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I assume this book is dedicated to me.

—FARRELL COVINGTON
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When I arrived at Yale, I had no idea who Farrell Covington was. In 1973, as a middle-class kid from the New Jersey suburbs, I had no idea who anyone was.

As the child of an office manager mom and a physicist dad, I’d been encouraged to apply to Ivy League schools but with Jewish fears attached. I should strive to succeed but expect obstacles. As a gay kid, my image of Yale was based on Cole Porter songs, satiric novels with upper-crust characters named Tad and Muffie, and photos of any university, from Oxford to Harvard, with stalwart brick buildings surrounding leafy, sun-dappled courtyards strolled by students wearing button-downs with Shetland sweaters knotted around their hips, along with news footage of fist-pumping, shaggy-haired undergraduates of the sixties staging die-ins atop the steps of the law schools they were attending.

I was installed in a dormitory suite shared by Breen, a tall, scowling über-Republican who’d already draped an American flag outside our window, and Walt, an affable and outgoing guy from Connecticut who, while sheepishly enjoying golf, also played bass in a band called the Wild Stockbrokers. I’d never lived with anyone but my family, and I was dimly aware of my freakishness, from wearing thrift store gabardine shirts to sporting the blow-dried, feathered mall hair of my Jersey heritage.

My exposure to gay life consisted of the following artifacts: best-selling Gordon Merrick paperback novels, where dashing, strong-bodied men, often surgeons and senators, would rut lustily with each other in penthouses on champagne-colored silk sheets; After Dark magazine, which, while not officially gay (so it could be sold on newsstands), detailed every aspect of show business with an eye to placing seminude male ballet and Broadway dancers on the cover, shielding their crotches with, say, a straw boater or a violin; and porn magazines called Inches or Blueboy or David’s Thing, which I’d buy at fluorescent-lit Times Square smut shops and tuck into the lining of my fake-fur parka for the train ride back to Piscataway, a town named for the Piscataqua River in New Hampshire. Not making sense doesn’t bother anyone in New Jersey.

I never felt guilty about my reading habits. I adored these varied publications and took them as proof that glamorous, sexual gay lives existed. Gorgeously lit black-and-white photography, along with stapled pages of raunchier, hard-core doggy-style couplings, were delicious promises.

I was a virgin in so many ways, innocent of physical sex (except for constant masturbation), Brooks Brothers madras patchwork blazers, natural blonds, and, especially, the seriously wealthy. The richest person in Piscataway was a contractor and low-level mobster who’d built his own stucco-drenched, faux Mediterranean compound with an in-ground pool and a three-car garage to hold the van enameled with flames, the Chevy station wagon, and a few mammoth Harley-Davidsons. In New Jersey, money meant not taste but more stuff. For my family, money was something to be strenuously fretted over, encompassing mortgages, used cars, and two August weeks at a beach house far from an actual beach; none of this could be debated in front of me and my older brother. I was the recipient of student loans, which I had no real grasp of. I knew we weren’t rich, but I’d never lacked for anything except a Barbie doll, which a well-timed tantrum eventually achieved.

Glossing over things, and hurriedly ending adult conversations when a child wandered in, was my family’s rule for anything monetary, sexual, or grim (for example, illnesses and deaths). This agonizing politeness and denial could be suffocating, but weirdly helpful for a gay teenager: no one was asking me any squirm-inducing questions.

Knowing no one, I spent my first weeks at Yale investigating the campus, walking everywhere and wondering if I’d ever make any friends. I had vague theatrical ambitions, as an actor or playwright or simply someone who’d call other people “darling,” so I pushed myself to attend a freshman orientation at the Yale Dramat, the largest and most well-funded drama club, which availed itself of a gloomy but full-sized theater ordinarily the province of the illustrious graduate drama school. (Meryl Streep and Sigourney Weaver were enrolled at the time, and yes, just from watching them in misbegotten Chekhov and midnight cabarets, everyone predicted where they were headed. People who’d never met them, and never would, were already referring to these performers as “Meryl” and “Siggy.”)

As I perched on the arm of a battered leather greenroom couch, two seniors introduced thirty assembled wannabes to the joys of painting scenery, taking box office ticket requests, hand-laundering costumes, and other forms of grunt work. “We have a proud history here at the Dramat,” chirped the female senior, a perky administrative type in a Fair Isle cardigan, kilt, and knee socks. “And we also have a heckuva lot of fun,” added her more bohemian male counterpart, wearing white Levi’s and a stretched-out black cotton turtleneck, aiming for James Dean in moody rehearsal wear and landing as a preppie who dared to smoke pot in his parents’ finished basement.

“Oh my,” said a voice that had the oddest and most elegant calibration of Midwestern graciousness and crisp New England diction. It was a voice that could only be classified as mid-Atlantic, that invented MGM mode of sounding unplaceably fancy, as if the person was forever flinging open the double doors to a well-appointed drawing room. The voice was maddeningly but somehow naturally affected, as if the person had been raised by a bottle of good whiskey and a crystal chandelier.

“Look at all of you,” the voice continued, and the crowd swiveled to see someone vanish from the greenroom doorway, a WASPy blur in khakis, a navy blazer, something hot pink, and something Kelly green, like a well-bred magic trick.

A week later I was splayed across an armchair at the cross-campus library, pretending to read Aeschylus, when the same person materialized from the stacks, like a ghost in a cornfield, coming off as disoriented yet regal, a pedigreed hound sniffing the breeze for a hint of fox or hare. He stared at me and flung himself onto an adjoining armchair.

“You must save me,” he said, in a lower, raspy octave of his impeccably modulated voice.

“From what?”

“From myself, of course.”

For the first time in my life, I felt like I might have a life. No one in Piscataway talked like this. Or took my hand like this. Or lowered his chin like this and gazed directly into my eyes.

“I saw you,” he said, “at that theatrical organization, at whatever that was. I was intrigued yet afraid, of all that yearning for aesthetic grandeur and all that bad skin.”

“Who are you?”

“Farrell Covington. And I may very well be in love with you. Madly in love. Hopelessly in love. Whom would you like me to kill?”

I didn’t know how to take any of this: Was he joking? Was he mocking me, or fabricating a conversation because someone else was following him? His gaze held and he seemed sincere or deranged or both, all of which struck me as seriously sexy. Although at a virginal eighteen, the touch of anyone not related to me could become instantly arousing.

“We need to have sex,” he said.

Oh my God. Was I hallucinating, from loneliness and porn and those soft-core paperback romances, had I manifested this guy from so many nights of jerking off into an old pair of Jockey shorts, which had become my encrusted teenage equivalent of a toddler’s beloved blankie?

I called upon whatever courage I could fake and looked back at him. Looking Farrell in the eye became my first adult act, as if I was leaping the threshold from cosseted Jersey safety into adult desire. Farrell was ridiculously stunning; he was the male model whose photo comes with the sterling silver frame. He was a golden age movie idol who’d never made a film, an Arrow shirt collar ad come heartbreakingly to life.

He was too much, a luxurious prototype never meant to be manufactured, only dreamt of by collectors. His lush, dewy handsomeness disconcerted everyone, even himself. I’ve since noticed this effect in the truly beautiful, in men and women distressed by their own good luck, as if, through no fault of their own, they’d inherited billions and aren’t sure how to spend it.

To be more specific: Farrell wasn’t simply my cultural opposite, a blinding sun god to counter my pale, Jewish, brown-haired, generous-nosed eagerness. He was a genetic accident, a green-eyed, six-foot-three-inch, broad-shouldered gift, and yes, there were dimples when he smiled, something that, I later discovered, was an effective means of dealing with law enforcement. He didn’t own that blank, lacrosse-ready dopiness of a New England jock; he was something more sensual, alert, and generous. He was a dangerously friendly oil portrait of some blond Venetian prince, the picture everyone at the museum wants to date, or at least buy a postcard of.

“I must go,” he said, withdrawing his hand, as if it were dawn and we’d already had sex multiple times and his wife and children were waiting at their restored colonial in Greenwich.

