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Introduction

First, a recap. I was nine, and not beginning to figure out my sexuality —I didn’t have one—when, in 1977, Seymour Kleinberg’s The Other Persuasion was published. The demographic was emerging; the literature was there: ergo—or now it seems—an anthology of gay fiction. Unlike most subsequent collections, The Other Persuasion mixed male and female contributors. Marcel Proust and Jane Rule improbably rubbed shoulders. In another corner, D. H. Lawrence was buttonholing Forster, who was avoiding Radclyffe Hall, who was being ridiculed by Gore Vidal. Gertrude Stein was explaining something about a rose to Christopher Isherwood, who keened away, looking over his shoulder—longingly?—at a disengaged Paul Bowles. Ernest Hemingway and Graham Greene surveyed the rest, fixed observers, adding occasional wisecracks. They overlooked a Young Turk inspecting his fingernails, Edmund White (the sole link between Kleinberg’s volume and this book).

I didn’t see The Other Persuasion for almost a decade, but even then, it was very confusing. Thankfully I didn’t come across Jeffrey Meyers’s wretchedly unsympathetic Homosexuality and Literature, 1890-1930 (1977), just about all that passed for literary criticism on the topic then. By the time I went to college in 1986, Kleinberg’s groundbreaking gay collection had been joined by a number of others—all American in origin, even if they came out in England. Most worthwhile were two books sourced from the magazine Christopher Street. The first was Aphrodisiac  (1984), improbably edited by nobody. It featured a number of fine writers still prolific today, including two contributors to Between Men,  White and Andrew Holleran. Christopher Bram made his debut, too, providing the title story. The second, First Love/Last Love (1985), edited by Michael Denneny, Charles Ortleb, and Tom Steele (three editors from none?), introduced more excellent writing from stalwarts like Holleran and Felice Picano, alongside other important new voices like David Leavitt and Ethan Mordden and—poignantly—someone who had swum so far beyond the tide of literary fashion in the thirty years he’d already notched up in print, James Purdy. (Fifteen years on, I would be especially fortunate in having all three agree to an in-depth literary conversation for my first book, Gay Fiction Speaks [2000], with Holleran, Picano, White, and six more.)

In 1986, an awkward, jejune eighteen-year-old, I’d been “persuaded” by these “others,” sexually speaking—though only, thus far, in theory. I was stunningly ignorant in . . . well, everything. My future tutors sent a reading list the summer before I “went up,” which I presented to staff at the main library in my hometown, Birmingham, then a postindustrial mess tottering on governmental economic life support. Did the library staff know of a poet called Arnold? Was it something Arnold, or Arnold something? I didn’t know. I remember looking up Tennyson in a set of stained index cards under L for Lord. Nothing. The staff traced a few Brownings, but didn’t have copies. I avoided asking about Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, fearing it was in Latin.

I traipsed despairingly to the city bookshop, where a big, bright window display confronted me: two dozen copies of a single paperback. A cocky, lustrous teenager in a blue singlet gazed out leftward. The way it was arranged, he was staring at himself, mostly. And himself. And himself. Who wouldn’t? Only the left-hand column of  “hims” gazed through the pane and over my shoulder—at a mass of cheap concrete, discount stores, and rain.

He couldn’t have looked less like I felt. I can’t remember if I got hold of any prescribed reading that afternoon. But I definitely bought the boy—oh, and the novel that came with him, in what the jacket trumpeted was its “First British Publication.” (This was innovative, since “paperback originals”—novels first appearing in softcover—did not then exist.) It was Edmund White’s A Boy’s Own Story.

The real-life tale of boy-and-jacket is worth reading in itself. (White recounts it in Gay Fiction Speaks. ) But what it did to my own story, needless to say, is what has stuck, and it’s largely why I am writing this. I would later learn that gay fiction—especially in America, seemingly light-years ahead of Britain at that time—had had numerous “birth years” already. For example, I’d entirely missed—like most ten-year-olds, it’s true—the so-called Stonewall literature of liberation; in particular, its annus mirabilis, 1978, which saw key novels by White, Holleran, Picano, Larry Kramer, and Armistead Maupin.

The narration of A Boy’s Own Story marked a semantic shift in gay characterization. It wasn’t, however, because White avoided making him a freak. He was a freak—in spades! But he was his own freak somehow: unadjustably, irreconcilably, often winningly freakish—and, for the record, aware of how freakishness worked; of the uses you might one day put freakishness to, if it didn’t crush you. Unlike too many of his fictional forebears, White’s “boy” wasn’t endlessly denying his sexuality or explaining it away. He worried at it, yet practiced it, too. He consulted family members, shrinks, and the like—but their inadequate responses to his importunateness led the boy to a decisive break with their example and instruction; catalyst for the journey undertaken in the book’s sequel, The Beautiful Room Is Empty (1988). I was so desperate to read  that novel immediately, as a cash-strapped undergraduate, that it remained, for many years, the only hardback on my shelf.

Gay fiction today, naturally enough, aspires to do more than offer still more variations on the theme of “coming out.” White’s later foreword to his Faber Book of Gay Short Fiction (1991), however, succinctly described how coming to terms with one’s homosexuality will always inform how the gay individual—in fiction and life—reacts to everything else:Since no one is brought up to be gay, the moment he recognizes the difference, he must account for it. Such accounts are a kind of primitive gay fiction, the oral narrations told and retold as pillow talk or in pubs or on the psychoanalytic couch. Every gay man has polished his story through repetition, and much gay fiction is a version of this first tale. . . . Acknowledging homosexual desires and integrating them into a larger notion of the self is the first bold action of gay fiction, whether written or whispered.





However much society has changed—particularly in the arena of sexual ethics—this cogent summary strikes me as enduringly true.

White’s name led me to The Other Persuasion and the Christopher Street  books; these to Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance (1978), another obvious staging post; the defining gay novel of its decade, and the finest. I won’t adumbrate its many virtues here; you’ll probably know them. Still, as I’m reviewing here the trajectory of gay fiction anthologies, I should point out that Holleran’s novel gave rise, inadvertently, to a sort of “watershed moment” in their history, some sixteen years after its publication.

David Leavitt’s introduction to The Penguin Book of Gay Short Stories  (1994; the volume was coedited by Mark Mitchell) took Dancer from the Dance to task for a number of things, among them a perceived “voyeuristic fixation with beauty that powers the novel.” Leavitt felt this fixation “compels younger gay men who don’t know better to wonder if that’s all there is to the business of being gay.” In consequence, “Dancer from the Dance romanticized—even exalted—what is to many of us the dreariest aspect of gay experience.”

I’ve never found beauty—or the search for it—dreary; but so much comes down to taste. Yet Leavitt’s argument is more complex than this quotation suggests. (He returns to it in the interview in Gay Fiction Speaks.) In any case—and not since I’m on decent terms with both authors—there’s a more interesting way of responding to this claim than simple opposition. What struck me as odd was Leavitt appearing to criticize Holleran for failing to take account of Dancer’s effect on an ignorant reader. This might not necessarily be the young Leavitt himself, though he does discuss it at length precisely because it was the second gay novel he discovered. (A footnote added to a second edition of Leavitt/Mitchell’s book in 2003 notes that “[t]oday, Dancer from the Dance is no longer the first gay book most young American gay men read; nor can any one book be said to play that role.”)

Yet the very profileration of gay novels around and after Dancer,  which Leavitt generally applauds—including a contrasting account of the sexual subculture, Kramer’s Faggots—surely answers the complaint. The breadth and diversity of the lives being written up in gay fiction—and all gay literature—lessened the power any single rendering of gay life might acquire. For countless years, gay male readers had twisted their sense of sexual selfhood by way of the distorting prisms of Baron de Charlus, Querelle, or—much later!—Maurice.  White gives a neat variation on this dark notion in the Faber foreword, describing his oscillations as a teenage reader “between grim psychiatric case studies and the outrageous Anthony Blanche scenes in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited.” From 1978 on, the number of characterizations exploded ad infinitum—if not always for the better, then always toward diversity.

Leavitt may have regretted the “damage” done by Dancer. But he accidentally caught one of its key innovations, the reason why it remains so much more pertinent than most seventies gay fiction today. As he concedes, Dancer introduced characters no longer bound by the crippling “double life” of the closet. Yet the consequent temptation to advertise a gay, urban Shangri-la—certainly indulged in by some—is entirely resisted. Dancer is a nuanced, ambivalent study of its zeitgeist, with a near-exhausted “wait-and-see” quality attending the letters that frame the novel’s exhaustive inventory of the subculture. Its pendant—to borrow a term from art—is thus Edmund White’s nonfictional States of Desire, from a year before. Leavitt pinpoints the fact that Holleran fights shy of conveying any sense of liberation, since the very people who had left the closet “were made to suffer much more by each other than by heterosexual agents of oppression.” Awkward and unpalatable as that fictional verdict may feel, it had—and has—the ring of truth. The new freedoms may have seemed ideal, but Holleran did not confuse this with idealizing the protagonists who were experiencing them.

The other “watershed moment” here is my sense that Leavitt’s own work also answered the very objections he raises. His early fiction especially—Family Dancing (1984) and The Lost Language of Cranes (1986)—contributed strongly to the reimagining of what gay fiction could be about. Harold Bloom and George Steiner have both long promoted  the idea that literature “answers” literature; that creative writers do, and should, react to their forebears. There may be—to adopt Bloom’s term—anxiety in this influence, but it is a creative and vital anxiety. Still, in then arguing that “contrary to gay opinion, most gay men do  want more from their lives than a few decades spent panting after unattainable perfection; indeed most want relationships based on spiritual as well as physical attraction, which grow more solid as the years go on,” Leavitt’s introduction risked providing yet another prescription for gay fiction. Auden memorably wrote in his poem on Yeats: “Poetry makes nothing happen.” I find myself longing for someone to make the same high claim for fiction.

Nevertheless it’s correct that, as White put it in the Faber volume, “If gays tell each other—or the hostile world around them—the stories of their lives, they’re not just reporting the past but also shaping the future, forging an identity as much as revealing it.” That’s never to suggest that gay fiction could provide readers with an imprimatur, a code of conduct. Most of the protagonists in Between Men, I’m thrilled to say, behave badly, argue unconvincingly, backtrack constantly, misdescribe, misappropriate, and misbehave. They have little enough in common even in their own stories, and could not fall out of one author’s vision into that of another. As Diana puts it in Patrick Ryan’s “Pretend I’m Here”: “There’s no end to the sickness and depravity of the human spirit. . . . Maybe that’s the good news.” Or, to quote Daddy in Ethan Mordden’s “The Ballad of Jimmy Pie:” “Tempt me, Satan, you win again!” (Bloom fans will appreciate the Miltonic reference.)

Leavitt and Mitchell’s Penguin anthology—strongly and scrupulously edited—arrived at, or just after, the moment when the idea of  one “gay fiction” became insupportable. It was either shattering or containing multitudes or both, depending on one’s view. The book  entered a much more crowded marketplace, vying for your attention alongside the Men on Men series (of which, more soon), Ethan Mordden’s excellent gay anthology Waves (Vintage, 1994), and White’s  Faber collection of 1991, in which both Holleran and Leavitt rightly found a place.

The rest is history, usefully defined by one of Alan Bennett’s “History Boys” as “one fucking thing after another.” The 1980s and early ’90s saw a number of extraordinary bifurcations in gay culture. On one hand, as the History Boy announced, the consolidation of gay lifestyle/spending power propelled more and more of . . . everything, if increasingly in niche markets; women and men would rarely share a stage. For a while, there was “one fucking [book] after another.” At the same time, “crossover” works on gay themes—novels, plays, films with broad appeal—were notably rare. Often, whatever their virtues, such stories self-consciously acted as primers to gay lives and thoughts, turning us back into homogeneity just as most of our literature was freeing us from the same. Reader, beware the “universal”; it’s very particular.

