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culty remembering events as they actually happened. No doubt it is a
symptom of my aforementioned point, which concerns the tendency of
contemporary human beings to live not actual lives but simulations of
lives, loving not actual people but the general idea of those people, oper-
ating at several degrees of remove from what might be considered
authentic if we weren’t trying so hard to create authenticity through
songs and clothes and advertisements and a million other agents of real-
ness. In other words, this book is about a world ruled by accessories,
about a citizenry that expresses its tastes, its politics, its dreams, and its

heartbreaks via the trinkets on its shelves. But maybe that’s just me.
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It started in cold weather; fall was drifting away into an intolerable chill.
[ was on the tail end of twenty-six, living in New York City, and trying
to support myself as a writer. One morning I logged on to my America
Online account to find a message under the heading “is this the real
meghan daum?” It came from someone with the screen name PFSlider.
The body of the message consisted of five sentences, written entirely in
lowercase letters, of perfectly turned flattery, something about PFSlider’s
admiration of some newspaper and magazine articles I had published
over the last year and a half, something else about his resulting
infatuation with me, and something about his being a sportswriter in
California.

I was charmed for a moment or so, engaged for the thirty seconds

that it took me to read the message and fashion a reply. Though it felt

strange to be in the position of confirming that I was indeed “the real
meghan daum,” I managed to say, “Yes, it’s me. Thank you for writing.”
I clicked the “Send Now” icon and shot my words into the void, where !
forgot about PFSlider until the next day when I received another mes-
sage, this one entitled “eureka.” “wow, it is you,” he wrote, still in lower-
case. He chronicled the various conditions under which he'd read my

few and far between articles: a boardwalk in Laguna Beach, the spring
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anxicties. I have a constant, low-grade fear of the telephone. I often call

people with the intention of getting their answering machines. There 1s

something about the live voice that has become startling, unnervingly

organic, as volatile as incendiary talk radio. PFSlider and I tossed a few
innocuous, smart-assed notes back and forth over the week following
his first message. His name was Pete. He was twenty-nine and single. 1

revealed very little about myself, relying instead on the ironic commen-
tary and forced witticisms that are the conceit of most e-mail messages.
But I quickly developed an oblique affection for PFSlider. I was excit-
ed when there was a message from him, mildly depressed when there
wasn'’t. After a few weeks, he gave me his phone number. I did not give
him mine but he looked me up anyway and called me one Friday night.
I was home. I picked up the phone. His voice was jarring yet not
unpleasant. He held up more than his end of the conversation for an
hour, and when he asked permission to call me again, [ accepted as
though we were in a previous century.

Pete, as I was forced to call him on the phone—I never could wrap
my mind around his actual name, privately referring to him as PFSlider,
“e-mail guy,” or even “baseball boy”—began calling me two or three
times a week. He asked if he could meet me in person and I said that
would be okay. Christmas was a few weeks away and he would be return-
ing east to see his family. From there, he would take the short flight to
New York and have lunch with me. “It is my off-season mission to meet
you,” he said. “There will probably be a snowstorm,” I said. “I'll take a
team of sled dogs,” he answered. We talked about our work and our fam-
ilies, about baseball and Bill Clinton and Howard Stern and sex, about
his hatred for Los Angeles and how much he wanted a new job. Other

times we would find each other logged on to America Online at the same
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been identified as one of the maladies of our time, another avenue {or

the remoteness that so famously plagues contemporary life. But the bet-

ter person that I was to PFSlider was not a result of being a different per-
son to hirr(. It was simply that I was a desired person, the object of a
blind man’s ga%l may not have known my suitor, but for the first time .\\_.
in my life, I knew the deal. I knew when I'd hear from him and how I'd .
hear from him. I knew he wanted me because he said he wanted me,
because the distance and facelessness and lack of gravity of it all allowed .~
him to be sweeter to me than most real-life people had ever managed.
For the first time in my life, I was involved in a ritualized courtship.
Never before had I realized how much that kind of structure was miss-
ing from my everyday life.
And so PFSlider became my everyday life. All the tangible stuff—the
trees outside, my friends, the weather—fell away. I could physically feel
my brain. My body did not exist. I had no skin, no hair, no bones; all
destre had converted itself into a cerebral current that reached nothing
but my frontal lobe. Lust was something not felt but thought. My brain
was devouring all of my other organs and gaining speed with each swal-
low. There was no outdoors, the sky and wind were irrelevant. There was
only the computer screen and the phone, my chair and maybe a glass of
water. Pete started calling cvery day, sometimes twice, even three times.
Most mornings [ would wake up to find a message from PFSlider, com-
posed in Pacific time while I slept in the wee hours. “I had a date last
night,” he wrote, “and I am not ashamed to say it was doomed from the
start because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” Then, a few days later,
“If you stood before me now, I would plant the warmest kiss on your

cheek that I could muster”
I fired back a message slapping his hand. “We must be carcful where
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we tread,” 1 said. This was true but not sincere. I wanted it, all of it. |
wanted the deepest bow down before me. I wanted my ego not merely
massaged but kneaded. I wanted unfettered affection, soul mating, true
romance. In the weeks that had elapsed since I picked up “is this the real
meghan daum?” the real me underwent some kind of meltdown, a sys-
temic rejection of all the savvy and independence I had worn for years
like a grown-up Girl Scout badge. Since graduating from college, I had
spent three years in a serious relationship and two years in a state of nei-
ther looking for a boyfriend nor particularly avoiding one. I had had the
requisite number of false starts and five-night stands, dates that T wasn’t
sure were dates, emphatically casual affairs that buckled under their own
inertia even before dawn broke through the iron-guarded windows of
stale, one-room city apartments. Even though I was heading into my late
twenties, I was still a child, ignorant of dance steps or health insurance,
a prisoner of credit-card debt and student loans and the nagging feeling
that [ didn’t want anyone to find me until I had pulled myself into some
semblance of an adult. I was a true believer in the urban dream—in
years of struggle succumbing to brilliant success, in getting a break, in
making it. Like most of my friends, I was selfish by design. To want was
more virtuous than to need. I wanted someone to love me but [ cer-
tainly didn’t need it. I didn’t want to be alone, but as long as [ was, I had
no choice but to wear my solitude as though it were haute couture. The
worst sin imaginable was not cruelty or bitchiness or even professional
failure but vulnerability. To admit to loneliness was to slap the face of
progress. It was to betray the times in which we lived.

