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For Diana



The Closing Circle

Mountain shadows
melt the sun away
as starlit heavens
spread cross the land
masking imperfections
seen by day

well known to God,
if not to man
Eternal clarity fogs
sleeping heads

of unfinished chores,
thoughts left unsaid
of half lives and loves,
elusive still

from misdirection,
for wont of will
Time fast lapses

to mind the store

to husband goods,

to order more

to savor each truth
knowing life is fickle
and oft entraps

in its closing circle



SARAH AND ME

ven by the demanding standards of Canyon Mills, the Russells of East

Cumorah Road were thought to be profoundly, if oddly, spiritual.
Blame it on the lady of the household—that would be my mother—who
routinely set an extra place at our already crowded dinner table on Easter,
Christmas and April Sixth—the day Mormons believe Christ was born. It
was her way of taking on the role of the biblical wise virgin (she was nei-
ther), standing vigil, anxiously awaiting his Second Coming.

In her mind, at any moment the immortal Jesus was likely to drop
by our house in Canyon Mills, a suburban alpine village arranged in and
around the scrub oak, sage brush and sandy foothills that rise to greet
the Rocky Mountains barricading Salt Lake City from the real world. He
would personally lift the curse from the overcooked beef and mashed po-
tatoes she had prepared for the meal, and magically purify the tap water
we consumed in copious amounts to wash it all down.

Mother insisted if we were really good, the Savior might stick around
for hot fudge sundaes, even join us for a word of family prayer. Life would
be good! I imagined He would kneel with the rest of us around the din-
ing table that for special occasions like this one would be centered in the
living room between the sprawling Hammond C3 electric organ—cov-
eted by churches, cathedrals, synagogues and juke joints alike—Dad had
purchased second-hand from the Norman-Dee Roller Rink and the ri-
diculously ornate—some would say gaudy and gawky—G. Schwechten
upright piano inherited from my grandmother.

Had Jesus actually responded to my mother’s heartfelt pleas, I would
have no need to tell you my story for I would be fully converted. Like
Paul, I would have had my very own Road to Damascus awakening.

Mother’s unflinching faith was not successful in attracting a heavenly
visitor to our dinner time nor did it prevent my own faith from wavering
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SARAH AND ME

as I became aware and increasingly wary of mind-changers—psycholo-
gists and therapists and preachers and other posers who claim they can
facilitate personal reconciliations with what God deemed irreconcilable
in this life. That is, life itself.

My strict upbringing saddled me with more than a few contradicto-
ry philosophies and conundrums, most of them having everything to do
with the meaning of life and my particular role in God’s eternal scheme.
Clear thinking and probing questions were tolerated, even praised so
long as they were deemed likely to validate the fundamental tenets of the
gospel. Otherwise, they were dismissed self-righteously, if kindly.

“Certain mysteries must be taken on faith,” reproving elders always
said when I asked a question like: “How did God come to be God any-
way?” They routinely implied that if I studied and prayed hard, sooner or
later, but perhaps not in this life, I would reach an accord with the Great
Unknown, even if for now He rejected my entreaties as routinely as His
Son did my mother’s invitations to dinner.

She claimed if prayer and study failed to unravel the mysteries of the
universe that a couple of hours pounding the G. Schwechten would. Later
a battered Underwood 5 seemed to work too, never mind that it fore-
shadowed the real problem: strike the s and e keys simultaneously, more
or less, and they would entangle themselves with the x key. Mother would
have preferred a long heart to heart talk with the bishop. His rates, I have
to admit, were considerably more affordable than those charged by the
local professionals.

My contempt for mind-changers intensified during the 1960s when I
was a pre-medical-cum-English and journalism student at the University
of Utah. It was a time when campus radicalism abounded, even in tran-
quil places like Salt Lake City. People were, to use the vernacular, “getting
in touch” with themselves, doing whatever felt good, expecting just-in-
time absolution from the feel-good high priests of the day: the hordes
of psychiatrists and psychologists and posers like sex therapists and psy-
chics and palm readers and wayward preachers who descended on the
scene so suddenly that it seemed they must have been hiding out in a
closet somewhere waiting to ambush.

Now that I think of it, it also seemed that students who succumbed
to the rigorous disciplines of chemistry, physics, philosophy and religion,
mathematics, and economics swarmed like locusts to the ripening fields
of sociology and psychology. Instead of steeping themselves in the time-
tested maxims and formulas that lend order to the world, they bought
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into the conflicted (if popular) sophistry that the quick fix for chaos was,
well, more chaos.

This is not to suggest I have no interest in the study of the human
brain and in the way it processes thoughts and reacts to the stimuli pre-
sented by the everyday world. Had I pursued my dream, I would have be-
come a physician who specialized in either neurology or urology, both of
which, I think, have everything to do with the way men—at least men—
process and apply information.

I made my deeply seeded contempt for mind-changers clear to Dr. Ir-
ving Rosenbaum of Westport, Connecticut, whose client I became rather
grudgingly and with profound prejudice when my thirteen-year marriage
to Sarah Brooke Thompson Russell, erstwhile psychology student at the
University of Utah and now resident of Westport, was collapsing around
me.

On the phone, I assumed “Quack-Quack,” as I came to call Dr. Rosen-
baum, was a small man. As I briefed him on my needs, he said things like
“I see” and “I understand how you feel” and “Why do you think that”—
each a parrying phrase any little boy would say to a bigger one to avoid a
playground fistfight. Instead of the dulcet tones I expected from one who
soothes troubled souls, Quack Quack’s pitch neared breathless hysteria—
a voice squawky and agitated, as an adolescent boy’s, cracking between
second soprano and first tenor with each change of syllable.

“So, we should see each other,” he croaked. So we saw each other the
following Tuesday.

I was surprised that his tall, lanky body rose at least a few inches
above my six-foot-two frame. I couldn’t be sure. He appeared at least a
foot taller than I had imagined him: hand-knotted bow tie, blue polka
dots on yellow; heavily-starched and tailored dress shirt with pale-blue
pinstripes and French cuffs secured snugly by double-knotted, yellow
and blue elastic cord cufflinks; yellow suspenders slackened, allowing
crisp-pleated charcoal flannel trousers to hang loosely about his hips. A
man buttoned-up, well turned out, precise, confident. Intimidating.

Rosenbaum’s office was equally meticulous and well coordinated. On
an end table beside his chair was a rack of pipes, each a different shape
and color, each fully packed with pungent sweet cherry tobacco that per-
meated the office and adjoining waiting room. As we talked, he insert-
ed one pipe beneath the neat but bushy mustache that obscured his en-
tire upper lip. As he mumbled through clenched teeth, the pipe bobbed
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up and down as if it were having sex with his mouth; I imagined it was
his way of dealing with whatever carnal hang-ups hed acquired as an
adolescent.

“So,” he said, sucking hard enough on the pipe stem to evoke a faint
rattle from the dried tobacco particles, a sound similar to the early-warn-
ing raspy wheeze of a lung beginning its slow collapse from emphysema,
“if you don't trust shrinks, why are you here?” I heard him exhale, but did
not see smoke spurt from the corners of his mouth nor sense any sweet
telltale odor of smoldering cherry-soaked leaves.

“It’s Sarah, my wife,” I stammered. “She insists that I see you”

“I see;” he said, scratching a note on his yellow legal pad. He inhaled
and exhaled several times as if waiting for the pipe to finish its business
with his mouth. “And, what do we think?”

“I can’t speak for you,” I said, annoyed that Rosenbaum and his pipe
were transforming me into an unwitting voyeur, “but I think I need
something to hold my marriage together.”

“Will this do that?” he asked. The pipe twitched and shuddered, then
collapsed, spent, into a corner of his mouth. Still no smoke. I realized
the tobacco had not been lit, yet the exercise alone—just Rosenbaum
with his lips clamped on the pipe—seemed to produce great pleasure and
satisfaction.

“Maybe. I hope. Sarah thinks it may help me come to grips with the
reality of our need to divorce,” I said. I shifted uncomfortably, wondering
if he had deferred lighting up as a courtesy to my religion, which regards
tobacco usage as a sure witness of general moral depravity.

“What is this reality?” he asked, studying me intently as if trying to
assess whether I were in the room but not of it, lost in space and time and
place. That would match Sarah’s characterization of me: present and ac-
counted for physically, but detached emotionally.

“If I knew, I wouldn’t be here,” I snapped. Hey, I'm the patient here,
you're the professional brain expert. Divorce? Reality? Nothing realistic
about it, if you ask me.

“I thought you came because of Sarah?” he said, startled by my
curtness.

“Right, I did”

“I see” He leaned forward in his chair like a cat about to pounce on
some significant piece of data hed spied racing across the gray tweed car-
pet. “That’s all?”

“It’s the damned book,” I fairly shouted. “Sarah hated the Goddamned
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book. That’s why she wants out.”
“What damned book?” Quack Quack quacked, his pipe shivering
convulsively, “What GD book?”

For about ten years or so, I had been working on a sequel to Catcher In
The Rye, Portnoy’s Complaint, or The 158-Pound Marriage.

No Salinger nor Roth nor Irving, me, I dabbled at fiction while I
earned a real living writing everything from worshipful magazine stories
on over-publicized celebrities to high-flown speeches for the captains of
industry. “It's what you do if you want to be a serious writer;” I sheepish-
ly told train companions on the daily hundred-mile roundtrip commute
between Westport, Connecticut and Manhattan.

