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Praise for
Insignificant Others

“In this charming novel … McCauley displays terrific comic insight about our penchant for denial while still revealing a great deal of compassion for human foibles. Contemporary life flummoxes us all, but at least McCauley can make us laugh at ourselves.”

—Connie Ogle, The Miami Herald

“While [McCauley’s] characters are getting older, their creator’s wit remains spry.”

—Scott Heller, The New York Times

“This novel, Stephen McCauley’s sixth, is a delicious book, a perfect read for a summer afternoon. Once again McCauley gives us a witty take on gay life in the Boston environs in prose that positively twinkles and with a voice so engaging that you keep reading even as you suspect what is going to happen.”

—Susan Wilson, The Boston Globe

“Stephen McCauley has helped revive and update the modern comedy of manners by unleashing his considerable wit on unconventional domestic arrangements… . McCauley is a sparkling writer. He tosses off witticisms with the alacrity of a Noel Coward and Oscar Wilde freed from cultural restraints on homosexuality.”

—Heller McAlpin, NPR.org

“A novel with pithy observations, lightness of touch, and generosity of spirit… . this is a rare novel that details its characters’ imperfections without imparting judgment.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Tap[s] into this collective upheaval with richly told stories about couples whose relationships mirror the economic roller coaster we’re all on.”

—Tyrone Beason, The Seattle Times

“[A] mixture of wit and dégagé elegance of manners and language … with delicious little bits of Wildean wisdom.”

—Scott Eyman, Palm Beach Post

“McCauley’s turns of phrase give Richard’s jaded, ironic, and terse observations a magnificently elitist snarkiness, and as amusing as the story is, readers will truly care about Richard’s fate.”

—Booklist

“[An] accomplished comedy.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Reading Insignificant Others is like being a guest at the best kind of dinner party—every morsel is delicious, every guest is fascinating, and best of all you are in the company of the utterly irresistible Richard, who has strong opinions and deep insights about almost everyone, except perhaps himself. Even as I devoured this book I was deeply sorry to reach the end. Happily, I can go right back to read it again and again.”

—Margot Livesey, author of Eva Moves the Furniture and
The House on Fortune Street

“A master of the comic novel, Stephen McCauley makes someone else’s difficult, complicated relationship so witty, sexy, and delightfully engrossing that you’ll forget about your own difficult, complicated relationship. Unsentimental but moving, Insignificant Others is the story of two men trying to solve the world’s oldest math problem: Does one plus one equal a couple, or just two?”

—Bob Smith, author of Selfish and Perverse and Openly Bob

“ Insignificant Others is vintage McCauley, offering up the usual mixture of hilarity, pathos, irony, and regret. You’ll root for Richard Rossi, the self-deprecating and cannily observant HR functionary at Connectrix as he connects (or not) with co-workers and calibrates degrees of significance (or non) between lovers. It’s The Office meets Jane Austen, with a twist. I adored this novel.”

—Mameve Medwed, author of Mail and
How Elizabeth Barrett Browning Saved My Life

“Like the Victorian novels admired by McCauley’s narrator, Insignificant Others is fuelled by curiosity about the way we live now— our deceptions and self-deceptions, our great yearnings and small vanities, our many excruciating social miscues and misfires. It is an incisive, rueful, humane, very smart, and very funny book.”

—Joan Wickersham, author of The Suicide Index
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In memory of some very significant others—
Ed, Jones, Molly, and little Woodles.



Dinner and Monogamy

When I learned that Conrad, my partner of eight years, was seeing someone on the side, I wasn’t completely surprised. A couple of years earlier, I’d noticed that the word “monogamy” had fallen out of our vocabulary, and I assumed he had as many reasons for no longer using it as I did. Even though it’s usually not acknowledged, at a certain point in most relationships discretion supplants fidelity as a guiding virtue.

The slow, silent fade of monogamy in our lives reminded me of something that had happened with a particularly flavorful baked chicken dish we used to make. The chicken was spiced with cumin and ground caraway seeds, preserved lemons, and a handful of musky herbs I’d picked up at a Lebanese grocery store. It filled the entire apartment with a smell that was both exotic and homey, and it came out of the oven glistening, looking nourishing and vaguely pornographic. Conrad and I both liked it a lot—after the third or fourth year of cohabitation, it was among the few things we agreed upon wholeheartedly—and he or I ended up cooking it a couple of times a month. I took a great deal of comfort and delight in sitting across the table from him and talking in bland terms, like a long-married and slightly bored couple, about the honest pleasures of the meal. Then one day, I was rummaging around in the kitchen cabinets and came across the ground caraway seeds and realized that without discussing it or consciously crossing it off a list, we hadn’t served it in over a year. I suppose both of us just got tired of the wonderful flavor. It happens.

