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PRAISE FOR STEPHEN McCAULEY’S
THE EASY WAY OUT


“The Easy Way Out is the best kind of contemporary fiction. Stephen McCauley captures not only how we live, but how we love, and even how we get through the day. The Easy Way Out manages to be miraculously both a joyous and important book.”


—Wendy Wasserstein


“Delightfully eccentric characters. . . . A gentle, quirky, and very funny novel.”


—Houston Chronicle


“McCauley has a good time with his settings, describing them with great visual and psychological accuracy. . . . Droll and astute. . . . Stephen McCauley casts an astute eye on relationships. . . . How easy to take for granted the tremendous technical accomplishment of Stephen McCauley’s sparkling fiction.”


—Boston Globe


“McCauley is a writer with near-perfect balance: he is as funny as he is smart. He manages to deliver every joke that comes within shouting distance of his characters while never once ignoring or trivializing the complexity of their inner lives.”


—Mirabella


“McCauley’s witty, frequently epigrammatic style . . . is redolent of Oscar Wilde. . . . The Easy Way Out is engaging, satisfying . . . appealing.”


—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)


“A sweet, sad, and funny novel . . . full of McCauley’s characteristic sly charm and gentle humor.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“A daffy, often sage, touchingly wistful tale.”


—Boston Sunday Herald


“This beautifully written, heartbreaking book . . . is an eloquent depiction of the compromises lovers and families make to keep relationships alive. . . . Its considerable drama arises from the clever, revealing dialogue and the reader’s intense involvement with the sharply drawn characters.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Funny and painful. . . . The Easy Way Out is an engaging novel.”


—Houston Post


“What a joy it was to curl up with the new McCauley and find it every bit as beguiling as his first. The Easy Way Out weaves its way deftly through the tangled web of modern allegiances, heaping irony upon irony, yet never once losing its remarkable generosity of spirit. The people we meet here are as exasperatingly human as our own friends and families. No one tells of the heart quite like Stephen McCauley.”


—Armistead Maupin


“It’s not easy to write a character who has the power to charm. . . . Stephen McCauley has that skill.”


—Time


“Few writers today capture the emotional texture and endlessly shifting tensions of daily life as well as McCauley. . . . McCauley unabashedly writes to tell stories. . . . It’s enormously hard to do it as well—and with as much humanity—as McCauley has done. The characters in The Easy Way Out stay with the reader throughout the day and after the book is done. . . . We ache for them as they face difficult choices, and we learn with them that life offers no easy way out.”


—Boston Phoenix


“McCauley’s wry takes on relationships of convenience are literary Toblerone: dark, rich, pointed, and slightly nutty. . . . McCauley has an eye for the comedy of modern life and a genius for rendering even the most tangential character.”


—Details


“Stephen McCauley is a master at relationships. . . . The Easy Way Out is an infectious tale packed with wit and humor, and with characters who are so likable and so human that it’s hard to part ways when the book ends. . . . It is a powerful, truthful, and salient book with a wondrously benevolent spirit.”


—Milwaukee Journal


“You’re in for a very ‘good read. . . .’ The Easy Way Out is a hybrid—a sometimes serious work that is more often than not very, very funny. It may be just the tonic to get you through disastrous vacations, lost loves, and a world not so much warmed by toxic fumes as by the human heart.”


—Lambda Book Report
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Four and a half months before his wedding, my younger brother called me from Chicago at one in the morning. I’d been having a nagging problem with insomnia for about five years, so I was always thrilled to hear the phone ring, the smoke alarm sound, a picture fall from the wall, or anything that gave me an excuse to get out of bed. On that particular night, I’d been thrashing under the covers since the end of the late news, scratching my armpits and bouncing my legs, all quietly enough to leave my lover Arthur’s sleep undisturbed. At the sound of the phone I leapt up, ran into the living room, tripped over a pile of clothes and picked up the receiver. As soon as I heard Tony’s voice, I mumbled something about having been asleep. With my younger brother, I try to grab the advantage immediately.


“I’m sorry, Patrick,” he said. “Do you want me to hang up?”


I pretended to think it over for a few seconds and then, always magnanimous, said, “Don’t bother, I’m awake now.”


I was actually delighted to hear from Tony. He almost never called me anymore, and when he did, I was just dumb enough to be flattered by the attention. Tony is exactly the kind of loud, right-wing bully I feel obliged to take a stand against on principle but from whom I secretly crave approval. He’s taller than me, broad-shouldered, and at the time of the call, he was living a thousand miles from home. He’s never been quiet about the fact that he views my life with mild disdain; I’m not as handsome as he is, I’d gone from teaching school to being a travel agent (“an even bigger loser profession”), I hadn’t supported a single winning candidate since the day I registered to vote, and my sex life was considered reprehensible by every candidate who did win. For my part, I consider myself smarter than Tony, but I suspect he has more common sense. In any case, he only called when he had a problem he wanted to discuss (usually something profoundly meaningful, like a lost airline ticket or a hotel reservation botched by his secretary), and I loved feeling like an older brother, with age and experience and some advice worth listening to.


He didn’t say anything for a minute, and then, irritably, he asked, “So what’s been going on?”


“Don’t expect me to supply the news,” I told him. “You’re the one who dialed the phone.”


“I guess that’s true,” he said and then lapsed into silence.


Since late January, my mother had been calling me with unusual and disturbing frequency and feeding me a lot of unfinished sentences that had something to do with Tony. “That brother of yours,” she’d say dolefully.


“What’s wrong with Tony?” I’d ask. It had to be Tony. Ryan, my older brother and only other sibling, was generally referred to as either “the saint” or “that poor slob.”


“Who said there was anything ‘wrong’? Why does there always have to be something ‘wrong’? My God, Patrick. I was just wondering if Tony . . . Oh, never mind; you wouldn’t understand.”