Early in our marriage, Sarah had recognized my frustration. She
thought writing for hire a waste of time, a convenient excuse to delay
some nobler calling. “If you want to really write, why don’t you write?”
shed say smugly, as if to imply one could will such things. “Why spend
your life writing stuff you detest?”

One night, six years into the marriage, I announced: “I'm writing a
book”

“About time, and it'll probably be a bestseller;” she said solicitously,
not taking her eyes off Eliot (Elli), our second child, who was lying on the
changing table, his wand waving wildly like an elephant’s trunk in search
of peanuts. “What’s it about?” she asked, deftly smothering Elli’s append-
age with a fresh Pamper.

Edgy and uncertain about what I would say next, I stuck a cigarette
in the corner of my mouth and fumbled for the lighter in my trousers.
“Don’t even think of lighting that damned thing here,” she growled. I
quickly retreated to the cramped extra bedroom, which served as my
study—the only room in the house where I could smoke unmolested,
more or less.

An hour or so later, it was well past the children’s bedtime, although I
thought I could hear five-year-old Janie playing in her room. Elli had long
since quit fussing, so I assumed hed either fallen asleep or had choked to
death in his crib (a regular worry of mine). I was about to go check on
him when Sarah came through the door, waving her arms wildly. Such
histrionics were de rigueur for her, and usually accompanied by a loud,
harsh cough, which she thought was a clever way to remind me that I was
smoking way too much for my own good. If she were feeling especially
theatrical, shed collapse on the floor, writhing and gasping for air.
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“So what's it about?” she asked brightly.

“Whats what about? My smoking?” I asked, mentally preparing how
I would offer yet another weak and contrived defense of puffing just un-
der a half pack of cigarettes each day.

“Not what I had in mind, however if youd like to discuss it, Id be
happy to schedule an appointment at your convenience,” she goaded.

“Well, what then?”

“Your book...you did mention a book to me a few hours ago, didn’t
you? I would guess it would be the one right there,” she said, pointing to a
stack of papers on the desk.

“Oh that book,” I responded awkwardly. “You want to know what
that book is all about. Right?”

“Right,” she sighed incredulously.

“Why do you want to know?” Don’t ask why I was suspicious of her
motives. I just was.

“Why? Because I am interested,” she said, irritated. “You said you
wanted to tell me all about it. That’s why. Have you changed your mind
already?”

“No, of course not—just distracted when I couldn’t hear Elli. Did you
check on him?”

“That’s where I've been—fell asleep on the floor;” she said. “You worry
a lot about him. Way too much. You should talk to someone about it””

“About the book?”

“About your obsessions, your compulsiveness. Judas Priest, Jeddy,
come to.” The corners of her mouth stretched in a grimace.

“I thought you wanted to talk about the book,” I said.

“I do, it’s just...forget it. Tell me about the book before you wander
off on another tangent.”

It irritated me that Sarah thought I was unfocused, detached—“lost
in space”—a trait more characteristic of a slacker, not someone who had
worked full-time as a reporter to support his family while taking a full
load at the university. Not one who hovered over his children. “Youd
think you were the mother here,” Sarah often chided defensively. I didn't
feel that way, although it was true I taught her how to diaper Janie and
tended to all of the children’s wounds because she recoiled at the sight of
blood.

“It’s sorta autobiographical,” I said sheepishly.

“Oh boy—a Mormon version of Portnoys Complaint,” she hooted, her
eyes rolled backward in their sockets. “Good therapy for you, but who in
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their right mind will buy it?”

Perhaps that’s why I stashed that original manuscript in a drawer,
where it remains to this day, and refocused my energies on turning liter-
ary tricks for anyone who offered ready cash to support our growing little
family in the lifestyle to which they were becoming accustomed. Too ac-
customed, as it turned out.

Sarah also deserves credit, however backhanded, for the resurrection of
my serious writing career a decade later. In the interim, literary pros-
titution had paid off handsomely enough for us to purchase our small
farmhouse in Connecticut. Forsaking psychology, thankfully, she had re-
turned to college and graduated summa cum laude in fine art. Both chil-
dren were doing well in private school, and now, at last, her professional
career as a graphic designer was taking off like a shot.

Wed weathered (“endured,” Sarah often said) the normal storms of
marriage and some abnormal ones too, which were somewhat provoked
and compounded by the fact that wed only known each other for eight
weeks when we married—she was 18, I was 22—and by the shrill rheto-
ric of the emerging women’s liberation movement that seemed to label
all white Anglo-Saxon men like me as “oppressors,” an irritating concept
that she voiced whenever she needed to get my attention.

Although she never accused me directly, I think she held me fully re-
sponsible for pushing her into marriage. It’s true, I was sick of the dating
scene, with the limits on what respectable Mormon boys and girls can do
together before marriage. And for eventually trapping her in the suburbs
of New York City. It didn’t seem to matter that I was the one who encour-
aged her to resume college (although I feared it would lead her away from
me) or who found her a part-time job as a designer during her last year
in school.

Despite my commitment to marriage and its behavioral restrictions
(sure, there were a few lapses when I was traveling: “They were but dalli-
ances, nothing serious or lasting to them,” I confessed one night, hoping
to clearly demonstrate to Sarah that I was finally ready for an open and
honest relationship) she had a festering, vengeful rage that boiled over
most inopportunely. At my thirtieth birthday party she drunkenly and
defiantly began to unlace the bodice of her peasant dress, egged on by the
grinding beat of “The Stripper” and cheers from equally besotted friends.
Knowing full well that my determined wife, not born to tease, was naked
beneath her linen dress, I rushed to her side and persuaded her to stop.
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Later in bed, she groused that I had revealed my true colors. “It
wasn't about me, per se,” she said angrily. “It was all about you and your
ego. There you were, protecting your chattel. If you could, youd strap a
chastity belt on me. If my teasing bothers you so, sprinkle some saltpeter
on your Wheaties.”

I should have recognized the warning strains then, but I was oblivi-
ous. I found solace and truth in the fact that our friends presumed our
marriage was ideal, rock solid, if routinely feisty. Looking back on that
turbulent time, it is obvious to me now that stretch marks girdled the
belly of our marriage long before it burst. Yet on the surface I supposed it
appeared firm, resilient and alive.

“You could have written this ending years ago,” Sarah chided after the
marriage began to disintegrate.

She was right, of course. Had I been paying attention, I could have
conjured practically every bizarre twist and turn. No imagination re-
quired. Issues involving the children pulled us together, as did our bed,
where we remained remarkably and erotically compatible right up to the
last bitter night before I departed for good.

Beyond that, our lives were increasingly peripheral and disconnected.
As her career gathered momentum, she seemed to presume that I would
willingly subordinate my professional ambitions to hers. At the time, I
thought such notions trite. Surely they were fleeting byproducts of the
turbulent times and the wacky, overwrought side of the fervent feminist
movement, a movement whose aims I supported and accommodated, by
and large.

In public settings, at parties, and in our professional lives she seemed
to say, “Its my turn now. This family has room for but one rising star.
You've been at it for twelve years. Now it’s my turn; you owe me this for
the babies I bore you and raised” She did not find ironies in such asser-
tions and God forbid I should be foolish enough to point them out.

To be fair, T also saw her career and the additional compensation as a
potential security blanket, a liberator that could free me from the drudg-
ery of writing no-brainer magazine stories and the like. It would allow
me, at long last, to focus on writing novels and significant, thought-pro-
voking stories.

Such was the collision course we were on, although neither of us like-
ly saw the train wreck ahead. Neither of us really understood the other’s
objectives. For instance, Sarah gleefully endorsed my plan to build a new
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three-car garage with a studio above it. Terrific, she could make money
by freelancing and finally have a space of her own to do it in.

This did not necessarily obstruct my plans. “I could carve out a study
in one corner there where I could work on books,” I added.

“Use the extra bedroom in the house,” she said. “A writer doesn’t need
as much space as a designer”

“Too much noise. Too many distractions. I couldn’t concentrate, and
I wouldn't be near you,” I answered, certain that she would understand,
would be moved by my offer of increased closeness, of daily professional
interaction.

“Whatever. Let’s get it built and then we can figure out how to use it—
besides, you've got an office in the city;” she added. Although the warning
signals were pretty plain, I did not recognize them.

When the garage and studio were finished, she moved her drawing ta-
ble into one corner of the room under the north-facing skylights. I installed
a desk and sturdy typing table into the opposite corner, under the south-
facing skylights. We separated the work areas with freestanding wall units.

Because I was working in the city, I made very little use of the studio
at first. No doubt that suited Sarah just fine. In my absence, Janie anoint-
ed my desk as the perfect place for her homework. Elli deemed the stu-
dio ideal for watching Sesame Street and camping out. I often found Elli
on the floor, curled up in his sleeping bag when I arrived home late in
the evening. Janie would be at my desk or sleeping alongside her broth-
er, with Sarah at the large drawing tabllt was a pleasant sight, unsettling
only because I was not part of the happy little picture. Not to worry. The
children staked a “family claim” to the studio. I assumed that would tem-
per any of Sarah’s objections when I finally encroached permanently.
This space—like the house, our family, our marriage—was ours: Sarah’s,
Janie’s, Elli’s. And mine!

