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Part One

1960-1961



CHAPTER ONE


	DEAR MAMA,

	I’m sorry about all the rows during vacation, and I have something to tell you that I guess I better not put off any longer. You said that if I needed real psychoanalytic help, not just the visits with Mrs. Culkin, I could have it. Well now, I think I’m going to ask if you can manage it for me.

	You see, I am a homosexual. I have fought it off for months and maybe years, but it just grows truer. I have never yet had an actual affair with anybody, I give you my word on that, not even Pete, whom I suppose you’ll think of right away because we room together and go places together. It’s just that I know it, more and more clearly all the time, and I finally thought I really ought to ask for help.

	I know how much pain this will cause you, and shock too. But I can’t keep it a secret from you any longer if I could get any help, and maybe if you could arrange some sort of visits on a regular basis with the right psychoanalyst, the whole thing would change around. Again, I’m terribly sorry to give you this shock and pain, but that’s the way it is, and I finally got to the point, after all the rows over the summer, where I felt I really ought to ask you to help me.

	Love,

	Jeff

	P.S. Show this to Dad if you want to, or not if you think it might be too much until he’s really better again. J.



She came to the end and stood as if tranced, without tears, nothing so easy as tears, stood motionless in the sensation of being smashed through every organ, through every nerve, every reasoning cell. Love for him, pity for his suffering, pride for his courage in telling her, horror at it, at the monstrous unendurable it—a savagery of feelings crushed her, feelings mutually exclusive yet gripping each other in some hot ferocity or amalgam. She read the letter again. Then only did she begin to cry, but not the ordinary crying, nor she the ordinary weeping woman; it was, rather, a roaring sobbing, of an animal gored. She heard her own sounds, and went to her bedroom door to close it, though there was no one in the apartment

For the first time she thought of her husband, Ken, seemingly well after last year’s stroke, well enough at last to be back at work, but still warned to avoid undue stress, to avoid “overdoing it.” Was he now to hear this? Even Jeff in his own crisis had seen the danger of telling his father now.

Or was Jeff taking this way to ask her not to tell him, as if he were afraid of him, Jeff who seemed afraid of nothing? It was impossible to think of Jeff in fear of anything, he a boy of seventeen, tall, strong, beautiful as all young people are beautiful and beautiful to her in his own personal way because he was her youngest child, because, of the three, he was the only one still at home, still at school, still with all the world ahead of him.

Flashing across her mind came a vision of him with some faceless youth, the two close, the two entwined in some intimacy, and she cried aloud, cried out against it, cried in a devastation she had never known before.

She read the letter once more and pride for his courage overcame her. Had he sat there faltering for words? Had he thought twenty times that he ought to tell them, and fled twenty times from the idea? Her body ached as if she were watching him endure physical torment, and again admiration for his young courage filled her.

She reached for the telephone and then paused. Who knew how private were outside calls to students at Placquette School? Not purposeful snooping by anybody in authority, not at a good progressive school like Placquette, but if there was some student earning extra money at the switchboard, listening in whenever he grew bored? She left the phone, went to the living room and began to write. “Dear Jeff, Your letter just came—” She stared at the bland words. Even if they were different words, instantly conveying what he had to know, he would not receive her letter until tomorrow, more likely not until the day after tomorrow. Suppose he were off there wondering what her reaction would be, fearing it, afraid to count on it, afraid that she would turn away in revulsion?

Across the empty space on the second page of his letter, she wrote a telegram, printing each word as if she herself were spinning out the Western Union tape of capital letters:


	PROUD OF YOU FOR LETTER WILL ARRANGE SOONEST POSSIBLE WITH BEST SPECIALIST STOP PHONE COLLECT WHEN YOU CAN STOP LOVE YOU AS ALWAYS MAMA.



She reread her phrases slowly, testing each one for possible revelation to some hostile eye, and then, reassured of the innocence upon the face of each careful word, telephoned it in, specifying that the address be followed by the command DO NOT PHONE, and then asking the operator to read all of it back to her. She sat back at last, exhausted.

“You see, I am a homosexual.” She could not contain the violence of rejection within her, not of him, not of her son, but of this that he had told her. Apart from his hot temper, he had always been the most lovable and loving of the children, funny as a little boy, irresistible as a little boy, clever in his wisecracks, good at school, the kind of child whose entire future seemed destined to be great, unlimited, happy.

Now in this one moment of opening and reading a letter—the vision leaped back, of Jeff physically close to another boy, and though she sat, spent and motionless, it was as if she were running in some gasping unbearable need to escape. Not Jeff, she thought, never Jeff.

She looked around the room, as if seeking help, an adviser. It was oddly blank, guarded, though it was a room she had enjoyed for years. She returned to her bedroom; there was something private and comforting here. Near her bed, on a chair pulled close to it like an extra end table, were three cardboard boxes, the top one opened to reveal typed manuscript, the first hundred pages removed from the box and turned face down on the chair seat. These she had read the night before in what she called “flash editing,” the first overall impression before detailed labor might begin on the novel. Her hand went out to the box and stopped. She could not.

The office. She could not go in today, not possibly. She could not talk to Gail even, the secretary she shared with Tom Smiley, could not talk to anybody in a bright offhand office way. She had not gone back to work until Jeff was seven and Don and Margie independent teen-agers, and in the ten years since then, she had scarcely any absences except during the first days when Ken was in the hospital. She loved her job, loved publishing in general, and in particular loved being the only one of the three women editors at Quales and Park not assigned to mystery stories, children’s books or “help” books, cookbooks, gardening books, decorating books. She liked novels that tried to be serious novels, though it was all too rare to work on a manuscript that announced itself almost from page one as a good book, a book she would eagerly read even if another house published it, a book she felt fortunate to work on, doing that amorphous thing called “editing,” which was, she supposed, designed to help the author make his or her book even better.

