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  To my mind, the memoir is the most problematic and unforgiving of non-fiction forms for both author and reader: To succeed it requires authenticity, unsparing honesty (but not overloaded by bathos or self-pity), near-perfect pitch, a compelling story (free of self-indulgence in conception) and, usually, a quiet sense of irony. Without those elements, tuned in harmonious balance, satisfaction eludes the tale, both for writer (as many of us have learned) and reader. My friend Jim Hart has written a remarkable and brave memoir— and he has done the most difficult work of all: used the experience of writing it to come to understand himself. In the process, the reader is the beneficiary of a beautifully wrought story of a life lived in revelation. That Jim has been a seminarian, poet, and insurance agent (and spent twenty years married to Carly Simon) contributes to the fact.


  Struggle, of course, is at the heart of memoir, at least the great ones. Without it—and the ability to stare fear in the face, including the defeats and to find meaning therein—the spine of the project collapses.


  For many years, I was witness to parts of Jim Hart’s stunning and harrowing tale, so wonderfully told in these pages. And then one day I wasn’t. He disappeared. Twelve months later, I got a phone call from Jim. He had been living a secret life. I was surprised—and then I wasn’t. “A twelve-step program guru with twenty-one years of sobriety,” as he writes, he had turned to crack cocaine to stop the pain—but not the revelation.


  “I had been a bit of a magician in the lives of many people and yet I had lost the magic myself. I had delivered the deep belief I had in recovery to them, and they had watched me deal with my own addiction, my son’s handicap, my loses, and my unusual life around fame, and now, in spite of my best efforts, I had lost the battle.”


  There are two other characters who define the arc of this narrative: Carly, the singer, Jim’s wife for twenty years when he disappeared; and, even more so, Eamon Hart, his beloved son from a previous marriage (to another marvelous woman) born with a serious seizure disorder that resulted in profound disabilities. Jim’s love for Eamon, and Eamon’s for his father, is the touchstone of Jim Hart’s life—and his story. And the gift of revelation.


  Lucky Jim is not a clichéd or sentimental book. It looks unsparingly, doesn’t blink. It’s not a book of answers but rather the response to a complex man in a truly complicated life, and how he barely survived it.


  This is not a father and son story, but it is. This is not a spiritual story, but it is. This is not an addiction story, but it is, not the story of parenting a disabled child, but it is, not the story of fame, but it is, not the story of gay and straight…. but it is. As Edna O’Brien has noted, Jim is a “serious and observant witness of the amazing narrative of [his own] life.” It is a life that has never strayed far from goodness (though the narrator might sometimes argue otherwise) even as it has rubbed against hellish circumstance.


  Happily for the reader, Jim is capable of expressing matters in both lyrical and plainspoken voice, a tough trick. Ultimately, his is a memoir about love and the nature of love.


  The best memoirs take us on a journey of pursuit and struggle and passion—to find oneself. From the train ride of the opening Chapter, Jim Hart’s “Lucky Jim.” rivets the reader as it hurtles down the track: There is grace, crack, straight sex, gay sex, bold-face names, heartbreak, and triumph in almost impossible circumstances—the kind of life-stuff that suggests we are in for a major ride, and then delivers. Throughout, the character of the author and the indelible portraits of those he loves most—difficult and beautiful characters all—carry a rare and special tale along a breathtakingly perilous route. At its destination, we emerge much the luckier—and inspired—for having been aboard. And there is revelation.


  —Carl Bernstein


  C  H  A  P  T  E  R


  O  N  E
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  I HAD TAKEN THIS trip so many times, it felt as if I should be collecting the tickets. I first rode the New York Central when they still had those elegant old trains like the Lake Shore and the Twentieth Century Limited. The train disappeared, and a moment later light swept across the Hudson. It reemerged gleaming: a silver ribbon speeding up the eastern bank of the river.


  I wasn’t going to make this trip at all, but Alannah, my ex-wife, insisted. She had badgered me all week until I agreed. Eamon, our son, was going to be in an equestrian event for handicapped kids in Chatham, New York, near Hudson, thirty miles southeast of Albany.


  It had been ten years, and I still couldn’t handle his disability and its worst symptom. It often began with a moan, followed by Oh No! but mostly it began in silence. Around three in the morning, the first spasm would begin, and all I could do was hold him. I prayed to God and anyone I thought I knew in a heaven that didn’t exist, or I would curse at Him, screaming, You mother fucker, but no one ever seemed to hear. I held Eamon and told him how much I loved him. With each jerk of his body, I tried to remind myself that this was not about me. It wasn’t just the seizures that were so difficult; it was everything. The last time I had him, as the door of my Stuyvesant Town apartment closed, he’d ripped off his pants to reveal that his underwear and thighs were smeared in his own shit. It took all my strength to hold him under the spray of the shower. He wasn’t fond of forced cleanliness. Next came giving him an enema to avoid a repeat of the accident. Then he sat on the toilet and unloaded, and I listened as he gleefully shouted, Poopies! His forced laughter accompanied each splash, and I smiled for his sake, but I couldn’t stand seeing him so debased.


