STEVEN PFAU

The Story of The Story of Harold

y uncle once sent me a copy of Terry Andrews’s novel The Story
of Harold with a letter tucked inside the yellowed, crumbling
pages.

11 Feb 2017

Dear Steven—

I'm fascinated that you might write about The Story of Harold’s
author...

Years ago, I told some friend about my interest in Harold. The
friend claimed to know the author...Well...Some time later I
received a call at work. “I understand you’re a reader,” caller said.
“Who’s this?” “I wrote The Story of Harold.” I was stunned! Gave
him my number so we could talk more eastly. Never called. End of
story.

Was discussing Harold with another friend who worked in pub-
lishing. Seems his office had unsold copies of Harold. He sent me a
box of paperback copies. Probably 12. Over the years I distributed
copies to friends. (Will says I gave it to him before he moved in with
me—probably over 25 years ago.) I think I was using it as a kind
of Rorschach test!

Incidentally, Will was more recently able to find a copy on
Amazon—and he found some info about the author on the inter-
net. Until then I had thought the author might be Sendak...Wrong!

Real love,
Bruce

Bruce had told me a version of this story eight years earlier, when I was pre-
paring to leave the Boston suburbs, begin college in New York, and figure out
“how to become a writer,” whatever that might mean. My uncle had moved to
the city with the same vague ambition in the 1960s, taking a fifth-floor walk-
up in Greenwich Village and a lowly copywriting job at McGraw-Hill. Based
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on their mutual friend’s introduction, the writer who called himself Terry
Andrews likely assumed my uncle was a renowned editor of literary fiction,
but he also must have meant “reader” in a more specific sense—that is, one
who can decipher the codes and signals whereby queer people make them-
selves known to each other. (When asked to describe his sexuality, Michel
Foucault answered, “I identify as a reader.”) Whoever was behind this pen
name, Terry Andrews must not have reached the audience he was looking for:
soon after it was published by Holt, Rinehart in 1974, The Story of Harold went
out of print. Now I was taking a night class on writing biography, hoping to
study this book’s phantom author, and holding Bruce’s last copy.

The novel’s narrator, also named Terry Andrews, is the author of a suc-
cessful children’s book, also titled The Story of Harold. 1 could see why
Bruce thought this might be Maurice Sendak’s veiled autobiography, since
Andrews displays a similarly macabre humor: even the dedication (“To my
living friends—who will know who you are”) reads like a cheeky note from
beyond the grave. The plot comprises a series of diary entries in which
Terry struggles to reconcile his respectable career with the lonely life of a
closeted bisexual sadomasochist in downtown Manhattan: he spends his
off-hours with a married surgeon who likes to be flogged and fisted and a
pyromaniac who wants to be burned alive, but mutually satisfying connec-
tions elude him. By the time the novel begins in October 1968, the tension
between his public and private life has become too much to bear, and Terry
has determined to end it all within six months. A book so morbid could be
a slog, but the narrator’s seductive voice—imagine Nabokov on poppers—
persuaded me to keep reading.

Terry soon has “a curious experience” with his old friend Edith, who
invites him to the Upper East Side to meet his “number-one fan.” That
would be her seven-year-old son, Bernard, “a lump of a little boy” who
lurches “like a gob of underdone dough” and keeps his head lowered “like
an animal overtamed.” Long divorced from the boy’s father, Edith explains
that Bernard is struggling to cope with her recent engagement to Frank,
a traveling businessman who tries in vain to win over his stepson-to-be
with trips to the zoo and the Statue of Liberty. The only thing that makes
Bernard happy is Andrews’s book The Story of Harold, a collection of modern
fairy tales in which a twelve-inch-tall magician, the titular Harold, roams
New York City and rescues his friends—humans, animals, toys, house-
plants—from their everyday misfortunes. Edith asks if Terry would be will-
ing to spend some time with her son: “Maybe just take a walk in the park...
and just—oh I don’t know. Do your thing. You must know how to deal with
children.” “In point of fact,” Terry thinks, “I don’t know how to deal with
children. The terrible truth is—most I dislike. A lot bore me. The ones who
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don’t bore me intimidate me. Because they still have that capacity, in the
flesh, of the unrealized, the possible.”

