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Introduction

So many of my friends with AIDS have wanted to write a book or make some other kind of work of art to celebrate or at least to mark their passage on earth and in time. Few of these ambitions have been realized, either because illness has interfered with their execution or because the world (or the marketplace) has taken no interest in their efforts.

Hubert Sorin, my lover, who died just two hours ago in the Polyclinique du Sud in Marrakesh, was an architect who turned himself into an illustrator with a remarkable patience and diligence and above all with a flair for capitalizing on his talents and pictorial discoveries.

He was a meticulous, orderly young man (he was just thirty-two years old) with a clear, blue-gray eye for detail and for visual (and literary) quality. When he realized in 1990 that he could no longer work as an architect, with simplicity and professionalism he set about becoming an artist.

Like many men and women of his generation in France, he took a vivid pleasure in adult comic books and was always picking up the latest Fluide glacial or a reprint of a classic Astérix or Tintin. Although he’d long entertained vague thoughts about becoming a painter, he was well informed enough to know that the art world has little to do with art and quite a bit to do with trends that are both commercial and pretentiously art-historical. He realized he’d have much more freedom if he took up the so-called secondary art of illustration.

In 1990, when we were living in the United States, he started to acquire his characteristic line, his patte, through hundreds of hours of drawing cartoon figures. They were seldom elaborate—in the beginning they were just a dash and a knot, a stick and a ball, a ponytail and glasses: a rapid jet of lovely calligraphy.

And from the first these little people, ces bonhommes et bonnes femmes, were integers in a storytelling calculus of his own devising. He saw stories and, as with the ancient Egyptian scribes, his columns and columns of figures and animals were intrinsically narrative. He’d satirize himself as the acid-tongued Frenchman among well-meaning American hicks. Or he’d imagine the Chinese couple who cleaned for us once a week as spies sending back to their government a confused, hilarious report on our peculiar activities. The amorous adventures of our friends were also subjects for his sharp if affectionate eye. Of course his great theme was cultural differences.

I’m writing this page with his beautiful Art Pen, which he always forbade me to touch; today I couldn’t find anything else to write with, and I wanted to—needed to—give a form to my grief that he would have approved of. That’s why I’m daring to use your pen, Hubert. Four days before he died he said that after his death I should write something about him for our book—“Not to praise me,” he was careful to add, “but just for the sake of the book.”

He put together two books, this one and an earlier one. The first, Mémoires dessinées, was published in Paris in 1992 as a limited-edition artist’s book by Rachel Stella, the art dealer and daughter of painter Frank Stella and art critic Barbara Rose. Rachel was convinced of Hubert’s importance as an artist and celebrated the publication of his book with a big, glamorous party in her gallery, an evening attended by many French and American collectors, writers and figures in the art world.

Mémoires dessinées is a quirky, droll, sometimes bitchy look at the people he and I were meeting in France and the States. The chapters are “comic strips,” that is, successive frames of images and words telling a story, though the term “comic strip” seems misleading. The stories are all about the foibles and eccentricities of members of our circle, whom Hubert invariably saw in mythic terms. He assumed readers would recognize the names of our friends; perhaps now they’ll arrange for their names to become household words just to substantiate this generous whim of his.

The figures, no longer his petits bonhommes, were now drawn with a hieratic sophistication, as though Aubrey Beardsley had gone pharaonic. The words, which switched blithely in mid-sentence from English to French, revealed a sensitivity to social nuance which reminds us that in French malicieux means “sly” and malin means “clever”; the evil, or mal, in each word is the necessary spice for the savory dish. Hubert’s expectations of his readers were absurdly demanding—but no higher than those of most contemporary poets, I suppose.

He always wanted us to work on a book together, but I’ve never liked collaborations. Nor did I think I could find a tone that would go with his drawings (the word he liked, dessins, as opposed to “illustrations”). As his health began to deteriorate rapidly after we moved in January 1993 to the Châtelet district of Paris, I overcame my misgivings and laziness, and a few months later we started to work on Our Paris. He was determined to finish the book before he died; unlike me, he seemed to know he had only a very limited time to live—a year and six weeks, to be exact.

I kept thinking he’d live on and on. I’d been diagnosed as HIV positive in 1985 and my health had in no way deteriorated. Hubert was receiving two different experimental treatments, one of which seemed promising. I suppose I let myself be seduced by the current cant about AIDS becoming a manageable chronic disease like diabetes. It’s no such thing, but I was encouraged to hold on to this fantasy by my love for him and my fear of losing him. He knew the truth, though, and in his last three months longed to die in order to be freed of an existence that had become almost entirely one of suffering.

What kept him alive was the idea of finishing this book. At first he worked far ahead of me, although in the last two months I caught up with him. Sometimes he had only a good half-hour a day, but that half-hour he devoted to drawing. He did the cover and I completed all the texts just before we set off on a last trip to Morocco. Even there he hoped to work and brought along his Art Pen and Canson paper. He wanted to do one last drawing (of the young Australian woman singing in the streets), to appear at the very end in order to balance the first drawing of the street singer.

