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PRAISE FOR STEPHEN McCAULEY AND
THE OBJECT OF MY AFFECTION

“McCauley has created some of the most appealing characters I’ve come across in years—quirky, flawed, irresistibly sad and funny.… I can’t think of better company than Stephen McCauley’s The Object of My Affection.… A novel that warms like a hug.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Charming and affecting.… The strong plotting, memorable gallery of characters, and wry look at the complicated state of relations between the sexes could beguile any reader from Bensonhurst to Burbank.”

—Los Angeles Daily News

“Debonair and light as a soufflé, The Object of My Affection is an unexpected treat. Best, there’s a satisfying resolution in store for die-hard romantics and pragmatists alike.”

—Glamour

“Compelling and funny.… When The Object of My Affection is over [the book ends perfectly, too], you’re sorry.… An excellent novel.”

—Shreveport Journal (LA)

“McCauley’s novel shows how effectively the gay experience can be used to explore a range of human desires and foibles. This sense of our common humanity… makes The Object of My Affection a wonderfully liberating and exhilarating adventure in reading.”

—The Advocate

“Stephen McCauley has written a funny and touching first novel.”

—Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

“While many of his contemporaries feign a chic world-weariness as their novelistic viewpoint, McCauley is open and generous.… He graces his characters with his gentle understanding and with emotion that runs deeper than plain affection.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“McCauley makes his characters, with all their foibles and neuroses, into a really likable bunch. Particularly George. You have to like anyone whose favorite food is salt.”

—Providence Sunday Journal (RI)

“George Mullen and his assorted friends, lovers, and relatives are the most likable group of characters I’ve encountered in recent fiction. Stephen McCauley’s ability to breathe such sweet life into them is heartening and admirable.”

—Peter Cameron, author of One Way or Another

“Stephen McCauley writes with a wistful, diffident charm that is awfully appealing.”

—Boston Globe

“The characters are vibrant and, ultimately, charming.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Object of My Affection is an unusual first novel, a warm, funny, readable story about two young people in a surprising relationship inventing their lives.”

—Susan Richards Shreve, author of Plum and Jaggers

“The Object of My Affection is a warmly engaging novel… full of wonderful moments, gentle humor, and a happily jaundiced view of contemporary attitudes.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review

“McCauley’s hero is charming and funny, and the novel’s complex story is very skillfully constructed.”

—Boston Review

“The Object of My Affection is frequently humorous, often touching, and always enriched by McCauley’s gift of perception.… Outstanding.”

—Pittsburgh Press

“The Object of My Affection is wonderfully unpredictable— touching, hilarious, true—and certain to stay with you for a long time.”

—Elizabeth Benedict, author of Almost
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NINA and I had been living together in Brooklyn for over a year when she came home one afternoon, announced she was pregnant, tossed her briefcase to the floor and flopped down on the green vinyl sofa.

“As if I don’t have enough problems with my weight already,” she said, draping her feet across the worn arm rest.

I was sitting at the makeshift table on the opposite side of the room reading the World War I diaries of Siegfried Sassoon and eating a fried-egg sandwich. I had a Glenn Miller album on the record player, filling the room with bright music that suddenly sounded inappropriate. “String of Pearls,” I think it was. Nina’s lower lip was thrust out but I couldn’t tell from her expression if she was genuinely upset, so I used my standard tactic for dealing with anything unexpected: I changed the subject. I pointed out a water stain on the hem of her dress and passed her half the sandwich.

“We’re out of catsup,” I apologized.

“I’m out of luck, Georgie,” she said, biting into the toast and showering the floor with crumbs.

It was late in the afternoon on a hot, muggy August day, a sweltering day that felt like a concentration of all the fetid air of the summer. I’d pulled down the shades earlier and the apartment was dark, and except for the record player, the persistent sound of a radio blasting on a street corner somewhere, and the upstairs neighbors carrying on their daily dinnertime brawl with their teenage daughter—quiet. The place was no more or less cluttered and disorganized than usual, but somehow the combination of the heat and Nina’s announcement made it seem squalid. Her soft blond hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat and her cheeks were flushed a Crayola shade of pink. She looked so young and cherubic, so completely unchanged from the way she always looked, that I, in my general ignorance of pregnancy, felt sure she must have been mistaken about her condition.

She sat up on the sofa and raked her hair off her forehead with her vermilion fingernails. The eight silver bracelets she always wore slid to her elbow with a clank. Perhaps she was suffering from heat exhaustion. The idea that someone who’d spent a good portion of her life crusading for reproductive rights should be unintentionally pregnant sounded crazy to me.

“Maybe I should drag out the air conditioner,” I said, glancing toward the closet where it had been stashed since the day I moved in.

“Oh, please, George, let’s not go through that routine. I’m not in the mood for it tonight.”

I often brought up the subject of the air conditioner when the temperature climbed over eighty, but neither Nina nor I could ever face installing it, especially in the heat. Actually, the air conditioner was only one home improvement we never got around to making; the closet also contained an unassembled bookcase, towel racks for the bathroom, a new light fixture for the hallway, and a couple of extension cords for a twin lamp set we’d never bothered to plug in.

The record player shut off with a loud, springy clunk and the room vacuumed in the noises from every corner of the neighborhood. At least the brawl on the third floor was winding down. I attempted a furtive glance at my watch. My friend Timothy had arranged a blind date for me and I knew it was getting time to change my socks.

Nina caught me rotating my wrist in slow motion.

“Do you have plans for tonight, Georgie?”

“Of course not. When do I ever? Do you want to go out and get something to eat?”

“I don’t suppose you feel like going dancing?”

“Dancing? Dancing?” I could see Nina in the middle of a dance floor clutching her abdomen in pain while a red strobe light flashed relentlessly on her face. I have a secret passion for tabloid stories of babies born in astrodomes in the middle of rock concerts, but I wasn’t interested in being the midwife in attendance. “Maybe we could do something a little more sedentary?”

“I’m not about to go into labor if that’s what you mean.”

“I’m not that stupid, Nina. Disco or ballroom?” We did both styles, gracelessly.

“Something noisy, I think.”

“Hetero or homo?” We alternated, depending on who wanted to be noticed and who wanted to be left alone.

“Homo,” she said emphatically. “Definitely homo. We can go to that Mafia-run joint out in Bensonhurst.”