While we’d stopped using the word “monogamy,” significantly, we hadn’t stopped using words of affection and fondness. We hadn’t stopped saying “I love you” at the end of long-distance phone calls or when one of us was half asleep and wanted to signal the other to turn out the lights. Surely, those were the more important points.

Conrad frequently traveled for work, and when business was good, he sometimes spent ten or more days a month out of town. How could I have been surprised that he had an Insignificant Other as a source of entertainment? There are only so many ways to amuse yourself in a hotel room, and Conrad had never been a big one for CNN.

It was my own fault I learned about the I.O. Conrad had been striving for discretion. I was dashing around our bedroom stuffing my clothes into a backpack on a winter night, running late for an exercise class at one of the gyms I belong to, when I heard the buzzing of his cell phone. I was so shocked to realize it was on the bureau and not with him as it always seemed to be, and so, distracted by my own uncharacteristic tardiness, I picked it up. There was a text message on the screen from an Ohio area code that read: Can’t fucking WAIT for you to get here. Conrad was leaving for Columbus in two days.

Conrad Mitchell and his friend Doreen McAllister ran Mitchell and McAllister, a consulting business. They traveled to cities all over the country where there was lots of new money and an attendant lack of taste—they practically lived in Florida and Texas—and advised people building multimillion-dollar houses on the artwork they should hang on their expensive walls. I could understand a client being excited about acquiring a Warhol, but the caps, even more than the “fucking,” were a dead giveaway that the message was about something else.

Because he traveled so much, and because he was a highly organized and precise person, Conrad kept a small suitcase packed with toiletries, handkerchiefs, and clean underwear in the closet. It was an expensive black leather item capable of consuming vast quantities of clothes and supplies without ever appearing bloated. It was aging well, too—in any case, better than I was. From where I stood at the bureau in our small bedroom, I could see the suitcase leaning against the paper-bag-colored wall. (Conrad had chosen a hyper-masculine decor and color scheme for the bedroom, an example of protesting too much, I’d always thought.) Suddenly, the black valise had a malevolent appearance, like a slim priest who was hiding explosives under his cassock.

Conrad was at the dining room table organizing a portfolio by slipping photographs of paintings and expensive sculptures into plastic covers, his lank and pretty blond hair hanging across his face. I left the apartment without mentioning the text message, hoping he wouldn’t be able to tell I’d seen it. I wasn’t eager to admit I’d looked at his phone, and more to the point, I didn’t want to open up a discussion that would make me late for class. After decades of perpetually running behind schedule by eight or ten minutes, I’d reset my inner clock a few years earlier and was now fanatically punctual. Being prompt is one of those lesser qualities—like sending thank-you notes, wearing deodorant, and tipping the mailman at Christmas—that you can will into being with a little discipline. They don’t rank up there with Talent, Intelligence, and Goodness, but past the age of fifty, they become essential if you want to get invited to dinner parties or have your sagging jowls overlooked.

No matter what, I was never late for exercise class. For about four years, I’d been struggling with a minor compulsion related to working out. At times it was a heavy burden, but it did have its advantages. Sneaking off to the gym six or more times a week to lift weights, take spinning classes, and listen to my personal trainer’s relationship problems took up a lot of time I could have spent studying a language or reading George Eliot, but on the plus side, even at my fifty-something stage of life, I never had to worry about all the time it otherwise would have taken me to get back in shape.

The gym I belonged to near the Beacon Hill condo Conrad and I shared—versus the one I belonged to near my office in Cambridge—was a grimy basement, and the spinning classes were held in a corner room without light or ventilation. I appreciated the darkness and the privacy it conferred. The only people who crow about spending as much time as I do exercising are the ones who never get off the couch. Those of us who can’t stop ourselves tend to exercise furtively and try to pass off our lean bodies as the product of genetics. As I pedaled in the dark, getting nowhere, trying to tune out the shrill voice of the instructor and the thumping music that I liked to pretend I was speeding away from, I reasoned that I had little to worry about. Conrad’s eager friend lived in Columbus. I’d been to Columbus a number of times and had nothing against the city, but knowing Conrad’s limpid snobbery, I knew someone from there was not a threat the way a paramour from New York or Los Angeles would have been.


