (and shorter books) without either Felice’s or his agent’s knowledge. Felice risks the relationship to stand up for his work and his character:

			That early bad experience with Eyes  somewhat prepared me for some of the many complicated things that could go wrong. It also taught me an important lesson: never compromise with people who fuck you over; never accept their unethical actions; proclaim them when you can (sometimes you cannot), because that may bring important new allies who more closely share your view of life—and your own integrity.

			***

			The memoir reaches an important crescendo when the pages begin to read almost like a moving museum Proustian piece—a madeleine that doesn’t stop—where Felice’s interest in legacy and history coincides with the true birth of his gay identity, gay self-esteem, and capacity to love fully.

			What Felice captures here is not sexual freedom alone, but a psychic reorganization: the experience of being appraised by one’s own values, inside a community that mirrors them back without shame.

			For the first time in my life among equals, I felt evaluated and appreciated by qualities I valued, not artificial conventions. The people added up what I considered important about myself: my talent as a writer, my ability for friendship, my love of the beach . . . my intense interest in all the techniques of sexual love, the pleasure I found in handsome men upon whom to practice these techniques, my love of all kinds of music, dancing, architecture, and all of the arts—including fashion and interior design, of which I knew nothing but was most willing to learn—as well as a good feeling about being gay and the direction gay politics were headed, and a general optimism toward life.

			
			What follows reads almost like field notes from a vanished civilization, one in which eros, politics, aesthetics, and belonging were not separate domains but parts of a single social fabric.

			Like Frank and Jack, whom they knew and occasionally associated with, this large group of gay men were all more or less professional, all more or less successful, and ranged in age in 1975 from about twenty-five to thirty-five years old. While romances, summer-long affairs, and even long-term marriages were much approved of, one-night stands, orgies, public sex in the bushes or on the beach were also considered okay, so long as they were done with some style.

			It is easy, in retrospect, to caricature this period as apolitical hedonism. Felice shows instead how political solidarity coexisted with sexual candor, without either canceling the other out.

			We shared other values too. Gay politics, for instance: no matter how out you were among family and at work, we were staunchly supportive of gay rights and gay causes. Any cultural offering in our area with the barest smidgen of homosexuality was supported, attended, and discussed in detail.

			Here Felice describes something nearly unimaginable today: erotic encounter as a prelude to discovering shared histories of protest, risk, and survival.

			
			After having sex with a relative stranger, we’d start talking and discover both of us had been at a particular student sit-in, or I’d been in the same marches for civil rights and against the war in Vietnam.

			The intensity Felice describes was not only cultural but mathematical: a world small enough to be held in collective memory, and therefore fragile.

			The Gay Two Thousand, someone called us a few years afterward. That number was based on how many of us went to the Pines on a weekend holiday.

			What ultimately made the Pines unforgettable was not ideology or even sex, but the way the world itself seemed briefly enchanted—responsive to desire, time, and chance.

			Yet it was more than people at the Pines; it was landscape and weather and decorations as much as bodies. It was sunrises and sunsets, caresses, a broken boardwalk slat, a sudden chat, a sudden spat after which you made up with a kiss.

			The issue of the sublime and its relationship to place darkens this book in a way I find compelling, in the same way one might watch a car wreck or a nightmare from which it is hard to awake. Another Fire Island exists in these pages. This is why Felice’s early distinction between a house on the bay—fragrant, heavily wooded, nocturnal, obscure, somewhat bewildering, a place filled with unclarities of location—and a house on the ocean—brightly sunny by day, wide open to the sweep of the Milky Way by night, where storms could be frighteningly sudden and dramatic—begins to fall apart.

			This wonderful Edenic life—where he lives with a man who would become a long-term lover, Bob, and their friend Don—was absolutely perfect, lasting for six years, before the epidemic began to run like wildfire through the Pines population.

			The evocation of the hurricane is not just a storm but an oracle:

			The usually calm bay waters were completely new, high and rough, sharply tossing, flecked white with spume, so even the broad-keeled, fully laden Fire Island Princess rocked on long swells and swept down into trench-like gullies. The sky we were heading toward over Long Island was dark and rough. Streaks of lightning darted out of the high masses of pewter-colored clouds.  

			We didn’t dare speak above a murmur, a whisper, even though we would have to shout to be heard over the noise of the wind and water, holding onto one another, feeling the backs of our necks prickle with some electromagnetism gone utterly mad.  

			The hurricane itself could now be seen approaching, monstrously vast, like the ill-defined prow of some cyclopean juggernaut, and among all the lurid colorations that periodically swept through its dark enormity was, I swear to you, an overall impression of the most sickly green, as though something unspeakably huge and vile was about to be vomited by a terminally nauseated planet.

			Terminally nauseated planet? In light of global warming, nuclear proliferation, the Orange Madman, ICE: this was published in 1997. Some active imagination, no?

			***

			A strange moment arrives in the final paragraphs of A House on the Ocean, A House on the Bay when Felice rises above the story to describe how, when away—in various cities, traveling—he listens for sounds to remind him where he is. When he thinks of Fire Island, he hears not the “ocean’s rolling, nor the susurration of surf,” nor the sound that filled his “dreams of awakening behind latticed windows.” Not the bay, nor the ocean. The sound he listens for is the island itself.

			What remains, when all is said and done, may be this. The island. Now that we have lost Felice, what does speaking to someone first as a living person and then as a dead one mean? The Pines need not survive as ruins or nostalgia to endure, depending on whether life is lived in two dimensions, or three, or four. They remain as a quality of mind. Whether that mind is the peculiar office of those appointed by fate to be gay remains the “shush” hypothesis. In what I am laying out, I may be right. I may be wrong. Reading—better yet, feeling—is believing. In light of who Felice was, and what he meant to me, I could not let that promise, that good word about the Island—not the Island of yesteryear, but the one still to come, the one inside your beating heart, bitch!—go unstated.

    


    
Original Introduction to the Haworth Edition

			Some places, like some people, have all the luck. Usually that is because they’re extraordinary. And, usually, those places written about in literature tend to be cities: if only because that’s where so many people—and writers—congregate. Thus—and more or less chronologically—are ancient Athens and Rome, medieval Baghdad and Beijing, Renaissance Florence, and more modern-day London, Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Tokyo, New York, and Los Angeles the settings of probably half the books ever written. But there are extraordinary places that are not huge capital cities, but instead are extraordinary because of their locale or weather or physical beauty: the Riviera, the South Pacific, Big Sur, California, the Caribbean Basin and the Florida Keys, the American Southwest—and Fire Island—and because these places have become so beloved of writers and artists, they too have become the settings of many books.

			I was privileged to live on Fire Island for a decade beginning in 1975, as a rule from mid-April through mid-October (i.e., half the year). There, in two different rented houses in two very different locations, I lived, loved, partied, read, listened to music, enjoyed friendships, and there too I wrote most of ten books in a row. For those who only know of the place through others’ writing about it, that last statement will probably seem to contradict the previous ones. How is it possible to write entire novels while living at the very epicenter of the seventies’ and eighties’ gay sex and drug world? Easy, because like many places written about, Fire Island has been given a bum rap.