The money to build it had come from two lucrative ghostwriting as-
signments. “Filthy lucre,” my mother snapped when she learned that I
was writing for the International Tobacco Institute. For the Nuclear En-
ergy Association, I wrote a very persuasive white paper that asserted it
was perfectly safe to position concrete storage vats of nuclear waste above
aquifers that supplied drinking water to arid regions of the United States.

I absolutely did not endorse these organizations or their positions. I
was simply turning writing tricks. Provide the subject, info and cash, and
presto, my typewriter would crank out a tight, well-crafted bit of friendly
persuasion.
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Sure, some assignments pricked my conscience and caused my ears
to itch. But they were lesser-of-two-evils choices. If I declined, someone
else would do the job. The greater good was earning the extra cash to pay
for the studio, provide space for Sarah to spread her wings and build a
business of her own, thereby absolving me of the guilt I suffered from er-
rant dalliances and from buying into her arguments that I stymied her in-
tellectual and professional development by marrying her and getting her
pregnant. God would forgive me my minor immoral accommodations,
compromises and lapses, even if my mother wouldn't.

Like a magic wand, the studio would banish forever the acrimony in
our marriage. Sarah could work and remain close to the children. I could
be around, too, if I finally got serious about becoming a novelist. Sarah
would be delighted to have me home full-time, a burden-sharer. Perhaps
we would recapture and enhance the intensity of our lovemaking in our
side-by-side working relationship. She was my best and most demanding
critic. I was her most loyal supporter. It was the perfect setup.

As the train rolled much too slowly from Manhattan to Westport, I won-
dered if I'd miss the daily commute, the forced opportunity to read, the
camaraderie of my train friends, the half-penny-a-point bridge games
and the good-natured (though sometimes petty) bickering that always
accompanied them, and the bustle, bump, grind and heady inspiration of
New York City. Would I long for the security of the Time Inc. “corporate
tit,” a characterization applied by veteran insiders and former staffers?
Should the adventure not turn out well, would Time provide emergency
succor, like she had for hundreds of other adventurers before me who
sought fortune and fame on their own, turning tit-ward whenever bank
accounts ran thin?

No matter. The personal risk and sacrifice would be well worth it.
Sarah and I would finally share in the exhilaration of working separately,
but together. I would have time to again get involved with our children.
Janie was bearing down on 14, Elli on 11. They needed me around. Sarah
too. And I needed them like I never had before. My decision would re-
sult in a temporary modest reduction of income, but that was of no real
consequence when stacked against considerable benefits, not the least of
which was the long-awaited opportunity to write seriously. And, if I fal-
tered, surely there would always be father Time and mother Life.
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PINCH IN TIME

arah didn't raise her eyes from the drawing board when I slunk into
her studio three hours later than promised. The railroad drawbridge
in Norwalk—just three miles from home—got stuck open just in time to
block passage of the 5:02 train from Manhattan and everything behind it.

Like rotting sardines in sweltering tins, for three hours, cut off from
the outside world by double power doors and sealed double-paned safety
glass windows. No phone. No way to disembark and hike home. Worse
yet, the bar had quickly run dry, as it always did on such occasions.

A decade of dealing with the vagaries of the New Haven line had not
steeled Sarah to such exigencies, nor had she become any more forgiving
of me or the railroad. At first she was charmed, actually, to be living our
little version of The Man In The Gray Flannel Suit—dropping me at the
quaint red clapboard station for the 8:32 in the morning, and rescuing
me off one train or another each evening, usually the 6:05 or 7:05. But
one year of attentive door-to-station service was enough: “It’s either that
or I'll name the New Haven as a co-respondent to our divorce. I know it’s
irrational, but I can’t help blaming you”

Long ago, Sarah had come to suspect—not always incorrectly—that
the railroad provided a ready, credible cover for dallying too long in any
number of watering spots that lined the route from Rockefeller Center to
Grand Central Station. She even reacted suspiciously to media-herald-
ed disasters—fires in the tunnel, derailments and power failures—as if I
had wangled them into being for my own delicious purposes. Further-
more, she assumed I took full advantage of every legitimate opportunity
to be late. Her paranoia was not entirely without foundation. I regularly
indulged in the spontaneous, self-centered activities that normal twenty-
something young men do, but nothing that could have diverted me away
from her.
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If memory serves me well, the only time the train delivered an excuse
Sarah deemed believable was the night a particularly attractive young
woman, wearing not a stitch under a knee-length mink coat, scooted be-
hind the counter in the bar car and jerked open her coat as she politely
asked a weary commuter: “Care for a double, sir?”

No one claims to have heard his startled response, but Rueben, the
gnarly munchkin of a bartender who worked the 6:05 for the decade and
a half I frequented the train, fled to safety on the platform and refused to
re-board until the transit police arrived. While we waited, the conductor
gave us up-to-the-minute reports, as if he were doing the play-by-play
for the Yankees over the public address system. At 6:00 he intoned in his
most dispassionate train voice: “Attention, attention all commuters on the
6:05 to New Haven, making all stops from East Norwalk to New Haven.
This train will be delayed indefinitely in Grand Central due to the fact
that we have had us a stripper in a brown mink coat in the cafe car serv-
ing cocktails and highballs for your pleasure” And so it went for nearly
forty-five minutes until decorum was finally restored and the train de-
clared a stripper-free zone.

There was no extraordinary alibi this night as I slunk in. Just the pe-
destrian excuse of the chronically malfunctioning bridge in Norwalk.
Before I could even utter the words, Sarah snapped: “Jeezuz blanking
Christmas. You're three, count em, three hours late”

“Sorry, the bridge stuck open again,” I said as though I had been sole-
ly responsible for the running of the railroad, or at the least was its chief
maintenance engineer.

“Should’ve gotten off and walked...or called...or hitchhiked...or
jumped in.” She was in her “take no prisoners, accept no excuses” mode. I
should have retreated to the house and the kids.

“They wouldn’t open the damn doors,” I said, stepping within nose
length of the drawing board.

She sniffed the air theatrically. “Catch any stripper action in the bar
car tonight? Plenty of time for whatever tonight?”

“Actually, I was alone. Had a lot of thinking to do. Big decisions to
make,” I said.

Sarah looked up from the table. Her eyes studied me intently, even
apprehensively.

“Big decisions?” she said slowly. “Big decisions about what?”

“I'm going to write the novel,” I said nervously. I knew full well this
was not exactly the proper time to be breaking the news. I was three
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hours late. But I needed to tell someone. Who better than the wife?

“Oh, the novel fantasy. Let me know when it’s finished,” she snapped
sarcastically.

“Want to talk about it?” I said.

“Can’t you see I'm busy? And the kids are in the house, probably kill-
ing each other for all I know. I've got to get this board done...it’s due first
thing in the morning. You were supposed to bail me out three frigging
hours ago—I'm trying to build a business, you know”

“Got to keep your priorities straight.” It slipped from my lips before I
could lock my jaw shut.

She rose, furiously slicing the heavy air with the X-Acto knife she
wielded like a fencer’s epée. “Listen buster, that may be very easy for you
to say. You who go off to a nice quiet office every day to be coddled by
pretty researchers ever ready to split their infinitives for your dangling
participle. You don’t contend with carpools, music lessons, doctors and
demanding clients all at the same time. You wanna talk priorities? You
ought to get a few...because right now yours are singular. You!”

“I plan to,” I said, angry at her cheap-shot broadsides, ones she knew
would drive me right up the wall. I loved being a father. I worked hard at
it. It wasn’t just my fault that we lived an hour from Manhattan, that I had
a job that offered plenty of perks but required a fair amount of travel and
long hours in the office. Wasn't she the one who often strutted (to my em-
barrassment) the fact that her husband worked for the great and glorious
Time magazine?

“Hell freezes over soon.” she snarled.

“Sooner than that. Actually I wanted to talk about it

“About staying home?” she asked, looking up at me, curiously.

“About the book”

“What book”

“I want to do a book, finally...that’s what I was trying...”

“Great. Just flipping great. Now you can hang around your office till
midnight. Maybe you can arrange direct deposit for your paychecks.
Youd never have to come home. Janie and Elli will grow up to think you're
a frigging byline, an ordered, hah, aggregation of roman characters”

“T'd write at home,” T almost whispered.

“At home? When? The few nights youre home by a decent hour,
you're asleep before the seven oclock news ends. You're barely conscious
on weekends, except when you're coaching basketball or soccer and—”

“I'd write during the day...at home,” I said firmly.
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“What? At home? Did Time give you a sabbatical or what? Or have
you been bad...banished to limbo land, offended one fascist editor or an-
other, but not seriously enough to get canned outright?”

“Not banished. In fact, I was offered a position as senior national cor-
respondent today”

“Whoooey. Aren’t we the big banana now? More excuses to absent
yourself. Just when does this charming and delightful new assignment
begin?”

“Never;” I said.

“Whaddyamean never?”

“I turned it down...”

“Good,” she shot back, knowing full well that to turn down a promo-
tion was tantamount to corporate suicide.

“Then I quit,” I said.

“Good...quit? You did what? Quit?”

I had gotten her attention.

“Quit, finitio, quit,” I said, my hand chopping through the air like the
falling blade of a well-maintained guillotine.

