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And the Lord said unto Moses, “Behold . . . this people will rise up and go a whoring after the strange gods of the land.”



 —Deuteronomy 31:16





 Somewhere there’s music,
 How faint the tune ...


 —“How High the Moon”





AUTHOR’S NOTE

Everything here is true. Not true as in emotionally true, or true in the sense of serving-a-larger-and-more-meaningful-but-ultimately-unknowable-truth true. Not true in the way that professional liars and lovers of postmodernism proclaim that because there is no absolutely reliable metric for calculating historical veracity, everyone-should-just-relax-about-the-facts true. No. The stuff ahead is true. True, as in, it happened. Let me back up. Almost all of it is true. Just about everything. There are a few exceptions.

The famous poet/memoirist in chapter 16 is not really named Violet, but she is widely revered, and she is what many people with benign or willfully uncomprehending understatement have called “feisty”; and she told me if I ever even thought about including her in anything I wrote, I would be very, very, very sorry, and she scares me. Also, I changed the name and a few details about the alluring eyedrop publicist because she’s married now and her husband scares me. Frank the angry Belgian says he never said some of the things I remember him saying. He also claims he’s not angry. April, the sexy ophthalmologist, is a different type of physician, and her name isn’t April. In addition, I altered some other names and what publishers, lawyers, and other nitpickers like to call “the timing of some events” and “certain identifying characteristics of some individuals” because legal action scares me. I gave the man who molested me a different name. The cruel-calved and gazelle-necked editorial assistant at GQ for whom I harbored dark, dangerous feelings is actually a combination of two cruel-calved and gazelle-necked GQ editorial assistants. But except for those, some reconstructed conversations and a few other things, it’s all true. As in, factual. As in, this is what happened. I really did lie down with cockroaches on New York City’s Upper West Side and dream of foie gras. I really did imagine five-course lunches at the Four Seasons restaurant in Midtown Manhattan while, a few short and tragic blocks away, I hunched over the diet platter at the greasy counter of Burger Heaven. The Conde Nast executive editor known as the Queen of Mean really did call me pathetic, which excited me in ways that I still don’t quite understand.

I really did accidentally wear a lime green suit to my job interview at GQ and the actress Mary-Louise Parker really did weep when I told her a story over coffee, and then she really did send me a book of Raymond Carver’s poetry along with a handwritten note about sadness and meaning; and then she became very standoffish when I remarked upon the bottomless and eternal love I sensed we shared. I really did befriend the entertainer John Tesh, and I really did write a letter of condolence to him when his mother died, and I really did—when my boss told me, regarding my profile of Tesh, to “make it meaner”—make it meaner. (I really did describe the entertainer as a blond Frankenstein monster in a purple suit, and that really offended him.) The actress Barbara Hershey really kissed me on the mouth, and I was so worked up and alarmed I couldn’t move or speak. (I still regret that, and if you’re reading this, Barbara, I love you. Bottomlessly.)

The savage street mime who nearly drove me back to drugs and drink? True. The kindhearted cruise ship comedian who allowed me to glimpse the outsized heart of a hardworking mensch while a gaggle of women dressed as giant pineapples rumba’d and screamed, “It’s ‘Bamboleo’ time!”? True. The psychic psychotherapist and the pillow-breasted advertising saleswoman and the mysterious and quite possibly divine Fat Man and my eye-rubbingly wrongheaded plot to find and impregnate the future Mrs. Friedman? True, true, true, true. Sad, perhaps. Appalling, maybe. But true.




Honest.
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CHAPTER 1

THE MAN IN THE LIME GREEN SUIT

I am looking good. I am looking better than I have ever looked in my life. New wing tips, freshly shined. Well-scrubbed mug, recently shaved and lightly patted with aftershave. Where I’m going, the men like aftershave. I learned this last night. Where I’m going, men respect aftershave. Below my aftershaved mug, a brand-new, spread-collared, French-cuffed Egyptian cotton white shirt, knotted with a creamy silk tie of bloody, carnivorous crimson. The neck that wears this tie is not weak or vulnerable. It is not indecisive or womanly. It is not gulping, though it wants to. No one can look upon this neck and suspect that it awaits the thin blade.

I know, though. I know terrible things. I know, for example, that the humble but plucky moth caterpillar pretends it’s a snake when it suspects another animal is about to eat it. I know this because for the past couple years, I have been studying clever insects on television late at night. I identify with the bugs. I relate to all prey, but especially those delicate beasts who masquerade as predators. They are my role models. Because I cannot writhe like a snake, and because I am at the moment in Manhattan, which is lousy with creatures that would like to devour me, I am masquerading as something else. For this I require protective coloration.

It is a simple item of fine worsted wool, exquisitely fitted, loosely draped. It is pearl gray, a shade so clearly masculine that it defies anyone in New York City to make me as a terrified and confused Midwesterner who bumped down at LaGuardia Airport less than twenty-four hours ago and whose life is unraveling so fast he has insomnia every night and stomach cramps every morning.

For the past four hours, I have been looking good in the GQ offices in Midtown Manhattan, where I have been summoned from half a continent away for a job interview. I have been looking good, and I have been sounding good.

“Sure, the Big East is tough,” I proclaim to three lupine-suited, lightly aftershaved men, “but anyone who isn’t looking for at least one team from the Big 12 to make it to the Big Dance this year is going to be very surprised.”

I like the way this sounds, so I repeat the last two words. “Very surprised.”

I learned last night that GQ has recently started running long sports stories. I sound good on sports.

“The Black Dahlia is a terrific read,” I say, referring to James Ellroy’s fictionalized account of a notorious murder in Los Angeles, “but if you want some really interesting crime fiction from that area, you should check out T. Jefferson Parker and Robert Ferrigno.”

I learned last night that GQ likes crime and literature and wants to become more popular on the West Coast. I am sounding very, very good.

