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Praise for Stephen McCauley’s THE MAN OF THE HOUSE


“Charming . . . A wry, bittersweet look at the importance and impossibility of father-son relationships . . . The writing is seamless, the story never lags, and it is filled with eccentric characters and observations that you’ll find yourself reading aloud.”


—Susan Kelly, USA Today


“A comic novel about human predicaments . . . McCauley has mastered the small yet perfect comic gesture. . . . Readers will welcome back the rueful and rumpled comic vision that is unmistakably his own.”


—Meg Wolitzer, The New York Times Book Review


“A wry and melancholy comedy of modern manners . . . A lovely, funny book that represents an impressive strengthening of McCauley’s themes and talent.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Fine, funny and appealing . . . THE MAN OF THE HOUSE is consistently compelling in its depiction of the intertwining relationships between Clyde’s friends, neighbors and relatives. . . . A talented and winning writer.”


—James Ireland Baker, Time Out New York


“A painful, humorous look at life as a grown-up, where great expectations give over to silent resignation . . . Clyde’s observations are witty and right on target.”


—Helen A. S. Popkin, St. Petersburg Times


“Irresistible . . . McCauley’s latest and most emotionally complex probe into family dysfunction.”


—James Patrick Herman, Elle


“A hilarious new tale of wit and woe . . .”


—Genre


“[A] wry vision of the way we live now . . . funny, bright, fast-paced and populated by attractive characters . . .”


—Francine Prose, Newsday


“McCauley has a gift for creating characters who are wry, amusing, compassionate and genuinely smart.”


—Mademoiselle


“McCauley has a great eye for nuance and a great ear for dialogue. . . . [And] a real talent for searching out the flaws in people that make them truly interesting . . .”


—Fred Goss, The Advocate


“THE MAN OF THE HOUSE sparkles. . . . Clyde is as charming a narrator as we could wish for. . . .”


—Margaret Quamme, Columbus (OH) Dispatch


“A touching yet delightfully funny story about relationships in the ’90s . . . We’re compelled to like self-deprecating Clyde from almost the first page.”


—Mary Scott Dye, The State (Columbia, SC)


“THE MAN OF THE HOUSE is very funny. . . . Clyde Carmichael is likable, comical and sympathetic.”


—Nora Lockwood Tooher, Providence Sunday Journal


“Reading McCauley is like listening all evening to the funniest person at the party.”


—James Kaufmann, Des Moines Register


“THE MAN OF THE HOUSE is both hilarious and bittersweet, a perceptive picture of contemporary life in all its complications.”


—The Anniston Star


“A sharp, convincing rendering of the mishaps and uncertainties of contemporary not-quite-youth . . .”


—Jordan Ellenberg, The Boston Phoenix
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In memory of my real father and for Sebastian




THE MORNING LOUISE MORRIS’S LETTER arrived announcing that she was coming to town, I was sitting up in bed, rereading Wuthering Heights, trying to think of something meaningful to say about it to my adult education class that week. It was a little after ten, and already it was warm and comfortingly humid. It had been a steamy, wet summer, with one day more insufferably torpid than the next, but it was just past the middle of August and I’d grown used to the weather. I liked to think that putting up with it stoically would build character, a quality I couldn’t afford to pass up, whatever the price. I’d turned thirty-five that spring, so I figured it was now or never on the question of character.


My quarters in the two-story apartment I shared with Marcus Gladstone, an old friend of mine and a onetime lover of Louise Morris, were the three converted attic rooms under the eaves of a busted-up, vinyl-sided house outside Harvard Square. Throughout the summer, they were stifling and smelled of tar and cedar, as if the roof were cooking right above my head and about to burst into flames. But there was something about the almost suffocating closeness of the rooms that appealed to me. I could sit up in bed and, with a few careful adjustments, touch all the walls around me. Marcus, who had a bedroom and study on the floor below, was too tall, considerate, and lazy to climb the steep staircase to my lair, so in addition to everything else, I had almost complete privacy. I’d moved in with Marcus two years earlier, after the breakup of a relationship, desperately longing for and dreading privacy. There’s a fine line between the gorgeous luxury of not having to account for your time and the loneliness of knowing that no one cares what the hell you do with it, and some days—most days, I suppose—I wasn’t sure which side of it I was on.


When I heard the mailman pounding up the front steps of the house that morning, I got out of bed, slipped on a pair of jeans, and headed for the door. I always raced for the door as soon as I heard the mail arrive. Like a lot of basically unfulfilled people with too much time on their hands, I’d fooled myself into believing that A Perfect Life and I were separated by nothing more substantial than a postage stamp. Maybe there was money in today’s mail, or an offer of a job in. . . Rome, let’s say—a teaching position at some undemanding American school that provided its staff with rooms in a crumbling villa with views of the Forum. Or, equally likely, maybe Gordon, my ex, had come to his senses and written to tell me he’d made a mistake in leaving, the very words I’d been waiting to hear from him so I could finally forget about him and move on.