“You joke?” she said. My beheading hand severed the air again. “Just
up and quit? Just like that. No discussion. No planning. Just quit. Never
mind the orthodontist’s bill for Janie’s braces or basic shit like food and
clothing. No, not you. Just quit. The Lord, He will provide”

“Youre working now...”

“Just barely, and I make twelve thousand something and this is 1980
and we live in Westport, Connecticut where the damned median family
income is sixty thousand and something and you up and quit. Are you
crazy? Am I crazy? Is this a frigging nightmare or what?”

“And, I'll take on freelance assignments for the magazines...and then
there’s the book. I'm sure it can make us a buck or two,” I said.

“What book?” she said again.

“The one I'm going to write now that I have time.”

“The book! Sheesh, I can just hear it now;” she said disgustedly.
Pleeeze welcome Jedediah Pratt Russell, the author of the book that has
the whole world abuzzing: Mormon Masturbation Myths! Somewhere in
your best-seller, be sure to work in the scene...you know the one, where
your father breaks down the bathroom door and finds you, how shall I
say this delicately: in flagrante delicto solo. No wait! Embellish the story a
bit. As he crashes in you should be spilling your sanctified seed into the
American Standard. Rich irony...holy allegory”

«c
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Typical Sarah, I thought. Chronically short of patience and with a
mouth that responded accordingly, she could always be counted on to
rattle out some old skeletons from the closet—the more embarrassing the
better. And Sarah never let the facts get in the way of spinning a good
story. Scenes from my stormy adolescence were prime targets for resur-
rection. This one had been revealed in the strictest of confidence, hop-
ing that the telling would put this ghost behind me, once and for all. But
Sarah was neither a particularly sympathetic nor exactly a discreet Sister
Confessor.

“It must have been humiliating?” Quack Quack said.
“Sarah is the mother of humiliation,” I answered.
“Your father breaking in...”

“The mother lode of exaggeration.”

I am the firstborn of nine children sent to exceedingly proper Mormon
parents, who never referred to themselves as Mormons. We were Latter-
day Saints to outsiders, LDS to insiders, and Mormons to practically no
one we cared to associate with. Like other fellow travelers, we gathered
each and every Monday night—“unless the second coming comes first,”
my father often said—in the living room for Family Night. It was a time
for sharing personal talents, exploring gospel topics, and discussing and
resolving various thorny family issues.

On this particular occasion, my sister was at the G. Schwecten up-
right struggling her way though Melody In F while the rest of us listened
dutifully. It had nothing to do with her torturous playing, but as she
thumped away, raging testosterone took control of my body and began
inflicting its particularly exquisite form of torture. I tried to rearrange
myself on the sofa, hoping the change would quell the ache, but it only
became more disquieting. Enough. Hunkered over, like I was suffering
from terminal back spasms or intense stomach cramps, I excused myself
and sprinted to the bathroom.

A few minutes later—just as I was about to get some relief—my fa-
ther started banging on the door.

“Open the door;” he yelled. Bang, bang, bang.

“Can’t. 'm going to the bathroom,” I hollered back. I should explain
that banging on the bathroom door is an accepted practice in practically
all families of eleven that I know of, especially those, like ours, with only
a bathroom and a half to service all. On any given school morning, it was
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not at all unusual for one Russell boy to be in the shower, another taking
a leak, and a third brushing his teeth—all in one steamy four-by-ten-foot
room. It's no wonder that, later in my life, I had no trouble whatsoever
adjusting to open Army latrines. Well, honestly, the lineup of exposed
toilets was a bit hard to take, but other than that...

“Open up the door, I've seen you urinate before,” yelled my father,
ever careful to avoid slang. “English is a very descriptive and precise lan-
guage,” was a favorite chide of his. “There’s a proper word for practically
everything. There’s no need to use mindless juvenile euphemisms to de-
scribe natural biological functions.”

“Can’t, 'm sitting,” I said. Sitting was the only suitable reason for a
locked door. He backed off, but tossed out a warning advisory: “Well,
hurry up”

Coming as it did at the onset of my life-long wrestle with testoster-
one, I have often wondered if his ill-timed demand gave rise to my early-
marriage tendency to rush, a practice Sarah found extremely annoying
and altogether selfish.

“Did it?” Rosenbaum asked.

“That’s what Sarah claimed,” I answered. “Should I go on?”

“Whatever suits you,” Rosenbaum said.

“So when I finished, I washed my hands...”

“Washed your hands?” Rosenbaum asked. He looked up from his
notepad; studied my face intently.

“Yes, then let him in”

He stalked in sniffing the air like a suspicious old bloodhound. “Con-
stipation,” I said, sensing a certain dubious snort to his sniffs. His glow-
er made his doubts clear, but he didn't press the issue directly, perhaps
recognizing a guilty face when he saw one. “Don’t try to fool me, young
man,” he often warned, “I can see the lies in your eyes.” He closed the
door softly and sat down on the edge of the bathtub.

As was his custom, he was blunt and to the point. “You know God
didn’t intend your penis to be a plaything. You're a teenager now. You'll be
getting erections all the time. If you think wholesome thoughts, they’ll go
away. Masturbation can lead to very severe mental and physical problems.”

Quack Quack laughed. “Such problems!”

It was the first time in weeks and weeks of regular meetings hed been
something more human than a very absorbent corporeal tape recorder.

My yearning to manipulate my phallus (father would love the lan-
guage if not the practice) only intensified, even though I really tried to
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think wholesome thoughts and get plenty of exercise. I could only as-
sume this tool of the devil dangling between my thighs would lead me to
no worthy end. And, it did, more or less.

Worse, although I had never seen erections other than my own, I
had seen enough flaccid danglers to suppose that mine was larger than
most my age. It made me self-conscious, annoyed actually: God really
had it in for me. Why else would He give one of his anointed sons such a
prominent and persistent distraction? A less intrusive one would be just
as functional and not half the problem. Levis would fit more comfortably.
No one would notice if I happened to be called to the blackboard at the
precise moment trouble was stirring in my trousers.

Quack Quack laughed loudly. “You said self-conscious. How s0?”

“Well, take Sarah...she brought it up, shortly after we were married.
She said I was rather large. So I asked how large. And she says: ‘larger
than any I've known.”

“Longer or thicker?” I asked.

“Both,” she said. “Lance was the biggest before you. You're bigger. But
his was more than adequate, I'm sure, although I never did let him go all
the way”

“Is that why you let me...because I was bigger?” I asked. It was an
equally curious and cynical question.

“Naturally curious,” added Rosenbaum.

“I let you for two reasons: We were married; I loved you and wanted
to have your babies. Period. Size is no big deal. It's what you do with it”

What we did with it was create Janie, who arrived precisely nine
months after our wedding, waiting just long enough to dispel any notion
that our decision to move up the wedding date was provoked by the pro-
verbial shotgun to the back.

“Was there one...did you have to get married?” Rosenbaum asked
cautiously.

“Absolutely not...we were madly in love. Wed only known each other
two months. Even if wed been doing it, there’s no way wed have known
she was pregnant. No way; I said, indignant at the question. QQ sounded
as suspicious as our family and friends in Salt Lake City.

“Easy, easy, I'm not a judge or your father,” Rosenbaum said, sooth-
ingly. “Why the rush?”

“Love...lust more than a little bit. And the Church...Mormons mar-
ry young, you know. Frankly, we were both afraid if we waited any longer
that wed have to invite the shotgun to the wedding”
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“A baby nine months in must have caused some strain...”

“No. Not at first. We both believed that the purpose of marriage was
to have children. So we were delighted. In fact Janie’s arrival seemed to
ease some of our newlywed troubles. It also created a few logistical issues,
the least of which were pails of dirty diapers and piles of medical bills”

Janie’s birth also put the final nail in Lance’s coffin. Hed been away
in the Marine Corps and had written Sarah right up to our wedding day.
He was stunned by the marriage, in disbelief, I suppose. When he came
home on leave a few months later to find Sarah more than a little preg-
nant, he begged her to leave me, pregnant and all. She was flattered, per-
haps even tempted given our somewhat rocky first months.

Then Janie arrived. A year later—precisely a year later—Lance re-
turned home from Vietnam, body and penis intact apparently, pled
fruitlessly with Sarah one last time, and then blew his brains out with
a .45 caliber pistol in the middle of University Street during the home-
coming parade. I guessed he figured he just hadnt measured up.
Thereafter, Sarah told me that while we were making love, she of-
ten fantasized about doing it with Lance. Just as he was about to ar-
rive, a gun would fire and she would see him lying face up at her feet,
his gray matter gushing out on the pavement, while the “Incomparable
University of Utah Marching Band” strutted by playing “Utah Man.

I am a Utah man, sir and I live across the green.

Our gang it is the jolliest that you have ever seen.

We drink our stein of lager and smoke our big cigars

Our yell, you hear it ringing through the mountains near and far.

Who am I, sir, a Utah man am I:

A Utah man, sir, and will be till I die

We're up to snuff: we never bluff.

We're game for any fuss.

No other gang of college men dare meet us in the muss.
So fill your lungs and sing it out shout it to the sky.
We'll fight for dear old crimson for a Utah Man Am I

We may not live forever on this jolly good old sphere,

But while we do we’ll live a life of merriment and cheer.