He stood and left without another word, with the quick, shambling stride of someone still navigating a fabulous growth spurt. As I watched him go I registered his white polo shirt, with the collar carelessly and unevenly raised (a gesture that had undoubtedly taken many generations of Covingtons to perfect), his rumpled cream-colored cotton pants with rolled-up cuffs, and his exquisitely thin, perfectly battered, sockless, ivory-toned kidskin loafers, the sort called driving shoes, with pebbled soles—these are shoes for people who don’t partake of any blue-collar walking, shoes for people with a shoe wardrobe, and shoes for people who break their shoes in privately, to deflect being caught wearing anything crudely brand-new. These were, in short, the shoes of the rich and the damned. Just from Farrell stalking away I was absorbing so much, including the fact that at any given moment in history, and excluding nurses and brides, there are only at most three people on the planet who can get away with wearing all white, and Farrell was at least two of them.

I didn’t see him again until a month later when he pounded on the door of my suite at 2 a.m., waking everyone—the suite had two tiny bedrooms, and I’d moved my narrow metal bed into a corner of the communal sitting room rather than bunk with Breen. He and I were cordial but wary, and Walt had told me Breen was pretty sure I was at least a socialist, because I read People magazine.

I opened the front door and Farrell plummeted in. He might’ve been drunk, but as in our earlier encounters, Farrell was always wrestling with unseen forces, or maybe dancing with them. He stretched full out on my disheveled bed and freshman-fragrant sheets.

“I’m trying to get some shut-eye,” said Breen, at his doorway in a junior version of his dad’s freshly laundered and starched Christmas morning tartan pajamas.

“Everything okay?” asked Walt, bleary-eyed at his own door, in a limp prep school T-shirt and boxers.

“Are these your male lovers?” Farrell demanded, as I stood in between everyone, in my Piscataway High black-and-gold T-shirt and matching gym shorts; I hadn’t yet caught on to how such garments could be fetishized by gay men in their thirties, who often dress as their favorite porn archetypes. As a rule, the boys who despised gym class and intramural soccer will later prize and pay dearly for athletic wear, as if it was a more rugged, locker room–seduction Chanel.

“What did he just say? Are we your lovers?” asked Breen, offended by Farrell’s question on so many Christian levels.

“Guys? What’s going on?” asked a fellow freshman who lived across the hall, clustered with his own two roommates, all in the sagging terry-cloth, acne medication–stained bathrobes their parents had supplied. For many guys, freshman year is the last time they’ll ever wear a bathrobe, or underwear, or anything their mom sewed a name tag into.

“Is this a forbidden homosexual orgy in progress?” Farrell wondered. “Was there a sign-up sheet?”

“Everyone, it’s okay, go back to bed,” I said, and then, hearing my mom’s good manners in my head, “this is Farrell, he’s a friend, sort of.”

“Farrell Covington?” asked Breen, wide awake and galvanized. “Of the Wichita Covingtons and Covington Industries?”

“You may fondle me, gently,” Farrell told Breen, extending his arm, highlighting his undoubtedly real, substantial gold ring set with a chunky, elevator button–sized emerald. As Breen wavered between shaking or kissing Farrell’s hand, he held back, asking me, “How do you know him?”

“We’re about to sodomize one another,” Farrell confided, to the room. “Does anyone have a manual, or perhaps a brief educational film, with puppets, to help us go about this?”

The assembled straight boys had no idea how to respond, until Walt smiled and said, “Do you have a napkin and a crayon?”

This earned Farrell’s grin. He loved it when someone returned a volley. He stood and told me, “Get dressed. I’ve spent the past month summoning my courage, so we musn’t falter.”

I pulled on my jeans and a sweater, and soon we were hiking across campus. It wasn’t easy keeping up with the long-legged, determined Farrell.

“Are you drunk?” I asked.

“Never. But everyone in my family, going back eighteen generations, has consumed so much gin that I was most likely born pickled; my mother’s amniotic fluid was floating with an olive and a silver Cartier toothpick. So I may very well suffer from fetal alcohol syndrome, or to use the proper Latin terminology, inherited wealth.”

We left the campus, halting at a pale yellow brick townhouse in the wide-avenued, fussily landscaped neighborhood reserved for tenured faculty—had Farrell borrowed a room in a professor’s home? Were we shattering undergraduate bylaws? Were we really about to have sex, or was this all some elaborate prank or fraternity hazing—would I be spotted hours later, shivering naked and duct-taped at a downtown public park? I was torn between anxiety and adventure. Had my grandparents trekked through Poland and crossed the Atlantic in steerage so I could be degraded by some Mayflower pretty boy?

I’d always had a bubbling imagination, concocting the most extreme and malevolent scenarios in milliseconds. In my brain, I was forever being cornered at gunpoint, shoved flailing out skyscraper windows, and hounded into explaining the meaning of Chanukah onstage in a junior high school auditorium to three hundred gentile cub scouts (this last nightmare had come true).

But I was young, and I’d read somewhere that if anything scares you, the optimum solution is to tackle it head-on and grow stronger from the experience.

The townhouse’s carved oak door was opened by a youngish man in a dove-gray three-piece suit and white cotton gloves.

“Mr. Covington,” he said, in a decent English accent. He was, I came to know, a third-year acting student in the drama school, making ends meet and building a nest egg before hitting the audition circuit in New York.

“Bates,” said Farrell, nodding solemnly. Farrell’s essential morality was becoming evident. He later told me, “Respect all staff members. They’re usually the only halfway decent human beings in the house.”

The townhouse was surprisingly airy, with limewashed antique Swedish furniture and a gallery’s worth of modern art, including a wall-sized Hockney of a trim young guy diving into a Malibu swimming pool, with a lovingly rendered splash. I froze, because unlike the Chagall prints and Ben Shahn exhibition posters in my family’s tract home, this painting was real and valuable. This was the first time I’d encountered an A-list artwork outside of a museum, and it terrified me, because chances were I’d destroy it. I’d trip and knock the painting off the wall and the canvas would be sliced open by a lamp, or I’d dare myself to touch the painting’s surface with a forefinger and unfixably smear a brushstroke. Rich people, and certainly Farrell, could be comfortable with their vaults of irreplaceable goodies, with their heavily insured versions of teen bedroom pop star pinups; but like Farrell himself, the Hockney made me light-headed and ready to flee. But no, I told myself: Face your fear of luxury investments. You can do this. Bring on the Vermeers.

“Where exactly are we?” I asked.

“My home. Darling, you can’t possibly imagine that I’d live in one of those, what are they called, dormitory cells? Those undergraduate hellholes? With other people, carrying their sad little mesh bags bulging with drugstore grooming products into some hideously mildewed petri dish of a shower?”

“But…”

“Bates?” Farrell called out, and Bates returned with a brass-handled mahogany tray set with a crystal pitcher of orange juice, slim cans of imported sodas, and small, crackled Japanese ceramic bowls of cashews. It was now almost 3 a.m., but no one appeared sleepy. I was wired by the situation so far, I wasn’t sure if Farrell ever slept, and Bates was either incapable of fatigue or a really good actor.

After depositing the tray on a molded bronze coffee table/award-winning sculpture, Bates withdrew and Farrell motioned for me to sit beside him on a modular Italian leather sofa facing a Lichtenstein, a benday-dot comic strip of a heartsick secretary whose thought bubble read, “If I can’t have him, I’ll die! I’ll just die!”

“When I pictured you,” Farrell told me, “trapped in that squalid freshman abattoir, engulfed by those hormonally deformed boys—I thought only of rescue. I couldn’t leave you there.”

Freshmen were required to live in the dorms, to ram them into social collisions with a range of fellow students. Undergrads could only choose their roommates, or move off campus, as sophomores, and this rule was absolute. As Breen had stoically related, “Everyone needs to live with someone they hate.”