Whether I’d understand or not, I was eager to fill in some of the blanks for myself, but I knew I’d have to play along with that brother of mine if I wanted to get any information out of him. Like my father, Tony could be astonishingly circumspect, a trait I admired as a sign of masculinity and lack completely. I reveal my most intimate secrets to any innocent bystander who’ll listen.


I told Tony I was planning a trip to Egypt in May, a travel agent’s junket, and that I was thinking about buying a new car. Both intimate secrets were lies, but Tony loves to give advice on automotives, and I always try to make him think I live a glamorous, globe-hopping life.


He made a disparaging comment about the Egyptian military and launched into a nonsensical tirade against all foreign cars.


I was lying on the antique sofa in the living room, naked under a scratchy afghan. It was early in March, and winter, which had been regrettably mild that year, was doing me the favor of lingering on in the form of chilly nights. The air felt icy and sharp, and the living room was filled with faint blue light from either the moon or the streetlamp below. Through the tangle of hideous Swedish ivy leaves blocking the front windows, I could see the lights of Boston off in the distance, and I let myself sink into a kind of romantic lassitude. I reached behind me and turned on the late-night jazz station to heighten the effect. A tortured saxophone rendition of “Ill Wind” came on. Quickly, I lost track of Tony’s political rant and imagined myself in some far-off, suffocatingly polluted city. Maybe it was Cairo. I was dragged back to reality by the sound of my brother shouting at me for seeking out consumer magazines, in which American-made products often ranked poorly.


“All right, all right,” I said. It was a ridiculous charge. I shop the same way I choose lovers—impulsively and with a sense of desperation. Then, hoping to get to a more interesting topic, I told him I’d been hearing some rumors about him from Rita, our mother.


“You and your gossip,” he said. Tony liked to gossip more than anyone I knew, but he considered it effeminate and only felt safe doing it with me. “What rumors?”


Arthur had been awakened by the phone, and he looked in on me to make sure it wasn’t someone calling about a friend’s hospitalization or plunging T cell count. He was wearing his pervert outfit: a boyish blue-plaid bathrobe and a pair of black socks pulled up almost to his knees. He gave me one of his worried, compassionate looks, the kind that always makes me want to knock his block off. Not that I would ever have knocked Arthur’s block off. For one thing, he’s over six feet tall and outweighs me by a good fifty pounds.


“Everything’s fine,” I barked. “Go back to sleep.” And then, instantly regretting my tone, I added gently, “It’s Tony.” He nodded and lumbered on to the bathroom.


“That Arthur?” Tony asked.


“Yes,” I said. “Unfortunately.”


“Honest to God, Patrick, I don’t know how that poor guy puts up with you, I really don’t.”


Every member of my family showed his reluctant acceptance of my homosexuality by constantly pointing out to me that I was unworthy of my lover.


“Listen, pal,” I said. “I’ve been hearing some rumors from your mother that you’re having doubts about this wedding.”


She hadn’t told me anything of the kind, but I knew all the sighing over Tony had to have something to do with the wedding. I had my own theories about Tony’s pending marriage, and most of them revolved around the word “doubts.” Among other things, I thought Tony was unworthy of his fiancée, she was unworthy of him, he wasn’t in love with her, and neither one of them was ready for marriage.


“Sure I’m having doubts. Who doesn’t have doubts? I’ll probably have doubts ten years after we’re married. Are you telling me you don’t have any doubts about Arthur?”


“None,” I said. I heard the toilet flush and watched as Arthur padded back to the bedroom. “And if you give me a gun, I’ll prove it.”


He sighed wearily.


“Anyway, I’m not the one getting married in July,” I said.


“That’s obvious, Patrick.”


A tiny bell sounded in the background in Chicago, and I heard my brother rustling paper. I could picture Tony sitting in his sterile apartment, pulling a frozen dinner out of the microwave at midnight, and I felt sorry I’d used the flippant tone that had marked our relationship for at least a decade, especially since I sensed he was calling in some distress. It often happens that people in my family call me when they’re at the end of their ropes. I’m the family stand-in for a priest, since they all know I’ll never marry.


For the past three years, Tony had been living in Chicago and working for a consulting firm that advises mid-sized companies on the best ways to replace employees with complicated computer systems. He spent a substantial amount of time racking up miles on his frequent flier programs, traveling to cities in different corners of the country. He’d once confessed to me that although he liked living out of a suitcase in the cheerless hotel rooms he admired for being “spotless,” he often woke up mornings with no clear idea of where he was.


From what I could gather, Tony’s job consisted largely of ingratiating himself with a staff of low-level employees, convincing them to confide in him about the work they did, and then figuring out the best way to drop them from the payroll. His job struck me as morally objectionable, but it suited his personality perfectly. He could be effortlessly charming and had always had a mania for efficiency. Tony had never been keen on dealing with the emotional complexity and unpredictability of human beings. He liked things neat and tidy.


According to my mother, and the hints he himself dropped from time to time, Tony was doing quite well financially, certainly better than either Ryan or me. I’d always imagined that Tony would end up working for the CIA, but I suppose they don’t pay enough. Immediately after graduating from a small college outside Boston, Tony had enrolled in one of the many business schools that sprang up in the area shortly after Ronald Reagan began his eight-year nap in the White House. He set up an apartment in the basement of my parents’ house and made a few desultory attempts at helping out in O’Neil’s Men’s Shop, the clothing store my parents owned and had been pushing into bankruptcy for thirty years.


The day he graduated from business school, he announced that he’d found a job in Chicago, and was gone within a week. My parents were too stunned to raise any objections about his leaving the family store, which was probably why he slipped out of town with so little effort.


He’d driven west with all his belongings loaded into the trunk of his American-made car. Left behind were his weight set, his Heather Locklear posters, his motorcycle, and his girlfriend of several years, Loreen Davis. He was twenty-five then, and for all his bluster, it was his first real brush with independence. I could only imagine his reaction to the freedom and loneliness that confronted him when he moved into his own place, and I imagined all that had at least as much to do with his decision to get engaged as any genuine feelings he had for Loreen.