And when our college days are oer and night is drawing nigh,
With parting breath we’ll sing that song: A Utah Man Am 1.
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The band reached the refrain, the flutes and xylophones were in full
trill, the bass drums were thumping and the tenors and basses of the
trailing men’s glee club in full voice were thundering proudly: “Who—
am—I—sir?/ A Utah man am I / a U—tah—man,—sir, and will be till I
die,” when, on cue, ka-blam, Lance flopped onto the pavement face to-
ward the heavens, which afforded him a perfect opportunity to crack
open his bloody eyes and squint longingly up Sarah Brooke Thompson
Russell’s miniskirt one last time.

“He did what?” gasped Quack Quack.

“Actually, Sarah was in front, obscuring my view...Lance was lying at
her feet, so I couldn’t really see that much...”

“Good God!”

Frankly, I was relieved that Sarah had acquired a few hang-ups of her
own. Mine was the nightmare of my father at the door, which Sarah said
explained my inability to last long enough for her to fully experience the
joy of making love.

From Masters and Johnson came the precise diagnosis of my con-
dition—“premature ejaculation”—and the prescribed treatment regimen:
the woman takes the superior position. “Prompted by her partner, using
her thumb and index finger, the woman should squeeze the tip tightly
moments before ejaculation is to occur”

Sarah, imagining me a sexist like all the other adult white Anglo-Sax-
on Protestant males in America circa 1975—a plank in the inflammatory
platform promoted by radical feminists—presumed I hated her in the su-
perior position, was pained by the squeezing. In fact, just the opposite
was the case. After a month or so of hard training (forgive the double
entendre), I was ready.

“Now remember, take it slowly. Your father’s not going to break down
the door and catch us in the act,” Sarah said smugly. “And if he does, so
what?”

Dad never again hammered on our bedroom door.
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lease understand: I was relieved that my little problem was cured by

the now world-famous Masters and Johnson Pinch Technique. After
three weeks of intensive training I was whole. Thereafter, I am happy to
report, Sarah and I attained simultaneous Nirvana consistently and often.

That the procedures only focused more attention on Old George was
ironic. Had he not been given far more than his rightful due over the
course of my young life? Certainly he had won more attention than, say,
my nose or ears.

Old George is the name Sarah bestowed on my dangling participle,
which, if you asked me, was more like a run-on sentence that ends in a
preposition. Sarah was not at all supportive of father’s fixation for proper
language. “Penis, penis,” she exclaimed one evening when I intoned my
version of my father’s high-flown lecture on language. “Penis sounds like
something that squirms around on the dissecting table in biology lab”

Her imagery made me wince, though her point was well taken. Why
she proposed “Old George” as an alternative remains a mystery. It cer-
tainly wasn't familiar street argot. And, so far as I know, there was no Old
George in Sarah’s past. Or Young George, for that matter.

“Would it have mattered if there had been?” Rosenbaum asked.

“Never thought about it,” I replied.

Rosenbaum quickly withdrew the unsmoking pipe from his mouth
and vigorously tamped down the tobacco. He looked up. “Really? Are
you so sure?”

“How’s Old George?” Sarah casually asked one Sunday afternoon while
we were eating dinner at her parents’ home. It was code signaling she was
bored out of her mind and craved some action. Knowing that the mere
mention of his name would make me painfully uncomfortable, she often
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sent out these secret messages in unusual settings.

“What time is Old George coming this afternoon?” Sarah teased,
smirking.

“What’s the deal with this Old George, anyway?” Sarah’s mother
asked, as if she knew him well herself.

“A life-long friend of Jed’s...and now mine,” Sarah said.

“Brutal tennis game yesterday. He's stiff as a board today;’ I said, play-
ing along but cognizant of the stirrings in my trousers.

“Sounds like what he needs is a good massage and rest,” her mother
said.

“Precisely; I said.

“He’s coming soon, right Jed?” Sarah cooed.

“Yup. Unless he gets pinched for speeding,” I said, trying to make the
most of an increasingly uncomfortable predicament.

Sarah hurriedly excused herself from the table and headed for the
door. “Guess it’s time to run. Shouldn’t keep Old George waiting—he’s an
impatient fellow.”

“Someday, I'd like to actually meet this Old George of yours. You both
talk so fondly of him,” Mrs. Thompson said.

“Actually my father doesn't like him one little bit,” I said. I excused
myself from the table and tossed apologies over my shoulder for Sarah’s
abrupt departure as I un-tucked my shirttails.

Father encouraged me to be especially diligent when cleaning the pri-
vate areas of my body. “They are particularly susceptible to disease,” he
warned. As a teenager, I was intrigued that a bar of soap provided use-
ful lubrication as well as prophylaxis against degenerative disorders that
result from self-abuse and over-indulgence. How tidy. How closed this
circle.

The summer I spent as a surgical assistant in urology convinced me
all the more that my father was right: chiromania can lead to permanent,
if not fatal, consequences. Most of the men who underwent transurethral
resections were older. Testosterone had driven them to youthful excesses
which now were exacting their painful tolls. It was bad enough that most
suffered excruciatingly from severe blockages of their urinary systems. It
was profoundly depressing to learn that most emerged from surgery in-
capable of sustaining anything more satisfying than a lurid conversation.

As my own stream diminished from a powerful laser beam to a slop-
py dribble akin to what one expects from a calcified faucet, I blamed my
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condition on the filth and depravity I was exposed to daily in Manhat-
tan. Or the sins of my youth, although at twenty-four I hardly qualified
chronologically as a degenerate dotard. When it sealed up altogether, I
thought God was prematurely vindictive.

“Sounds like the clap to me,” Dr. Taylor Young pronounced bluntly,
boldly, without so much as cursory inspection of the afflicted area. Dr.
Young was the corporate physician at Time Inc. Because I was a recent
arrival in Manhattan, I took my little problem to him knowing it was his
job to refer corporate medical problems to appropriate private physicians.

Clap: The symptoms in males include a yellowish discharge, which
causes painful, frequent urination. Symptoms can develop from two to thir-
ty days after infection. A few percent of infected men have no symptoms.
The infection may move into the prostate, seminal vesicles, and epididymis,
causing pain and fever. Untreated, gonorrhea can lead to sterility.

“The best doc in Manhattan for problems like yours is Dr. Holden
Hartung down on Twelfth Street. He’s treated more than a handful of
Time Incers, heh, heh,” Young said, laughing cynically at his intended
double entendre.

I was grateful for the referral but incensed that Dr. Young, without
any hard evidence to support a diagnosis, had assumed the worst of me. I
was also furious that he betrayed the privacy of legions of coworkers who
apparently had been similarly afflicted, gonorrhea being the corporate
medical condition it was. However, I had to concede that if Dr. Hartung
was the most famous clap specialist in all of Manhattan, he surely had to
be the best, most experienced clap doctor in the entire world.

From the day I first set foot in New York City, I figured it was the
easiest place on earth to catch all manner of dreaded plagues, clap espe-
cially. The island seemed to ooze contagions. The handrails on the esca-
lator between Grand Central and the Pan Am building, the banisters on
stairs to the concourse under Rockefeller Center, not to mention every
subway station anywhere in the five boroughs, were all suspect creeping
crud carriers. Touch one and two weeks later youd be pissing blood and
pus. That’s when I acquired the habit of always washing before I relieved
myself. When that was impossible, I'd grab my boxer shorts and shake
them until things took care of themselves.

Dr. Hartung laughed scornfully at my confession over the phone. “An
escalator’s a hell of a place to be doing it” Without pausing for breath, he
added almost as smugly and assuredly as Young had: “Sounds like the
clap to me”
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“Gonorrhea! I've got to see you soon,” I sniffed, wondering if there
was any connection between my runny nose and my other little problem.
Was it another closed circle kind of thing? Bodily fluids had to get out
somehow. When one orifice could not provide relief, another would. Or,
youd die!

“How long you been stopped up?” Hartung asked.

“About five days,” I said, thinking he meant my nose.

Hartung gasped. “Five days. Five days? Jeeeezuz—you haven't passed
water for—”

“Oh that stopped up,” I said, considerably embarrassed. “Actually, I
passed water—if you can call it that—this morning” How long could a
man survive sealed shut, extruding himself every couple of hours or so
through an ever-narrowing bore hole, anyway?

“You haven't just returned from Vietnam or been with any strange
women lately, have you?” he asked, expecting easy verification of his
knee-jerk diagnosis.

The offer to join Time had arrived just in time to prevent United Press
International from shipping me off to the rice paddies of Vietnam. “Man-
aged to avoid the evil Ho,” I said. “Make that plural” While it occurred to
me that Sarah could be quite strange at times, to equivocate would only
provoke more probing, if lame, questions, ones that I was ill prepared to
answer. “No strange women that I can remember;” I said. 'm not sure
why he assumed wives could not be “strange” and have the clap too.

Hartung asked what I meant, but before I could lecture him on the
precise use of English, he put me on hold. A minute or two later a nurse
picked up and asked if she could help.

“Just get me in to see Dr. Hardon ASAP;” I said, annoyed that I was no
longer dealing with the legendary savant of creeping crud himself.

“How does four thirty sound?” she asked pleasantly.

“Sound? Fine. I'll be there and for crying out loud don’t keep me
waiting,” I moaned.