But PFSlider derailed me. He gave me all of what I'd never realized I
wanted. He called not only when he said he would, but unexpectedly,

just to say hello. His guard was not merely down but nonexistent. He let
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mice shirt. We were seated at a very nice table. I scanned the restaurant
lor people [ knew, saw no one and couldn’t decide how I felt about that.
UHe talked and T heard nothing he said. He talked and talked and
talked. I stared at his profile and tried to figure out if I liked him. He
scemed to be saying nothing in particular, though it went on forever.
Later we went to the Museum of Natural History and watched a science
film about the physics of storms. We walked around looking for the
dinosaurs and he talked so much that I wanted to cry. Outside, walking
along Central Park West at dusk, through the leaves, past the horse-
drawn carriages and yellow cabs and splendid lights of Manhattan at
Christmas, he grabbed my hand to kiss me and I didn’t let him. I felt as
i my brain had been stuffed with cotton. Then, for some reason, I invited
him back to my apartment, gave him a few beers, and finally let him kiss
me on the lumpy futon in my bedroom. The radiator clanked. The
phone rang and the machine picked up. A car alarm blared outside. A
key turned in the door as one of my roommates came home. I had no
sensation at all, only the dull déja vu of being back in some college dorm
room, making out in a generic fashion on an Indian throw rug while Cat
Stevens’ Greatest Hits played on the portable stereo. I wanted Pete out of
my apartment. I wanted to hand him his coat, close the door behind
him, and fight the ensuing emptiness by turning on the computer and
taking comfort in PFSlider.

When Pete finally did leave, I sulked. The ax had fallen. He'd talked
way too much. He was hyper. He hadn’t let me talk, although I hadn’t
tried very hard. I berated myself from every angle, for not kissing him
on Central Park West, for letting him kiss me at all, for not liking him,
for wanting to like him more than I had wanted anything in such a long

time. I was horrified by the realization that I had invested so heavily in
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had given up. In the car on the way home, he told me I was cynical, and
I didn’t have the presence of mind to ask him just how many cynics he
had met who would travel three thousand miles to see someone they
barely knew. Just for a chance. Just because the depths of my hope
exceeded the thickness of my leather jacket and the thickness of my skin.
And at that moment, I released myself into the sharp knowledge that
communication had once again eliminated itself as a possibility.

Pete drove me to the airport at 7 A.M. so T could make my eight o’
clock flight home. He kissed me goodbye, another chaste peck 1 recog-
nized from countless dinner parties and dud dates from real life. He said
he'd call me in a few days when he got to New York for his job interview,
which we had discussed only in passing and with no reference to the fact
that New York was where I happened to live. I returned home to the
frozen January. A few days later, he came to New York and we didn’t see
cach other. He called me from the plane back to Los Angeles to tell me,
through the static, that he had gotten the job. He was moving to my city.

PFSlider was dead. Pete had killed him. I had killed him. I'd killed my
own persona too, the girl on the phone and online, the character created
by some writer who'd captured him one morning long ago as he read the
newspaper. There would be no meeting him in distant hotel lobbies dur-
ing the baseball season. There would be no more phone calls or e-mail
messages. In a single moment, Pete had completed his journey out of
our mating dance and officially stepped into the regular world, the
world that gnawed at me daily, the world that fed those five-night stands,
the world where romance could not be sustained because we simply did
not know how to do it. Here, we were all chitchat and leather jackets,

bold proclaimers of all that we did not need. But what struck me most

about this affair was the unpredictable nature of our demise. Unlike
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tractions of smells and weather and other people, had, in effect, allowed
us to be vulnerable and passionate enough to actually care about some-
thing. It allowed us to do what was necessary to experience love. It was
not the Internet that contributed to our remote, fragmented lives. The
problem was life itself.

The story of PFSlider still makes me sad. Not so much because we no
longer have anything to do with one another, but because it forces me to
grapple with all three dimensions of daily life with greater awareness
than I used to. After it became clear that our relationship would never
transcend the screen and the phone, after the painful realization that our
face-to-face knowledge of each other had in fact permanently contami-
nated the screen and the phone, I hit the pavement again, went through
the motions of real life, said “hello” and “goodbye” to people in the reg-
ular way. In darker moments, I remain mortified by everything that hap-
pened with PFSlider. It terrifies me to admit to a firsthand understand-
ing of the way the heart and the ego are entwined. Like diseased trees
that have folded in on one another, our need to worship fuses with our

Cvn‘d‘fo be worshipped. Love eventually becomes only about how much
J

\mystigie can be maintained. It upsets me even more to see how this

entanglement is made so much more intense, so unhampered and intox-
icating, by way of a remote access like e-mail. But 'm also thankful that
I was forced to unpack the raw truth of my need and stare at it for a
while. This was a dare I wouldn’t have taken in three dimensions.

The last time I saw Pete he was in New York, thousands of miles away
Irom what had been his home and a million miles away from PFSlider.
In a final gesture of decency, in what I later realized was the most ordi-
nary kind of closure, he took me out to dinner. We talked about noth-

ing. He paid the bill. He drove me home in his rental car, the smell and
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It's w good thing we don’t own any. We can’t afford them. Besides,

not as timeless as they once were.

they're

My MISSPENT YOUTH
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sihiei this summer I was walking down West End Avenue in Manhattan
membered, with a sadness that nearly knocked me off my feet, just
! cume to New York seven years ago and just why I am now about
we. Certain kinds of buildings seem almost too gorgeous to belong
the actual world, or at least the present-day world. Given the alu-
Inum siding and brickface that proliferates throughout most of the
{Imied States, ’'m always amazed that massive, ornate residences like 838
West End Avenue, with its yellow fagade and black hieroglyphics, or 310
fiverside Drive, with its gargoyles and cornices, are still standing and
receiving mail delivery and depositing kids in and out of the front doors
like pretty much any domicile anywhere. When 1 was growing up in
northern New Jersey, just twenty-five miles away from Manhattan, I had
no concept that actual people could live in such places. My first inkling
came when I was seventeen. 1 walked into an apartment on the Upper
West Side of Manhattan and decided, within two minutes, what the con-
trolling force of my life would be.
It was the summer of 1987, and I was in the process of learning how
to drive a stick shift. My father is a composer and he allowed me to drive
him to Manhattan in our Plymouth Horizon in order to drop off some

lead sheets to a music copyist he worked with. The music copyist lived
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on West End Avenue and 104th Street, in a modest four-room apa
ment in a 1920s-era building, The moment the rickety elevator lurch
onto the sixth floor and the copyist opened the door, life for me w
never the same.

There was nothing particularly fancy about the place. It was a stan
dard prewar with moldings around the ceilings and, most likely, porce
lain hexagonal bathroom tiles that were coming loose. Although I'm not
sure if there were faded Persian rugs on the floors and NPR humming
from the speakers, it was just the sort of place for that. The music copy
ist and his wife had lived there for almost twenty years and although rent
was the furthest thing from my mind at the time, I can now surmise,
based on what they probably earned, that the apartment was rent con-
trolled, perhaps $300 per month. It's now difficult to imagine a time
when I didn’t walk into someone’s apartment and immediately start the
income-to-rent ratio calculations. But on that summer night, standing
in the living room of this apartment, looking down on the streets
whose voluptuous, stony buildings formed the shore to the river that
so famously keeps here safely away from there, my life was changed for-
ever. I mean no melodrama in this. From that moment on, everything I
did, every decision I made, every college applied to or not applied to,
every job taken or not taken, was based on an unwavering determination
to live in a prewar, oak-floored apartment, on or at least in the immedi-
ate vicinity of 104th Street and West End Avenue.