  He barely spoke. There were some nouns but hardly ever a verb, and he was ten years old. He could never tell me what he was thinking or feeling: the hardest part of caring for him. When nervous, he would place his hand below his nose and rapidly move it back and forth. The gesture evoked the state of a large injured crane moving its wing, yet unable to fly. He would never take flight, and I couldn’t bear the energy expended on his behalf. In the end, he would still be severely handicapped: an injured bird ever flapping.


  He always carried a toddler’s toy that made realistic farmyard sounds. With a pull on the cord, a plastic arrow would spin in a circle. Various animals were depicted on the circumference, and whatever animal the arrow pointed to would make a sound: the cow would moo, the pig oink, and the sheep baa. During his visits, all Eamon wanted was to play with this toy, but he couldn’t pull the string himself. If he could, I would have put him in the bedroom, closed the door and let him spin away. Instead, I was held captive weekend after weekend by endless hours of mooing, oinking, neighing, barking, meowing, and bleating. Every time I tried to rest, he would plead with me and use one of his few verbs: spin.


  Just when I thought I would lose all control, when I thought I couldn’t take another second, he would cross the room, loop his arm around my neck and say, I love you Daddy Jim. He would break my heart in two or three new places and allow me to go on.


  Alannah picked me up at the Hudson station, and we drove through the rolling hills of Columbia County. I felt my usual apprehensions, but because I was only staying for a couple of hours, I didn’t have to worry about being alone with Eamon for the entire weekend. I inhaled deeply when I saw him, to steel myself. His handicaps took precedence over everything, and I would have to abandon my construction of the world and enter his reality of tedium and mindless repetition.


  By the time we arrived at the stables, he was already seated on a large black horse. He wore jodhpurs, a turtleneck, and a black-velvet riding helmet. He looked handsome and relaxed, and his problems weren’t easily detected up there. As I approached, he said, Hi Dad! Who’s here? He laughed and covered his mouth, as if a strange creature might emerge. He waited a second and then repeated, Hi Dad! Who’s here? I looked up and shouted, Eamon’s here. He clapped his hands frantically, as if to say, You should be really proud of me. It didn’t matter that a guide was leading him around the ring.


  For the first time I had something I could hold onto. It felt as if most of my life with him had been spent feeding him, cleaning him, giving him enemas, or holding him while he flailed and convulsed.


  The few hours passed quickly. Alannah and I were in no rush to let go of this feeling. We lingered and chatted about other things: her other children, our parents, work, and our latest loves and how they were treating us. Eamon sat with us on a tiny mound at the edge of a field, pulling clumps of grass out of the ground and throwing them in the air. With each toss, he laughed and shouted, Look what I did! I reached out and started pulling clumps of grass and tossed them up imitating him, Look what I did! We laughed and laughed and repeated it until it was time to drive back to the Hudson train station.


  As I crossed the waiting room after buying my ticket, I heard Hey Jim. The deep bass belonged to a guy named Jake, whom I knew from Twelve Step meetings in New York. When I turned, I saw Jake and a tall, striking woman standing in the middle of the small station. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and it felt as if the other twenty or so people in the station couldn’t either. They all seemed to be either staring directly at her or sneaking sideways glances. She was tall and her legs were sheathed in skintight black Lycra pedal pushers with large white polka dots. They clung to the contours of her finely muscled legs. Her rhinestone Mickey Mouse belt buckle and high-top iridescent gold sneakers made what should have looked lascivious appear whimsical.


  As Jake introduced us, she turned her head toward me. She wore one finely crafted silver and gold earring that dangled halfway down the right side of her long and supple neck.


  The introduction was clumsy.


  Jake said, Jim this is Carly.


  He smiled in a somewhat mischievous way. I noticed that Alannah, who was usually friendly and informal, acted a bit stiff. It took a moment for them to understand about Eamon. He seemed fairly normal, until his echoing speech pattern gave him away. He quickly repeated Hi how ya doin’? It made for an awkward moment until she grasped something of the situation.


  As the train to New York pulled into the station, she embraced Jake, and nodded toward the three of us, Nice to meet you. Then she walked outside to board. I said goodbye to Alannah, Jake, and Eamon, and hurried through three or four cars looking for her. I found her in the last one, perched in a four-seater with her long legs on the opposite cushion. She was reading and already seemed thoroughly engrossed. She looked up, hesitated, and in a deep, inviting alto asked, Would you like to sit down?


  The trees outside the train windows colored her face with sunlight and shadow, and her azure eyes changed to green, depending on the light. Her nose stretched wide, exotic and catlike. It would have been her face’s most prominent feature had it not been for her mouth with its lush red lips.