I talk about different brands of vodka and the middle infield of the Yankees. I talk about Andre Agassi and Bridget Fonda. I talk about serial killers and Caleb Carr, Mario Cuomo, and Anna Wintour. The moth caterpillar has nothing on me.

“We’re glad you could get up here on such short notice,” Art, the editor in chief, says. I have never heard such a sound. It is summer thunder and booming surf. It is more a dangerous meteorological event than it is human communication. One of his writers once described Art’s voice as “having been soaked in jazz and whiskey.” I find the description incomplete. It leaves out the menace.

“Me too, Art,” I say. I like the way this sounds—especially the lack of quavering—so I repeat it. “Me too.”

Then he asks me a question.

“Is this a downtime in your production cycle?”

GQ staffers, I will learn, refer to Art among themselves as “El Jefe,” “the Big Man,” and “Himself.” He stands six feet tall and has a Samoan chieftain’s paunch. Before my audience with Art, I had asked writers what he was like. Descriptions ranged from “a big teddy bear” to “brutal and sadistic.” And now he was asking about downtimes and my production cycle. My first test.

With all the sounding good and looking good, I haven’t gotten around to mentioning that two days earlier I had been fired from my job as editor in chief of St. Louis Magazine. In the midst of all the vodka talk, I haven’t told the guys that I had spent a month in a drug and alcohol rehab unit seven years earlier and hadn’t drunk since. With all the bonhomie and sports chatter, it didn’t seem like the right time to bring up the fact that the notion of living in New York City, of working in the publishing world here, fills me with a terror so black and fathomless that my hands have broken out in blisters and that the outer layer of skin on my fingers has peeled, which has left me with smooth, printless digits and prompted my wisecracking dermatologist back home to suggest that I forget magazines and pursue a career in safecracking.

I finger the rich and luxuriant lapels of my pearl gray suit with my whorl-less digits. I put it on this morning in the dim light of the Royalton Hotel, where GQ has put me up. It is the smallest, darkest hotel room I’ve ever set foot in. The velvety worsted wool offers no answers. I’ll stick with sounding good.

“St. Louis Magazine is always on deadline,” I say. Words that wouldn’t offend a gentle and house-trained grizzly or Genghis Khan. “It’s just something magazine editors get used to.”

“Heh heh heh,” Art says to me and to the other lupine-suited editors. “I like this kid. I want to know more about this kid.”

Heh heh heh? Are those the baritone rumblings of a friendly, shaggy pet or the menacing growls of a ravenous beast? Art seems like a nice guy. I have heard that if Art likes you, he regularly invites you to his reserved plush leather banquette at the Four Seasons restaurant, where you discuss politics and literature and sports and eat tender, bloody meat. I have heard that if Art likes you, you are in magazine heaven. But if he senses weaknesses or fear, you’re as the titmouse to the hungry ferret. I look at Art, and I think of the Man-Thing, the comic book hero whose adventures I followed with monklike devotion before my daily marijuana addiction progressed to cocaine and downers and alcohol, at which point I stopped following anything with monklike devotion. The Man-Thing, like Art, had a nuanced reputation. The Man-Thing possessed a preternaturally developed sense of empathy, and he could feel if you were happy or sad or confused, and he would try—in his giant preverbal slimy green Man-Thingish way—to help you. To know more about you. Heh heh heh. The trouble occurred if and when the Man-Thing sensed that you were afraid. Because, as the cover of every Man-Thing comic book promised, “whatever knows fear burns at the Man-Thing’s touch!” Because the Man-Thing was nine feet tall, though, oozing brownish green ichors, with three penile-looking proboscises protruding from his/its head, it was kind of hard not to be afraid. Which made for some complicated and unpleasant situations. People who hung out with the Man-Thing tended to get burned.

I stroke my lapels and try to keep the quake out of my voice.

“Heh,” I say to Art and the guys, “heh heh.”

“Marty, take this kid to lunch,” Art booms. Marty is the managing editor, the number 2 man, and as quiet and as steady as Art is bombastic and volcanic. “I want you to get to know this kid.”

Marty reports to Art. Art will decide my fate. “Getting to know me” is the last thing I want Marty to do.

Instead, I will encourage him to chat with the eager young fellow who longs to join the ranks of New York publishing, the industrious would-be editor who likes nothing better than finding and nourishing talent.

I actually say this, as we stroll through the cloud-covered canyons of Manhattan toward Marty’s favorite Indian restaurant. “Marty,” I say, “I like nothing better than finding and nourishing talent.” I add a “heh heh heh.”

Over chicken vindaloo and naan bread, I let Marty get to know the enthusiastic young man of letters who can riff on the glories of Elmore Leonard’s Westerns and Jim Thompson’s neglected masterpieces, the sports fan who can reminisce about the ’64 series between the Cardinals and the Yankees, who admires the defensive genius of Patrick Ewing, the underrated offensive talent of John Stockton.

I encourage Marty to make the acquaintance of the guy who plays basketball often and whose girlfriend back home is an ophthalmologist. An active lifestyle and a successful sweetheart are necessary accoutrements of the GQ man, I learned in my dim hotel room last night—as essential as quirky cuff links (which I’m wearing, naturally; Big Boy, holding a hamburger). I let Marty get to know the guy in the pearl gray suit.

I don’t mention that I am so well-versed in GQ’s manners and mores because I spent seven hours the night before squinting through the gloom of my dim and glamorous hotel room at the year’s worth of magazines I had borrowed from my girlfriend. I had never read the magazine before because most people in Missouri thought GQ was only for homosexual men.

I don’t mention that I have been cheating on the ophthalmologist with a dermatology nurse, that I could barely look at the ophthalmologist as she helped me pick out the bloodthirsty red tie in St. Louis, that when she drove me to the airport and kissed me good-bye and told me I looked good, my stomach hurt so much that I thought I had come down with the flu and considered postponing my trip until the eye doctor reminded me (with a smile and an unbearably sweet tugging of my collar) that I tended toward hypochondria and to get moving. I don’t mention that my stepmother is dying of brain cancer, that my father has been having fainting spells, that my skin-blistering episodes seem to coincide with the weekly brunches I share with my mother.