She went to the window and lifted the plastic shade and a shaft of bright and hot sunlight cut across the linoleum floor and touched my foot. A strong smell of garlic and burnt coffee wafted in on the closest thing to a breeze I’d felt that day. There was a gentle stirring in the stale air of the room as she stared out past the fire escape to the crisscross of wires and laundry lines that hovered over the gardens and statuary in the backyards — tightly packed rows of tomato plants and lush grapevines, Saint Anthony statues and Virgin Mothers in pastel-blue niches.

At that time, Nina was working for subsistence-level wages at a walk-in women’s center in Clinton Hill counseling battered wives and rape victims. She was a psychologist. Or, as she often reminded me, almost a psychologist. She’d completed her course work at a clinical psych program out on Long Island and had been attempting to finish her dissertation for over a year. Her subject was the relationship between class background and identification with feminist politics and the perceptions of self-blame in female victims of violent crime. I’m paraphrasing, but that was the gist of it. Among other things, Nina identified herself as a feminist. She was always trying to reconcile her politics with her psychoanalytic training, and I thought the whole conflict was limiting her ability to get anything done in either field. But I’ve never had faith in politics or psychology so I kept my mouth shut.

She let the shade drop against the sill and folded her arms across her chest as if she were suddenly chilled. “Oh, God,” she sighed, “what are we going to do about this baby business?”

I cleared my throat and straightened up on my chair. Nina and I included each other in all of our daily travails, but in this case I was only too eager to assert my complete lack of responsibility. I’ve never had anything to do with the propagation of the race. “Have you told Howard yet?” I asked.

“Howard?” She started to laugh, a little hysterically, I thought. “Howard? Why on earth would I tell Howard?”

“Well,” I said priggishly, “he is the father, isn’t he?”

“‘The father.’ It sounds so serious. Of course he’s ‘the father,’ George. Who else would be ‘the father’? You’d know if there was another candidate for ‘the father.’ But I don’t tell him everything. I don’t tell him every move I make. I don’t report to Howard each time I go shopping at Key Food. There are some things I don’t tell Howard.” She was ranting. “I just found out about this this afternoon and I haven’t had time to think. I haven’t had time to consider it at all. I certainly don’t need Howard confusing the issue. You know how opinionated he is.”

“I’d forgotten. Pretend I didn’t mention it.”

“Anyway,” she said looking up shyly, “I wanted to tell you first.”

She stood there surrounded by the yellow light leaking in around the edges of the shade and shrugged wearily, and I felt my chest collapse in on my lungs. I got up from behind the arrangement of packing crates and plywood we used as a table, nearly knocking the whole mess on the floor, and put my arms around her. I was obviously the kind of person who could offer a friend in need nothing more substantive than half a fried-egg sandwich.

“I’m sorry, Nina,” I said. “I’m a jerk, that’s all. You know what a jerk I am.”

“Don’t get on that track, Georgie.”

“It’s true. I’m an inconsiderate heel. I just thought of myself first as usual. I didn’t even ask you how pregnant you are.” “Seven weeks,” she said softly.

I don’t know why, but I was cheered by that. It sounded so minor and insignificant. “But that’s nothing. Seven weeks isn’t bad at all.”

“You’re right,” she said, laying her head on my shoulder, “seven weeks isn’t bad at all.”

•   •   •

WHEN I said I’d never had anything to do with the propagation of the race, I didn’t mean to imply I’m not interested in children. Most of my waking hours were, in fact, spent with five-year-olds. I was teaching kindergarten at an Episcopalian-affiliated school in Manhattan which catered to the underprivileged children of the Upper East Side’s young professional two-income families struggling to get by on a hundred and fifty thousand a year. It was a good teaching job—I was making close to twelve grand—but no one really considers teaching kindergarten a suitable job for a twenty-six-year-old male. People often responded with empathy and concern when I told them what I did for a living, as if they felt sorry for my lack of ambition, as if it weren’t by choice that I spent my days mopping up vomit and blowing soap bubbles or whatever it was they imagined I did.

As Nina and I were getting dressed to go out dancing, I recounted the day’s events for her. She was always interested in my students and their families due to her fascination with the pathological, and besides, she obviously needed some distraction to take her mind off her pregnancy. I told her that, among minor disasters like the school director testing the boiler at noon when the temperature outside was ninety (an exaggeration, but she loved stories that proved the ineptness of authority figures), Melissa, the woman I co-taught with, had gravely insulted one of our students when he quizzed her on the significance of the Feast of the Assumption.

“Feast of the Assumption?” Nina called from her room. “What kind of a question is that for a five-year-old to ask?”

“Well, his parents are breaking up. The father’s Jewish and the mother’s Catholic, and I think she’s trying to convert the kid before the divorce goes through. He knows the religious holidays inside and out. Anyway, Melissa told him she couldn’t keep track of all those martyrs ascending and descending as if they were on an escalator at Macy’s. I think Clifford had a crise de foi. He was inconsolable. We had to call his mother to come pick him up.”

“That’s Melissa’s fault,” Nina shouted to me. “You don’t think she’s on drugs, do you?”

“Oh, no,” I called back. “Melissa’s too inconsistent to have a drug habit. Anyway she’s usually very considerate of the kids. I think she was done in by the heat.”

Nina wandered into my room looking dazed and vigorously beautiful. She was wearing a tight black skirt and an ancient peach-colored blouse made of deteriorating silk. Despite the fact that I’d seen her every day for over fourteen months, I’d never quite gotten over my amazement at how beautiful she was. There was a flawlessness to her features I found captivating at certain times and infuriating at others. I alternated between marveling at her and feeling she’d unfairly received more than her share of good looks. Her efforts at dressing up all her secondhand clothes to look as if they’d been designed expressly for her was another quirk that raised skeptical eyebrows among her political friends.

“What happened when the mother came in?” she asked, toying with a sash she’d tied around her waist.

“Another disaster. I think the woman’s losing her mind. She started lecturing Melissa on the breakup of the American family, when she’s the one getting divorced. Poor Melissa’s not even married. Just because she has red hair she wears in a crew cut, parents think she’s immoral. And the mother is in therapy, Nina. She’s been in therapy for years now and she just gets crazier.”

She ignored me and leaned toward the mirror over my bureau and examined her face. “Do I look like I’m falling apart?”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “You look like a cross between a Polish peasant and a Scandinavian film star.”