For a moment (almost), any gay man could publish a novel. It’s bad form to loiter on the talentless, so I’ll not name books that meant nothing to me, didn’t convince, or clunked along without the benefit of drama, character, purpose—or proofreading. There were many—perhaps for you, too? A legacy of this tranche, and the admittedly ongoing trickle of inferior work, is that anyone researching gay fiction will be asked weekly: “But there aren’t really any good books, are there?”

[image: 003]

My “coming out” year, 1986, saw the launch of George Stambolian’s essential gay fiction series, Men on Men, from Plume (later so ably stewarded by David Bergman). Stambolian steered a bright course, paying due attention to the established voices, which largely stemmed from the East Coast. (Maupin’s Tales of the City was, naturally, far from the only gay fiction emerging from the West, but it was, in the late ’70s and early ’80s, just about the only material penetrating nationally.) In the first Men on Men volume, however, Stambolian broadened our understanding of American gay fiction decisively. Almost half the contributors hailed from the West Coast. Of these, three—Dennis Cooper, Robert Glück, and Kevin Killian—remain among the most innovative and imaginative gay authors two decades on.

Something still more decisive was happening of its own accord. If the spread of the gay literary diaspora in Men on Men was conspicuous, the number of contributors dead by the time it went to press was remarkable: Sam D’Allesandro, Robert Ferro, Michael Grumley, Richard Umans. Bruce Boone, John Fox, Richard Hall, and Stambolian himself followed. AIDS claimed the lives of eight of the nineteen contributors to the first Men on Men.

After the “rare cancer’s” first appearance in the summer of 1981, gay writers were somewhat slow in tracking it in creative work. By 1986, the number of novels, films, and plays concerned with AIDS was still only a handful. The deluge would come. In 1991, Edmund White—in the Faber foreword—could write that “[t]he enormous body of fiction that has sprung up . . . about AIDS in the last few years reveals that literature is still the gay community’s strongest response to crisis.” In the early to mid-’80s, however, most people had other things to do. There was your own health, certainly—but also your lover’s, friends’, peer group’s. There was worry, prejudice to counter, care to fight for: new  circumstances to adjust to. The earth gave way. Holleran’s collected AIDS journalism was called Ground Zero.

Nowadays, it may be tempting to consider that the arrival of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and early literary responses to it, have become historical. AIDS-related fiction might likewise seem just one of many “waves” of gay self-expression which followed Stonewall. (Ethan Mordden’s gay fiction anthology was entitled Waves.) There are apparently useful chronological and cultural lines of demarcation. Drug treatments have offered many in the West—though far from all—an extended, often near-normal experience of life. For some, it’s a happy tale, if subject, like so much else, to the “for now” formulation. But it isn’t, and cannot be, the only story. Gay men now, more than ever, have our ghosts to remember as people, and to reanimate as writers.

Holleran’s latest novel, Grief (2006), pulls few punches in grounding us in the foundations of contemporary gay life. Its narrator moves between the Scylla of the temptation to forget his burdensome “lost” and the Charybdis of the all-too-human, only intermittently silence-able desires of his animate, sentient body. This oscillation is brilliantly summed up in two scenes. In one, the narrator tells his friend Frank that you should never get over grief: “It’s the only thing left of that person. Your love for, your missing, them.” Just as the reader may suspect Holleran of idealization, his narrator adds the critical, credible note of self-interest: “And as long as you have that, you’re not alone—you have them.”

In the second scene, he accompanies his landlord to an improbably cruisey Quaker meeting. The landlord articulates just the sort of simplified, truncated “AIDS survivor” story that the zeitgeist demands—and which Holleran here deftly ironizes:

“That one’s so hot,” my landlord whispered as he nodded at a man two pews away from us. “His lover died two years ago and left him a lot of money, which he spent on travel and drugs. Then he got sick, and looked really awful, but the cocktail brought him back, and now he’s gorgeous again!”



In Between Men, John Weir’s “Neorealism at the Infiniplex” reminds us that, in ever speedier circumstances, the AIDS dead are especially subject to the same simplifying and truncating handling. A rabbi instructs the narrator moments before the memorial service: “Quick, tell me about your friend. Say what he was like. Say three things. I don’t need more than three. Add some color, make it personal, and make it fast.” The less said, the better.

Holleran’s Grief and Weir’s equally extraordinary What I Did Wrong  both contribute to a recent resurgence in AIDS fiction, after a hiatus—precipitated perhaps by uncertainty as to how to accommodate the new “treatment” culture in narrative. Still, British writer Adam Mars-Jones had argued back in 1992’s introduction to Monopolies of Loss that the short story form afforded possibilities for writing about AIDS which were unique. That claim is borne out in a number of memorable pieces here. Mack Friedman’s “A Joint and a Nice Piece of Ass” has all the virtues of his novel Setting the Lawn on Fire (2005) in miniature. Knowing, opinionated, poignant, and vulnerable by turns, Friedman’s narrator—a health advisor—tells us ofthe boys, always the boys, drinking and smoking and losing their teeth to crystal, wearing insouciance like cologne. “Cool, I’m not positive yet,” they’d say. Or, “Oh well, guess I should see a doctor now?” I cried for them  when they left because they could not cry for themselves, and the girl who was raped returned for results and gave me a trembling, feathery hug.





His summary of the Central Region AIDS Project dinners—“parodies of function, marked as they were by inedible catering, incoherent speakers, and the absurd resurfacing of volunteers who hadn’t done anything for the place in years”—is devastating; angry as well as sad; then, unexpectedly, funny, too (if darkly so):This annual commingling always made me think of parties thrown by high-ranking Nazis to honor the rank and file, but maybe I’d just talked to one too many menopausal “buddies” who loved their collies, hated their husbands, and aspired to appear philanthropic with their time.





Weir’s comparable black humor returns us to 1994 and the demise of his friend, novelist David Feinberg. His prose typically concentrates a bewildering series of experiences that only begin at the surreal experience of his friend’s body melting as they wait for a last-minute rabbi: “I said, ‘Dead guy on ice,’ which sounds like a hard-core band.” The surreal gives way to the absurd, the unpalatable, and, finally, the incredible. Kurt Vonnegut chorused “So it goes” every time the narrative of his Slaughterhouse-five stumbled upon death. Weir offers a comparably self-aware tiredness: “I’m through with stuff that really happens, like, people die and you don’t. Or, they die and you don’t feel bad in the way that you want.” The image of his narrator “avoiding them [Feinberg’s parents], crouched under coat hooks” crying is among the most moving, and truest, here.

AIDS is an important presence in other pieces, such as Dale Peck’s “The Piers,” Vestal McIntyre’s “A Good Squeeze,” and Robert Glück’s “Bisexual Pussy Boy.” It permeates, too, the opening and closing stories, by Andrew Holleran and Edmund White, respectively. Alan Hollinghurst’s The Swimming-Pool Library (1988) was set in the summer of 1983, “the last summer of its kind there was ever to be.” Britain’s AIDS-RELATED angst began then; America’s began two years earlier; hence the poignant sense of decay around Holleran’s San Martin idyll. “Hello, Young Lovers,” set in “the winter of 1981,” says nothing overt about the epidemic. But in focusing on the moment before it, Holleran conjures up a remarkable foreshadowing: “This was a place people came to collapse,” his narrator notes. There’s the funereal stage manager, who feels “people . . . look at you and see only one thing—old age and death!” There’s Dennis, ready to dispatch his lover with this line: “I mean one is simply aware that there are magic moments in life that do not last—if you get my drift.” Knowing what we do, it is just as shocking to read some lines of euphoria here, too, like Dennis’s “He has a body that would sink ships . . . I’d kill for his stomach. And chest. And shoulders.” It’s still more startling to recognize this as gay argot now, as then.

“Hello, Young Lovers,” like a gentleman caller, pays attention—no more—to the stories of Tennessee Williams, with more than a nod, too, to the torrid, unfocused play Suddenly Last Summer. It not only transcends but outshines such sources. (As a Brit, incidentally, I have a lot of affection for Kent and his winning, toxic volatility: “Let’s get stinko! Let’s get something started! It’s all too dull!”)

White’s “The Painted Boy” features some of his finest prose. Fortunately for us, the author himself will never hear what his narrator, Stephen Crane, is told by his friend Garland: “These are the best pages you’ve ever written and if you don’t tear them up, every last word,  you’ll never have a career.” It would be easy, and too little, to state that many stories in Between Men, including “The Painted Boy,” transcend gay themes. I was more struck by the fact that so many of the eighteen pieces offer accounts of gay life somehow “authored” by those outside it. White, typically, trailblazes, with the account of the heterosexual Crane’s affection for Elliott, a “queer little boy tart” with syphilis:Standing in the doorway was a slight youth with a thin face and dark violet eyes set close together and nearly crossed. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen but he already had circles under his eyes. He smiled and revealed small, bad teeth, each sculpted by decay into something individual. He stepped towards us and naturally we thought he was begging but then I saw his face was painted—carmined lips and kohled eyes (the dark circles I’d noticed were just mascara smudged by the snow).





The boundaries of his feeling for Elliott are yet unclear to Crane, and he looks to his friend, the “womanizer” critic James Huneker, to figure them out, since “Huneker also had a quasiscientific interest in inversion. Usually he’d scorn it. He condemned Leaves of Grass as the ‘Bible of the third sex.’”

White’s brilliant description of fin de siècle New York illustrates how much more there must be to human relations, empathy, and identification than sexuality. But it is, startlingly, in their mortality that Crane and the youth find one another:I had to convince him that he needed to take care or he’d be dead by thirty. Though that threat frightened him no  more than it did me. I expected to be dead by thirty or thirty-two—maybe that was why I was so fearless in battle.





Beyond this, Crane the storyteller recognizes in his counterpart an ideal subject for fiction—something just as rare for the novelist, perhaps, as spotting one’s life partner should be for a gay man: “He counted for something and his story as well. I sensed that he’d guessed his young life might make a good story but he hadn’t told it yet.”
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Sometimes anthologies like this are criticized for what they lack. The question of “representativeness” haunted Stambolian in 1986; it’s surprising if we haven’t got over it. As James McCourt’s scribe S. D. J. phrases it in “Thermopylae”: “Many things said to have happened never did.” Stambolian noted how the book tours of early success stories in gay fiction publishing brought criticism alongside the adrenaline rush of new opportunity: “Writers were attacked for supposedly favoring one lifestyle over another or for offering images of gay life that were not representative of the majority of gay men and women.” He countered this by saluting the “growing pluralism of gay literature,” according to which “no one can view any single work as representing the entire gay world.”

Stambolian was reacting to the emerging boom time I’ve already described. Between Men enters the game at a different juncture. The mid-to late ’90s saw the tightening of corporate budgets in bigger publishing houses. Niche fiction, including gay fiction, with its reliable but unremarkable sales base, stopped being in vogue. Especially unmarketable were novels that had too much of gay men’s beyond-the-rainbow  realities: illness, death, loss. As T. S. Eliot wrote, “Humankind cannot stand very much reality.” Many of the best gay writers found themselves removed from high-profile lists, even as they wrote the best books of their lives.

Still, “reality is something you rise above,” said Liza Minnelli, and she knows. The present for gay fiction publishing arguably isn’t all bleak, despite jeremiads. A few years ago, Karl Woelz wrote an epitaph for gay literary fiction in the afterword to M2M: New Literary Fiction (2003). Given the apparently steep demise in gay men and women’s consumption of serious fiction, in five years, Woelz wrote, “there’s a real chance that reading literary fiction may no longer be an option.” This means that, by now, there’s simply no audience for Between Men. With respect, dear reader, you do not exist.