“We'll try not to and, by the way, his name is Har-fongue. Your little
play on words was neither funny nor very original, especially for a clever
Time writer, Mr. Russell. Cheery bye” The phone clicked in my ear.

Hartung’s phone diagnosis was way, way oft base (Mother, Dad, are you
reading?). I wish it had been as simple as The Clap. A week later they
wheeled me out of the urology surgical suite in St. Joseph’s, a clear plastic
tube running from the ailing body part to a drainage bag strapped to the
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bed frame. It was the beginning of the end, I thought. God had really got-
ten even. Soon I would die.

The plainly startled reaction of the young nurse—Nurse Donahue—
assigned to my care and feeding wasn’t exactly reassuring. I had seen
similar pitiful looks before, visual gasps. Even though I was way, way too
young to be worthy of a transurethral resection, all the earmarks were
there. The Foley catheter. The bloody, pussy drainage. The alternative di-
agnosis was even more depressing to contemplate: cancer.

Hartung strode into the room, smiling a smile, beaming a beam. It
was a very good day for him, even if it wasn’t turning out so well for me.
Perhaps noticing our stricken looks he inquired brightly: “So why the
forlorn faces? It was nothing more than a congenital stricture—and one
hell of a stricture it was, too. The good news is you're now as wide open as
a New York City viaduct. You'll be able to douse a candle flame at 15 feet
in no time”

I was relieved, so to speak.

“The bad news is you'll have to be dilated about every year or so for
the rest of your life. A minor inconvenience I know, but you'll live,” he
said condescendingly.

It was clear Hartung had never suffered from a congenital stricture
himself. Of course not! While annual recalibration of the male aqueduct
would be of little personal concern or consequence to the reamer, it
would be precisely the opposite to the reamee. “Meantime, no sex until I
see you in two weeks. After that, be sure your partner takes it easy.”

“Trust me, the thought of sex never crossed my mind,” I said.

“It will,” he said knowingly.

Young Nurse Donahue nodded in agreement, making it unabashedly
clear that it may have crossed hers. “Probably would be advisable to test
the effects of dilation under the strict supervision of trained medical per-
sonnel,” she grinned.

“Might be, might not Hartung advised, eyeing Nurse Donahue
suspiciously.

Each day for two weeks following my release from the hospital,
Nurse Donahue phoned my office. “And how are you all doing today?”
she would ask brightly. After a fortnight of recuperation, she invited me
to lunch. I credit Nurse Donahue’s concern and attentive care for the fact
that I never needed to return to St. Joseph’s Hospital, Dr. Hartung, or to
her, for that matter.
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“Write about what you know;” my favorite English teacher always
said. Easier for Mrs. Margaret Mulder to do, garden variety
shikse that she was, than for this Mormon goy. Her selection of religion
was more connected to temporal matters than doctrinal correctness: the
thoughtfulness of the minister, his oratorical skills and personal charm,
the architecture and ambiance of the sanctuary, whether the organist had
mastered Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in D, and if tenors in the choir sang
in tune. Doctrinal correctness for her was incidental. She saw truths as
malleable and relative, not hard and fast edicts etched in granite by God
Himself, or divine decrees rolling off the tongue of His prophet, seer,
and revelator on earth today, the President of the Mormon Church—The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

What I knew best were my life and times—topics so inextricably
linked to the church that writing about them would be complex, trouble-
some. Mormonism—the religion and the culture—were so deeply em-
bedded in me that it is hard to tell where one leaves off and the other be-
gins. Therefore, it would be practically impossible to conjure up anything
original or fresh, however benign, without running considerable risk in
offending or unsettling my ancestors living and dead (there are scores
of each). Worse, writing about what I knew best could put me crosswise
with church leaders, from the bishop of my ward upwards to the Apostles
themselves (or figuratively in their crosshairs, if they saw my acts as eth-
nically treasonous and heretical).

I had my share of doubts about the church too, but I was no turn-
coat. I was born to unflinchingly stand my ground. Though my head be
bloodied, it would remain unbowed; I was the captain of my fate, the lord
and master of my soul. No Gentile blood coursed through the veins of
Jedediah Pratt Russell, the fruit from the loins of those roaring Lions of
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Zion: Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, the resilient Apostle brothers
Pratt, Parley and Orson. And, all of them descended from the womb of
the stalwart founding mother of feminism and unshrinking head witch,
Anne Marbury Hutchinson of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut
and New York. As well as through the Lathrops and Howlands and Till-
ies, and the Mayflower itself. Scratch any vein on the family corpus and
it would spurt Yankee royal blue. Moreover, in my mind and heart I was
a bona fide member of the house of Israel, an anointed son of Joseph and
his colorful coat, and his begotten Ephraim and Manassas, a kissing cous-
in of Judah and his tribe. I was called. I was chosen. What I once sang in
guileless plangent soprano (a year before testosterone-engorged testicles
knocked my voice down an octave—and, eventually, perhaps even my
faith and works, too) was a simple fact of life: I might be envied by a king
for I am a Mormon boy.

“Ethnicity?” Rosenbaum asked. His eyebrows arched. “I thought
Mormonism was an American Christian religion. What’s this ethnicity
and gentile stuft all about, and from a Mormon sheygets?”

“Mormon what?”

“Sheygets as in shikse; a boy goy, a girl goy—youd think an alleged
kissing cousin in a shtetl like Westport, Connecticut and Jew York City
would be familiar with such pejoratives”

It is true that many old-line Mormon families like mine—ones that con-
verted when the headquarters of the fledgling Church were still in Ohio—
descended from Puritans who disembarked at Plimoth.

In my own pilgrim heritage, one, the founder of Hartford, was re-
warded for his diligent service to King George with title to practically all
that is now Essex County, Connecticut; another founded Pratt & Whitney
Aircraft. The remarkable progress of these forbearers was quite enough to
make me resentful that God consigned me to the perpetually, religiously
zealous wing of the family: those Pratts and Russells who never forgot
they came to America to worship how, when and what they may, which
Mormons do often.

By the time I arrived on the scene—mid-point between Adolf’s and
Eva’s suicide in a bunker beneath the Reichstag in Berlin and the flight
of the Enola Gay to Hiroshima—Mormonism was firmly ensconced and
thriving in regions surrounding the semi-arid Great Basin. There, the
Wasatch Range of the Rocky Mountains presented a formidable barri-
er that sequestered Mormonism from the world around it. In its nearly
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hundred years of isolation, Mormonism unfolded as a religion—arguably
the most successful one founded in America—and became a distinctive
and somewhat idiosyncratic culture.

Mormon ethnicity is not just a birthright one is born into; Mormon-
ness can be acquired, as well. Being Born In the Covenant (BIC) ensures
a lifetime of conflicts, the severity of which has everything to do with
how much of the world one becomes. It always astonishes me when some
converts assimilate so rapidly and thoroughly that it becomes nigh unto
impossible to distinguish them from BICs.

Given its New England roots and sociological parallels with Puritan-
ism, it amuses me that other Americans find Mormon culture and reli-
gion weird, even threatening. I always assumed it had more to do with
Lion Brigham’s marital trove than basic doctrines and practices. No mat-
ter what Sarah thought, Mormonism’ links to Puritan New England and
Judaism—its success, its increasing power, wealth and influence, and, yes,
Brigham’s multiple brides and bedrooms—made it all the more likely that
people beyond the reach of the shadow of the everlasting hills would be-
come interested readers of my book.

The deft trick would be to fashion a compelling, revealing and non-
apologetic novel that would neither offend my parents nor invoke the
stealthy and subtle wrath of The Brethren, whose numbers are legion and
whose memories are tenacious. As a man thinketh, so is he. If fiction mir-
rors the soul, I had reason to worry. I found comfort in the fact that hy-
persensitive parents and Judaism had not exactly constrained writers like
Roth or Salinger (I guess technically he doesn’'t qualify because his mama
only pretended to be Jewish) or even Chaim Potok, the rabbi’s son. Should
I be inhibited? If Judah un-tethers its authors, why not the same release
for cousins from Joseph’s tribe (we are both of Israel’s house, though Mor-
mons probably more by belief and patriarchal blessing than by DNA)?
Especially so for a son of Lion Parley’s and spiritual-giant Orson’s lines;
this sturdy offshoot whose strict and strident grandmother learned He-
brew and Yiddish directly from her Uncle Orson and Grandfather Parley.

“Your Mormon ancestors spoke Hebrew?” Dr. Rosenbaum asked.

“Amazing, but true. Both learned from the then-prominent Hebrew
teacher and lexicographer Joshua Seixas, who taught Hebrew to the Mor-
mon prophet Joseph Smith and members of the original Quorum of
Twelve Apostles that included both Orson and Parley”

The training enabled them to read the scriptures in the original text.
They could grasp important subtleties that had been washed out when
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the Bible was translated. Orson, star of the Hebrew class at the School of
the Prophets in Kirtland, Ohio, not only passed on a facility for languages
to his children and grandchildren, but taught them Hebrew and Yiddish
as well. That's how Grandmother Russell acquired it, along with various
Jewish dietary practices. When presented with concoctions of pork shed
invariably express her righteous indignation rather colorfully: “Chozzer
drek macht goyisher kopf (pig shit makes gentile brains)!” It is impor-
tant to note that she would never indulge in or abide such expressions in
English. Perhaps it was her way of passing on her love of vibrant Yiddish
words and phrases to my generation.