As I walked past the bureau I had wedged into one corner under the eaves, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and stopped short. The problem with having a housemate as handsome as Marcus was that I sometimes took his face as standard issue. Then I’d walk past a mirror and have to suffer through the comparison. It wasn’t that I had any desire to carry around the burden of Marcus’s languid blond beauty; it was just that lately, the few things I’d once considered assets in my appearance were beginning to work against me. The lean and hungry, unkempt, and addled look I’d cultivated throughout my twenties was beginning to read like desperation and indigence as I stepped into my mid-thirties. At a certain age, the unkempt and hungry look is attractive only if you’re neither, and the truth is, I was at least a little of both. Even my eyeglasses were turning against me. Almost daily, the black, clunky things I’d been wearing for years appeared less and less East Village and more and more Steve Allen. I’d chosen them years earlier as a fashion statement, but I’d made a mistake and now it looked as if they’d chosen me. The depressing part was, I was stuck with what I’d made myself into and I couldn’t pretend that it was only a matter of minutes before I turned everything around and started getting expensive haircuts and flattering eyeglasses. Some things have to be hammered out in youth. Past the age of thirty-three, no one ever becomes stylish or takes up smoking or develops a passion for John Steinbeck. Besides, considering the astonishing number of people I knew who’d been plowed under before making it out of their twenties, aging felt like a privilege, the kind of privilege you should complain about only in private.


I tripped down the two flights of stairs and pushed open the door to the tiny entryway of the house. Donald Gern, our downstairs neighbor, was standing there leafing through a stack of mail.


“Can’t see a thing in here,” he said. “Like trying to read in a freaking cave.”


He held an envelope at arm’s length and squinted until his gray eyes disappeared. Cracked stained-glass panels in the front door of the house blocked out a good deal of light, but even on the bleakest winter mornings I’d had no trouble reading the mail. Donald always went through this showy routine in my presence out of what I assumed was a combination of self-consciousness, lack of social skills, and discomfort at being trapped in a confined space with a known homosexual.


Donald had moved into the first floor about six months earlier. The apartment was one of those badly painted, peculiarly laid out places that attract oddball transient renters. In the time I’d been living in the house, over half a dozen people had moved in and out of the apartment—mostly, as far as I could tell, math geniuses with greasy hair, the type who graduate from college with honors and high expectations, have a nervous collapse of some kind, and end up collecting comic books and working at copy shops. Donald Gern didn’t exactly fit the mold, but he didn’t exactly break it. He was a big man, over six feet tall, with a blocky body that could have been fat or muscular but didn’t seem to be either. I’d once seen him barechested in the backyard; he had a massive, undefined torso, the kind of pale, hairless body you expect to see on an extra in a black-and-white biblical epic.


This morning, he had on a pair of dark pants, a white shirt, and a knee-length white lab coat. He worked in Boston at what he described as a “clinic” that treated baldness, thinning hair, and other untreatable maladies. In the short time I’d been acquainted with him, I’d become obsessed with his profession. I assumed it was pure quackery and was amazed at how unabashed he was about the whole thing. Whenever I mentioned his job to him, he grew serious and grim, in a pompous, self-righteous way, as if we were discussing oncology. On the other hand, I was beginning to grow concerned about the possibility of someday going bald myself, and I was always looking for signs that there was a shred of validity to what he did, in case I needed his professional help. In daylight, his own hair looked to be the color of a Band-Aid, but in this dim light it looked pink. It lay across his head in one limp flap, like a leaf of lettuce flung on top of a grapefruit. Was it real? A toupee? The result of some unsuccessful surgical procedure? These were questions that, I’m ashamed to admit, I pondered when I could have been pondering the meaning of life.


“Off to work?” I asked him.


“Double shift,” he said. He shook his head grimly, like someone recounting last night’s body count in the emergency room. “Eight patients back-to-back. We’re understaffed, but I’ll tell you, it’s tough to find qualified trichologists.” He glanced at me without lifting his head. “You know anyone looking for a job?”


He asked in such a deadly serious tone, the offer seemed ominous. “Not offhand,” I said.


“Everyone’s unemployed, but when you come up with a job offer, you can’t find a warm body.” He examined an envelope intently. “Looks like one of you boys is popular. Handwriting’s a lady’s, too, unless I’m mistaken.”


He tucked the letter under his arm and continued to go through the stack. He had one of those ageless baby faces. His eyebrows were so light they were almost nonexistent, and his mouth was as puckered and tiny as a Kewpie doll’s. At first I assumed he had a thyroid condition—the thinning eyebrows, the awkward bulk, the sluggish Bride of Frankenstein walk suggested as much. More recently, however, I’d noticed a look of unmistakable sadness on his face when he thought he wasn’t being observed, and I suspected he might simply be lonely. Still, he had an irritating way of treating both Marcus and me like children, even though he was probably younger than both of us. I wanted to demand that he hand over the letter immediately, but I couldn’t think of a way of doing so without acting like a peevish child and justifying his condescension.


When he came to the bottom of the stack, he looked up. “Shucks, I guess no one keeled over and left me a million bucks.” He surrendered the letter. “Maybe you got lucky.”


“I’m not sure you’d call it luck,” I said. “It’s from my sister.” There was no return address, but Agnes always wrote our surname, Carmichael, in huge block letters, a reminder that I had familial obligations.


“I always wished I had a sister,” Donald said, shaking his head sadly. “Other than the one I have, I mean.”


As I started to back toward the door, another letter fell out of the pile of catalogs and magazines Donald was holding and fluttered to the floor. He uttered one of his genteel curses, picked it up, and handed it to me. “I guess I missed one in this fricking light.” He opened his door. “See you ’round, buddy,” he said.