I’ve always been somebody who exerts a great deal of energy trying
lo get my realities to match my fantasies, even if the fantasies are made
{rom materials that are no longer manufactured, even if some govern-
mental agency has assessed my aspirations and pronounced them a

health hazard. Lately, my New York fantasy has proven a little too retro
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no thought to peak calling hours or dime-a-minute-rates. I have a
pulsive need to have fresh-cut flowers in my apartment at all times,
I'll spend eight or ten dollars once or twice a week at the Korean
ket to keep that routine going. This behavior may be careless, but it
ihso somewhat beside the point. In the grand scheme of things, the
sumer items themselves do not factor heavily; it’s easier to feel guilt
v spending $60 on a blender, as I did last month, than to examine the
ore claborate reasons why I reached a point where I found it impossi-
to live within my means.
Once you're in this kind of debt, and by “kind” I'm talking less about
umbers than about something having to do with form, with the brand
of the debt, all those bills start not to matter anymore. If I allowed them
to matter I would become so panicked that I wouldn’t be able to work,
which would only set me back further. I've also noticed that my kind of
debt takes a form that many people find easier to swallow than, say, the
kind of debt that reflects overt recklessness. I spent money on my edu-
cation and my career. These are broad categories. There’s room here for
copious rationalizations and I'll make full use of them. I live in the most
expensive city in the country because I have long believed, and had
many people convinced, that my career was dependent upon it. I spend
money on martinis and expensive dinners because, as is typical among
my species of debtor, I tell myself that martinis and expensive dinners
are the entire point—the point of being young, the point of living in
New York City, the point of living. In this mind-set, the dollars spent, like
the mechanics of a machine no one bothers to understand, become an
abstraction, an intangible avenue toward self-expression, a mere vehicle

of style.
I grew up in the kind of town that probably comes as close to defin-
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ing a generalized notion of the American Dream as any. It’s an afflucni
New Jersey suburb whose main draw is its good public school system. A
in many well-to-do suburbs, if you're not in need of K-12 services
there’s not much in it for you, and so virtually no one between the age
of eighteen and thirty-five can afford or has reason to live there. The
result is that the teenager is king. He sets the cultural and intellectual
standard for the community. Moreover, he does so without the benefit
of any adult influence other than his parents.

As I try to sort out the origins of my present financial situation, |
always come back to the feelings I had as a teenager in the suburbs and
the ineffable hankering I felt to access some kind of earthier, more
“intellectual” lifestyle. When I was growing up in the 1980s, the cultural
hegemony of my world was mired in a 1950s sensibility that came
directly out of the parents’ nostalgia about their youths. I went to parties
in junior high school where we actually danced to The Big Chill sound-
track. Kids wore Bermuda shorts and seersucker shirts. Unlike the self-
conscious vibe of the world I entered later in college, there was nothing
ironic in any of this. We knew no one older than ourselves or younger
than our parents—no college or graduate students, no single profes-
stontals, barely anyone who worked outside of a corporate structure.

Therefore the teen agenda looked a lot like the parental agenda, which
was, even though it was the late 1980s, pretty much an Eisenhower-era
paradigm: college, work, marriage, return to suburbs. As adolescents we
were, for better or worse, the staple crop and chief export of the place.
Realtors have been known to drive prospective home buyers throughout
the town and point out houses in which kids have gone to Ivy League

colleges.

My family was in a unique situation because we lived off of my
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1o know, as my Jewish Manhattanite friends put it, “from
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designers and editors of glossy magazines and Shakespearean
and skirt lengths. Name-dropping was my drug of choice and
d the stuff. By the time graduation came, I'd earned a degree in
h, but that seemed incidental to my stellar achievements in the

of “trom stuff”

1 still wanted to be a writer. And with my ever-evolving sense of enti-
nent, that seemed more possible than ever. When 1 graduated in
i2, 1 followed a herd of my classmates into Manhattan, many of
1wom moved back in with their parents on Park Avenue. I got myself an

mtry-level job in publishing, and, along with a couple of friends, rented
t five-room, prewar apartment with chipping paint on 100th Street and
Riverside Drive, a mere four blocks from the scene of my 1987 epiphany.
I was ecstatic. Such expert marksmanship! Such rich rewards for thor-
ough research and careful planning. My job, as an editorial assistant at a
glossy fashion magazine, paid $18,000 a year. The woman who hired me,
herself a 1950s-era Vassar graduate, told me that she hoped I had an
independent source of income, as I surely wouldn’t be able to support
myself on my salary. But I did support myself. My roommates, an ele-
mentary school teacher who was making $19,000 a year and a film stu-

dent who worked part-time at a non-profit arts organization, support-
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¢ input on trends among the extremely wealthy. Editorial
ho carned $18,000 managed to wear Prada, rent time-shares
mptons, have regular facials, and pay thousands of dollars a
m memberships and personal trainers. Many of them lived in
i buildings in the West Village or Upper East Side, for which
tents helped foot the bill,
was’t my scene. 1 felt as far away from my Hannah and Her
fantasy as I had in the suburbs. I didn’t want to be rich. I just
d to live in New York and be a writer. Moreover, I wanted to be a
1 i New York immediately. After a year of office work, I decided
mn M.EA. program in creative writing would provide the most
t route to literary legitimacy. 1 applied to exactly one program,
fumbia, which, not coincidentally, happened to be located in my
ighborhood. It’s also the most expensive writing program in the coun-
ry, a fact I ignored because the students, for the most part, seemed so
lown-to-earth and modest. Unlike my Prada-wearing, Hamptons-going
ollcagues from the magazine, Columbia students, in their flannel shirts
md roach-infested student housing, seemed as earnest and unrich as I
was, and 1 figured that if they could take out $20,000-a-year loans, so
could 1. Even as I stayed at Columbia for three years and borrowed more
than $60,000 to get my degree, I was told repeatedly, by fellow students,
{aculty, administrators, and professional writers whose careers I wished
to emulate, not to think about the loans. Student loans, after all, were
low interest, long term, and far more benign than credit-card debt. Not

thinking about them was a skill I quickly developed.