I don’t mention that the writer who told the GQ editors about me is the old boyfriend of an editorial assistant I slept with when she was living with a different old boyfriend, or that at approximately the same time I also slept with that woman’s boss, an editor, or that when the editorial assistant discovered my love letter to the editor, she accused me of being an “amoral creep,” which I found disturbingly accurate even as I was admiring the editorial assistant’s way with words. I don’t mention that sexual misconduct has been part and parcel of my writing and editing life and has sped my professional trajectory over the years while, I suspect, hastening a descent into whatever hell is reserved for philandering and deceitful and stomachache-plagued, insomniac-suffering would-be writers with no fingerprints. I don’t mention that while I have had more girlfriends than most men and am fully aware that some, if not all, of my exes consider me shallow, narcissistic, and a cad, I want true love. I need it. I don’t mention that I hope to find it in Manhattan, and with it, a wife.

We emerge from lunch into a sunny Manhattan day, and I’m still looking good. Looking good, having just sounded very good indeed. I am commandeering the sidewalks of Midtown with the managing editor of GQ. I am strolling down 45th Street, near Fifth Avenue—I am taking steps into territory I have imagined since I was a child, the land of E. B. White and J. D. Salinger and Joseph Mitchell. I have arrived. The terror, the certainty that I will need to pretend I’m a moth caterpillar in order to survive here? The fathomless dread? They can be dealt with later. Right now, I belong.

I feel my lapels again. Not out of need. From strength. Looking and feeling good, I glance down at my suit. I haven’t looked at my suit for hours.

What I see makes me dizzy. Jet lag? Doubtful. It’s less than a two-hour flight from St. Louis. Bad chicken vindaloo? No, it’s only been fifteen minutes. A trick of the light? I look again. My pearl gray suit isn’t pearl gray. What had looked manly and predatory in the St. Louis department store and in the dim smoky mirror of the Royalton and in the fluorescent lights of the GQ offices and in the cloudy spring morning is now something else.

My suit is lime green.

Marty is saying something, but I’m not listening.

Midtown Manhattan at lunchtime is filled with suits. Black suits. Charcoal suits. A few brown suits—the effects of the Reagan years still linger. I scan desperately. I can’t be the only one wearing a suit of such a hideous, heinous hue. I look, and I look, as Marty continues to prattle on about whatever he’s prattling on about. Tina Brown? David Dinkins? Who cares!

Blue, black, gray, black, black, blue, gray. An optimist in khaki. But no lime green. Not a single lime green, not a solitary ... but wait! There, luminous salvation! Another lime green suit, moving toward us. Is it possible that I’m not a freak, but a trendsetter? Never has a shade made a man more grateful. I want to throw my arms around the other man in the lime green suit, to touch lapels. I want to smell his aftershave. And I will, as soon as I get a better look at the natty peacock.

Then I get a better look. He’s fat. He’s fat, and he’s short, and he’s sweating. Flop sweat. He looks like he just got off the Greyhound bus from Des Moines. That’s what I’m thinking. A Missourian in Manhattan for less than twenty-four hours and already I despise men from Iowa. He’s five foot six, a short, fat, sweaty man from Iowa, and I hate him. I don’t want to share the same city block with him. He’s Wimpy from Popeye. He’s a joke. He’s bald too. And he’s looking at me. I recognize the look. It’s pitiful and beseeching. The fat bald loser is looking to me for reassurance. This can’t be true, of course. A stranger in Manhattan—even a short, corpulent, badly dressed stranger visiting from the Corn State—cannot be in need of my reassurance. And I cannot be wild-eyed with panic. But he is. And I am.

“Steve!” Marty cries. And I feel him grab my arm. I can’t believe he’s touched the lime green suit. Is he color-blind? “Are you okay?”

In my haste to escape the corn-fed village idiot, I have lurched into the street, almost being run down by midtown traffic.

“Oh yeah, sure, Marty, I’m okay. I’m okay.”

I think I repeat this a few too many times, because Marty is looking at me with something like concern. Or fear. Or confusion. I think I’m hyperventilating. I am not looking good. I am not sounding good. I need to get hold of myself. Or better yet, of the guy I thought was in the gray suit.

For the next three blocks, I try to focus on what Marty is saying, to pretend my suit isn’t the same color as the kind of highlighter favored by eleven-year-old girls who scribble fuzzy hearts on top of their small i’s. How could I ever have thought it was gray? Might I have an eye tumor? Shouldn’t April have noticed?

“Steve?” Marty says.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. I haven’t heard anything he’s said for the past half block.

“Why don’t I take you back to the office now, and you and Art can have a sit-down.”

Art? El Jefe? The editor who can smell weakness five miles away? The publishing legend who—like the Man-Thing, “a shambling, mindless mockery of a man,” senses fear and can’t help himself—is compelled to dispatch mewling cowards like me to their gruesome, fiery deaths?

I can think of a number of reasons to beg off—“My stomach hurts and I have to go to the bathroom really, really bad”; “I have to take this lime green suit off and carry it to one of those landfill sites I’ve read about on Staten Island, where I will bury it and sprinkle lime on the cursed earth under which it shall stay forever”; “I have to call my eye doctor girlfriend and beg her never to leave me”—but none that would make much sense to Marty.

“Uh, sure,” I say. “Heh.” I pray the fluorescent lights at GQ are as dim as I remember them.

“Great,” Marty says and then lapses into a cheerful silence. I say “cheerful” because as he walks, he whistles, and as he whistles, he tilts his face slightly toward the sun I now despise. I suspect that getting to know the guy in the gray suit has been as much of a chore for Marty as it has for me, and he has decided to take a few minutes to enjoy the last few minutes of this pleasant day before facing an afternoon of finding and nourishing talent.