It was the combination of her delicate blond hair, her light blue eyes, her wide cheekbones, her excessive use of eye makeup, and her natural Infant of Prague complexion. Even the extra pounds she carried around looked great on her; they filled her out to a flawless voluptuousness you never see on those pale models who get paid a thousand dollars a day for refusing nourishment.

I put on a turquoise shirt I often tried on but had never had the bad taste or courage to wear out of the house. “Don’t you think my face looks grotesquely florid in this color?” I asked.

“You’re being ridiculous,” she said, fastening and unfastening the top buttons of her blouse.

“Like an alcoholic’s face.” I took off the shirt and tossed it on the pile beside my bed. “I must have had a fever when I bought that thing.”

She pulled the blouse out of her skirt and tied the ends together in a knot at her waist. “I thought you said Joley gave you that shirt.”

Joley was the man through whom we’d met, a man I’d lived with for close to a year.

“You’re right, Nina, he did. When you’re right you’re right, and you’re right. I must have forgotten.”

“I doubt it, George. That’s my professional opinion.”

I changed into a navy blue jersey with a hole under one arm and a pair of jeans which, like every pair of pants I own, were baggy in the rear end. Generally I look much better in dark colors than loud, cheerful ones; they blend with my coloring and my personality. From my mother I inherited brown eyes, pale skin, and heavy eyebrows that grow close together in the middle. From my father I inherited unmanagable black hair, a long, narrow nose, an absence of buttocks, and a tendency toward maudlin ruminations. I’m no one’s idea of handsome, but in the right clothes and the right light I can look stylish in a disheveled, vulnerable sort of way. I think I’m most attractive to towering men with loud voices who like to throw their weight around. Just my type, in other words.

•   •   •

BY the time Nina and I had finished dressing, we were overheated and exhausted. The sweat stains under the arms of her peach blouse looked like bruises. I went to the refrigerator and took out an open bottle of beer and a bowl of tomatoes our downstairs neighbor had brought up from her garden.

“Don’t start eating or we’ll never get out of here,” she said as she came into the kitchen. She rummaged around the shelves, filled a bowl with Cheerios and powdered milk and ran it under the tap. “And listen, if Howard calls, tell him I’m not here. Tell him I went to the movies. You better say it was a double feature and I won’t be in till late.”

“He isn’t going to let me off that easily, Nina. He’ll quiz me for hours.”

“I know, but I can’t face talking to him tonight. You don’t mind lying for me this once, do you?”

We took our snacks into the living room and spread out on the sofa. I actually don’t like tomatoes very much, but, next to popcorn, they’re the best excuse around for eating immoderate amounts of salt, which is my favorite food. My technique is to dunk the tomato into a little dish of Morton’s and then eat it like an apple. Nina shuddered every time she saw me take a bite—as if her cereal and powdered milk was so appetizing. She was in the middle of a battered Pocket Book edition of a mystery novel from the fifties with a picture of a naked woman wrapped in a Mexican blanket on the front cover. “Four Gorgeous Gals,” it promised, “And Each of Them Spelled TROUBLE.” This was Nina’s kind of book-cheap sexist thrillers people gave away at stoop sales or threw out with the newspaper. As she sat reading she’d occasionally laugh aloud, give a cry of outrage and toss the book across the room in disgust, then hurry to retrieve it and find her place. I went into a stupor against her shoulder, my blood pressure soaring from the salt.

At ten o’clock the phone rang. Nina didn’t stir.

“I’ll bet school was absolute hell today, George, with all this heat.”

It was Howard. Howard never began a phone conversation with anything as mundane as “hello.”

“It wasn’t the best day,” I said, “but at least it ended. How are you doing, Howie?”

“Me? Great, George. Well, not great, but, you know… fine. So school was really okay?” Howard was committed to the idea of men being involved in child care. He saw my job as a profoundly political act, a contribution to the future of American society. I loved him for his misguided faith in me. “Things are really fine?”

“Sure, Howie. You’d know otherwise.”

“I guess you’re right. Listen, George, I don’t want to cut this off, but let me talk to the Butterbean, will you?”

“The Butterbean isn’t in. She went out. She went to a movie. I don’t think she’ll be back for a while.”

“Oh? What movie?”

“I don’t remember. Something in the neighborhood, something you’ve already seen. I’m sure you’re the one who suggested she see it, that much I remember.” Howard was so competitive he couldn’t stand the thought of someone, Nina in particular, seeing a movie or reading a book or eating in a restaurant he himself hadn’t experienced. He was happiest accompanying people to movies he’d already seen so he could sit and prod the person next to him and announce “a really great scene” that was about to come on. He was always dragging Nina and me to some restaurant he’d discovered a few days earlier only to despondently inform us the food wasn’t as good as the last time he’d been there and the service had gone downhill already. “Listen, Howard, I have to go. I’m making pancakes and I don’t want them to burn.”

“Well wait, wait a minute. Hold on for just a minute.” I heard a rustling of newspaper from the other end of the line and then the receiver banged to the floor. “Sorry, George. Okay, here we are… wait… it wasn’t that new French movie about the mental institution, was it?”

“I don’t think so. You know Nina hates to read subtitles.”

“True, true, but maybe it’s dubbed. I can call the theater.”

“I really have to go, Howard. I can see the pancakes smoking right now. You know how they bubble and dry out and then they start to smoke?”

“Just one more second. Was it that new teenage science-fiction picture about the atomic cow?”

“Atomic cow? I doubt it.”

“‘;Doubt it.’ We’ll check it off as a maybe. What kind of mood was she in? Maybe we can figure it out that way?”

Howard Lechter was a lawyer at a legal aid office in Manhattan who spent his days huddled over his desk writing criminal appeal briefs for juvenile delinquents. He took out his frustrated urge to badger a witness on the stand by cross-examining his friends in classic television courtroom style.

“I mean, if she was in a gay mood… I’m sorry, George, I meant happy… if she was in a happy mood she wouldn’t go to that fifteen-hour German thing and if she was depressed…” He was struck silent by the thought. Howard worshipped Nina. “Was she depressed? I wonder if she was depressed and that’s why she went to the movies alone. She did go by herself, didn’t she? Don’t tell me if she didn’t, it’s none of my business. Maybe she’s angry with me and that’s why she’s depressed. I wonder what I did this time to get her angry?”