If there is a line of demarcation in this story, a single moment wh i
I crossed the boundary between debtlessness and total financi=" I still

hem, it’s the first dollar that I put toward achieving a life that ¢hat would

53




MY MISSPENT YouTH

MY MISSPENT YOUTH

of sticking it out has less to do with M.F.A. programs than with
i general. Whether or not one is paying $20,000 a year to try to
1 a writer, New York City has become a prohibitively expen-
¢ o live for just about anyone. Although I've devoted a lot of
1o being envious of Columbia classmates whose relatives were
up the tab for their educations, it’s now becoming clear to me
iisvuming the presence of a personal underwriter is not limited to
level jobs at glossy magazines or expensive graduate programs.
days, being a creative person in New York is, in many cases, con-
nt upon inheriting the means to do it.
Ihut the striver in me never flinched. As I was finishing at Columbia,
writing career was giving off signs that it might actually go some-
wre. If T hadn’t been doing so well I might have pulled out of the
e, I would have gotten a job, started paying my bills, and averted my
vn impending car crash. Instead, I continued to hedge my bets. I was
ublishing magazine articles regularly and, after a few months of temp-
1y, at insurance companies and banks, scored some steady writing gigs
that, to my delight, allowed me to work as a full-time freelance writer.
After five years and eight different roommates in the 100th Street
apartment, I was earning enough money to move to my own place
and, more importantly, had garnered enough contacts with established
Manhattanites to find myself a two-year sublet in a rent-stabilized
apartment. The fact that I got this sublet through a connection from a
Columbia professor has always struck me as justification enough for the
money I spent to go to school; as we all know by now, the value of a rent-
stabilized one-bedroom is equal to if not greater than that of a master’s
degree or even the sale of a manuscript to a publisher. And though I still
had not hit the literary jackpot by producing the best-seller that would
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pay off my loans and buy me some permanent housing, I still felt I'd
come out ahead in the deal.

So it’s not that I was sold a complete bill of goods. Things were going
well. In 1997 I was twenty-seven, teaching a writing course at N.Y.U.,,
publishing in a variety of national magazines, and earning about
$40,000 a year after taxes. (The teaching job, incidentally, paid a paltry
$2,500 for an entire semester but I was too enamored with the idea of
being a college teacher to wonder if I could afford to take it.) Neither
clueless suburbanite nor corporate, subsidized yuppie, I could finally
begin practicing the life I'd spent so long studying for. I had a decent-
sized apartment with oak floors and porcelain hexagonal bathroom tiles
that were coming loose. Like an honest New Yorker, I even had mice

lurking in the kitchen. I bought the rugs and the fax machine. I installed
a second telephone line for fax/data purposes.

Soon, however, 1 had some hefty dental bills that I was forced to
charge to Visa. I tried not to think about that too much until I ended up
making a few doctor’s visits that, being uninsured, I also charged to Visa.
When April rolled around, 1 realized my income was significantly
higher that year than any previous year and that I had woefully under-
estimated what I owed the IRS. Despite a bevy of the typical free-
lancer’s write-offs—haircuts, contact lenses, an $89.99 sonic rodent
control device—I was hit with a tax bill of over $20,000. And although

the IRS apparently deemed sonic rodent control devices an acceptable
deduction, it seemed that I'd earned too much money to be eligible to
write off the nearly $7,000 (most of it interest) I'd paid to the student
loan agency or the $3,000 in dental bills. Most heartbreaking of all, my
accountant proffered some reason that my $60 pledge to WNYC—my
Upper West Side tableau couldn’t possibly be complete without the NPR
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There are days when my debt seems to be at the center of my
being, a cancer that must be treated with the morphine of excuses and
rationales and promises to myself that 'm going to come up with the
big score—book advance, screenplay deal, Publisher’s Clearing Housc
prize—and save myself. There are other days when the debt feels like
someone else’s cancer, a tragedy outside of myself, a condemned build-
ing next door that I try to avoid walking past. I suppose that’s why I'm
even able to publicly disclose this information. For me, money has
always, truly, been “only money,” a petty concern of the shallower classes,
a fatuous substitute for more important things like fresh flowers and
“meaningful conversations” in the living room. But the days when I can
ignore the whole matter are growing further and further apart. My rent-
stabilized sublet is about to expire, and I now must find somewhere else
to live. I have friends getting rich off the stock market and buying mil-

lion-dollar houses. I have other friends who are almost as bad off as I am
and who compulsively volunteer for relief work in Third World countries
as a way of forgetting that they can’t quite afford to live in the first world.

But New York City, which has a way of making you feel like you're in
the Third World just seconds after you’ve thought you conquered all of
western civilization, has never really been part of the rest of the world.
In that sense, I suppose it’s foolish to believe that one can seek one’s for-
tune, or at least one’s sustenance, through rational means. I suppose that
part of the city’s magical beastliness is the fact that you can show up with
the best of intentions, do what’s considered to be all the right things,
actually achieve some measure of success and still find yourself caught
inside a financial emergency.

I have to be out of my sublet by September 1. Even if I tried to

assume control of the lease, the landlord will renovate the apartment
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when I was desperately searching for an affordable apartment in

Wew York City, Tlooked at a place that was gigantic by local standards. It
il two bedrooms, a kitchen nook, a dishwasher, and a sweeping view
he East River. The building was staffed by twenty-four-hour door-

1 and had a running track and a garden on the roof. It rented for

0 » month. This was in a rental market where studio apartments

ly went for less than $1,100 a month, and it was unheard of to have

mlight let alone things like dishwashers and running tracks. I was in
rc need of a place to live. I had precisely ten days to find something
fore I'd be forced to put my stuff in storage and sleep on a friend’s
uuch. But I did not rent the apartment. I did not for one minute enter-
tinn the possibility of living there. I did not even look in the closets, of
hich there were many. The reason is that the apartment had wall-to-
wall carpet.

Carpet makes me want to kill myself. Wall-to-wall carpet anywhere
other than offices, airplanes, and Holiday Inn lobbies sends me careen-
g toward a kind of despair that can only be described as the feeling
that might be experienced by a person who has made some monumen-
1al and irreversible life decision and realized, almost immediately after

the fact, that it was an error of epic proportions. Carpet makes me feel
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the way the woman who married the multimillionaire stranger on

national television must have felt when she was on the plane to the

honeymoon in Maui, the $35,000 rock on her finger, and her possibly

sociopathic husband next to her in first class. Carpet makes me feel the

way I felt when I was twelve and “went out” with Stephen Mungers, a boy
from homeroom who I barely knew, for a week. In seventh grade, “going
out” signified nothing more than a mutual agreement that the term
would be applied to the parties involved; no physical contact or verbal
exchange other than “You wanna go out?” and “Okay” was required. And
even though the situation was entirely reversible, I remember that week
as an unprecedented and traumatic psychological jaunt into a self that
was not my own. I had, in the context of seventh grade and the various
ideas I’d developed about who I was, become “other” to my own self. |
felt somehow that I had betrayed a basic premise of my existence. And
although I was unsure exactly what that premise was, I specifically recall
spending that week practicing the oboe with such concentration and
nervous energy that I finally mastered a particularly arduous exercise
and decided, with more certainty than has since accompanied more seri-
ous matters, that as long as I went out with Stephen Mungers I would be
wholly incapable of being the person I should be and, in fact, was. A sim-
ilar effect occurs when I walk into a house where not one square inch of
floor is showing.