Nonetheless, he agrees to take a walk with Bernard, steers him across
Fifth Avenue, and finds them a bench to share in Central Park. In his “most
uncley voice,” Terry improvises a new installment, “Harold and the Crash-
Proof Moth,” in which the hero assists a self-destructive insect who can’t
stop colliding into walls. Terry confesses to the reader that this, like many
of his stories for children, is merely an episode from his own life, “disguised
in part.” But that doesn’t seem to enter Bernard’s mind; for the first time
all day, he looks alive, yet on the verge of dissolving “into a small chaos of
flesh...drowning in everything—the world, his mother, psychoanalysis, his
own persistent wretchedness—in everything he could not comprehend.” As
Terry returns him to Edith’s apartment building and prepares to say goodbye,
Bernard admits that he dislikes his own name and asks, “What would Harold
call me?” Terry guesses that Harold would call him Barney, and this answer
pleases the little boy. “Like a wound-up toy that was set to trudge, he stepped
inside. And did not look around as the doors joined shut behind him.”

Reading this scene, imagining the sound of Terry’s “uncley voice,” I was
a seven-year-old on Bruce’s porch again, watching him try to crack open
his taciturn nephew’s shell with his own stories. Did my uncle see me as
the Barney to his Terry, his “lump of a little boy”? What uncertainties and
insecurities did he recognize in my “small chaos of flesh” before I could
even name them? I wondered what other uncanny parallels I might uncover
in later chapters. Bruce was the first gay man I came out to when I was
fourteen, and ever since then he would hold forth with tall tales about his
coming of age, urge me to trail him and take notes, and slyly hint at the
book they might add up to. If I could learn as much as possible about The
Story of Harold, perhaps I could persuade Bruce to tell me the unexpurgated
story of his own life.

A week after receiving the book, as I was getting into bed, I saw a text
from Will: “Bruce in hospital. It’s serious. You are the first I am telling. I
really don’t know what to do or say. Waiting for the docs to come out. If
you are able to come up...”

In the morning I boarded a bus from Port Authority to Hartford, wear-
ing one of Bruce’s letterman jackets and carrying my half-finished copy of
Harold. When I reached his room in the ICU, Bruce was unconscious and
stuffed with tubes and wires. He’d endured a “cardiac event,” a doctor
explained, an oddly festive euphemism for an aortic rupture and internal
hemorrhage. I offered to hold down the fort while Will stepped outside to
discuss the DNR with the nurses. Many years of working in a psychiatric
ward had taught Will that even the least responsive patients can hear us,
so he asked me to talk to Bruce—something, anything. But what could I
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say? I opened my book and read to my uncle in the most nephewy voice I
could muster.

For most of my childhood, I secretly longed to be an opera singer. I had
no talent or training in music, but I was transfixed by the versions of
opera I saw in Saturday-morning cartoons—that Looney Tunes bit with
Bugs Bunny dressed as a Valkyrie, for example, or that old Disney short
about a whale who wants to sing at The Met. I was a tight-lipped boy,
chronically terrified of saying the wrong thing in school. Every emotion
I tried to express seemed to sound ridiculous and over-the-top; most of
my classmates had evidently learned some crucial code of decorum from
their wholesome families that I, an only child raised by a single mom, had
missed. But in opera, as I understood it, decorum was beside the point. One
day I would have a stage of my own where all my ridiculous feelings would
be applauded, but for now most of my teachers asked me to stop humming
when I was supposed to be practicing long division.

Then came fifth grade. Mr. Marino was more mischievous than any
teacher I'd had before; he reminded me of my uncles, though I couldn’t say
why. I was delighted most by his love of music, especially opera, and the
effort he made to draw out that same love in me. Once I blew my nose with
such a dramatic flourish that he raised his hand like an orchestra conductor
and commanded, “Now give us an E-flat.” He never seemed to mind my
humming; he even encouraged me to sing along to the old Italian standards
he played on the upright piano by his desk. And opera was central to many
of the books he read to us, my favorite of which was George Selden’s The
Cricket in Times Square.

