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A certain man once lost a diamond cuff-link in the wide blue sea,
and twenty years later, on the exact day, a Friday apparently,
he was eating a large fish—but there was no diamond inside.
That’s what I like about coincidence.


—VLADIMIR NABOKOV, LAUGHTER IN THE DARK









FOREWORD


ABOUT A DECADE AGO, after returning from a sabbatical year in Shanghai, we threw a small holiday party. Anne-Marie’s parents were visiting from Virginia. Peter Lighte and his husband Julian Grant, who had also recently left China to settle in Princeton, New Jersey, came and were their charming and dashing selves. After we sent them off into the frosty December night with warm good-byes, the four of us settled back around the fire for a last drink. Mom and Dad commented on what a remarkable coincidence it was that both Peter and Julian had been in China and that each had adopted a daughter there who was now attending school in Princeton. It took us a moment to sort out what they meant before we realized that they had no inkling that Peter and Julian were a couple. They had simply assumed that the respective spouses were both absent that evening. We explained, and all laughed, although with some incredulity on our part.


This brief misunderstanding illustrates how far mores and presuppositions have shifted in recent decades. For Anne-Marie’s father and others who graduated from college in 1953, two men married to one another and raising a family could only have been some type of (probably dystopian) fantasy fiction. For Peter and his collegiate contemporaries two decades later, the cultural upheavals of the 1960s had opened doors to new pathways through life—even if it would take decades for their destinations to become fully clear. Today, we accept same-sex couples with children as the new normal.


This anecdote also captures the arc of Peter’s life, so movingly and vividly told in Straight Through the Labyrinth, which traces this transformation as he lived it, relating how he became a family, adopting his daughters Hattie and Tillie in China. Yet even he initially struggled to tell his own story of transformation. The first draft of the book focused primarily on the daughters rather than on the father’s life circumstances or pioneering the adoption of children as a gay man. Only the final version reveals that Peter was a lonely child of a fractured set of marriages who only gradually came to realize that “life did not have to simply happen to me, that I could affect the narrative of my own future.” Ultimately, he did let us into his life and soul—relating with honesty and passion what this passage meant to him.


And what a story he has written! Peter’s is a life in which he adopted a country and a culture just as determinedly as he would eventually adopt an identity and two daughters. He fell in love with China as an undergraduate and then gained a PhD in East Asian Studies at Princeton, becoming what he terms (with typically disingenuous self-deprecation) a “calligraphy bore.” He taught Asian history at Oberlin, Middlebury, and the University of Santa Clara and German philosophy at Princeton—only then to be offered a chance to open the Beijing office for a major international bank with the promise that he could be a “renaissance banker.” Subsequently realizing “there was no need to remove Confucius to make room for corporate finance,” he left academia.


Peter is a man of many passions, but two in particular bring the style of this book into focus. Over the years, he has taken up two slightly archaic crafts: he makes mosaics and spends “chunks of time in my Eames chair doing needlepoint.” Both art forms create a whole out of many tiny pieces—chips of tile or glass, stitches of many colors. Peter writes in much the same way: his occasionally florid paragraphs glitter with idiosyncratic observations shifting like a kaleidoscope of diverse names, places, activities, and emotions.


Pulling back, however, one sees patterns emerge. From an early age, he became a searcher, and later admitted that “the allure of the unknown and risk of forsaken adventures crowded out the security of good sense.” And readers will be so glad he did. After all, good sense would surely have cautioned not just against immersion in the world’s oldest civilization, emulation of the Renaissance model of a cultured banker, and taking on impossibly intricate hobbies. It would also have dissuaded him from ever setting out on an adventure as mad as that of a gay man seeking to adopt a Chinese baby in the 1990s. Peter himself describes the latter as akin to his “beginning a courtship—with a chimera.”