He slipped into the apartment and slammed the door, leaving behind the citrus-and-sawdust scent of his aftershave and the powerful adhesive smell of hair fixative.


In the past month or so, it had begun to worry me that I had such a strong interest in and identification with Donald. I suppose he was the person others fear they will become if they don’t hurry up and get their professional life together or inherit some money or, at the very least, dig up a spouse of some kind. The week before, he’d told me that he was planning to have a cookout in the backyard and would keep me posted on the date. “No big deal,” he’d said, “just a bunch of losers sitting around getting drunk. You guys should drop down.”


Unfortunately, it was the best offer I’d had in weeks.


The second letter Donald had turned over was addressed to me in Louise Morris’s scratchy handwriting. I hadn’t heard from Louise in a while, not since she’d written more than a year earlier, to tell me she was moving to Seattle. I stuck it in my back pocket as I walked upstairs, intending to save it as a reward for reading the missive from my sister. Agnes had left a couple of messages on my answering machine in the past week, but I hadn’t returned them, largely because she’d said: “It’s about. . . Dad.” Both Agnes and I tended to hesitate before calling our father “Dad”: the term didn’t quite fit somehow, but “Father” was too formal and we were too intimidated by him to call him by his first name. Discussing our father was low on my list of ways to brighten up the day. I could already feel myself starting to resent Agnes for reminding me of his existence.
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The house Marcus and I lived in had been built sometime in the late forties, a standard, uninspired two-story dwelling with an attic, a little front porch, and a mattress-size backyard, just right for the optimistic postwar family moments before the flight to suburbia shifted into high gear. There were four houses identical to ours on the street, but we had the distinction of having in the tiny front yard an immense pine tree that was gradually chewing up the foundation. The tree, so out of proportion to the yard, added a look of neglected beauty to the bland exterior of the house and the romance of pine needles clogging the gutters and littering the front steps. Over the years, the interior of the place had been reconfigured, renovated, and neglected by a series of owners, and as a result, many of the rooms were oddly shaped, with staircases and doors that led nowhere, windows sliced in half by a cabinet or makeshift closet, and moldings and wainscoting that disappeared unexpectedly into a wall. We were only a few blocks from a neighborhood where professors and lawyers lived in leafy quiet, but our street was crowded with noisy, pessimistic post-Reagan families in constant financial turmoil and personal crisis, who, inexplicably, drove cars plastered with bumper stickers for Republican candidates and assorted right-wing extremist causes certain to make their lives even more unbearable than their constant public brawling indicated they already were. All the fathers had the bloated look of heavy drinkers or steroid abusers, and the teenagers walked around day and night as if they were trying to decide whether to shave their heads or commit suicide. The mothers were either morbidly obese or amphetamine-thin. The former made rare public appearances, and the latter tended to spend eight or nine hours a day washing clothes at the laundromat on the corner, hooked up to Walkmans.


Our house backed up to a fancy grocery where Julia Child, who lived part time on the other side of the tracks, was rumored to do her shopping. She’d been my favorite TV star as a child, long before I learned, with some dismay, that she was a real person and not an invented character. The breakup that precipitated the move in with Marcus had been a fairly traumatic one, and I’d initially spent hours wandering the cramped aisles of the store, picking up tins of snails and caviar and other expensive, fishy items, all in hopes of catching a glimpse of the French Chef. For some reason, I thought it would be reassuring: Gordon may have left me, but goddamn it, Julia Child and I shop together. Finally, I gave up the pursuit and started shopping at a chain supermarket, where no one famous was rumored to shop but where they did give double value for coupons.
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When I got upstairs, Marcus was standing at the stove in a pair of madras designer boxer shorts and beat-up tennis shoes. Marcus was not athletic; the fact that he wore out tennis shoes with such regularity only fueled my suspicion that he spent an inordinate amount of time wandering the streets of Cambridge when he claimed to be in the library researching his thesis. He was constantly broke, but he had an amazingly large and eclectic underwear wardrobe, because not one of his girlfriends had ever given him anything other than intimate apparel as a gift. I considered telling him I had a letter from Louise and then thought better of it. Marcus couldn’t understand how I’d remained friends with Louise when he had not. It made perfect sense to me, since she and I had been friends from the start, while she and Marcus had been lovers, a more tenuous and opportunistic connection, and one which rarely endures.


I lowered one of the matchstick blinds to filter out the sunlight and dropped onto the nubby orange sofa we’d placed against one wall of the enormous L-shaped kitchen in an attempt to fill space.


“Not good for the springs,” Marcus said. He was pouring water over the coffee grounds, slowly and methodically. Coffee was the mainstay of Marcus’s diet, and he’d turned the production of it into a fetish.


“They’re shot anyway,” I said. “We should go out and buy a new one.”


“We should,” he said, without conviction. “I was thinking that the other day. We should get a new thing for the living room, too.”


“Good idea,” I said.


What “thing” for the living room he was talking about I couldn’t imagine. There was no possibility of our buying a sofa or a table or any “thing” for any room in the house, because we operated on the assumption that our arrangement was temporary. The arrangement of two romantically uninvolved men living together is always considered temporary, unless they’re brothers, in which case it’s assumed they’re insane and the arrangement is therefore permanent. There was something so embarrassingly intimate about the two of us doing housecleaning as a team that walking into a department store together and arguing over upholstery was clearly out of the question. So we stuck with the sofa we had, which we’d found on the sidewalk. My guess was the previous owner had been a junkie.