Ego and the American Century

There was also the bigger picture. I’d reached the point in midlife at which everyone I knew seemed resigned to a low level of gnawing discontent and dissatisfaction, with their jobs, their relationships, their retirement savings, and their eyesight. For most, the ability to tolerate professional disappointment, drugstore eyeglasses, and domestic ennui was linked to moral fortitude and—provided it didn’t devolve into physical violence or (nonprescription) drug abuse—was a matter of pride. Friends who’d once come to me for advice about how to change their lives—I was a psychologist by degree who’d segued into human resources at a software company—now bragged about their muted, comfortable despair, as if this somehow mitigated their overpriced cars, expensive tooth-whitening procedures, the frequent upgrading of countertops and bathroom fixtures, and the purchase of digital cameras and software programs they never learned how to use. As a badge of honor, you couldn’t do much better than stoically put up with joint problems or a tolerably bad marriage.

In my opinion, their attitude was intimately connected to the end of the American Century. Six years into the presidency of one of the most reviled and ineffective men on the planet, there was a sense that our country had lost whatever position of moral authority it had once had and was headed for a fall. As a result, Americans, even the fringiest lunatics of the right wing, seemed to be undergoing a subtle but painful realignment of self-esteem. The dollar was worth less and less, our leader was an empty suit, our foreign policy was contemptible, and almost everywhere you went in the world, you found people speaking more elegant and precise English. The Iraq disaster had banished whatever empathy people felt about the 2001 tragedy and confirmed our status as global bullies.

The retreat into tolerable unhappiness was a self-imposed form of penance and ego adjustment. And if the behemoth of American ego could accept something other than its familiar spot on the top rung of the ladder, I supposed I could accept my partner’s apparent lapse.


Faster, Faster, Faster

In the dark, humid exercise room, surrounded by several dozen sweating maniacs—my tribe—I decided I was dealing with the text message discovery pretty well. I was putting it in perspective, giving it only as much importance as it deserved. As compensation for the drawbacks of having been abandoned by my forties, a little emotional maturity and restraint was not a bad thing. Then I noticed that the instructor’s piercing “Faster, faster, faster” was directed at me. Apparently, I’d stopped pedaling and was staring off into the emptiness of the mirror in front of me, as if I’d arrived at my destination and was trying to figure out where the hell I was. I didn’t know when I’d stopped, but judging by Toni’s frantic gaze and shrill admonitions, it hadn’t been within the last minute.

“Rossi, Rossi, Rossi,” she shrieked. “Crank it up!” The fact that she knew my last name was a shameful reminder of how often I took the class.

After class, I apologized to Toni for my slowdown. All of the spinning instructors at this gym were blondes with androgynous names—Toni, Marki, Danni, Frank—and bodies that were so defined and polished, they looked as if they’d been carved out of wood. I aspired to their lean musculature and ropey arms, even though I found them unattractive and missing some element of human softness. Gazing admiringly at her own thighs, she told me that I seemed distracted. I told her I had a lot on my mind. She began to pack up her iPod and rattled off the recipe for a drink she was especially fond of: a vitamin booster, four kinds of fruit juice, and three brands of alcohol. “It really helps me relax,” she said.

When I returned home, Conrad was still at the table; had he really been at his organization project since I left? “You’ve been spending a lot of time in Columbus recently,” I said. “Business there must be especially good.” He finished snapping a page into the portfolio, and then looked up and swept back his blond hair. “Business and other things,” he said. And then, almost spontaneously, he smiled.

Conrad spent a great deal of time projecting a sophisticated but sunny disposition. He had a repertoire of a dozen or more smiles he performed on a rotating basis. This was his “Isn’t It Obvious I’m Busy, Darling?” smile, a close relative of his “I Love You, But Fuck Off!” grin. He was from a part of California where the weather was always warm and people were always smiling, so a good deal of the sunshine in his personality was learned behavior for which he couldn’t be held responsible.

As we were getting ready for bed, I pushed him down over the desk (Danish, teak, mid-century, but not too) and had my way with him. Admittedly not a romantic encounter but a reminder that even if he did have superior taste in art and furniture, I was still the boss. It made me feel better about the stability of our relationship, my own vigor, and—because it had been a witness—Conrad’s slim black suitcase.

Two days later, when Conrad was out of town, I told Benjamin what had happened. It was his concern about the matter that began to fuel my own.