The story begins on a Saturday night in Manhattan. While tending his
family’s newsstand on a subway platform, a young boy named Mario hears a
mysterious sound, “like a quick stroke across the strings of a violin, or like
a harp that has been plucked suddenly.” He follows the noise to a pile of
wastepaper and uncovers a cricket lying “perfectly still—as if he were sleep-
ing, or frightened to death.” Mario feeds the cricket a piece of chocolate and
makes him a miniature bed out of a matchbox and a sheet of Kleenex. At
first Mario’s parents disapprove. “Bugs carry germs,” his mother says; “he
doesn’t come in the house.” But when they see how eagerly their son craves
a companion, they allow him to keep his new pet.

The next day, Mario introduces his cricket to Mr. Smedley, “a music
teacher who came to buy Musical America at ten-thirty in the morning on
the last Sunday of every month, on his way home from church. No matter
what the weather was like, he always carried a long, neatly rolled umbrella.”
While chatting with Mario’s father about Italian opera, Mr. Smedley over-
hears the cricket chirp a perfect middle C and exclaims with delight; he
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raises his hand like an orchestra conductor, and when he lowers it, the
cricket chirps on the downbeat. Mario begs Mr. Smedley to give his cricket
singing lessons, but Mr. Smedley refuses: “He’s already been taught by the
greatest teacher of all, Mario—Nature herself...I prophesy great things for
a creature of such ability.”

Great things eventually do happen for this creature, who learns to chirp all
kinds of melodies from Mario’s radio and becomes the most famous singing
insect in the city. But I couldn’t stop thinking about this early scene, since
my teacher couldn’t stop smiling while reading it to us. Did Mr. Marino
see himself in Mr. Smedley? Why did he giggle uncomfortably at Selden’s
descriptions of this fussy dandy with his “long, neatly rolled umbrella”? Did
Mr. Marino also “prophesy great things for a creature” like me? Perhaps
acknowledging our shared fondness for opera was Mr. Marino’s covert
way of celebrating the other desires we shared, though I was too young to
identify those at the time. I wouldn’t grow up to become what men of his
generation would call an “opera queen,” but in Mr. Marino’s classroom,
with his discreet orchestration, I was beginning to open my mouth. You
could say he was teaching me to come out.

I felt a bit like my old teacher when Will returned and watched me read-
ing aloud. I wanted to find out what he’d discussed with the nurses, but
Will looked eager to distract himself, so I showed him my copy of The Story
of Harold and asked what he knew about the novel. He admitted he hadn’t
read anything else by the author who went by Terry Andrews, who was
born in 1929 at Hartford Hospital, where we were now sitting beside Bruce,
and who died in 1989 of an internal hemorrhage. Harold was his only novel
for adults, and all his books for children were published by Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, my employer. “You probably don’t know most of them,” Will
said, “but maybe you've heard of his debut, The Cricket in Times Square?” Of
course. By George Selden.

Why had I waited so long to find these answers that were hiding in plain
sight? Was I afraid of ruining my childhood memories by discovering what
my old favorite authors were “really” like? Had I filed away Harold among
my dossier of Bruce’s far-fetched fables, too good to be fact-checked? Or
did a simple Google search seem like an anticlimactic solution to the air
of mystery I’d built up around this book? In any case, as I kept reading, I
grew sadder and angrier that I couldn’t ask my uncle what he’d seen in this
“Rorschach test” or how he would interpret my observations, especially
about the novel’s avuncular protagonist, who reluctantly agrees to spend
more and more time with his number-one fan.