The sentiment was understandable. Woelz had the demise of Men on Men, Little, Brown’s Best American Gay Fiction, and Faber & Faber’s His  series to lament, and added: “Nor are gay publishers rushing in to fill the void.” Meantime, however, many intrepid smaller presses—not exclusively gay by any means—have entered the breach; Serpent’s Tail, I suppose, being the pioneer. (Any list that houses Juan Goytisolo deserves mention.) Soft Skull, Suspect Thoughts, Clear Cut, Terrace Books (from the University of Wisconsin Press), and Carroll & Graf: from these five lists, you could conjure up a roster of exceptional talent, and reading lists to endure. Most material submitted for Between Men came from authors published by smaller houses, and all but five or so of the eighteen featured are in the same camp. It may make living a struggle—hand-to-mouth—for gay writers, but being published and read by engaged editors and readers is feasible. There is a gay literary community.
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Without straying too far in the direction of “representativeness,” I found it interesting to consider plausible objections to Between Men. Is it, for instance, too urban? It’s a long-standing concern, to which perhaps the only fair (and ludicrous) retort is: “Are gay lives too urban?” Consider asking: “Is my life too urban?” or, “Is my life not urban enough?” and the idea deconstructs. There’s a jokey reference to the worry in John Weir’s narrator’s flight from New York for a rural idyll. He soon realizes:I hate back roads and country lanes. How had I forgotten that? I hate views. I especially dislike chicken coops. Mine still smelled faintly of chickens. When I looked up from my work, through my kitchen window, I could see an open field, trees in the distance, and the sky everywhere. Not the reassuringly man-made chemical sky of lower Manhattan, but an intimidating sky so awesome and inhuman that, in order to explain it, you were forced to invent God.





In 1986, Stambolian had pointed to the confluence between the urban and gay men’s growing self-awareness. He quoted Richard Sennett: “The city gives you the chance to make yourself up.” It remains true for many gay men today. Still, there’s nothing metropolitan in the stories by Holleran, Ethan Mordden, Tennessee Jones, and Bruce Benderson, and the city isn’t integral to that many others. After all the excitement concerning the film Brokeback Mountain’s daring representation of desire between apparently straight men, far from the poly-sexual metropolis, Mordden’s “The Ballad of Jimmy Pie” and Jones’s  “Pennsylvania Story” in particular remind us that the film’s transgressiveness originated in the E. Annie Proulx story it was based on. Moreover, fiction as good as “Pennsylvania Story” tells us much more about the threat, as well as the promise, in unreckoned longing than anything showing at the multiplex:Dale wanted so much to turn around, brace his hands on the coal-covered tire, feel Kenneth’s hands covered with black dust and carrion wind rake down his jeans, his cheek bruised or flayed open by one of the bolts in the wheel. Instead, Kenneth pulled him forward and split his upper lip open with the force of his kiss. A moment of sacredness in a devastated place, a moment that could make you free or get you killed.
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Another objection: there’s a lot of youth in Between Men. I’m not surprised. Adolescence is where we situate many of our thoughts, worries, and hopes about sex, romance, and relationships. Postadolescent youth marks, moreover—and, yes, as a generalization—the period where gay men most fully realize themselves sexually (“Hello, Young Lovers” indeed). It’s not exclusively true, but it is true—and it’s as true of our heterosexual peers. Still, stories here by Benderson, Glück, Holleran, David McConnell, Mordden, Ryan, and White are as concerned with the wide range of responses to youth on the part of the—chronologically, anyhow—mature. In several cases—notably McConnell’s masterly “Rivals”—part of the reader’s pleasure lies in a reversal of expectations. Nobody’s development could be more  arrested than that of Barry and Darius’s teacher, Jane. “Adulthood looks unbearably beautiful and energetic and free” to the boys, writes McConnell—but such visions of the future, we readers sense (or know), are chimerical. Alan Bennett—again speaking of his History Boys—“wanted to show that the boys know more than any of the teachers.” McConnell’s arresting miniature—as idiosyncratic as his debut, The Firebrat (2003)—does likewise. As in Bennett’s play, McConnell’s drama contains judgment everywhere, yet nowhere. It’s up to the reader.

Robert Glück’s narrator finds himself flattened by the circumscribed erotics demanded of his encounter with Bill, the young “Bisexual Pussy Boy”: “It was just Age watching Youth, that’s what it took to transform his straight ass into a sexual organ.” Glück’s stories and novels have long pressed the erotic into unexpected philosophical service. (Conversely, his narrator’s mental processes have an orgasmic reach.) “Bisexual Pussy Boy” characteristically dares to ask: “What can be said about sex when one is old? Since each experience could be the last? It’s hard not to feel sex as some mistake.” Now, from youth to (non)senescence: Benderson’s “Mouth of the River” offers us Delilah/Aamu, who, at 102, may be the oldest character ever to appear in gay fiction, depending upon whether you count Ronald Firbank’s novel of 1919, Valmouth, in which most protagonists are proudly centenarian.
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If Between Men runs the gamut of age, and traverses the United States geographically—Florida, California, the Midwest, as well as, inevitably, the urban East Coast—it also crosses national borders.  Vestal McIntyre’s Rand finds his break in Montreal interrupted by Jean’s insistence that American gays are, in culturally assimilating, entirely on the wrong track: “The destiny of gays is pointlessness, just as the destiny of straights is ugliness. Don’t try to jump the track. It is better to be pointless and laugh.” It’s an arresting and cautionary moment.

Paul Russell’s 1994 novel Sea of Tranquillity remains the only gay fiction to take readers—literally—to the moon (outside of science fiction). Still, London resident Shaun Levin’s “The Big Fry-Up at the Crazy Horse Café” effortlessly spans several continents, as well as sweetly, casually, introducing his narrator’s son and extended family in a manner to provoke conservatives anywhere: “Three gods it took to create our Francis. God the wanker. God the go-between. And God the girl on her back with her legs in the air.” If that doesn’t disturb you, try the hand job Levin’s narrator gives boyfriend Mark on a flight to San Francisco. It’s an original use of toast.

Levin’s story closes by celebrating the “beauty of the ordinary,” concentrated and perceptible when one stops moving on and on. What I most treasured was his ordering, not making-ordinary, of the mess of everyday life (“It’s always messy,” says friend Anne-Marie in Tel Aviv). Levin’s narrator betrays his emotional investment in this ordering of the past through moments of lyrical conciseness; in a reference to “the man who broke the heart my boyfriend had to fix,” or in this heart-stopping paragraph:Jam

A moment of infidelity: Alex is a big blond giant with a thick coat of marmalade-colored fuzz on his chest.
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“The Big Fry-Up at the Crazy Horse Café,” like nearly all the stories gathered in Between Men, reminds us how central women are to gay men’s lives. Michael Lowenthal’s “Marge”—narrated by a heterosexual, if confused, teenager—addresses his initiation into what women are, and thus what men are, too, by way of a number of freakish role models. Two are preeminent: his mother, a whore, and their transvestite neighbor, Marge, whom Lowenthal ingeniously places as beyond the “redemption” apparently offered by the growing gay rights movement:In some other neighborhood, or some other city, people like Marge marched and waved flags. They’d have hated him more than they hated the guys who beat him. Every time that Marge smiled at a fist, he set them back. The last thing Marge wanted was toleration.





Female—or female-identifying—characters are pivotal in most of these tales, but none more so than McConnell’s “Rivals,” which poses fascinating questions about what a “gay story” could be. Its erotic element is largely heterosexual, and the focus of its drama involves teacher Jane, inclusively or exclusively. It’s a fascinating and original study in destabilized narration. When McConnell’s narrator slyly notes that Barry’s “penis was centered now,” we deduce that nothing and no one else is “centered” at all. If the omnipresence of sexual desire to gay male characters in fiction has long been a cause of complaint for some readers, “Rivals” proffers a surprising antidote. It is Jane who struggles to control her longings—“sex was rare between them. Jane  made sure”—whereas her chosen Lothario, Barry, not merely “could have lived with sex or without it,” as the narrator understates it; he physically isn’t up to it.

There are thrilling narrative moves in the stories of several of the less-known contributors to Between Men—Friedman, Jones, Koestenbaum, Lowenthal, McCartney, McIntyre, Ryan. The scene in “Rivals” where Jane discovers Barry’s inadequacy probably trumps them all—for shock value, anyway. McConnell also inverts a staple of gay fiction and gay lives in the past, whereby romantic attachments are glossed as “friendships.” Here, it is Jane who desperately and inadequately resorts to the term; Darius, by contrast (perhaps), offers Barry something more, or better.
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Inversion, mockery, humor, and playfulness are hallmarks throughout  Between Men, even if the real story remains serious. Disorientation has a key role in many stories. When Patrick Ryan’s hapless Frankie Kerrigan—familiar to readers of Ryan’s superb debut, Send Me (2006)—finds his astronautic adventure orbiting fast out of control, his sister Karen choruses: “Did this happen on planet Earth?” Alistair McCartney’s “Crayons” is a ridiculous spoof detective story—or is it?—which takes us to a version of Paris during the Occupation. It refuses to adopt any conventions of fictional verisimilitude, however, and threatens to break out into your wider world, reader, as nothing more, or less, than phantasmagoria. McCartney’s “Crayons” draw on himself, and then on you:I can’t register under my own name so I register under the name Alistair McCartney. It’s a preposterous name I know,  obviously false, but it’s the first one that enters my head. The proprietor, who has a pencil mustache (Nazi), clearly despises me.





Wayne Koestenbaum’s “Diary of a Quack” introduces a narrator equally in need of a reader(ship). Nothing could be more disconcerting than this opening:My Name Is Siegfried Kracauer

 

 

Everything I do is legal. My accountability rating is high.





Anyone familiar with the crystalline beauty of Koestenbaum’s novel  Moira Orfei in Aigues-Mortes and its vertiginous narrator, Theo Mangrove, might initially feel better equipped to assess the quack/nonquack Kracauer. But our pleasure lies in being led deeper into Kracauer’s absurd uncertainties, not out of them. (Aptly, one critic invoked Nabokov’s  Pale Fire in respect of Koestenbaum’s novel.) Surrender your preconceptions; accept that your intuition here—as with Moira Orfei in Aigues-Mortes—is helpfully dry-docked.
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In his introduction to Fresh Men 2 (2005), Andrew Holleran wrote that in several of the stories featured, “being gay seems no longer to be an urgent matter; we now have the freedom to be bored.” Boredom is a legitimate subject for fiction, though boring a reader remains to me taboo—and isn’t what Holleran meant. Though it comes from this publishing house, I must pay tribute to the Fresh Men series. If, as many  have noted, gay fiction is in a dire market position, then launching a volume of writings by unknowns takes special courage—or foolhardiness. I first became aware of the work of three contributors to Between Men—McCartney, McIntyre, and Ryan—through the two Fresh Men  books, but great fiction has emerged from many more.
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There’s a lot more I could write. Nobody renders location like Benderson or Peck; nobody conveys the insiderness of our nonce gay languages better than McCourt or Mordden; nobody upsets sexual power relations as comprehensively as Glück or Killian. But it’s time to trust you, reader; you know this. Between Men has been my dream job. Editing is work, but thrilling work. It’s not quite like Charlie’s situation in Kevin Killian’s exhilarating feat of narrative control, “Greensleeves”—“‘Continue!’ became his favorite word, as Piers typed out story after story, like Scheherazade”—though that’s undoubtedly a beguiling image. I leave you to savor what I was so lucky to be sent: eighteen outstanding pieces of fiction by the finest gay writers today. My thanks to each for their patient collaboration in the preparation of Between Men.