The problem wasn’t that he and Loreen were a mismatched couple; in my opinion, the problem was that they weren’t a couple at all. As far as I could tell, their only shared interest was Tony.


Arthur and I had visited Tony in Chicago during a mercilessly ill-advised cross-country train trip. His tenth-floor apartment was one of those depressing cinder-block boxes done up like a showroom in a furniture warehouse: all characterless couches, thick beige wall-to-wall carpeting, and closets with folding louvered aluminum doors. Tony had always been a fanatic about cleanliness, so the place didn’t even have the advantage of being dirty. The bathroom had a liquid soap dispenser, matching towels, and some weird contraption shaped like a mushroom, which kept the air smelling, in theory, of new-mown grass. Put a strip of paper around the toilet seat, and you’d swear you were a paying guest in one of the nicer Best Western motels off the Jersey Turnpike. The final note of desperation was the artwork, photographs of dandelions gone to seed, snow-covered trees, and sailboats on Lake Michigan, which Tony had taken himself and had mounted in pastel mats and metal frames. From my observations, no hobby attracts more lonely single men than landscape photography.


By the time I’d taken in the microwave, the sectional sofa, the hayfield bathroom, the collection of New Age CDs (which Tony referred to as “classical music”), and those perfectly focused, unpeopled photographs, I’d decided that if I ever wanted to do myself in and couldn’t find a suitably dreary motel room in Boston, I’d head out to Chicago and end it all in Tony’s pale-blue living room.


But underneath my lack of respect for my brother’s taste in furniture and despite his condescending attitude toward me, I liked him, and for as long as I could remember, I’d felt compelled to try and save him—from what I’m not sure. Probably the very things I admired about him.


Now I shifted the phone to my other ear and listened to him rustling paper and clanging silverware as he set out his solitary midnight microwaved dinner. I admitted to him that I’d been lying about our mother’s “rumors” and apologized for my joke about killing Arthur. There was a hole in the afghan, through which I’d distractedly stuck my penis. I wrapped the blanket around me more modestly and tried a different tone of voice. “So you’re wondering if you should go through with the wedding,” I said. “Is that it?”


“Something like that.”


“We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


“I want to,” he shouted.


“Okay, well, how do you feel about Loreen?”


“Don’t give me that ‘how do you feel’ nonsense, Patrick. What difference does it make how I feel? I got engaged, didn’t I? Draw your own conclusions.”


I was at my parents’ house when Tony presented Loreen with an engagement ring, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. I thought back to that night as I listened to him shoveling food into his mouth and rambling on about the dangers of confusing facts with feelings.


It was a rainy Sunday evening in November, more than a year earlier. Loreen’s birthday was in three days, and Tony had flown to Boston to surprise her with a diamond. Arthur and I drove out to my parents’ house in the suburbs, at my mother’s insistence. “Surprises are such fun,” Rita had said. “Even you might enjoy yourself, Patrick.”


I knew something was up as soon as we walked into the house. My mother was standing in the kitchen, nervously wringing a dry dish towel over the sink and humming something that sounded a lot like “Put the Blame on Mame.” She had on a severe dark-blue pleated skirt, a starched white shirt, and penny loafers. Her face was heavily made up, and her red hair was even stiffer than usual. She looked a lot like a brilliant, troubled lesbian math teacher I’d had in junior high. She started complimenting Arthur the minute we walked in the door. From the enthusiastic way she hugged him and completely ignored me, I knew she was hiding something. Then I heard my father, Ryan, and Tony shouting at each other in the basement.


Arthur looked at me over Rita’s shoulder and rolled his eyes. I hadn’t yet taken him for a visit when there wasn’t a battle or a scene of some sort.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“Nothing’s going on, Patrick. Why does there always have to be something ‘going on’? A little political discussion, that’s all. You know how your father loves to shoot off his big mouth.”


My mother grabbed Arthur’s hand, dragged him into the family room, and incoherently started to tell him that she’d rented Yentl the night before and still couldn’t get over the beauty of Barbra Streisand’s Semitic profile. The last time he’d visited, Arthur had been regaled with tales of a wonderful bar mitzvah she’d been to forty years earlier.


I left them and wandered downstairs.


Not long after Tony had moved out of his subterranean apartment, Ryan and his wife had separated and my older brother had moved in. The one finished room, next to the garage, was strewn with Tony’s rejects from his basement bachelor-pad days and odds and ends from Ryan’s childhood bedroom. Tony’s round king-sized bed with built-in stereo was covered with twin-bed-sized sheets imprinted with racing cars and tugboats.


My father, Ryan, and Tony were furiously pacing around in concentric circles, shouting back and forth. Ryan was guzzling from a massive can of Australian ale, and my father, dressed in a powder-blue suit that was too outdated for even O’Neil’s Men’s Shop to think of selling, was sucking on a cigarette.


I made eye contact with my father, opened my mouth, and was instantly cut off.


“The last thing we need around here is more input, Patrick, so don’t even ask what’s going on. Where’s that tall friend of yours?”


My parents, my brothers, and I are all short. The closest we ever come to functioning successfully as a family is in discussing someone else’s height in disparaging tones. “Arthur’s upstairs,” I said. “He and Rita are debating the Old Testament.”


“You treat that guy like dirt,” my father said, “leaving him up there with your mother. She could go on for hours, chewing his ear off.”


Tony turned to me. “I’ll tell you what’s going on, Patrick. What’s going on is they already told her.”


“You’re kidding!” I said, appalled. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I was so happy to be taken into someone’s confidence, I jumped at the chance to side with him. “Told who what, by the way?”


“They told her,” he repeated, his palms pleading to the ceiling.


“These two and the one upstairs invited Loreen over here for dinner two weeks ago and told her I was going to propose to her.”


My father and Ryan began shouting in unison, insisting that it had slipped out, that it had been an accident. “He talks as if we planned it,” my father said to me. He turned to Ryan. “Tell your brother what happened. I’m too upset to get into it.”