“Of course I’ve been assigned to some reeking, fetid attic,” Farrell went on. “But I’ve never been there. And this building is in my father’s name, so even if some, I don’t know, snitty little freshman advisor reports my absence, Yale has no interest in losing the Covington Rare Book Library, the Covington Contemplation Courtyard at the divinity school, or the under-construction Covington Center for the Study of Global Economic Theory, which, according to my father, boils down to ‘tipping 5 percent is far more than enough.’ ”

“So you live in this whole house by yourself? With your—staff?”

“Why are you looking at me like that? As if this is any sort of choice? I need cedar closets, a butler’s pantry, and a billiards room. The basics. Believe me, I’m roughing it.”

“You’re roughing it?”

He steeled himself, raised his palms, and with difficulty, admitted, “No gift-wrapping room. None. Unless I convert the solarium.”

On some level Farrell was always kidding, but not deliberately. This was how he talked, in a glittering tumult of satire tinged with social history and cocktail chatter. He relished conversation; he celebrated and savored anointing a shimmeringly pleasing word or phrase, treating the English language as a treasure trove to be plundered. Or more plainly: he loved to talk, and made sure he was good at it. Talking, he’d later inform me, “isn’t just my career—I’ve been called to it. The Lord spoke unto me, and I interrupted Him.”

I was undone, by the house, the presence of Bates, and Farrell’s swirling attention. To anchor myself, I asked, “What are we doing here?”

“Eek. No. I can’t. I’m… all right. Don’t you understand? All of this, my home, my chitchat, the artful swoop of my hair—it’s all subterfuge. Avoidance. An immaculate cover for blind, shrieking alarm. Have you ever had sexual intercourse?”

“You mean, am I a virgin?”

I deliberated, should I do what most virgins do and mumble, “Define sex” or “Not totally” or “That’s really personal,” which are synonyms for “Of course I’m a virgin. Look at me.” But Farrell, for all his expensive exuberance, was being direct, or as direct as he was capable of being. And I didn’t want to continue being a virgin. And my brain was pounding, “Now. Now. NOW.”

“Yes. I’m a virgin. But not by choice.”

“Exactly. Me too. Which is ideal, because we’ll have no basis for hurtful comparisons. We won’t be thinking, well, he’s not Sam or Roger or the Carlsberry twins. Good. Yes. So—how shall we do this?”

“Is there a bedroom?”

“There are five.”

“Your bedroom?”

“Yes. Of course. Spot-on. But first—just one thing. Because I want to get this right. Shall we kiss?”

“Yes.”

Farrell was flustered, which lent me an unexpected confidence, as if we were collaborating on a science project. As if I had input.

I’d never kissed anyone romantically. I’d nurtured the standard crushes, on clueless swimmers and hunky young English teachers with acoustic guitars and rolled-up sleeves (to show off their nicely muscled forearms), and a tattooed, rawboned ex–heroin addict who’d lectured a bored high school assembly on getting clean, while I fixated on the sinewy thighs barely constrained by his upright-citizen beige polyester pants. I was so young that I didn’t have a type, not yet. That’s the real gift of being young: You have no taste. You’re indiscriminately horny. You want to fuck everything.

But I’d never kissed anybody, not out of timidity, but from a sheer lack of prospects. I’d had no interest in dating, let alone kissing, even the most appealing, most willing, and most understanding girls. This would have been not just deceptive but exhausting. But try as I might, I couldn’t locate any other gay people (this was long before hookup apps or even single earrings on men). Years later, via Facebook, I unearthed similarly disgruntled gay classmates, some now married to each other, but in high school we were isolated and unaware of secluded corners of public parks or tribal original cast albums. We were New Jersey teenagers before the advent of volcanically publicized gay everything. We were huddled in our bedrooms, in the murk, before the invention of gay electricity. It hadn’t been agonizing, just frustrating, puzzling, and lonely, which are common symptoms of teenagehood.

So I’d gone unkissed. Until now. And this heartbeat of hesitation, of preamble, was delectably maddening. Farrell and I were preparing to kiss, moistening our mouths, but it hadn’t quite happened. We stood hunched on our starting blocks, goggles and swim caps in place, ready to race.

As Farrell moved toward me, his face blurred, in the most wonderful way, as if pre-kissing was warping our senses. He put his arm around me. He smelled so great, from either soap hand-milled by nuns in a Florentine abbey, or one of those light, dry, fresh-washed-linen colognes, or more likely, just from being Farrell Covington.

He smelled like beauty and money and youth; he was every high-end marketing goal in one, but beyond that, he smelled like someone I really wanted to kiss.

Then Farrell did something heart-stoppingly clunky. He shut his eyes and puckered his lips, in the modest manner of a pinafored, sausage-curled girl on a vintage “Be Mine” valentine. I thought about pursing my lips and having them brush against his, so we’d be like two of those tiny plastic Scottie dogs you can buy from boardwalk vending machines, who rush toward each other, due to magnets encased in their doggie snouts.

Farrell opened his eyes, conscious of a roadblock. He smiled and put his hand on my neck and we both stopped thinking so much and we kissed. Our lips met, which was really nice, and then they opened, which was even nicer. As our tongues collided I thought, I’m kissing someone, I’m joining an ancient, ongoing, boundless yet still exclusive club, of people who kiss. I’m no longer a kissing virgin. And best of all, I’m kissing Farrell Covington, who, for some reason, even in my thoughts, I referred to by both names, maybe to antagonize Breen. I was figuring out that sex includes both the physical event and the story you’re telling yourself; kissing Farrell wasn’t only mindless euphoria, but added a potential love interest and a plot twist to the page-turning yet critically acclaimed novel I desperately needed my life to become. My brain didn’t die when my hard-on ached. They worked together.

Farrell pulled away and we considered each other, as if we were strangers accidentally entwined on a swaying subway, and then we lunged back into kissing, because now we were experts. The heat rose from Farrell’s body, and as I unbuttoned his white oxford-cloth shirt he said, “Upstairs.” Passing a hall mirror, he grabbed me for another kiss, so we could witness ourselves kissing. This turned me on even more, because I was costarring in a movie about two guys kissing on a townhouse landing, but Farrell had already taken my hand and was yanking me up to his bedroom, which occupied the entire third floor.
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Here’s how excited I was: as we kept kissing and tugging at each other’s clothes, I only subliminally took note of the bedroom’s quarter-sawn golden oak paneling, high mullioned windows, the pair of classic Italian tubular chrome chairs, and the window seat with a cushion stitched from an oriental rug—but as even an inexperienced gay man, I inventoried everything for later, because details are sex, too.

Farrell pulled my sweater and T-shirt over my head. Because I was so young and it was the seventies, I hadn’t started working out. I was skinny, and because I hated gym class so devoutly, I hadn’t made the logical joining of exercise and vanity. Back then, I had free time, no plastic jugs of muscle-building protein powder, and no sense of what it meant to be appraised on my deltoids or glutes; I’d never heard of either. I hadn’t become an object to be found wanting, then refined and improved. I was only flesh panting to be touched.

Farrell shrugged off his already unbuttoned shirt and contrived to fling it suavely across the room, but it caught on one of his wrists, so he held up a forefinger as he freed himself and repeated his flinging, with success. When I saw Farrell’s princely shoulders, hardened chest, naturally defined abs, and absurdly narrow waist, my brain and every other part of me lurched. In that pre-obsessive period, guys in porn weren’t chiseled or steroid-bloated, so they weren’t my point of reference. There were well-built guys I’d avoided gaping at in the showers, but Farrell was right here, and looking at him wasn’t merely allowed, it was the whole idea. I reacted as if he were another Hockney or Cadmus or marble-sculpted Vatican Jesus: I backed away, unwilling to blunder.

Farrell’s chest was heaving as he unzipped his jeans and stepped out of them. He wasn’t wearing underwear and of course I became my mother and mentally demanded, Did he run out of clean underwear? Another neuron babbled, Oh my God, there are guys who don’t wear underwear! That is the most offhand and hot and unhygienic thing I’ve ever heard of! I compelled myself, I gave myself permission: I couldn’t stop staring at Farrell’s cock.