			Or rather, a partially bum rap. The problem is that over the years, novelists and playwrights and poets would bring their characters and stories out to Fire Island only once everything else had been set in motion. Turning points, crises, and climaxes generally were what one read about in gay (and nongay) literature about Fire Island. Even the movies made about it—I’m thinking of the two (still) best American gay male movies ever made, Longtime Companion and Parting Glances— for the most part did exactly that. In books like the brilliant Dancer from the Dance and the flagitious Faggots, Fire Island is where everyone has total freedom, and so everyone more or less goes nuts. In Edmund White’s Forgetting Elena, the locale becomes something else: a cross between Heian Japan and a sci-fi dystopia. Even I am somewhat guilty: my own novels, The Lure and Like People in History, didn’t adequately deal with the place, although in the latter’s fifth section, I made an attempt to show the peerless social and sexual mores in the seventies.

			What I remember of Fire Island and especially of the Pines is a great deal more than I’ve been able to write about. But in one book, my third memoir, I made an assault on the subject. In my previous two memoirs, I had focused less on places than on times, and less on times, really, than on people. Both Ambidextrous and Men Who Loved Me did of course depend upon specific localities for their greatest effect. Running around with the group of young Americans I nicknamed “the Hollywood Harlots” would have been significantly different if it had occurred in Cleveland or Odessa, Texas, rather than in Rome, Italy, during the heyday of Cinecitta. In the same way the bicycle race through a tunnel of an Eisenhower-era suburban mall, exactly in the center of Ambidextrous, would have had far less effect if it was in a city or rural area somewhere else. And would the Stonewall Riots have resounded quite so much the following morning if I and my sex date of the night before hadn’t lived in the Village and had to gingerly step over its burning clutter the previous night? So geography was important to both books, but geography was not a main character in either.

			In A House on the Ocean, A House on the Bay, geography is not only a main character, it’s equal if not more important than any other character, perhaps even more important than the Felice, aged approximately twenty-six to thirty-five, that I wrote about in its pages. In fact, in choosing a title for the book quite early on in its composition, I set up a specific criterion: not only would I write about a place, but I would write about two quite different situations I’d lived in, at the community of Fire Island Pines. And, because the place is so outdoors, compared say to Manhattan which is so indoors, I’d be forced to write about one aspect of Fire Island that other writers only mentioned in passing or glossed over: its nonhuman components, i.e., “nature.”

			The first house, on the far eastern end of the Pines, was high up on a hill on Tarpon Walk, back two houses’ distance from, yet within constant view of, the Atlantic Ocean, which more or less provided its entire front view. From the back of the house one could look down the steep hill across the island’s narrow girth to the sweep of the Great South Bay, and on clear days and especially nights, to the many little towns that dotted its perimeter. I summered there from 1975 through 1980. The second house, from 1981 through 1985, was located more centrally, on the western end, on Midway Walk, and closest to the other, flatter, bay side. What it did not have in views, it made up for by its privacy and by being in the midst of a little copse of woods. As a result, and because Fire Island is a protected avian sanctuary, it was teeming with birds who became daily accompaniment and, at times, even minor characters in my life and the book.

			During the years between and spanning the two different houses, my roommates and my social set changed, and this was reflected in the move, although in truth I would have continued to rent the oceanside house forever if its owner hadn’t reneged on his promise and sold it out from under me, forcing me to find another place. As crucially, who I was—at least externally—had altered somewhat too. In 1975, I’d just published my first novel, Smart as the Devil. By 1981, I’d published six books, among them several critical hits and several best-sellers, including the sensational gay thriller, The Lure. I’d been a tyro of a young writer in the beginning of my estivating at Fire Island. By the time I left I was an internationally famous author and publisher, well known in the gay world. In those earlier years, my roommates and I would go out dancing and partying every weekend, rain or shine. We lived on the beach. We walked in and out of a half dozen other houses of friends. Midafternoons, nights and presunset mornings we could be found having drinks, food, conversation or sex at various poolsides, in bedrooms, alfresco, anywhere really. Our cheap and unattractive rental, high on a little hill, with decks in front, back and on the side, could be seen, inspected, looked into anytime day or night, unless we specifically closed the curtains, which we seldom did. We lived a fairly public life.

			The second house, on Midway, by contrast, was on a walk almost hidden away, and pretty much unknown to anyone but those who lived in the area or who were Fire Island devotees. Only a short block long, in the most upscale section of the Pines (heirs to fortunes, rich lawyers, restaurant and bar owners, even a French count lived there; while Elizabeth Taylor, Burt Reynolds, Elton John and James Levine among others often stayed with folks on the walk) it was set deep within trees and foliage. And even though the glass walls in the front rooms and back bedrooms were far larger than those in the house on Tarpon Walk, this place was set twenty feet deep from the boardwalk, virtually indistinguishable from the trees, unless you made the effort to stop and peer closely. The bedrooms’ screened and glass walls and doors opened to the private gardens of our landlord, who was seldom back there or indeed at the Pines at all. I often used the sheltered back walkways to reach the harbor, center of the Pines’ social and commercial activity. Almost anytime I used main walkways I was accosted by strangers, or overheard people saying my name, then whispering.

			When A House on the Ocean, A House on the Bay was published, several canny reviewers recognized a bit of what I was doing with the title, and indeed with the book: I was paying homage to and at the same time having a little fun at the expense of Marcel Proust with his Du Côte de chez Swann and Le Côté de Guermantes, the first and third— and most crucial—volumes of his enormous À la recherche du temps perdu. For Marcel, the author as well as the narrator of that tome, the first cote or path or “way” was linked to his family, to art, and to bourgeois life characterized by Madame de Verdurin’s “little clan”; the second volume to love, (homo)sexuality and aristocratic life represented by the set of the Duchesse de Guermantes.

			But I was also doing something else Proustian, I was trying to write about the complex levels and many-sided marvels found within failure. What my first two memoirs had shown me as a writer and as a person was that I could use the genre to consciously plunge myself into excavating the past. And in addition, through excavating it, inspecting it, and evaluating the past, to also—I hoped—come to understand it.

			Failure? Didn’t I just write about how successful I’d become? Yes, but while there was career, friendship, artistic and social success, there was, on other levels, failure—especially romantic failure. Enough failure to make me want to figure out, decades later, exactly what had gone wrong and why. One relationship in particular still required understanding some twenty-five years after it had ended.

			* * *

			“The goal of memory is to leave you with a coherent story of what happened,” says Mark Reinitz, a psychologist at the University of Puget Sound. And if the information is incomplete, Reinitz finds that the brain will do whatever it takes to assemble such a story—even if it needs to generate false memories.