By the end of this tale, readers will feel that they have read a story about a couple and a family that could only have happened in the twenty-first century yet could only be told by someone with a deep sympathy for the distant past. Peter writes with irresistibly old-fashioned flair. His turbulent inner life is contained in an exterior that is genuinely courtly, a rare adjective for our days. He has wonderful manners, of a kind that cause our own children to sit up a little straighter and answer a little more politely when we visit their house, in which tastefully chosen contemporary Chinese art hangs on cinder block walls. Had he lived centuries ago in the China he studied, Peter would have made a fine Mandarin.


Fortunately, however, he lives in our time. Notwithstanding his own tendency to seek inspiration from ancient cultural traditions rather than the manners of the moment, he has had the good fortune to be a pioneer. He was among the first Western businesspeople in China, a country still off limits to Americans when he was in graduate school. He embraced his identity as a gay man and went to live in London, where he met his husband Julian, the opera-composing son of a madcap single mother in the south of England. Drawing on deep reserves of cultural sensitivity and grim perseverance, Peter successfully navigated the labyrinthine Chinese adoption procedures—twice.


Perhaps Peter’s pioneering spirit springs forth most strikingly when he turns from the intricacies of adoption to the joys of parenting, a subject about which both of us (especially Anne-Marie) have also published. At any moment, less than 5 percent of married men in the United States find the courage to assume the role of “lead parent”— the individual primarily responsible for everyday aspects of parenting. Fewer than half go so far as to share these tasks equally with their spouses. Redressing this imbalance is critical if we are to see advancement toward true gender equality. Polls show that many younger Americans aspire to greater marital equality, yet they lack realistic role models on which to model such behavior—especially in the challenging circumstances of a two-career relationship.


Peter and Julian are such role models. Here is a genuine partnership in which both have pursued world-class careers while also stepping forward at various moments—as Peter’s involvement in adoption and religious education illustrate—to be the lead parent in vital domains of their daughters’ lives. Difficult though this road is, what shines through most as we near the end of this book is the warm glow of personal well-being that such a balanced life can bring.


In a world where families now come in ever-more shapes and sizes, constructed as much as born to fit people’s true selves, a family where individuals are happily at home remains a nearly universal human aspiration. Studies show that when older men are asked what they most wish they had done differently in their lives, few mention work and most admit they would like to have been closer to family and friends, a view that more people in our harried modern societies might do well to heed.


May Peter’s story of becoming a family inspire many others. In the labyrinths of all our lives, family can help us find a way through.


Andrew Moravcsik and Anne-Marie Slaughter









PROLOGUE


The ox shook….That is the origin of earthquakes.
—LIHUI YANG AND DEMING AN


THE TERRACE OF OUR APARTMENT BUILDING jutted out right over Barker Road, the penultimate stop on Hong Kong’s Peak Tram. When my partner Julian and I would find ourselves suspended on our balcony in the darkness—or cheek by jowl with guests—we were dwarfed by a vista too splendid to be real. It was the perfect vantage point for watching the annual fireworks high above Victoria Harbour. This was to be the very last Chinese New Year extravaganza under British rule before Hong Kong reverted to mainland sovereignty; thus we invited friends, largely from my days in Princeton and Beijing, along with some new acquaintances.


It would soon be time for us to herd our guests out onto the vertiginous perch with champagne flutes in hand to toast 1997, which would be the year of the ox. Since the festivities took place on the fifteenth and final day of Chinese New Year celebrations, well before midnight, the finale was something of a relief; in fact, the hoopla was subdued because we were on the cusp of uncertain political transformation.


Despite the uncertainties awaiting us on the other side of the pyrotechnics, Julian and I were gradually allowing ourselves to imagine the coming of a baby, though we were not sufficiently at ease to share the news with our companions. For Julian, it was incredulity that determined his silence; but my own rigid hush was born of profound superstition. Even the slightest whiff of confidence could be mistaken for hubris, I feared, sabotaging my quest to become a father.