I’d like to record a few personal thanks: to those who have put me up—and put up with me—in the States; to Don Weise, a superlative editor; to Patrick Merla, a vital presence in and behind so much gay fiction; and to long-standing and long-suffering friends: Max and Mark; Marc and Richard; Billy, David, and Nigel; and especially to a great writer and outstanding friend, who read Between Men in manuscript and told me—as ever—everything that I actually think, Rob Beeston.

 

—Richard Canning, London, December 2006






Hello, Young Lovers

Andrew Holleran

 

 

 

 

There were several ways, the winter of 1981, to get from New York to the Hotel San Martin. The easiest was to take a night flight to San Juan and wait for a flight the next morning to the other, much smaller, island on which the hotel was located. People who didn’t want to hang around the airport sometimes took a taxi into Old San Juan to wander around the streets looking at courtyards and churches till the sun came up. Others stayed in the airport and tried to sleep in those plastic chairs. Which one they chose often depended on their condition—since many people were sick when they left New York in January. Life in Manhattan seems to climax at New Year’s in a way that leaves you run-down afterward, so that you almost always have the flu, or at least a bad cold. Coughing, sneezing, hacking, wheezing, guests would straggle up the drive to the Hotel San Martin as if they were checking into the hospital. Sometimes the only way you can ditch a cold is to just get out of town.

The Hotel San Martin was a perfect place to recuperate because there was nothing to do there—no activities, or nightlife. It was best to go with a friend who liked to read, or a couple who wanted to concentrate on each other. Dennis and Kent had been together only a few months the year I went down with them. They had met at a posh party  they were both bartending. Dennis was an actor from San Francisco who had just decided to quit the theater, Kent was an Oxford graduate who’d come to New York fifteen years ago to take a year off and never left; and this was their honeymoon. In fact, I was asked along as their photographer. My assignment was very specific. “What I don’t want,” Dennis said, “is an artsy close-up of tiles—you know, the travel magazine thing. No shadows on the louvered doors! Nothing stark! I want a  postcard picture, the most obvious, clichéd view you can find—except there has to be someone in it. Me! I want spectacular views with me and my darling in the foreground. No lizards on a balustrade, no tiles! Just the honeymoon couple with a drop-dead view! I like to see where the people are. I have never understood how a picture of a tile shows you what an island looks like. I mean, what on earth is the point of a picture of a tile when you want to see the place?”

“The point is, my darling,” said Kent, “the tile is a synecdoche.”

“And what is a synecdoche?”

“A synecdoche is a part that stands for the whole. The tile stands in for the entire island—it supplies a detail that lets you imagine the rest.”

“But I don’t want to imagine. I want to just lie in the sun. Oh, darling,” said Dennis, holding his arms out. “You’re not just English. You’re not just Oxford. You’re the Oxford English Dictionary!”

He was; or something close. Kent seemed glad, in fact, when I told him the island we were going to was an extremely quiet place: he said that was just what he wanted. He had packed a long biography of Queen Mary by James Pope-Hennessy. He liked the fact that Old San Juan was empty when we took a cab there rather around 3:00 A.M. Then, while standing outside a church, we looked up to see four men coming down the cobblestones in white pants, Hawaiian shirts, and gold jewelry, who were obviously barhopping. Dennis stared. “That’s just what  we want to avoid,” Dennis said as the quartet walked toward us. The minute they left, for a bar in the Condado, we decided to hail a cab, too, and not wait till morning for the flight. Instead we took a taxi to the  publico to Fajardo, a few hours’ drive from San Juan, to get the boat.

The publico to Fajardo was an old Volkswagen van filled with American sailors who were all drunk, and all talking about the women they’d just had in San Juan, including the one who was still on the fingers the sailor beside Dennis held to his nose the entire journey. “Oh, darling,” Dennis hissed in my ear. “I’ll never have sex again.” The minute we reached the island, however, the sailors disappeared in every available taxi to the American base that still occupied almost half the island in 1981, and we began to walk to the hotel in the brightening dawn. The only creatures up were the roosters: that sound that lets you know immediately you’re in the Caribbean. “Is that a synecdoche?” said Dennis. “Does the rooster stand for the entire island?” “Yes, yes,” said Kent happily. Even for the Caribbean, this island was particularly rural. This island’s claim to fame was a movie that had been made here ten years before about a group of English schoolboys who revert to savages after they are shipwrecked. Walking to the hotel, past jacaranda trees in bloom, and horses grazing and cows with egrets on their backs, we felt ourselves reverting, in the soft tropical air, not to English bullies, but to children who just wanted to be put to bed. In our rooms at the hotel there was only one decision to make—to lie down under the ceiling fans, or on a chaise longue by the pool. But there really was no choice. Lying down under the ceiling fans was the equivalent of anesthesia—you were asleep before you knew it.

On awakening there was the most wonderful feeling at the Hotel San Martin: the certainty that you’d made the right choice—the journey had been worth it. There are certain places in life whose pleasures are so  unadvertised that the mere appearance of another person like yourself creates a bond. That hotel was one. In 1981 no travel writer, with or without a photograph of tiles, or a hibiscus and a toothbrush in a glass of water, had exploited it. It had never been mentioned in the New York Times. It wasn’t even on the list of the people who sniff out the next new thing (gay men preferred San Juan), so one was surprised, in a sense, to see anyone else at the Hotel San Martin.

Of course, there were Other People at the Hotel San Martin—it was a hotel—but the unspoken feeling of camaraderie at having found the place made you give them the benefit of the doubt. And that was all that was required. In fact, people there hardly spoke to one another. The atmosphere was one of trust. Guests left their doors open to get the breeze, so that, returning to your room, you would often find the very image Dennis had forbidden: a green lizard perched on a suitcase, or a frog in your shoe, or a butterfly looping across the balcony. There was no firm line of demarcation between the interior and exterior; the hotel was built around a courtyard planted with a giant ficus tree. Inside was the slightly rank odor of decaying vegetable matter, luminous shadows, echoing voices, the slap of sandals on the tiled floor, the gleam of dark wood, birdsong, and leaves: the romance of the New World. Outside, beyond the veranda that ran along the rooms, a glimpse of silver sea, tossing palms, and a woman in a blue nightgown, cutting flowers in her backyard across a dried streambed. In the rear of the hotel was a tiled terrace. Beyond it was an ancient swimming pool, its paint peeling off, and, past that, an old white horse, grazing in a field of high grass.

The horse was in not much better shape than the hotel. The swimming pool hiccuped—at least that was what the noise it emitted sounded like; unless it was the noise the diver in an iron helmet makes  in an old movie where you see his breath rising to the surface in big bubbles. Glug, glug, glug, went the swimming pool—decomposing, like everything at the hotel. There was no concierge. No chambermaid kept your room in order. The swimming pool needed a coat of white paint. The wicker chairs on the veranda were so frayed they were coming apart. The big broad beds in the rooms you passed were made level only with magazines placed under their uneven legs. Their tangled sheets, strewn with the detritus of bathing suits, tank tops, tubes of suntan lotion, and bottles of moisturizer, spoke of one fact: this was a place people came to collapse. The retired manufacturer from Boston who had just bought the place sat at a small desk in the hallway going over accounts with a pen and pencil. No one made the beds. Even the flowers people picked—star of Venezuela, gardenia, and hibiscus—they forgot to put in water, because in the tropics, after one day, you cease to understand with the clarity one has up north why anything has to be done immediately.

Indeed, the prevailing mood at the Hotel San Martin was a vast lethargy. Few guests at the hotel exhibited the energy necessary to do much of anything. Sometimes somebody walked into town, or hired a taxi to the remote beaches one could not get to on foot. It was too much trouble to go to the best beaches on the navy base, because that required passing through a checkpoint, which required removing pieces of identification from a wallet. Most people just decomposed. Guests spoke to one another only at breakfast—and that consisted primarily of trading travel tips. Come dinnertime, they were so exhausted by the sun and sea, they sat like zombies, staring into the flames of the candles that floated in oil in seashells on each table. The terrace at that hour had an almost religious atmosphere, as if we were all waiting for a service to begin. In fact, we were starving. There was a little bar beneath the  owner’s desk, but nothing like a cocktail hour. Dinner was at seven—and that was that. While waiting for our food the guests watched Dulcinea flick her tail in the gloom beyond the pool. After dinner everyone went to bed, for there was nothing else to do.

The second night we did summon up the energy to take a walk after dinner to the village at the bottom of the hill, but no one was doing anything there, either. The people in the village were all in their houses watching television underneath a naked lightbulb suspended from the ceiling. The only exception was a slender young man in a phone booth at the edge of a cracked cement basketball court, talking to someone, I imagined, on the mainland, oblivious to the vast, magnificent, darkening clouds above the ocean at his back. Here we are, I thought, come all this way to see something he saw every day of his life and could not be bothered to look at. “I’ve never been so tired in my life,” said Dennis after we fled a barking dog and went back up the hill. “Thank God there’s nothing to do at night.” And with that we parted in the corridor. The ceiling fans that kept mosquitoes away created a white noise so soporific their hum was the last thing you heard until the sound of a rooster the next day.

The first item of business after waking was to step onto the veranda, rub the sleep from your eyes, and stare at the hibiscus flowers beaded with drops of dew along the balustrade, and beyond them the housewife in a blue nightgown cutting flowers in her backyard, and beyond her the sea. Then one heard, with perfect clarity, the voices of the couple in the room next door. She: “You’re such a lecher!” He: “I can’t help it!” Then, like the cries of the roosters and goats, the dogs in the village below, came the familiar urgency of breath, the gasps and groans, as two larger mammals copulated before going to the beach, their only witnesses myself and the lizard perched on the balcony.  Even sex seemed incongruous on those fresh tropical mornings. Even desire required too much effort. On a short walk before breakfast the second morning there was a crew digging a ditch for a water main along the road, and as I walked past, a young man with a smooth brown chest and large green eyes stood up from his shovel and smiled at me—but there was nothing to do but murmur “Buenos” and keep walking. One was in love with the island. When I passed the couple from Michigan on my return, emerging from their room with rosy faces and large designer eyeglasses, on their way to toast and scrambled eggs, I felt no more envious than I did when I knocked on the door of my two friends.

“Come in!” they cried, still tangled up in sheets when I entered, their torsos covered with strips of sunlight let in by the louvered door, exactly like the photograph Dennis forbade me to take. “How long have you been up? What’s happened?” said Kent in his plummy British accent. “Any scandals? Gossip? New arrivals?”

“No,” I replied. “Nothing’s happened—though there’s a gorgeous guy digging a ditch outside the hotel—if we hurry, we’ll pass him on our way to the beach.”

“That’s not what I want,” he said. “I’ve finished my biography of Mary of Teck and I have nothing to read. I need gossip!”

But there was none. The guests consisted of a couple from Cincinnati who had gone to St. Bart’s the previous winter; an Italian businessman looking for a lot on which to build a vacation home; a fabric designer from the West Village whose wife taught fencing to senior citizens in New Jersey; a composer from Brooklyn; and the copulating couple from Detroit. A plump, bearded man in his fifties completed the roster—a stage manager from Manhattan who spent most of the day lying by the pool on a chaise longue, wrapped in a leopard-skin-patterned cloth,  coughing. That was it. A young woman named Peggy waited on tables while the owner—the shoe manufacturer who’d sold his factory to buy the hotel—sat at a table in the atrium with a morose expression doing paperwork.