			
			Mostly, of course, that is because of the peculiar electrochemical nature of the “wiring” in our brains. That assertion of a psychophysiological fact would seem to destroy any possibility that anything we write about ourselves and about our lives could have validity in the real world. And there are people who say exactly that. But I believe the opposite is true: our writing about ourselves and our lives can have the greatest possible factual validity. If, that is, we follow a course in which we do what we can to evade, dodge, shun, and avoid our natural bent toward fabulism, toward storytelling, and instead go at our past like archaeologists, utilizing if not precisely the scientific method in our search, then at least a more exactingly objective approach than usual. At times, this means going against our self-interest; it means opening ourselves up to truths we may not wish to know, truths that reward our vulnerability with new injuries, or old hurts revived. Good autobiography calls for something beyond even the usually high level of talent one may possess as a writer: it sometimes requires that you look into the abyss; and worse, allow the abyss to look back at you.

			In Ambidextrous, I’d done exactly that and what I’d seen wasn’t very pretty, although I was told it made for engrossing reading. Men Who Loved Me had been far cheerier, yet even with its jocularity, I’d touched at points on issues of miscommunication, problems between men of different ages and backgrounds, and—in the last few pages— upon the real difficulty men have in opening out in any real way to each other, and how disastrous the results of not doing so can turn out.

			In my third memoir, A House on the Ocean, A House on the Bay, I once again set myself a specific task, to come to terms with a particular romance I’d had around the age of twenty-seven with one of the handsomest, brightest, and (though I didn’t know it at the time) wealthier gay men in Manhattan, a failed relationship that directly led to my first serious writing. Obviously Ed Armour would be a major character in at least the first half of the memoir. And because I still didn’t understand our relationship or him, I’d have to present as much of Ed as I could recall, to try to come to terms with him. Naturally, I did what any researcher would do first, I went to the source—not Ed who had died of complications from AIDS, but rather to the entries for the period of our affair, and especially of our breakup, in the journals I’d been keeping steadily since 1968.

			Reading the journal did help bring back that time, and Ed himself—how he looked and smelled, how he said certain words, and typically gestured. It reminded me, angered me, and saddened me all over again. But it did more. Only alluding to incidents, not explaining them, my journal reminded me of—without detailing—events two decades before during which I’d felt deeply uncertain of Ed, uncertain exactly what relationship we had together. Two incidents in particular which I suddenly recalled and then wrote about in some length in the memoir, for example, were completely ignored in my journals.

			That brought another realization, that because in my journals I was writing only for myself, I was also using the journals to lie to myself about Ed, and about whatever relationship we had. Actually, I was doing more than lying to myself; I was also instructing myself to not lose hope, to not utterly despair in what was—all around, not just in love—one of the lowest periods of my life. Later, when I came to write House on the Ocean, I related how I found those journal entries, and realized how badly I’d deceived myself. So when it came to the memoir, I wrote about Ed not as I’d done in the journals, but with the calm ruthlessness of one who has long outgrown any possibility of hope— which I guess would be my personal updating of Wordsworth’s famous dictum that writing poetry is emotion recollected in tranquility.

			I’d ended this memoir declaring that I’d not yet figured out what Ed and my relationship was about. But years later, I can say otherwise. I can see how, by writing about it as fully as I did, by allowing to flow out all I recalled about Ed—his pseudohumility hiding his true snobbism, his need to mentally dominate any intellectual discourse and yet to surround himself with talented creative people, his deep uncertainty about his own creative ability covering moments of spectacular superficiality—whether or not I understood at the time, writing about them, to my surprise, brought closure between myself and Ed Armour.

			This was to be one of the few times I received such satisfaction from autobiographical writing. I want to let you mull that over a bit, because I think it addresses something crucial about this process that often is misunderstood between writers and readers, and also between newer and more experienced writers.

			So-called life-writing can perform a multitude of tasks, besides the obvious ones of getting you known and making a few dollars. Done in the right spirit, it can enlighten you; it can open up avenues and areas of your life you’d not gone down before and reveal motives for your and others’ past actions you might not have understood. As often, it can shame and humiliate you worse than you’ve ever been before. It can make enemies of friends, and disbelievers of loyal pals. It can end up making you despise yourself for words and actions, which upon reflection, were truly horrible. It can lead to depression. Rarely can it salve your wounds, heal you, or make things better.

			To use it for that purpose would seem only natural, wouldn’t it? When we read books like White Oleander about the child of a beautiful psychotic mother who was farmed out to foster families one worse than the next, we think, “Ah, but now she’s written about it. So she must feel a lot better.” I doubt it. Why, for another example, would author Dave Pelz write, not one, but now three books about his psychological and physical abuse at the hands of his mother? This may not be a healing process. It may be that every time you delve into a wound to clean it out, you go deeper, find more infection, and become less hopeful it can be annealed.

			I titled the first part of House on the Ocean “Apprentice Without a Master” and used as an epigraph what Joseph Conrad had written in a letter: “I wondered how far I should turn out faithful to that ideal conception of one’s own personality every man sets up for himself secretly.”

			I’d set myself up to write about how I’d become a writer. Of course all three volumes of memoirs, from age eleven on, were more or less about that very subject, but this time I wanted to show with some exactitude how it happened. If the failed relationship with Ed Armour was one keystone, the second was indubitably my work in a bookstore, the growing conflict between myself and a manager, and how and why I left.

			Digging into that morass was as challenging as going after the Ed failure, especially as the two happened so closely together in time and especially as they represented one of my true personal nadirs. Yet, without looking for a way to excuse myself in either case, I knew that what had begun as evil had brought forth something good, out of darkness had come light. I thought that very much needed to be said. Said, written in detail, and reiterated. Not just for myself to read, but for others too. Being a gay young man in our society is as dangerous, statistically speaking and in reality, as being a black young man. Long before AIDS wiped out most of the people I knew, many gay men around me were dying from motor accidents, from crime, from drug overdoses and from miscellaneously successful suicide attempts. I thought that needed to be discussed. I hoped that someone, somewhere, close to despair might read my book and say, wait, if I don’t hang myself tonight, maybe, just maybe, there will be something terrific in tomorrow’s mail, or a phone call, or whatever, making life worth living again. To my pleasure and surprise, when people speak to me of my writing, of all my books, my third memoir has most done exactly that.

			In the second section of House on the Ocean, “The ‘Class’ of ’75,” I brought up yet another, equally problematic, issue: my health—more specifically my cancer scare during these years. I wrote about the subject for several reasons. First, because it did occur during this otherwise wonderful, social and career-expanding period of my life, and it underlay it, colored it a few shades darker at all times and at many specific moments; to deny that it had happened would be a lie. Second, because I’d not let it dominate my life. Third, because it proved to be a mistaken diagnosis and eventually the true—far less serious—one was found. If that had happened to me, it could happen to you too. And maybe reading about it would help you.