Considering whence I came, my interest in fatherhood was hard to fathom. Having survived a childhood shattered by the knock-on tremors of my parents’ divorce in the 1950s, I took myself out of harm’s way by avoiding ties that imperfectly bind. Although dutiful to my family, I managed to remain aloof, as well. Dodging a replay of my sad past mattered to me more than the risk of peaceful resignation in the present.


I gradually came to realize, though, that the legacy of my flawed youth could only be addressed by the creation of my very own family. Such forward-looking resolve was no lame effort to turn my back on history but rather to use it as a springboard into promise. Even after accepting my homosexuality, thereby making fatherhood all the more implausible in the world of binary choice, I held to my mission.


China had happily hijacked my life, with Confucius and then the I Ching coming to the fore of my intellectual passions. I studied Chinese in Taiwan during the early 1970s—China was still off limits—got a PhD from Princeton, and did a stint at college teaching. Although an academic career seemed my natural port of call, circumstance and choice queered my trajectory, launching me onto the pinball machine of life. I realized that freedom and security could both be on the same side of a coin. How else could I have become a groundbreaking banker in Beijing during the early 1980s?


A few months after those fireworks had well faded from the sky, I received a letter from Caritas, the agency handling the adoption of our child from China. It tersely stated that there would be a lengthy delay in the process due to unforeseen circumstances. The message landed with a thud, denying me the wiggle room of optimism that I could almost always manage to summon. Nonetheless, I called my congenial contact at the agency, breezily referring to the letter as though my charm and cheer could miraculously vaporize it. She was unusually flat, hardly the chirpy problem-solver I had come to rely upon along twists in the road. Not only was she pessimistic about the present, but she offered no promise about next steps. She then abruptly rang off.


I was about to get caught up in the very history I had long studied. My baby was now a pawn in a game being publicly hard fought right under my nose. Of all things, Mrs. Thatcher’s visit to Beijing in 1982 came to mind. After Deng Xiaoping had read her the riot act during negotiations to determine Hong Kong’s fate, she took a tumble on the steps when leaving the Great Hall of the People. The future was suddenly looking far more precarious than it had on our balcony when toasting in the year of the ox.









CHAPTER ONE


Over at Eight


G-d, how I ricochet between certainties and doubts.
—SYLVIA PLATH


IN THE EARLY 1990s, when I was working in London as a banker, a package arrived from my cousin Harvey, who, upon my Uncle Dave’s death, had transferred his father’s home movies onto discs. While growing up, I had sat amongst my relatives in the living room as his movies threaded through the projector to regale us with images of younger versions of the people next to us. Over time, though, such occasions had grown infrequent, with people able to recognize fewer faces in the films. On a final viewing of my mother’s elder sisters’ weddings in the 1920s, I could pick out my mother as a little girl but few others—the movies were sadly becoming silent dramas with unrecognizable stars.


The package from Harvey—my favorite aunt’s favorite son, who had six toes on each foot—contained a scrawled note explaining that he hoped I would enjoy the enclosed discs of family events. I asked Julian to watch the movies with me, hoping that their charm might lasso him into my family’s history.


After realizing that there was little point in continuing to view my aunts’ weddings, we pushed on to an unmarked disc featuring me as an infant being taken out of the bath and indecorously powdered. Gales of laughter had invariably accompanied the screening of this film during my childhood, until my mother, realizing that my boyish embarrassment had turned to teenage humiliation, put an end to showing it, much to my relief. But my uncle’s comment about it, though wide of the mark, still echoes through time: “Just wait until we show this at your engagement party!”