When I finally got off the phone I put on one of Nina’s Connie Francis albums and jazzed around on the living-room floor for a while to try and remind her of the reason we’d spent an hour getting dressed. It was useless: Four Gorgeous Gals had her rapt attention. I crumpled on the sofa with a New Yorker and read the ten thousandth installment of someone’s Third World childhood. An hour later the phone rang again. This time it was my friend Timothy.

“Where the hell have you been, George? I just got a call from Rudy who’s been standing in front of the Waverly for the past two hours waiting for you to show up.”

“If he was worth meeting, Timothy, he would have met someone else by now. Look,” I said, lowering my voice so Nina couldn’t hear me, “I had an emergency at home and I couldn’t go anywhere, much less to a movie with someone desperate enough to agree to a blind date.”

“You’re hopeless, George. I just want you to know that. I set up something nice for you, go out of my way to set up something nice for you, and you blow it off. You do everything possible to avoid having a social life.”

“I don’t have the wardrobe for a social life. It’s not my fault.”

“I just called to tell you you’re hopeless.”

•   •   •

AROUND one o’clock, Nina read the last page of her mystery, gave a final cry of indignation and threw the book across the room once and for all.

“I don’t know why I bother,” she said, remorse wrinkling her forehead. “Did you really have your heart set on dancing?”

“I’ll get over it. You’re too exhausted to go anywhere, Nina.” It might have been my imagination, but her face looked suddenly careworn.

“I feel like a wreck. Motherhood is taking its toll on me already.” Motherhood!

“Just get some sleep and you’ll be fine,” I said. Someone in the history of the human race must have slept off a pregnancy.

She went off to her room where she’d no doubt collapse on her bed fully clothed until I banged on her door in the morning. Nina had an immunity to alarm clocks; she set hers every night and then slept through the racket in the morning. Fortunately I’m an insomniac, so it worked out all right.

Motherhood. The word had a new, ominously personal meaning that made it sound heavy and alive, a word of power and complexity and several more syllables than I’d realized.

I stretched out on the sofa with a pillow under my head and listened to the train groaning over a bridge two neighborhoods away. A romantic salsa melody poured in from one of the windows across the backyard. I felt myself getting melancholy, as if I’d drunk too much cheap brandy. I gladly would have drunk too much cheap brandy if we’d had any on hand. I shut off the light behind my head and closed my eyes, imagining myself in San Juan in a seedy hotel room with a ceiling fan that didn’t work. The hot, humid air was a stew of misleading sounds.

Summer was beginning to linger on too long, making the trees and gardens look unhappily overgrown, even in Brooklyn. I always look forward to autumn and the relief of Eastern Standard Time and, lying on the sofa listening to the sounds of the night, I yearned for a change in the season, an end to the heat. Who knew what could happen in the heat? Who knew what the distant sirens forbode?

•   •   •

HOURS later I jolted awake to the sound of a car alarm blaring in the street. The sky outside the window was a sickly shade of orange, saturated with the city’s electric lights and the glow of the approaching dawn. I’d been dreaming of a baby trapped in its crib, crying out for food, wailing in a hideous voice that now sounded suspiciously like the car alarm. My jersey was bunched up under my arms and I was sweating.

Motherhood!

My impulse was to get up and run down the stairs to the street and keep going. But I was too sunk in lassitude to even go to my bedroom. “You’re being ridiculous, George,” I mumbled aloud. I rummaged around on the floor until I found an unfinished crossword puzzle and a pencil. It’s a myth that only organized people can find something when they need it. Joley was the most organized person I’ve ever met and he could never find a thing when he wanted it, a problem Nina and I never had.

I turned on the light behind me and wrestled with an incomprehensible list of crossword clues, trying to concentrate, trying to block out thoughts of Joley and motherhood and romantic salsas and city-bound trains passing fitfully in the distance, but the car alarm kept wailing in the street, crying out and reminding me of something I wanted to push out of my brain for the moment. There was nothing to do but stare out the window and wait for morning.
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BEFORE I moved in with Nina fourteen months earlier I’d met her twice and been to Brooklyn only once. I should have thanked Robert Joley for introducing us, no matter how awkward the circumstances of the introduction. No relationship is perfect but the fact that my calamitously imperfect relationship with Joley led directly to Nina’s door made up for an abundance of wrongs.

I was twenty-four when I met Joley. I’d just moved to New York to study for a master’s in history at Columbia and was living on a loan-padded bank account in a large and filthy apartment in Washington Heights. The first time I saw him across the room at a student-faculty get-together I’m sure I turned away or dropped something; he had exactly the kind of intimidating good looks I found irresistible in my masochistic youth.

I’d like to pretend some powerful intellectual drive propelled me toward graduate school, but the truth is I’d been working for over a year at an inner city day-care center in Boston and was tired of my job and the city, which I’d lived in or around most of my life. I couldn’t think of a better way to fund a move than with the assistance of government loans. And New York seemed the likeliest place to go because I was convinced everybody ended up there at some point in life anyway, and I figured I should get it out of the way while I still had the energy.

I went to the Columbia party dressed in a sharkskin suit I’d bought on the street on the Lower East Side, a paisley tie, and a pair of highly polished shoes I’d borrowed from a neighbor. The minute I walked into the plush lounge with its impressive view of Harlem, I realized how off base I was in choosing that outfit, not to mention that course for my life. The room was glutted with a crowd of casually dressed intellectuals devouring each other with condescending smiles. The conversations I overheard in my beeline for the bar revolved around academic journals I’d never read and a cast of celebrity historians the students were apparently on intimate terms with.

When a short, freckled woman standing behind me in the line for the bar asked me what I was studying, I was so intimidated I covered my name tag and quickly told her I wasn’t a student. “I’m on the security staff,” I said. “I was hired to make sure no one jumps out those windows over there. There’s a very high suicide rate in this department.”

She pushed her glasses against her freckles and dryly said, “Oh, really? That’s interesting.”

“Yes, it’s the constant contact with the tragedy of human history—one mistake following the next and no one learning a damned thing from any of it.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to call you over if I get the urge to jump.”

I quickly made my way to a remote corner with two vodka and tonics and tried to look bored or inconspicuous. I’d finished one drink and was chomping on the ice cubes when I spotted Joley. He was talking to another teacher, gesticulating dramatically and tossing back his head with humorless laughter. He was just tall enough to stand above most of the people in the room without looking towering and mutant. He had thick silky black hair and a carefully shaggy romantic beard. His best features, however, were his emerald-green eyes which, even across the room, blazed with the kind of fierce intensity I usually associate with the eyes of religious fanatics and mass murderers. He caught me staring at him and stared back in an amused, relaxed way. Here, I thought, was a man who knew how to accept a compliment.