    


    
BOOK ONE:
APPRENTICE WITHOUT A MASTER

			I wondered how far I should turn out faithful to that ideal conception of one’s own personality every man sets up for himself secretly.

			–Joseph Conrad 

    


    
“Five Islands,” the old maps have it: seventeenth-century navigational charts with their fine, faded, clear penmanship on yellowing parchment. And there they are, the five sketched-in little oval isles, all in a row, somewhere below the bulk of “The Long Island” and the wavier mass of water called “The Great South Bay,” distinguishing that body from a dozen smaller bays and inlets.

			Five Islands, quite clearly written. As clearly as the names of the Indian tribes Peconic and Conanicut and Shinnecock are labeled on strategy maps of the Revolutionary War, as clearly limned on nineteenth-century maritime charts as the “New Light,” the just-erected lighthouse at the eastern end of “Rocks-Away.”

			As clear as the North Port and the East Port and the Free Port, which was exactly that when clipper ships would stop for the night on their long journey back from Yokohama and Manila and the Spice Islands, not sail on to their final destination of New York Harbor until they’d been lightened a bit. The booty was stashed among the dunes on one of the five, by now quite long, nearly abutting sandbars, to be retrieved a few days later. This might explain the proliferation of Japanese maple trees in Freeport, Sayville, and the surrounding towns first populated by those seamen, and their enormous Victorian houses, with verandas extending along the lawn to roof over a folly upon which to sit in one’s duty-free Chinese bamboo chair and sip one’s duty-free Assam tea and take the ocean breezes.

			Once, at a dinner at the Last House in Fire Island Pines, I was shown a photograph of one such clipper ship that arrived home far too late in the year. It was embedded in ice, mizzenmasts and furled sails and sailors all frozen together, looking like swirls of sugary frosting you’d put atop a homecoming cake. I was reminded of Thoreau’s journals, of how he traveled to that same “bleak beach” to visit—somewhere not far from the Last House in the Pines—the site of the shipwreck that had spewed forth the broken bodies of Margaret Fuller, her husband, and their child who Thoreau had come to meet—and remained to mourn. And of Margaret Fuller herself, that ever-questioning bluestocking, whose last words to Emerson before she went to Europe were about God and Fate and Destiny, Emerson’s own topics. She’d said, “Though it is difficult, I accept!” and as she’d walked up the gangplank, Emerson had been heard to sputter, “She’d damned better accept!”

			An old man who’d worked for my father told me that in the 1920s the lighthouse was relocated to the western end of the by-now connected five narrow isles, and how during Prohibition, the long sandbar was used by gangsters to cache their bootleg Canadian whisky when Coast Guard cutters drew too close for comfort. By then, someone’s misreading of an old map had become commonplace, turning Five Islands into Fire Island, and besides the Cosa Nostra hideouts, there were already a few small early summer communities.

			In the 1930s there were more, most of them called “artists’ colonies” whenever they were mentioned in The New Yorker or the original Vanity Fair. A rather naughty one seldom mentioned in print was named Cherry Grove and was located a third of the way along the thirty-five-mile-long sandbar. Auden and Isherwood and Gypsy Rose Lee photographed each other with Brownie cameras camping and smooching on the sands. Behind them you can see the familiar tiny wooden cabins.

			In the days after the great hurricane of 1938, Fire Island temporarily became three islands again, but soon mended itself. Even so, a half century later I could tell where the ocean had breasted the land, leaving “downs” and little swamps. One such spot, between Cherry Grove and Fire Island Pines, later became known as the Meat Rack, sometimes affectionately called the “Judy Garland Memorial Park.”

			A remarkable overhead shot—doubtless photographed from a small plane—hangs in the front of the Pines Pantry showing Fire Island Pines in the 1950s and 1960s when it was the island’s newest “family community.” 

			By then I was a teenager, living in Twin Ponds, where the New York City line met Nassau County. My older brother and I would take our two-seater fiberglass Sunfish sailboat out from the end of Long Beach Island into South Oyster Bay. On a good day we’d sail east, far beyond the Fire Island Lighthouse. One time, as we attempted to turn around and return, we were caught by strong crosswinds and knocked over three times. That was when I first stepped foot on Fire Island, as, tired from fighting bad winds, soaked to the skin, our tipped boat at last righted upon the muddy shingle of a tiny bay beach at Sea View, we waited for someone with a motorboat to pull our kit-built ketch out into the middle of the bay where we hoped a strong, straight current would glide us back home before sunset.

			In February 1965, Billy Lee, a friend at the East End Welfare Center, came into my unit office, sat down, and said, “Uh, uh, a coupl’a people you know are taking a house at Ocean Beach on Fire Island, and uh, uh, we’re looking for people to share a room. Glenn and, uh, Dennis are looking for a third.”

			That midsummer I began my share on a late Friday afternoon. I drove out with a co-worker, Ellen Voight, who was sharing Kitty’s or someone else’s room in our house that weekend. We parked her car at Bay Shore and took a small, snaillike ferry directly into a thick white fog, buffeted by rain and gales all the way to Ocean Beach. We debarked in darkness and mist and found the house only after knocking on several wrong doors. The next day was sunny and hot, perfect beach weather. Among friends I warmed in the sun. The following summer, I took my own room with the group in a larger place.

			This bunch of twenty-five-year-old middle-class Maoists at their peak of vigor and bloom spent Friday nights together in our Ocean Beach weekend home, and Saturday nights out, sex hunting. Flynn’s, in the abutting community of Ocean Bay Park, was our main hangout, but after a while some of us wanted to go elsewhere. Lucy (by then of Lucy-and-Dennis) declared the Ocean Beach/Ocean Bay Park singles scene “too boring. Hey guys! I’ve got an idea,” Lucy said. “Why don’t we take a beach taxi down to the Grove and go dancing? I hear they have great dancing there. And they’re always looking for girls.”

			“Not from what I heard about the Grove,” Billy Lee said.

			“No, really, Billy, they are. Because this great dance place has so many more guys than girls and there’s this sign on the dance floor that says No More than Four Men per Woman. They’ll love us!”

			Somehow eight of us managed to arrive at Cherry Grove that night. The dance place was right off the beach, with a raised terrace for dining and inside a professional-sized dance floor and lights and real—not plastic—rock music. And men, lots of single men. But our LSD had taken hold during the fifteen-minute-long, bumpy, swerving ride in yellow jeeps along the sand and all I noticed at first were the colored pennants on poles along the beach, the twirling colored lights, the good music. Once inside, I was more concerned with not appearing as high as I really was and with staying with my friends (who always seemed to be disappearing) than I was in checking out the scene. I’d still not come out yet and I was with a woman. And, just as Lucy had predicted, since our group contained five women, we proved to be quite popular: several people even bought us rounds of drinks.

			I went to Europe and returned a year or so later. I’ve written extensively about this trip in Men Who Loved Me. In 1966, the painter Jay Weiss, my close friend at the time, told me he’d wangled an invitation to someone’s house in the Pines, a community I’d never been to. I’d heard about the Pines, of course. That was where many of the gay celebrities Douglas and Miss Sherry gossiped about spent their summers. It had a reputation for being chic and, compared to the Hamptons, rather more private.