These two forlorn misfits form a mutual understanding. While Terry
invents more stories of Harold, he sees his own hopelessness reflected in
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the little boy’s face: “We mirror each other.” And Barney sees right through
these not entirely made-up fables: Terry begins to tell a tale about the
Three-Legged Nothing, “a creature that haunts the dopey dark corners of
my imagination,” and Barney protests “with glum, angry incredulity,” as if
he knows firsthand the kind of despair this character represents to Terry.
Eventually Barney begs to see the author’s apartment, seeking “irrefutable
proof that everything I've told him is absolutely true,” and Terry worries
what Edith will say if she finds out her son is inside the home of a sexual
deviant. He even anticipates the reader’s fears that he might be the ste-
reotypical gay predator in disguise: “Is that what you’re thinking?” Yet no
mishaps befall Barney, who—after checking under the bed and in the clos-
ets for signs of the Three-Legged Nothing—seems perfectly at home with
Terry, who grows even fonder of his protégé.

But as Terry’s depression deepens, he loses patience with playing a benign
paternal figure: while babysitting this sullen boy one night, Terry tires
of drawing him out from the “vacuum of childhood” and feels a sudden
“impulse to crush his skull.” He rashly offers Barney a handful of Harold’s
“magic pills,” the barbiturates Terry has acquired for his own suicide, and
the boy “jams them in his mouth: perhaps his first act of initiative.” At first
Terry wonders, “Shall I kill him...and then kill myself?” But then he pan-
ics, demands Barney to spit out the pills and drink a whole pot of coffee,
and stays up all night, Scheherazade-like, spinning more stories of Harold
to keep his charge alert: “You don’t die if you're interested in listening to
something, do you?” Once Barney drifts off, Terry records his sleepless vigil
in a series of brief, nearly identical entries. Throughout the afternoon in the
hospital, I recited my own versions to Bruce.

January 19: One o’clock. He
is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.

February 24: One o’clock. He
is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.

January 19: Three o’clock. He
is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.
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February 24: Three o’clock.
He is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.

January 19: Five o’clock. He
is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.

February 24: Five o’clock. He
is still alive. I can hear him
breathe, feel his breath on my
cheek, as I bend above him.

January 19: Seven o’clock. I
can wake him up. I have shaved
and showered, put on clean
clothes, and am ready to take
him home...I can wake him up!

Around this time, Will asked me to join him for a meeting with the cardiolo-
gist, who explained that a brain scan had shown no activity: Bruce wouldn’t
be able to keep his ruptured heart beating on his own, and we would have
to start thinking about “making him more comfortable.” Will had the right
to make this choice, since he’d married my uncle as soon as he legally could,
but Bruce had requested that blood family be consulted first. And since nei-
ther of his siblings could be there—my aunt lived out in Michigan, my father
was on vacation in Florida—I would have to be the one to give the go-ahead.
“You were more like a son than a nephew to him,” Will told me, taking my
hand and crying for the first time I had ever seen. I couldn’t tell if this was
supposed to make me feel better about the decision I had to make. I nodded
at the cardiologist; less than an hour later, Bruce was gone.

“You were like a son to him.” “He saw himself as a kind of father to you.”
I heard these phrases from many of Bruce’s friends and neighbors through-
out the following days, and I found the reminders consoling yet not quite
right. Why should the bond between an uncle and nephew be measured
against the parent—child model? Bruce clearly considered his responsibility
to usher me out into the world, not to shield me from the dangers I might
find there, and we never got stuck in the resentments that ensnare many
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fathers and sons. We were just two queers trying and sometimes failing to
learn what we could from each other, especially the kind of knowledge our
parents couldn’t give us.

My mother intuited Bruce’s role in my life long before I did: though she
separated from my father soon after I was born, she still encouraged me to
spend time with her ex-brother-in-law as often as possible. She never spoke
of him as a bad influence, but when we finally had “the conversation”—not
so much a coming-out as a confirmation of what was already evident to
both of us by the time I was fourteen—she reacted more anxiously than I
had anticipated. “Be careful,” she said. “You never know who might try to
take advantage of you.” I was grateful that she swiftly returned to watching
Law & Order and couldn’t see my eyes roll at her obviously excessive concern
for my safety. What could possibly go wrong when our home state had just
become the first to legalize same-sex marriage? Was she thinking of the
abusive priests who had recently been outed in Boston’s Catholic Church? It
must have been a confusing time and place for any parent to bring a queer
child into the world. Her tone softened when she turned back to me a few
minutes later: “At least you have someone like Bruce to look after you.”