Carpet is Mungers. Carpet is otherness. It is not my house and not
the house of ninety percent of the people I know. It’s more than just not
my style, it’s not my oeuvre. People always say to me, “Oh, I don’t like
carpet either. It makes me sneeze and it’s so hard to clean.” Sneezing and
cleaning have nothing to do with my feelings on the subject. If not hav-

ing carpet caused allergies and presented maintenance difficulties, I
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NPR, tell other people what they heard on it, and are amazed wh
other people say they heard it too. e
' I'am one of those people. My TV is in a2 room that also contajp
pile of magazines I won’t admit to reading, a Kenny Loggins CD 1 4 5 ’d
want anyone to see, and q Restoration Hardware catalog from whi:I:]I‘
\tvant ?/ery much to order a Teacher’s College Chrome Plate Schoolhouse
light, if only Restoration Hardware Was not so wannabe, so postich, .
apartment has oak floors and oriental rugs and, for ;s lc}:ng a(; Ie "
remember, oak floors and oriental rugs have played as great a role in o
sense of well-being as the knowledge that after falling asleep I wo T(’;
eventually wake up. T haven’t bought a can of Maxwell House in o .
years. I have an intellectya] crush on former Talk Of The Nation hc:’setrl:::

bed that is not a Platform bed, i.e. one that has a box spring and th
fore requires a dust ruffle, lowers MMy seratonin level. I do not wear :r;:
ors any brighter than pale blue or dusty rose. I do not wear panty h i
only tights. I do not wear gold jewelry, I would never drive a: Ar;y 'ose’
car. I stick to these rules because I am terrified of what would h enca'n
I deviated from them, | fear the “other” I fear carpet. et
Maxwell House is carpet. Total is carpet. All-temperatyre Cheer i
carpet, as is commercial talk radio, dust ruffles, bright-colored clothj .
pantyhose, gold jewelry, and the United States Automotive Ind o
Carpet is the road you congratulate yourself for never havin t:]itry.
Carpet is the woman at the supermarket whom you are glad nft to li:-
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i marketing posed a severe threat to your emotional health,

115 the distant relatives you see only at funerals. Carpet is the high

| sweetheart you would have disastrously married had you been

vne generation earlier.

lere is a brief, heartbreaking story about carpet. I once loved a great
iy, He treated me with that rare combination of adoration and decency
known to characters that were once played by Jimmy Stewart and
now played by Kevin Costner. He showed up at my door with flow-
He embarrassed me in front of the mailman by sending me letters

Iressed “To My Sweetie” on the envelope. He could have been the one

te it not for the sad fact that he could never, ever have been the one.

r a brief period during our two-year relationship, 1 fantasized about
it wedding: a Wyeth-esque outdoor affair, tents and mosquito netting,
il « string quartet playing Bach in a wheat field. I would wear a 1920s-

t luce dress with a dropped waist and go barefoot. Friends would toast
intillatingly. The New York Times would run a Vows column with a
cudline like “Passion on the Plains.” But such an event would never
ome to pass. He was, despite his old-fashioned ways and gentlemanly

demeanor, a reception hall and DJ type of man. He listened to Yanni. He
enjoyed the television show Wings. His house had carpet and he was not
bothered by it. He had, in fact, paid to have it installed. Though I believe
10 this day that his soul, at its core, is as pure and as capable of embrac-
ing my required snobberies as is the soul of any man with oak floors, it
was shrouded in carpet. It was suffocating in pale-blue shag and our love
was eventually subsumed under an expanse of Scotch-guarded fibers.
Carpet is the near miss, the ever-present land mine, the disaster that
looms on the horizon. It’s the efficiency apartment you'll be forced to

move into if the business fails, the marriage collapses, the checks stop
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coming in, and the wolf breaks down the door and scratches up those
precious polished floors. Carpet can be there when you least expect it
some of your best friends could have it. It could be the bad news at the

end of the third date; sprawling across the bachelor pad from wall to }
wall, it’s what makes you decide not to go past first base. When I takes ‘NS‘ DE THE TU BE
risk, what I put on the line are my essential, uncarpeted conditions. To
venture into the unknown is to hazard a brush with the carpeted masses
They taunt and threaten from the sides of the road, their split-levels and
satellite dishes forming pockmarks on the prairie, their luxury condo
units driving up the cost of living.

Where there’s carpet, there’s been a mistake. Where there’s carpet,
there’s Mungers. The arrangement is temporary. The clock is ticking.
Carpet is a rental car, a borrowed jacket youw'd never buy for yourself, the
neighbor’s key ring, with some tacky trinket attached, that you keep in
case she locks herself out. Carpet makes everybody a stranger. Carpet
tells me it’s time to pack up and move on. When there’s carpet, every
street gets me lost. Every restaurant is a Denny’s. Every room is a hotel

room. My feet can’t quite touch the floor. I am so far away from home.
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dried out in just the right places, kept away from the heat and the
and from anyone too stupid to confuse it with a clarinet.

What I really miss about the oboe is having my hands on it. I cou
come at that instrument from any direction or any angle and kno
cvery indentation on every key, every spot that leaked air, every nick o
every square inch of wood. When enough years go by, the corporen
qualities of an instrument become as familiar to its player as, I imagine
those of a long-standing lover. Knowing precisely how the weight of (he
oboe was distributed between my right thumb and left wrist, knowiny,
above all, that the weight would feel the same way every time, every day.
for every year that I played, was a feeling akin to having ten years ol
knowledge about the curve of someone’s back. Since I stopped playiny
the oboe, I haven’t had the privilege of that kind of familiarity. That's

not an exaggeration, merely a moot point.
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Several years ago, my oldest friend died, presenting me with an occasion
not to be sad, not to cry, not to tell people and have them not know how
to respond. Several years ago, 1 decided to create an ironic occurrence
rather than a tragedy, a cautionary tale rather than the wretched injus-
tice it really was. This is a neat trick, this business of utter detachment
from everything less than great that goes on, this position of being
perched on a cartoon drawing of a crescent moon, looking down at all
the lonely people, all the stupid ones with their souls so foolishly close
to the linings of their coats.

What my friend did was catch a virus from the air. This is true. This
is, in fact, the only aspect of the event that remains unequivocal. I now
suspect it was hantavirus—the strain that is passed along from even the
most remote contact with rodents—but there was never any concrete
evidence of this. Like a tuft of dandelion seed, this virus wafted into
Brian Peterson’s body as he walked down the street or sat by a window
or perhaps even slept in the bed he’'d purchased from Jensen-Lewis, the
bed with the Ralph Lauren sheets for which he’d fastidiously shopped at
Bloomingdales—“fabric for living.” Except that he died. All but dropped
dead. Unlike an encounter with a dandelion seed, contact with such a

virus is a one-in-eight-million chance. Four to six people each year dic
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ol this. One stands in greater risk of being abducted by a celebrat
criminal, or of being visited by the Publisher’s Clearing House Pri
Patrol, or of standing on the precise acre of land where a jetliner tall
after the failure of a hydraulics system. This is the sort of chance that
upon impact, transcends itself and becomes something closer to fate
Brian is someone who accomplished nothing in his life other than
his death. This is an ugly admission, a brutal interpretation of facts |
have not been able to process any other way. He died at twenty-two. Very
few people came to his funeral. There were only a handful of friends to
call, vague acquaintances who had faded into the murk of adulthood,
who had disappeared down roads of maturity that always appeared to
Brian as hazy and not worth the trip. His life had been a string of fail
ures: an unremarkable education in suburban public schools, an aban
doned college career, a less than half-hearted attempt to become a
writer. He was an only child, spoiled by parents who had no friends and
furnished him with an expensive car and expensive clothes that he drove
and wore no particular place. His audience was himself, a reflexive rela-
tionship that resulted in unbearably empty spaces for both parties. This
was a life bereft of even tragedy, until he finally fixed that. He let death
come to him—although that, of course, is a matter of interpretation,
as is every component of the existence and lack of existence of Brian
Peterson.