Since Ryan had moved back into my parents’ house, he’d gained forty pounds and lost a considerable amount of hair on the top of his head. He was spilling out of a gray jogging suit with a peculiar hooded jacket and matching pants with red stripes down the legs. Ryan had always been a lovable teddy bear of a person, with one of the kindliest dispositions I’d ever run into. Unfortunately, he’d fallen in with a bad crowd about thirty-five years ago—my parents—and all his good intentions were merely paving his private road to hell.


He looked at me warmly and said, “I’m sorry about the turmoil, Pat. But you’re going to love the dinner we’re having. I bought a huge ham, one of those smoked things you send away for in the mail? They sent it special delivery. It just got here yesterday morning.” He took a swallow from his beer, and then his face crumpled. “Oh, Jesus Christ. Arthur isn’t going to be upset about having ham, is he?”


“I seriously doubt it.”


“Well, that’s a relief.”


“Could we get to the story here?” Tony asked.


“All right already,” Ryan said, clearly offended. “Reenie was over here for dinner two weeks ago. Nothing special; the poor kid needs a good meal every once in a while. Anyway, I went into the kitchen to check on the roast beef, and apparently your father let the whole thing slip.”


“Him?” Tony asked. “I thought you said it was your mother who let it slip.”


Tony dressed exclusively in navy-blue pin-striped suits, which made him look especially broad-shouldered and authoritative, almost as if there were a gun tucked under his arm. He appeared particularly dashing that day, in a dangerous way, and I felt like telling him he had nothing to worry about. Whether Loreen knew or didn’t know, he was a shoo-in.


“It was your mother,” my father said. “She’s got that big mouth, and she never pays attention to what she’s saying. In the store the other day, she tells this customer—”


“Snap out of it,” Tony said, “and get back on track.”


My father glared at him but obeyed. “Loreen was talking something about rings, rings—I don’t know—some story about a ring. I adore that girl, but I can’t follow her conversation half the time. But your mother, who probably wasn’t listening, thought she was talking about this ring, and she said, ‘Oh, did Tony go and tell you about the engagement ring and spoil the surprise?’ We never did figure out what the hell Loreen was talking about.”


“You know, I’ll bet she was talking about Ring-Dings,” Ryan said, “because when I came back from the kitchen she was finishing a story about one of her diet people going on a chocolate binge. Come to think of it, she didn’t even look surprised.”


Loreen was a nutritionist at a weight-loss clinic in a shopping mall in a neighboring suburb. The whole incident sounded highly implausible. “Well,” I said, “there’s not much you can do to change it, Tony. The surprise is spoiled, but so what?”


“The surprise isn’t the only thing that’s spoiled,” Tony bellowed.


There was another bout of shouting, which was brought to a dead stop by the sound of the doorbell. “That must be Reenie,” Ryan said, tilting back his head to finish off his beer. “Reenie” was a diminutive Ryan had invented for Loreen. Tony called his girlfriend by her full name, when he called her anything at all.


My brothers and my father looked at one another in a conspiratorial way, and I felt as though I was missing a crucial element of the plot. Ryan put down his beer can, my father stubbed out his cigarette, and Tony shrugged himself into his suit jacket.


“Ryan’s going to be my best man,” Tony told me. He put his hand on my shoulder. “I thought I’d tell you now, Pat, just so there’s no hard feelings later. Don’t forget, I was his. If I could have two, you’d be the other one.”


The three of them walked upstairs, mumbling and gesturing, and I was left standing in the basement, thoroughly confused. I hadn’t heard another word about the ring or the Ring-Dings or much of anything to do with the engagement itself until Tony’s midnight call.


*   *   *


“I don’t know why,” I said to him now, “but I don’t think the fact of your engagement says a whole lot.”


“Maybe not, but it’s what we’re stuck with, isn’t it? We have to deal with reality here.”


“Tony, come on,” I said. “Are you in love with Loreen, or aren’t you? That’s all that matters.” Even as the words were leaving my mouth, I saw a band of other considerations and obligations marching my brother down the aisle to the altar. Surely no one in the real world ever bases his decisions on intangible concepts like love.


“I love Loreen, of course I do.” From the sound of his voice, I’d have guessed his chin was resting despondently on his chest. “And let’s face it, Patrick, it’s much easier to go through with the thing.”


“Easier to go through with it? I’m sorry, but I don’t understand you.” Of course I did understand him, only too well. The fact that I stayed with Arthur was not entirely unrelated to the fact that it was the easy thing to do.


Then it dawned on me. I tossed off the afghan and sat up on the edge of the sofa. The ancient springs groaned. In the blue light, my skin looked morbidly pale, and I shivered with cold and excitement and the promise of some really absorbing gossip. “You’re seeing someone else,” I said. I tried to keep my voice level, but I must have let a bit of enthusiasm slip in.


“For Christ’s sake,” Tony shouted, “why do you always have to think the worst of people? I’m out here miserable and lonely, eating a frozen chicken dinner that’s probably going to kill me, if I’m lucky. I call you for a little talk, and you have to assume the worst. I don’t think you like people very much. You know that? You didn’t use to be this way. You used to have a more generous view of humanity. Now you want to believe that everyone runs on lust and greed and hunger for power.”


It was a fair assessment of his own philosophy, but I apologized. “It was a passing thought,” I said.


“And is that so terrible, even if it is true? Is that such a terrible thing?”


“Who said terrible?”


“You implied it. It isn’t as if I was looking for trouble, you know. It isn’t as if I was hunting someone down in a singles bar. I was at a training seminar in New York four months ago. She was staying at the same hotel for a business meeting. The elevator stopped at the twenty-sixth floor, and she got on. What can I tell you? We were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“What does she do?”


“Lawyer. Big shot, too. She has an office in the Sears Tower. I wouldn’t tell this to just anyone, Pat, but she makes about five times what I do.” He let out a huge sigh. I heard him scraping food off a plastic plate and then the sound of a garbage disposal crunching bones. “If you want to know the truth,” he said, “the worst of it is I think I’m in love with Vivian.”