Her faith in my uncle came to mind as I continued reading The Story of
Harold, in which Edith never hesitates to place her son in Terry’s custody.
“You're an angel!” she says when he agrees to make dinner for Barney.
“No,” Terry thinks, “I'm a sadomasochist. And if you knew that, Edith
Willington, you'd fly down here on your broomstick—or send the police
down on theirs.” This is not a novel that would warm the heart of Anita
Bryant: “homosexuals cannot reproduce, so they must recruit” was the slo-
gan with which she founded the Save Our Children campaign in 1977. Nor
would it win over many of Bryant’s opponents, who won'’t find in Harold a
virtuous poster boy for gay assimilation. Terry knows he’s an unlikely figure
to be trusted with young children, yet he never exploits Edith’s unflagging
trust in him, nor does he try to “recruit” her son. But he does speculate
about the boy’s future: “Will Barney become a fag, I wonder? I only hope
he acquires enough self-confidence to think of himself as attractive to
anyone.” He continues to give Barney an education in gay cultural literacy
that reminded me of the lessons I had received from Bruce: modeling how
to strut down the city sidewalks, introducing him to the Rembrandts and
Turners at the Frick, demonstrating how to lift dumbbells at the gym. “Oh
my God,” Terry realizes, “I do love that little boy!”

But Edith is preparing to whisk her son away to Denver, where she plans
to settle down with Frank. She calls to break the news to Terry, who asks
what Barney will do about school. “Who cares about school?” Edith says.
“He’s finally got a real father now!” Terry dodges this remark and offers to
host a farewell party before Barney leaves the city. The two of them spend
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the whole night telling one last story of Harold, in which an eight-year-old
boy must learn to take care of himself and fend off demons like the Three-
Legged Nothing without the protection of Harold’s spells. In the morning,
Terry says goodbye to Barney, who “turns away—mournfully, hopefully—I
don’t know which.” Will Barney warm up to his “new father”? Will Terry
keep his lingering death wish at bay? Leaving these questions unanswered,
the novel soon ends on a bittersweet note: “Surely better than nothing—if
not a beginning—is the pain of this chaotic and belated love.”

I finished The Story of Harold on the bus that returned me to New York,
where I prepared to confront my own Three-Legged Nothings without my
uncle’s guidance. No one on the subway from Port Authority to Flatbush
looked fazed by my stricken face as I skimmed a copy of Bruce’s will. He
hadn’t updated it since 1999, when I was around Barney’s age in the novel,
and I was surprised to find my name among the beneficiaries. “To my neph-
ew,” he wrote, “I leave my antique world globe, to remind him of how small
and wide and changing the world is.” What did Bruce suspect about me
then, and why did he want his eight-year-old nephew to see “how small and
wide and changing the world is”? I thought of all the books and gifts and
other, intangible heirlooms he had bestowed to me since then. He couldn’t
have known The Story of Harold would be the last, but he would have been
tickled by the serendipitous timing of this gesture and the chaotic, belated
love it stirred in me—surely better than nothing, if not a beginning.

I had been looking for an excuse to visit the New York Public Library’s
special collections, whose treasures include Virginia Woolf’s walking cane
and a lock of Walt Whitman’s hair. I knew the field trip would be a welcome
distraction, so I submitted a request mentioning Terry Andrews’s identity
and George Selden’s connection to FSG, devising some half-true profes-
sional reasons for snooping in my employer’s records. An archivist replied
that she didn’t see any relevant catalog entries for Andrews, but she did
find four boxes of Selden’s papers, and she invited me to view them the
following weekend.