The Best Position

“I don’t see how you can be so calm about it,” he said. “I’d be jealous and pissed off. It’s a betrayal, Richard.”

“I’m trying to fire up some righteous indignation,” I said, “but so far, I’ve been having trouble with the righteous part. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not in the best position to judge him.”

“I suppose not,” Benjamin said. “But at least he doesn’t know about us. That’s a big difference.”

It was late afternoon on a Tuesday, and Benjamin and I were at the Club. He was lying on the queen-sized bed, checking e-mail on his laptop, and I was pacing back and forth, checking messages on my phone. We were both fully dressed and had on our winter coats, but neither of us was ready to leave. The Club was our name for a studio apartment on the eighteenth floor of a faceless concrete building near MIT in Cambridge. He and I had been subletting it for a couple of years, even though our use of it was intermittent and increasingly infrequent. It was an ideal spot in that it was close to my office, had underground parking, and was near the entrance to the Mass Pike, the highway that took Benjamin back to the carefully organized pleasures and deceptions of his real life. Opposite the bed was a sliding glass door that opened on to a balcony, a nice feature, although neither one of us had ever stepped onto it. Ben was always too rushed, and among my assorted phobias is a fear of balconies, especially those made of concrete and steel.

“I’m surprised at Conrad,” Benjamin said, his voice aimed at his computer screen. “To be honest, I’m disappointed. I didn’t think he was the type to do something like this. I thought he was into his job and all caught up with that friend of his. What’s her name?”

“Doreen. He is.”

“Doreen, right. Sorry, I forgot. And he loves you, Richard. I’m sure of it.”

“That doesn’t mean he wouldn’t welcome a distraction now and then, which is undoubtedly what this person is.”

Benjamin considered this and then sighed, as if frustrated by the unwelcome complications of human emotions. “It’s pretty inconsiderate of him to toss in that ‘other things’ line about being busy.” He restated my report of Conrad’s words verbatim. In many ways, Benjamin was absentminded, but he had a flawless memory for my accounts of conversations Conrad and I had had. “As if you needed to hear that. Conrad’s always struck me as such a considerate person.”

Benjamin had a high opinion of Conrad—without ever having met him—just as I had a high opinion of Benjamin’s wife, Giselle, and their two kids. The lot of them had become familiar and dear to me, like characters in a play who are frequently mentioned but never appear onstage. I could tell that Benjamin thought I wasn’t quite good enough for Conrad, in the same way that I believed he wasn’t quite good enough for the long-suffering and glamorous-sounding Giselle. What that left, of course, was the belief that we deserved each other, at least to the limited extent and in the off-and-on manner that we had each other.

“I’m not leaping to any assumptions,” I said, “and I wish you wouldn’t either. This is hardly a crisis.” I glanced up from my phone. “You’d better do something about your hair before you leave, boy. It looks like you’ve been rolling around in bed for the past hour.”

For a man in his late forties, Benjamin had a great head of hair, full and curly, gray only at the sides and only when the cheap rinse he used was washing out. He laid the blame for all of his vanity—the curly locks, the longish hair, the pubic trimming—on his wife. Married men always did. All in all, he showed fewer signs of aging than I thought he should by right, considering the messy tangles and contradictions he lived with. True, he suffered from ulcers, occasional panic attacks, and a nervous tic in his right eye that sometimes got so bad I had to cup my hand over it until it quieted down. But what decent person in his situation wouldn’t show a variety of neurotic symptoms? Despite the multiple deceptions, Benjamin was an exceptionally decent person.

“You should at least tell him what you read on his phone,” he said.

I was beginning to feel annoyed. Like most of my friends and business colleagues, Ben usually sought advice from me, and I was far more comfortable with that arrangement. I’d been trained in psychology and social work, and even though I was now employed by a software company, I was far happier assuming the mildly condescending pose of sympathetic, slightly detached listener, who was paid to evaluate and occasionally solve the problems of others, instead of owning up to my own.


My Husband

In the three years I’d known Benjamin, I’d come to think of him as my husband. He was, after all, a husband, and in some way that was heartfelt but also, I realize, entirely ridiculous, I saw it as my responsibility to protect his marriage from a barrage of outside threats and bad influences. It was the only way I could justify sleeping with him, and it wasn’t an easy job. Among the bad influences was me, and chief among the threats was Benjamin’s “sexual confusion,” the term I’d agreed to use to describe his erratic but rapacious homosexual cravings. Frankly, the only thing I found confusing about his sexuality was fitting the production of a son and a daughter into my experience of it. There was the whole cushy, boring infrastructure of Benjamin’s suburban life to preserve—the pointlessly large house, the cars, the dog, his wife’s horse, the after-school activities, and the Christmas decorations. In my most deluded moments, I thought of myself as a distant, benevolent relative to whom his family had never been introduced. The Club and its distractions were things I chose, most days, to conveniently skip over.