Eventually he made his way to my corner, read my name tag and stuck out his hand.

“George Mullen? How do you do? I’m Robert Joley. I’m your adviser this year. I was hoping I’d see you here. You never know who you’ll get a chance to meet at these damned things.” He said “damned” the way someone would say “nuisance” to describe a five-million-dollar inheritance.

I mumbled a barely audible hello and started on my second vodka and tonic.

“Actually, George, I just finished reading through your transcript this afternoon. Now let me see if I’ve got this right—” He put a hand to his forehead with staged precision. “You’ve recently moved here from Boston. Correct?”

“About a month ago,” I said.

“Oh, I do love Boston,” he said. “It’s so much more civilized than New York. I’d move to Boston in a minute if I had the opportunity.”

It was the kind of comment I was always hearing from people who’d sooner have a kidney removed than leave Manhattan. I couldn’t tell from Joley’s accent if he was a born New Yorker. His voice was curiously flat and toneless, as if he’d had speech lessons or was an anchorman on network news.

“Boston’s pretty,” I said, “but New York is much more exciting.” I’d found nothing exciting in the filth and confusion of those parts of the city I’d been able to afford to visit in the past month. The subway, for example.

“Everything’s exciting at a certain age,” he said magnanimously.

I was curious to know what age that was but I didn’t ask. I tugged at my hideous tie and the sleeves of my suit jacket to try and appear a bit more at ease.

“Now, I don’t believe I know specifically what it is you’ll be studying, George.”

As a matter of fact, neither did I. I was interested in history primarily because I enjoy a good story but I hadn’t focused on a particular period or topic. I wasn’t, however, about to tell this to my adviser and make a bad impression right off. “Lately,” I said, “I’ve been reading a lot on the unreformed public schools of Victorian England.” I’d just read a review of a book on Eton in the Sunday Times. “I think I’m becoming obsessed with the subject. It has me enthralled.”

“Oh, fantastic, George. I happen to know quite a bit about that. Fascinating.” He stepped in closer to me and said, in a low voice, “In Tom Jones, Fielding calls the public schools ‘the nurseries of all vice and immorality.’”

“I didn’t know that,” I said. He’d quoted mellifluously, and his breath, which smelled faintly of something antiseptic, washed against my neck, but the quote was from Joseph Andrews, not Tom Jones. “I’ll have to look it up.”

“Why bother looking it up? I just told you.” He smiled at his generosity and said, “I like your tie.”

“I like your beard,” I said.

The minute the words were out of my mouth I started praying for an earthquake. One of his colleagues called him off to the other side of the room and I rushed for another pair of drinks. After an hour of solitude, riveted to the floor in my desolate corner, I made a contract with myself: I could leave the party if, and only if, I introduced myself to one person. I’d often made contracts with the kids at the day-care center—they could play at the sink if they stopped beating up on their friends, that kind of thing—and the tactic seemed appropriate in this case.

I picked out a man standing by the window dressed in a Lacoste shirt and cordovan loafers who seemed compatible with my sexual preference if nothing else. I went and stood next to him for a minute or two and then said in a drunken, conspiratorial whisper, “So, do you think we’re the only two in the room?”

He turned his face toward me so slowly I thought for a minute he might have a neurobiological disorder. “The only two what, may I ask?” he said.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you were Irish. It was just a guess, a hunch, if you know what I mean. Great to meet you.”

My peers were leaving in small chatty groups, most accompanied by a doddering teacher holding court. I walked out of the lounge thinking I had no choice but to admit defeat and quit school immediately, before the first day began.

•   •   •

IN fact, I stayed for almost six months before I dropped out. I even attended most of my classes. These were a randomly chosen sampling of lectures and seminars taught by professors who seemed bored to their immobile lower jaws from constantly reliving the past. To my own surprise I developed an active interest in the Victorian public schools. I read everything I could uncover on the subject and wrote one brilliant paper on Melly’s masterful and misleadingly titled work The Experiences of a Fag. Well, I thought it was brilliant anyway.

I also managed to recoup some of the social losses I’d suffered with my fellow students at the get-together party, mostly by limiting my conversation outside of classes to the one subject that threatened no one—third-rate contemporary American movies. Of course, even then I was careful never to mention a film with any historical content lest someone perk up with an analysis of the liberties the director had taken with the material. The neurobiologically disordered person I’d accosted at the party turned out to be as I’d suspected. He was also Irish. For a few weeks we carried on a despairingly pointless affair. Cameron (his chosen, not given, name) had two interests in life: one was to attempt to prove the efficacy of conciliatory politics in social movements throughout American history, and the other was to suppress his homosexual impulses and marry his mother’s best friend’s daughter back in Chillicothe, Missouri. Unfortunately I couldn’t talk him out of either concern.

Although I wasn’t miserable, by February I realized I didn’t have the intellectual curiosity necessary to sustain years of research and study, and I sank into a feeling of bored purposelessness.

There was also something in the privilege and status of being a student that I feared was eating away at my character. No one who can choose to sleep until noon every day has ever developed a strong moral fiber. I figured I’d be better off working at a paying job than falling asleep in the overheated classrooms and dimly lit libraries of Columbia. I started to read the notices on the billboards around campus, and my attendance at classes lapsed. In other words, I chose to sleep until noon most days.

The problem in finding a job was that I wasn’t trained in much of anything besides day-care, I lacked even the most rudimentary office skills, and I wasn’t yet desperate enough to sign on with a fast-food chain.

Then, after weeks of fruitless, halfhearted looking, my escape route came unexpectedly while I was studying at a table in the Law School library and was roused from my stupor by two lawyers-to-be with loud, courtroom voices. One woman—a humanities professor going back for the big-money degree, I later found out— was complaining to her friend that on top of exams coming up and her personal life falling apart, a co-teacher at her daughter’s kindergarten had just quit his job, giving the director of the school only five days notice.

“Poor Mr. Simmons is frantic,” she said. “You can imagine how hard it is to find a decent replacement on such short notice.”

Her friend, a young woman with seven gold studs poked through her left ear, said, “What’s the big deal? Saint Michael’s is a private school. They can get teachers at the drop of a hat, I’m sure.”

“Not male kindergarten teachers. You can’t find good male kindergarten teachers that easily.”