It was hard, which was thrilling because it was gorgeous and because I had to assume I was making it hard. Gay men have a specific rapport with hard cocks: They validate us. They tell us, yes, as you’ve suspected, being gay is a fantastic idea. And with no insult to vaginas, for gay men, a hard cock on someone who looked like Farrell was so beautiful it made me want to suck it and shove it up my ass, featuring it in some lurid version of a baby book or a yearbook photo, captioned “My First Cock.”

“I’m quite something, aren’t I?” said Farrell, not bragging but participating in my heavy-breathing delight. Farrell had the ability to appreciate himself, to stand at a remove and make an unbiased judgment. He didn’t have a crush on himself; he was a fair-minded critic reviewing his own work.

“Oh my God.”

“Take off your pants.”

Because I was in a pre-competitive state, I wasn’t intimidated by Farrell but by nudity itself. I was scared of being fully exposed, but couldn’t wait. I’d been naked in the bathroom at home, and briefly in the locker room, as I swapped my towel for my Mom-purchased briefs, but in those instances, my being naked was strictly functional and rushed. With Farrell I was getting naked for the best reason; I was getting naked to be seen. I was getting naked to fathom what being naked was really like. I slid off my jeans and tighty-whities (which I unthinkingly wore before such garments became a signifier and prior to the advent of boxer briefs) and stood there, not sure what to do with my hands, slouching then admonishing myself, Posture. The air acknowledged my skin, making me more naked. I was in a police lineup, only hoping to be chosen. My cock wasn’t quite Farrell’s cock, but it was hard and it was pointing at Farrell; it was like a puppy straining at its leash, although I hate using metaphors for sex organs. It was my cock, responding and ready, the final, irrefutable proof of being naked.

“Oh my Lord,” said Farrell, “we’re both naked.”

It was time to stop talking. We moved toward each other and kissed, running our hands over each other’s bodies, our cocks getting to know each other. I was doing what guys did in porn, but in three dimensions or maybe more, and most significantly, I was doing everything a nice boy from New Jersey shouldn’t be doing. I wasn’t ashamed but victorious; I was verifying that I was seriously, sweatily, joyously, slurpingly gay.

The rest of the sex wasn’t ferocious or even memorable. We weren’t falling in love, not yet, and not in the way we catastrophically would. We were de-virginizing each other and getting the job done. We were ascertaining what we liked, what would take some getting used to, what hurt, what felt incredible, and what would be filed under “further research.” Farrell, or maybe Bates, had provided a small bedside wicker basket of lubricants, as if they were guest soaps or hotel shampoo. This was the detective-show evidence of Farrell’s and my erotic checklist: we made an ungodly, sticky, feverishly damp mess, of the sheets and our bodies and our hair and, inventively, the window seat cushion.

Afterward we lay on our backs; neither of us smoked, so we pretended to, passing an imaginary cigarette between us.

“Okay,” I began, “I know why I never did this before. It was because I couldn’t find anyone. But what about you?”

Farrell took a long drag on our invisible Marlboro or Parliament and exhaled, studying the nonexistent smoke as it drifted in the air above us.

“I’ve had offers. So many girls, a boy at school, one of the teachers, oh, and the father of a friend, who exposed himself to me in a cabana, and didn’t seem to comprehend precisely how much his seersucker robe and flip-flops repulsed me. Can you imagine?”

I shut my eyes in horror: “Stop.”

“But I was afraid, of course, of everything being ordinary. Expected. Of it being everyone’s, anyone’s, disappointing first lay. Which I couldn’t abide. Nate, you understand, don’t you? You must.”

Hearing Farrell say my name gave me a fresh sexual shudder. We’d just had our cocks in each other’s mouth and everywhere else. I’d actually, definitively had sex. With someone who was touching my cheek and saying my name, which might’ve been the greatest seduction, as if my name, short for Nathaniel, had become what I’d always dreamed it could be: my name said by another guy in bed.

“But there are tons of guys here,” I said. “At least some of them must be gay. Why me?”

That’s how obliviously young I was. I’d just done something that I’d grasp, through the most gut-wrenching trial and error, to never, ever do: Don’t ask a question you don’t want the answer to. Don’t leave yourself wide open to the ugliest or, even worse, the most casual truth.

Farrell spared me. He smiled.

“First of all—the coat.”

“My coat?”

“You know just what I’m talking about.”

I did. Back in Piscataway I’d worked at a community theater, ushering, playing intensely minor roles, assisting the lighting guy, and flicking cockroaches off the pastries in the snack bar. Since I hadn’t been paid, I’d pilfered items from the costume storage, including a neglected, shin-length, wide-lapeled bearskin coat from the 1920s (the grizzly in question was long gone and fur was not yet ethically taboo). I’d been wearing this massive garment around campus, hoping for a vintage swagger, or at least an Edward Gorey–esque hauteur.

“When I saw you, I thought, that’s courage. Everyone else is demurely camouflaged by their baggy corduroys and Levi’s jackets, to blend in. You weren’t having it. And then, at the Dramat, your knapsack was open, and I noticed a copy of the new Dorothy Parker biography, the latest issue of Interview magazine, and a canister of Pringles, those potato chip–like products that inexplicably stack. I was beguiled. And then you smiled and looked away, ducking your chin. But then you glanced back, and I saw that your hair was thick and dark, much like your coat. I thought, I need to know him. I couldn’t stop staring, which was rude, so I ran out. But I kept searching for you everywhere and trying to compose some bright opening remark. Except when I approached you at the library, I spewed everything I’d been obsessing over and made a hopeless ninny of myself. I had no idea how to repair the damage, so I fled, again. I was certain that you loathed me. That I’d hurled my personality in your face and you’d recoiled. But I allotted myself one final opportunity, tonight. I couldn’t sleep, I haven’t slept in days, so I went to your room. I would make this happen, or perish. And here you are, in my bed. And you’re convinced that I’m mad. And I most likely should apologize for all of this, for my pursuit and my lunacy, but I won’t, because may I be honest? None of your facial features belong together, it’s as if they were ordered from separate catalogues, yet they’ve formed the most marvelous peace treaty. And in your own oddly cubist way, you’re quite sexy.”

As with my body, I’d never inspected my face that closely. In New Jersey, beauty is a matter of not leaving food on your chin. Farrell’s description was such a specific neo-compliment that I trusted it. All I’d really heard was the word “sexy.” And he was gazing at me, unguardedly. Being physically wanted was dizzying.

“Really? You think I’m… sexy?”

At eighteen, for a gay boy, this was the dream. I hadn’t picked a persona yet, as, say, a Levi’s-and-Lacoste clone, or a tight-khaki’d would-be Exeter grad, or a glowering late-night leatherman in a studded vest, bared biceps, and assless chaps. I wasn’t any of the Village People, that discofied paper doll book. I hadn’t been handed a menu, by some omniscient, eyebrow-arching maître’d, policing the velvet rope to gaydom.

But I’d gathered that an elite were ranked as desirable. These gifted few didn’t need to present their SAT scores or driver’s licenses; such natural insiders were thirsted for by strangers. Being sexy wasn’t exclusively the realm of the beautiful. Less conventional specimens could spark mass lust. But the indisputably sexy were often movie stars or someone you’d glimpse from a bus window, washing his car and scratching his flawless, shirtless stomach. Sexy wasn’t something you could fake or study for, although so many of us try. People hoping to become sexy are the basis of almost every American industry, from unaffordable sports cars to wraparound sunglasses to icy hot sugarless gum.

I’d never wondered if I was sexy. It would be like asking if I could perform open-heart surgery or fix a carburetor, something light-years beyond me.

But of course, being sexy, along with being praised and applauded and nabbing a rent-controlled one-bedroom apartment in New York, was the reason I pined for adulthood or at least independence. I wanted to establish, the only way a person can, which is through the eyes and kisses of someone else: Could Nate Reminger be at least lied to as sexy?