By now, Ben and I had “forgotten how we met.” The translation of this phrase was that one day three years earlier—when Ben’s confusion was at a high point and I was feeling restless and abandoned with Conrad out of town—I answered an ad he’d placed on Craigslist. Pretending we’d just stumbled across each other made the meeting and the ensuing relationship seem all that much more accidental and therefore blameless, one of those things in life that just happen and can’t be controlled. His ad had mentioned something about a married man looking for an uncomplicated, sweaty hour of distraction, with a cautionary clause about no drama or entanglements. I suppose there were a few lurid details, but those I really have forgotten.

Throughout my life, I’ve had luck with married men in this context. And in this context, there is an unlimited supply of them. Having been well trained by their wives, they’re almost always clean and polite. The vast majority are sexually submissive and hugely appreciative of getting on the side what they can’t get at home. You have to put up with their roiling guilt, but because I was brought up around a lot of Catholics—my parents, for example—I’m comfortable with that. The guilt often leads to a desire to be verbally humiliated and physically dominated, something that I, like most gentle and diffident men, am always happy to do. They’re frequently not in the best shape, but much better that than the sculpted, oddly generic bodies of work-out addicts like me. On the whole, they’re obedient, they get regular checkups, and they never call after business hours.

Benjamin had won me over with his very first comment: “Are you disappointed in my looks?” I found it so touching, especially coming from such a handsome man, that I never quite recovered. Even before I’d finished doing other things to him, I found myself wanting to help him. It didn’t occur to me until it was too late that what I wanted to help him with were two contradictory things: to get satisfaction for his deepest sexual urges and, at the same time, to stay true (in some convoluted fashion) to his wife.

At the time I met Ben, I was still being faithful to Conrad, although it is true I’d expanded the definition of faithful to include an occasional impersonal encounter with an inappropriate person. What I was seeking in these indiscretions was not contact with someone I was attracted to but reassurance that I was still attractive to someone else. In that sense, they never seemed to be true betrayals. They only boosted my confidence, thus improving my relations with Conrad. Or so my rationalization went. I was certain Conrad engaged in the same kinds of activities from time to time, not because I had any specific evidence, but because he never showed a flicker of doubt about his physical appeal, even after turning forty, and because he spent an unconscionable amount of money on underwear. After meeting Ben, I made more adjustments to my definition of fidelity, and then simply eliminated the term, along with monogamy and a few others, from my vocabulary.


The At Least List

At some point in the past decade, I’d begun to deal with the various challenges and disappointments of aging, economic uncertainty, and reality in general by mentally compiling a litany of compensatory clauses I thought of as the At Least List. I resorted to the list when I made the mistake of taking certain actions, like opening my financial statements or looking in a mirror in a well-lit room.

Typical items:

 

• My funds are going down, but at least I’ve still got money to lose.

• I might be going gray, but at least I’ve got hair.

• I’m not entirely deserving of the promotion I want at work, but at least my competition isn’t entirely deserving of it either.

• My face might look like a topographical map of the Andes, but at least I don’t have skin cancer.

 

The final item on the list, the one I was headed toward but hadn’t yet reached, was that all-purpose statement of defeat and despair: At least I’m alive. Hopefully, I had more than a decade to get to that.

My relationship with Benjamin offered an endless supply of logistically messy but otherwise reassuring items:

 

• At least I’m never going to press for a relationship that would bring an end to his marriage.

• At least I offer him a sexual outlet that helps him stay faithful to Giselle.

• At least I’m 100 percent committed to my own domestic arrangement.

• At least I never call after business hours.

 

The list helped me believe I was organizing my disappointments and betrayals, a lesser accomplishment than overcoming them but better than nothing.

As for my feelings about Conrad and my guilt about betraying my primary relationship:

At least Conrad was nearly a decade (seven years) younger than me, and immensely better looking. At least he was appealing and personable, and people had a way of gravitating toward him when we socialized as a couple, at least until he sideswiped them with a condescending subordinate clause. He was a natural blond. At least if you don’t count highlighting as unnatural. These mitigating factors made my off-and-on arrangement with Benjamin feel less like a full-fledged transgression and more like a way to balance things out between me and my sexy and appealing partner. At least.