  She held up the book she was reading: Catherine the Great, by Henri Troyat.


  Perfect! I had taken a two-semester course at Siena in Russian history. I thought I might impress her, but as she stared at me, I could only think of Rasputin and the myth of Catherine and the horse. I bit my tongue.


  Truth is, I don’t remember too much about Russian History.


  It’s the most romantic biography I’ve ever read.


  She launched into a short course on Catherine and her many lovers, including the story of a lady in waiting who tested Catherine’s men to see if they “measured up.” She completed her précis with a description of Potem-kin villages. They were façades, Hollywood sets that Potemkin erected along the Dnieper River to impress Catherine and her guests, façades with nothing behind them.


  Jake says he knows you from the program.


  No one, without my permission, was supposed to tell anyone else. I told her as much, and she began to apologize profusely.


  Oh, Jake and I are best friends, we tell each other everything. He also said you’re very eloquent and that you’ve helped a lot of people in recovery and he.…


  I forgave his indiscretion as I heard the compliments. He had provided her with lots of info in the short time it had taken me to buy my ticket.


  He’s in the program, very eloquent, helps a lot of people, and, “he’s major, major” which was the phrase she would most remember.


  The train began to move.


  My son has a seizure disorder: infantile myoclonic seizures.


  Oh, I’m so sorry. What caused it?


  No one knows. It is an idiopathic diagnosis, which means the symptom describes the affliction.


  Eamon’s image atop the horse, in his jodhpurs and black-velvet riding helmet, powerfully lingered. A long-stuck valve seemed to open, and I felt a rush of heat around my heart. I told the story, carefully including all the heart-wrenching details: holding him at six months old as he seized fifty times a day; holding him helplessly, knowing that each seizure inflicted more brain damage; never any answers, always just holding him, and Eamon unable to speak, walk, or even sit upright.


  Was that his mother I just met?


  Yes, my ex-wife Alannah.


  For the first forty-five minutes, she barely got in a word. After Eamon, I went through the marriage’s ending, including the description of my wife running off with a bagpiper. Then I conducted a brief tour of my alcoholism and its effect on everything. It gave me an entree into my family and my father’s alcoholism and violence.


  When did you start drinking?


  Sixteen, in the seminary.


  The seminary?


  I described a mysterious world: a place of rituals, rules, and solemn vows that no longer existed, a chimera that may have saved my life. I even shared that I had a bump below my kneecap from too much kneeling. I lifted the right leg of my green Henry Lehr slacks, the only designer item I owned, and showed her my knee. See?


  She smiled and, I thought, blushed a tiny bit.


  Everything tumbled easily forward.


  I sell insurance.


  Really?


  Yes, there are actually a lot of smart people in the insurance business, I’m also a writer. I’m trying to write a novel. William Kennedy is helping me.


  A layer of complexity: throwing in Kennedy implied competence.


  But I’m really a poet by nature.


  Then she asked another strange question.


  Except for your son, who’s the person you love most in the world?


  The answer was so simple that I didn’t need to pause.


  Alannah, no one else comes close. What she has sacrificed for me is beyond understanding. She has given her life to me in a way no one could ever have imagined.


  She welled up in the middle of my response.


  Oh God, I wish I had that with my ex-husband.


  Children?


  Two amazing children, but he will barely speak to me.


  I couldn’t understand that. If you had my experience with Alannah, you would know that anyone who had sacrificed so much for what was yours had to be loved. I had gone on a bit too long, so I changed course.


  What do you do?


  I’m a singer.


  So is Alannah.


  I’ve had some success.


  So has Alannah, she just released an album.


  Oh.


  I could see she needed some help.


  You have such unusual interests for a singer: history, literature, and even some philosophy.


  She laughed, and then quickly explained.


  Well, my father was in the book business.


  I imagined a short man in a cloth apron covered with ink, trying to fix a printing press; I returned to something she might be proud of.


  What was the name of your album?


  Coming Around Again.


  Nice title! I didn’t actually think so; it seemed too clichéd.


  What’s your name? I mean your singing name.


  She froze and seemed to stammer. I could see she didn’t want to tell me.


  Carly Simon.


  Those first forty-five minutes were the only time we would ever be equals, and the balance vanished as the world moved in the opposite direction: marsh marigolds blooming backward outside the window. It ended as I heard the name that would forever haunt me. I would often wish she had never told me or had made up a new one.


  I knew it was a famous name, but I didn’t really know why.


  Should I know any of your songs?


  My biggest hit is “You’re So Vain.”


  I knew this song, but not really. I found that I had been unable to listen to most popular music. I remembered the chorus, and I recalled standing in a bar in Troy, New York, thinking it made little sense.


  I think I’ve heard of it.