I bypassed Patience and Fortitude, the legendary pair of marble lions who
guard the library’s main entrance on Fifth Avenue, and took a side door to
the security desk, where I left all my belongings but a composition book
and a pencil (no pens allowed). The archivist greeted me in a warmly lit,
windowless reading room, assigned me a desk, brought me the four accor-
dion file boxes, and showed me how to remove, read, and replace each sheet
of paper as gently as possible. I found a daunting volume of correspondence
between the various editors and agents who had worked with Selden, and
I shuddered at the thought of how many boxes I would fill with hard cop-
ies of all my email exchanges with colleagues. The exuberance of these
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letters confirmed how beloved The Cricket in Times Square had once been.
Selden’s publicist described him as “a charming young man” in a pitch to
the producers of Captain Kangaroo, and his editor compared the book to
Charlotte’s Web and Winnie-the-Pooh in a request for a blurb from Leonard
Bernstein, adding that the protagonist “is the only cricket we know who
can sing arias from Aida.” (Bernstein evidently declined.) One of the only
documents written by Selden himself was his reply to a reporter’s question
about children’s classics:

Not that I am presumptuous enough—despite all your
gratifying enthusiasm—to think that I have written one!
For me a children’s classic is, first of all, well-written. I do
not subscribe to this fashionable theory which holds that
an author has to limit himself to an itsy-bitsy vocabulary
simply because he’s writing for children. Similarly, I don’t
like kids’ books that have an unnatural, artificial sweetness
about them: the kind designed to avoid witches, accidents
and anything which might suggest to the tender mind that
it is living in a dangerous world. The world is dangerous!
And I am convinced that those books which present a
completely sentimental, safe version of it do their readers
a great disservice.

Whether or not Selden believed he had created a “classic,” I had trouble
imagining the writer of this statement as the author of Cricket, which I con-
sidered a fairly “sentimental, safe version” of New York City life. Selden’s
characters may be lonely and misunderstood, but I wouldn’t say his children’s
books “suggest to the tender mind that it is living in a dangerous world.” His
definition of a classic seemed better suited to The Story of Harold—a novel
full of darkness and danger, though not one intended for children—and the
author who called himself Terry Andrews was clearly more complicated than
the “charming young man” described in these buoyant letters.

That buoyancy gradually wanes. In 1968, Selden finished drafting Tucker’s
Countryside, a long-awaited sequel to The Cricket in Times Square, but dis-
agreements with the illustrator and other unspecified obstacles continually
delayed the publication: in several letters, his editor explained that Selden
was “having a hard time” and dealing with “very real problems.” The Story
of Harold opens that same year, when Terry has become overwhelmed by his
own very real problems, but I couldn’t find any other clues about Selden’s
personal life at the time. FSG finally published Tucker’s Countryside in 1969
(“I think he’s breathing happily for the first time in six months,” his edi-
tor said), but the responses to Selden’s follow-ups cooled over the coming
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years. In a 1977 memo to his agent, an editor referred to Selden’s latest pro-
posal as “a slight work.... George is such a good and successful author that
I should hate to come in with a work that would do his reputation harm
rather than good.” A few months later, another editor described one of
Selden’s new stories as “mediocre. In fact, it’s hard to understand how the
author of the terrific Cricket books could be capable of producing something
so conventional, mechanical, and strained.”

Nearing the end of my search through the final box, I doubted that I
would learn anything more about Terry Andrews until I found a 1990 letter
to FSG’s contracts department from Selden’s executor, who explains that
the author’s “will provides that all royalties on books other than The Story
of Harold are given in equal shares to the decedent’s nieces and nephews.”
Why didn’t he want Harold to be part of their inheritance? Had he always
intended to keep this novel a secret from his heirs, or did they already know
about this side of their deviant Uncle George? I considered asking them
myself, since the executor’s letter included their names, home addresses,
and what appeared to be phone numbers, but as I copied the details in my
notebook and counted the digits, I realized these were social security num-
bers. I couldn’t imagine any way to contact Selden’s kin without account-
ing for this breach of privacy or provoking suspicion of my motives. What
would I even tell them I had discovered from my amateur investigations
without sounding totally unhinged? “Did you know your uncle and mine
once lived on the same block of Charles Street? That your uncle was born
in the same hospital where mine died just a few weeks ago? That my uncle
gave me, shortly before then, a copy of your uncle’s probably autobiographi-
cal novel about his secret life as a depressed sadomasochist? That its nar-
rator and a melancholy boy form a bond eerily reminiscent of that between
my uncle and me?” Bruce used to tell me to “live the fantasy,” but perhaps
I had taken that advice too far, quixotically identifying with the real people
behind a novel just because of its convergences with my life.