			For some arcane yet typically Weissian reason, and despite the fact that neither Jay nor I had a regular job, we couldn’t manage to leave Manhattan until late Friday afternoon, and we either missed our connecting train at Babylon or (more likely) he got the times mixed up, so we didn’t step foot in the little Pines harbor until long after dark. Jay had only been there a few times before and he had only the sketchiest of directions. Once away from the harbor there was no light on the wooden walkways. It seemed to take us forever to follow a tortuous path. With far greater knowledge today I can reconstruct our path: we went around the west side buildings of the tiny “downtown,” past the Boatel and Blue Whale, almost up to the yacht slip, took a sharp turn left through an endless darkness of trees with intermittent light from houses along what I now know to be Bay Walk West, and advanced almost up to the crossing Coast Guard Walk, where we stepped onto an upward curving path to a fence-enclosed house, terrace, and pool.

			It turned out the person who’d invited Jay was himself a guest of a guest: and it didn’t take me long to figure out that this sneeringly handsome porn actor/model had invited Jay out to be his weekend date. I had not been expected at all. Completely misreading Jay’s and my relationship, this surly fellow was barely restrained toward me, and after some coffee and a bit of conversation in which it became clear that Jay was not going to sleep with him, he reduced Jay’s invitation to a single night. He might not have even done that, but the last ferry back to Sayville had already left. Jay and I went without supper and slept inside the unheated, unweatherproofed pool cabana on tiny old mattresses with ancient beach towels as blankets. But the next day was beautiful and we spent it on the beach and hunting up and visiting others of Jay’s acquaintance, where he managed to get us breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We were home by late Saturday night, but the memories of our surly host and bad arrival conditions had by then been utterly replaced by a great subsequent day filled with sun, beach, food, drinks, grass, and general bonhomie from everyone else.

			A decade later, I would walk that same, once mysterious, first night’s path late at night from the harbor to Bayside Six, an unextraordinary house that somehow or other became a noted weekend orgy haven once the local disco closed at 3 a.m. I can still recall my surprise and pleasure when I was first invited. I was inside the Sandpiper, alone among the crowd, dancing in place on that section we’d nicknamed “The Widow’s Walk” because it was the main cruising drag of the club, when someone passing by suddenly leaned over and whispered into my ear over the sound of Gladys Knight and the Pips those magical four words: “Orgy at Bayside Six.”

			Some years after that, when I was living on Midway Walk on the west side of the Pines, I would take that same stretch of Bay Walk every day to go to the harbor for groceries and to Tea Dance or just to avoid the crowds getting off the ferry along the more populated Fire Island Boulevard. I determined to search for the house where I’d spent my first chilled night at the Pines and I looked for weeks, peering over fences and through foliage, until I finally happened upon the place by chance. Its seven-foot-high gate was open for a delivery of butane gas, so I could make out the round central pool, the walls of the encircling house, even the distinctive little cupola-roofed cabana we’d slept in. It turned out to be directly across Bay Walk from a house friends of mine had rented for several years in the late 1970s and had named “Grey Gardens” because of its age, color, and state of dilapidation. (A new owner had since freshened it up considerably and renamed it “Annie Hall.”) The little cabana Jay and I had slept in, huddling for warmth that night, was barely a hundred yards from where I was now living for the summer.

			
			Jay Weiss was also responsible for my second visit to the Pines the following summer. This time it was a bona fide invitation for both of us to spend the weekend in Sam Plaia’s house, Como La Playa, on the ocean side of the island where Ocean Walk met Tarpon. Not only was it on the opposite side of the little Pines harbor from my first visit, east rather than west, but it was on the ocean, rather than the bay. Even so, it also entailed another trek. This time it was in daylight but again almost endless, climaxing in a great hill we barely managed to get over, me and Jay lugging his many paint supplies, several bags of beach togs, his cat carrier, his cat, and about fifty pounds of cat litter. All without benefit of a wagon. Once arrived, however, we were warmly received, and we spent the weekend amid flowers and incense, good food and fine wines, surrounded by bright and talented people. That Saturday, Arnie Deerson arrived and, with Messiaen’s Turangalila playing on the stereo, we “tripped” on the beach.

			When I first came to live on the Island for an entire April-to-November season (rather than merely going out on weekends or even for several weeks’ vacation), it would be here, ocean side east, in a house perched high upon that same hill on Tarpon Walk that Jay and I had struggled over; a tiny gray house with a white roof and red front door from which I could easily see Sam’s house, by then being rented by someone else.

			Bay side and ocean side: two very different experiences for me from the very beginning. Later on, rereading Proust, I would almost think of them as Marcel had thought of two paths he’d taken as a child in Combray. Not that these côtes were socially distinct as the Guermantes Way had been from Swann’s Way. No, rather I thought of them as being distinctive in two main ways, the first atmospheric, the second emotional.

			The bay side was fragrant, heavily wooded, nocturnal, obscure, somewhat bewildering, a place filled with unclarities of location, not to mention relationship. Beyond a doubt quite sensual, even if somewhat contrarily so, a bit excessive somehow, tinted by feelings not quite fully understood or under control. The omnipresent flutter of mosquitoes and moths hovering on screened windows somehow dovetailed in my mind with unmet expectations and tiresome disillusionments.

			Contrarily, I’d think of the ocean side as brightly sunny by day, wide open to the sweep of the Milky Way by night. Periodically cleaned by ocean breezes and the salted tang of the briny air, everything around—people, houses, hedges—seemed so sharply outlined, clear cut, and my days and nights were defined by comfortable friendships and easily handled amours, by Whitmanlike athletic sexual encounters, some publicly out of doors upon decks and amid dunes, others in never quite completely shuttered or shaded afternoon bedrooms. Here storms could be frighteningly sudden and dramatic: lightning struck this high spot both literally and figuratively. But all was cleared up in a few hours.

			Some years later, I would understand that even these categorizations were false, even treacherous.

			But those first visits to Fire Island are mere blurs in my memory compared to my third, in the summer of 1971. Edward and I sat on the large, almost empty, open upper deck of one of the wide new ferries just put into service. It was a moonless night, the ebony sky silvered with stars, warm and balmy enough so we were only wearing shorts, not even shirts. The bay water formed an expanse of black mirror barely disturbed by the boat’s fore and aft wakes. As for me, who’d not been back to the Pines in years, not only was I there for a week, I also believed I was about to begin a long-delayed honeymoon with the man I thought I loved.