  Jerry Brown, James Taylor, Judy Collins, Linda Ronstadt, Warren Beatty, and Mick Jagger collided with each other in my mind in a confused attempt to help me figure out who this woman sitting across from me was. I didn’t know, yet I knew she was a big deal. A strange instinct took over, and I wasn’t going to let her talk. I wanted us to have a little bit more time with her thinking I didn’t know. So I pulled the cord and let the arrow spin, oink, moo, meow, and bark. I just kept talking.


  I returned to the main topics of my life and filled in some details. I told a couple of zany stories about my father, the improbable tale of the founding of the Graymoor Friars, the religious order of my seminary years, and finally my work with other alcoholics. In no time, we were passing the Otis Elevator building in Yonkers, which meant the ride would soon end. From Yonkers to Grand Central, I obsessed about how to make my move. The train pulled into Grand Central Station, and I realized I had successfully kept the conversation from reverting to her. As we stood on the platform, she looked at me with a confused expression.


  You know this has been a very unusual conversation for me.


  Why is that?


  Usually, when I meet a man for the first time, we talk about me.


  I paused. I had blown it. But when I looked up, her lips were pulled together suppressing a smile. I then uttered what may have been the best sales line of my life: I was going to save that for the second date.


  In the main waiting room of Grand Central Station, we stood for a moment and looked up at the constellations on the ceiling. As we stared at the heavens, I felt the direction of my life changing with a speed and force that rarely happens. We stood under the dimly painted stars of the zodiac and thought we could make out Cancer and Orion, but we weren’t sure. Shafts of bright light poured down through the high clerestory windows and kept illuminating us as we crossed the station. I stopped, as we were about to exit onto 42nd Street and said, Oh, I don’t have your number.


  It’s Jim Crab.


  What?


  Jim Crab. I always form words to remember numbers by. Just dial Jim Crab.


  These two simple words were about to change everything. After all the years of struggle, pain, and expectation, it was going be this random: Jim Crab.


  C  H  A  P  T  E  R


  T  W  O
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  HER FATHER HAD NOT been the squat baldheaded man I had imagined on the train, but the cofounder of the publishing empire known as Simon & Schuster. Her husband, of course, had been James Taylor, and both their songs throughout the seventies had been an open confessional revealing the strange fragility of their families and the harrowing nature of sophisticated, privileged lives. Somehow they had touched the world with a remarkable trick: that the musical insight and talent of privileged adolescents was of great value to their entire generation and beyond. Their quirky, poignant explorations of how they had felt, especially about romance, touched an enormous number of people from very different backgrounds. I didn’t yet understand their narrative, but along with so many others, it was easy for me to believe that I had seen fire and rain.


  I wanted whatever this call was going to bring; yet I hadn’t listened to her songs carefully. If I had, I might have understood much more about the days to come.


  I took a deep breath and dialed JIM CRAB. A woman answered on the first ring: Hola.


  Oh hi, is Carly there?


  Que? Nada Aqui, Nada Aqui.


  OK, sorry.


  I tried again and dialed another spelling: JIM KRAB


  Hello.


  It was a little girl’s voice.


  Hi, is Carly there?


  Want to speak to my mommy?


  No. Thanks.


  I tried the next spelling GYM CRAB and immediately heard: This is not a working number in the 212 area.


  Had she intentionally ditched me? Only one spelling remained, GYM KRAB. I had been listening to her music since Grand Central two days ago, and at last I heard her unmistakable voice. She invited me over for dinner the very next night. Jake happened to be in town, so he would be joining us.


  Car horns blared like An American in Paris, not grating, but orchestral, and the noise of the New York evening blended with my excitement. Carly Simon’s lyrics and melodies swirled within me. Anticipation is making me late, it’s keeping me wayyayyaiting. Tomorrow we might not be together. I’m no prophet and I don’t know nature’s wayyayyays. Nobody does it better—hmmm. Watch yourself gavotte.


  I bought white lilies at a bodega on the way, and I kept repeating the second half of the prayer of St. Francis: Help me not so much to seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood as to understand. I knew I needed to be sure to talk about her tonight, not about me. It is by self-forgetting that one finds.


  It might have been the slow motion of the elevator, the grain of the wood, or the lobby’s coffered ceiling, but something brought me back to the memory of the safest and most exciting moment of my life. I rose in the elevator on this warm May evening, but the air surrounding me felt thin and clear, sharp with the hint of an early frost. I descended from a silver bullet-shaped bus in front of the seminary building for the first time. Father Simeon greeted us, and the smell of the licorice candies on his breath cut through the crisp scent of the cedars surrounding the statue of St. John the Baptist. He greeted each of us with a warm handshake as we stepped off the bus. He shook my hand and, with a large and earnest smile, looked into my eyes and said, Welcome home.


  I was still in this reverie as the door swung open. It felt like I had been moving above my station my entire life, and I knew I had an uncanny skill for making others feel quite comfortable as I entered theirs. It had something to do with the lessons of the Graymoor Friars, my struggles with Eamon, my journey through addiction and recovery, and my love of words. I hoped all of these things would come together tonight.