There’s something about names with a lot of v’s in them that has always grated on my nerves. But he’d said it so slowly, with so much care and suppressed feeling, I felt my chest swell with love for my poor, handsome brother. Nothing warms my heart more than a heterosexual man struggling to show emotion. His declaration of love and the tone of his voice made me feel as if the ground had shifted beneath the house or the wind had suddenly blown in from another part of the world. Something, I knew, was about to happen, though I couldn’t have said what. I looked around the living room, at all the worn, cozy furniture Arthur had inherited from his folks and the watercolor landscapes his mother had painted, almost as if I were seeing it all for the first time. Or possibly the last. One thing I had to say about living with Arthur: even if I didn’t have a life of my own, I did have furniture.


A plane taking off from Logan flew over the house. The windows rattled, but then it was miles away and the room was once again filled with the sound of saxophones. I was tempted to rush into the bedroom to make sure Arthur was still there. I sometimes worried that he might suddenly disappear, especially when I’d been spending a lot of time fantasizing about leaving him.


“Frankly, Tony,” I said, “I envy you. I really do.”


“Envy? What’s there to envy? I’m ready to jump out the window.”


“You’re in love.” I was desperately envious of people who could throw back their heads and say, without equivocating, that they were in love, that hopeless, helpless state of being.


“Love, sure, but what’s the point? I’m engaged. Next thing you know, I’ll be married. I can’t call off the wedding. There’s absolutely no way I can do that. Your parents would have me assassinated. That’s for starters. Don’t torture me by talking about love. Vivian and I have a lame-duck relationship. There’s nothing I can do about it.” He turned on a faucet and, over the sound of rushing water, asked, “Is there?”


There was such a pleading tone in his voice, I knew he was really desperate. He was at the end of his rope.


*   *   *


Half an hour later, I crept back into the bedroom. Arthur was asleep, snoring lightly with his hands folded on his chest. I lay down on the air mattress on the floor beside our king-sized bed and pulled the blankets up over my face. I’d been sleeping on an air mattress for over a year now because the bed had been giving me backaches. Arthur, a confirmed hypochondriac himself, never questioned a health complaint.


“Everything okay?” Arthur slurred.


“Fine,” I said.


“What did he want at this hour?”


“Just gossip.”


Arthur prized a good night’s sleep more than anything in life. It was the one thing I never tried to deprive him of. Besides, Arthur was above gossip. Tony’s news would be of passing interest at most.


“That family,” he mumbled. “Poor Patrick. Good night, sweetheart. I’m crazy about you, you know.” He made a loud kissing noise and began to snore again.


My family was quite right; I wasn’t worthy of Arthur, not for a second. That wasn’t the reason I spent half my waking time thinking about leaving him, but I figured it might do as a convenient excuse sometime in the future. I sat up and reached for a T-shirt. Light was coming through the venetian blinds in blue bands, casting shadows all across the room. I leaned over and gazed at Arthur’s face. He was thirty-nine years old and had an unwrinkled complexion that looked almost childlike. I was eight years younger, but my face looked like a scrotum by comparison. His youthful appearance could only be explained by the sweetness of his nature. He was handsome in a solid, shapeless way and had brown eyes that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a golden retriever. I felt a rush of tenderness for him and looked down at him fondly, something I often did when he was asleep.


Then he stopped snoring, gave a snort, and became still. With his mouth open and his hands folded on his chest, he looked suddenly like a corpse. I stared at him for a moment and got up to close the blinds more tightly. The room went dark. I shuddered as I flopped back onto my mattress. Not, I’m sorry to say, at the thought of Arthur being a corpse, but at the thought of my choosing to sleep in the room beside someone who looked like one.




Two


[image: images]


Over the next few days, Tony called me several times. His second midnight call came as less of a surprise than his first, and he sounded a good deal more relaxed, almost as if he’d spent a few hours getting sentimental with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He’d recently become a fan of New Age music, possibly to make the transition from blank hotel rooms and elevators to his blank apartment even smoother. I could hear the numbing tinkling of “MoonSlide,” one of his favorites, tinkling in the background. A little drunk, he was probably sprawled out on the sectional sofa in his living room.


“You know, I’ve been thinking about this all day,” he said, “and it seems to me I didn’t tell you very much about Vivian last night.”


“No,” I said. “I suppose you didn’t.”


“I should have told you more, Pat. I want you to get the right idea about her. She’s not some flighty kid who’s interested in me because she knows I’m not available. She’s a hell of a lot smarter than I am. She’s got brains, in addition to everything else.” He paused long enough to sigh and then said, “You believe me, don’t you?”


I thought it over and told him honestly that I didn’t have any reason not to believe him. Actually, Vivian’s personality was of considerably less interest to me than the fact that my younger brother cared so much that I approve of her. It was the first sign I’d had from him in a long time that he cared about my opinion on much of anything.


Of all the members of my family, Tony had responded most negatively to the fact of my homosexuality. When I broke the news to him, almost ten years earlier, he told me that he was gravely disappointed. Up to that point, we’d been fairly good friends.


“It’s not that I care how you throw your life away,” he’d said then, “but I’m in trouble with a couple of girls I’ve been seeing, and I was planning to introduce you to one of them and have you get her off my back. Now that you tell me this nonsense, I have to figure some other way out.”


Our relationship fell off into a more or less polite acquaintance in which we traded a lot of harmless, but freighted, insults. I tried to convince myself that if he was so narrow-minded, it didn’t really matter to me. But seeking his approval was a challenge I hadn’t been able to give up entirely. His apparent fondness for Arthur was paltry, unwelcome compensation.


I settled back, basking in the flattery of his sudden respect for me, and listened to him ramble on about Vivian’s virtues, most of which seemed to revolve around her toughness and her ability to see through his macho defenses. My brother had always gone out with frail, submissive women he could hold in thrall. Judging from the way he was talking about Vivian now, he’d obviously figured out that he, like most aggressive men and all dogs, wanted nothing so much as to be put in his place by a strong and unyielding master.