I’ll get one humiliating fact out of the way now and confess that once, many years earlier when I first met him. I’d been infatuated with Marcus, knowing very well that he was diligently heterosexual. He had those dashing looks, and the faint traces of a Southern accent around the edges of his vowels, and a quiet, seductive manner that made you think he was keeping some great secret you just had to find out. Fortunately, the infatuation had faded. You can’t sustain a sexual attraction over the course of a long friendship any more than you can sustain a long friendship without some flicker of sexual attraction. In any case, it was a relief to me now that when I looked at Marcus, I could appreciate how stunning his looks were and still feel an element of revulsion at the thought of going to bed with him.


I draped my legs over the arm of the sofa—a knotty-pine appendage with cigarette burns—and studied the envelope from my sister, daring myself to open it.


“Do you think Donald wears a wig?” I asked.


Marcus looked up from his coffee production. “Donald’s hair isn’t something I’ve given a lot of thought to.”


“No,” I said. “I haven’t given it much thought, either.”


Marcus poured himself a cup of coffee and casually said, “Why? Do you think it’s a wig?”


“Who knows? It could be anything up there.”


“The color’s a little odd, isn’t it?”


“Pink,” I said, warming up. “And sometimes it seems to change shades right in front of your eyes. Have you noticed that?”


Marcus shook his head. He sat down at the kitchen table, wound his legs together, picked up his coffee cup, and sipped with the slow, subdued pleasure of an addict. To his credit, Marcus had developed his addiction to caffeine long before it became a fashionable, socially acceptable substitute for nicotine addiction. Now that secondhand-smoke activists had diverted attention from real health hazards, such as auto emissions and ozone depletion, it was no longer possible to stop the world for ten minutes by lighting a cigarette in public. Coffee, a more dangerous and malodorous drug, had stepped in to fill the void.


Marcus’s mother was of Dutch ancestry, and his father was from rural Virginia. He had the dramatic, rough-cut features of a peasant from a Brueghel canvas combined with the blond lankiness of an American Gothic. His face was sunken and sallow in the most flattering ways possible, with the high forehead of an intellectual and the full lips and protuberant ears of a sensualist. Something for everyone, in other words, providing you didn’t dig too deep.


“I don’t want to talk about Donald’s hair, Clyde. I had a tough night last night. Just when I thought things were going smoothly enough with Nancy to finally let me concentrate on the thesis. Where were you, anyway?”


“Movies,” I said. A lie, but my disorganized attempts at having a sex life were my own business. I’d spent a portion of the night with Bernie, a waiter and Gordon look-alike who sometimes called me when his lover was out of town. “What happened?”


“Nancy left me. She said I wasn’t giving her enough emotional support.” He looked up at me—mournful, sincere, a pout on his big, lovely lips. He had thin, dirty-blond hair that he kept at shoulder length. A hank of it swung down to cover half his face, and he pushed it back behind one of his teacup-handle ears. “Would you please tell me what the hell that’s supposed to mean? Emotional support?”


“You’re asking the wrong person,” I said. “What do I know?”


What I knew was this: in the two years we’d been sharing the apartment, there had been at least five of these brief, passionate affairs, usually with young graduate students Marcus met in the Harvard libraries. He seemed to attract inexperienced scholars who were still judging books by their covers and were taken in by the deep-set eyes and the hollow cheeks—as I’d been, and as Louise Morris had been, too. A few months down the road they’d leave, making similar charges about Marcus’s inability to give himself to them. They missed entirely the significant point, which was that he had given as much of himself as there was to give.


I dreaded each new relationship, knowing that sooner or later I’d end up sitting around the depressing little maple table in the vast, depressing kitchen, listening to how detached Marcus was (something I already knew) and being asked if I, in-house expert on the subject, thought Marcus was really attracted to men (something I doubted, although he clearly didn’t mind being attractive to men). Inexplicably, most of these women were involved in the field of Gay Studies, an academic pursuit that baffled me. I always asked polite questions about their work, hoping for gossip on the sex lives of literary or historical figures, and was invariably treated instead to a lecture on power dynamics, images of sadomasochism and bondage, and gender identification in the novels of George Meredith and Jane Austen, or even, God forbid, in Beowulf—all delivered in a language that sounded only vaguely like English.


“I’m beginning to lose hope,” Marcus said, his coffee cup perched at his lips.


“Don’t do that,” I said. “You’re too young to lose hope.” In fact, as Marcus rapidly approached forty, he was statistically the right age to lose hope.


It’s unfair but true that it’s fundamentally impossible to have much sympathy for handsome men.


I tossed Marcus Agnes’s letter. “From my sister,” I said. It was too early to read it myself. I loved Agnes, but communicating with her sometimes caused me to sink into a swamp of guilt and sadness that cost me an entire day. As for whatever it was she had to say about our father, well, the only two options were bad news and worse news, and since I wasn’t on mood-stabilizing drugs, I didn’t feel like hearing either. I sometimes thought about trying mood-stabilizing drugs, but unfortunately I’m of the generation that only feels comfortable swallowing organic vitamins or street drugs.


“Agnes!” Marcus said, brightening and tearing open the letter. “I haven’t seen that poor kid in months.”