With Julian still in stitches, I inserted another disc with an illegible label. Suddenly, 1940s Hollywood seemed to ooze from the screen. There were my parents, my mother looking like a cross between Simone Signoret and Lauren Bacall, and my father, lanky and aglow with naughty charm, his baldness taking nothing away from his charisma. Assaulted by emotions, I could associate neither the glamour nor happiness of these images from my parents’ 1948 honeymoon in St. Augustine with the mother and father I knew. Not only was theirs a disastrous marriage, but its damaging waves had crashed on well beyond their stormy decade as husband and wife. This stunning couple, adrift in a paradise of lush red hibiscus and sagging verdant vines, was transformed before me from lovers into characters wandering about a foreboding landscape. It was reminiscent of the English movie Black Narcissus, with scenes of beauty so intense that they seemed to extort a psychological toll from those living within them. When my family had gathered in the living room for a movie session, these reels had never been shown, since they would have been too painful given their contrast with the harsh reality of later family discord.


When my parents married, both were reinventing themselves. My mother’s education had been derailed by the Depression, her father’s illness, and the war. Instead of honing her keen intelligence at a university as she had hoped, she assumed responsibility for her father’s poultry business, her abilities seeming to grow inversely to her father’s—and America’s—declining health. Her siblings could offer little support. Two elder sisters were already married with children, and her brothers were otherwise engaged; Mark, the elder, a prizefighter and playboy, and Jerry, the golden boy, were both called off to war.


By all accounts, my mother had put the business on a firm footing. Then, by becoming a businesswoman over thirty, she seemed to wander afield from the expected path of marriage and family. I never understood how her beauty, evident from old photos and comments by relatives and friends, never translated into great tales of romance. There were cryptic suggestions of her fragility and a broken engagement, which sounded inappropriately pedestrian. I sometimes wondered if the narrative of my mother’s career hadn’t been a myth spun to mask the life of a flawed and enchanting spinster.


There was a photograph of my father at summer camp as a teenager with a full head of hair suavely pushed back and parted down the center, a lock dangling across his forehead. His rogue eye was discernible, which later kept him out of the army but oddly couldn’t diminish an irresistible appeal. There were also photos of him as a jaunty chap astride enormous horses in country scenes, with endless legs suggestive of Tommy Tune’s. More the likeness of a cheeky young squire than the Jewish son of a first-generation Hungarian father and Romanian immigrant mother, he had already fixed his persona, one that he wore through life. There is one surviving picture of his parents standing on a dock, my grandfather in a double-breasted Glen Urquhart plaid blazer and my grandmother in crisp trousers with razor-like pleats. As I looked at them, my father’s guise came to mind and made sense. He was born when my grandmother was sixteen, followed by two brothers. Ruby, with good looks and enormous blue eyes said to be bottomless, was sadly shot down off the coast of Italy in the war; and Bernard, born with severe cerebral palsy, went on to graduate from college, become an advocate for the disabled, and a writer for the Village Voice. One can only imagine the mounting pressures on my firstborn father, which were, no doubt, compounded by the early death of his own father.


I am not sure if my father ever graduated from college, but if he hadn’t, that fact would have been inconceivable to all who knew him, his wisdom assumed and sought out. He began his working life at Standard Oil and first married a woman named Belle when they were both very young. I know nothing about their ten-year marriage except how it ended: she fell off of a bicycle in Central Park, hit her head on a rock, and died. That tragedy apparently coincided with my father’s topping out at Standard Oil due to limits on Jewish advancement, a dose of reality which, I suspect, took him by surprise. It was at this time that my parents were introduced by Ida, my maternal grandmother’s cousin. Years later, whenever my mother and I met up with Ida at family functions, she would burst into tears and beg forgiveness for her poor matchmaking skills—a predictable and heartfelt performance that became something of a family joke.


Each of my parents, empowered by the prospect of a new life with the other, set out on a shared adventure. My mother’s elder brother had come home from the war and was now working in the family business. As an optimistic newlywed, she simply handed over the company to him, though it had been left to her by their father in recognition of her laudable efforts. My father, a young widower now with a statuesque blonde on his arm, accepted a job in Miami Beach right at the beginning of the hotel boom that was soon to transform the sleepy resort into one of architectural novelty and unimagined allure. Invited by a cousin to join the management team of the Maxwell Company, a firm outfitting hotels that were to become iconic symbols of the era, he set off from New York with his bride, stopping along the way in St. Augustine for their honeymoon. Had I known my parents only from the images of their sojourn in America’s oldest city, they would have been forever shimmering, untouched by the acrimony and sadness that would later dim all of our lives.