I’m not without my own good qualities, charms, and hidden assets, but given that the term “middle-aged” is unrealistically optimistic, given that I’ve always had a craggy face that’s been deteriorating even more quickly these days, given the aforementioned awkwardly fit body, and given a tendency toward reserve in social situations that’s been mistaken for sullenness or early onset dementia, I’m more of an acquired taste.


Tuscany

Benjamin and I were subletting the Club from a Massachusetts Institute of Technology scientist who’d moved back to Shanghai, the new center of the civilized world since the U.S. had become economically second-rate and irrelevant. Among the apartment’s advantages was its view of a building MIT had paid the world’s most famous architect a fortune to design. I’d heard the interior office space was so eccentrically laid out that there were no vertical walls suitable for bookshelves in the offices and that one lecture hall induced such severe vertigo in students it was unusable as anything but a funhouse tourist attraction. And yet, from the windows of the Club, the building was a triumph—a shimmering confusion of curves and angles, sheathed in metal of various textures and tones. At twilight on winter afternoons such as this one, it glowed below us like a mad, marvelous Tuscan village as imagined by a Cubist sculptor. I’d become enormously fond of the building in the time Benjamin and I had been using the apartment. It was a perfect view for two people who were in a relationship that was intimate and yet unworkable, ill-advised, and surreal. Benjamin was a partner in a small architecture firm that specialized in designing highly practical buildings for mid-sized companies, most of which were located along the highway sprawl of cities like Atlanta, Milwaukee, and Portland. He became slightly melancholy whenever he looked down at the jumbled building below; it reminded him of the inequities of his profession, the creative limitations imposed by his standing in the world, and perhaps the limitations of his own imagination. He called it the Scrap Heap.



Anything

I was standing in front of the sliding door to the balcony, looking at the snow that was starting to swirl in the lights below. I had a message on my phone from a colleague at work telling me that there was something she needed to discuss with me. I texted back saying I was in a meeting, true in a way.

“I think it’s snowing in Tuscany again,” I said. It had been a balmy fall, but January had turned cold and snowy so suddenly that now, more than three weeks after Christmas, the ground and rooftops were piled high.

Without lifting his eyes from his computer, Benjamin said, “If it’s snowing on the Pike, it’ll take me twice as long to get home.” He snapped his computer shut, turned on his side, and faced me. “It might be that Conrad wants you to be upset. Have you thought of that?”

“You’re misreading the situation,” I said. “And you’re making me nervous. Let’s change the subject.” I lay down beside him on the bed and put his computer on the floor. “How are the kids?” I asked, pulling him in toward me.

“Tyler’s been impossible,” Benjamin said. “Sometimes I catch him staring at me with this look in his eyes that’s—I’m not sure what. Like he hates me or finds me disgusting.”

“He’s thirteen,” I said. “It would be unhealthy if he didn’t hate you. And just for the record, I occasionally find you disgusting, too.” Since I’d just insulted him, I figured it was acceptable to kiss him. “In the nicest possible way, I mean.”

“Sometimes I wonder if he suspects anything.”

“Anything” always meant one specific thing. Benjamin lived in fear of his family and co-workers suspecting “something.” It was my role to reassure him that he was merely paranoid. To the untrained observer, there was nothing stereotypically gay about him, but Benjamin had a look of hungry willingness to surrender in his pretty green eyes that was unmistakable to me.

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much. Two weeks from now, you’ll be in Tyler’s good graces. Take him to see a violent movie. You haven’t done that in a while. There’s a new one opening on Friday. Excessively gory, void of human emotions, and filled with subconscious homoerotic content. It would be a nice father-son outing.”

“In his current frame of mind, he probably won’t agree to go, and I’ll end up feeling rejected and miserable. You know how much I hate rejection. If it wasn’t for Kerry, I don’t know how I’d stick it out.”

Kerry was Benjamin’s eight-year-old daughter and the love of his life, a sweet child with a speech impediment and a minor deformity in one foot that caused her to limp. Most of Benjamin’s arguments with Giselle involved her desire to fix their daughter’s problems with tutors and surgery and his desire simply to bathe her in the kind of unconditional acceptance he’d never had from his own rigid parents.