As long as a woman wasn’t a serious candidate for romance—if, for example, she was almost his age or not enrolled at Harvard—Marcus was so emotionally available and supportive, he could have hung out a shingle. And there was no mistaking the fact that Agnes was not a serious candidate for romance.


The envelope from Louise contained a short note scrawled on a piece of motel stationery.


 


Dear Clyde, Greetings from, let’s see, where are we? The car has a problem I couldn’t fix, so we’re stuck here for a few days. (Actually, I could have fixed it, but I didn’t have the spare parts on board.) Ben’s been using his free time researching flea collars. Know anything about dogs?


Remember when I said I would never come east again? Well, guess what? Never turned out to be not so long as I thought. I suppose it never is. I got a grant from a prominent academic institution in Cambridge that’s generous to women, and here we come. Don’t worry, I’ve lined up a sublet. I should have contacted you sooner, but things got hectic. I’ll sign off as soon as you tell me Ben and I are going to love living there and everything’s going to be wonderful. Oh, don’t bother—I wouldn’t believe you if you did. Complications abound. I’ll tell you when I see you.


Yr frnd, Louise Morris


 


It was a pretty dull letter, by Louise’s standards. She was a writer, a novelist, and occasionally her letters had a stylized quality that made me suspect she might be trying out on me material she planned to use later in her fiction. I would have objected, but the letters were usually entertaining. Besides, I’d assumed that the most intimate part of our friendship was long over, and I was perfectly content to accept my demotion from confidant to audience.


In any case, I was pleased to hear that Louise was coming to Cambridge. Visits from old friends have a way of cheering me up, especially if the old friends don’t need a place to stay and they bring with them the promise of drama I can become involved in at a safe distance.


For the past twelve years, Louise had been leading a peripatetic life, drifting up and down the West Coast with her son, Benjamin, picking up teaching jobs and freelance writing assignments and, from time to time, restaurant work. I’d read all three of her novels, of course, but I’d been so busy trying to read between the lines for information about her life and some veiled portrayal of me, I’d had a hard time following their plots. Actually, they were pretty plotless, and I couldn’t help but think that, enviable as it was, her meandering life must be, too. She was a respected writer, the type whose name sounds vaguely familiar to most readerly individuals, even if they’ve never gone so far as to actually read one of her books. At one time, I’d had aspirations in a literary direction myself, so I derived vicarious pleasure from the publication of her work. And because the books sold modestly, I didn’t have to get caught up in the petty resentment and envy that a truly major success would have provoked.


I’d last seen Louise six years earlier, when she was living in San Francisco and Benjamin was a charming little neurotic who never cracked a smile. He was one of those bright, unsentimental kids who can break your heart with their eagerness to appear adult and make you believe they’re on top of the chaos of their lives. It was only the second time I’d seen her since we’d graduated from college. Mostly, we kept in touch through postcards, sporadic bursts of letters, and late-night phone calls, although the calls had ceased since she’d given up drinking a few years earlier.
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“That Agnes.” Marcus sighed. “We really should visit her.”


In the excitement over Louise’s letter, I’d forgotten all about my sister. I’d been trying to forget all about my sister for quite a few years now but had never succeeded in doing so for more than a few hours at a time.


“She says you never return her calls. She says she thinks your father’s getting worse. And you’re not being helpful with the cookbook. What cookbook’s that?”


“You don’t want to know.”


Marcus looked at me with his big-eared, wounded expression that said: I’m white, middle-class, overeducated, and devastatingly handsome. Pity me! It always got to me.


“The cookbook is a metaphor,” I told him.


“Ah,” he said, and nodded. Whenever I came to a dead end with Marcus, I threw in the word “metaphor.” Marcus was very susceptible to metaphors or even the mention of metaphors. I was more susceptible to similes, which perhaps says something about the difference in our personalities, although I’m not sure what.


After my mother’s sudden death a couple of years earlier, Agnes and I had found among her papers a shoe box filled with odd, handwritten recipes she’d dreamed up in the last year of her life. Agnes was trying to organize them, in the hopes of having them published. I’d read several of the recipes and saw them as testaments to how overworked and uneasy our mother had been at the end, and possibly how emotionally unstable. What other explanation was there for “Tuna Cookies,” “No-Bake Meatloaf,” and “Wonder Cake,” a bizarre concoction made from chocolate syrup and slices of white bread flattened with a frying pan? I had an abundance of memories of my mother, with her unfortunate but appealing I Suffer, Therefore I Am philosophy and her I, Doormat demeanor. She was small in stature, soft-spoken, had a perpetually crestfallen expression that Agnes had inherited, and dark, nearsighted eyes she’d passed on to me. Not counting cafeteria workers, she was the last woman in America to wear hair nets on a daily basis, delicate little things that came in plastic envelopes and, before she stretched them over her thin hair, looked like dust bunnies. She was Italian, second-generation but still with a flair for grand gestures and big, emotional outbursts that I saw as a confused blend of opera, papal edicts, and devotion to those gorgeous Italian saints, bloodied and beatific. More or less everything made her weep: commercials, greeting cards, thunderstorms, all music—from the most sacred to the most insipidly profane. But her emotional extremes had been diluted over time by my father’s icy evasiveness, her disappointment over the bitter failure of Agnes’s marriage, and the strain of trying to accept me with compassion and understanding. In her last years, floods of tears and religiosity had given way to the bland suburbanization that makes clean laundry a moral imperative. She started shopping through the mail, cooking out of cans, and watching Mass on TV with the washing machine churning in the background. She clung to the Catholic sense of doom and punishment while she lost her belief in redemption. At least, that’s how I interpreted it. She’d been a mild, uncomplaining, and unfulfilled woman, and I’d loved her enormously. A few minutes after every phone conversation I’d ever had with her, she’d called back to add some irrelevant bit of news, as if she just couldn’t stand the finality of hanging up. It plagued me to think how miserable she must be with the finality of death.