The newlyweds’ first home was a garden apartment in Miami Beach, their compound painted white with colorful deco trim and planted with palm trees and hibiscus. Their neighbors were other young couples who had also relocated from New York in search of new lives, making for an instant community with enduring chemistry. As they prospered, the couples gradually moved on to Coral Gables, where they re-created their group on a finer scale. In our new neighborhood, the children of my parents’ friends became my friends, especially Paul and Terry. On rare occasions, I enjoyed the company of my father. Sometimes he took me to his office, where his secretary named Beulah showed me how to use a typewriter. I could make myself laugh simply by repeating her name over and over under my breath. I also liked it when my father exiled our navy blue 1948 Buick convertible—with electric windows—to the driveway so he could fill our garage with a huge platform on which he placed my electric train set. Though he was very much in command of our new universe, I happily would try to figure out the timing of the trains’ whistles as the Lionel cars raced around the tracks over and under bridges, tripping traffic barriers that prevented tiny automobiles from coming into harm’s way. Ours was parallel play.


I only remember one occasion when he punished me. Early in the morning I had gone into the kitchen, where a percolator was bubbling with fresh coffee. On the windowsill, there were three large apothecary jars, filled with flour, salt, and sugar. As though under Svengali’s spell, I climbed up on the counter near the coffeepot and poured the brew into each jar, riveted by how the brown liquid seeped down through the white powders at different rates and in varying patterns. When my parents walked in, it took me a moment to figure out that they were not interested in the configurations on the inside of the glass jars before I was placed across my father’s knee for an insincere spanking—his heart just wasn’t in it.


It was my mother who taught me how to ride a bike and ice skate. She also made a point to include me in grown-up rituals. When her coffee was served in restaurants, she would fill up the little glass creamers balanced on the side of the saucer with coffee and milk so I could pretend to be sipping along with everyone else. One day my father presented her with her own car, a green and white Holiday Oldsmobile, in which we went on outings with my friends to the science museum, the Seaquarium, and the beach. I remember her always bringing home a few jugs of seawater, remarking on how good it was for her skin.


On one occasion, Jay, a classmate at Hebrew school, came over to play along with Paul and Terry, while my mother and Clare, Jay’s mother, picked calamondin—sour fruit that looks like kumquats—from our tree. As the afternoon wore on, they announced that they were making jam in the kitchen. When my friends and I later went into the house, the chefs, giggling loudly, were having drinks made from orange juice and a clear liquid poured out of a tall bottle—vodka, new to 1950s America. We watched as they merrily shoveled sugar into a bubbling vat on the stove, complaining that there was just no way to get the jam sweet enough. They finally gave up, dumping out their viscous concoction in fits of laughter.


In the summer of 1956, when I was seven, my mother and I went north to spend time with her family in Long Beach. We rented a house on the ocean, across from the Lido Inn, where I attended a day camp. It was fun to play Skee-Ball on the board-walk with my cousins, where I won my precious stuffed white poodle and named him Marlowe. It was also fun to collect little sea crabs on the beach. I once brought some back home in my pail to play with in the garage, but I absentmindedly left them there overnight and the smell permeated the house, putting an end to that activity. I also recall how I stopped sucking my index finger after my mother confided her concern about it to a visiting cousin who was a dentist; at bedtime, he tied a sock over my hand with a string. It never dawned on me to remove it.


At the very end of that summer, my father visited us briefly. His sudden departure was immediately followed by a fierce hurricane. I was alarmed by the din of the wind and seeing the roof fly off a nearby building as though the tiles were piano keys; but my mother casually assured me that it was only G-d bowling, and I was never frightened again.