She reached toward the boxes again but once more her hand halted. Not now, not in this brilliance of pain and shock. She called the office and said, “Something’s come up, Gail, I can’t make it in at all today, I’ll work at home. Do I have a lunch date?”

Her voice was calm, steady; she was surprised to hear it so. “Helena Ludwig? I forgot—please say something’s come up and set it up for any free day next week, would you? … No, not sick, just I can’t make the office until I attend to something that’s important about a letter—oh, skip it. And thanks.”

She actually laughed at the involuted explanation, but the laughing and the calm steadiness were gone when she called her doctor, insisting to his appointment nurse that it was “an emergency of a sort,” insisting, “No, I can’t give you some idea, I’m sorry. I really do have to talk to Dr. Waldo myself.”

A moment later she said, “Mark, it’s Tessa Lynn. Please fit me in today. The most horrible thing has happened, and I have to know whether I can tell Ken or whether it would be too dangerous still. … Three-fifteen. Oh, thanks.”

Five hours, nearly. Should she call Will, her only brother, always so ready to help in a bad time? Not about this, not yet. Perhaps her daughter or her older son? Not yet, not even them. Jeff hadn’t even thought of Margie or Don as he wrote his letter, and it would have to be his decision, whether they were to be told, and when. He was on good enough terms with them, but he was six years younger than his sister and eight younger than his brother, and apart from the age differential between them, there was that wider chasm, that Don and Margie were married and out of the immediate family, Don with two children and Margie expecting her first baby before Christmas. To Jeff they were that other world, grown-ups, as his parents were that other world too.

They were both so normal always, she suddenly thought, and both so normal now, so happily married, and they had been brought up in the same way as Jeff, the same father, same mother, same influences and environment. Then how was it possible that Jeff was not equally normal? He must be, he would prove to be, this was an aberration of some sort that he was going through, terrifying to him, terrifying to her, but no more enduring than a nightmare.

You see, I am a homosexual.

Oh, why had he put it that way, why that simple declarative sentence? If he had written, “I think I am” or “I may be” or “I’m afraid I am”—how much easier it would be. Again she put her hand to the telephone. Whatever Mark Waldo said this afternoon, she still would have to tell Ken. You could not keep an enormity like this from your husband; it would be a kind of betrayal, a denying him his right to know about his son. After all, it was a year since his stroke and it had been a mild stroke, with a nearly full recovery. There was no longer that faint drag when he moved his left arm or left leg, there was scarcely any hesitation in his speech, except when he was agitated. Yet he grew depressed so easily and so deeply; how could she think of telling him?

She understood the depression; he was ten years older than she, in his mid-fifties, and even the mild stroke had told him clearly enough that life was drawing down, had told him of death off there, not so far now as it had always been, not so unbelievable now as it had always been, possible for others of course, but never intertwined with one’s own existence. Poor Ken, with that semaphore forever raised.

Yet Mark Waldo, who had taken care of them all for over twenty years, had made it specific only a short time ago when Kenneth had returned to a full-time schedule. He was no longer to be treated as an invalid, not to be spared the normal stress and worry of living, he was to be treated like a whole person and not like the remainder of a whole person. To treat him in any other way would be demoralizing.

Demoralizing. Moralizing. Words could suddenly take on teeth and claws. Was she not moralizing now? This horror over Jeff and his letter, what was that? This fear of telling Ken, what was that? Was this not all part of moralizing, and hateful because it was? She had always been sure she was free of prudery, of the vicarious prurience that saw sin and wickedness in anything beyond the primer ABC’s of sexual conduct. Particularly when it came to the changing mores of the young, she was not given to moral judgment and disapproval, not even now with the enlarging dreads in this permissive year of 1960. The widening use of marijuana, the widening promiscuity, the reckless speed in cars and on motorcycles, all these new dreads of parenthood she had faced with equanimity. Was it only an assumed equanimity? She had never asked herself that before.

But never once had she contemplated this. Jeff was so normal, so healthy, so stable except for the flaring temper which he alone of all the children seemed to have. He got it from me, she thought instantly, I have to be fair about that. She could hear her own voice as it could be, raw with irritation, and she hated it. Her temper did not get loose often, but when it did it was fiery and shameful.

Jeff had a temper too; last summer their quarrels had at times been unendurable. Had that bursting anger in him anything to do with this? If not, what else had she, all unknowing, done to him? What else had she and Ken together done? It must have been something they did; it couldn’t simply have “happened” like a spontaneous evil growth.

The sweep of guilt brought new anguish and she turned from it. She had to find out more about homosexuality; she knew nothing definitive about it. She would go seek out whatever experts there were in the field, not only to be in a better position to help Jeff, but also to help herself. This leap of guilt was so fierce an assault—maybe expert opinion denied that fault lay with the parents. With the mother, that was what she really meant. Hadn’t she always known that an aggressive mother was the cause for a homosexual son? But she was the same mother she had been to Donald and Margie.

Jeff wasn’t the same child as the others—apart from his quick temper, that too was true. He showed no interest whatever in so many things that absorbed Don and Margie; he remained so aloof in family arguments about next month’s election, and he put on an air of disbelief that Margie should be working ten hours a day at Kennedy headquarters, pregnant though she was, and that Don grew livid over television commercials for Nixon. Even in college, Don and Margie both had belonged to groups to ban the bomb, to end Jim Crow, and for all the critics of the Silent Generation, she had always had a private satisfaction that in her family, at least, there was no such nastiness as young people who didn’t care enough to speak up.

But here was Jeff, silent indeed on any sort of political matter. He belonged to no group, he believed in no cause. He was a star in another galaxy, in two other galaxies. One was sports and one his studies.