To my knowledge, she hadn’t even been sick when my father called me at seven o’clock one morning in the middle of a howling blizzard and ordered me to get a haircut.


“Haircut?” I’d croaked. “What do you mean?” I assumed it had something to do with the snow, although I couldn’t imagine what.


“Haircut! Never heard of it?”


“But why?”


“Because your mother died in her sleep last night,” he said, “and I want you to look respectable at her funeral.”


My mother’s recipes alluded to big family gatherings with grandchildren, nieces, nephews, in-laws, and all kinds of relatives she lacked or had no contact with. I sometimes thought of them as messages from beyond the grave. I’d read a number of them, hoping they might contain clues about a secret illness or otherwise explain her death, but I’d only found evidence of her frail state of mind.


She had only one sibling, a bachelor brother named Raymond. Raymond lived in an apartment no one in the family had ever visited in Revere, a run-down beach town north of Boston. Raymond himself was pretty run down, one of those Italian guys who, because they’re emaciated, are often told they look like the young Frank Sinatra. Raymond’s life, like the lives of male librarians and priests, was regarded with respect and suspicion, as if there were something noble but pathetic about his existence, better left described in big, broad, blurry generalities.


Uncle Raymond showed up at my mother’s funeral, wraithlike and hacking, dressed in a suit that didn’t fit, his skin scrubbed raw as if he wasn’t used to bathing. He sat next to me on a funeral-home folding chair and, between coughing fits, pointed to my father and said: “He’s what killed her.”


Given the strained relationship I had with my father, it was tempting to believe this was true, but I don’t think it was. I doubt it had been a particularly happy marriage—I’d never seen either of them laugh or even smile in the other’s presence—but over the years they’d eased into a state of morbid dependency and resignation, like two people clinging to each other on the tilting deck of a sinking ship. Worse things than antipathy have been confused with love. As far as I know, there were no incidents of significant violence, death threats, or suicide attempts in nearly forty years of marriage.


I’d loved my mother deeply, and when she died, I was desperately sad. But because there wasn’t anything unresolved between us, it had been easy to let go of her. It’s the nightmare you wake up in the middle of that haunts you throughout the day. Now my thoughts about her were dominated by images of her small body frantically trying to make a stab at immortality by compiling her recipes, those weird combinations of pulverized crackers and condensed soup and salad dressing put to uses that approached science fiction.


“I see what you mean about the metaphor,” Marcus said. “I think you’re right. It’s all about food, isn’t it?”


“Most cookbooks are.”


“Let’s go to New Hampshire and cheer Agnes up. It might make me feel better to be around someone as unhappy as she is.”


Marcus got up and went to the stove, dragging his feet in his beat-up sneakers, drowning in sweet self-pity over the departure of Nancy. For mysterious reasons, Marcus took comfort in thinking of himself as the victim of a cruel and chaotic universe. He was amazingly passive. It was a quality that attracted intellectual women, although it added to his air of unemployability.


“I’m off to the library,” he said. “Christ, I hope this thing with Nancy doesn’t set me back. I really think I was on the verge of a breakthrough.”


Marcus was thirty-nine. He’d completed his course work for his Ph.D. in experimental psychology ten years earlier and had been trying to write his dissertation ever since. As far as I could tell, however, he was no further along than on the day he started. He was filled with maudlin regret when he talked about what his life might have been like if he had finished his dissertation, and with vague hopefulness when he dared to mention what it might still be like if he finished it now. His research and his thesis had something to do with the significance of the frown in human relations, but what, exactly, I can’t report. No one in the history of the human race has ever been as boring as Marcus Gladstone was on the subject of his dissertation. The mention of it seemed to send him into a stupor, as if he’d been injected with some powerful narcotic. He started to drawl and drone, and his eyes drooped. Listening to him, I sometimes felt as if I was literally going to lose my mind.


Marcus had been a gifted child, raised by gifted parents in a variety of academic settings. His parents were both professors, and he’d been brought up being assured by them that he would achieve great things in life, that his future was filled with bright promise. Now, he sometimes confessed, he was beginning to think they’d been wrong all along.


I had a different but related problem. I’d never been told by anyone that I would achieve great things, and I was beginning to think everyone had been right.


Marcus bolted down another cup of coffee. “Who’s that other letter from?”


“Louise Morris,” I said. “She got a grant. Radcliffe, from the sound of it.”


“Ah, well, women have these grant networks all sewn up. Don’t ever bother applying for a grant unless you’re a woman.”


“I’ll keep it in mind.”


“I suppose I should write a novel. Is she going to look us up?”


“It sounds like it.”


He chewed this over for a moment. “I never should have told her I loved her on our first date. That’s why she hasn’t kept in touch with me. You know that, don’t you?”


“I didn’t know you were in love with Louise.”