And it is a pleasant day. It is a pleasant day. I silently repeat this phrase to myself. It is a pleasant day! I repeat some other phrases too, strings of words the psychiatrist from the rehab center encouraged me to call upon in times of fear or self-loathing or despair. I am my own worst enemy being one. Things aren’t so bad being another. This, too, shall pass being a third.

So I walk down the street, thinking these phrases to myself. It is a pleasant day. I am my own worst enemy. Things aren’t so bad. This, too, shall pass.

And they work. The day is pleasant. Others wish me no harm. The sun is shining. My suit’s not so bad. I’m the only one—and maybe the fat guy from Iowa—who knows what a shame-filled, secret-hoarding fraud I really am. I’m a man, not a moth caterpillar or a titmouse. I really need to get over myself.

Then I hear laughter. What could throngs of New Yorkers in the middle of Midtown be laughing at? I don’t know a lot about this city, but I know that spontaneous eruptions of glee are most likely to occur in the company of a fellow city dweller’s suffering and humiliation. The thought cheers me. I could use a little glee.

I see laughing faces. Laughing faces attached to suits of many dark shades. And some dresses. I look around, and it seems to me that the laughing faces are looking in my direction. They are looking straight at me. This is impossible, of course. But it doesn’t feel impossible. It feels more and more possible.

It is a pleasant day. I am my own worst enemy. Things aren’t so bad. This, too, shall pass. It is a pleasant day. I am my own worst enemy. Things aren’t so bad. This, too, shall pass.

“Don’t look now,” Marty says. “But I think we’ve got company.”

That’s when I see the mime, walking next to us. Let me be more accurate. Walking next to me. Taking long loping strides. Like me. Holding his head a little bit stiffer than is absolutely necessary, like me. (I’m holding my head like that so I won’t be able to behold the limeness of myself). Moving his lips nervously as he silently mouths words and knitting his forehead into a knot, like me.

I stop the self-soothing mantras, try to relax my face. The mime’s face goes blank. I slow down, try to appear less panicked than I feel. The mime slows down too. So does the crowd that has not only gathered but is also actually following us. I thought New Yorkers were too busy to linger outside their offices! Much hilarity from the crowd, many more peals of laughter. I turn to the mime with pleading in my eyes. He turns to the crowd with the same expression. A baby seal begging Mr. Hunter, Please not to do it, not the club. I have never heard such laughter. Even Marty is laughing now. Why did I ever leave Missouri? I will propose to the eye doctor as soon as I land back in St. Louis. I want a drink. I really, really want a drink.

This, too, shall pass. This, too, shall pass. This, too, shall pass. Peals of laughter. This, too, shall pass! Only forty feet till the curb, before we turn the corner outside the mime’s territory and away from the laughing New Yorkers. I ignore him. I ignore the laughter. I ignore everything except putting one foot in front of the other. The mime stays with us.

And then we are turning toward safety, and I take one last look at the mime, peer once more into the face of savagery. And then something surreal happens, something that’s never supposed to happen.

The mime speaks.

And this is what the mime says. This is what the mime says as I, a man whose uniform has failed him, whose many uniforms will continue to fail him, yet who will wear any disguise—any—to avoid standing naked before the world, listen. This is what the mime says as I step off the curb and toward my future in New York City as a desperate, conniving, poorly camouflaged imposter.

He says it out of the corner of his mouth to me.

The mime says, “Nice suit.”
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CHAPTER 2

MIDWESTERN DECENCY IS FOR LOSERS

“Are you sure you want to move to New York City?” my father asks. And I say, “Well, I think so,” which is what I usually say to my father when I think he is disappointed with me. When I was seven, he asked if I was sure I wanted to read comic books instead of playing catch; when I was nineteen, he asked if I was sure I wanted to study journalism at college and whether I didn’t think it prudent to take one or two accounting courses as well; when I was twenty-nine, less than a year out of rehab, he asked if I was sure I wanted to leave a job writing speeches for the officers of Southwestern Bell Telephone Company and take a 30 percent pay cut so I could work for St. Louis Magazine. I have been saying, “Well, I think so,” for much of my life.

It is Sunday afternoon, and we are watching golf on television in the living room of my father’s house in suburban St. Louis as his wife lies dying in the bedroom. I hate the hushed portent of the announcers’ voices, how I can’t see where the ball is going. How can anyone watch golf and not be utterly lost? I hate the way my mother used to complain to my father about his weekends on the greens. I hate the way he stares at the screen now, even when he’s asking me if I’m sure about my life.

I have been back in St. Louis for three days, ever since the mime and the lime green suit. Art had offered me the job that afternoon, and I had told him I’d have to think about it.

“Think about it?” Art had growled, and the chicken vindaloo had growled back. “Think about it?” he had boomed again, and it was midmorning at the Lake of the Ozarks, and I was eight years old, and the big counselor with the blond crew cut was asking why I hadn’t baited my hook yet. How could I tell him that I was afraid of worms, that on rainy mornings at home I wept because I was terrified of stepping on those that had crawled onto the sidewalks of St. Louis, and that I begged my mother to please let me stay home from school and read Archie and Richie Rich and Little Lotta comic books in my room and drink hot cocoa? I couldn’t tell him that. I said nothing.

“What’s wrong with you?” the big blond counselor asked. And when I still didn’t speak, he laughed, an ugly metallic sound, and the other kids laughed because they knew that if they didn’t, it might be their turn. I still didn’t say anything, and the counselor reached into a jar and pulled out a fleshy brownish worm, and then he took my hook and impaled the worm on it, and the worm was still moving. I puked on the counselor’s tennis shoes.