She saw him suddenly as they had seen him two Saturdays before when they had driven up for the season’s first game, saw the artificial bulk of his shoulders in the football uniform, the long legs racing, and with the memory, hope raced along her nerves that he soon would prove to be as normal and carefree as he looked. He had the lanky build of his father’s family, of all the Lynns, the fair hair, the blue eyes, the narrow head. “The Ectomorph Lynns,” she had once called them, long ago, when she was still faintly conscious of the difference in their background and their religion. Margie and Don were not so unambiguously Lynns; they did not resemble their Sachs cousins closely, but they both had admixtures of her own family’s looks, while Jeff was entirely a Lynn.

She glanced at a picture of him on her dressing table, in his tennis shorts, taken during a match last summer at the shore. There it was again, the special look in his eyes, the total concentration on the ball, on the game itself, oblivious of the people watching, oblivious of himself, all of him intact in the love of the game, the effort, the physical using of his muscles, his skill.

And it was the same with the rest of his daily life, the same zest and intensity about his studies, the same skill and effortlessness, so that he was that seldom-met creature, the athlete-student, like a Greek boy centuries ago.

A Greek boy. A treacherous simile.

Stop this rationalizing, she commanded herself. It is specious and cowardly. He wrote you the truth and you are trying to pretend it is some error, some baseless fear. Perhaps he does have some adolescent attachment to one of his teachers or to one of his teammates, is that so shameful? It happened all the time at boys’ boarding schools, English public schools were full of it, and in the end it meant nothing more than experimentation, part of growing up. One of the revelations in the Kinsey report on male sexuality had dealt exactly with this, the frequency of homosexual experience among men, especially among young men. A passing phenomenon, a surface importance, that’s what the report had indicated, didn’t it? She had never read the book itself, merely reviews and digests of it; now she might get hold of it.

But Jeff was so intense about every aspect of his life. When he was happy it was an intensity of happiness; when he was angry, there was a vitality of anger she had never found before, even with him. Last summer’s quarrels had been more savage than any they had ever had, leaving her astonished, enraged, and finally fed up to the point where she was shouting as he was shouting, or perhaps where he was shouting as she was shouting. Now a physical agitation seized her when a row started, perhaps because his angry voice now was a man’s angry voice, not a child’s but a man’s, rough in anger, a voice that could actually yell street words at her—”Don’t give me any of that shit.”

It was not the phrase she shuddered at but the wildness behind it. With Margie and Don there had also been rows and scenes, but those scenes had always remained within the limits of family squabbles, free of the extremes so often present in upheavals with Jeff. It was as if he were born of different blood, but she had given birth to him, and she had never been the unfaithful wife who might have conceived a child by anybody but Ken. If she had, she might have thought of genes and DNA and have decided, “It’s a streak Jeff inherited” from so-and-so, perhaps accepting his differences of temperament with a detachment and secret insight, and be free now of this astonishment, this inability to believe what he was telling her.

Poor Jeff, she suddenly thought, what he has been going through. How early, at seventeen, to be so burdened, to know this horror and guilt. When he wrote of giving her pain and shock, he was thinking too of his own pain and shock. How bitter to know that your child is in agony.

She glanced at the clock. Less than twenty minutes had passed. She again looked about the room as if in search. Again she saw the three boxes of manuscript and once more she thought, It wouldn’t be fair now. I couldn’t do that, with two or three or four years of work lying there in each of those boxes. Not that she had the final say as to any of them. The firm’s staff of readers had already made their first reports and now it was her turn, another step in the sequence and not much more. Yet if she were strongly opposed to any one of the three, and cogent enough about explaining why she thought Q. and P. should not publish it, the chances were pretty good that it would be returned to its author. Thus had her own status gradually become more clearly stated.

It was gratifying. More than that, if one of the manuscripts were to catch at her strongly enough, it was possible that she might be appointed its official editor. That’s how it had happened with Helena Ludwig and her other authors, and that was even more gratifying.

“Her” authors. How easy it was to fall into the trap of possession. My author, Helena Ludwig; my author, Virginia Grabig; my author, Mary Jasper—she had said each of these, could hear herself saying each of these, and all at once she felt preposterous. It was the way she felt with some of her friends when they said “my child” about a son or daughter long married and already head of his or her own household, their choice of words revealing an unwillingness to let go, to move back, to yield that “myness” of parenthood to the “ourness” of a mature relationship within a family.

She never thought “my child” about Don or about Margie. Even with Jeff she was more apt by now to think “my son” than “my child.” That too was perhaps because he was a head taller than she, departed from childhood in all the visible ways. No, that was too obvious. From the time Don was a baby, she had had her own private struggle to delimit what she thought of as “parentship” and regarded as a principal task of being a parent: to be loving, to be committed but not to try to possess a child, to be happy when things went well but not to feel herself a failure when they did not, as if the child’s success were her success and the child’s failure her failure. She did not take Don’s happy marriage as something she could “take credit for,” as some of her friends seemed to do with their married children, nor did she preen herself on Margie’s happy marriage. It was Don’s doing, and Margie’s, not hers and not Kenneth’s.

Happy, happily married. Who ever knew the reality behind the words? She and Ken were happily married too.

Well, we are, she thought. We still have so much in common. Even with all our problems about making love—she broke the thought sharply. Their own problems were nothing to think of now, were not what she meant by happy or not happy. Yes, one was happier when sex was uninhibited and full the way it was when you were young, but that did change with time, changed for all people, not just for herself and Ken. They still had so much else to share, so much they could talk about, so much that demanded their energy and interest. In his room there were also boxes of manuscripts waiting for his decision, waiting far more directly, for he was not simply one of a dozen editors, but one of the heads of his firm. Years before she had ever known when she would return to the world of publishing, she had enjoyed being married to a publisher, had in her young days known a stab of snob pride in saying, “Oh, Ken’s with Brannick and Lynn,” knowing well that the next question would be “Lynn? You mean Ken’s a partner?” and that her answer would be a too modest nod.