“I wasn’t. But I misread her, thought she was one of those dreamy girls who’d like to hear gushy pronouncements. I’d better read one of those books she wrote before she gets here. One more distraction I don’t need. Maybe you could give me a plot summary.”


Like most of the academics over thirty I knew, Marcus rarely read. One of the apparent advantages of being well educated at a young age is that you get all of that out of the way early on.


“I’ll loan you one,” I said.


“She was a blonde, wasn’t she?”


“Redhead.”


“That’s right. Redhead. And you’re sure she never based a character on me? I wonder if I should be insulted. Funny, isn’t it—I’ve never been attracted to redheads. Something too ghostly about them. Does she still have her kid with her?”


“Of course she does. Why wouldn’t she?”


He downed the rest of his coffee and clenched his lips around his handsome, horsey teeth. When he recovered from his caffeine spasm, he said, “I don’t know. All those years. . . Maybe the father came along to claim him. I guess it doesn’t usually work out that way, does it?”


“No,” I said. “I guess not. Not usually.”


“French, wasn’t he? Something like that?”


“He was. If you believe her first novel.”


“You can pretty much take all fiction as fact, Clyde. It’s the other stuff you have to wonder about.”




I SPENT THE REST OF THAT WARM MORNING reading an enormously long biography of an Australian painter I’d never heard of and whose work, judging from the plates stuck between the endless pages of text, was cloying and uninspired. The paintings were mostly muddy landscapes—the kinds of things Cézanne might have painted if he’d been instructed by one of those TV art teachers who paint with knives, spatulas, meat cleavers, and other kitchen utensils. Which is not to say I didn’t find the book fascinating. In fact, I find most biographies fascinating and often read as many as two or three a week. It’s encouraging to be reminded that even the least eventful and interesting lives can count for something in the history of the human race. And it’s satisfying, in a greedy, vengeful way, to be reminded that the most eventful and interesting lives usually end tragically.


I suppose I read so many biographies because I was trying to understand how people stumbled through their days and their failures and spun their miseries and despair into great art or pathbreaking science or profound enlightenment. There were lessons to be learned, I hoped, principles I could apply to my own plodding existence. I likened the process to studying the training schedule of Olympic swimmers. But I was always tripping over the most lush, lurid details—Edith Wharton’s furniture, Nureyev’s dick, Freud’s cocaine, Garbo’s diet—and coasting through the rest.


By afternoon, I figured it was time to attack my sister’s letter, and I put aside the Australian painter and prepared myself. I had a complicated system of fans in my attic rooms, which I moved from window to window and from floor to bureau to bookshelf, depending on the time of day and the angle of the sun. They didn’t really keep me cool, but they blew around enough dust and stale air to create the illusion of a breeze. Besides, all that plugging and unplugging and opening and closing of windows distracted my attention from any discomfort caused by the heat. I sprawled out on the daybed in my study, set a heavy cast-iron fan on the floor in front of me, and took Agnes’s letter out of the envelope.


There it was, right at the top of the page, her sad, infuriating letterhead:


FROM THE DESK OF AGNES CARMICHAEL, CO-PRESIDENT E AND A RESOURCES, INC.


In the mid-eighties, shortly after Agnes’s divorce had been finalized and she’d moved into a town house development in southern New Hampshire, her friend Elizabeth (E) had persuaded her to give up her successful nursing career to start E and A Resources, Inc. For a substantial fee, E and A would line up baby-sitters, keep fresh-cut flowers in your bedroom, buy a Christmas present for anyone on your list, make arrangements for your five-year-old’s birthday party, and so on. They’d done reasonably well for a while, but as the economy started to slide, their business had suffered huge losses. With half the state of New Hampshire unemployed, who was going to pay E and A to hire a clown? E.A.R. had gotten into the more mundane housecleaning and laundry end of things, and a few months earlier, E had convinced A to go in on some weight-loss-supplement pitch. I was worried that it was only a matter of time before my sister joined a neo-Fascist direct-sales company and was out peddling cosmetics door to door. As it was, she had to take occasional retail jobs at department stores and a few shifts at one of the many nursing homes near her condo just to afford the business. And to keep up with the financial demands of caring for our father in his supposedly numbered days.


No doctor had been able to explain our father’s mysterious, selectively debilitating illness. William, always a stocky, robust, unyielding man, had worked in the insurance industry for twenty-five years. He’d sold off his business early and bought two sporting goods stores, both of which had eventually burned down under highly suspicious circumstances. It was after the second fire that he began to have amorphous health complaints and refused to leave the house—unless he wanted to. Our mother ended up waiting on him day and night, right up to her death. My father’s doctor, a peculiarly hostile man in his seventies, was never more specific about my father’s illness than to say that he was incapable of taking care of himself. Agnes had insisted he move into the basement of her town house rather than face the horrors of a state-run nursing home, which, according to his doctor, was the only alternative. The facts of my father’s financial situation were as difficult to untangle as the plot of Bleak House; he alternated between claims of poverty and hints that he’d made out like a bandit on the fires.


He was mercilessly demanding of Agnes, and although she got no thanks for anything she did, she refused him nothing, from running errands to cooking meals to paying him a small monthly allowance. Part of me was sorry for all Agnes had to endure, but part of me was fiercely jealous; my father never asked me for anything and never accepted anything I offered him. My contributions to his allowance were made under the table to avoid an ugly scene. I’d come to the distressing conclusion that I didn’t have anything he wanted, or worse still, that he didn’t want anything I had. He was unabashedly homophobic, but I had to remind myself that being heterosexual hadn’t done Agnes all that much good.