Older men and men in power have always frightened me. My mother (who bought me comics and let me skip school more days than she admits) says it’s because I’m sensitive. April, my eye doctor girlfriend, says it’s because I don’t take myself seriously. My shrink says it’s because my seventh-grade English teacher, who knew I liked baseball and encouraged me to write stories about my favorite players, stuck his hand down my shirt after school one day and squeezed my nipples, so I am wary of men who seem to have my best interests at heart. Then again, the blond counselor never seemed to have my best interests at heart, and he murdered the worm long before Mr. Haas, the seventh-grade English teacher, locked the classroom door one Wednesday in winter after the afternoon bell rang and felt me up while I was reading aloud for him an essay I had written titled “Stan the Man Musial—the Greatest Cardinal of Them All!”

I listen to all the explanations—now that I might be moving to New York City, a lot of people seem eager to explain my chronic fear—and I nod at everyone and tell them I appreciate their input and I’ll certainly have to think about it. All the theories make sense, but none of them help too much. I doubt that if I took myself seriously and tracked down Mr. Haas and engaged him in a dialogue about whether he liked my “Stan Musial” essay or my pudgy seventh-grade flesh, or both, that I’d suddenly become bold and decisive and powerful. The problem is, I know that boldness and decisiveness and power are called for—that they are necessary qualities to exude if I’m to ever make people stop offering help in combatting my wimpiness.

The wily moth caterpillar will help, though. No one at GQ—no one in New York City—thinks I’m too sensitive, or tortured. They think I talk sports and detective fiction. They think I look good. I have a job offer—a job offer from a leading men’s magazine. So what if I have peeling skin and a delicate stomach? I will buy some real suits, some dark gray and dark blue and black suits, and no one at the hub of American publishing will try to help me understand my fear, because no one will know I’m afraid.

“Do you think you’re ready to live in New York City?” my dad asks, a canny variation on his initial query. There’s a commercial on. Cadillacs slide from one side of the screen to the other. If I could be honest with my father, which I can’t, the obvious answer would be no. I wasn’t even ready to have lunch in New York City. I wasn’t even ready to wear a suit in New York City.

But I can’t tell him that any more than I can say, “Well, gee, Dad, do you think I was ready for you and Mom to split up?” Or, “I dunno, Dad, do you think I was ready for you to get married again, to a woman who paints her fingernails white to match her knee-high white Beatles boots and white lipstick and her white fur coat and the shag carpet in the house the two of you moved into?”

Am I ready to live in New York City, to leave my father and his dying wife in white, to go work for a man whose voice makes me see seared flesh? Am I ready to put on another disguise and hope no one guesses the truth?

“I don’t know, Dad,” I say. “I’m not sure. I guess I’ll have to think about it.”




“I’d like to return this,” I tell a salesclerk at Dillard’s department store, in suburban St. Louis. “There’s a problem with the color.”

The clerk looks at the suit.

“This suit’s been altered.”

The sales clerk speaks the truth. The pants have been shortened, the waist let out, something adjusted with the sleeves. Normally, I would nod my head, slink out the door through which I had entered. Camp counselors, waiters, sales clerks—they all boss me. I have recently decided that this must change if I’m to survive the rest of my life.

“No,” I say, “you don’t understand. I was sold this suit under false pretenses.”

“No. I understand. You don’t understand. Suits that have been altered can’t be returned.”

I am moving to New York City. I will be working for GQ. Still, I’m guessing this guy—bad haircut, bad cologne, certainly didn’t go to college, probably rides the bus to work—can sense my weakness like every other sales clerk in the universe can sense my weakness.

Not anymore. It’s time for the moth caterpillar to spread his wings.

“I’d like to see a manager, please.”

“You’d like to see a manager?”

“Yeah, a manager.”

Yvonne, the manager, is polite. Yvonne looks me in the eye when I tell her I’d like to return the suit, and Yvonne tells me the policy regarding alterations. Yvonne is closing in on middle age, has weary lines around her eyes, has probably been at Dillard’s for a long time, and if she doesn’t screw up, can look forward to a desk job in the corporate office in Arkansas. This is what I’m thinking. I’m also thinking that Yvonne will not thwart me. I will not allow it. I must not allow it.

“But you don’t understand, Yvonne. I was sold a gray suit, and this suit is lime green.”

She touches it, looks at it, touches it some more, turns it over, and looks at it again.

“Sir,” she says, “this is a gray suit.”

“Believe me, Yvonne, I’m not delusional. I promise you, you come out in the parking lot with me and take a look at this suit, and you’ll see that it’s lime green.”

And she does, and it is.

“I’ll be,” Yvonne says, “it is lime green. I never would have guessed. But we still can’t take it back. It’s been altered.”

I am not a moth caterpillar. I am not a moth caterpillar.

“Yvonne, I just accepted a job as a senior editor at GQ magazine.”

Yvonne doesn’t seem impressed.

“As in Gentlemen’s Quarterly in New York City. As in the leading men’s fashion magazine in the world.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We do a lot of stories on suits and retailers and customer service.” We do? I don’t know. But I guess we might.

“I understand,” Yvonne says, “but this suit has been altered. And I’d like to help you, but I can’t. It’s store policy.”

“Fine, Yvonne. You want to refuse to refund someone his money because he altered a suit that you told him was gray and it turns out to be lime green?” (I don’t mention that I thought it was gray too. I forgive myself for mistaking gray for lime green. I don’t forgive Dillard’s.) “Okay, I understand. And I hope a million readers understand, because that’s what I will write is the policy of Dillard’s department store, in St. Louis, Missouri. That is the policy as articulated by, what is your last name, Yvonne, so I can be sure to get it right in the story, so I can be sure I have it right when I call the corporate communications office in Arkansas?” I nearly shout the words “corporate communications office.”

I try to rumble like El Jefe, but what comes out is a screech.

“Because I want to quote you correctly.”

I have spent the past fifteen years working for newspapers and magazines, preaching the gospel of rectitude, demanding reportorial behavior worthy of Caesar’s wife. To ever use your position for any kind of personal advantage, I have told scores of young and fuzzy cub reporters, was to invite a one-way ticket to the unemployment line.