“If she told me to go out right now and swim across Lake Michigan, I’d do it, Pat. I’d chop through the ice and swim.”


“Sounds like love to me,” I said, a little put off by the quaver in his voice. “How about if she asked you to cancel your wedding plans? Has that possibility come up?”


“No,” he said. “It hasn’t. Do you think that’s a bad sign? You don’t think it means she’s not really interested in me, do you?”


“Really, Tony, I wouldn’t know.”


Tony had, since adolescence, affected the deep, hypermasculine voice of a lubricious radio announcer and spoke mostly in staccato sentence fragments: “Big deal!” “So what?” “My ass”—that kind of thing. On the subject of Vivian he spoke in a lovesick whisper that involved a lot of swooning. Of course I’d always rather hear about someone’s miseries than about their happy love affairs—nothing kills a person’s sense of humor faster than a good marriage or a satisfying sex life—but I couldn’t get around the pleasure of having him choose me as the earpiece for his oozy confessions of adoration.


I became obsessed with his dilemma. I suppose it appealed to both the cynic and the romantic in me (not that there was much difference between the two), because it involved both a new, tempestuous love and an old, failed one. I’d come up with a number of ideas to help him get out of marrying Loreen. Most, however, were overdone scenarios involving sudden trips to the other side of the planet, the kind I sometimes concocted for myself when I fantasized about leaving Arthur. I tried mentioning a few of them to him, but I could tell he wasn’t taking my ideas seriously.


“Why the hell would I want to move to Australia?” he asked.


“I guess you wouldn’t,” I said. “I just think you’d feel a lot better if you came to some kind of decision.”


“I came to a decision. Unfortunately, the cord on the electric radio won’t reach to the bathtub.”


It occurred to me after I’d hung up that my sensitivity to the subject of decisions probably had as much to do with my own situation as it had to do with Tony’s. Arthur and I lived on the top floor of a three-family house that had recently been put up for sale, and Arthur, who’d inherited a small but not insignificant sum of money when his father died, was adamant about buying a place of our own. The closer he came to his fortieth birthday, the harder it was for him to write a rent check. In the course of my working life, I’d amassed a fortune of four thousand dollars, which I was contributing to the down payment. It was a fairly minimal contribution, but at least it gave me veto power I’d thus far managed to exercise over every potential purchase.


When I first moved into Arthur’s apartment, the idea of living with him hadn’t seemed all that threatening. It’s true, I did begin having an affair with someone the night before I dragged my few belongings to his place, but that was an error in judgment I don’t like to dwell on, especially since the affair lasted only two weeks. Arthur and I were tenants at will in a rented apartment, and his name was the one on the lease. I lived with the reassuring illusion that I could pack up and sneak out any old midnight I chose. No matter how often I’d thought about moving to Brisbane, it wasn’t until the subject of buying a house came up that the walls had really started to close in on me.


Not that I didn’t love Arthur; for all I knew, I did. I might not have been willing to swim across Lake Michigan for him, but we’d been living together for six years, and despite my joke with Tony about the gun, I rarely thought about murdering him. Our relationship had developed into the kind of benign domestic dependency that takes love for granted and accepts as inevitable a certain level of boredom, discontent, and suppressed rage.


At its worst moments, my relationship with Arthur reminded me of a particularly annoying toothache I’d had a few years back. The pain had been so minor and sporadic it didn’t seem worth a trip to the dentist, despite the fact that something was clearly wrong with one of my molars. I’d almost wished for one night of blinding pain that would justify having the thing pulled, just as I sometimes wished Arthur would turn grossly malicious, violent, or psychotic, making a break in our relations inevitable.


As it was, though, I worried that sneaking out in the middle of the night was the only way I’d be able to leave Arthur, assuming that was what I really wanted to do. He was the most aggressively kind man I’d ever met. When I dared to criticize him for an offense as minor as putting too much vinegar in the salad dressing, he’d pout for hours. Discussing dissatisfaction with our relationship would probably send me into such a frenzy of guilt I’d end up pledging lifelong commitment. It was much easier to think of ways to help my brother reach a decision than it was to come up with my own.


*   *   *


Tony’s third call was more of the loopy, sentimental same, with the addition of an embarrassing bit of rhapsodizing about the charming way Vivian lined up the shoes in her closet. But during his fourth, he nonchalantly told me something about his engagement to Loreen that convinced me he couldn’t go through with the wedding and that I had to help him get out of it.


“And the irony of the whole thing,” he said, “is I knew I shouldn’t be marrying Loreen, even before I met Vivian, even before I gave her the ring.”


“That doesn’t make any sense, Tony,” I reminded him, eager to be the voice of logic. “If you felt that way, why did you do it?”


“Because I couldn’t get out of it. Don’t tell me you don’t know what was going on the night I proposed.”


I confessed I didn’t. He let out one of his mammoth sighs and proceeded to tell me, as if it was something of little consequence he was tired of repeating, that to begin with, my father had been the one to suggest he give Loreen a ring for her birthday.


“To tell you the truth, Pat, I didn’t think it was such a hot idea right from the start, but I was desperate to try and come up with a present. You know how bad I’ve always been at buying gifts. I figured I might as well. Anyway, shopping for a ring was less humiliating than trying to pick out a dress for her. I spent a fortune on the thing, my first mistake.”


According to the running tab I was keeping, it was far from his first, but I made an encouraging grunt, and he went on:


“Even before I had the box in my hand, I was terrified someone was going to steal it. I was convinced of it. I started having trouble at work, sleeping, you name it. It got worse as soon as I picked the damned thing up from the jeweler. It became an obsession. I’d go from carrying it with me all the time to keeping it under the mattress to trying to rig up a hiding place in the tank of the toilet.”


Tony’s apartment was such a tight, solid cell, it was hard to figure out how oxygen could get in, never mind a thief.