			* * *

			I have to thank—or blame-—Jon Peterson for the circumstances that led up to that magical nighttime ferry ride to the Pines. Thank—or blame—Jon for introducing me to that man I thought I loved: Edward Armour. It was Jon who called me some ten months before that ferry ride, one raw, wintry afternoon in late November of 1970, when summer and Fire Island were the last things on any of our minds. Jon’s call quite innocently, quite inadvertently brought Edward into my life. For everything else that happened, Jon bears no responsibility at all. It was all my and Ed’s doing. After all, Jon merely asked if I had any LSD.

			Not an unusual question at the time, certainly, except that it was coming from Jon, who liked his Scotch to be Black Label with an inch of water and who otherwise seemed to have no use at all for the drugs my friends and I used. I’d known Jon only a few years, enough to be aware of his involvement in various kinds of business, most strikingly, the theater. He was a producer and was somehow connected with Israel Horovitz’s off-Broadway success, The Line, and—it was said—in discovering the actor Al Pacino, who starred in the play.

			Jon quickly explained that the acid wasn’t for him (no surprise here) but for a good friend. Or rather for not such a good friend so much as for someone Jon would like to do a favor for. He spoke about it so casually I didn’t know how to respond. So I told Jon the truth. I had perhaps four tabs of acid that I kept around in case I and my pals decided to trip. I didn’t like selling it, even though Jon assured me his friend was completely okay. “He was even at the Carmen Miranda party at the Pines last summer, done up as a toreador!” Would I at least let Edward phone me so I’d be able to explain my compunctions directly?

			Ed Armour phoned the next afternoon. He understood my feelings about drugs and strangers, he said, but asked if I’d make an exception this one time. His regular grass connection wasn’t able to come through with the stronger drug. Ed and a friend were going to Los Angeles, and they knew no one there. They were driving directly down to Disneyland, spending the day, then flying home the following morning. They wanted the LSD for Disneyland. They’d planned this for months and had suddenly hit this single snag.

			The whimsy in it piqued my interest. I said he could come by that afternoon. I’d sell him the two tabs of acid at cost: $5 a hit.

			Ed arrived an hour later. From the open doorway of my first-floor apartment on Jane Street I could see him behind the multipaned inner glass front door. When I buzzed him in, he walked, slightly bowlegged in his close-fitting jeans and square-toed boots, along the narrow corridor toward me like a real-life cowboy. He had broad shoulders, but not the heavy torso to go with them. Instead he seemed somewhat wiry. His hair was short for those years and neat, but wavy, fine, chestnut. His face as he came closer was square, with a cleft chin. The immediate impression was “ruggedly handsome,” Marlboro Man, except for his offbeat, slightly canted eyes.

			He left a half hour later with the LSD, following coffee and enough conversation for me to tamp down any paranoia I still might have about the transaction. The minute he was out of the building, I phoned Jon Peterson.

			“He’s gorgeous!” I gushed. “He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever met. Tell me everything about him.”

			Jon told me next to nothing. They’d met a year before. Like everyone else who met Ed, Jon had been smitten by his combination of modesty, intelligence, charm, and looks. Ed was an artist—a painter— and lived on lower Seventh Avenue in the West Village not a dozen blocks away from me.

			“Who’s this friend he’s going to L.A. with?” I asked. “Are they lovers? Does Ed have a lover?”

			The friend, according to Jon, was indeed just a friend. Someone named Ben. Jon had seen them going around together a great deal, including at the Carmen Miranda party. But the way Ed had flirted with others, Jon included, Jon didn’t think sex was part of their relationship. To Jon’s knowledge, Ed did not have a lover, although “God knows, I and every sane man in town would like to be.”

			I asked for Ed’s phone number. Sensing my seriousness of purpose now, Jon immediately began to waffle. The competition was heavy, he said. “Who besides yourself?” I provoked him. Ed might admittedly be sexy and gorgeous and smart, but he might also be into some heavy scenes: he’d been known to frequent the Eagles Nest, a leather bar under the West Side Highway up in Chelsea. Shouldn’t I reconsider what was after all mostly a momentary physical attraction?

			I reminded Jon that his own lover—a French gymnasium instructor—was due to arrive from Paris and move in with Jon in two weeks’ time and that I was twenty-six years old and could handle myself. Besides, I’d settle for a momentary physical attraction.

			Jon reminded me that I might not be completely over the recent short yet disastrous affair I’d just had. I was still vulnerable, Jon warned, my emotions still atumble.

			This was undoubtedly so. But all I wanted really was to get this man alone with his clothing off.

			“I’ll take my chances,” I told Jon. So he broke down and gave me Ed’s phone number, all with such a rare ungraciousness that when I remarked on what a spoilsport he was being, Jon said, “I’ve warned 

			you!”

			Phone number in hand, I waited.

			Jon of course was right to warn me. Oh, I didn’t know then if he should have warned me away from Ed specifically—how can anyone determine what anyone else’s relationship will be with someone else, never mind what anyone’s fate will end up being because of that person? But he was right to warn me because the past year or so of my life had been so generally disastrous. Not merely my love life, although that had come in for its share of the dismal honors. I suspected I really ought to slow down and not follow my impulses, but instead carefully consider any moves I might make in my life.

			Indeed, the past year had been the most difficult I could remember having since I was a child of eleven. I was currently living a hand-to-mouth existence, encountering great resistance on almost every level. Looking back on this time with the hindsight of astrological prediction in hand, I’d later see that it was a truly dangerous time for me, emotionally, financially, and spiritually. Not physically dangerous . . . that would come a bit later on.

			Not a week before Jon’s phone call, I’d walked out onto the Bank Street Pier late one unseasonably warm November afternoon, sat down, and assessed my life. I had no companion since my sudden, unhappy breakup last summer and few friends since Jan Rosenberry and Arnie Deerson had moved to California, effectively ending the Twelfth Street commune that had become my second home for the past few years. So my closest friends, my moral and mental supports, were gone. I possessed little in the way of earthly goods. I had no money, no job, and no apparent future.

			Not long before, everything had been different.

			* * *

			In late 1969, I’d again run out of cash and in my lighthearted usual fashion since my intense bouts working at Graphique magazine and with mononucleosis, I’d looked around for work fitting one who’d followed Timothy Leary’s dictum to “tune in, turn on, and drop out”— i.e., work I could leave behind the moment I stepped out of the workplace door.

			Although I’d unquestionably been physically trashed by the mono, it hadn’t at all affected my spirits. I was still young, rapidly recovering my health, relatively good looking, and with little in the way of responsibilities. My immediate aim was to experience life and have fun. Whenever I ran out of cash, I’d work long enough to pay back bills and expenses, and—given my low rent—to save up for another few months to come, after which I would once again quit work. This modest program had so far served me fairly well in my attempts to separate myself from my bourgeois background and fit myself more closely into my bohemian new Greenwich Village neighborhood. Oh, and, by the way, to also transform me into a writer.