Our relationship went in fits and starts. When a couple months of regular meetings brought us too close together, he’d retreat in panic, handing me his set of keys to the Club with unconvincing finality. Sometimes, when I felt he was getting attached in a way that was distracting him from his home life, I’d be the one to suggest a break. His panics and concerns were such convenient focal points that I rarely needed to worry about or acknowledge my own. In theory, the breaks were a good thing, but the fact that our friendship endured despite them, and in some ways became more solid, challenged our mutual agreement that we were just in it for the sex.

Still, I had no illusions. Like most relationships based on secrecy and a presumption that it would, ultimately, go nowhere, mine with Benjamin was like a series of one- and two-hour vacations on a calm, lovely island. When you’re on holiday in Martinique, the fantasy of living there is unavoidably appealing; you have to keep reminding yourself you’d go nuts if you actually relocated.

In the past six months, we’d seen each other only two or three times, a fact that I found both disappointing and reassuring.



The Bad Guy

“What did you end up getting Giselle for Christmas?” I asked.

“I got her a gym membership. It didn’t go over.”

“Oh, Ben, come on. How could you? That’s like telling her she should lose weight.”

“She’s thinner than you are. Have you been eating, Richard? You’re probably more upset about Conrad than you admit. You probably haven’t been sleeping, either.”

“Whenever you’ve gained weight, you accuse me of being too thin,” I said.

I’d carefully maintained my emaciation for nearly forty years to compensate for the trauma of having been an obese ten-year-old. Benjamin vacillated between rigorous running and compulsive eating. When he was convinced he couldn’t put up with the stress of his contradictions and turned in his keys, he packed on pounds, as if he thought food would cure him of his homosexuality.

“Giselle told me she wanted a gym membership. She’s been saying it for months. ‘I want to join a gym, I need to start going to the gym. My resolution for the new year.’”

When Benjamin imitated Giselle, he used a slightly affected accent that I assumed was inspired by his class rage. Among the too-much-information I had about Giselle was the fact that she’d been educated in Switzerland and spoke three languages fluently. She’d been a skilled equestrian before law school and the children, and on the advice of her psychiatrist, she’d started riding again a few years earlier, around the time Benjamin and I met. It insulted and pleased me when Ben made comments about our relationship that compared it to a hobby and put it in the same category as his wife’s pastime with animals.

“I give her one and now I’m the bad guy. It makes no sense.”

Like most heterosexual men, confused or otherwise, Benjamin was happiest thinking of himself as a victim of his wife’s unpredictable behavior and hormonal whims. Whatever the problems in their relationship, I was convinced that he adored Giselle. He sometimes spoke about her in tones of hushed reverence; had he complained about her in more than the mild way one always complains about a spouse or the weather, I probably would have lost respect for him—or perhaps lost respect for myself for carrying on with him.

“What she really wanted was for you to reassure her she didn’t need a gym membership. I told you to buy her a purse, didn’t I?”

“I don’t know anything about purses,” he said. Earlier, in preparation for going out, he’d put on his scarf, and now, seeing he was sweating, I loosened it from around his neck. It was one of those long woolen things, striped with the colors of the prep school to which his parents had sent him in order to compensate for the fact that they were French-Canadian. (I assume the name Benjamin had been another stab at assimilation.)

“There’s nothing to know about purses. You go to Hermès or Gucci and spend a lot of money. Period. Keep it in mind for her birthday. Which, in case you’ve forgotten, is next month.” My ability to remember the important birthdays in his life rivaled his memory for my conversations with Conrad. “You should always do what I tell you.”

“I do, Richard.”

“Yes, but I mean outside of the bedroom.”


Going Down

A short while later, as we were going down in the elevator, I noticed that he had a far-off look in his eyes, always a bad sign. I fixed his collar and combed his hair back into place with my fingers. “You look distracted,” I said. “You’re not gearing up for another disappearing act, are you?”

“I’m worried about this whole Conrad situation,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because you’re not.”

“It’s my job to worry about your life. You don’t have to concern yourself with mine.”

“What if he leaves you?”

“I think you’re jumping way, way ahead.”

“But what if? You’d be single. It would throw off the balance of our friendship. You’d start looking for someone who’s available and I’d be out of the picture.”

Since I was usually the one being written out of the picture, I was touched that he’d expressed it that way. I reached for his face with both hands, even though I’d just put on a pair of leather gloves. I loved that he was an inch or so shorter than me. It neutralized whatever manhood credits he’d earned for having had a bachelor party thrown in his honor. “I’m flattered you care,” I said, “but you’re overreacting.”