I filed away the letter, returned the boxes, and thanked the archivist for
permitting me a few hours of daydreaming. She said she had no more infor-
mation about The Story of Harold in her catalog, but she suggested I stop by
the microform department, where one of her colleagues had found a record
for an interview with Terry Andrews in a 1979 issue of The Advocate.

I unspooled the film and loaded it into the old-fashioned projector sys-
tem, which illuminated my monitor, in perfect focus, with an enormous
close-up of a man’s six-pack abs—the cover of the magazine’s October 18
issue. I blushed, glanced cautiously at the other patrons, and fast-forwarded
to the table of contents: “Intestinal Parasites and You: An Insides Story.”
“Dispatch: California Supreme Court Rules on Solicitation—An End to
Entrapment?” “Terry Andrews: The Story of The Story of Harold.”
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I had seen this piece quoted on the cover of my copy (“A work of sheer joy,
both in style and subject matter”), but I hadn’t managed to find it anywhere
else. I squinted to decipher the tiny text sandwiched between semi-porno-
graphic ads for leather shops and lipotropic supplements. The writer, a young
critic named Karl Keller, praises The Story of Harold as “the best gay novel in
a decade or more.” He laments the “long round of rejections” Harold received
before it was published “rather reluctantly” and the perplexed reactions it
elicited from readers: “To people over 40 it wasn’t ‘nice,’ to straight men it
was a ‘challenge,” and homosexual respondents by and large said, ‘We aren’t
this way!"”” Eager to meet the novel’s elusive author, Keller somehow tracks
down Terry Andrews and arranges a lunch date in the West Village (“I still
don’t know his real name,” he claims). Their discussion begins with publish-
ing shoptalk, but then the questions get more personal:

KELLER: What made people most uneasy about the book?

ANDREWS: Among publishers and booksellers, and espe-
cially among gay movement people, combining sadomas-
ochistic scenes with the presence of children—always
perilous at best—made people very uneasy. It was simply
too strong in all its details, not just the gay ones.

KELLER: Are such things in the book autobiographical,
with S/M and children together in the book, are you hiding
behind your pseudonym from the charge of being a literary
child-molester?

ANDREWS: Not at all. I guess I'm a writer of a very dif-
ferent sort. I wanted to be as honest as possible. When a
reader picks up a book, even a book by a famous author,
and sees that the author’s name is one thing and the narra-
tor telling the story in the first person has a different name,
the reader knows there’s something fishy going on, some-
thing wholly fictional. He knows it’s just a literary game
and he has to work to suspend his disbelief. But indeed,
I wanted the two to be the same, author and narrator. In
fact, my way of writing is autobiographical, in a sense, in
that I set aside a long period of time and actually became
the narrator or main character in a book I am writing. I
spent a whole year, in fact, “being” Terry Andrews: S/M
homosexual, experimental bisexual, confused trisexual—
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whatever—obsessed with death and drugged on life at the
same time.

KELLER: Then you are Terry Andrews?

ANDREWS: I was. While I was agonizing my way through
the writing of the book. A lot of the scenes in the book
were true. The characters were real people for me then. I
knew them then and could have actually named them for
you. I went through much of what is in the novel—some-
times physically, sometimes in my head—for the sake of
the novel.