The conversation at breakfast illustrated perfectly that peculiar phenomenon of travelers who talk about the places they have just been or are about to visit—everything but where they are. The woman from Brooklyn told us about a bicycle trip through Zambia she had just finished; the couple from Cincinnati talked about Barcelona; the fabric designer about Bali; the couple from Detroit Belize. This had one advantage: no intimacies were established—the common topic (travel) let everyone express himself while remaining completely unknown. This, however, was only a goad to Kent, who said, as we were leaving the hotel after breakfast, “I think we should get drunk tonight and stir things up—be rude to everyone. Let’s tell Irving his hotel is a dump, let’s tell Peggy the chicken Kiev tastes like lighter fluid, let’s tell the couple from Michigan they woke you up with their morning screw, and let’s ask the stage manager where he got that hideous caftan and the ridiculous jewelry. Let’s get stinko! Let’s get something started! It’s all too dull!”

“Divinely dull,” sighed Dennis as we headed toward a grove of sea grape trees sheltering the beach. “Divinely, deliciously, delectably dull. Just the way I wanted it!” he said, taking Kent’s arm.

They were still in that stage in which the simplest act—preparing to dress for the beach in their rooms, or spreading their towels out once we got to the lagoon—was freighted with affection. Moments after running into the ocean with hands held, they were wrapped so tightly in each other’s arms, their two heads looked from a distance like one coconut bobbing on the waves. After our swim, Dennis lay his  head on Kent’s stomach while Kent read aloud a story about Dolly Parton in the Enquirer and Dennis stared into space, silenced by one of those moments when at last life is perfect.

“You know,” said Dennis, when Kent went back in the water, “I’m afraid my darling drinks a teensy bit too much, and I suspect his mother will never let him bring me back to the stately home—there really is one, dear, it’s called Cranston Hall—but you must admit he’s  awfully handsome. Don’t you think?” He looked over at me, squinting in the sunlight: “I hope, by the way, you got a shot of us when we were coming out of the sea just now. You mustn’t forget the photographs. This is my honeymoon, and you know how much the scrapbooks mean to me! It’s all going in my scrapbooks. I want every magic moment registered! If you get my drift, dear.”

“I do,” I said. Indeed, I knew about those scrapbooks. They occupied three shelves in Dennis’s apartment on Tenth Street and seemed, at times, to be his reason for living—not whatever he experienced, but the photograph of it, mounted. I couldn’t decide if this was because Dennis knew more than most that life is fleeting, so he’d better record what he could, or because all that mattered to him was the visual representation of something, not the thing itself. At any rate, I was here to record his bliss in permanent chemicals, and moments later, when Kent ran out of the water and Dennis rose to greet him, I was already standing with camera in hand by the time they embraced as Dennis yelled to me, “Be sure there’s no seaweed in the shot! I want no seaweed! And wait for the sand in the water to settle! I want it clear! Like a glass of gin!”

Click. Later that afternoon while they snored, I got up to explore a path that led through the sea grape grove to a brackish swamp in whose shallow water pink crabs scuttled to hide at my approach, a path that  brought me to the edge of a coral cliff, with a view of another, blazing beach I could not reach, then back through a grove of thorn trees, where I came upon a discarded turquoise bathing suit, more erotic than any person could have been. At dusk we walked home on the path that linked three beaches, the sky above us changing color, as I allowed my friends to walk ahead, arm in arm. In the gloom horses stood watching as we passed. A man was seated on the hood of his car at the main beach, staring out to sea, as if he wanted to be somewhere else.

We were quite happy to be where we were, however; everything was perfect, so that at first it seemed of little interest that evening that there were two new guests seated at the table in the corner of the terrace. Both looked like college students. One was remarkably handsome; the other had black, curly hair, braces on his teeth, and a T-shirt that said VILLANOVA. At first they made no impression. Then Kent leaned over the little candle floating between us and said, “Well? What do you think?”

“What, dear?” said Dennis.

“Are they?” said Kent.

“Are they what?” said Dennis.

“You know, that way.”

“Why, I don’t know,” said Dennis, as he munched on a bread stick. “It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder. But I am prepared to receive vibrations.” Then he fell silent while we consumed our soup, as still as a radar screen waiting for a blip to appear; Dennis was trying to receive vibrations, I realized; he prided himself on his ability to receive vibrations. “I think they’re straight,” he finally said. “Two friends, students, who decided to travel together.”

At this point the handsome one was looking around at the other guests; the other did not look up at all.

“I remember traveling at that age with a friend,” said Kent. “He was very shy. Terrified, in fact, that I might run off and leave him. It came to a head in a museum in Munich. I turned away from a painting of, what else, Saint Sebastian, and literally cut my cheek on the edge of his glasses—he had been standing an inch away from me, following me from painting to painting, like a child holding on to his mother’s skirt. I told him I wasn’t moving till he went off to look at paintings on his own. Travel frightens some people.” He sipped his consommé and said, “That’s what I think about them. One’s shy, the other isn’t.”

“Clinging to his friend?” said Dennis.

“Exactly,” said Kent.

“But this is not the sort of place college students come on vacation,” said Dennis. “It’s too out of the way. Maybe they are family. On the other hand, no homosexual wears braces on his teeth! Would a homosexual wear braces on his teeth?” he said to Peggy as she arrived with the paella.

“You got me,” she said.

“We’re wondering who the new guests are,” said Dennis.

“They’re from New Jersey,” she said. “Will you be having wine?”

Kent said, “Yes.” Dennis said, “No.”

“Oh, go ahead,” said the stage manager from New York, rising from his table next to ours. “Life’s a banquet and most poor fools are starving to death!” For a moment we thought he was going to join us, but instead he headed for the two young men, and began to sing, in a quavering contralto, a song from The King and I. “Hello, young lovers, whoever you are,” he sang as he walked right past them, “I hope you’re faithful and true. ...”

Dennis turned to us with his mouth agape. “That’s exactly what I don’t want to be like when I get old,” he said.

At that moment the two newcomers rose from their table.

“Good evening,” Kent said as they came near.

The handsome one stopped, while the boy with braces kept right on walking. We talked about beaches, we told him how to get to our favorite, he thanked us and said good night. The palms rustled. The pool hiccuped. The horse flicked its tail. Kent put his fork down and said: “I’m sure he’s not.”

“I think he’s dead gay!” said Dennis.

“You’re wrong,” said Kent. “He’s too relaxed!”

“Can’t homosexuals be relaxed?”

“No,” said Kent. “Not really. They live in a state of perpetual anxiety—for two very good reasons. One, they never know when they may be beaten up. Two, they worry that queens like us will come on to them. They live in a constant fear of predation. But the boy just now illustrated none of that. There was no fear—of punishment or sex. He was relaxed. A homosexual is never relaxed—because it’s not easy being a ponce.”

“It’s dead easy,” said Dennis.

“That may be true in your case, actually,” Kent said, looking at Dennis as if regarding him from a new, anthropological light. “I think you probably are one of the few people I have ever met who really don’t seem, on some level, bothered by it.”

“What’s to be bothered by?” said Dennis. “The queen got one thing right—life is a banquet, and most poor fools are starving to death! Those boys are deeply in love, and having the time of their young lives!”

It looked more as if they were sleeping when we came to our secret beach the next day and found that it was no longer that: the newcomers were lying on the sand near our usual spot as we emerged from  the grove of sea grape trees. We stood there for a moment gazing at them. Then Dennis said: “I was wrong. They’re not gay.”

“And why do you say that?” said Kent.

“Because their towels aren’t touching. Lovers always lay their towels down so that they’re touching.”

The one thing we couldn’t do was ask; so instead, to advertise our presence, we ran into the ocean; and when we emerged from the water they were gone.

“You see? Not gay,” said Dennis as he walked back wiping the water from his eyes. “They didn’t want three old queens staring at them.”

“Is that what we are to them?” said Kent.

“Yes. Age is relative, you know. It’s like the beach in Mexico I went to,” said Dennis, getting out the cheese and crackers, “at their age. I was still in college, traveling with friends from school. We went to this island off the coast of Yucatán, which nobody went to then—and walked miles to get to this beach the locals had told us about. Walked and walked and walked. Climbed cliffs, coral cliffs, trudged and trudged till our feet were raw, and then, when we finally got to the most beautiful beach in the world, there, at the farthest end, were these two men lying in hammocks—who looked exactly alike! The same height, same body, same tan, same hair, same bathing suits, and  reading the same book—a life of Betty Grable! We had come all the way to this tiny island off the coast of Mexico, walked barefoot over coral to get to this legendary beach, and what did we find? Two queens from West Hollywood! I wanted to have nothing to do with them. Now,” he said, handing us our crackers and cheese, “flash forward many years. Here we are on this beautiful beach. Only this time we sent them  screaming. It’s the oldest story in the book! You fly in a jet, take a boat to an island that isn’t even on the map, hike for hours, finally reach  the most beautiful beach in the world, and what do you find? Two decorators in white bikinis reading the life of Betty Grable.”

“But why would they think we’re queens?” I said.

“Why not?” said Dennis. “We’re not wearing six scarves and a quarter pound of jewelry from Fortunoff like that number singing Rodgers and Hammerstein last night, but we are three gents of a certain age together on a beach in the tropics. Which is why I’d love it if you took a photo of us right now,” he said, turning to me. “The light is so  pretty, and we’re not plastered with seaweed.”

“Well,” said Kent, “this island is quite big enough for all of us, wouldn’t you say?”

And with that the sobering sensation of viewing ourselves through the eyes of others vanished, and we lay down and stared at the wedge of white sand between two coral cliffs whose beauty made us forget these petty, snobbish matters. An hour later the honeymooners began playing a game called Elevator, in which each one would dive down, push up off the sea bottom, and scream, as they burst up out of the water: “Lingerie!” or “Sixth floor, Menswear!” That evening we were so tired at dinner we were not even thinking about the newcomers until the handsome one said good evening as he passed our table and asked how our day had been.

“Wonderful,” said Dennis. “I hope we didn’t drive you off the beach.”

“Oh, no,” he said. “We wanted to check out some more places on the base. Really beautiful,” he said, and then with a nod and a smile he went to the table in the corner, where his companion was already boring a hole into the menu.

“I have a new theory,” said Kent. “The pretty one is not gay, but the other one, who won’t even look at us, is. Why else would he avoid us  so strenuously? Only people who suspect homosexuality in themselves react adversely to other homos. The genuine heterosexual is indifferent. The one with the braces, however, seems extremely uncomfortable in our presence.”

“Very uncomfortable,” said Dennis.

“Self-conscious and ill at ease,” said Kent. “And depressed.” After a few more minutes of soporific silence, he leaned forward and hissed: “I’ve got it! The boy with the braces is not only secretly gay, but in love with his friend, who isn’t!”

“Could that be it?” said Dennis.

“It would explain why the boy with the braces only looks at his friend,” said Kent, “and has no desire to talk to anyone else. It would explain why their towels weren’t together. It would explain how unhappy the boy with the braces seems. If I were barely twenty-one, tall and skinny, with braces on my teeth, and in love with a friend who was everything I wasn’t and wanted to be, and who could not be in love with me, because he was straight, I’d be miserable, too! In fact,” he said, “I was all those things, minus the braces, at his age. I was so depressed I went to bed for an entire week after graduation because I and my best friend had to part. He went to Kenya to work, and I went home to my parents, where I went upstairs to my room and lay in bed for seven days, because as far as I was concerned, life had come to a complete end.”

“Poor baby,” said Dennis, putting his hand on his boyfriend’s.

“But now look at me,” said Kent as he put his hand on top of Dennis’s.

“Of course,” he added, “the friendly one does have a superb body.”