The elevator stopped on the third floor, and a young woman got on. She was wearing a calf-length down parka that made her look like an ambulatory igloo. She put an end to our conversation. When we reached the lobby, I said goodbye and shook Ben’s hand, which, considering what we’d just done upstairs, seemed perverse.

“Keep me posted,” he said, as if we served on a condo board together and were awaiting a bid from electricians.

“Lunch next week?” I asked, hoping, for Benjamin’s sense of propriety, that it sounded credibly businesslike.

“I’ll get back to you,” he said.


Why Not?

It took about twenty minutes to walk from the Club to the flat on Beacon Hill where Conrad and I lived. The snow had started to come down heavily, but it was still a pleasant walk across the Longfellow Bridge, the great stone parabola that spanned the Charles River and connected Boston to Cambridge. Like much of the infrastructure in the country, it was crumbling from lack of proper maintenance. There was always heavy traffic on the bridge, and subway cars rumbled across it hundreds of times a day. I fully expected it one day to collapse into the river below. Until then, it provided beautiful views of Beacon Hill, all red brick and yellow lights twinkling in the snowy winter twilight. The steep old neighborhood where I lived looked, from this angle, like an archaeological site, with the skyline of the new city rising up behind it. A woman in an orange coat passed me walking in the opposite direction and made a complaint about the weather, the only acceptable greeting between strangers in New England.

I tried phoning Cynthia Viano, the co-worker who’d called me earlier. Her message had implied that there was trouble brewing at the office, and since I have an essentially pessimistic nature, I wanted to learn what it was immediately, so I wouldn’t spend the night constructing worst-case scenarios. Unfortunately, she’d already left the office. Anne, our secretary, informed me of this in a disapproving tone that suggested I was in no position to judge anyone else for leaving early.

“The roads are pretty slippery,” I said. “Have a safe drive home.”

“That’s out of my hands, Richard,” she said.

This was a subtle reference to her relationship with Jesus, which, like most such comments, was really a subtle reference to my lack of a relationship with Jesus.

“Just make sure you buckle up,” I said.

I liked to try and have the last word with Anne; it made me feel as if I were asserting my authority in a small way; meaningless perhaps, but it somehow compensated for her intimate connection to a higher power.

Walking across the bridge, I became increasingly unsettled about Benjamin’s thoughts on Conrad. While I was willing to betray my partner, I wasn’t ready to lose him. I don’t mind being alone, but I prefer to be alone in the presence of other people. I’m not crazy about sharing the covers, but I like waking up next to someone else. I don’t mind cooking, and I don’t mind doing the dishes, but I prefer not to have to do both at the same meal. More than all that, it was just too late in life to start over.

When I reached Boston, I decided to do a little shopping. Conrad and Doreen were only gone for a few days, assuming he didn’t elope with his Insignificant Other. Among other things, I hadn’t made dinner for Conrad in far too long.

I went into Savenor’s—a porn shop for gourmands—and bought a pricey, pampered chicken and some cumin and caraway. Why not? It would be a show of affection and a reminder of our past rituals. I hated to think that Benjamin, the world’s least reliable authority on relationships, had more insight than I did, but if you don’t keep an open mind about such possibilities, you don’t learn.


Picking at Scabs

I tried calling Conrad, but there was no answer on his phone. That wasn’t uncommon, but it was impossible for me not to imagine what might be preventing him from answering. The lurid scenarios running through my mind disturbed me and then, even more disturbingly, started to arouse me. I was too weary to head to the basement gym to distract myself, so I went to my computer and checked out my favorite political Web site. I was delighted to learn that the president had made yet another embarrassing grammatical gaffe earlier in the day. This was guaranteed to inspire dozens of spiteful columns and remix videos to keep me in thrall for hours.

In what now felt as remote as a former lifetime, I had been a literature major in college, with a focus on the Victorian novel. I’d planned to go to grad school and plunge into a study of Anthony Trollope, that thorough and nonjudgmental chronicler of human nature. But practicality had intervened at the last minute, and instead I’d gone to social work school where I could get a degree that would allow me to get paid to chronicle human nature on my own, albeit in a far more judgmental way. For decades, I felt I’d abandoned some crucial piece of myself in my career choice, and had spent the bulk of my free time working my way through Trollope, Thackeray, Dickens, and a few other similarly inexhaustible writers. But my enthusiasm for literature had waned sometime around my second gym membership, and half the boxes in the basement storage space of our building were filled with nine-hundred-page novels. (Conrad didn’t approve of the way the cracked orange bindings looked on our shelves.)
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