Agnes’s letter fluttered in my hand every time the fan rotated in the direction of the daybed, but I couldn’t bring myself to read past the letterhead. I put the thing away, promising to read it before nightfall—or at least before dawn—of some day in the next week. I went over to my stereo and put on a scratchy recording of musette waltzes. Louise Morris, who knew of my fondness for the bright melancholy of accordion music, had turned me on to French dance hall tunes years earlier. As the afternoon wearied on, and I carted around the heavy fans, I played the record over a dozen times and thought more and more about my old friend and the period of my own life when we’d been close.


[image: images]


Louise and I had been in English Lit together my freshman year of college. A thin girl with fine copper hair and pale skin, she was always rushing into the room late or leaving early, knocking over a chair and apologizing loudly. She tended to dress in very practical, androgynous clothes—chinos, thermal T-shirts, work boots, bulky sports jackets—that somehow looked provocative on her, drew attention to her lean, clumsy body instead of hiding it. She rarely spoke up in class, but when she did, she made the kind of pithy, mildly ironic comments that can easily be interpreted as condescending or brilliant and, either way, turned most of the other students against her. There was always a lot of eye-rolling after Louise Morris made one of her literary comments: “I don’t find Ophelia at all sympathetic. If she were alive today she’d be teaching aerobics.” When she took more than a few sentences to make a point, she tended to ramble and let her hoarse, raspy voice trail off into silence in the middle of a thought.


The professor, a young man with the harried look of someone who’d fallen behind on his reading ten years earlier, had a fawning appreciation of her. He became rapt when she spoke and was visibly distressed when she left the class early. I don’t think that helped her popularity much, either.


I was taken with Louise from the first time I saw her stumble into class, tousled and boyishly pretty and smelling of cigarettes. She had a pocket watch she was always pulling out to check the time, as if she had some important place to go, a real life outside of school she was eager to get back to. I had no life outside of school—or in it, for that matter—which heightened my fascination with her. I’d gone to college primarily as a way of distancing myself from my father, partially at his expense, and had forgotten that it involved studying and attending lectures and feigning an interest in the future. It was a state school in western Massachusetts, one of those bursting-at-the-seams places with the atmosphere of an overcrowded city in which no one has a job. Freshman year, I lived in a dormitory with thousands of teenage rowdies who spent most of their free time knocking down walls and throwing furniture out of windows. I suppose I could have found a niche into which I might have fit—a social group that catered to insecure, inarticulate, introverted homosexuals, let’s say—but for months I got lost whenever I walked outside the dorm. Then, too, I seemed to be constitutionally incapable of fitting into groups: I alternately feared being rejected by them or losing myself in their claustrophobic warmth. The first months I was in school, I felt most comfortable at football games; I didn’t care a thing about competitive sports, but I could sit in the middle of thousands of screaming fans and feel simultaneously surrounded and utterly alone.


I used to see Louise in the library, in a back corner of the top floor, where I studied and napped. I’d glimpse her leafing through old botany texts, books about birds, and poetry anthologies she routinely picked off a table of discarded tomes. We nodded at each other for weeks—more than once, she’d tripped over my feet when she was rushing into class—but neither one of us spoke.


Halfway into the semester, on an afternoon when I was trying to study, I was roused from my stupor by the sound of a man talking in a strained, choking whisper. “I have to go back to her,” he was saying. “Considering everything, it wouldn’t be fair not to. It wouldn’t be right.”


I turned around and saw a dark, brooding man sitting on the edge of a low table. He was wearing a paisley shirt with a big white collar and an ugly gold chain around his neck, items that made him look ruggedly handsome. I was just beginning to learn that the simplest way for masculine men to project masculinity is by dressing in cheap, slightly effeminate clothes. Louise was curled into a corner of the sofa in front of him, a book open on her lap. There were tears rolling down the man’s face. I don’t think I’d ever seen a man crying before, and the sight of him shocked and excited me in some strange, erotic way. I wished I could make a dark, brooding man weep merely by sitting in front of him with nonchalant disregard. It’s relatively easy to make someone happy, but only the truly desirable can make loved ones miserable.


He reached out and took Louise’s hand. “But who’s going to take care of you?” he asked.


“Oh, I’ll be fine,” she said. “Really.” She took back her hand and closed her book. “You just should have told me you were married, that’s all. What are you going to name the baby?”


When he left, she looked at her pocket watch and went back to her reading.


I moved over to the opposite end of the sofa where she was sitting and rested my feet on the table, next to hers. She had on a pair of engineer’s boots that made her feet look absurdly big and her legs spindly. “You recovered from that quickly,” I said.


She had very pale blue eyes and a spray of freckles across her nose. When she smiled, I noticed that she had a slight overbite. I’ve never understood why people go to such great lengths to perfect their features when it’s the imperfections that make a face memorable and appealing—the bumpy nose, the crooked mouth, the uneven eyes. Louise wasn’t exactly beautiful, but something in her face drew you in. She had long eyelashes that made her look attentive and innocent and contrasted sharply to a pallor that made her look prematurely world-weary. “Poor Larry,” she said hoarsely. “He’s left with a bigger mess than I am.”
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