			On reflection, my output wasn’t much for a year and a half: three playlets, each barely ten pages long, and a dozen poems as I slowly taught myself how to write lyrics, songs, sonnets, sestinas, all in various rhythm and rhyme schemes. Even a few cantos of a mock-epic à la Pope, titled “The Hootiad,” a foolish attempt to “send up” a sometime boyfriend, a blond hunkette of a hustler from Kentucky named Lee Gipson, and naturally nicknamed Hoot after the cowboy character actor. Indifferently alexandrined, canto 1 of my poem opened:

			Spaced on speed, hair popper-yellow,

			Lies my Lee on golden pillows, 

			Jerks off for an old John’s fancy . . .

			And so on. I was also writing in my hardbound journals, following the advice of the I Ching on how to become a writer, to wit, “Practice chariot driving daily.” These were short entries, and longer essays, extended book reports, detailing my thoughts on authors—James, Balzac, Mann, Tolstoy, Dinesen—whose work I admired and from whom I hoped to learn particular aspects of the craft: point of view, narrative rhythm and speed, organic use of symbol and metaphor. I’d also written what I thought might be the opening of a novel. Barely eight pages, and clearly leading to something large, but what exactly I’d still not figured out.

			The earliest of my notebooks I titled “Journals of an Alchemist.” The immediate source derived from a popular book among my friends of the time called Morning of the Magicians. Like several other books people were reading then—Carlos Castaneda’s Don Juan books, Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land; Black Elk Speaks, Autobiography of a Yogi, and The Tibetan Book of the Dead—this book gave me examples and hints and ideas about how I could change myself from the middle-class postgrad with a little work experience into an entirely new person: totally individual and never before seen on earth. It turned out that the legend of turning dross to gold was merely metaphorical (though one’s fortune might also await on the other side of that change). Not ore but I myself was to be the material that was changed, and I myself would select both the alembic and the conditions within it in which I would be transformed. Hopefully too I’d also be able to guide myself during the difficult states of the metamorphosis.

			If all this sounds very much of the late 1960s and like many of the artifacts of the time, rather quaint nowadays, let me merely point out the obvious: it worked. Aside from two women I knew from college, there are few from my past I can have even a ten-minute conversation with as an equal. Meanwhile, however, the process had its ups and downs, ins and outs. During the time I’m writing about, I was apparently moving away from the glamour of my last high-paying and fancy job at the magazine, a time of widespread friendships, many social contacts, and various love affairs and into a more inward, interior kind of life, limited in many ways.

			My new job, for instance, was as a clerk in a tiny bookstore, a single link in a large nationwide chain. Although it was located on the main level of Grand Central Station, it was situated on a lower side corridor of the huge terminus, near the Times Square shuttle—hardly a major thoroughfare. The shop was only active during a few hours in the morning, at lunchtime, and again briefly during the evening rush hour. Even then it was never terribly busy. Once the commuter traffic had passed, it was empty. The shop opened at 8 a.m. and was shut again by 7. I was to come at 11, just before the hoped-for “lunchtime crunch” and remain to help close.

			I’d been hired as temporary help for the Christmas holidays, exactly the type of off-hours, noninvolving work I wanted. And the hours were perfect. Ever since junior high, when to accommodate the early baby-boom, students were placed on three time levels and went to school in shifts, I’d gotten used to staying up late at night, waking up late, having a leisurely morning to myself before having to be anywhere. With the return of these hours, I could now read and write as long into the night as the spirit took me, and after breakfast still have time to revise any previous night’s work.

			When I first arrived at the shop—directly from my formal interview at the chain’s posh Fifth Avenue main office—I wondered why such a tiny store needed help. True, the manager, Mr. Harris, was at or very near retirement age. He moved slowly, even within the confines of the store, and aside from those periods when customer traffic was deemed to be heavy, he was away from the shop, passing most of his time in the “office,” which Jim O’Shea, his assistant manager, always spoke of as though it were enclosed in quotation marks: a bit of typical light irony, I was eventually to discover.

			O’Shea was a short, heavy-set, prematurely balding fellow no more than thirty-five years old. At first glance, with his baby face, tiny nose, round button-blue eyes, and Gerber baby flushed cheeks, unruly dun-colored hair barely covering his ginger jar head, O’Shea looked like nothing so much as a cheerful Irishman out of a 1950s’ Hollywood musical or maybe an illustration for an early Dickens novel.

			But as soon as O’Shea and I began to talk during those long afternoons when Mr. Harris was at his “office” and there was only occasional drop-in business, 1 found out he was quite different: an extreme realist, indeed, a complete cynic. After further acquaintance I fabricated a sort of past for O’Shea: he’d surely suffered some major disappointment in life, whether romantic or career related, I never found out. Whichever, it had affected him so as to completely color his future. He’d backed out of even the possibility of fulfilling any ambition in life. He saw his poorly paid job in this hole-in-the-wall shop as a refuge from the world. He was content with his lot, although ready to gently chide others for avarice and hypocrisy—and for selling out.

			It was O’Shea who told me that this shop was a known dead end in the company, and that Harris had been placed here “like an old horse put out to pasture.” It wasn’t a put-down. Harris had gone to work for the company as a stock boy at the end of the Depression, without even a high-school diploma. Over the decades, by dint of hard work and perseverance, he’d risen far. Briefly—and in his memory, glamorously—he’d ascended to assistant manager of the flagship Fifth Avenue shop, lording it over a staff of fifty.

			Until, that is, an unspecified health problem and equally vague reorganization (with overtones of office politics behind it) had cast Harris out of his Eden: the precise reason changed almost every time O’Shea spoke, dependent upon his mood that particular day. What he never said but what was clear to me was that Harris had simply risen beyond his level of competence. He was habitual to the point of rigidity, totally unimaginative, satisfied to do as little as possible, and to take from life tiny quotidian pleasures. He possessed no skills other than an easy manner with strangers and that slightly aloof respect for books and for the written word provided by an impoverished Jewish childhood on the Lower East Side.

			Unlike Harris, O’Shea knew more than authors’ names and their previous titles. Jim O’Shea actually read. One benefit of our job that almost compensated for the low pay was that we could buy books at a 25 percent discount. Another was that we could borrow hardcover books as long as plastic covers were kept on them and they were returned in saleable condition.

			
			O’Shea read current nonfiction books by the score; read them slowly, digesting them carefully. He would then discuss them with me during those long, otherwise unoccupied stretches of afternoon. Ideas and theories animated O’Shea. They intrigued him more than people did; they dug deeply into him. In another age, in other circumstances, he might have become a philosopher: he saw life clearly and he saw it whole, he questioned constantly, he spread his wings wide only in the life of his mind, taking in and cogitating say newly published accusations that the U.S. government had advance knowledge of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, or theoretical problems that genetic experimentation would almost certainly entail. He’d bring up each topic unsubtly: “What would you say to the idea that we might someday make perfect copies of ourselves?” or “This guy says the earth is a billion years older than the sun. Older! What do you think of that?” Daring me to reveal my knowledge, my opinions, sometimes I now think my thought processes, watching my face as I replied for signs of something—I was never quite sure of what exactly.