“I think you’re incredibly sexy,” said Farrell, kissing my nose. “I mean, you’re not me, but you’re really sexy.”

Farrell’s words were more than enough, because I’d memorize them, I’d tuck them into my emotional back pocket, to be cross-referenced (topic: Nate Reminger—sexy?) and freshly exulted over and maybe tattooed.

Which led to a much more focused second round of sucking and fucking, now that we’d confirmed our mutual, if unequal, sexiness. We had to have more sex. I mean, look at us!
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Now that I was sexy, and now that I’d had sex, I climbed an even higher rung for a gay guy: I was just about convinced I was starting to have a boyfriend. Farrell and I began hanging out. We’d leave messages for each other, with my roommates and Bates: this was a steam-powered epoch before answering machines, cellphones, or texts, a hardscrabble frontier of indecipherable names and phone numbers scrawled on torn scraps of notebook paper and, using Bic pens, on people’s hands. I’d race to my dorm room between classes, to scan the felt-tipped notes on a laminated message board Velcroed to the hallway door, to see if Farrell had called, or just my parents again. I’d lie on my bed on my stomach, wrapping the curled phone cord around my wrist, rechecking the dial tone like a petulant small-town prom queen, cursing quarterback Brad for his overtime at the hardware store.

Even sexier than sex was walking beside Farrell across the leaf-strewn November campus to the library or the Durfee snack bar for brown paper bags of almonds and chocolate-covered raisins, with me in my bearskin and Farrell in what at first could be taken for a more conventional peacoat, except it was Italian cashmere. We looked like a rough-hewn Montana trapper and a dandy from back East, or a fur haystack and a fountain pen from a Fifth Avenue shop.

“Farrell,” I asked, during one of these strolls, “I know we don’t have to declare anything until the end of the year, but what are you going to major in?”

“Hold on.”

Farrell took me behind an oak and kissed me. We were barely hidden, but the modified secrecy was everything. Farrell would do this as the mood struck him, to keep me off-kilter and enslaved. He’d kiss me, murmur, “Mmmm…,” and then continue walking, resuming our conversation as if nothing had happened.

“Well, I suppose what I’d really like,” he said, “is to major in connoisseurship, perhaps the History of Taste. The comprehensive study of the world’s most perfectly achieved flourishes and deadpan, devastating remarks. The sculpting of time and space through excess or refusal. And the Aristotelian debate over off-center vase placement on a hall table. But because this school is so limited, I’ll probably end up in Art History or English Literature. And you?”

I’d been dwelling on this. Being away from home, coupled with Farrell’s kisses, had emboldened me. College is about defining yourself, not just in particulars of career or even sexuality, but point of view. What was I going to value, how did I long to be regarded? If I was hit by a truck, what betrayed youthful promise would I seek to have wept over by as many desolate mourners as could be jammed into the synagogue or arena?

“Drama,” I said. “I’m going to be a Drama major.”

I love that back then, the program wasn’t called Theater Arts or Performance Studies or some other doctoral-thesis, high-minded blather, anything to disguise the trashiest, least responsible truth: I wanted to major in Being Gay. I wanted to fulfill a dream, and a certainty, that I’d always hungered for. While I knew that many gay people were tormented by self-loathing or family oppression (often enforced by religious hogwash), I shared none of this. Being gay isn’t merely a simple fact of nature. I hate it when conservative gay activists remark, “It’s like having blue eyes or brown hair.” Being gay should never be minimized, as a throwaway footnote, especially in hopes of currying “tolerance” from nervous straight people, as a means of soothing a Republican evangelist, “Don’t worry. It’s nothing. You won’t even notice that we’re gay.”

I don’t believe that being gay is a matter of equality. Being gay is better. This is, of course, morally and scientifically insupportable. I don’t care. For me, and I’d wager, for many gay people, it’s my truth. And I didn’t arrive at this lunatic conclusion after careful, exhaustive study. It’s an innate and utterly sublime prejudice.

Conversely, are straight people convinced of their own superiority? Please. Just consult pretty much every Great Work of Fiction, Film Classic, or election result. Heterosexuality is the world’s default setting, it’s humanity’s go-to correct answer. I’m not worried about straight people; as Farrell once said, “I maintain a royal pity for them.”

For me, being gay meant being instantly and gratifyingly different. I gained an outsider’s perspective. I’d take nothing for granted. Being gay meant I’d already demolished a cardinal rule of social acceptance, so why not pulverize, or at least splinter, as many as I’d like? Being gay meant membership, in a tradition of culture and style and outrage—I’m not claiming that gay people are always, or even often, gifted at these things, but I longed to be. A Gay Pride parade may be garish and clichéd, clattering along for wearisome miles, but it’s still designed for pleasure rather than a meek show of acceptability.

Everything I loved and sought out was gay: the heightened reality of theater, the Vogue coverage of St. Laurent’s legendary Russian collection, and imitating Andy Warhol by covering the walls of my boyhood bedroom with aluminum foil, adhered with double-sided tape, even if this facsimile of Warhol’s glittering Factory headquarters ended up resembling an enormous Reynolds-Wrapped baked potato. I gravitated toward Oscar Wilde, James Baldwin, and the snarling wisecracks of Paul Lynde without a second thought. These unconventional heroes were smart and witty, making their audiences uncomfortable and deliriously happy. Is it conceivable to be heterosexual, male, and fabulous? Maybe, but the research has never been done, because those guys don’t need to be fabulous. Which is either their enviable strength or their infinite tragedy. Which is a very gay thing to say.

Also: Are there gay men who in no way subscribe to, or have any interest in, my Caravaggio-and-Noël-Coward-infused brunch-warrior outlook on gayness? Of course, and I respect their ordinariness. But I’ve found that even these undetectables often wield a secret command of the gay vernacular, as a second language. These helplessly Average Joes, in their windbreakers and pocket protectors, can murmur, “Oh, honey,” when needed. And as for those craven few, who purport they’ve “changed” from homosexuality, via coercive therapy or, more likely, lying about it, Farrell would later ask, upon hearing testimony from a stalwart Christian, “You’ve changed? Really? For dinner?”

I knew I was a Drama major, which didn’t necessarily entail being a drama queen. Drama majors reserve their most appallingly neurotic behavior for the stage. But here’s when I knew I was card-carryingly, achingly gay: I was maybe twelve years old and watching an afternoon talk and variety program called The Mike Douglas Show. Mike was a square-headed, gushing, blazer-clad host. This meant that when he sang, it was tuneful but uninteresting, and when he told hackneyed jokes, he’d be indulged like a drunken uncle at a wedding, and while he had nothing of value to say, he was adept at presenting the more talented and asking them basic, so-when-does-your-holiday-special-air-right-here-on-CBS questions.

This specific afternoon he introduced “someone very special,” a “new discovery,” and “the toast of Manhattan”: a woman named Bette Midler.

Female performers at that time were most often honey-voiced hostesses, like Dinah Shore, or platinum-beehived, thickly mascaraed vixens go-go bopping in sequined op-art minidresses and white patent leather boots; the age of the Peruvian ponchoed, Malibu-morose singer-songwriter was just gaining acoustic traction. Bette Midler sampled all these ladies, and exploded them. To my twelve-year-old eyes and libido, she was a jolt of pure, irrepressible, unstoppable happiness.

She shimmied across the TV screen, her lush, iodine-red hair flying, her breasts skimpily contained by little more than a silk scarf worn as a halter, her platform heels skittering beneath billowing, thirties-chorus-girl satin trousers. She couldn’t keep still. The music, a propulsive reworking of the Andrews Sisters’ “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy,” kept her scarcely tethered. She beamed with the most wickedly irreverent joy and an irony-laced invitation I couldn’t begin to decipher, but knew was targeted directly at me.