Though Keller doesn’t say so, the uneasiness he mentions likely drove
Harold out of print, despite glowing praise from The New York Times (“An
exceptional novel...about almost everything important that goes on
between people”) and a cover illustrated by Edward Gorey. The narra-
tor takes pains to keep his orgies and one-night stands separate from his
playdates with Barney, and he includes a few red herrings to differentiate
his biography from Selden’s (e.g., claiming he was born in 1927 rather than
1929), but perhaps Andrews appeared to be concealing some unmention-
able behavior beneath his novel’s many layers of artifice. Why write under
a pseudonym and bill your work as autobiographical, hiding and exposing
yourself at the same time, if you don’t want readers to wonder what you’re
up to? (Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan Novels get enough ruthless scrutiny,
but imagine how much worse it would be if her narrator were a bisexual
sadomasochist.) Keller’s allusions to the fear of queer men corrupting the
youth brought to mind a recent interview with far-right provocateur Milo
Yiannopoulos, who recalled being molested by a priest as a teenager and
claimed that sex between older men and young boys can be a positive,
fulfilling experience. As soon as these remarks circulated on social media,
Yiannopoulos tried to backpedal, but his publisher immediately canceled
the release of his forthcoming memoir. I was pleased to see Yiannopoulos
get his comeuppance but also puzzled: after all the vile and well-document-
ed bigotry he’d spewed earlier in his career, why was the last straw his
championing pedophilia? At the same time, my own office was still revel-
ing in the success of Garth Greenwell’s debut novel, What Belongs to You,
another work of autofiction in which the narrator, who closely resembles
Greenwell, pursues a fraught relationship with a young hustler. Unlike
Andrews’s narrator, Greenwell’s isn’t putting a child in harm’s way, but if
most readers could tell that Greenwell isn’t endorsing his characters’ mis-
demeanors, would The Story of Harold receive the same level of acclaim as

THE IOWA REVIEW 15



What Belongs to You if it were released today? Or would Andrews’s efforts
to unsettle straight assumptions about queer relationships only scandalize
straight readers and disappoint queer ones?

Keller dances around these questions in his Advocate article, sounding
optimistic about Harold’s future: “Writing this kind of novel, Andrews has
avoided most of the pitfalls of the bad gay novel—superficial tours of the
gay scene, melodrama of sexual conflicts, social tragedy, sorry ends.” This
seems to be a jab at late-seventies hits like Andrew Holleran’s Dancer from
the Dance and Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the City, yet these melodramas
have since become canonical gay classics. Would Harold have endured a
little longer if Andrews had punctuated his dark night of the soul with more
frothy banter on Fire Island? Or had he written a “bad gay novel” after all?

I wanted to ask Keller himself, but he’d died long ago—“an early fatality
of AIDS,” according to his only other published article. When I returned
to work on Monday, I asked a colleague to pass along a copy of Harold to
Jonathan Galassi, the president of FSG, one of several gay men in the com-
pany’s most senior positions. I knew he would understand the appeal of reis-
suing this “lost classic” by one of the house’s own stars, though I imagined
the book’s content might give him pause. My colleague later told me Galassi
had come down against Harold, “because he felt the world it depicted was a
dead one, irrelevant to the present moment, more than any offense.” I was
the same age Galassi had been when The Story of Harold was published, and
he would have been around twenty when the novel’s events took place, just
before the Stonewall riots. That not-so-distant world wasn’t exactly dead,
but I couldn’t think of anything else to say in defense of Harold, nor could I
name a single friend of my age to whom I would unequivocally recommend
the book, whose many pleasures are often spoiled by the narrator’s dated
humor, casual misogyny and racism, and unapologetic snobbery. I thanked
my colleague and resumed writing press releases for new books that might
go out of print just as quickly as Harold. In my unshakable attachment to this
troublesome novel, I began to feel like Terry Andrews’s overly loyal nephew.

At my desk, I kept waiting for the phone to ring, for a caller to say, “I
understand you're a reader.” The stranger and I would have exchanged
names and numbers, agreed on a time and place to meet, maybe after work
in the back room of Julius’. Despite the three decades between us, we would
have recognized the lump of a little boy we each used to be, the traces of an
animal overtamed in our slumped shoulders and drooping necks, the chaos
of flesh we had both shaped into something over the years. We would have
mirrored each other. And once settled at our table with a round of manhat-
tans, we would have said, in unison, “Tell me about your uncle.”
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