And now Yvonne is staring at me with contempt while she writes out a refund voucher, and again, I am back at the Lake of the Ozarks on that horrible summer morning, but this time I am not mute and sick and terrified.

I am the counselor, and it feels good.


 I wait for my faithful ophthalmologist at her apartment. I sit on her pink couch, surrounded by pink lace pillows, and rest my feet on the stack of Cosmopolitans she keeps on her glass coffee table. April lives three floors above me in the Chase Park Plaza apartment building, a grand 1920s art deco hotel that developers fixed up five years earlier and that is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. My grandparents had listened to Benny Goodman in the Crystal Palace nightclub on the top floor. My parents had seen Frank Sinatra there. Ever since the Park Plaza’s reopening, the soaring arches and high ceilings and views of Forest Park and the Gateway Arch and the building’s swimming pool and proximity to Washington University and that institution’s medical center and the offices of downtown and the nightlife of the Central West End had attracted hordes of medical residents and young lawyers.

I was editor in chief of St. Louis Magazine at the time, and when I announced that I would be moving from my Southside railroad apartment to the Park Plaza—with its free room service from the Tenderloin Room steak house downstairs and its in-house maid service, and its weekly parties at the swimming pool, and its throngs of attractive and high-earning young professionals—my mother had sighed. “Now, you’ll never get married,” she had said.

My third night at the Park Plaza, I met April in the elevator. She was wearing blue scrubs and black clogs and no makeup. Thick blond hair pulled back, sad blue eyes, pouty lips.

“Are you a nurse?” I had asked.

“Doctor,” she said. She sounded like Betty Boop.

Over dinner the next evening she told me that the local ABC affiliate had been asking her for months to be its on-air medical correspondent, but she had refused. She didn’t think people would take her seriously if she were on television. Being taken seriously was important to April, and she’d had problems with it for some time. Since puberty, I guessed. I didn’t say that. And I didn’t point out that for someone who wanted to be taken seriously, April had an unfortunate weakness for tight clothes, frills, lace, bows, and pastel colors.

After we’d gone out for a few weeks, she gave me a key to her apartment. She worked late, and she liked it when I was at her place when she got home.

For six months April and I have watched college basketball games together and filled out the Are You Compatible quizzes from Cosmopolitan and ate Cannelloni from the Tenderloin Room.

April tells me I should write more. “It’s your dream,” she says, “and you should follow it.” April grew up in a small town on the Kentucky–Ohio border. It’s there, I guess, where she developed her faith in found dreams as well as her taste for college basketball, frills, and snug blouses, and where she first started subscribing to Cosmopolitan. When I tell April about New York, she weeps a little bit and then tells me I’ll love the big city. “You’ll do great things there.” Except for the clothes and the frills and the Cosmopolitans, April is the perfect girlfriend. She says she’ll come visit me in the city. Sometimes in bed, after sex, I tell April how frightened I am about moving, and she puts one of her cornea-saving hands on my chest and pats it and says, “Shh, shh, you’ll be fine, you’ll be fine.”



 My last night in St. Louis, I pick up sandwiches and french fries from a sports bar called Jackie’s Place and salads from an Italian restaurant called Rich and Charlie’s and ice cream and chocolate sauce from Schnuck’s supermarket, because those are my stepmother’s favorite places and favorite foods. She has always loved to eat, but now, the steroids she is taking to reduce the swelling in her cancer-ravaged, irradiated brain have made her chronically ravenous.

She is sitting at the kitchen table, which surprises me; it’s the first time she’s been out of her bed in a week. I tell my father and Elaine that, of course, I’ll be back to visit and that when Elaine gets better, they’ll come up to visit me. Elaine adores New York City, its neon and shiny hucksterism and endless appetite. It’s one of the few places on earth as gaudy and vibrant and swaggering as she is.

“Just send us some lox from Barney Greengrass,” she says.

“Don’t worry about sending us anything,” my father says. “We’ll be up there as soon as you’re settled.”

“Honey, wake up, we’re not going anywh—”

“Don’t tell me what we’re not doing!” my father shouts. He has never been very good at acknowledging reality that he doesn’t like, whether it’s a comic book–reading son, or a daughter with a taste for unemployed musicians (my sister), or a spouse (my mother) who would rather read Saul Bellow’s latest novel, or go to a Fellini film festival than cook. “We are going to New York City, and we’re going to visit Steve, and we’re going to eat at Barney Greengrass!” he shouts.

“That’s fine, honey,” Elaine says and raises one eyebrows and smiles at me while my father sticks his head in the freezer to look for ice so we won’t see him crying.

I hated her so much at first. I thought it was because of the fur and the lipstick and the thousand shades of white. I hated the gifts she would not stop buying for me. One year, she sent me a plastic wand filled with colored confetti called a “galaxy tube.” Another year, a red velour sweater. The next year, an inspirational picture book called Hope for the Flowers. My brother and sister got the galaxy tubes and Hope for the Flowers too.

Elaine and I eat the chicken sandwiches and french fries and salads, and my dad conducts some critical rearrangement of frozen vegetables or ice trays or God knows what in the freezer. Then he moves to the sink, starts washing dishes.

“You know,” he says, “Mel Hirsch’s son is a doctor in Atlanta; he makes $2 million a year, and he saw a colleague of his—he had the same thing as you, Elaine, the same disease, and you know what? That doctor is practicing medicine, ten years later.”

My brother’s wife is also a doctor, and she’s told everyone—including my dad and Elaine—that a very optimistic prognosis is another two months.

My father is making a terrific racket with the dishes.

“Do you hear me?” my dad shouts. “Did you hear what I said about the doctor that Mel’s son treated?”

“Yes, honey,” Elaine says. “We hear you.”

“Yeah, Dad,” I say, “we hear you.”

As my Dad throws dishes around, Elaine leans toward me and says something.