When we returned to Florida, though, my world was swiftly transformed into an alien land. My father was no longer at home, and my mother disappeared as well, into her bedroom—now off limits to me—with relatives from up north and local friends tending to her, bustling in and out. My interactions with neighborhood playmates Paul and Terry were suddenly curtailed, as well. Eventually my mother emerged from her darkened quarters but not as the same woman. Her luster was dimmed. And when my father made a rare appearance at home, the tension between the two drove me to hide, unless I was unsuccessfully trying to make them both happy. Now that I was no longer able to delight my parents, the magic of my own being seemed questionable. Yet this didn’t stop me from going through contortions to seek the recovery of our lost ordinary life for as long as I was their child— to no avail.


After a few months, my father suddenly moved back home with us, and we spent a long weekend at the Eden Roc Hotel, with its enormous brown crystal chandelier, which I had seen hoisted into place—a memory worthy of a Fellini film. Not long afterward I was told that a new brother or sister was on the way, which delighted me since some of my neighborhood playmates had grown remote.


But one afternoon when I bounded into the house from school, our housekeeper Odessa sat me down with great purpose. After I had finished dunking my chocolate chip cookies into milk, she hugged me and revealed that my mother was in the hospital and would be coming home in a few days—without a brother or sister. Since my mother was going to be fine and I had no reason to believe that a sibling would not be coming at some other time, I simply hurried off on my bike.


As Odessa had promised, my mother soon came home— without a baby; but an explanation about my father’s renewed absence was not forthcoming. When friends asked me where my father was, I would make up a fantastic story about his flight in a rocket ship up into space. My mother, overhearing my tale, once suggested that we go inside and talk. With her arm draped around me—well-intended, though complicating my cookie-dunking ritual—she told me that my father would now be living nearby and that all I really needed to know was that my parents truly loved me. Bewildered by this meaningless message, I glommed onto an emotional oxymoron: my parents claimed to love me while also managing to destroy my home and neighborhood.


As my mother rallied after the loss of the baby—a girl, I later discovered—I began suffering from stomachaches each morning. I was chivied along at first, the cramps explained away by my eating too fast, too slowly, too much, or too little. When I let slip that I still didn’t know what to tell my inquiring friends about my father’s absence, things changed. After having been a fount of medical good sense, my mother turned into a blanket of emotional security, cosseting me in such warmth that my sobs were completely different from tears I had shed when falling off of my bicycle. “My Puppinyoo [her most intimate name for me],” she murmured, “I can only keep telling you how much we love you,” falling back on an old wheeze that did more to infuriate than enlighten.


Though becalmed by her hugs, I kept expressing confusion about what was happening around me. Instead of addressing the source of my dread, she went on about love, safety, and admonitions not to worry—hardly words that I could serve up to my curious friends. Finally, after about a week of my daily discomfort, she agreed that I could stay home from school. She tucked me up in bed with the radio and a cup of sweet tea in my favorite Captain Midnight mug. She then told me she had an appointment to take the car to be simonized—whatever that meant—but would be back by taxi even before Odessa had arrived. Soon after she left I began vomiting blood and knew there was something too wrong for the tea to cure.


When my mother soon returned and saw the blood, she was terrified. In that very moment, though I didn’t yet know it, our relationship changed. She never doubted me again. I also came to believe that she feared an ambush—that I might later hint at her failure to believe me when I was ill. Ironically, though, my mere awareness of her guilt robbed me of the opportunity for a fair fight. Her irate child would always be stifled by awareness of her fragility. I was thrilled by the madcap taxi ride through stoplights to the doctor’s office. There were probings followed by whispers between the doctor and my mother. The nurse then asked that I urinate into a pan. Embarrassed by her request, I also warned her that I was not sure I could do as she requested, but I soon produced a stream that only stopped long after the pan had overflowed. With no time even to apologize for the mess I had made, I was then rushed off to the hospital, driving through even more red lights. Later I awoke, unable to move very much, and was told that a useless piece of my tummy had exploded and had been removed. The doctor’s remark about acute appendicitis, which I heard as “a cute appendicitis,” left me baffled. Then, as I began feeling better in the next few days, I asked if I could try out a wheelchair. Wondering about the whimpers coming from the adjoining room, I awkwardly wheeled myself next door, where a sickening odor assaulted me. My curiosity overcame my disgust, however. I entered the dim room and saw a boy swathed in bandages barely able to move. Almost inaudibly he told me that he had been burned but had few visitors because people didn’t like to see him. I replied that I would visit him, which pleased him. I was just happy to have a new friend.