“Yeah, maybe not. I wonder what kind of man would want a job like that?”

The kind of man who was sitting across from them, hanging on every word. In Boston I’d worked with a Rainbow Coalition of kids of unwed mothers in an afternoon program, and technically I hadn’t “taught” at all. Still, I figured I could bridge the gaps easily enough if I acted fast.

I called the woman I’d worked for at the day-care center and asked her to write a glowing, vague letter of recommendation. This, along with a beefed-up and equally vague résumé, I sent to Mr. Simmons himself. A few days later his secretary called me to set up an interview.

I went to the school wearing a tweed sport jacket, new blue jeans and a slightly frayed white shirt—clothes I hoped would announce an attention to personal hygiene but a willingness to get dirtied with poster paints.

Mr. Simmons was a tall man in his mid-forties with gray hair and a kindly, confused manner. He had an elongated face, big round eyes, big white teeth, teacup-handle ears, and a shine of hopefulness on his forehead. He offered me a seat as if it were a one-way ticket to eternal youth and then exhausted himself talking about the school and the students and the parents and the salary scale. He acted as if I were interviewing him. By the time he got around to asking me questions he was visibly worn down.

“So, Mr. Mullen, you’ve been studying education at Columbia.”

“Yes, that’s right.” In a way it was.

“Wonderful school, Columbia. We’ve had some wonderful teachers come here from Columbia. I taught a few courses there myself, oh, three or five years ago. Gosh! What a bright bunch. Did you have many classes with Ellen Gristley?”

“The name’s familiar.”

“She’s a wonderful person. A wonderful person and a real teacher’s teacher. And a great lady, too.”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”

“You’ve done some interesting work with children, George. I’ll confess I hadn’t heard of the school you taught at in Boston, but I called Miss Ramirez and had a very nice chat with her. Sunshine, is that her name?”

“Sunflower.”

“Sunflower. I had a little trouble understanding her accent, but I think I got most of what she said.”

Two days later I went back to meet with a panel of four parents. It was a lunch-hour meeting and all of them sat at the edge of their seats, turning back the cuffs of their suit jackets to check the time. What concerned them most was the reputation of the kindergarten, which would help their kids get into Brown twelve years down the road, and as the reputation was already well established, they had very little to ask me.

Mr. Simmons called me the next day to offer me a job.

•   •   •

I didn’t tell Joley, or Robert, as I called him then, I was dropping out until I approached him with a mountain of papers he had to sign to finalize the move. Aside from our initial, slightly flirtatious meeting, our relationship was detached and professional and boring. I went to his office once or twice a month and babbled about my classes, the weather, and the Etonian experiences of Mrs. Gaskell’s son, trying not to stare too longingly into his eyes. Joley would smile and nod in his handsome and smug way and ask questions, mostly about his colleagues.

“What about Dr. Peters?” he’d ask. “Isn’t he a fantastic lecturer? I hear he’s a fantastic lecturer.”

“He certainly has a presence.”

“Right, but is he… would you say he’s exceptional?”

“He’s exceptionally fantastic.”

I wasn’t fully convinced Dr. Peters was still ambulatory let alone capable of delivering a fantastic lecture, but I was eager to agree with anything Joley said. A good deal later I learned his questions were asked in the hopes I’d tell him his colleagues were a bunch of incompetents. I was always too afraid of looking like a groupie to attend any of Joley’s classes myself, but the consensus around the department regarding his classroom performance was that he was one of the best lecturers in the school.

“He’s incredible,” one of my school chums said. “You should see him in front of a room of undergrads—he has them breathing in unison. His lectures are the perfect combination of academics and gossip. From the looks on their faces, you’d think they were watching ‘Entertainment Tonight.’”

Joley seemed genuinely upset when he found out I was leaving, as if he himself were to blame. I was really touched by his reaction. He signed all the papers and then said softly, “I don’t suppose you’d let me try to talk you into tearing these up, would you?”

“Please don’t,” I said. “It took me a week to fill them out. Anyway, Robert, I’ve been thinking this over for some time now. This isn’t an impulsive move. I never make impulsive moves.”

“You sound resolute.”

“I am.”

I wasn’t. He could have talked me out of it.

He got up from behind his desk and stood in front of a window overlooking Amsterdam Avenue, starting contemplatively at the endless stream of traffic. Of course, he might have been looking at his reflection in the pane. “What will you do now, George?” he said, with a touch of melodrama in his voice.

“I’ll be spending my days with five-year-olds. I have a job teaching kindergarten across town.”

“Kindergarten?” he said with alarm. “Oh, you did that in Boston, didn’t you? I have a good mind for certain details.”

“You do. I’m flattered.”

“You must be very good with children. I imagine you to be kind and patient.”

“The truth is,” I said, “I’m a glutton for unqualified affection.”

“We won’t be seeing much of each other anymore.”

“I’ll drop by,” I said, knowing I never would.

“Is that a promise?”

“Scout’s honor.”

He stood in the doorway and watched me walk down the corridor. My winter boots squeaked mercilessly on the polished floor and I felt I was walking for miles.

“Hey, George,” he called to me. “Don’t forget: Scout’s honor.”

I held up my hand in a mockery of some signal I’d seen a uniformed boy use in a movie, turned the corner and walked down the stairs, fully expecting never to see him again.

•   •   •

I didn’t regret dropping out of Columbia, even when the kindergarten was plagued by an epidemic of head lice that lasted almost a month. (The persistence of the problem was later traced to one mother, a celebrity etiquette columnist, who refused to shampoo her child’s hair with the necessary chemicals, believing he was too well brought up to contract head lice.) I made the transition from day-care worker to teacher pretty easily. This was partially because I have an abiding respect for kids—the most important qualification for the job in the end—and partially because my co-worker, a woman named Tundra, was pathologically competent and helped smooth over my rough spots. Tundra was a round, bellicose hippie with one of those infamous bedspread wardrobes: long skirts, short dresses, wide floppy pants all cut from the same paisley-on-beige cloth, giving her the appearance of a walking sofa bed. She lashed into me with such fury at every mistake I made that I learned quickly, spurred on by terror. We spent long hours going over curriculum plans, counting rhymes, coordination games and the life cycle of the monarch butterfly. Later she had a nervous breakdown and quit her job without notice, leaving the door open for Melissa, the crew-cut redhead.