How innocent she had been then, how little she had guessed that the time would come when she would be half ashamed of Brannick and Lynn for their best-sellerism, which she half envied, half despised. And how little she would have guessed that Ken’s boxes of manuscripts, so often holding “made to order” books, would be one of the things they would in time agree not to talk about, for though Ken’s temper never flared as hers did, he could go silent instead, be unreachable when he was upset, dipped into a kind of icy plastic she found more forbidding than a bout of hot temper, quickly over.

This about Jeff—how would he take it? He could be so wise and good, but he also could turn into that distant silent man that no troubled youngster could be expected to cope with or understand. When she and Ken had just met, she had been enchanted by the way he would let her talk, listening to her, a college girl, as though her words spoke for him as well as for her. Coming from her voluble family, she had found his reserve, even his silences, one of his most appealing attributes. Other people called him uncommunicative, but it was true that when he did say something, it would be the one thing everybody would later remember.

But now she prayed that he would not be reserved when she told him about Jeff, that instead he would speak out, let go, say everything that came into his heart to say, rather than hold it in, cling inwardly to it as to some dark companion he would share with nobody. Stealthily, a wish stole through her mind that this afternoon the doctor would unequivocally forbid her to say one word to Ken, would forbid her to show him Jeff’s letter, would command her with a doctor’s final authority. “No matter what I’ve said in the past,” she could imagine him saying, “I never meant anything like this. It is too risky for Ken now to sustain this degree of shock, it is far too soon.”

I’m afraid of Ken, she thought, as the fantasy voice ended. If he’s remote and inaccessible about it, I couldn’t bear it, as well as bearing it. “It.” Already she ran away by thinking “it,” underlining it in her own thoughts. She sank into a chair and began Jeff’s letter for the third time. Before she had read more than the first lines, his words blurred and ran together as if a stream washed over them.

Mark Waldo greeted her with a solemnity that showed he trusted her use of the word “emergency.” She was not one to cry crisis over ordinary illness, and now he looked at her with the ready attention that had endeared him to her for all the years she had been his patient.

“Mark, it’s about Ken, as I said, but it’s also about finding a real analyst for Jeff right away—” She suddenly covered her face with her left hand so that he could not see it go ugly with crying, and offered him Jeff’s letter. He read it and remained silent after returning it.

“This must be very hard for you, Tessa,” he said at last.

“Did you have any idea?”

“None.”

“Nobody would believe it. Looking at him, watching him—”

“Nobody.”

“I thought you could always tell, that something always gave it away.”

“That’s the prevailing idea, but it’s untrue. It’s not my field, of course, but that much I know.”

“You’ve watched him grow up, and you’re as shocked as I am.”

He said nothing. He had not been the family pediatrician, but he had seen all three children countless times during the years, and as each had reached the age where they were beyond pediatrics, each had become his patient. Jeff had become a Waldo patient just last year.

“Perhaps Jeff is wrong,” he said at last. “Perhaps it is something he misunderstands and fears and magnifies to fact.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking all day. But I’m afraid to sit back and do nothing.”

“Of course. Let me find out about the good people up there. Placquette is near New Haven, isn’t it?”

“Ten miles this side. Does it—do psychiatrists and analysts think it’s curable?”

“Some do, others don’t.”

“Do you think it is?”

“I don’t know enough to risk an opinion. I’ve heard that treatment at the earliest phase is thought to have more of a chance than treatment later, after some years of actual sexual experience.”

“Don’t,” she whispered. “I can’t bear the idea yet. If I so much as think of any actual—”

“I know, Tessa.” He drew his prescription pad toward him and said, “I want you to take one of these tonight and then another a couple of hours later if you need to. Now about Ken.”

“That’s mostly why I had to come today. He’ll be home in two hours. You did say not to protect him, but this?”

He remained silent, writing his prescription. Then slowly he said, “You wanted me to order you not to tell Ken, didn’t you?”

“I don’t know. Yes, maybe, but I’m not sure of anything. I think one thing, then it changes and I think the opposite. That will level out, I suppose.”

“You will level out. But about Ken, I can’t make up your mind for you on this.”

“But can he stand it? You’re his doctor, you’re the only one who can calculate that.”

“He can stand it if he wants to stand it.”

“Oh, Mark, you’re telling me, a layman, to decide for myself.”

“It’s not simply a medical question. If you start out now by concealing this from Ken, because you are afraid to shock him, when will it seem right to tell him? Next week? Next month?”

“I thought perhaps after Jeff had started with the analyst, after we had more idea, after we knew if there might be any hope.”

“Yes, if that could all happen in a day or two. But suppose it took time, perhaps months—”

“You mean it would only be worse for Ken, knowing then that he’d been kept in the dark.”

“Think about it for a day or so, Tessa.”

“I didn’t mean waiting for months.”

“But a week of silence? A few weeks of silence? It gets harder every day to find the right time.”

“All right, I’ll have to think about it. Thanks, anyway.” She left his office quickly, but no sooner was she alone again than she felt a turbulent resentment rising within her. He had left the decision to her. It was a medical decision and he was the medical expert, but he was saddling her, the layman, with the responsibility of making it. “I can’t make up your mind for you on this.” “Think about it for a day or so, Tessa.”

Medical ethics, she thought, like that damn nonsense of letting you be the one to decide whether to call in another doctor for a consultation. How am I supposed to know whether Ken’s nervous system can stand this amount of stress this soon, I who haven’t had years of medical training? Why couldn’t Mark take over on this and say do tell him or don’t tell him?