Bette Midler, in between commercials for compact sedans and vacation getaways in the Poconos, let me know that a stylized bliss had been prepared for me, if I could hoard her albums and track her every appearance via TV Guide. She wasn’t gay, but she embodied all the most kinetic, worldly, subversive aspects of the life I wanted. If gay men were her most passionate fan base, sign me up.

Scholars argue: Why are certain gay men so mesmerized by outsize female icons, by single names like Cher, Judy, and Bette? Theories abound: these chanteuses channel the soapy anguish of queer lives, or they borrow the loving mockery of drag. No other performers are asked to diagnose their ardent followings, as if their talent is a pathology. So if anyone needs to know why gay guys were among Bette Midler’s first and most vocal fans, the only accurate answer is this: Why wasn’t everyone? Because eventually, the world caught on.

So that’s what I wanted to major in: Bette Midler, musical comedy, Hockney, cashews, and Farrell Covington.

“Farrell,” I said, “do you like Bette Midler?”

“When my father saw her,” Farrell replied, “on Johnny Carson, he was horrified. He said she was unpleasant, undignified, unattractive, and everything he despised about Jewish show business.”

“What do you think?”

“I worship her.”
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I began spending almost every night at Farrell’s townhouse, much to Breen’s consternation. “But I don’t understand how that’s permissible,” he told me. “I know that the Covingtons are one of this country’s finest families, but it still seems a bit much. Do you sleep in a guest bedroom?”

“No.”

“SHUT UP! SHUT UP!”

Whenever Breen imagined that I was about to get more explicit, he’d run back into his room and furiously immerse himself in very thick books on constitutional fundamentalism, tomes he’d ostentatiously leave atop my stacks of play collections, Ronald Firbank novels, and issues of magazines like Show and Rolling Stone, which Breen would circle, open gingerly, inspect a page of, and then slam back down in disgust, as if he were a Puritan minister happening upon a sepia postcard of a music hall hussy.

Because I’d never had a boyfriend before, I wasn’t sure how to wrangle it. Should I wait for Farrell to call me, should I hang on his every word, how often should I wash my hair? I did what would become a pattern: I let the stronger personality take the lead. As a freshman I had the excuse of innocence, which later in my life would become cowardice or, at best, indecision.

For much of that year, Farrell and I were cocooned. We both left for the holidays. I spent those weeks being insufferable in New Jersey, refusing to offer my parents any tidbits of the education they’d made possible. When my mom asked about a backup plan for my theatrical ambitions, I sighed heavily and excruciatingly mumbled, “Why?” When my dad asked if I liked school, I barely managed, “It’s great,” and he was too nice and too timid to press further.

I languished in my childhood bedroom, which I’d decorated years earlier (following my Warhol phase) with glossy, oversize houndstooth-checked yellow-and-orange wallpaper, with a coordinated yellow-and-orange accent mural depicting either silhouetted protestors or the cast of Hair, and yes, there was yellow-and-orange shag carpeting. My dad, God bless him, had carpentered a wall of shelving and drawers, so I holed up in my yellow-and-orange how-could-even-a-dead-person-not-know-I-was-gay module. I talked to Farrell late at night, on my orange push-button phone. He was at one of his family’s many homes, this one in Wichita. When I asked him to describe the house, and the city, his voice developed a strangled sob, as he whispered, “I can’t. I just can’t.”

Farrell whispered throughout our conversations, as if a vicious warden stood nearby tossing inmate body parts to snarling dogs. “I can’t stand this,” he told me, “you have no idea, and I can’t really explain. Someday you’ll see. But I can’t be myself and I’d rather die than please these people, so I spend most of my time on a sun porch, fondling an unopened paperback of Proust and thinking about you. They all assume I’m headed for law school or some other hellish Republican planetoid. If you hear a gunshot, either tell the police I was murdered or that my service revolver went off and accidentally slaughtered four people, right between the eyes.”

Each night Farrell requested a New Jersey travelogue, as a bedtime story:

“Tell me about the mall again. Are there really cement planters filled with plastic ivy and rhododendrons year-round? Is there a kiosk selling those gold electroplate necklaces with names like Debbie-Arlene-Andrea and Michelle-Amber-Nicole?”

“And today I went to Chess King,” I told him, “which sells men’s high fashion for less. I bought plaid mini-wale corduroy high-waisted David Bowie pants and these bright blue-and-yellow shoes that look like taxis, but my mom made me return everything because she says she didn’t raise a pimp.”

“Tell me about Carvel.”

“There’s one downtown in New Haven, I’ll take you. But Carvel is New Jersey at our best, even in winter. I came up with my own treat and I beg them to make it. They take one of those flat-bottomed wafer cones and fill it with rainbow sprinkles. Then they swirl on soft chocolate ice cream, which they roll in more sprinkles. Then they dip the whole thing in melted chocolate, which hardens. It’s called a brown bonnet. The final product weighs fifteen pounds; it’s like diabetic cement.”

“What about Fudgie?”

“Fudgie is an ice cream cake made in a whale-shaped pan. And at Christmas they turn the pan vertically and Fudgie turns into Santa’s head. On Father’s Day the founder, Tom Carvel, does radio ads telling everyone to buy Fudgie as a gift, ‘for a whale of a dad.’ I once asked my dad if he wanted Fudgie and he looked both ways, to make sure my mom didn’t hear him, and said, ‘More than anything.’ ”

“Your life is so deliriously exotic! How I envy you!”

“Don’t they have ice cream in Wichita?”

“How would I know? Where would I find it? I’m a prisoner.”

“You’re a prisoner?”

“Of expectations.”

On our last night apart, which was the evening of New Year’s Day, Farrell was weirdly reticent. When I asked him if everything was okay, he said, “Yes. But I’ve been anticipating this call, because I have to tell you something and I’m not sure exactly how to phrase it, or how you’ll receive it.”

My mouth went dry because Farrell was breaking up with me. I’d never had this happen, because I’d never been with anyone, but I’d sat through enough divorce-themed movies of the week to recognize Farrell’s tone. He was about to say, “We both know this isn’t working” or “We’ve grown apart” or “I’ve been seeing someone. Her name doesn’t matter, it’s about the way she makes me feel, when we’re together. Allison, please stop crying.”

“Nate?”

“What?” I rocked on the wooden frame of my trundle bed, beside the window which overlooked our January-shrouded aboveground backyard pool.

“I love you.”

The phone went dead. When I called back, an older woman’s voice answered and said, “I’m so sorry, but Farrell isn’t available, we’re sitting down to dinner, but I’ll tell him you called.” Then she hung up, without asking my name.
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The phone was ringing when I got back to campus. Breen had answered it: “Yes… yes… I’ll tell him. Are you sure?”

“What? Who was it? Was it Farrell?”

“It was someone named Bates, he sounded British. He said, and I’m quoting him, he said that ‘His Lordship wishes to see you, and that there isn’t much time. He wants you to bring morphine, absinthe, and a ceremonial sword.’ Nate, what’s going on? Have the Covingtons been informed of their son’s condition?”

“The Covingtons probably caused their son’s condition,” I said, my coat already on.

“I have weed, if that helps,” volunteered Walt, who was, as always, sweetly generous.

“You have an illegal substance on these premises?” I heard Breen thunder, as I took the stairs two at a time.

“It’s not illegal in a dorm,” Walt said reasonably, and I prayed that Breen wouldn’t call the campus police, the way he had when he’d come upon what he deduced might be a vial of opium in the communal shower, but was of course an amber bottle of bespoke conditioner, mixed by a chemist in Berlin from botanicals, gold leaf, and bee pollen, which Farrell had given me for our three-month anniversary. The officers still hadn’t returned it.

Bates let me in and brought me to the third floor, where Farrell was lying in his darkened bedroom, completely still beneath a sheet and a sable throw, with his eyes shut and a bedside humidifier wheezing a healing mist.

“Farrell?” I said, in a hushed voice.

“Is… is someone there?” he answered, not opening his eyes.

“It’s Nate.”

“Nate,” he murmured, “Nate. Yes, of course. I know you. Come, be with me.” His eyes resolutely shut, he extended a languid arm, straight up into the air.