The big difference between Judah and Joseph is humor. Jews poke
fun at themselves and their culture. Mormons don’t have a comparable
six millennia on their side. We are a hell-bent, hypersensitive lot indeed,
too desirous of superficial acceptance from mainstream Christian sects
to mock our own cultural idiosyncrasies. Like groveling shmatte, we go
to great lengths explaining, justifying, appeasing, and turning the other
cheek. We search for common ground, even when none need be found,
when no compromise is required. It comes, quite frankly, from being
over-wrought about our peculiar history and culture.

That too is changing. But not fast enough to suit me. I should have
known better when a Mormon friend in New York persuaded me to sub-
mit rough drafts of the opening chapters to an “open-minded intellectual
in Salt Lake City, a critic of books dealing with things Mormon, a man
who could open a few doors for you with publishers” I reluctantly caved
in. T'll say one thing: the critic didn’t waste any time getting back to me.
Within a few weeks this rambling diatribe arrived in the mail:

You are no Chaim Potok, although I do enjoy your writing.
Too many reprobate LDS writers like you lack the courage—
you would likely say “balls”—to either withdraw from the
church or conform and measure up.

By the way, in case you don’t know it, Judaism is a cul-
ture to the Jews. Judaism as a religion is spiritually dead. It is
bound up in its own traditions and rituals. Procreation is the
only way it will grow and goodness knows the Jews, like every-
one else, are doing precious little of that these days.

Mormonism is afflicted with too many people like you—
Born In the Covenant heirs of historic Mormon names
that continue to resonate—who sadly have begun to regard
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themselves ethnic’ Mormons, not necessarily members of
Christ’s true church. Yet, these ungrateful legatees demand
their place at the table, and, like over-indulged trust-fund
brats, take umbrage whenever the church considers disowning
them.

The father of Reuven Mather (sic) in The Chosen is striving
to preserve Judaism. Mormonism is in no danger of dying out;
there’s no ambiguity anywhere about the blessings of believ-
ing and practicing God’s word. Mormonism certainly does not
need a Rabbi Mathers (sic) to pump life into an archaic reli-
gion, a tottering relic from a fulfilled dispensation.

We have a vibrant community of evangelizing, literal be-
lievers. Wannabe LDS Potoks have no reason to suck the blood
out of Mormonism so it too can be embalmed and consigned
to a museum filled with dusty antiquities and myths from eras
bygone.

Put bluntly, you and people like you are weak intellectu-
ally if you continue to cling to the church while defying its
teachings, grasping vainly to position yourself as the Mormon
equivalent of Asher Lev. Apostates like you should either shape
up or ship out.

You and others persist hoping the church will eventually
toss you out so you can worm your ways onto all the anti-
Mormon-oriented symposia where birds-of-a-feather gather to
have their delicate egos massaged. All of you should repent or
find unfertilized pastures on which to spread your scat.

Trouble is, Jed Russell, real or imagined, is quite amazing.
I sympathize, empathize at times with him; his storytelling
is riveting; his brutal candor honest and convincing (though
as hilarious as I find his discussion of Old George, I could get
by with a little less). He has great, original language: “mind
changers” is a term I have entered into my personal lexicon.
And, I want to read the next chapters. The writing is just too
good!

It is easy to see why outsiders may think Mormons—from respected in-
tellectuals to street-smart businessmen—take themselves way, way, way
too seriously. We're really not like that, honest. Like the “intellectual
critic; Mormons may quickly turn indignant and humorless when they
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encounter attacks. We simmer down eventually, like he did. Didn’t he?
Well, I guess I didn’t help matters much by sending him a copy of The
Chosen with all the references to Reuven Malter highlighted in fluores-
cent pink and a handwritten cover note that read: If it mathers, the name
of the good rabbi is Malter.

The fact is, Mormons are just as plagued by temptations of the flesh
and bank book (especially the bank book) as any tribe that ever lived on
earth. If there’s a significant difference, it’s the otherworldly sense of guilt
we suffer for simple shortcomings, like just thinking carnal thoughts. Ac-
tion earns unique and unthinkable consequences: There once was a good
Mormon boy / who enacted a dastardly ploy / with the bishop’s fair daugh-
ter/hed done what he oughtnotter / and swiftly was rendered a goy. Which
is why Mormons are quick to repent. And forgive. One humorously out-
spoken General Authority (a super ordinate that applies only to Apostles,
Seventies, and members of the Presiding Bishopric of the church), adored
for his plain speaking if oft criticized for his use of mild epithets, apolo-
gized from the pulpit for his indiscretions: “Hell, Heber [Heber J. Grant,
then The Prophet and President of the Church], you can’t excommuni-
cate me because I repent too damned fast!”

Wholly unrepentant over the backsliding New Haven Railroad, I hovered
around Sarah’s drawing table, nudzing. 1 needed to talk. Tonight, while
ideas and needs were fresh. I needed her approval not only to write but
her agreement to participate—to share her personal insights and family
history, which, over the course of our marriage, had become closer to me
than my own. In my case, the old Jewish saying was quite appropriate:
“When a son gets married, he divorces his mother!” Given that, I won-
dered why women customarily take their husband’s surnames. It should
be the other way around, I thought. Sarah would like that.

I knew a little utzing would eventually provoke the reaction I desired.
I'd apologize, wed talk—finally talk. Maybe heart to heart. It took a good
thirty minutes before she caved in. “So, what’s this latest grand book of

!n

yours about?” she sighed. “Get on with it; I've got real work to do, even
if you don’t” As if to underscore the demand, she sliced open a sheet of
foam core poster board with the X-Acto knife.

“It’s about us,” I stammered.

“Oy, us,” she sighed.

“I hope you’ll help. It has possibilities,” I said timidly.

“I don’t type well, remember? This is me you're talking to. And, the
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subject matter is just a tad thin, if you get my drift,” she said sarcastically.

“To the contrary;” I argued. “You may think us not interesting, but
that’s our advantage. We're Everyman!”

“Everyman has trouble with, er, reconciling...?” she sneered, glanc-
ing in the general direction of my trousers.

“Not Everyman, and please...” I winced. “There are plenty of simi-
larities. They’ll read it because they see themselves. There’s cultural com-
monality between Mormons and Jews and Catholics and Episcopalians.
At their cores, people are the same”

“Immaculate connections. Mormons are like everyone else—only
more s0?”

“Please? The whole megillah I don’'t need...”

“The underlined parts will suffice?”

“Just a few insights—sure, a little craziness would be nice too,” I said
cautiously. “As much as youd care to reveal: perceptions of life, marriage,
me, the kids..”

“Craziness? Like, Old George?” she asked. A bemused sneer turned
the corners of her mouth. “Your readers should know that pekl putz of
yours reliably performs like a well-conditioned seal. Like the metaphor?
Or is it analogy? Simile, perhaps?”

“Really, Sarah! Just spend a few hours writing down your thoughts.
Just think about it. I'd like the same from your sisters if they’re willing. It
would mean a great deal to me.” It was a sincere request.

Sarah shrugged. “Some schlimazel, you, but if a book will help, I may
contribute. Later. Now, if you don't mind, get the hell out of my studio”

“My’ studio? Since when did it become yours?”

“Slip of the tongue,” she answered, embarrassed.

“Freudian,’ I said.

“Freud, you know?”

“Freud was Jewish”

“Freud, Jewish? No!” she sneered.

“Okay, a cultural Jew”

The subject never came up again. A peace unlike any I had witnessed be-
fore filled our home. For once, everything seemed to work right. It was
as if the prospect of my returning to home and hearth settled everyone. I
was not so anxious to beat it for the train in the mornings. I dallied over
breakfast and conversations with the children until it was time to drive
them to school.
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Although she was unusually busy with work, Sarah found time dur-
ing the day to straighten the house and prepare dinner. Because I was
working a relaxed, phase-out schedule at Time, for the first time in our
lives together I regularly arrived home in time for a real family repast.
This was life as it should be, giving the mundane its proper due, focusing
on the important things: wife, children and the book, not always in that
order.

Gone, forgotten—perhaps healed, finally—were the schizophrenic
hallmarks of our thirteen-year marriage, with its routine if unpredictable
nasty bursts of turbulence that got becalmed between the bed linens. The
more heated, stunning and humiliating the attack, the more dazzlingly
lickerish the rapprochement

More than once Sarah accused me of maliciously instigating and in-
tensifying petty arguments simply because, predictably, they would end
libidinously.

“Did you...was there forethought to your malice?” Rosenbaum
asked.

“She thought so,” I said.

“What do you think?” he asked, annoyed.

“I never thought about it... Ulterior motives?” I said.

“Perhaps it was unconscious...?

“Not likely. I was always conscious, aware, grasping for any reassur-

»

ance that we had an unconditional bond”
“Unconditional? Pretty heavy stuft, wouldn't you say?”
“Umm, yeah, the sex was pretty intensive. Reassuring.”

Wed had more than a few moments of intense serenity and calm. But
none had been as durable as this one. A fortnight of tranquility passed.
Our bedroom liaisons—normally regular and intense—became daily
erotic tarantellas. Just when I was certain we could go no further, wed
whirl off into uncharted territory. One peek through our bedroom win-
dow would provide prurient evidence aplenty that our marriage was rock
solid. Picture perfect.