She strode along the street thinking, All right, I’ll tell him the minute he gets home, and then we’ll all find out whether it’s too soon or not too soon. It isn’t as if this were the same sort of strain as some problem at the office or something wrong with a contract She tried to imagine Ken reading Jeff’s letter, but memory assailed her, of his pale face above the hospital blanket, his lower lip pulled slightly askew at one corner. Without apparent logic, her resentment at Mark Waldo went quiet and then died away.

“You look all in,” Ken greeted her. “Is anything wrong?”

“Wrong how?”

“You look depressed.”

“I’m upset over something. I’d rather not bother you with it right off though.”

“Something at the office?”

“Oh no.”

“Another row with Jeff?”

“Not a row, just something.” He nodded and she saw that he was relieved that she did not want him in on whatever it was. He had aged a good deal in the past year, aged in subtler ways than the new lines in face and forehead, and the further receding and whitening of his hair. Unlike the disappearance of the muscular drag of arm and leg, there was still, somehow, a persisting drag to his mood, a dejection which he could not banish, as if he were always aware that he had been defeated in an irreversible score, with no miracle to be hoped for in the last minutes of play. He was a tall man, thin, handsome still, though his own sadness seemed a skillful robber of the bright good looks he had always been comfortably aware of. Not that he was a conceited man, merely one who knew that others found him attractive. She sometimes looked at pictures of him taken twenty years ago or longer, and marveled that the passage of time could show so sharp a change to the camera when to her own eye it was, in the process of happening, all but imperceptible.

Since his stroke she had sometimes wondered often whether it was not the same with all the sophisticated equipment in Dr. Waldo’s office—had not the routine annual electrocardiograms, year after year after year, been as unaware of any deterioration in him, in capillary or vein or artery? That had shaken her, that one fact, that Ken had been pronounced well and fit just a few weeks before the C.V.A. Cardio-Vascular Accident—what a name for that first break in the lovely red thread of life.

Everything came so suddenly.

As she went to the front door for the mail this morning she had been wondering whether to ask the Wisters to dinner the next weekend Jeff would be home, asking them to bring Suzy too, and perhaps treat Jeff and Suzy to seats at some hit show. The theater was becoming so expensive—fifteen dollars for a pair of good seats—that young people couldn’t go on their own any longer, the way they did when she was young; balcony seats for a dollar or so were unheard of now, even to shows about to close for lack of paying audiences. Even the producers of shows about to close still treated the going price scale as sacred and kept their prices intact in their empty theaters, except for the occasional issuing of “twofers,” which you never heard about in time. How futile, how foolish, their unwillingness to accept reality and offer dollar tickets to students and to people too poor to pay the big inflated prices.

I’m running again, she thought. You’d think my greatest concern was the state of the theater and the fate of producers and playwrights and flop shows. Jeff didn’t run, why should I? If ever there was a direct facing up to something, that letter of his was it. No disguise, no fake optimism, no side excursions into other problems, just a flat-out statement, just will-you-help?

A wave of heat seemed to assault her skin. She was ashamed. Ashamed of the evasions, the wrigglings, the pendulum swings of horror and hope. Perhaps she needed to see a psychiatrist or analyst too, to go through this with more maturity, to remember that her pain must be nothing compared to Jeff’s pain, her horror puny compared to his.

Again that complex question of parentship, that pulsing lifeline no electrocardiograph could ever trace with its inky squiggles on graph paper. She had to resolve that question more carefully now than ever before; it was vital in a new way, in new ratios, than ever it had been with the other children. Or I will lose him forever, she thought, or I will lose my poor troubled son forever.

“What’s bothering you?” Ken asked in sudden sympathy from the bar table where he was pouring a drink for himself. “You said it was nothing serious, but you’re as jumpy as a cat.”

“Am I? I’m sorry.”

“Let me get you a drink. You’ve practically drowned that plant anyway.”

She looked down at the watering can in her hand. It was always kept on the window, half full, and she had indeed been flourishing it with abandon. “I never knew I had the thing in my hand. I was thinking about other things.”

“Sure you don’t want to talk about them?”

“Not really. Not for now, Ken.” She gave him the flash of a smile, the false smile one manages to give people in hospital beds. “I just want to think this out for a while. Sometimes when you verbalize things, you establish a stance that’s hard to shift later on.”

“Now you’re quoting me back at me,” he said. “Or don’t you remember where you got that wisdom from, about ‘firming up a stance’?”

“You ought to feel flattered. How many wives, after twenty-six years, still really listen?” She was pierced with a longing to blurt it all out, to get Jeff’s letter from its hiding place in her purse and hand it over to him, as if sharing this terrible knowledge could somehow decrease it. But she did not move toward her purse, or blurt out a word, not so much out of love for Ken as of fear, as if already she could hear the screaming siren of an ambulance racing to the hospital. “I’m thinking about finding an analyst for Jeff,” she finally said. “A real one, not just Mrs. Culkin.”

“But why? I thought that was all done with.”

“But problems keep arising, new problems—” She turned sharply away, in a new decisiveness. “I meant that, about verbalizing.”

“Start him with a professional analyst,” he said, half in jest, “and he’ll never get loose again.”

“That’s not so, Ken! You’ll be saying ‘the shrink’ next.”She made it sound light, almost merry, and he laughed.

“I guess I’m feeling stingy about any new bills from any new doctors, after being stripped so clean last year.”

“We can manage it,” she said comfortably. “I asked Mark Waldo to find somebody good in New Haven, and it probably would only be a couple of visits a week, and not cost millions.” She moved to the bar table.

“Have you told the school? They’d have to know.”

“Not yet, but I will, of course.”

“What about talking to Jeff? Have you at least done that?”

“In a way.”

“He’ll turn you down flat,” he predicted. “He’s at that age where you don’t do things your parents want you to do. Conscientious objectors, all teen-agers.”