“He has a body that would sink ships,” said Dennis. “I’d kill for his stomach. And chest. And shoulders. You know, the awful thing  about the gym is there is really nothing you can do for shoulders. Not really.”

“The other one has a beautiful body, too,” I said. “In fact, I find him really more attractive.”

“That’s because you like nerds,” said Dennis.

I did like nerds; which meant the memory of his white, lanky body shifting on his towel in the sunlight, before they were aware of our presence, was with me now—though glance as I might across the room, he would not return the look. They sat there in silence, like a married couple who have been together such a long time they have run out of things to say, and then, just when it seemed they must look around the room to find a topic of interest, their conversation resumed—though the boy with the braces retained his melancholy mask.

“You know, if there has been any advantage to the past ten years,” said Dennis, “it’s been that I’ve learned not to pine over people who can’t possibly return my interest. One simply accepts the fact and moves on. But when you’re nineteen, or whatever he is, you don’t know that. You can’t move on. You’re terrified to move on, because moving on may mean—ending up like us! That’s why he refuses to look at or speak to us. He wants nothing to do with queens—all he wants in this world is his friend—which I can perfectly understand, though I’d love to walk right over there now and tell him we know what he’s going through.”

“That love is like a wasting wound,” I said, “no tropic sun can cure.”

“I think that scans,” Kent said. “It does, doesn’t it? That love is like a wasting wound no tropic sun can cure! We should go over right now and tell him that!”

“Well, why don’t you?” said Dennis.

“Because we are all trapped in social rules, rules that maintain propriety and privacy,” said Kent, as he picked up his wine. “On the other  hand, I think of that lovely line of Rilke’s. Rilke said the world is filled with dragons only waiting for us to kiss them to be changed into princesses.”

“What a divine idea!” said Dennis, and, with this thought, they stared into one another’s eyes, and then turned their gazes on the table in the corner. The couple in question chose that moment, however, to get up and leave the dining room. The outgoing one smiled at us as they passed; the boy with the braces stared down at the tiles as if being led off to jail. At that moment the stage manager in the corner put his head back and began to sing, in one of those rich, quavering voices you hear only in piano bars, “Full moooon and empty arms ...”

“I can’t believe it,” whispered Dennis as the stage manager threw up his arms with a jangle of jewelry on his wrists.

We watched as Peggy came out with a tray of flan and delivered the cups to all the tables.

“I am thinking of another line,” said Kent drunkenly, “this one from a letter by Scott Fitzgerald to his daughter. It goes: ‘All life has is youth, or the love of youth in others.’”

Dennis looked up from his custard.

“Was Fitzgerald a chicken queen?” he said.

“He was a romantic!” Kent said: “The same thing, I suppose. The point is we love the mystery couple because they’re young—and innocent. But the boy with braces came here to be alone with his friend—not to be leered at by us.”

“Speak for yourself!” said the stage manager, who seemed to think the distance between our tables immaterial. “What you want to tell them is—there’s nothing to be afraid of! I’ve never been happier than I am now! I’m on this beautiful island having the time of my life! And when I go back to New York I love my life there, too! You know? It’s more fun, in fact, than it is at their age, in many ways, when you’re worried  about so many stupid things. But try telling them that! Try telling that to people who look at you and see only one thing—old age and death!” At this he cackled, stood up in his aquamarine caftan, spread his arms out like a great bird opening his wings, and left the dining room.

“Awfully chatty,” said Dennis the minute he was gone. “And what he fails to realize is that I regard him the same way the mystery couple regard us!” “Three very different generations. He’s singing songs to them they’ve never even heard. Why, I bet those boys, even if they are gay, have never even heard of Noël Coward—much less Ruth Draper.”

“Ignorance is like a delicate and exotic fruit,” said Kent. “Touch it and the bloom is gone.”

We stared at him.

“Oscar Wilde,” he said.

“I’m sure they wish the four of us weren’t here,” said Dennis.

“But we are, and I love to look at them!” said the stage manager, returning for his cigarettes.

“But we mustn’t,” said Dennis. “We must give them that courtesy.”

“You can, not me,” the stage manager said. “At my stage in life, there’s nothing you can do but look.” And with that he left the dining room again.

In the morning at breakfast we were careful not to stare at them, though this time they both shared in the public babble of tips on beaches, adjusting your face mask, and ferry schedules. Then they grew visibly bored as the couple from Cincinnati began talking of bicycle tours of the Auvergne and finally excused themselves, while the stage manager made ready his chaise longue for yet another day of reading beside the antiquated pool whose bubbles rose like those from the air hose of a diver in an old adventure movie. Outside the day was dazzling—the wind tossing the palm tree tops about like shirts on a clothesline in the blazing light. Knowing he had one day left, Dennis became even more demanding  about the photographs. First, he wanted pictures of them in the waves, then atop a coral cliff, then in a grove of palm trees, then close-ups beside a hibiscus and even the interior of the hibiscus itself. Then he said: “Please take a picture of that crab on my suntan lotion.”

“That’s the kind of shot you don’t want,” I said.

“I know. But I’d like the crab,” said Dennis. “It’s so pretty. Pretty please? After all, you are my official honeymoon photographer.”

“I know,” I said. “But you have more than enough shots by now. Believe me, you’ll have plenty for the scrapbooks.”

“Well, I hope so,” said Dennis with a sigh. “I sincerely hope so. Because that may be all I have.”

“What do you mean?” I said, as we watched Kent attempting the backstroke in the choppy waves.

“I mean one is simply aware that there are magic moments in life that do not last—if you get my drift.”

“Like this one?” I said.

“Yes. Because—let me be frank—we both know that while I adore Kent, I don’t know how much longer this marriage can last, because, like most people, he is not without his problems.”

“For instance.”

Dennis looked over at me.

“A fondness for the grape,” he said.

“He’s drinking?”

“Yes—which means he’s got problems this girl can’t do anything about—which means it’s important for me to get photos while I can.”

“You mean you’re already planning to divorce him while you’re on your honeymoon,” I said.

“There’s always hope!” he said. “But one does have to think ahead. That’s why I want to tell the boy with braces to just get over the pretty  one. Because let’s face it—there’s a lot more where he came from. Now, listen, dear—I will probably be asleep when the English aristocrat emerges from the water, but when he does,” he said, looking over at me, “when he does, you make sure you get the money shot. I want him just as he comes out, streaming with seawater, because he’s so pretty with his hair slicked down, and that glistening washboard stomach. Promise?”

“Promise,” I said.

Instead I fell asleep not long after Dennis. When I awoke my friends were arguing about the couple.

“This isn’t the end of the world,” said Dennis. “He’s going to have lots of boyfriends after this one. Lots!”

“But don’t you see? None of them will mean as much,” said Kent. “None of them will be what this one is—because the first time you fall in love, the world is still entire, it hasn’t been split up into a thousand little truths. Your first love is your first feeling that you can unlock the door—the door of life, with all its potential for happiness, for union with another soul. It’s your first ecstatic contact with the current that runs the universe!”

“So what am I?” said Dennis. “Chopped liver?”

“No, no, darling,” said Kent, “you are a very fine pâté.”

That evening there were several empty tables. Half the guests had gone, and the inviolate air of privacy that held sway over the diners whose faces glowed above the little shells in which the candles burned seemed slightly less inviolate. The stage manager raised his glass of wine to us; we raised ours to his. The homosexuals now outnumbered their opposites. But this hardly seemed to our advantage. In the middle of the night I woke to the sound of arguing and knocked on the door of my friends’ room. Dennis stood in the doorway of the bathroom holding a towel filled with ice cubes to his head. “He hit me,” he said. “He hit me!”

I looked over at his consort, who lay there with a pillow over his head discolored with vomit.

The next morning I walked them to the boat and watched it go around the headland.

The rest of my days on the island were spent in solitude; in the dining room, where I sat alone, happy to watch the other guests. Then the rest began to vanish, one by one, back to the mainland—till only four of us remained. Alone in my room I watched the woman cut flowers in her backyard: a synecdoche of domestic life. The nights continued starry, the days, even when it rained, were more beautiful afterward. The wild horses began to graze nearer the hotel. The two young men got more healthy-looking and handsome with each passing day—as if, with the departure of each guest, they could blossom a bit more, like flowers. Every day I took a road I’d not walked before and came upon another lagoon, another beach, another sea grape grove. When I returned to the hotel at dusk, however, the human wish to share these discoveries was confined to conversation with Peggy as she served me dinner: the curse of traveling alone. The two young men babbled away at their table. The stage manager read a novel by Gordon Merrick as he drank wine and smoked cigarettes, looking up every now and then to take in the youth and beauty across the room. One evening I walked back down the hill to the village. The young man ignoring the majestic sky was still in the phone booth. He was a synecdoche, too: of what I was not sure. In the morning I waited for the woman to clip gardenias, her blue nightgown blowing in the breeze. Then one day I heard the boy with the braces ask Peggy about boats back to Fajardo as she served them their toast and orange juice. When they were done eating, the outgoing one said to the stage manager, “Have a good day,” as he passed his table on the way out. The stage manager turned to me and said: “Have a good day! I can get  that by dialing my bank!” Then he remarked, “Lately I’ve begun to realize that I’ve seen that boy somewhere. I’ve seen him somewhere and I cannot remember. Isn’t that maddening? I can’t remember where and yet I know I’ve seen him before.”

Five years later I found out. During that period we did not go to the island anymore; the dollar was so strong, people started going to Brazil instead. That trip involved a night flight, too. After a week in Rio de Janeiro we would return to Manhattan at dawn. The snowy streets of brownstones the taxi went down at that hour made the city look like a town in northern Germany: sober and bourgeois. The sleeping people, the cold facades, the fresh snow on the garbage cans and side-walks, seemed to rebuke the sweaty bodies on the beach at Ipanema and in the clubs downtown. And I began to wonder why we had to go so far to find the sensual. One year I was the last person in the cab. Too awake to go home, I asked the driver to take me to a club in the West Forties where, on Sunday morning, I knew the party of the previous night would still be going. But I was wrong. Only a small crowd of people remained watching a stripper on stage. The stripper, however, looked familiar. It was the boy with the braces. Only now he was the boy with a snake wrapped around his body, undulating to the sound of Donna Summer singing “Love to Love You Baby.”

It was a small club with only one exit, for performers and customers alike. I waited after closing for him to come out. He laughed when I told him about our obsession with him and his friend on the island. No one had been right, as it turned out. They had been stripping in a club in San Juan at the time—which was where the stage manager had no doubt seen him—and were taking a little vacation; and the last thing they wanted to deal with was our desire.
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It was Charlie’s wife who introduced her husband to Piers—Moira Watson, who loved entertaining gay guys at their house in the Marina, at parties, dinners, impromptu gabfests. When pressed to account for her affinity for gay men, Moira always smiled and said, “I am a gay man, trapped in a woman’s body.” You might almost believe it, so determined was her grin. “This is San Francisco!” she would exclaim, a sassy gleam in her large brown eyes. Moira worked for a fledgling Web company with a large, dignified office, like a sliver of Tara, in the South Park section south of Market in San Francisco. VV5 designed advertising gimmicks for Web sites, while the money people sweated it out, hoping someone would buy some of Moira’s space. Long hours, not-bad pay, lots and lots of burnout potential. And always a party to go to, many of them Moira’s. Moira Watson, at thirty-five, was always at least slightly conscious that she was old—old, that is, compared to the boys and girls who flooded Media Gulch by the thousands; the children who had been born reading William Gibson novels, net surfing, and bobbing sleek heads to an unseen ribbon of world-rap cyber music; they who, therefore, had this one unimaginable advantage over her. A geometrical advantage; it was like playing Risk with an opponent who not only owns all of Asia and Europe but Mars and Venus, too. Yet  many of these youngsters were lazy, hadn’t Moira’s drive. Their posture, she figured, was what had given them the name of “slackers.” When she tried to slouch, her shoulders hurt. She didn’t do badly. She tried at least to keep herself from getting into an “old attitude.” Gay men gave her a kind of spark; watching them and touching them she found she could still burn down the house, without drugs. Except for her Zoloft. But everyone was on Zoloft or Prozac, almost as if it weren’t a drug but another form of gravity, a law to itself from which no one would want to rebel.