“Are you okay?”

“Do I look like I’m okay?” he retorted, opening his eyes briefly and then gasping in horror and clenching them shut again.

“What? What is it? What did you see?”

“I saw—those people. No, they’re not people, I saw those antediluvian homunculi, they were half wild pigs, half crocodiles, with five horns and faces ripped from open graves and nailed into place. When I open my eyes they’re still here, in burgundy cable-knit cardigans and tweed Norfolk jackets and plaid hostess skirts with velvet sashes and enameled Christmas tree brooches, holding snifters of brandy and jabbering about unspeakable crimes like ‘the game’ or ‘the club’ or ‘the Wydenhams’ Chrysler Imperial.’ They are the blood moon apocalypse!”

“So we’re talking about your family. What happened?”

“I… I got there and it was a two-week interrogation. My parents and my brothers, they tag-teamed me, poisoning me at breakfast with dry toast, forcing me to play squash at gunpoint, and then all of them, the entire Covington elite ground force, they’d assault me over dinner, wielding forks with slices of glazed ham! With cloves! They’re stipulating law school, so I can eventually join the investment branch of the firm and grapple my way towards product development and then global oil. Not one of them has ever read a book that isn’t set during the Civil War, or seen a film that isn’t a western, a biblical epic, or the heart-tugging saga of a devoted hound, and when I mentioned that new Jerome Robbins piece at City Ballet, I could swear my mother started fingering a syringe, a rosary, and a straitjacket. I kept them at bay as long as I could until… until…”

“Until what?”

Farrell opened his eyes, genuinely forlorn, as if he couldn’t retrieve the desired words, some sparkling carnival of adjectives and curlicued assessments, which would transform his sorrow and protect him. Farrell without language was heartbreaking. It was as if he’d been in a twelve-vehicle highway pileup, and lost his power of theatrical exaggeration.

He lifted the sheet for me to join him. He was wearing a linen nightshirt with a heart-shaped bloodstain on his chest, produced, as far as I could tell, by a scarlet Magic Marker. He was going for “extremely handsome, woefully forgotten rag doll.”

I snuggled beside him and he put his arm around me. As he spoke, he stayed on his back, addressing the ceiling.

“When I was on the phone with you, I’d foolishly forgotten that I was under constant surveillance. And when I said… what I said, I heard a gasp, and my mother strode into the room, grabbed the phone, hung it up, and ordered me downstairs. Where a court-martial was convened in the front parlor, which is reserved for visits from senators, ambassadors, and only the most odious white-collar felons, along with family conclaves. The last time everyone occupied the parlor was following my twenty-three-year-old brother Wainwright’s arrest for drunk driving, after he’d seriously injured a young mother and her toddler. The entire conversation had revolved around whether we should countersue the woman for damaging the headlight of Wainwright’s Lincoln Continental, and the phrasing of Father Densmore’s letter to the judge, attesting to Wainwright’s piety and reverence for human life. Something I assume he’d been expressing at the hotel bar where he’d acquired the two prostitutes who were with him, and fellating him, in the car.”

“But why were they angry at you?”

“After my mother overheard… all I’d said, she turned keening harpy. She kept half screaming and half sobbing, ‘Who is she?’ My father asked if I’d gotten involved with, as he put it, some ‘godforsaken New Haven strumpet,’ and Wainwright and Bolt, my other brother, he’s five years older, they sat beside each other and positively throbbed with juvenile vengeance. Wainwright said, ‘Yale isn’t Harvard. It’s a glorified whorehouse’—after he’d barely crawled his way through Notre Dame, in five years! And Bolt kept shaking his head like some village elder and muttering that I’d probably taken up with some little actress, concluding, ‘At least I hope she’s white.’ ”

“He really said that?”

“And worse. My mother composed herself, smoothed her skirt, and asked, ‘Farrell, whatever sorry mess you’ve gotten yourself mired in, we will extricate you. Is she… with child?’ ”

“Oh my God.”

“I know. I wanted to hurl myself at her feet and cry out to the Lord, ‘With triplets! And at least one of them is Cantonese!’ But I didn’t, I couldn’t, because, I can’t really explain it, but Nate, when I’m with them, and I’m outnumbered, and there’s all of this hideous brown furniture rumbling towards me, I… I stop being myself. I vanish. I’m no one.”

He paused, choking back sobs, which unnerved me, because beneath his exuberance and occasional tap routines, Farrell was a very tough cookie. That’s part of why I was so attracted to him. Over the years I’ve been drawn to not just outsize personalities with arsenals of self-confidence, but people of strength, people who can endure even the most painful events and remain clear-eyed and strategic.

Farrell in tears was shocking, because he was at a loss.

“When I was twelve,” he said, “I gratefully fled to boarding school, because I expected I’d be free from my family’s gothic oppression. But everyone there, they were spies, rich, officious little spiders intent on aping their parents and gauging which classmates were the richest, the most well connected, and the most likely to provide an invitation to the largest possible summer place on Nantucket or the Vineyard or in the most desirable Hampton. It was a trust-funded launching pad for twitching social skyrockets, who clamored to meet my father, or ask my father for investment advice, or become my father. And I’d been so afraid that Yale would be more of the same, another training camp for future Caucasian autocrats yowling at their estate managers to fire the entire grounds crew because the pea gravel in the drive leading to the stables hadn’t been properly raked. Which admittedly, can be disheartening.

“So when I settled in here, I’d made a vow, to remain alone. To entomb myself in a library carrel, studying Persian enamels and the letters of Evelyn Waugh to his tailor. But of course that was inexpressibly lonely, especially after almost an hour, with only five vending machine breaks, so I wandered into that theatrical organization, and there you were, straddling the arm of that couch and wearing those fascinating sneakers. And since we’ve been together I keep thinking—this is new. This isn’t my family. This is—salvation.”

Which sounded like a sizeable responsibility. Was I really supposed to save Farrell? Did he need rescuing, or was he handing himself an Oscar, for Most Over-the-Top Weeping by a Silent Film Heroine?

“I’m sorry, I’m sure this all sounds ridiculous, as if I’m imploring you to carry me in your arms from the most luxurious battlefield, or an especially barbarous sale in the shoe salon at Bergdorf’s, bandaging me with Hermés scarves and dabbing my brow with eau de parfum and Pellegrino. But Nate…”

He was staring at me. When Farrell did this, when he abandoned any hint of performance, I didn’t just melt, I wanted to stay with him, in bed, forever, with Bates bringing us cashews and chocolate (the only essential food groups). I didn’t only aim to help Farrell feel better but to prove that our fucking could defeat his family. To believe that our being gay, that the fact of us could outweigh everything; that my kissing Farrell was an antidote, a miraculous vaccine for ignorance and toxic parental game plans, and a means of warding off sneering older brothers.

“I know it’s appalling, after just these few months, to say what I said to you. And after we’ve only had sex with each other. But when I was there, among them, in that monstrous house, in Kansas, I needed to say it. I needed to claim you. Which isn’t fair at all. So I won’t say it again, not yet, and if you try to say it, out of some misguided sense of obligation, I’ll do something awful. I’ll get some grotesque haircut and tell everyone you like it. But Nate, I meant what I said.”

“I know.”

I was, of course, bursting with happiness, which Farrell’s agony only amplified. I was here, with this wondrously bizarre guy, who’d told me he loved me. And not as an imitation of adult behavior, or a bribe to get my pants off—they were already on the floor. Ever since Farrell had said “I love you” on the phone, I’d been stunned and elated and desperate to tell someone, to ask, “Do I look different?,” but there wasn’t anyone I trusted, and my family was out of the question.

And yes, Farrell had been proclaiming his love practically since the day we met. But this had an authenticity; this was life versus art. When a gay man says “I love you,” it’s often an ironic salute to your ski sweater and matching headband and muffler. The gay “I love you” is linked to “I love it!” and “I love that!” as expressions of camp esteem. Farrell’s “I love you” was so sincere it was almost heterosexual. Farrell wasn’t voicing a penchant but a need. And he was teaching me the difference.