She laughed a little. “This time I know he will.”

“Remembering this past summer, I can just hear you two going at this, the arguments, the yes-buts and no-buts, with Jeff shouting and you finally crying.”

“He knows about it already, and he wants it himself. He’s being very mature about it, and he’d be grateful—”

“Grateful to parents? A cardinal sin.”

“Well, do let’s skip it for now. I probably shouldn’t have said this much.”

He turned back to his drink, clicking on the television set for the evening news. He looked acquiescent enough, ready to stop pressing her, but she saw a jumping pulse at the side of his throat and in the vein at his temple. Veins, she thought. She never used to think, Veins, but now she had an awareness of his veins whenever there was stress for either of them.

Suddenly she felt that she was mishandling this. She was behaving meanly; either you told it or you did not, but half telling and half withholding was paltry and mean-spirited. She had resented Mark Waldo because she had been afraid she would make the wrong decisions and do the wrong things, and sure enough, she was doing them.

But perhaps they were not so wrong. It was better to have Ken perplexed than to shock him to death. The literal meaning of the phrase made her draw back. In crisis, nothing was wrong and nothing right; there was only urgency and the one way to meet urgency was with whatever kindness and tact you could manage. It would all come clearer soon.

The telephone rang and she jumped for it, but it was a wrong number. She had been waiting for it to ring since she came home in the late afternoon. “Phone collect when you can,” her wire had said, and after allowing time for Western Union to deliver it in a sealed envelope, she had been waiting for Jeff to call and say whatever it was he would say.

“Gee, Mama, it’s swell of you to be this way.” She could imagine some such words, faltering, not wanting to thank her openly for her support, yet wanting her to feel it.

“There’s nothing swell about it,” she would answer, minimizing it, making him feel that this was his due, any child’s due.

God, I hate myself, she thought. She shoved the telephone away as if it were mocking her.



CHAPTER TWO

IN THE WEDGE OF space as the door opened, Jeff saw an inch of Miss Tierney and a yellow envelope in her hand. It was for him. He knew it before Mr. Klingman talked with Miss Tierney, who was from the Headmaster’s office, and before Mr. Klingman called his name and said, “You may look at it now, Jeff. A telegram.”

He said, “A telegram,” not just to put a name to it, but to imply, This must be important, otherwise it wouldn’t be a telegram, so you may read it right away, although the rules are that class cannot be interrupted for messages or telephone calls or letters.”

Jeff went up slowly, knowing that everybody was watching him, and took the sealed envelope. An excitement seemed to pump all through him.

“I hope it’s not bad news,” Klingy said, watching his face for a clue.

Jeff ripped up the flap with his thumb, opened the envelope and drew out the stiff sheet inside, holding it so nobody could get a glimpse of anything in it. The words PROUD OF YOU jumped up at him and he said quickly, “Oh, no, sir, it’s not bad news.” Then he took one more second to read all of it, stuffed it into his pocket, and with his face burning, went back to his seat.

There was a general stir and buzz about him, but Mr. Klingman said, “Now, class,” and the voices stopped and the shuffle and movement fell away. Jeff sat straight as if nothing had happened, but he could almost feel the crispness of the sheet and envelope in his pocket, as if he had his hand around them, touching them. He would have to hide the telegram even though she had written it so it didn’t give anything away, or even say anything anybody could start guessing about. Except what kind of specialist and why. But that was nothing much; about six of the guys went into New Haven for their hours with analysts, and everybody knew he had been having sessions with Mrs. Culkin, a kind of child psychologist, though some of her patients were pretty grown-up, the way he was.

But telegrams didn’t come about ordinary things like Mrs. Culkin or hours like the ones other guys had. His face burned again; it was hard to believe that not one person in that whole class knew what the telegram was about. Not one person in the whole school. Suddenly he was again hearing the happy roar that had gone up from the whole of Placquette at the game last Saturday when he had intercepted that Hotchkiss pass in midfield and hurled himself free of the tackles, raced left from one blocker, then right, faking another, and gone fifty-two yards for the touchdown. “Lynn, Lynn, Lynn,” they had shouted. “Lynn, Lynn, Lynn.” If one of them had dreamed the hotshot halfback of their football team was turning queer, if they ever found out that maybe he was, or said he might be, he’d damn well shoot himself.

Maybe it was that horrible fear that finally made him write the letter. It already seemed fifty years since he mailed it, and another fifty since he first thought he would have to write it. He was going crazy over it, really crazy, knowing that he could never tell her face to face and ask for help that way. She would cry and he hated her when she cried. The old man would be worse! Ever since his goddamn stroke, if you said one word he didn’t like, you felt like a murderer.

He already knew the telegram by heart, though he had only one flash of it. She was being okay about it. Or maybe she was only putting on an act, for starters. With parents you could never tell. She was all right, mostly, but sometimes she would seem okay and then you would find out after a while that it was all a put-on, and that the real honest thing came out later. He hated hypocrites, and people could be hypocrites while they seemed dead honest. But maybe this was one of the times when she sounded okay and stayed okay later. God, he hoped so.

He could see PROUD OF YOU as if the paper were open before him. She meant she was proud he had told her, not proud of him. He felt the writhing begin, the writhing he hated, down deep in his gut somewhere, his viscera, his entrails, he didn’t know exactly where, just deep and hidden, at the core. Whenever he thought of it, that writhing and plunging downward began as if he had slipped off a cliff and were going down, down, in a kind of free fall that had no end.