One morning my mother arrived with a surprise guest: Aunt Birdie from New York. During my mother’s mysterious disappearance into her bedroom when her marriage was faltering, my aunt had flown in to attend to her, radiating a sense of well-being despite the darkness that had engulfed our home. She now did for me what she had done for my mother. I preferred her benign company to my mother’s emotional undertow. That my father was absent from my bedside for reasons unknown to me did not prevent him from being a troubling specter, managing to radiate disquiet from afar. I feigned delight when the doctor told me that I would be leaving the hospital, but as my mother momentarily turned away from my bed, I whispered to Aunt Birdie that I did not want to go home.


Soon afterward my parents divorced. We left our home and my father in Florida, bound for New York. As we backed out of our driveway, I looked into the garage and noticed that my trains were gone, the bare platform on which they had been affixed now nothing more than a mysterious obstruction to a car. Only years later did I learn why life in this neighborhood I so loved had become unbearable for my mother—and my activities in it curtailed. My father had had an affair with Terry’s mother. And if that weren’t enough, Paul’s mother had been the whistle-blower, thus ending the ease and innocence of those Miami days. My childhood effectively ended at age eight—only to be resumed when I became a father. The 1957 divorce of my parents proved to be the big bang in my universe. The shrapnel thrown off by my mother’s profound disillusionment in the failure of her marriage and my father’s mercurial behavior turned me into a diplomat, psychologist, and passive aggressor. I gradually learned to cope with the theatrics swirling around me, but I also figured out that there was more to the way forward than ducking and weaving. I could affect the narrative of my own future.


My father then remarried twice in the 1960s. Betty, his third wife, lived grandly on Sutton Place and made every effort to hover gently as my new stepmother; then, just as she was finding her way into my life, my father bolted, resurfacing six months later back in Florida. His fourth and final marriage brought with it new dramatis personae, challenging the status quo, which was just fine with me. His wife, a well-educated and glamorous social-ite who reminded me of the Duchess of Windsor, mattered little. But the fact that she had two children made a big difference—at last I could imagine myself having siblings: Jan and Jack, respectively seven years and five years my junior. I actually took my cue from my father, who, from the outset, acted very much the father of these children. It seemed like we had both been parachuted into a production well underway, obliging us to assume our parts. I resolved that by slotting into this new family I might finally get noticed by my father. How I welcomed the dilution of intensity—felt along with my father’s neglect—that had attended my role as his only child! I perversely enjoyed being alongside him in his new role as the parent I had minimally known, understanding that only by his becoming a newly successful father could Jan and Jack become my siblings. Thus, rather than feeling deprived by his pivot toward them I realized it wove me into a family where I could belong. Simply by uttering the words sister and brother I found myself alive within a new construct—although this intimacy never actually fostered the deepening of my relationship with my father. We each connected with other family members but not with each other. He remained an aloof and volatile figure; his wit and wisdom, valued and apparent to others, were gifts I merely witnessed but never experienced. It is no wonder I would not confide in him the fact of my sexuality, nor would he ever express curiosity about it. Only once did I surmise that he had an inkling about my sexuality, when, visiting me at Princeton, he commented that my vintage Navy trousers, with all those buttons in the front, were “louche.” Though we remained detached, the quarter century I spent within his family during this final marriage served to nurture my dream of creating a fresher and better version of myself within a family of my own.