  She wore tight jeans, a red silk blouse, and had bare feet and another lone dangling earring. An oversized arrangement of trumpet lilies stood before a Lalique mirror surrounded by rows of aromatic candles. An elaborate chandelier hung in the entrance foyer, and the black-and-white marble floor tiles were highly polished. I stared at the small bouquet of flowers in my hand. She took them and said, How lovely! Thank you.


  I kept repeating my mantra: Talk about her.


  The apartment was subtle and stunning. The flowers, scented candles, subtle lighting, and painted landscapes of Martha’s Vineyard made the living room and dining room seem to appear and reappear, as though the apartment had been summoned from other times and exotic places. At one moment in the dining room, I was in Provence, and the next in the parlor, Belle Époque Paris with velvet-fringed couches and bordello lampshades. The front windows overlooked Central Park, and the southern view peered into the Dakota. The space seemed to float just above the treetops, as if the ride down the Hudson had continued through a collage of light, deception, and movement. The visual was accented by scents from candles, flowers, sachets, and bowls of potpourri placed throughout the rooms.


  We walked back toward the front of the apartment, and I noticed a young boy sitting on a large stationary bike in a room off the foyer. She introduced me to Ben, her ten-year-old son. The bike was broken, and he was struggling to get the pedals to move.


  I proceeded with caution. I knew from my previous stint as a stepfather to Chris and Shane that the most important thing was to be genuine—to be only who you are—that less was usually more. I asked if I might help. He said, Yeah sure, as if he already understood my limited mechanical abilities. I don’t know what I did, but within a few minutes, the bicycle was humming along. I gained a small amount of goodwill. Hey, thanks man. I thought this was a good start.


  Jake was soon filling in parts of my bio that he thought would appeal to her. He frequently talked about me in the third person, as if I wasn’t sitting there. I would watch him do this to many people in the years to come. He pointed at me as though he was explaining an exhibit in a museum. It was a bit unnerving.


  He volunteers at Covenant House. He knows a lot about literature. He thought you dated Jerry Brown, that you were Linda Ronstadt.


  Carly served the dinner almost entirely by herself. She was filled with questions about my life, and occasionally she would modestly interject something about herself, or Jake would supply her (and me) with a cue like She knows some Kennedys …


  I sang at Caroline’s wedding.


  Really?


  In certain ways, I might have known some of them better than she did. My world had changed considerably since my early days in Rochester. I was very active in the program in New York, and I had been working with a number of people from different backgrounds from my own: a young billionaire, men and women from very prominent New York families, highly successful businesspeople, well-known actors and actresses, as well as a group of people not unlike myself—guys from modest backgrounds who were trying to make our way in the big city. I never lost the message from my father and mother that everyone was important: that power and prestige were enemies for all of us. Armed with this message and the principles of the program, I garnered a good deal of attention for my work with other addicts.


  Carly didn’t linger on any stories about herself in front of Jake. She seemed more interested in making sure that Jake and I were relaxed and comfortable. Her wide smile and the glint in her blue-green eyes made it hard to look anywhere else. Yet there was something hesitant in her, as though in spite of everything, she wasn’t exactly sure of herself. Her speech patterns were unusual, as if at times she wasn’t certain about the words she wanted to use. It made her seem vulnerable and within reach. I noticed that she often held some material of her jeans between her thumb and forefinger and rubbed it. She did this mostly when Jake was speaking, and I wondered if she was afraid of what he might say.


  After dinner we went into the den. I heard a commotion coming from the other end of the apartment, and I could see a young blonde-haired girl at the opposite end of the long hallway. Carly started to scream with delight, Dance, Sal. Dance!


  Sally was hesitant. She had just arrived home from an afterschool event, but after a little more cajoling from Carly, she leapt and spun down the long hallway, and ended with a graceful twirl in the main foyer. She bowed, and Carly, Jake, and I applauded. Sally was Carly’s thirteen-year-old daughter: a blossom of flowing blonde hair, long legs, and quick smiles. Her coloring seemed mostly tawny and peach. She smiled as her mother introduced us, and I noticed that her expression transmitted a sense of shared feminine recognition, as if to say to her mother, I know what you’re up to.


  The next day she told Carly that at first she thought I was Gene Kelly. She had just seen Singin’ in the Rain the night before, and she thought I had been invited to dinner to surprise her. In the context of her mother and father’s famous friends and acquaintances, it wasn’t much of a stretch.


  Jake soon excused himself and retired to the guest bedroom. Carly left me to put the children to bed, which included a long storytelling session. Before she went, she asked if I wanted to try the “brain machine.” She led me into her bedroom suite where she explained how it worked. In no time, I was lying on her bed, hooked up to a strange contraption that was designed to alter brain waves that affect feeling and behavior. It had a helmet with an eye visor that flashed patterns of light that were synchronized to odd noises played through headphones. There were dials for adjusting all parts of the sensations. She worked on it for a while, until she found the settings that I found most enervating and relaxing.