She would get the best specialist. That meant she was pretty sure it was curable, or she wouldn’t be willing to spend the money, not after-Dad’s being so sick for so long. They had plenty of money for important things, he knew that, and this was important if anything was ever important. If only he could talk to somebody up here at Placquette about it, he might never have written her at all. But he didn’t dare, not to any master, not even to Pete, his best friend and roomie since sophomore year. Pete was always carrying on about some girl he was in love with, slobbering over what he had done to her and everything he was going to try next time. Jeff hated hearing it, but he half memorized Pete’s words, as if he might want to borrow them for his own use. The thing was, he never knew exactly what Pete meant, knew it in his head, sure, but not really knew, the way you knew things you actually did know. He listened to all that about kissing and feeling and trying to do this or that, but it was like being locked behind a wall of thick glass where you could see out but not get near anything yourself.

He didn’t know exactly when he had first realized that. He only knew that whenever he read a book with a big love scene or saw a movie with passion and breasts and open lips, he had that same dead lost feeling of being locked behind that wall of thick cold glass, watching but not being part of anything.

The first time the glass vanished was that time—God, not last winter at basketball practice, but the winter before that, when Hal Jarvis came off the court with him and slung his arm across his shoulders. Excitement had gone pumping through him then too, a different kind, a new kind, pumping through in big lazy waves, frightening but marvelous, all at the same time. Nothing like it had ever happened to him before, except in dreams. He couldn’t believe it and he couldn’t get it out of his head. Even hours after, days after, he couldn’t. If he so much as thought, Hal, or thought of that arm on his shoulder, it happened all over again, that strange pumping wave, spreading through him like a slow hot river. Even if he thought, Basketball, it would begin and it was always marvelous, but along with the marvelous there was something else.

The something else was being frightened and being ashamed. This kind of marvelous-was different from what Pete and the other guys meant. He had an absolute conviction about it. This was all wrong, miserable and wrong.

Yet he didn’t want it to end. One night he let himself think about Hal deliberately, as if to see if he could make it happen, and it did happen, just as strong, just as powerful. He knew what it meant. He didn’t want to do anything about it, but he did, and it was over in one second flat, wild and pounding.

Afterward he writhed in a shame he had never felt before. He knew that practically all boys did what he had just done, all the crap about going insane was a lot of Bible Belt shit, but he also knew that this was different. The other guys thought about a love scene, about a girl. He had felt that arm loose and easy on his shoulder, and that was not okay, not what anybody meant by okay. That was abnormal and it was a disgrace and he lay there in a desperation he had never known.

The bell clanged the end of the period. Jeff leaped from his seat and raced from class. He didn’t want any of the guys asking about the telegram, forcing him to make up explanations for it. He wanted to get to his own room, read it again, and then call her as she had said. He would be careful on the phone, the way she was in the telegram, so if anybody heard him, the words wouldn’t give him away. Once he started going to whatever analyst she found and started to put out words during the visits, he would have to be on watch for every word he said at school. Not that he hadn’t been plenty watchful all along. For a million years he’d watched every syllable, watched every gesture, measured every joke and every action, not even horsing around with Pete the way they used to. Pete didn’t have a clue, no doubt of that. If he did, Pete would simply have to tell one other guy, just one, tell even after promising not to say a word, the way people did with secrets, even good people like Pete. And then in five minutes it would be all over school and that would be the end.

Pete never guessed, when he bragged about some girl, that Jeff was listening the way you listened to a teacher in class, taking in the main points, filing them away for some old exam. Nor could Pete ever suspect that the single time the descriptions took on any real meaning was that day Pete was carrying on about touching and feeling and by accident Hal Jarvis called out to somebody outside their open window.

Then for a split second—

Split second was right. It was as if he, Jeff, had grabbed up a great ax, slicing through sharp and sure, the way a lumberman flashed his ax through a sapling tree. Never would he just give in to anything like that, he had thought then, never just let his mind wander along on Pete’s slobbery juicy words. Zap-axed. He could do that always. It gave him some comfort: he could zap it off at will. He could take a vow, the way priests and monks did, and put sex out of his life forever. At least until he had been to the analyst long enough to know if he could change around and be like everybody else.

Zap! But suppose sometime I can’t lift that ax fast enough? Suppose I can’t even find it? Like when I’m asleep?

Maybe this wasn’t something you could just zap out or take vows about. Maybe it didn’t just pass if you were analyzed. Maybe it didn’t disappear as you grew older. It was already over two years since that day coming off the basketball court. Hal had graduated and wasn’t even there any more, but nothing had changed for Jeff except it was ten times worse. At the start of this semester, he was the only one in the senior class without a girl. He had begun to make up things about dates he’d had with a girl named Joan during the summer, and that was smooth enough, but then he started calling her Jo, and talking about her a lot, and one of the fellows said, “She sounds like a good Joe,” and everybody laughed and he with them. “She’s that, all right, wait till you meet her,” he said, but he knew he had overdone it, and his gut burned as if he had swallowed a mixture of fire and acid and slime all mixed up.

He finally cooled out but he never called her Jo again. He said Joan or Joanie and then after a while Pete and some of the other guys who also lived in New York started asking him to double-date, expecting him to appear with Joanie. Once Pete asked why she wasn’t ever around. Soon Jeff began to drop a few cool remarks about it being all washed up with Joanie. It wasn’t her fault, he said, wasn’t anybody’s fault; they’d just had it and decided to pack it in.

But not too long after that, he’d biked into New Haven and when he got back he talked about picking up a blonde named Gloria. Pete was all ears and it was easy to spill out a lot of pretty smooth stuff. After the first “away” football game, they’d all gone on a tear, with lots of girls around, and later he told Pete all about a girl he called Connie, for Consuela.

“Come off it,” Pete finally said. “I don’t believe in any of these babes you tell about”

“Okay. So don’t.”

It was just right, not defensive, not combative, just natural and easy. Pete waited a moment and then said, “You always were the most secretive guy.” Jeff liked it, liked the feeling of success. He had put it across. By not trying he had put it across. He must remember that.