I liked Brian because he liked me, because he laughed at my jokes, let
me drive his car, and complimented my appearance even when I'd done
something atrocious to my hair. I liked him because he didn’t hold me
in contempt for refusing to reciprocate the romantic aspects of his affec-
tion for me. He let me talk about other men. He let me watch whatever

1 wanted on his TV, even if it was National Geographic specials about the
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exchange for a condo in F . |
When he left this planet, he left me and very few others, and if those

i i by now that
Christian alternatives to Jife really exist, then he must know by

i is 0
we will never be reunited. If those opposable H’s are trué, then he

Heaven for never committing any crime, and 1l find myself in Hell one

day for the spin that I have put on his death. My spin is this: I believe

that he couldn’t do anything other than die. None of us who grew up

i idn’t offi-
with him could imagine an alternative. And the fact that he didn't off1

cially kill himself was enough to rmake all of us believe in the supernat-

ih W i r li (o3
]

: »
i e.
whispering in our waxy €ars, “Do something, or di

Some specifics: Over the New Year’s weekend of 1993, Brian camc

down with the flu. He called in some antibiotics and took a few. Then he

left the cigarettes on the kitchen table, lay down in bed, and never got up.
he December 22 edition of the New York Post, the

Also on the table was t
i th
January issue of Esquire, and a copy of TV Guide already cracked at the

. i . € the
ine. He was a person who planned his television watching as if th
spine.

1 i i contents
programs were activities written in a Filofax, as if they were the

. . s,
of his life, which they, in fact, were. They were standing appointments

not even penciled in.

i agel. |
On January 4, Brian’s mother called me. 1 was eating 2 bagel

i :he
answered on the third ring; somehow I remember this. She told me

was in the hospital, that he had lain in bed in his apartment for six days
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care unit i i i
» some diagnosis of atypical Pneumonia, some negative HJy

test, some r. ia di
, eversal of the Pneumonia diagnosis, some rapid deterior,
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orida. Apparently there was a priest involved; things were that bad

Bllalls IIlOthCl Spoke m S“"ple, €ven WOldS. I debated n ])ly “"”d

VARIATIONS ON (s

them. He refused to get a job because he didn’t want one. I P
paid his rent on a huge apartment in SoHo, which he decorated with ()
obvious accessories of one who sees life through fashion magazines and
Williams-Sonoma catalogs. On the walls, he had the Ansel Adams pho
tograph, the Van Gogh print. Brian was the owner of six separate remaotg
controls. There was the television, the VCR, the cassette player, the
compact disc player, the other cassette player, the cable box. As with his
magazines, he often spread the remote controls out into a fan-like shape
on the chrome coffee table. He dusted and vacuumed every day. He
talked about his life as being “very good.”
Brian was a firm believer in not spending time doing anything that
wasn’t enjoyable. The result is that he did very little; there was never
much to enjoy. I say this as a person who only really knew him from the
beginning of adolescence to the end of it, a time when pleasure comes in
tiny spurts, when happiness presents itself in bursts at the ends of long,
painful confusion. He had absolutely no concept of work, of the notion
of reward following sacrifice, of dark preceding dawn and all of that. It
seems unlikely that he really ever knew how to study, that he understood
what it meant to make a phone call in order to find a job or make a pro
fessional connection or even arrange for anything other than Chinesc
food delivery or a haircut, the latter of which he obtained at Bergdor
Goodman’s for eighty-five dollars. I have never in my life witnessed «
person like Brian, a person who never witnessed life. I have never in my
life allowed a person to cater to my whims the way he did, believing, as
he did, that I had a life, albeit a cheap and filthy life, full of low-paying
jobs, too much homework, and a college dorm room that smelled—as
he declared the one time he visited—like “urine.” Maybe this is what 1

liked about him, that he could so easily turn me into a working class
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heroine, that even in my saddest moments of friendlessness and direc
tionlessness, I had ten times the life that he had. And I never even had 10
feel guilty; he still thought his life was great, an empty space of leisure
and blank pleasure that I too could obtain if I had fewer of wha.t I“-
termed “hang-ups.” '
This is about death and it is about blame. I blame Brian’s parents fos
e\"erything. The thing I say to no one is that they killed him. By paying
his .rent, by not making him study trigonometry or stay in college, by m:
saying no to the car or the apartment, or the gas money for solitary trips
to nowhere, or the racks and racks of Paul Stewart shirts, Howard a p&
Jan Peterson caused the death of their son. ) n
T'he moment I declared this in my mind is the moment I became
despicable. The emotions that surround my experience of Brian’s death
are by far the ugliest and most unforgiving sentiments I have bestowed
on any event of my life. I chose, perhaps for my own sanity, more likely
because I was too afraid to choose anything else, to feel as if his death
at .twenty—two had been imminent from the day he was born. Because
Brian died of no defined cause, because the diagnosis was inconclusive
because his parents allowed no autopsy, because he simply died, 1 chos;
to beliéve it happened on purpose. I chose to feel as if death for ;1im was
an achievement, a blessing, a trophy honoring all that he never bothered
To complete. I chose to take his death as a cautionary tale, a message that
if one did not do, one would die. So I did quite a bit. T worked lon’
hours. I swam at 5:30 in the morning. I told myself that I was going
places, that I was a “comer.” Brian, of course, was a “goner.” Like thi
uncarned Armani jackets, death became him. The turns of phrase went

on and on.

Brian’
rian’s death took less than three weeks to complete. He was in the
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hospital for seventeen days. The day he went in was the day mosts
mutual friends from childhood had flown back from Christimai Vi
tion to the homes that were constituting the early part of then adult
hoods. This meant California, Ohio, Massachusetts. 1 fived dnect!
across the park from Mount Sinai Hospital, where Brian lay bloated
from virus-fighting steroids and motionless from paralytic drugs. Aty
movement, the doctors said, would have stressed his lungs. When he lost

consciousness, his parents asked me to start coming over; they believed

he’d hear my voice and “wake up?” 1 took the bus to the hospital every
third night. This was what I had promised myself: That even though his
father called me twice a day to give me a “report”—"They still don’t
know;” “Things are better;” “No, they're worse;” “The numbers on the
machine are up today;” “1 was thinking about that time on Nantucket,
did Brian ever mention it?”—1I would not wreck my life by living, as they

did, in the visitors’ lounge of the Intensive Care Unit on the fourth floor

of the Guggenheim Pavilion.