•   •   •

SOCIALLY, however, I was far more adrift in Manhattan. Meeting people has never been my forte, and, frankly, I wasn’t exactly a stellar attraction in a city with as many aspiring models as failed actors. Several years earlier I’d sought out anonymous encounters at places like the baths where social graces and an expensive wardrobe were entirely beside the point, but by the time I got to New York the baths were so closely linked in my mind with fatal disease that on the rare occasion I did go, out of loneliness and frustration, I was careful to never do anything with anyone I couldn’t as easily have done at home by myself—let alone attempt conversation.

It was at the baths that I met Joley again. It was an early spring night and the place was quiet and relatively uncrowded. In three hours I’d taken two saunas, four showers and watched an educational film on sexual risk reduction in a TV lounge where they’d formerly shown porno tapes. I decided enough was enough, made my usual vow to never return again, and headed for the locker room. I was walking down a dim corridor, my mind on an argument Tundra and I had had earlier in the day over who would bring in storybooks the following week, when I took a bad step in the ridiculous zoris I was wearing and tumbled forward. I reached out my arm to try and get my balance and slammed into the person who was walking in front of me.

He fell like a domino.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m really sorry. I tripped over something. My feet, I think. I’m a real oaf. I shouldn’t even be allowed out in public.”

The person I’d knocked down pushed himself upright and said in a familiar voice, “George Mullen?”

I peered into the darkness. “Oh, Robert, hi,” I said in a voice that might have been appropriate for greeting a friend spotted across the lobby during intermission at Carnegie Hall. “I’m a real dope. I was walking along here and I spontaneously… tripped. It’s these shoes. I got them at one of those eighty-eight-cent stores.…”

“I heard all that, George. What are you doing here?”

“Well, nothing really. Just looking. Honestly.” I helped him to his feet. He appeared a little dazed. “You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

“No, of course not. I’m just surprised to see you. I’m pleased to see you, George. I haven’t been here in over a year and I was walking past and I felt an urge to come in, for old times’ sake. Well, just to look, as you say. Anyway, I certainly didn’t expect to bump into someone I knew from school.”

His damp beard shone in the faint light and his eyes were particularly bright. Wrapped in a short white towel he looked considerably less smug and unapproachable than he’d looked behind the desk in his office. He kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other, crossing and uncrossing his arms.

“I’m sorry I haven’t dropped by to see you, Robert,” I said calmly. My brain had obviously kicked in with some heavy endorphin production. “I keep meaning to drop by but I never get a chance. To drop by.”

“You could call. That wouldn’t take too much time. You know, for about a month after you left school, I kept hoping you’d call or visit.”

“You did?”

“Oh, yes. Then—” he shrugged and folded his arms across his chest—“then I figured you just wanted to forget everything about school.”

“Well, almost everything.”

“Are you getting lots of unqualified affection at kindergarten?” “I’m getting some. I can never get enough. I think it’s a sign of insecurity.”

“George,” he interrupted me, “there’s something I want to tell you, something I’ve wanted to tell you for a while.”

I clammed up quickly.

“I think you’re adorable, George. I’ve thought you were adorable from the time I met you at that damned party.”

“No,” I said, “don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous.” He unfolded his arms and took a step in toward me and then stopped cold as if he’d suddenly turned shy.

I decided to take a chance. I put my hands on his narrow hips and kissed his mouth hard, and then we walked to the locker room together like old friends and left the place in silence.

•   •   •

THE first time I entered Joley’s apartment I was stunned by its cleanliness. I’ve never been a fan of squalor (although I’ve lived in it most of my adult life) but I do feel some dirt and clutter is a sign of depth of character. It was inconceivable to me Joley could have accumulated so few unnecessary objects in the ten years he’d been living there. The furniture looked brand-new and was all coordinated as if it had been bought in a single day from an inexpensive department store.

“That’s a beautiful sofa,” I said, pointing to a low beige piece of furniture I was sure I’d never feel clean enough to sit on.

Joley arranged one of the toss pillows meticulously. “It is nice, isn’t it?”

The apartment was a solid two-bedroom off Riverside Drive he’d been renting for ten years, since he moved to New York with his fiancée, a woman he’d met at Berkeley. He was finishing his degree then and trying to come to terms with the fact that he was infatuated with his fiancée’s younger brother.

“Bernice and I were seeing the same shrink — separately,” he told me over dinner one night. “She’d go in and complain I wouldn’t make love to her and I’d chronicle my obsession with her brother. When we finally started talking to each other instead of the shrink, we turned all our anger on him and became great friends.”

Joley never discussed his family with me or even mentioned where he was from. In my mind, his past had the same generic flatness as his accent and the furnishings in his apartment. Whenever I asked him about his parents or siblings he gave a vague answer and quickly changed the subject. “Think of me as a New Yorker,” he’d say. “Fundamentally I’m a New Yorker. We’re all New Yorkers, fundamentally. What happened in kindergarten today?” I later found out, after much prodding and insisting, that he’d grown up in surroundings he considered humiliatingly ordinary: a gray ranch house that looked exactly like hundreds of others in the middle of a middle-middle-class suburban housing project outside of Cleveland called Lawnview Hills. His parents were involved in some sort of pyramid-sales business, pushing cleaning products and vitamins.

He told me he was very close to his family, but the only time I heard him lose his cool completely was the afternoon when I walked into the apartment and found him fighting on the phone with his mother. “I told you I’m fine, Mother,” he shouted. “Everything is fine. Fine fine fine. No I’m not dating anyone. Because no one dates in New York, Mother. Maybe people still date in Lawnview, but no one dates in New York.”

•   •   •

THE one aspect of the reasonably passionate early days of our relationship which I found unsatisfactory was that we never once spent an entire night sleeping together. Joley always found excuses for getting me out of his apartment by midnight or for leaving mine (on those rare occasions he agreed to visit my Washington Heights hovel) as midnight approached. I had a number of suspicions as to why he didn’t want to spend a night with me, most of them revolving around a third person, but I never said anything until one night in June.

We’d spent most of that Friday evening sprawled on Joley’s bed and by two-thirty in the morning were sleepily lying in the refuse of our debauchery. As it was long past the midnight curfew, I assumed we’d at last be spending the night together and had drifted into semiconsciousness.

“It’s too late for you to take a subway home, George,” Joley announced suddenly, rousing me.

“I’ve done it before,” I said, always eager to prove my selflessness. “I’ve taken it later than this, too.”

“No, it’s too late and you’re too tired.”