I was getting ready to leave the office for home when the telephone
rang in my office. Sarah was on the line. Breathless. “Oh, I'm glad I caught
you. Are you about to leave?”

“Just walking out the door;” I said.

“So you’ll make the 5:02. Good,” she said, displaying more knowledge
of the New Haven schedule than I ever thought she had. “T'll be there to
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pick you up. Hope you're finally ready...”

“Sure, but you do remember my car’s at the station.” I hadn’t heard
her this excited for years. “What’s cooking?”

“Right, I wasn't thinking. Just catch the damn train and pray God it’s
on time,” she said, a little flustered. “I'll wait for you in the parking lot at
Longshore...”

Sarah’s Volvo was hard to miss. As promised, it was parked, motor
running, lights blazing, in a remote area of the lot a few feet above where
the Saugatuck River met Long Island Sound. It was a nippy April evening,
but as we walked toward each other she deliberately let the trench coat
fall open, revealing a slinky black cocktail dress slit from hemline to mid-
thigh. Coat wide open, she threw her arms around me and kissed me
squarely on the mouth. Her tongue probed as her pelvis pressed into me
just enough to get my attention.

“Whew;” I said, pushing her gently away. “I could do with that every
night. What’s the occasion?”

“Let’s just say, tonight we can really talk—the kids are sleeping over
at friends’ So we have the whole night...we can talk over dinner. I've re-
served a table...away from the band...and I have a room reserved at the
Westporter...just in case we need to falk more,” she said, blushing a bit,
like she was ashamed to admit she needed to talk as much as I did.

“Could we skip the preliminaries and cut straight to the talk?” I teased.

“Real talk, important talk first,” she said, pressing against me instinc-
tively. “And, we could dance...if you feel up to it...and have more talk if
you need it, for enders...”

“Enders? Are you giving me up for lent or what?” I grinned.

“Call this my Good Friday sacrifice,” she said, way too seriously.

“Always struck me as sacrilege—celebrating the death”

“Whatever. For us it’s enough to be alone, at last, to cover important
ground, to understand each other better”

The wine flowed. We were working on our second bottle while the
band beckoned. Although I could tell Sarah had something important
weighing her down—something that she needed to unload—it could
wait: I persuaded her to join me on the floor where we whirled as though
I were a soldier about to depart for the killing fields and this was our last
chance until we linked up in the great eternity.

When she was ready to go home, I reminded her of the “just in case”
reservation at the Westporter. She protested. “It would be better if we
continued at home...it’s closer, quieter, more conducive...”
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“The phone will ring early. We don't get this chance often...just let
me lead you there, for old times’ sake,” I cajoled.

And so she followed, reluctantly acquiescing, it seemed...and what-
ever she had on her mind she pushed to the side on her drive to the
Westporter, for once we were there, the flirtation wed begun at the club
became intense, consuming, ravenous. Sweaty and fully spent, we fell
asleep, dead to the world around us, entwined in a sticky tangle of flesh.
The finale to our mortality had been a desperately erotic, fully consum-
mating, yet ultimately fatal act of love.

Sarah was sitting on the side of the bed shaking me. The black dress had
been replaced by blue jeans and a Yale sweatshirt. “Jed, it's almost check-
out time. You've got to get showered and dressed”

When I emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later, a fresh
shirt, sport jacket and gray flannel slacks were laid out on the bed. Beside
them was a neatly wrapped gift and card she had personally designed. In
perfect calligraphy she had written:

Dearest Jeddy:

Whatever comes,
remember everything.

Yours First, Sarah

Her present was a finely patterned, one of a kind Italian silk neck-
tie. It was exquisite. I was snugging it into place when Sarah entered the
room, a bulging manila folder under her arm. “Like the tie?” she asked
brightly.

“Beautiful,’ I said. “Must have cost a fortune?”

“It was worth it,” she said, studying my face intently, as if trying to as-
certain whether I really loved the gift or was just being polite. Patting the
folder under her arm, she said, “I had wanted to go over all this with you
last night, but you know...”

“The old silver-tongued devil, me, strikes again.” I grinned.

“This too is true...again and again, unfortunately. This is not the
way I would have preferred to handle this. I wanted you to better un-
derstand...what was on my mind—why now, what now;” she said quietly,
staring at my shoes. She pushed the manila folder toward me.

“What’s this?” I asked, noticing that her hand was trembling. (“I was
deeply pained, frightened half to death, feeling cheap, manipulative, and
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terribly disloyal,” she told me months later.)

“Legal papers,” she said, “...what I wanted to talk about last night”

“More house stuff?” I said dismissively. “What a pain”

“Sort of. They’ll be filed on Monday. You can go down to Ned Nich-
ols’ office today and be served or, if you prefer, he can get a sheriff to pay
you a visit. I told Ned youd prefer the office” Her voice cracked.

“What the hell have we done?” I moaned as I pulled papers out of the
folder and began reading:

Plaintiff: Sarah Brooke Thompson Russell
vs.
Defendant: Jedediah Pratt Russell

“Ned Nichols said you may choose to leave voluntarily;” she said,
avoiding eye contact at all costs. “He said this would avert having you
evicted from the house”

“Evicted? Evicted from my house?”

“From our house,” she said evenly. “You'll get your due, if anything,
when the divorce is final”

“Divorce? Youre divorcing me? Why? Why didn’t you say some-
thing?” I wailed, the reality settling into my mind and stomach.

“I have tried, for months—even last night—but you weren't listening,
you are always so tuned into your own agenda,” Sarah said softly, almost
comfortingly, like she was a psychologist or a mother.

“It’s the book, isn’t it?” I said.

“What book?”

“The book I'm writing?”

Sarah cleared her throat. “As I was saying, if your choice is to leave
voluntarily it makes things much simpler. I've packed several bags for
you. They’re outside in my car. Your call”

“Tust like that?”

“Not exactly, although it may seem that way to you. You've left me no
other choices. Believe me, I'd have opted for any other choice, but none
was provided,” she said. Her voice trembled.

“Choices I've left you? Hah! What choices have you left me?” I snort-
ed angrily. “I feel conned, abused”

“Ditto,” she said. “Long ago I begged, pleaded with you to get help, to
get to the bottom of your...issues. Have you done it?”

“I've been thinking about it...”
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“You've been thinking about it since you were twenty-five—that was
over ten years ago,” she said. “Just who was conning whom?”

“I've made some phone calls,” I said weakly.

“Good,” Sarah said. “You still need help. With or without me”

“Itd be better with you,” I said, searching desperately for any opening
to get a foot into this slamming door.

“It may be better for you—but it definitely is not better for me and
the children,” she said firmly. “You had that opportunity and didn’t take
it. A last-minute heroic effort won’t save this one...not this time...”

“Since when are you running my life?” I snapped. This was absurd.
Completely absurd. Hadn’t we just soared beyond the cosmos? Were we
not flushed and clear-eyed from a night of delicious intimacy? And from
a fortnight of one-a-day pick-me-ups? Surely this was Sarah’s idea of a
perverse put-on.

“Since you abdicated,” she said. “Great sex isn't all there is to a rela-
tionship...although there was a time...”

“It’s the book...it’s my quitting Time, isn’t it?” I challenged.

“Perhaps, the coup de grice but only that,” she said, turning for the
door. She returned a few minutes later toting two large suitcases. “You
can get the rest of your stuff tomorrow...or whenever you find a place
to live. And you should call the children. They know about this. They do
love you. They’ve been told it’s a mutual decision”

“Mutual, my ass! If it was mutual, why didn’t we tell the children to-
gether?” I hissed, fearing that she had bared every intimate and painful
detail of our marriage.

“Don’t be paranoid. I simply told them that we had problems and had
decided that divorce was the only solution; that we both still loved them
and that you would still be their father, but would live in a different place;
that they would see you regularly on weekends,” she said as though she
had been rehearsing the lines for weeks.

“That assumes you can stay in the house and get custody of the chil-
dren,” I said defiantly. “What makes you so sure I won’t contest—"

“Do you want the children to move?” she said, tears welling in the
corners of her eyes. “Believe me Jed, I don't want this. But it has to be. The
least you owe me is...Ned tells me there are grounds...”

“Does he now?” I said sarcastically. “Well let the snively little sunnuv-
abitch prove them. I'm ashamed at your behavior”

“Ashamed? You gave me no choice.” She wiped her eyes on the sleeve
of her sweatshirt.
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“Never in a million years will I believe that. Your deception and
manipulation has been phenomenal. There we were: tangled, rolling
around. Sweaty. Breathless. You said you loved me. And now this? What
deception!”

“I did...I do love you. My God, how could I not love you—I've been
with you for what... Last night, I felt absolutely everything”

“You faked it,” I snapped, recalling early times when she had pretend-
ed to have orgasm so she wouldn’t make me feel inept, or her frigid.

“No fraud last night...or any other night for a long, long time...Our
marriage is pretty...very over, but we can always talk” She opened the
door abruptly. I walked onto the porch. She strode toward the car, never
once looking back. She glanced sideways as she put the car in gear and
caught my plaintive stare. I shrugged mournfully. She shrugged and blew
a kiss, mouthed “I love you” as the green Volvo station wagon drove off,
then disappeared around the corner of the Westporter, with Sarah and
our thirteen-year marriage rattling around inside.
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