  Colors and sounds raced through me. I lost sense of the time and I quickly found within myself my own deepest voice. I felt in a state of unprotected innocence, and two lines of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s started to repeat themselves.


  God, I can push the grass apart, and lay my fingers on thy heart.


  I repeated it as the colors and sounds whizzed through my brain. By the time she returned, I was grinning and nearly drooling. She was impressed by what a cooperative subject I had been. Later she would tell me that it was a very important moment in her assessment of me: that I was so open and willing to experience something so out of the ordinary without hesitation. As I stared up at her, I wondered if I might be able to push the grass apart.


  On the way out of the bedroom, she took me on a tour of the pictures that lined the hallway between the private and the public rooms. A recent visitor had dubbed it the Hallway of Fame. On its walls were framed photos of Carly, her family, her friends, and many diverse famous folk: musicians, artists, writers, politicians, athletes, former boyfriends, and her one and, so far only, husband. She carefully explained each photo, and what part of her life each one represented. As I looked at the images, I realized it might be our significant differences that were drawing us together. I pictured a hallway based on the events and people of my life: Irish farmers in a field; young boys in cassocks; a very pretty Celtic wife; bagpipers; woodchucks from the Grafton Mountains; drunks from Troy, New York; George Finegan from Rochester; a large group of young, recovering alkies; and a framed picture of the largest insurance contract I had ever sold—Bear Stearns. How would our lives find common ground? What pictures might the future bring? And then, somehow, not unlike that first fall night entering the seminary, I felt myself chosen. I saw myself standing next to her. I was holding a copy of my just-published novel, with my arm encircling her waist. Another was of Carly and me standing next to Eamon in his jodhpurs and black riding helmet. And finally, Carly and I in a tender embrace as the sea sprayed around us on a small, tilting sailboat.


  We settled in the living room and listened to recordings of her songs, which began an exploration of her life through her lyrics. It was after three in the morning by the time the night ended. As I was about to leave, she slipped a ring onto my finger: a copy of an Egyptian piece found at the tomb of Tutankhamen. I wore the ring from that night on. We kissed goodnight at the front door, and I went home stunned. I had jumped my place: some miraculous force had reached down and forever rearranged my position in line. The concrete and glass of the city sparkled around me in a light spring rain, and the line from the poem kept repeating within me: I can push the grass apart.


  She had clearly been swept away by me, and unless she was just nutty, her gift of the ring seemed quite provocative. She was surely an unusual woman, but far from crazy. She had no idea about the man she was about to take on, and oddly, it didn’t seem to matter to her very much. At the time I was dating three different women. Another kind of interest had begun to recently emerge. I had discovered gay phone lines, which I would sometimes call until late into the night. Again, it didn’t feel definitive, just like chat. More troubling though, I had started to stop in at a movie theatre called the Bijou, which was on 14th and 3rd. It was a gay cruising space, and this felt a little more precise. It was at the beginning of the AIDS crisis, and the men looked more and more suspicious to me. I never touched anyone—I was petrified. I was frightened just to be there, but I went anyway. A few weeks before meeting Carly, I thought I should see a therapist about this part of myself. I was confused. I so thoroughly enjoyed women and yet.…


  On my walk home, I had my first thoughts about what this life might mean for me. Not so much what I would be entering, but what I might now escape: the dreary, unrelenting middle-class obsession with making a living. I was so tired of everything about my career in insurance. I had never imagined that my exit would be like this, but I began to think it might be.


  I walked all the way home from 73rd and Central Park West to Avenue C and 14th Street, and on the way, I entertained an odd fantasy about Eamon’s life. Rather than the short yellow bus supplied by Rensselaer County and the various state-funded services that he participated in, I saw him in an elegant facility run by the ever-smiling and competent Sisters of St. Dominic: the ones who smelled so good in my childhood. I didn’t have a concrete thought about how this would happen, just a vague vision of a villa where being severely handicapped wouldn’t matter; that he would live in a place so lush and loving that it would make the suffering of the patients and their parents disappear. In some way, I immediately imagined that she might even help with this unrelenting sorrow.


  The following day she invited me to a rehearsal for an HBO concert she was performing the next week at Martha’s Vineyard. It would be the first live show she had done in years. She told me she had a problem with stagefright, but as I sat there that afternoon, all I saw was a supremely confident and compelling performer. I recognized her hits as though I had known them forever. As I walked into the studio in Chelsea, she was singing the last lines of “Anticipation,” and her face lit up when she saw me.


  Stay right here ’cause these are the good old days.


  As the song ended, she screamed in a falsetto voice, It’s Jimmy Hart. The band members waved and shouted hello.


  Let’s break after the next one.


  I recognized the song after the first few bars.


  Nobody does it better.