“I like the subway, Joley, you know that.”

“No subway tonight. I’m calling you a cab.”

I propped myself up on my elbows. “A cab?”

“You know, George, those yellow things with the lights on top?”

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “I’ve seen you get into one a few times.” I rolled over his body and sat up on the edge of the mattress. “I’d rather take the subway.” I pulled on my pants. “Maybe I’ll walk home. It’s a nice night. Too bad I wasted most of it cooped up in here.”

He sat up in bed completely baffled. “What’s with you? If you want to take the subway, take the subway. I’m sorry I mentioned the cab.”

“Sure,” I said under my breath, “I’ll take the subway. At two-thirty in the morning I’ll take the subway to Washington Heights.”

“Then take a cab,” he shouted. “I’m paying!”

“You don’t have to pay me to get out of here, Joley. I’ll gladly leave for nothing.”

“Well, don’t act as if I’m throwing you out, I just offered to call a cab, that’s all.”

“Look,” I said, “maybe it would be more honest if you did throw me out. It comes to the same thing in the end and it’s been coming to the same thing in the end for two months now.” He was sitting on the bed fumbling with his pants. I saw my chance for an indignant exit. “Thanks for a nice dinner,” I said. “I’ll drop by your office sometime. Scout’s honor.”

I stormed out of his room and began to undo the locks on the front door.

“George, wait a minute. You must realize I don’t want you to leave.”

“I’d have to be a moron not to,” I said in a sarcastic tone I’d picked up from my mother. I walked out into the hall and pushed the button for the elevator.

“Please, George,” he said from the doorway.

I turned around. He was standing there with a hurt, pathetic look on his face, trying to buckle his belt. It was an expression I hadn’t seen before and I gave in to it.

“What is it, Joley?” I asked. “What’s the matter? You can tell me.”

He put his arm around me and drew me back into the apartment. He carefully arranged the toss pillows on the beige sofa and pulled me down next to him.

He told me that since he’d left his fiancée ten years earlier he’d never slept in the same bed with another person. He’d tried dozens of times, but he had some kind of psychological block.

“It’s horrible,” he said. “I can’t sleep. I start to sweat and get itchy. Sometimes I break out in hives. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

I was mortified to think Joley would turn into a sweating itchy mess merely by spending a night in the same bed with me.

“I even have trouble sleeping alone,” he said. “I have to sleep with the hummer going.”

“The hummer?”

We went into his bedroom and he pulled a perforated object the size and shape of a small hatbox from beneath the bed. He plugged it into the wall. “Listen,” he said.

The thing started to make a soft, whirring sound.

“Sounds like someone left a vacuum cleaner on in the closet,” I said. “That helps you sleep?”

“It neutralizes all the noise in the room. It’s very soothing.”

From his expression he could have been listening to a symphony. Still, his look was so odd and childlike, I was charmed. I suppose the whole truth is that I was enamored of him and thoroughly convinced that everything he did was correct and intelligent and mature and sophisticated, and I would have accepted anything short of his sleeping in a coffin. I might have accepted that, too, come to think of it.

I spent that night in Joley’s extra bedroom, sleeping fitfully. Once I got up and stood outside his door listening to the whirring of the hummer and his snoring. I toyed with the idea of quietly going in and lying beside him, but I decided it would be an unforgivable breach of trust. It was the first of many mistakes I made in the direction of self-restraint.

•   •   •

GRADUALLY my belongings drifted down from Washington Heights to the spare bedroom at Joley’s until, after a few months, I hesitantly suggested we rent a van and finish the job off. Joley hesitantly agreed. He supervised the move to make sure I didn’t bring too much clutter into his apartment and watched over me like a hawk.

“What are you doing with this old record player?” he asked, referring to the Webcor Holiday I’d been given on my eighth birthday and had been using ever since. “I have a great stereo, George. You don’t need this thing. It looks like a suitcase, not a record player.”

“I’m used to the way my records sound with this needle,” I said.

“While we’re on the subject of records, why not dump them, too. They’re all scratched and ancient. I’ve got a great collection at the apartment.”

Joley had a huge library of Deutsche Grammophon albums which were arranged on his shelves according to musical period and composer. I refused to go near his stereo. Anyway, our taste in music was widely different. Since my early teens I’d had a passion for big-band arrangements of swing tunes, female singers and vocal groups from the thirties, and the romantic crooners of the forties. I had an almost complete collection of the recordings of Martha, Vet, and Connee Boswell, something rare indeed. Joley was unimpressed.

“Clutter, George,” he said as I loaded the last of it into the van. “Just clutter and probably filled with roach eggs, too.”

We stuffed it all into the extra bedroom in towering stacks.

•   •   •

TO finalize the move to Joley’s I bought a change-of-address card and sent it to my mother. Like me, my mother has a passion for receiving mail. When I was a child, the two of us went through all the magazines that came to the house and sent away for every catalog, brochure, and 21-day free-trial product we saw. Usually we ended up tossing the junk out; finding it in the mailbox was the satisfying part. The card I sent her had a picture on the front of three mice loading a truck with dilapidated furniture. I thought it was apt. On the inside I wrote, “Hope you and Dad are fine,” and my address and phone number. My mother and I have an unspoken agreement never to discuss the details of my personal life, though a part of me longs to share them with her and I’m sure a part of her wants to know. It was simply easier for both of us to remain discreet, diffident, and unsatisfied.

A week and a half after I sent it off, my mother called me. She sounded breathless. She always sounded breathless on the phone, as if she’d run three miles to pick up the receiver, even if it was she who’d placed the call.

“George? Is George Mullen there?”

“Ma, hi, it’s me.”

“I didn’t recognize your voice, George. You sound different.” “It’s just regular old unchanged me, Ma. You sound out of breath.”

“I’m exhausted, George. Just the usual around here. Frank has been wearing me to a frazzle.”

Frank was my younger brother and only sibling, a nervous, conservative twenty-three-year-old who lived at home with my parents. He and my mother bickered like a married couple who’d been together for twenty years and he and my father spoke exclusively in traded insults as they had identical personalities. He was devoted to both of them. I was crazy about Frank despite our differences. He was amassing a small fortune doing something for a computer software firm no one in the family understood and he didn’t have the patience to explain. More than once he’d given a long, detailed description of his job only to have my mother or my father or me say, “Yes, but what do you do all day?” at which point he’d throw his hands into the air and leave the room.
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