This is also about lying.

The Peterson family unit was a tiny thing—momn, dad, kid. There
were no other siblings, only a handful of relatives. No neighbors. No
friends. 1 believe Howard Peterson received a visit at the hospital from
his boss. After a few trips to the fourth-floor lounge, after a few times ol
seeing these parents who couldn’t speak, who couldn’t bathe, who had
lost all sense of time, after a few times of seeing the faces of the nurses
and medical students and even the relatives of patients who had been
merely shot in the cranium or shattered on motorcycles, I realized that
the only way to handle the situation was to tell lies. Though 1t was plam
that death was something already occurring, that this hospital stay was

no longer about healing but about the slow submergence of a doomed

163




MY MISSPENT YOUTH

were interested in all that their son was not. They wanted to kn
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friend’s parent. Though I hated him for the d oy
approach he had taken to parenting,
with what [ defined as reality,

elusional, sugar-coated
and obsessed as | was at the time

with the cold, hard truths of the corpo-

rate working- i
ng-world, and rent-paying, and late-night subway rides taken

because a ca
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0

x - -
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post-
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164,

VARIATIONS On ()

twenty years they lived in a small and badly decorated house in
Jersey. They drove a 1983 Oldsmobile Cutlass. Howard worked as a hond
trader. Jan did nothing. They became rich in the 1980s and spent 1t il
on Brian, invested it all in the enterprise that seemed an experiment m
passivity, as if lack of movement was the ultimate freedom, as if people
who say “I'm going to win the lottery and spend the rest of my life doing
nothing” really know what they’re talking about.

But my relationship to Howard during these days in the visitors’
lounge presented me with an interesting set of rules, a subtle opportu
nity for mind manipulation. Since Jan wouldn’t speak, and talking to
Howard terrified me in that he broke down in tears after just a few sen-
tences, my decision to “think positively” about the situation, to be opti-
mistic and cheerful and phrase things in precisely the opposite way than
1 normally do, served the function of putting myself at a remove from
the whole thing. As actors say, I made a choice. I made a decision to cross
to upstage left, to tell them that Brian was working on a screenplay, to
refrain from getting upset because, as I said, “There’s nothing to be upset

about because he’s going to pull through.” My best line was this: “Brian
will not die because people our age can’t conceive of death in relation to
ourselves. It’s not in his vocabulary, therefore it’s impossible.”

It was for this sort of language that Howard called me one night to
come visit him in his hotel room. He and Jan were staying a few blocks
from the hospital at a place called the Hotel Wales. Howard said he
wanted to talk about Brian. He said he “wanted to gain greater insight”
into his son. I was sitting in my room drinking wine from a plastic
tumbler when he called. My bedroom window was open, and flecks ol
snow were floating in. A news report emitted from the clock radio,

something about George Bush, who was technically still in office,

165




MY MISSPENT YOUTH

although the inauguration was days away. I had been engrossed in t

clection, smitten by James Carville, newly invigorated by politics-1l
campaign buses and falling-down balloons of it all. Brian had taken li
tle interest, though he’d appeared bemused by my chattering.

So this is what it was when Howard called: the wine in the tumble
me still in my work clothes. I took a cab to the hotel and readied myself
for more lies, for more of the acting I hadn’t done since a high school
performance of The Man Who Came to Dinner—a performance (m
which Brian had brought me flowers. I was terrified to meet Howard the
way I had feared going onstage, the dread of the audience mixing with a
longing for the whole thing to end in triumph, for some crowd to cheer,
for a late-night cast party followed by peaceful sleep in my childhoad
bed.

This was a luxurious hotel, green and gold wallpaper, wood mold
ings polished until they were mirror-like. When Howard opened the
door, he was wearing the same sweater he’d worn the past four times I'd
seen him, only now there was a food stain on it. His hair stuck out on
either side like a clown’s. He wanted to hear the line again, the line about
death not being in Brian’s vocabulary. He wanted it repeated over and
over, like a child hearing a bedtime story. I was afraid that if I flubbed
the word order he’d correct me, that if I slipped into past tense he’d ask
why. He said I was his favorite person to talk to these days, that the doc-
tors were “paid to be pessimistic,” that relatives were evasive, that his wife
had given up and was simply praying.

The room was not a room but a suite—living room, bedroom,
kitchen. Howard made himself a glass of water, took some pills out of his
pocket, and swallowed them. He asked what books Brian read, what

programs he watched on television. 1 said Dostoyevsky, Doctorow and
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I'he two families passed each other on the White House steps like basc
ball teams shaking hands after a game. Such somber, upright civility.

I had found my metaphor. I had found the moment upon which 10
seize, the symbol around which to fashion the circumstance of niy
friend’s death. No longer a random occurrence, an inexplicable meetiny
with a bizarre virus no one else catches, Brian’s death became for me a
national mandate, an obligatory component of a cultural changing of
the guard. Just as I had delighted in the fact that the Clinton cam
paign’s theme song was Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t Stop,” a message that
had prompted me to propel my thoughts vehemently into all that the
future would bring—the information superhighway, congressional term
limits, corporate-subsidized health clubs for hard-working, realistic peo

ple like me—I rationalized that Brian’s refusal to ever think about
tomorrow had lead to his demise. For the first time since he had become
ill three weeks before, I allowed myself to spell the words out: Brian died
because he refused to live. He refused to live because he refused to work.
It was all out of some Ayn Rand manifesto: One must make profound
sacrifices in order to live a life without compromise. Brian had attempted
the latter without the former. He had seized the day so intensely that the
day finally seized him. More turns of phrase. I reveled in them. I reclined
back and watched my stylistic light show, curled up into my big, derisive
comfy chair. In my mind, in the milieu that I had built around this
event—the perfunctory hospital visits, the heading for the wine bottle
the minute I returned home, the reluctance to tell other friends for fear
that it would be awkward—TI had set up an incident that had more to do
with psychology than medicine. Brian was so drugged up, we were told,
that he had no idea what was happening. He was a minor player. There

was no dying involved, only the dealing with it. There was no body, only
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Hallmark cards. No last breaths of life, but instead cigarettes i
breezeway outside the Guggenheim Pavilion. As far as I was concern

at the time, there would be no grief, only irony.
And the sickest part about the whole thing is that 1 felt the nony
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i [N MY
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to “be creative,” which was something my job was not allowing. I was a
huge hit: People came up to me at the burial and congratulated me on
my performance. My parents, though disconcerted at my use of the pre
sent tense in my speech, remarked that T was a skilled speaker. For me
and the few friends who had returned home for the funeral, seeing ou
parents was almost worse than seeing Jan and Howard. They wore on
their faces the look of having just avoided a fatal car crash. They wete
like people run off the road, shell-shocked drivers, breathing heavily and
staring at the steering wheel while the tractor trailer ambled on ahead.
“All I can think is thank God it’s them and not us,” my mother said to
me out loud. I hadn’t worn a coat—I didn’t own a proper one to wear
with a dress—and someone else’s mother went home between the mass
and the burial to fetch me one, which she angrily insisted I wear as we
stood by the grave. My father expressed his fear that I would catch
Brian’s mysterious virus. Like me, he wanted to know the mechanics of
the thing, how and where it gained its entry, what Brian had done to
contract it, what error in judgment had been made to cause this.