  She stood over me staring directly into my eyes. Her gaze never left, and as the music and emotion suffused her body, she delivered every word to me. She pranced across the room as she sang, and then ended the song in front of me with the line, Sweet James you’re the best. I thought she had improvised the line for me—that this song sung for millions had finally found its true home. It would be months before I learned that the lyric was intended for James Bond, not James Hart.


  I was wearing a pair of khaki shorts, and as soon as the song ended, she jumped off the stage and got everyone’s attention by yelling and pointing at me. Look at his legs. Have you ever seen such legs? The band and other people applauded and whistled as though they never had. I smiled and laughed, but I really didn’t know how I felt. I knew I should have felt embarrassed, but as she said it, I felt like my legs had gone without their proper recognition for years.


  We went back to her apartment after, and I sat at a long wooden table that filled much of the kitchen. She prepared salad and pasta for us, and I listened spellbound as she told me the story of her mother, who had brought a much younger lover into the house while Carly’s father was still alive. She told me about a hidden passageway between her mother’s and her lover’s bedrooms, and I lost track of the story. Images of my own parents swarmed in; I could not imagine such a scene. We never lived anywhere big enough for a secret passage, but also, imagining my mother, such a scenario would have been impossible. Then there was the sexual confusion of three teenage girls being ogled by their mother’s lover, in Carly’s story, as their father lay dying under the same roof. Perhaps this was the origin of Carly as a Siren who lured all those unsuspecting sailors in the years to come. It might also explain why she needed to confess it all on such a large stage.


  The story shocked me. Yet, as I sat there, I could feel myself push aside my own prejudices and, instead of judgment, feel compassion, even for her mother. I also wondered about the thrill of a secret passage. I remembered thinking how handy a secret passage might be. Perhaps I had built one within my own psyche that I could travel between for my own unfulfilled desires. I barely noticed as Carly cleared the table and washed the dishes. She stood in front of the sink and finished wiping them.


  She stood barefoot on the cold white tiles of the kitchen floor, with her right toes perched on top of her left foot, and her long legs swung slowly, hypnotically open and shut. She occasionally touched the bottom of her left breast and gently lifted it, as if signaling a message of unconscious importance. Her striking animal presence appeared to be in a negotiation with her fragile psyche and refined intellect. Her body seemed barely able to contain itself, almost as if her nervous system spread out beyond her like roots and branches seeking soil and moisture. After a few more moments, I thought I understood. I noticed it for the first time on the train when she lifted her body off the seat to see if she was sitting on her ticket. It was the degree of the angle at which the pubic bone dropped away from the stomach, and how a woman’s genitalia were placed between her inner thighs. Hers formed a perfectly sensual V with just the right slant, and the force of my attraction to it captivated me. I called it “slope.” If I had any notions of a fluid sexuality, it felt that her sensual force had made me as straight as any man could wish to be. It would make everything easier if I was sure. At this moment, I was very sure.


  Then she asked a question I wasn’t prepared for, but I thought I handled it with just the right spin.


  So, when are you going to show me your apartment?


  Probably never.


  What do you mean?


  I mean, probably never.


  No really, when are you going to have me over?


  Never!


  I knew that no matter what else happened, I would never let her see my apartment. I instinctively knew that I had to protect her from the part of me that she could never find acceptable: the part that appeared as if it didn’t care about itself, and would not be able to care for her. She thought she had a persuasive argument.


  I bet I can perfectly describe how it looks.


  Go ahead.


  Her accuracy was impressive. She described the mattress on the floor, the socks and underwear under the dining room table, the rust stains under the radiators, the bachelor-type furnishings, right down to the Matisse print in the living room.


  How did I do?


  About ninety-five percent. The only thing you missed were the TV tables that I use for eating.


  So, when can I see it?


  Never!


  She was surprised by my response. Why was I behaving as if there was a corpse in the hall closet?


  If I’ve perfectly described it, why won’t you let me see it?


  There’s an important difference between knowing and seeing.


  She could imagine it forever, but actually seeing it could never be erased. A few days later, I wound up with a surprising ally.


  My sister Lucy says that if you insist, I shouldn’t push it.


  Lucy?


  She says I should respect your reasoning.


  I’m not sure that having her see my apartment would have changed anything because none of the other obvious imbalances in our lives seemed to impress us. We both seemed to instantly comprehend that we belonged together. It also dawned on me that our relationship had been predicted, foreshadowed, and known in some unusual ways. I just hadn’t yet put all the pieces together.


  I remembered that sometime in mid-April, a month before I met Carly, I had gone to see a psychic. The session took place in a modest apartment on the Upper East Side. We sat at a small card table in the kitchen, and she used a deck of regular playing cards that she kept shuffling and separating into three piles.