But for right now, Farrell’s love was a secret, between the two of us. And because we couldn’t talk about it, I was in a holding pattern, call it emotional blue balls, from knowing but having to stay silent, from both my brain and my crotch wanting to sing one of those musical numbers in which our leading man or lady is alone onstage, exulting in whichever cowboy or perfume store clerk or Austrian Count has just pledged his devotion, one of those songs that would send me cartwheeling across the set to swing around a lamppost, and then I’d leap onto a park bench with my arms open wide to embrace all the joy in the universe, as the first act curtain fell and a lady in the front row turned to her sister from Long Island and declared, “Tony award! You heard it here first!”

Yes, I’m that gay.

Because love is gay. Farrell and I were inventing love. We were the Thomas Edisons, the Henry Fords, the da Vincis of love; I’m convinced that da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, his 1490 proportional sketch of a naked hunk, was the first valentine. Let me rephrase: when a gay person falls in love, it makes them more gay.
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Farrell reassured his family that the “I love you” his mother had overheard was a figure of speech, and that he’d been talking to a female classmate who’d been aiding his research on advances in strip-mining. “It was perfect,” Farrell told me, “because my family can only accept the word ‘love’ if it’s applied to ravaging a small Kentucky town and its picturesque forest in pursuit of making a profit. My father would only say ‘I love you’ to my mother if she was holding a picture of his current mistress in front of her face, or the deed to a diamond mine with child laborers.”

“So they still don’t know, about me. Or you.”

“No. And yes, I should—express that, and tell them everything, because hopefully it will kill all of them at the same time, like the Romanovs. But not yet.”

I got it, although in retrospect, that exchange, and Farrell’s reluctance, would be the seed of so much that happened later, and everything that would separate us. I wanted being gay to be purely celebratory, I insisted on it, but I was eighteen, and the only real obstacles I’d faced denoted bus travel to New Haven, Breen’s father asking me if theater was an actual profession, and the occasional stranger shouting “Faggot!” on the street. While this could be scary, especially if the stranger wasn’t alone, I always had the urge to yell, “Thank you!”

Farrell and I agreed on exploring a larger world. Especially for first-time couples, infatuation can become claustrophobic, and one day in February, Farrell showed me a creamy parchment card, with the most elaborate, disjointed Indian ink calligraphy, inviting “Messrs. Covington & Reminger” to attend “An elegant soirette chez His Excellency Mr. Jackson Bell Rains.” The envelope was loaded with multicolored sequins and feathers, and the script was so fanciful that we borrowed a magnifying glass from a librarian to puzzle out the address.

The invitation had been slipped inside Farrell’s superbly battered leather backpack (he’d leave it outside during snowstorms to hasten its decay) one morning after we’d had breakfast at the largest student dining hall, an echoing, quasi-Tudor barn. Our host, we unearthed, was a man we’d seen there often, seated with a group of friends. They were in their late twenties or early thirties, and when Farrell and I passed by, we’d received comments like “Oh my,” “The blond is rich,” “I’m loving the almost matching soiled T-shirts,” and “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you—young love. Brava!”

Jackson Bell Rains was a graduate student in costume design, and he lived three flights up in a tenement building a few blocks from campus. On the specified night, we were greeted by a batch of gold and red helium balloons tied with silver ribbon to the rusting, cast-iron railing out front, and there was glitter strewn on the steps leading to the building’s front door. As Farrell pressed the buzzer, we heard, from the intercom, in a syrupy, giddy Dixie accent, “Third floor, my darlings! Only stairs, I’m afraid! What are we to do?” And we were buzzed in.

Jackson opened the door breathlessly, because he did everything breathlessly. He was continually knocked for a loop and delighted by life itself, with the rosy cheeks of an ageless cherub, round gold wire–rimmed eyeglasses, and a mop of blond curls. In his navy blazer, starched white shirt, rep tie, and khakis, he was a cross between a pixilated headmaster and a capering Roman emperor passing hors d’oeuvres at a spur-of-the-moment Colosseum orgy.

“You’re here! You came!” he cried out. “I can’t believe it! I’m thrilled, I’m staggered, I wasn’t sure if you’d be tickled or insulted, so I told myself, why not both! Everyone look, it’s, let me be certain I’m pronouncing everything correctly—it’s Farrell and Nate! From the dining hall! Les gentilshommes du cornflakes!”

Farrell nudged me. What were we in for? But before we could confer, Jackson was sweeping us into the apartment, which was a shabby railroad flat that he’d beribboned. Every hard surface had been painted with fresh white enamel, and the secondhand armchairs had been slipcovered with bold cabbage-rose chintz. There was a psychiatrist’s couch, in painted canvas, rescued from the street, and an inviting circle of mismatched ottomans, benches, and folding chairs. There were empty, ornate gold frames on the walls, along with thumbtacked watercolor costume sketches. Drapes had been improvised with yards of striped silk, and the lamps were swathed with tissue-thin scarves hand-dipped in tea, for a flattering glow. The place was half–opium den, half–New Orleans bordello, and altogether genteel slapdash madness.

“I like it,” Farrell whispered to me. “It’s like a consignment shop after a hurricane. No, during a hurricane.”

“What can I get you fine young fellows?” asked Jackson, guiding us toward a bar set out atop a bookcase heaped with oversize art books. “We have champagne and lemonade and beer for me, because I’m trash, just sad dirty Carolina trash.”

Farrell and I accepted lemonade, served in frosty, mismatched stemware with Murano glass swizzle sticks. There were two other people present, and Jackson ushered us onto central seating and proclaimed, “All right, everyone, hush! Because I have terribly important and instructive things to say!”

He opened his arms to the group, as a born host. “Look at you! I know we’re all wondering why we’re here, and if there’s going to be a murder. Well, I say, surprise me! Now, I know some of you all too well, but there are new faces. And what I’m doing, what I’m attempting to initiate, is a salon, in the footsteps of Marie Antoinette, the Mitford sisters, and Mr. Cecil Beaton. We need a gathering of minds and spirits, and an exchange of ideas, and I suppose what I’m really saying is, we’re in New Haven, we’re all in one school or another, we’re on the cusp, we’re in despair, so let’s make magic!”

The room was wary but willing, as Jackson continued: “So let’s go around the circle and introduce ourselves, and as an added bonus, I’d like each of us to reveal our most terrible secret, the one truth with the power to absolutely destroy us for all eternity. As an icebreaker. Sally, will you be so kind as to start us off?”

He indicated the most improbably pretty girl I’d ever seen. Her features weren’t classically ideal in any way, but she was style itself. Her skin, makeup-free, had the poreless glow of a newborn. Her soft, gleamingly unassisted blond hair was cut in an easy pageboy, with a tortoiseshell headband, but rather than coming off as prissy or preppie, she was winningly fresh, a daisy from the most carefree meadow. She was wearing a pleated navy-blue skirt and a striped French sailor’s shirt, with pearls. She was the Platonic ideal of a certain type of American pink-and-gold shampoo-ad loveliness. That was the only accurate word for Sally: she was lovely. And when she smiled, Farrell and I both made tiny whimpering sounds, as if we’d just lifted a towel from a basket of laundry to find a kitten.

“Good Lord, Jackson,” she said, with a slightly husky laugh. Her low-slung speaking voice only enhanced her charm. She didn’t sound tinkly or simpering, but amused. “I’m Sally Mayhew and I’m a sophomore, and I met Jackson when he zeroed in on me at a concert of sacred music and asked if he could study my pearls; he said he was researching the accessories for a thirties comedy and needed to know what the real thing looked like.”

“I did!” Jackson admitted merrily. “And do you know what I discovered? It’s all about luster. Real pearls are lit from within. Even the finest cultured variety can’t quite keep up. Cultured pearls try so hard, which makes them a little bit sad, doesn’t it?”
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