After the burial, I returned to my apartment in the city, threw up,
and continued on with my life. I came to see grief as something I would
simply never have. I perceived it as a sentiment that dwelled in the
hearts of others, tucked neatly underneath a rug I'd never even owned.
I became obsessed with movement, with productivity. At the time, this
meant doing a good job at work, being the best editorial assistant a
slick beauty magazine ever had. I wrote killer photo captions, answered
my phone perkily, filled out invoices until eight o’clock at night. I did all
the things Brian never did. I didn’t mention “the situation” to anyone.
My parents called to check on me, thrilled when I didn’t mention the

event, relieved when I seemed not to have a cold.
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Brian had loved the single deep dish?—I told Howard to make a reser
v..mon 'u't Odeon because Brian loved it and often used it as a location in
his writing, which was true. When I arrived at Brian’s apartment, the
Lucky Strikes were still on the kitchen table along with the Decemb;r 22
edition of the New York Post, the January issue of Esquire, and the co h
of TV Guide cracked at the spine. “We haven’t touched these,” sali)z
Howard. He was wearing corduroy pants and a polyester sweat::r. Jan
wore wide wales and an L.L. Bean blouse. We went to Odeon. I scanned
tl?e room for fear of Countess X. Howard said he only wanted to order
dishes that Brian had ordered. I had no recollection but told him the
salmon.

It was during this meal that Jan and Howard first began to demon-
strate their expertise in “the other side.” Howard had read several books
on the subject and had brought with him a list of the titles so that I, too
could learn more about “Brian’s new life.” Howard had had dream’s h;
explained, where Brian spoke to him and elaborated on the fun he ;vas
haT'ing. They had been to a psychic on Long Island who claimed to see
Brian amid a field of roses and flanked by two other people, an older
man—"“probably his grandfather,” said Jan—and a pretty, young girl
whose. name began with M. “I thought for a moment that might be you,”
she said. “But then you're not dead.” ’

Th'en Jan declared loudly that she was considering killing herself. “I
know just how I'd do it,” she said. What got to me about this was not
that she said it but that she said it so loudly. I looked over at the next
table at three impeccably dressed men whose eyes seemed to momen
tarily shift over to us. It seems bizarre to me now that I didn’t ask he;
how she planned to kill herself for fear that it was an inappropriate ques-

tion. It ¢ i i
It seems bizarre that even after this meal, after I turned down their
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invitation to go to a late movie, after I again took cab fare from thom

which I pocketed and instead rode the subway, 1 met Jan and Howard
several more times. This went on for about a year. Howard would call
every few months, and if T was in a guilty mood, which I almost always
was, flagellating myself as [ did about every inadequate job performance
or overdue phone bill or call T screened for fear it would be them, 1 said
yes. I said yes and continued to lie and say that I had read the afterlifc

books and that 1, too, awaited the day of my death so I could see Brian

again and that the world was hardly worth inhabiting when such a
vibrant figure was removed from it.

The dynamic was this: The more I saw Jan and Howard, the more
evil thoughts 1 harbored, which caused me guilt, which caused me to dig
in my heels and see them again. This was my self-styled redemption, my
faux little journey into good Samaritanism. If I saw the Petersons on a
Saturday, I could be bad for the rest of the week. If 1 lied to Howard

about the salmon, I could call a co-worker a bitch behind her back on

Monday. What happened was that I began to hate the world. Just as |
hated Jan and Howard for being so lax as parents that their son died of
what I believed to be inertia, I hated everyone else for existing in a con

dition that I defined as “fake” Like Holden Caulfield, I became obsessed
with “phoniness.” T saw everyone as innate liars, as zombified self

deluders who were dangers to themselves as well as the rest of the world.
I hated people who walked too slowly down the sidewalk, grocery storc
clerks who took too long to count the change, days when there was noth

ing but junk mail. T hated anything that impeded whatever I considered
to be progress, whatever I had determined was my ticket to a socialized,
productive life. Unlike Brian, I would pursue a career. Unlike him, I

would shop at the grocery store efficiently. T would meet friends for
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lunch and drinks and have people over to my apartment to watch th
Oscars. I would walk quickly down the street because I actually had
someplace to go. I would do anything necessary to participate in what |
considered to be life, which, to me, meant getting up extremely early ani
doing things like putting all the apartment’s trash into a small plastic
bag, which I would throw out on the way to the club to go swimming,
after which I would go to work, and for lunch go to the gourmet deli on
Forty-sixth Street, where I would tap my fingers on the counter if the
people in front of me were taking too long to order, because I had some
where to be, because 1 was impressively busy with this thing called life,
because I was sternly committed to the pursuit of whatever was the
opposite of death.

By the following Christmas, Jan and Howard had stopped calling
me. I had expected to hear from them around the anniversary of Brian’s
death, the one-year mark of the Clinton administration. When they didn’t
call T imagined them dead in their poorly decorated house. I imagined
empty sleeping pill bottles on the night table, or a hose hooked up to the
back of the Oldsmobile with Howard’s lifeless body five feet away. Since
I'd never learned how they planned to kill themselves, it was difficult to
put my finger on one particular scenario. Like “the situation” itself, there
seemed so many variations on the truth, so many evil interpretations of
events upon which to fixate. Through one of our mutual friends, I
learned they hadn’t killed themselves. Like a normal person, this friend,
in town for Christmas, had called Jan and Howard himself and then dri-
ven over to the house. Like a good person, he sat in the living room and
spoke honestly about this horrible thing that had happened. Unlike me,
he saw no reason to lie. Unlike me, he wasn’t hung up on some twisted

symbolism, on some mean-spirited rationalization employed to keep
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fear at bay, to keep grief a thing depicted in movies rather than a loss

in one’s own flesh.

Here’s another true scene from the movie. It's a flashback, a time |

remember with Brian from when we were small, playing with othes kads

We stood in a circle and called off our teams, the reds versus the blues,

something like that. Then we needed an “it;” a dreaded tagger who would

tap us on the shoulder and freeze us. No one wanted the job, including

myself, and I'd watched as Brian just stood there, silent amid the chants,

: €« L% k24 « M !ll
bewildered as the shouting came over him. “Not it!” I yelled. “Not 1t

someone else yelled. “Not it!” we all said until there was no one but

Brian, a pale and clueless eight-year-old, suspended in those moments

before realizing he’d lost the game. And so it was him. He was it.
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