			My own talents in this little shop were mostly superficial. I learned fast. My eidetic memory allowed me to find any book instantly on any shelf and I kept up with what was being written and published. Also, my interests in reading filled in O’Shea’s gaps: fiction, poetry, drama. And, since I was beginning to think of myself as an apprentice author, I possessed a special affinity with books neither of my older colleagues could boast.

			As the holidays neared, O’Shea and I had less time to discuss Lillian Hellman’s memoir or the diplomatic revelations of George F. Kennan.

			
			Women, teens, holiday shoppers began to fill the shop all the time, demanding our attention, cutting short our disquisitions. I came to know some of the “regulars,” businessmen mostly who worked in the area, came to know their interests and tastes well enough to suggest titles.

			At last I was shown the “office.” It turned out to be a small room with a few folding chairs and a battered desk and was evidently where Harris napped away afternoons, but more interesting by far was that it was located two levels below the lower floor of the terminal, approachable only via a metal fire door and steep stairway. The office was attached to the stockroom, located directly beneath the other, larger, east side Grand Central bookshop in our chain, about a block away. A fluorescently lit windowless cell, this stockroom was a warren of shelves with one largish table for shipping and was operated by a single stock boy, Reuven, a heavy-set, good-natured Hispanic man my age with whom I soon became friendly because he recognized me as the grass-smoking post-hippie I’d so recently been and hoped to once more become.

			I shunned the office as far too dreary a place to spend my lunch hours and late coffee breaks, preferring the many shops in the terminal or even getting a bite and walking around the huge railroad station and, on warmer and sunnier days, neighboring blocks. But as we neared Christmas, I found myself downstairs rooting around the stockroom, pulling out larger, more expensive books to sell as gifts, and in general familiarizing myself with the not very extensive stock.

			It was Reuven who showed me what the narrow staircase continued further down into: a changing room with lockers for workers in the nearby Oyster Bar, and beyond that, another door and another staircase down which led even deeper into poorly lit tunnels. Reuven introduced me to a terminal custodian who told me those tunnels lay far below the railroad tracks on which thousands of commuters traveled every day. The tunnels had been hollowed out during World War II, he said, and were intended to be used in the event that Manhattan was bombed by the Nazis. He claimed the tunnels radiated across Midtown, north to Rockefeller Center and west to Times Square and the Port Authority Station, and could hold up to 100,000 people.

			With a huge flashlight in hand, I followed him through the dim, spotless tunnels for fifteen minutes, and after ascending many stairways, we emerged into the lobby of the Empire State Building, eight blocks south.

			Later on, when I became more familiar with this downstairs area and more confident about the job and myself, I’d sometimes use the changing room and tunnel (and once the huge empty stairways in the Pan Am Building directly above the terminal) for sexual encounters with men I met during my lunchtime wanderings.

			Perhaps the oddest encounter I had at this time was with a handsome blond South African gentleman about thirty years old who would come into our shop regularly looking for a book about Lawrence of Arabia that purported to tell the complete truth about the famous incendiary’s masochism. I’d read about the book and knew who published it. We had to order the title, and this man came into the shop almost daily asking for it. He’d talk to me about his own public school upbringing in the same institution as Thomas Edward Shaw, and as he did, he’d back me into a corner of the small shop, behind chest-high shelves. Suddenly, one day, without warning, without even changing his normal tone of voice, he began to ask if I’d ever been “flogged” and when I said no, whether I’d ever flogged anyone. Again I said no, and he asked if I would be interested in flogging someone, say an older fellow, married, well set up, like himself, who’d been flogged by boys at his school and forced to perform “unnatural acts upon their person.” Half confused, half amused, I said I might consider it, at which he began to caress my pants front. I thought surely O’Shea would notice, but no, Jim was faced away from us, gabbing with some customer, and the South African went on and on, and I began to think about how to evade him, finding his attitude and fantasizing smarmily unhealthy compared even to my casual ten-minute blow jobs belowground. I managed to get away from him, but he continued to come into the shop when it was otherwise empty trying to corner me again and talk about flogging, but I learned to elude him. After he’d picked up the book he never returned, so I imagined it fed his fantasy life sufficiently.

			I’d been hired as temporary help for the holidays only, and I was expecting to work until January 2 or 3, when with my salary and a small bonus, I’d be let go. But some weeks before Christmas my plans were changed for me. While down in the stockroom digging out books to fill depleted displays, I met the manager of both shops, Bob Stiles, and he asked what I was doing. I told him, and he said he was doing the same thing for the much busier East Side shop. He also said the store I was working in was showing its best final quarter ever and he added that Mr. Harris had told him I was an excellent employee. Would I consider remaining on after the holidays?

			I hedged and Stiles said he would switch me to the East Side store where he was losing a clerk. He also said I’d get a raise in salary. He reiterated what O’Shea had told me: the West Side shop was a dead end. If I worked for him, Stiles could recommend me for better positions.

			Bob Stiles was a tall, unusually elegant man in his late thirties or early forties, good looking in that slightly pinch-featured New England way, well spoken, intelligent, and, as I got to know him better, sharp, witty, and generous. I never found out what he was doing in that shop—a job he’d taken only recently—because, from the fine cut of his tailoring to the expanse of his knowledge he seemed like someone who should have been an Ivy League professor or at least an executive in an old-money Wall Street firm. Later on, I did discover that he was gay and lived with a man his own age not far from me in the West Village. And, though we never socialized, I came to all sorts of romantic conclusions about his past: he’d been living on a trust fund that was mysteriously stopped, or he’d resided in foreign parts until forced back to the States by the death of a parent. Naturally, none of this jibed with his obvious ambition and abilities, nor his shrewdness about the company and its internal politics.

			A week into the new year, I received a far more substantial bonus than I’d expected and just as Jim O’Shea and I were about to start our long conversations again, I was moved to the East Side shop. Although it was scarcely the length of a football field distant, it turned out to be a huge change. This shop was located on a well-trafficked strip directly from the street into the heart of the railroad station and was busy all the time. Stiles and his assistant, Migdalia, a slender, pale-skinned young woman with a husband and two small sons, had built up the store in the year or so they’d been there. It was twice the size of the other shop and shelves and books were arranged far better. Although there was room for browsers, the books—mostly hardcovers with a smattering of best-seller paperbacks—were arranged to be instantly seen and picked up. And were they ever—customers crowded in during the three rush hours of the day and were often four deep at the cash register. Some popular books were sold out of open cartons that were sent from the main stockroom minutes before the lunch-hour rush.

			Gone were long afternoon chats about the value of Zen in the modern world. My talks with my new co-workers were brief, about work, and caught on the fly between customers. And, as Stiles suspected, I filled a gap in this shop. My knowledge of literature and three months’ acquaintance with more current books and authors was a godsend to Migdalia, who was not much of a reader herself. My restless nature kept me moving about the place, improving displays, culling older titles, replacing them with new ones, trying out new sections.
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