“The funny thing was, all that worrying made me think I was doing the right thing by proposing. I figured I must have really cared about her to care so much if the ring got stolen. And then, on the plane to Boston, I started talking to this woman sitting next to me and she ruined my life.”


“That’s what you get for flirting the night you’re going to propose.”


“It wasn’t flirting. She was one of those types you used to hang out with in high school: know-it-all genius with a face like a horse. I told her why I was going to Boston and said something about how relieved I’d be to deliver the ring and get it out of my hands since I was living in constant fear that someone was going to steal it. She was sitting there with a calculator, and without even looking up, she said, ‘Maybe you’re hoping someone will steal it.’ And that was it, Pat, that was all she said, but I looked over at her and I knew she was absolutely right. I wanted that ring out of my life. If the window on the plane had opened up, I would have chucked it out. By the time we landed in Boston, I’d decided to put off the engagement. I went to one of those airport shops and bought Loreen an expensive clock radio for a birthday present. I told your parents I planned to postpone the whole thing, that I just wasn’t sure. The two of them went completely nuts, locked themselves in the bathroom and started fighting. Half an hour later, they told me they’d already spilled the beans. So what was I supposed to do? Loreen arrives all dolled up, Ryan has this fancy meal prepared, your father has on a suit, for Christ’s sake. . . .”


Tony’s call waiting clicked. A few minutes later, he came back on and said, “It’s her,” and cut me off. I had no idea which “her” it was, and the uncertainty left me reeling. I settled down on my air mattress and spent the better part of the night grinding my teeth, doing scissor kicks, and trying to find exactly the right position for my head on the pillow. For years, I’d been convinced that my parents had played a major role in disrupting Ryan’s happy marriage, and now it seemed they were engineering an unhappy one for Tony. Fortunately for me, there was no sign of homosexual marriages becoming legal in the near future.


The top sheet of my bed had had a hole near the foot when I’d crawled under the covers, and by the next morning the thing looked like the Shroud of Turin. I peeled it off my body and quietly stole out of the bedroom. Arthur wasn’t awake and wouldn’t be for at least another hour. He required a good deal more sleep than I did, largely because he was so much more productive. Arthur was a lawyer for the Immigration Rights Project. He spent his days helping the tired, the sick, the hungry, the poor, the politically oppressed secure legal access to the land of opportunity. Russian Jews, Salvadoran rebels, Cuban queers, Romanians, Albanians, and tax-poor Irishmen. Not an easy job by anyone’s standards, and even I wasn’t about to grudge him a good night’s sleep. I found my job as a travel agent exhausting, too, but in an entirely different way.


I went into the living room. Some twisted, proprietary impulse led me to scatter my belongings, clothes and books and magazines, all over the house, particularly in those rooms where Arthur spent a lot of time. I found it almost impossible to look at his favorite reading chair without feeling compelled to strip off some article of clothing and drape it over the seat. Arthur is tidy, though not compulsively so. We’d squabbled about clutter until Arthur’s ex-wife, a psychologist, had come up with the endearing suggestion that I could be as messy as I wanted from 8:00 P.M. on, as long as the house was clean when Arthur got up in the morning. Of course it was a ridiculous idea, but I went along with it because I was fond of Beatrice and I like being told what to do by people who have no real power over me. I’m not a slob by nature. I’d taken up being sloppy in my early twenties, thinking it gave me personality, the way some people take up macramé or cocaine. Now that I was stuck with it, I realized it was an inconvenient and time-consuming personality disorder, about as appealing as psoriasis.


Sunlight was streaming through the bay of dirty windows, flooding the living room with hazy yellow light. The place looked wonderfully inviting, as it had ever since I’d heard the building was up for sale. When Arthur’s father died two years earlier, his mother, who’d been bitten by the Georgia O’Keeffe bug, had given up their apartment in Brooklyn Heights and moved to New Mexico to paint. Arthur was an only child, and he’d inherited all the family furniture. Our place was filled with it. The living room was decorated with glass-fronted bookcases, mahogany chests, several overstuffed chairs complete with antimacassars and footstools, lamps with rosy silk shades, and the excessively heavy brown velvet sofa on which I spent a good deal of my free time. The place looked like a hybrid of a library in a men’s club and a Victorian bordello. The chairs and the sofa had been worn down to a comfortable sheen by the indeterminable hours Arthur and his parents had spent in them reading weighty books—the kind of thing they did to amuse themselves on a Sunday afternoon. Most of the springs in the seats were shot and the arms broken down. I suppose none of the furniture was worth anything, but every time I walked into the room I was struck by the fact that I, who’d grown up in a house where JFK memorial plates were the only artwork, actually lived in what looked to me like antique splendor. What I hadn’t taken into account was how depressing antique splendor can be. There were days when the overstuffed chairs seemed to be puffing themselves up. More than once, when I’d fallen asleep reading on the sofa, I’d dreamed about those brown velvet cushions falling on my face and snuffing out my life.


I fought my way through the hideous Swedish ivy plants—Arthur has a fondness for houseplants and pets—and opened one of the front windows a crack. A cold, damp breeze blew in, bringing with it a faint smell of the Charles River. The apartment was in Cambridge-port, a few short blocks from the river and about half a mile from Harvard Square. I stood in front of the open window and shivered happily. I was convinced the planet was about to expire from heat exhaustion, and I couldn’t get enough cold weather. I’d been trying to store it up all winter to keep in reserve against the coming spring and summer, those two seasons I’d recently grown to detest.


Conveniently located though it was, the building we lived in was badly in need of paint and had never been properly insulated. But Arthur had been a tenant for over ten years, so the rent we paid was stupendously low. The building had been owned by a ninety-year-old woman, one of those squat Sicilian widows with more stamina than a Latin American soccer team. She’d lived in the suburbs with her daughter and took the bus to Cambridge once a week to do little projects around the house: chop down trees, shovel snow, pour a new cement walk, shore up the foundation. She’d worshiped the ground stalwart Arthur trod and hated everyone else who lived in the building. Out of deference to her favorite, she pretended I didn’t exist. But shortly before Christmas, she’d had a stroke while doing some rewiring in the basement, and the suburban daughter and her husband had nailed a For Sale sign onto the front of the house before her corpse was loaded into the ambulance. Arthur had immediately contacted a real estate agent, and we’d been house hunting since.