“What?” I say. “What?”

“What color?”

“Huh?”

“What color are the dishes in the sink?”

I crane my neck and look.

“White.”

Elaine closes her eyes for a couple seconds and then smiles with tight lips. “China,” she says.

He finishes his clattering without breaking anything, joins us, and we finish our sandwiches and fries and salads, and I make sundaes. I give Elaine four scoops and drench them in chocolate sauce. Then Elaine tells my father that his beard needs a trim.

“I’ll go tomorrow,” he says.

“No, I’ll do it now,” Elaine says. “Outside, on the deck.”

“That’s craziness. It’s almost dark. And it’s cold out.”

“Why don’t we ask Steve what he thinks?”

She knows how much I hated her. She knows how much we all hated her. She told me just a year after she married my father. “I know you all hate me, and I don’t blame you,” she had said. “But I love your father, and I am not going to stop loving him, no matter what you do. I love him, and he loves you, and I think we might all be happier if you and your brother and sister would relax a little bit.”

So we relaxed a little bit—not a lot, but a little. Everyone relaxed, especially my father. He and Elaine took vacations in California. They soaked in hot tubs. He grew a beard. I think the past ten years have been the happiest of his life.

“It’s craziness,” my father says. “You are not going outside.”

“We’ll let your son decide,” Elaine says, looking meaningfully at me.

That’s another thing I like about Elaine. She never called us her children, and there was never any kind of effort on her part to get us to call her mom or stepmom or anything like that. Just Elaine.

“So, Steve, what do you think? Is it too cold and dark for me to cut your dad’s beard?”

If he can pretend that she isn’t dying, then she and I can pretend it’s a balmy summer afternoon.

“Nah, it’s fine. Go ahead, Dad, don’t be a baby.”

She’s been trimming his beard for a decade now. My sister and I watched once, and we had to make an excuse to leave for an imaginary errand. It was that intimate.

“Go set the chair up there. And get the clippies. I mean, clippers,” Elaine says. “I’ll be out in a second. Steve will help me.”

She has difficulty walking now, has lately been slurring her words. She knows this will be the last time she trims his beard. He does too.

“This is craziness,” my dad repeats. It’s cold. I don’t want you—”

“Goddamit,” Elaine shouts. “Set up the fucking chair so I can trim your fucking beard. See, now you made me cuss in front of your son.”

My dad hurries into the bathroom to get the clippers so we won’t see him crying again.

While my dad clatters around on the porch, Elaine puts one of her white-painted fingernails on my forearm.

“Send us a pound of nova when you get up there,” she says.

“I will, Elaine.”

“And send some sable too and cream cheese and a bagel dozens. I mean dozen bagels. Make six of them garlic. I love garlic bagels. Your father hates them, but that’s okay. Here’s some money.” She fumbles with her purse and then shoves a hundred-dollar bill into my shirt pocket.

“Elaine, don’t give me money.”

“Take the money.”

“Okay, Elaine, and you know, if you—”

“Shhh,” she says and then turns toward the patio, where my dad is now sitting in the creeping twilight, looking out at the darkening Midwestern woods. We can both see his shoulders shaking.

“He’ll be okay, you know,” Elaine says.

“I’m not so sure. And really, are you sure you want to go outside?”

“Listen to me!” Elaine says, and she digs those white-painted fingernails into my flesh. “He loves you, and you love him, and both of you are going to have to figure out a way to start telling each other that.”

“He knows.”

Elaine has gone limp. Her face is slack; her eyes, unfocused.

“Nova,” Elaine says. “And bagel garlic. And nova.”

“Are you okay, Elaine? Do you want—”

“Take him to me,” she says. No inflection, like she’s reciting the alphabet. “I mean, take me to him. Take me to him now.”

And I do, and just before I open the sliding glass door, her grip returns. She puts one hand on the side of my face.

“He’ll be okay,” she says. “You too.”





CHAPTER 3

THE STARLET AND THE STALKER

I am waiting to have lunch with a movie starlet. Elaine is dead, and my father has been fainting, and I am living in a Manhattan apartment I’m sure is darker and more cramped and pestilential than anyplace my immigrant great-grandparents were forced to hunker down after they arrived here from Hungary and Lithuania and Poland, nourished only by sunny dreams that their great-grandchildren might be able to afford grander lives than them, with nicer apartments, and I have lately begun to scream at people who make less money than me because that seems to be the only way I can get anyone in New York City to pay attention. None of the grim truths of my life, though, alter the blessed state in which I now find myself. It is a state weird and fantastic and so wonderful and completely outside anything I ever imagined happening that I can’t help but think of it in italics—I am waiting to have lunch with a movie starlet.

I am waiting for the starlet in a high-priced Italian restaurant on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, not too far from my roach-infested one-bedroom apartment of eternal midnight. Over pasta and salad and—I hope—a lot of wine, I will induce the starlet, whose name is Mary-Louise Parker, to reveal things about herself she has never revealed to anyone else, to discuss aspects of her craft she has never discussed before. I will do my reportorial best to determine if, beneath her personally trainered and carefully lip-glossed and dentally perfect starlet exterior, she is temperamentally more akin to the feisty, tomboyish, and sexually smoldering Ruth, from Fried Green Tomatoes, or the quiet, thoughtful, and unambiguously carnal nurse from Mr. Wonderful. And once I have done that, I will deliver the knowledge to GQ’s approximately one million readers in a one-page feature identified on the magazine’s table of contents as Emerging Talent and referred to among the men and women at the magazine as Babe of the Month, or simply BOM, as in “Who’s the BOM for July?” or “I have to move some copy and write some titles and then crank out that Babe of the Month, what are you working on?”