Afterward, Charlie remembered the first time he saw Piers Garrison, at one of Moira’s Sunday lunch parties. He’d been deputized to stand guard in the kitchen and pour margaritas. And keep up light chatter and pretty much play the dummy who knows nothing about computers and isn’t ashamed to say so. To play Moira’s husband. He would be a mirror to Moira’s guests, who would receive a pleasing reflection of their own great knowledge in the silvery depths of his smiley ignorance. Naturally, since he made them feel both smart and tolerant, Moira’s friends from VV5 tended to like Charlie, who worked in banking somewhere. At forty-three, he was way older than any of them, a man of medium height and build, with thinning fair hair and slate blue eyes. He was pouring a scotch and water, and Piers was looking up with eyes of dark green, through thick brown lashes, over the rim of the glass, and suddenly the idea hit Charlie—“Guy’s got a crush on me.” Then, before he could think a second thought, Moira slipped between them, slid one arm around each of their waists.

Piers Garrison was tall and lanky, well formed, with thick, wavy brown hair and fine-boned features. Charlie had to look up at him: his eyes were at the level of Piers’s chin. Charlie could smell sexual excitation as well as most men, and he smelled it in the way Piers was staring  at him, through sleepy-looking eyes, half-open mouth. His lips were red, as though he’d been drinking sangria, but his tongue was pale pink, like a doll’s pillow.

Moira smiled. “You two don’t know each other. Piers, this is my husband, Charlie Watson.”

Charlie reached across Moira to shake Piers’s hand. He could feel the warmth of his wife’s fingertips fitted intimately inside the back of his waistband, between the suspenders. “I was making Piers a drink.”

“Piers does computer graphics,” she explained. “He’s got the biggest Syquest drive you’ve ever seen.”

Piers must have heard this joke a dozen times, but he grinned dutifully, though his green eyes remained thoughtful. Big white teeth on Piers for sure. Like Chiclets. What was a Syquest drive, anyway?

“Hey, are you pierced?” Charlie asked, with a certain thrill of daring.

“Everyone always asks him that,” said Moira, with a slight frown, “because of that name. Remember, Piers, even Vanderbilt at the meeting, and Charlie, this man Vanderbilt must be seventy, and straight as an arrow. If he knows about piercing, then everyone does. Another example,” she began happily, “of how deeply gay male culture has penetrated the straight world, right up to the boardroom.”

But Piers was blushing, furiously, as if he had never, ever, been asked the question before. He shook his head no. “Family name,” he mumbled. “Nice to meet you.” Moira’s apartment on Chestnut boasted sensational views of the Marina—and Piers retreated, with his drink, to stand beside a full-length drape and watch the sailboats darting briskly across the purple bay. The sun in his eyes produced a squint that wasn’t, Charlie thought, unbecoming. When he wasn’t squinting, Charlie thought critically, Piers’s looks were kind of bland. It was when he was in pain that they took on the noble pallor of, say,  Peter O’Toole in Lawrence of Arabia. He wondered what kind of underwear Piers had on—right now. Like a flip book of paper dolls, he pictured Piers in different kinds of underwear, standing against a perfectly blank background he could cut away at will with a pair of sharp scissors. Decided he looked best in boxer shorts—white ones like his own, perhaps with tiny shamrocks dotting them to match his eyes. Whether Piers actually wore them or not was an open question.

But he wasn’t pierced—if he were telling the truth, and Charlie prided himself on his ability to spot a liar at thirty paces.

One afternoon a few days later Charlie called his wife’s office and asked the receptionist to connect him to Piers. “Remember me?”

“Yes, sir, I sure do,” said Piers.

“I was thinking maybe you and I should get together.”

For a few seconds Charlie could hear nothing on the other end of the line. He was about to hang up when he heard Piers’s voice again. “Sir, you’re right.”

“What’s your address?”

Piers gave it to him.

“What kind of underwear you got on, right now?”

The slight pause before Piers replied was all Charlie needed to know. It was the slight pause of the man who, though not a habitual liar, is anxious to cater to the erotic fantasies of another, more manly man. They made a date for that evening.

“I guess I’m at a time in my life when I need a change,” Charlie confided, over a mountain of beef at the House of Prime Rib at Van Ness. Its baronial atmosphere, its smoky smells of overcooked spinach and beef and big tankers of beer, were a little out of Piers’s element, which is where Charlie wanted him. Off-kilter, he thought, confusing this tired metaphor with a mental image of a kilt; a kilt drawn up over the  lower parts of a naked Scots guardsman. Off-kilter. “You have family here in the city?”

“I have a brother,” Piers said slowly. “He’s gay, too.”

“Ever have sex with him?”

Piers looked shocked, but Charlie persisted. “Why not, what’s wrong with me asking you that?”

“Eddy’s a whole lot younger than I am,” responded Piers slowly, distracted and troubled. By this time Charlie had the tongs from the salad in Piers’s lap, and was rubbing up and down his dick like a violin. “He’s twenty, I’m twenty-nine.”

“Well, I want to meet him,” Charlie said. “Sometime.” He added that Piers could be his sub if he wanted to, and Piers agreed—this radiant smile broke across his face like the sun breaking free of fog. Charlie didn’t expect such instant compliance. It knocked him on his ass.

Piers lived in a cottage, set back from the street, just about in the backyard of another house, in a part of San Francisco some call “Glen Park.” This is where he received Charlie, where he wrote a contract at a big mahogany desk in which he swore to serve Charlie for the rest of his life. Signed it with blood. They both did. Charlie liked to do a lot of reading, so early on he told Piers that if he ever wanted to express himself, it must be in writing. “Dear Sir, may I suck your cock?” “Please, sir, whip my white bitch ass with your thick brown money belt.” Simple things. Little love notes. “I don’t want to hear a word out of your mouth,” Charlie said. “I get enough yakking at home.”

He pointed to Piers’s computer. “Type me some notes on that,” he said. “Tell me about what I should do to your skinny butt.” While Piers was typing, very nimbly, Charlie picked up a framed photo from Piers’s mantelpiece. This was “Eddy,” Piers’s young brother, who was twenty and what Piers described as a “club kid.” Charlie hardly knew what  that was, but suspected the worst. Eddy’s sullen gaze and full lower lip turned Charlie on. He’d like to have half an hour making that lower lip quiver. He wondered if Eddy was a bottom, too. He looked more fleshy than Piers, whose body was rather, I don’t know, aesthetic.

One evening Charlie spotted an empty crushed beer can sitting in the garbage can Piers kept chained to one side of the cottage. “You don’t drink beer,” Charlie said. “What the fuck is this, pal?”

“Dear Sir,” Piers wrote, “the can of beer belonged to the FedEx man who asked me if he could dispose of it.” Doesn’t that sound like a lie? The long steady gaze he wore gravely on his beautiful face was like a dare in three dimensions. Is he taunting me? With this beer can, of all things? They watched Charlie’s hand crunch the thing to a flat shiny surface. They watched the thing pierce the soft skin or web between his thumb and forefinger. They watched the two drops of blood flood to the surface, and Charlie, at least, thought he saw a vindicated sort of pleasure in Piers’s steady gaze.

Charlie was the lazy kind of top who makes his slave do all the talking. Why not, it was tiring working at his office, the gym was fatiguing, Moira never stopped planning her career. “Continue!” became his favorite word, as Piers typed out story after story, like Scheherazade. Part of the fun was watching him try to entertain his master with words, since he wasn’t a verbal guy to begin with, but Charlie educated him as best he could. Soon Piers was spouting off like a regular blue whale scribbling these Balzacian tales of the sex marketplace while Charlie watched TV or just relaxed. Before Charlie’s arrival, Piers would ascertain what he wanted to eat or drink while visiting, and he kept his VCR supplied with a steady stream of videos, porn and others. At Piers’s job he often had access to tapes of first-run movies that were still playing the expensive theaters. “I like Stallone,”  Charlie told Piers. “He’s an amazing physical specimen and they say he’s no dummy. So, every time Sly makes a new picture I want to see it. None of that waiting on line shit. Not for Charlie Watson.” Meanwhile Piers was on the floor, writing away in the notebook of questions or typing Charlie some sentences about having to love having to be his slave. Charlie made him write so fast his sentences had no beginning or end. “I like to be fucked My ass is so tight, ’cause never have REAL sex. OK. I used some big sticks sometimes, even the U-lock of bike. Please do it. Fuck me hard. Thank you, sir!!! I’d like to do whatever you wanna me to do. Yes, sir. Thank you! I’m daddy’s boy now, aren’t I, Charlie? Yes, I am. Piers says, I feel proud to be your son. I belongs to CHARLIE

“Charlie: Tell me, Piers. Louder.

“Piers: CHARLIE!!! CHARLIE!!! No, you can abuse my ass anytime you want. Piers: please use my ass

“Charlie, sir, you’ll just tell me drop my pants. And then spread my 2 cheeks. And Piers will do what you want with your boy I belong to you.”

Charlie told him to act out his desires, whatever they were, and Piers stood on tiptoe in his own bedroom, reached for the ceiling with one hand, and with the other felt for his own cock and pulled it out to its furthest extension. A white-label dance music compilation chugged onto the stereo, some emo-boy Cleveland sobber. Charlie laughed as Piers jerked himself off, since his body was so awkward, so willing to please. He was wearing the pair of boxer shorts Charlie made him wear all the time, white with tiny green shamrocks, and his dick stuck out of it ragged, hard, and somehow still prim. His thighs were trembling under the burden of such unwavering sensuality. He concentrated on the music to take his mind off the orgasm he wanted to unleash. The  unknown track that had opened the compilation had moved into the Brothers in Rhythm mix of Kylie’s “Too Far.” Piers acknowledged the relevance of the darkly poetic track on the moment in hand. Charlie wasn’t really listening; he lay sprawled on the bed examining this picture—words suddenly made flesh.

Over Piers’s mind and body Charlie had, contractually, every right but one—he had not the right to ask why Piers was doing this. Nor why Piers loved him.

One Saturday afternoon Charlie was at home flipping through TV Guide while Moira was on the phone in the next room, giggling. After she hung up, she said, “That was Piers. The one with the green eyes I’m sure you don’t remember.” Moira had convinced herself that Charlie never paid attention to any of her colleagues and pals, that to Charlie all the “gay guys” she brought home were more or less indistinguishable. And they were, to a certain extent. So why was Charlie annoyed to hear Moira laughing with Piers?

“We were talking about the magnetic door at Farjeon.”

“Magnetic door?” Charlie said with a frown.

Moira blushed. Or she would have, if she hadn’t told the story so often—to others. “It was at Farjeon—I’m sure I told you this story already.”

“Believe me, you didn’t.”

“It’s silly. But anyhow at Farjeon there’s this antistatic room with a magnetic door, and Piers and I were there one day when this boy, this temp, this wonderful redheaded punk boy, got swept right into the door and was pinned there. As though a strong hurricane were pressing him into the door. He could barely breathe. Security had to come and turn off the EM.”

“For God’s sake, why?”