There were lots of things he must remember; he was learning them every day. If he slipped he would be found out That one thing he would never be able to stand. Having everybody know would kill him. He had heard them all laugh and snicker at just about any joke with the word “fag” in it, or “queer” or “fairy” or “queen,” and if ever any guy said, “Guess what, Jeff Lynn’s a fag,” he would kill him.

Or he would kill himself. But it wasn’t true, not really true, and it would never be true. He was being slow about girls, sure, being slow about adolescence, about having dreams about girls. The only dreams he ever had, the wet dreams, the wonderful ones, were about vague things mostly that somehow got all glistening or rounding or muscular until it happened—

It didn’t mean a thing. Most people were a little of both sexes; they had been told that in sex-education talks. The most masculine of males had a streak of the feminine in him, and the most feminine of females had a streak of the masculine, and it all worked together to produce a deeper, richer humanity in both sexes. He had to remember that too. He wanted to remember it; remembering it was another funny kind of comfort when it got too rotten to think about.

But the main thing to remember was not to lay it on too thick. “Okay, so don’t” had worked. If he had pulled out a couple of snapshots and said this was Gloria and that was Connie, smart old Pete would probably have given him that long look of his that said, “Something’s wrong.”

Actually he ought to quit laying it on too thick inside himself. He thought about it all too damn much, couldn’t keep it out of his head, couldn’t give it the old “Okay, so don’t” treatment at all. That time Pete dragooned him for his cousin Edey, he got so uptight beforehand he didn’t know what to say to her and never even began to like being with her. Then he did all the wrong things to prove he did like her, hurried about dating her again, and then on the second date he had just about crawled inside his own skin. Edey seemed to like him anyway, but all the time that damn glass built up until he felt that he was in a prison looking out at her, talking to her by prison telephone, false and phony as hell.

Also stupid. He was supposed to be a sure thing for cum laude or even summa cum, straight A’s if he even tried, which he didn’t, because B’s weren’t as square as A’s, but the minute he got near a girl, the good old stupidity would start. At other times, things came out funny and easy, but with a girl, just stupid sweat

He turned left, saw that he was already at the dormitory, and hurried to his room. At last he was where he could read the telegram slowly, dig its inner meaning, PROUD OF YOU FOR LETTER, she had said, not just plain PROUD OF YOU, which was how he had caught it on the fly. Natch. How could anybody, especially a mother, be proud of you because you were homosexual? All she meant was that it was better to come clean about it instead of hiding it the way everybody always did. He stared at the phrase and his throat went hot and hard to swallow, as if he were coming down with strep again.

There were people who were homosexual that you could be proud of, Leonardo and Michelangelo and Plato and Tchaikovsky and also plenty of living people, famous playwrights and composers and conductors and authors. The string of names came quickly because he had so often gone over them. Telling my beads, he had once thought, a sour smile down inside somewhere. Maybe someday he would do some research, call it “Great Homosexuals down the Ages,” like a thesis for a college award or advanced degree. Except you never could do a thesis like that; if you sounded interested in being homosexual, people knew right away about you.

How did he know that? How did he know all the things he already knew about what you had to do and what you could never do? Suddenly he wished he had never given in enough to write his mother. Right there, in writing his letter, he had broken his oath about never letting one human being on earth know about him. Right there in that letter he had done the one unthinkable thing. Admitted it.

But God, if there was any way out after all, didn’t he have to take it? He was suddenly hearing the news again about Mick Munson’s twin brother, Rex Munson, and his dog’s choke collar hanging him to that tree, that awful news flashing around the school like electricity, and feeling again the streak of fear that had raced through him. If there was any way out, of course he had to grab for it, and grab now. And to find out, he had to tell her. Or tell the two of them. Only telling Dad would be one step off the end of the world. Maybe he was yellow to wish his mother wouldn’t, but he couldn’t help it.

When he first imagined telling them, asking about psychoanalysis, he just iced up all over as if he had a fever. He put the idea out of his head, sliced it off with that ax. But it didn’t stay sliced off. It kept coming back at him, sly and cold, working on his nerves until he got that old feeling about going crazy.

“Listen, Dad, listen, Mama, I have something to tell you”—and right away he knew it would have to be done in some other way. At last he began to think, What other way? Instead of pushing the whole thing out of his head in a wild rush, he had begun to make up letters, starting, “Dear Dad and Mama.” That didn’t get anywhere either.

And then about a month ago, on one of those first days when you suddenly realize that summer’s really over and fall is here for sure and winter coming, and in June you graduate—something about all that really got to him, and a panic of hurry seized him like in the last five minutes of an exam, a frenzy springing alive, telling him he’d better speed up and get straightened out and not just wait around hoping everything would just go away by itself like some old aching muscle that gradually lets up.

That was when he got the idea of writing only to her. Even so it was fierce. He didn’t know how to say it, he didn’t even know how to begin. He couldn’t just blast out with “Dear Mama, I guess I’m queer.” He must have started ten different letters before he got the one he actually mailed. And the moment it slid into the mailbox, the doubts began again. He had to hand it to her, about the telegram. Now she wanted him to call her, and he couldn’t think of anything that would be all right to say; he never would be able to find any words that would sound right. Couldn’t she see that for herself, see that was why he had written the letter? She could be infuriating about the things she asked, but she never seemed to think they were infuriating at all.

Maybe anybody would ask you to call. Something seemed to collapse in his mind as he thought it. Maybe this was part of her being okay, and he was glad she was being okay. It made him feel kind of good and sort of sad about having to tell her. He felt in his pocket for a dime; that was all you needed to put in a collect call, and you even got your dime back. Then he went down to the end of the hall to the telephone booth. It was empty and his spirits fell. Doggedly he put in his call. The line was busy and he hung up with alacrity and went back to his room. It was as if God had intervened to give him a breather.
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