That Florida mansion, though, with its maids and chauffeurs and cooks, was worlds away from my home in New York. My mother erratically received thirty-five dollars a week in child support and held down a job at City Center. I loved my room in our apartment on the Grand Concourse. There were bookshelves everywhere, and I would create little dioramas amongst the volumes, reflecting a current idée fixe that rarely lasted very long—except for my enduring shrine to President Kennedy. I had two beds in my room, one of them always ready for a friend’s sleepover. Next to my bed was a radio on the windowsill. My mother encouraged me to hang pictures and posters, assuring me that she had no problem with my changing things around. “Tastes change,” she declared, with a wave of her arm. Only when new friends would first come over and comment about my one-off room did I realize it was unusual. Although I pretended to take such compliments in stride, I was quietly chuffed that my retreat could hold its own, even up against a room in a distant mansion. I felt special outside of my room, too. As a student at the Bronx High School of Science, I became a cosmopolite; on my very first day of class, sprung right out of my familiar neighborhood, I was soon in the company of students from the five boroughs. Even gym class was palatable, as though we were being spared the usual dread in recognition of our renown. All I had to do was learn how to climb a rope and touch the ceiling. It wasn’t even considered odd that I would be graduating at sixteen. In this rarefied environment, of all places, I could be tall, silly, and serious at the very same time. But as I navigated my way through Bronx Science, my mother, though alive to its blessings, began expressing qualms about my going off to college at such a young age. My father, though, was all for it. In the normal course of simply growing up, I would take the next natural step, enabling me to shed the role of dutiful son. College would finally rescue me.









CHAPTER TWO


Between and Betwixt


What destroys the dream? What destroys it, eh?…Disappointment.
Disappointment. Disappointment.
—ANTHONY BURGESS


ALMOST IMMEDIATELY AFTER my mother arrived home from work I would lobby for supper, paying little mind to her need to shift gears from City Center to home. That scotch on the rocks which she would have so savored was invariably postponed by my appetite, becoming a weekend treat when needed least. Then my father would often call, interrupting her gentle inquiry about my day and chat about articles in the newspapers that she devoured daily. That inopportune intrusion from Florida, when my father would say without fail, “I’d like a word with your mother,” put me in the crosshairs of conflict that had little to do with me. It is no wonder that to this very day I dread the ring of a telephone.


One evening during my senior year, when I answered the phone my father neither made small talk nor asked to speak to my mother; rather, he announced his refusal to pay for my college education and rang off. When I returned to the dining room table, my mother immediately knew that something was wrong. Not only had he fulfilled her dimmest view of him, but his dereliction might have answered her prayers by stranding me at home; however, I valued her restraint. She neither dined out on my father’s appalling behavior nor showed anything but compassion for my gut-wrenching disappointment. Yet she could do no right. I resented her for being caught up in my moment. That I was even aware of her expectations of my father or mindful of her concern for me, though she might be relieved to have me at home, denied me the drama of feeling crestfallen all to myself.


I was forced to attend City College of New York, known as “the poor man’s Harvard.” The fact that it counted Stanley Kubrick and Jonas Salk as alumni gave me no solace. Instead of taking the subway to high school on 205th Street, I now traveled to 145th Street, walked up Sugar Hill then on to Convent Avenue, a leafy boulevard populated by African American grandees, and on to my classes. To be sure, I was thrilled by Shepard Hall, a splendid example of collegiate gothic architecture—Love Story would be filmed there, not at Harvard—and fencing lessons with my friend Larry in Lewisohn Stadium, the legendary venue of summer concerts, where I heard Ella Fitzgerald sing and saw Igor Stravinsky conduct. Also seeing James Brown perform at the Apollo Theater—my friend Neil and I the only white kids in the audience—helped temper the disappointment of my plight. But I never unpacked, even with no way out.
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