  The first thing she told me was that I had a seriously sick child, and then went on to describe a boy very much like Eamon. She then told me that whatever I did for work, I would not be doing it much longer. She saw me on an island that looked like Ireland, but it was somewhere off the coast of the United States. I was sitting in a cabin writing, and I was with a beautiful woman who adored me. I would meet her very soon while traveling.


  She shuffled the cards again and separated them into three piles, and then she started turning the cards over and said, Tell me when to stop. I had her stop at the seven of clubs. She stared at the card for a long time, and then she started to get excited. She could barely catch her breath.


  Oh my God, oh my God, my God.


  What is it?


  I’ve never seen anything like this before.


  What is it?


  Oh my God, it’s fame!


  Fame?


  There’s fame all over you, oh my God.


  What do you mean? Is it from the book I’m writing?


  Oh no, it’s so much bigger than that.


  I had just received a good deal of praise for a scene I had performed for an acting class I had recently enrolled in.


  Am I going to be a famous actor?


  No, it’s much bigger than that. There’s fame all over you.


  Another incident was with a young sponsee of mine from the program. I was trying to help him with his problem of the moment: He was dating a string of young girls from the boroughs. I told him that if he wanted to break this pattern of unhappy relationships, he would have to start seeing real women. I became emphatic and noticed there was a large magazine advertisement on a nearby bus stop. It was a picture of a sexy looking woman, who wore one long, dangling silver earring. I said, Do you see? This is the kind of woman you need to be dating.


  He kept trying to return to the details of his current situation, and I kept laughing and pointing back at the picture of the woman in the ad. Later I learned that it was a headshot of Carly with a caption that read ONE OF THE BORING HOUSEWIVES WHO READS McCALL’S. I had no idea; she just looked like the ideal of a sophisticated, smart, and sexy woman whom I thought could solve his problems.


  The third and perhaps most startling incident occurred with Eamon. I went to visit him a few weeks after I had met Carly. He sat in the living room listening to her new album Coming Around Again, and as always, he knew all the words. He had a very unusual talent. Although he had great difficulty constructing sentences when speaking, he could remember and repeat any song lyric he listened to verbatim. He was singing along with great gusto, and I joined him. It was so funny to hear him sing lyrics that he couldn’t possibly understand, and yet as he sang he acted as though he had full comprehension of the notion: So romantic, So bewildering. I figured it was a setup. As Alannah entered the room, I laughed and said, Way to go.


  What?


  The music.


  She didn’t understand what I was talking about.


  Oh, you didn’t know?


  Huh?


  That’s been his favorite album for almost two months. He was listening to that nonstop for a month before you met her.


  I sat with him and listened to him sing all the lyrics on the Coming Around Again album. He sang as if he understood what each song was about, and his beaming smiles indicated deep approval. Eamon couldn’t make these kinds of cognitive leaps, but it certainly felt as if he had about Carly and me. The song ended, and before the next one began, Alannah moved beside me and whispered, Freaky.


  I had rejoined the St. Ignatius Choir of my youth in Long Beach, and when I met Carly, we were rehearsing the Berlioz Requiem. It was at the well-known bass entrance of the Tuba mirum that I felt a physical sensation that reflected what was happening to me. I sang as loudly as I ever had in my life on the June evening of the performance. Carly couldn’t make the performance, but we had already grown so close that it felt like she was sitting in the front row staring up at me.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      
        	
          
            Tuba mirum spargens sonum

            Per sepulchra regionum

            Coget omnes ante thronum
          

        

        	
Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth

        through earth’s sepulchres it ringeth;

        all before the throne it bringeth.
      

    
  


  It felt as if the entire orchestra and chorus were playing and singing within me. The brass fanfare pierced the air, and racing trumpets were followed by the pleading of the French horns, the overwhelming sound as the brass section blared salvation, and the rumbling of the tympani and the dramatic entrance of the bass voices singing tuba mirum—wondrous trumpet. It felt as if I had passed my most important particular judgment, if not my final one. I shouted my feelings of joy as I sang. I was now connected to this woman who had startled the world with her intimate public confessions. She had spent a lifetime centered on exploring her emotional life, sharing it so candidly with the rest of us, and now, the place closest to her would be known only by me. At the same time, she aligned me with a new sense of triumph. I had achieved something I had never dreamt of: I had accidentally changed everything in the twinkling of an eye, as though the trumpet had sounded. It not only summoned me on, but also acted as a salve for all the pain of the past.


  C  H  A  P  T  E  R


  T  H  R  E  E
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  LIGHT INVADED THE NARROW opening between the bungalows, and the movement of the shadow across the alleyway turned it into a large sundial; with just a glance, I could tell time. The pink rubber ball, the Spaldeen, skipped and spun in every direction. I reacted swiftly to the ball’s varying speeds. At five years old, I fielded the odd bounces and difficult short hops due to my constant practice, and I was the best stoopball player on our block, Kentucky Street. I stretched to the left to field a grounder and caught sight of the lengthening shadow. It was time for dinner.
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