I took the pants, sneakers, gym shorts, and several pairs of woolen socks I’d draped over the backs of chairs and flung onto the bookcases and heaped them up in the middle of the floor with the newspapers and the latest issue of Weatherwise magazine. I got a trash bag from the kitchen, loaded it with the refuse, and dragged it to the room behind the kitchen, which Arthur had designated as mine when I moved in. It was a tiny room with a narrow, drafty window that looked out to the back porch and the yards of the houses that surrounded us. I had a daybed with about a dozen pillows, a small desk, and a telephone. There were piles of books scattered around—the true-crime thrillers I read on the sly, my collection of books longer than eight hundred pages, which I kept for times of extreme anxiety—and the grotesque religious knickknacks that Arthur had quietly suggested I might like to store “out back” to make the room feel more homey. I can’t see a glow-in-the-dark plastic religious icon without buying it. All those crass little figures strike me as funny and comforting. Arthur had informed me the statues were my way of dismissing the church as laughable while covering my tracks in case I was wrong. I found this, like many of Arthur’s insights into my personality, condescending and accurate.


It wasn’t an especially attractive room, but it was as close to a life of my own as I’d had in the six years Arthur and I had been sharing quarters. There was access to a stairway in the back hall, and if I’d been that kind of snake, I could have carried out all kinds of indiscretions right there behind the kitchen. I, however, was the kind of snake who preferred to carry out his indiscretions elsewhere.


I arranged my clothes in neat piles on the floor, paid off a couple of overdue insurance bills, stripped off my underwear, threw myself onto the daybed, and dialed my friend Jeffrey in New York. His machine answered, so I went to take a shower.




Three
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An hour later, I told Arthur about the content of Tony’s several calls. He was standing at the stove scrambling four eggs for our breakfast, waiting for the toast to pop up. Arthur has a completely healthy, wholesome attitude toward food. He knows what he likes and what he needs to keep himself fit and functioning efficiently. He rarely indulges in empty calories or packaged foods with a shelf life of more than two years. I’ve never known him to go without three solid meals a day. He has one cup of coffee with breakfast and one at 11:15 A.M., doesn’t eat between meals or snack before bed. Unfortunately, his attitude toward sex is similarly well balanced.


He listened to my story with mild, lawyerly interest, asked an occasional question to clarify the sequence of events, and did a good deal of nodding and throat-clearing. I was sitting at the kitchen table, clipping my fingernails over a wastebasket, and I knew his main interest was in making sure the clippings didn’t end up on the floor. When I finished relating the details, he put the plates down on the table, cleared away the wastebasket, and sighed. “That family. I don’t know how you turned out so normal, Patrick. It must be my influence. Just joking, sweetheart. Well, there’s only one thing that matters here: does Tony love Loreen or doesn’t he?”


“Oh, please, Arthur, life isn’t like that. There are too many complicating factors, too many variables and obligations to consider.”


“Such as?”


“My parents.”


He picked up the newspaper and sank his fork into his eggs. “What do they have to do with it?”


“They want him to marry Loreen. They seem to like her.”


“Well, don’t hold that against them. They like me, too. Now, here’s a house that sounds interesting. In Cambridge. Two bedrooms, a fireplace, and hardwood floors throughout. Wood stove. I wonder if Eben has a listing for it.”


“What about central air conditioning? That’s what we should be looking for. Wood stoves are obsolete. A few more greenhouse years, and fireplaces will be, also. And anyway, I feel bad for Tony. It sounds as if he was roped into this thing.”


Arthur put down the paper and his fork and looked at me critically. He had on a gray suit and a white shirt, and he looked particularly wise and formidable. In a business suit, Arthur’s large, oddly shapeless body took on broad and imposing definition. Arthur has a soft, rather plain face, distinguished mainly by his deep-set eyes, a chin with a cleft so deep you could hide a dime in it, and fascinatingly large ears. His head is almost completely bald, except for a monkish ring of hair, which he keeps stylishly trimmed and which makes him look a little like Thomas Merton. In many ways, the most striking of Arthur’s features is a bulging prolapsed vein that runs down his forehead to his right temple and throbs when he’s considering something seriously.


All in all, his impressive cranium makes you think there must be a preternaturally large brain inside, just dying to get out and take over the world. It’s hard to look at Arthur and not feel intellectually inferior, an advantage for his clients and a real problem for his lover. Once, years earlier, I’d made some vague hints that I might like to get my own apartment. He’d responded by saying, “You can’t do that.” I was so accustomed to believing everything he said, I took his words as literal truth and dropped the subject.


“I hope you’re not planning to get involved in this, Patrick. It’s exactly the kind of intervention that’s going to make you unhappy, and it won’t accomplish a thing.”


“Don’t forget, he’s my baby brother.”


“Your baby brother is almost thirty. He can solve his own problems. And between you and me, sweetheart, how much can it matter? Tony’s a Republican.”


“You wouldn’t understand,” I said. “You’re an only child.” Relevant or not, it always helps to pull an irrefutable fact out of nowhere when you’re losing an argument. I picked up the salt shaker and started to slide it back and forth between my hands across the slick surface of the table. The kitchen table was one of the few contributions I’d made to the apartment, a chrome-and-Formica greasy-diner special I’d bought at a junk sale years earlier.


“Maybe you should get a little more involved in our situation with the house instead of your brother’s life.” He looked over at me, his vein throbbing, and I could tell he was making a mental calculation. “The other day,” he said, “Eben asked me if I thought you were really serious about buying a house. You’ve found something wrong with everything he’s shown us for the past two months.”
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