It is my first writing assignment for the magazine, something I’ve been angling and pleading and conniving for over the past five months, in between assigning and editing a dispiriting stream of stories on six-pack abs and tantric sex and back hair removal. Art had named me senior editor in charge of the Personal Best section of the magazine, which is devoted to health, fitness, and grooming. Since my arrival in the big city, I have become an expert on exfoliates and adult acne and giving good orgasms. I would do anything to escape Personal Best’s clutches and to do some Real Writing. Toward that end, I have been sending Art story pitches a few times a week. I have been arriving early. I have been buying new suits. I have been extending my arms quickly, as if I had an ache in my neck, so that my French cuffs extend (this is a gesture known among the GQ staffers as “shooting your cuffs,” and it’s respected here). Back at my desk, I rub my Big Boy cuff links for luck.

The suit I’m wearing at the moment is navy, of fine linen, with a dark gray shirt, just like what Art wears. My shirt is knotted with a purple-and-green tie, which could not be more bold or decisive and which I persuaded Ursula, the German-born location coordinator, to lift from the fashion closet.

Ursula has blue eyes and long legs, and because she travels to spots where models are photographed in fabulous clothes, she has access to GQ’s fashion closet, which is really a room. For all these reasons, I’m fond of Ursula. I think she might be more fond of me. She has told me a number of times how informative and fascinating the Personal Best section is. I’m fairly confident that no one would say that to me unless they had some ulterior motive. She also has a fleshy lower lip, and when she says, “Ach,” which she does often, it’s very cute.

But my fashion-closet-filching Fräulein will have to wait. I’m more interested, at this moment, in Mary-Louise Parker. I have heard tales of magazine writers bedding the actresses they are profiling, and though I know it’s highly unethical, I also know that “ethics” is not a word or concept anyone at GQ seems to spend a lot of time discussing. Besides, I am looking good. Good enough, I hope, to persuade the sexually smoldering, undeniably carnal starlet that her starlet life, while filled with wads of cash and flashbulb-popping fame and a groaning smorgasbord of b-level six-pack-ab’d pretty boys, is bleak and barren without a well-read and thoughtful and navy-suited GQ editor—who, by the way, has assigned and edited many stories on the intimate pleasures of tantric coupling—as her decent and loving companion. This is my goal.

Because this is my first piece for the magazine, though, I’m aware that if I’m to get another one, I need to keep in mind that there are other goals to consider too. There is the goal of my immediate boss, executive editor Lisa, who made her feelings about the Babe of the Month feature known at an editorial retreat just a few weeks ago.

“Can we for fuck’s sake get some women to write these things?” Lisa had asked as the rest of us, Art included, had sat back and waited to hear what latest outrage had made Lisa so contemptuous or dismissive or pissed off. Lisa was contemptuous, dismissive, and pissed off about most things, especially story ideas and writers. This, I had learned in my short time at GQ, was the best and safest posture an editor could take when it came to story ideas and writers. It demonstrated that you weren’t some lime-green-suited hayseed from Missouri. It showed that you knew what you were doing. It proved that you were decisive and ruthless and not overly concerned with people’s feelings. Art adored contemptuous and dismissive editors. The only thing he adored more were loudly profane editors who appreciated good wine and expensive vodka. Lisa was all of these things. I was none.

I had tried to look ruthless. I had tried to nod decisively and contemptuously. Not contemptuously of Lisa. I would never show Lisa anything except my soft, smooth, tender neck; would never proffer anything to her but an occasional fumbling, adoring, invitation to lunch. When people first met Lisa, they invariably commented on her uncanny resemblance to Diane Sawyer. A teacher’s daughter from Minnesota, Lisa had smooth skin and an icy allure. Lisa was cold, but she was also hot. Her nickname among the men of GQ was Queen of Mean. I wanted Lisa. Lisa terrified me.

“What’s the difference who writes these things?” Only a couple people at GQ dared to cross Lisa. One was Marty, the phlegmatic managing editor, who could afford to ask reasonable questions free of contempt or overt ruthlessness, given his position at El Jefe’s right hand.

“We’re all professionals here,” Marty had continued. “Do we really need to focus on the sex of the writer?”

Good point, I had thought. Reasonable, well thought out. Weighing both sides, coming to a rational conclusion. I couldn’t help myself. I had nodded at Marty. But then I caught Lisa giving me a look, so I tried to stop nodding and to sneer dismissively. Not at Lisa. I didn’t have a death wish. I sneered at Marty.

“The difference is,” Lisa had said, “I think our readers would like to actually learn something about some of these actresses every so often. Like how they feel about their craft. Like what their inner lives are like. When you boys write these pieces, the only thing that comes out is gooey, disgusting, pathetic adolescent longing. Embarrassing teenage crap.”

Had Lisa walked into my office when I’d been at lunch and read my journal, which I kept on my computer? How else would she know my feelings about Mary-Louise? Or had the Queen of Mean somehow figured out my longing for her? When I had seen her glance at me, I had done my best to appear contemptuous and thoughtful and strong and available. Available for whatever perverted purposes the Queen of Mean cared to use me, separately or all at the same time. Apparently I was attempting too many things with my nodding and sneering and appearing contemptuous and available, because when Lisa saw me, she looked vaguely nauseated, as if she had just gazed upon a squashed frog.

“Give it a rest, Lisa. Give it a fucking rest.”

All of us had turned. To pose a reasonable question to Lisa was one thing. To challenge her on intellectual grounds, that was something Marty could get away with. But to issue the Queen of Mean a command, when she was in one of her misanthropic, contempt-slathering soliloquies? What GQ editor or writer had the testicles? Even the Big Man kept his booming baritone quiet when Lisa went on one of her rants.

It could only be one man. Only one person would dare curse at Lisa. Only GQ’s funny man. Only the food writer with the appetites of a trencherman, the literary stylist with the soul of a Borscht Belt comic. Only Alan, whom Art adores as the king adores his court jester, or pet monkey. “Kid,” Alan had told me on my first week on the job, “you cannot suck up too much to Art. When it comes to the Big Man, there is no ceiling on sucking up.”
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