Evidently this was something multimedia people understood instinctively. “It was a demo magnetic door, and he—this boy—had been caught there by his piercings. I think one or two must have come out. It must have been terribly painful. I know they brought him to St. Luke’s right afterward.”

Charlie picked up the magazine and continued to read the story on  Star Trek, disgruntled. “Your friends are disgusting,” he said.

Finally the evening came when, as Charlie requested, Eddy, Piers’s younger brother, came to pay a call. “Tell your brother who you belong to,” Charlie suggested, while the three of them sat in the kitchen drinking brandy after dinner.

“I belong to Charlie,” Piers said, bitterly ashamed at being so abased in front of his younger, skeptical bro. As it turned out, Eddy was intrigued at the setup. He offered to have sex with Charlie as well. “Compare how I do it with how he does it,” he said witheringly. “Piers hasn’t even got a dick, far as I’m concerned.”

But Eddy wasn’t exactly a bottom and wanted to run things his way. Charlie grunted and the two of them went upstairs to Piers’s bedroom, where Charlie ordered Piers to tie himself to a chair and watch. Eddy Garrison had none of Piers’s weird angularity; his body was more compact, chunkier. Eddy’s hair was the color of butter, with cocoa trailed in, and his chest and butt were sculpted out of some marvelous soft marble, you wanted to eat food from them, and in due course Charlie did. Piers’s eyes were the fresh color of moss, a soft bright green, filled with an open frank awareness of the world. But whereas you might have said that he was the more sensitive of the two brothers, you wanted to fuck Eddy up more.

Charlie put his hands on Eddy’s shoulders and kept up the pressure, increasing it until Eddy squatted between his knees. Sulkily the boy  began to suck Charlie’s cock, lopped his mouth around it as though nursing. His eyes rolled, disgruntled and not amused, in their deep sockets. Charlie had to cuff him a little to get him into line. Piers looked on, expressionless, tho’ Charlie did his best to include him in the conversation.

“Your brother’s a good cocksucker,” he said suggestively, tho’ Eddy wasn’t, not really.

Eddy was the younger brother Piers always felt responsible for; he always told him to take condoms with him wherever he went, tried to discourage him from hard drugs, etc. Wished he would go back to college. It embarrassed Piers to know that Eddy was abreast of his own situation, but, he thought, “I asked for it.” When Charlie finally came, Piers winced as Eddy swallowed part of his semen, then dribbled the rest onto Charlie’s big hairy legs.

“You two are regular sex pigs, ain’t you?” Eddy guessed. “Look, guys, have fun, I’m off to a party.”

After he had sashayed out there was a certain tension while Charlie questioned Piers about Eddy’s sex life. He was certain—absolutely certain—that Eddy sneaked over while Piers was alone. Frantically Piers typed out, “No sir I never fucked Eddy, he’s my own brother no sir I am true to you.”

“Fuck you,” Charlie snapped. The following week he lowered Piers onto the burner in the kitchen range as it glowed with the slightest tinge of orange. “This is for being your brother’s little sex wimp,” he said, as he held Piers in his arms and gently pressed his left ass cheek onto the lit burner and held it there until they could both smell the flesh burning. Charlie compared the way Piers scrambled in his arms to trying to bathe a cat. Then, a week later, he gave the same treatment to Piers’s right cheek. Now Piers’s ass bore two sets of spiral branding  marks, brown, crackly thin flesh like pork rinds—like a strip of pork rind laid into circles on each half of his slim white butt. Piers said he didn’t feel the marks, except a little in bad weather, when they creaked, but to the touch they were certainly different than the rest of that naked flesh—they were like brownish ribbon interwoven on the front of a Hallmark card, silky, as a bookbinder might underlay calfskin with Victorian ribbon. Charlie liked the look, but Eddy groaned when he saw it. “Tacky!” he hooted. “Next he’ll cook you, bro.” Eddy and Charlie had Piers bend over his couch so they could examine his butt. Eddy ran his beringed fingers over the punctured skin, lingered a little at the crack, giggled at Charlie. Piers started to cry, but stopped after a minute when Charlie ordered him to. As Charlie and Eddy pointed out, he was hard as a rock through the whole examination. “Almost looks like Piers has a dick,” Eddy hooted.

“Charlie,” said his wife, “know what’s funny? Piers Garrison has been so quiet and withdrawn at the office. Almost mopey. He used to be so much fun. Do you think he’s sick?” She always said “sick” when she meant AIDS. Charlie shrugged, left it at that.

“Call him,” he said. “Now which one was he?”

“The real cute one with the brown hair, like Cindy Crawford with a butch haircut, but you wouldn’t remember.”

Charlie told Piers to place a personals ad in the paper offering to fuck strangers under his master’s supervision. In this way Charlie made many new pals who would come to Glen Park to fuck Piers; all exclaimed at the perfection of this decorated ass. There were regular party nights, and Piers realized these were Charlie’s way of counterpoising Moira’s festive cocktail parties with some fun of his own. Late one Thursday night he stood in a corner of his house, naked but for his dirty shamrock underwear, watching some men fighting over the last  pieces of Leon’s Barbeque left on his kitchen table. Others were sitting watching a tape of Friends on TV and arguing about whether Matt LeBlanc was gay or not, while three bottles of champagne sat in the open refrigerator. Others sat at card tables spread with brown paper, drinking Diet Cokes and coffee and eating sugar doughnuts. Piers looked at them all for a minute. Then he went upstairs to his bedroom. It hurt him a little to climb. The wooden stairs creaked under his feet. The men who watched him saw the dirt on the soles of his white crew socks.

“I have a new boyfriend,” Charlie said to Piers. “Young boy, studious, who I met at the Hole in the Wall. He was dancing on top of the bar in his jockey shorts.”

“Maybe you’ll bring him by, Charlie?”

Piers sat at Charlie’s feet with a tiny knife, scraping the peels from a bushel of potatoes, one by one, in a very dim light.

“I don’t know if I want you to meet him,” he told Piers. “He’s a very innocent boy, not a jaded roué like you. Morals infect the young. Once he rubs against you, he’ll have this stain on him, gray and sour, like the inside of an old ashtray.”

“Yes, you’re probably right,” said Piers. The peeler slipped out of his hand and clinked a mournful sound on the tile floor. “I’m clumsy today.”

“Clumsy and ugly.”

“I am ugly,” said Piers, looking at his dusty hands, which smelled like potatoes. Later, when he had peeled enough potatoes, then fried and sautéed them, Charlie was going to make him eat them all, then hold them down.

“Know what my new boyfriend’s name is? Eddy Garrison.”

Piers went to the keyboard of the glowing PC. “Dear Sir,” he began.

“I want those potatoes peeled,” Charlie growled. “Get your hands away from that computer.” And Piers complied.

Eddy liked to prance around Piers’s apartment in a leather vest and pink garters decorated with roses. His bottom bare. He knew it was a pert one. It looked like someone had dashed a bowl of milk over a pair of bowling balls. “Charlie and I are going to the opera,” Eddy told Piers, his eyes wide, when the two brothers were alone one evening. “Imagine, me at the opera, with all those opera queens. An opera lasts for hours and hours. And you’ll be here, tucking yourself in like a good boy. Piers, I saw a mother putting her kid in a car seat, buckled him in, tucked his ears under this little wool cap, and I thought of you, bro! Don’t know why . . . just did.”

“I belong to him,” Piers said, more or less steadily. “Don’t know why, but I do.”

“Know what me and Charlie call you, Piers? We call you ‘E-Mail,’ ’cause you have those circa brands on your ass.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, we laugh about it when we’re out at the opera, Piers! ‘Wonder how ol’ E-Mail’s doing tonight.’ ‘He’s flat on his stomach for sure.’” Eddy paused, taking a drag off a big purple joint. He studied his older brother’s weary silence. “You don’t have to put up with this shit, bro. How much fun can it be for you, all these Hispanic dudes and old geezers traipsing up here to fuck you while some others hold you down.”

“You put a washcloth in my mouth,” Piers said flatly. “And it was soaked with cum.”

“To shut you up, bro,” said Eddy, stubbing the joint in an ashtray. “You were hollering so loud I thought the neighbors would call in the cops.” He lowered himself onto the bed next to Piers and sniffed. “That  old pair of drawers smells, you know that? It stinks, why doesn’t he let you wash it?” He took Piers’s hand and placed it firmly on his own pierced cock, rubbed the limp resisting hand over his cock until it grew hard, rose from his body like a wand.

“I remember when you were little,” Piers said, looking away from Eddy’s erection. “Back in Austin I used to take you to Sunday school.”

“Well those were the days,” Eddy replied. “Now pretend I’m Charlie Watson, lick my big fat dick, bro, make it happen.”

“No, thanks,” said Piers, rolling away from Eddy. He remembered bringing Eddy to church, holding his hand when Eddy was eight or nine, sharing a hymnbook with him, tho’ it seemed clear even then that Eddy was no reader. In those days it was easy to mistake Eddy’s clear amused gaze for the insouciance of the innocent. He would give Eddy a dollar to put in the collection plate.

After he left, Piers walked to his front window, watched Eddy saunter down the steps to his bike. Eddy waved insouciantly, winked.

“Please, Charlie, just leave Eddy out of this. I don’t care what you do to me, just leave him alone.”

“You don’t have it in your head, do you, pal? I’ll do what I like with whomever I please, and to tell you the truth, that includes your brother for sure.”

Piers remembered Eddy putting the crumpled dollar bill into the jingling collection plate, the pride and satisfaction on his round face. “Dear Charlie,” he thought. He kept composing these long letters to Charlie, not writing them out, just writing them in his head, seeing them written out along the pale bedsheets in the moonlight. Alphabets of disjointed desire that would never see the light of day. His arms itched to type them up. But he was afraid to. “Sir, I would not complain to you for myself, but I hope that you will spare my brother some  of your harder caresses, for he was reared differently than me, and he is a softer boy, his pain threshold lower than mine. If you seek to punish him, withhold your punishment from him, give it to me instead.

“Instead pamper him like a baby, because he understands no better than a baby does.”

One Sunday when Charlie came to Glen Park, Piers was not present. Charlie let himself in with his own key, at the kitchen door, and padded to the refrigerator for champagne. From the CD player floated the tune of an old Elizabethan madrigal, sung by one of those countertenors Moira adored. “Greensleeves,” Charlie whispered, the big bottle of Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin halfway to his lips. “Alas, my love, you do me wrong to cast me off discourteously; for I have lovèd you so long, delighting in your company.” The phone rang and Charlie answered it. Moira was calling. “Eddy Garrison called me,” she began. “He told me the whole sad story.”

Charlie stared at the phone, then noticed the general emptiness of the cottage. The CD player stood on the mantelpiece where once Eddy’s framed photo had stood. The chairs, the sofa, even the rugs were gone.

Moira continued, in a sort of drone. With part of his mind, Charlie thought, She must be doing twice her goddamn Zoloft. “Eddy knew just where you would be and how you’d answer the phone.” Piers’s big computer was gone, and his Syquest drive, his printer. The desk they once sat on—gone. All his pictures, the walls were bare. “Eddy told me how if I called, you’d pick up for sure, thinking it was some respondent to your lovely personal ad. But it’s not, Charlie—not this time. In case you’re curious, Eddy’s taken Piers back to Texas with him.”

“Who is this?” Charlie whispered hoarsely.

“Someone you’ve done wrong,” Moira said, before slipping the phone back on the base.

In the trash bin in the kitchen he found half a dozen empty champagne bottles and the stained shamrock boxers. With a sick, shuddering sigh Charlie fell against the wall, pinching his face with his hands. The CD voice continued, mocking him, like the emperor’s nightingale, exquisite, heartbreaking. “For I have lovèd you so long, delighting in your company.”
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