He died in Marrakesh at dawn on March 17, 1994, the very day on which I’m writing this introduction. He had wanted to see the desert. As an architecture student he had specialized in the construction of the Muslim hammam and had drawn historic buildings in Fez. This interest, as well as memories of an early visit to the desert in Tunisia, attracted him to southern Morocco. On the last full day of his life we traveled by automobile from Erfoud, in the Sahara, to Ouarzazate, passing through one oasis after another. It was the end of Ramadan, and the men were dressed in festive white, the women in black and black sequins, woven red belts around their waists. He saw a camel grazing at liberty. We went through entire towns of shaped and incised earth mixed with straw and cement or chalk. Hubert kept murmuring, “Superbe, c’est superbe.…”

Hubert had been the one to choose our apartment. He’d always detested (quite irrationally, I thought) what he called the “petit bourgeois” atmosphere of the place Maubert in the Fifth Arrondissement, our previous, calmer, more residential address. And he immediately took to our new neighborhood of hookers, tramps, tourists, artists, shoppers and colorful local characters. He loved our concierge with her sweetness and warmhearted if utterly disabused acceptance of all the walking wounded in the quartier. He specially loved her loge, her little apartment-cum-office, with the lace curtains, real flowers and fake flowers, the cooking smells, the dismal blue-green paint, the table that served as distribution point for the mail in the morning, ironing board in the afternoon, kitchen counter in the evening (a convenient place to prepare avocado halves stuffed with shrimp in mayonnaise). She knew he was seriously ill, and she once told me, forefinger to her lips, refusing to name his disease, that I could count on her to shop and even cook for us—purest folly, since because of her own faltering health she could scarcely walk. That Hubert chose to show her dancing is a tribute to her spiritual gaiety—and his.

He was brave. In the first two years of his illness he had a grumbling French frankness about every ache and pain; never was an upper lip less stiff. For the last two years, despite excruciating and almost constant pain, he never complained at all. Nor did he ever talk about his fear of dying (if he was in fact afraid) or his speculations about ultimate meanings. He was an atheist and on his mother’s side belonged to a third generation of convinced nonbelievers. He did enjoy, in a melancholy, aesthetic way, his almost daily visits to St.-Merri or St.-Eustache; our friend Father Riches represented a Firbankian blend of camp, piety and goodness that spoke directly to Hubert’s soul.

What mattered to Hubert were art and love: like Tosca he could have declared, “Vissi d’arte, vissi d’amore.” He was alarmingly quick to excommunicate friends, he was indifferent to the ebb and flow of politics, he had a seigneurial disregard for money. He was delighted by gossip and by anecdotes that illuminate character, and as he became increasingly housebound he relied on me to bring bits of tinsel back to the nest. He had put together a highly personal art de vivre over the years and had come to prize good food and good wine, the expressive and sensational resources of sex, an unacademic and proudly subjective response to painting and literature, a detached connoisseur’s fascination with human oddities. In the last two years he could scarcely eat (he suffered terribly from chronic pancreatitis), he no longer drank, and he lost his appetite for sex. But he remained infatuated with art and with the everyday occurrences that could be shaped by storytelling.

For Our Paris, Hubert evolved a more fluid style than his earlier Yellow Book—Second Dynasty manner. Now he adopted a technique more sensitive to notations of movement and gesture. I had so much trouble working on my text, largely because I had the superstition (which turned out to be clairvoyance) that if I arrived at the end of our one thousand and one nights he would die, as proved to be the case. He pressed me to hurry and in the end he succeeded in galvanizing me. Like Scheherazade I would read him each small chapter as I finished it, and he’d make a suggestion or two but seemed happy for the most part, as well he should have been since I’d pitched the book to vibrate to the tautness of his sensibility. Whether it will please anyone else I have no way of knowing (and have scarcely thought about till now). Unlike Scheherazade I’m still alive at the end of the last tale, but my sultan is dead.

The subtitle alludes to Hubert’s earlier Mémoires dessinées and to something he once said about his method. I’d suggested he sketch from life or from photos, but he shot back with the speed and clarity of conviction that he worked exclusively from memory and had no interest in letting reality sit for him if it was unmediated by his fancy. I don’t know where he came up with this idea, but I adapted it as my own, and it contributes to the slightly childlike, perhaps faux naïf, certainly stylized quality of words and images.

Although we never talked about it, this tone conjoined us to silence about AIDS; it was our undoubtedly absurd notion of gallantry that made us pretend (in his drawings) that his body was not aging and wasting away or (in my chapters) that we had nothing more serious to do than loaf in the streets and give dinner parties. All bluff, since toward the end we seldom saw anyone or went anywhere. Hubert came to despise his emaciated body, but in his drawings he remains as dapper and handsome and élancé as he was the day I met him, five years ago.

During the last three months we had to give Fred, our basset hound, to Hubert’s brother in Nice because Hubert could no longer go down the five flights and I couldn’t take care of both Hubert and Fred; but in our book we remain an eternal trio, our silhouettes against the Tour St.-Jacques. For many homosexual couples (or childless couples in general), dogs are like children. Certainly Fred, whom Hubert had chosen the instant he saw him in a Massachusetts kennel, was our spoiled and impossible baby, who jumped on people, tore their stockings and trousers, made a mess if left alone for more than two hours, destroyed the furniture when he was a puppy—but whom we forgave everything. We slept with him. He was a tender, vigilant, easily awakened nurse during the long hours every day when he and Hubert napped.

Despite the sometimes catty sound of this book, its namedropping and archness, I hope at least a few readers will recognize that its subtext is love. Hubert loved me with unwavering devotion. Once he’d decided to give up his wife, his job and his country to move to the States with me, he never looked back. I’d invited a young French woman friend of mine to move with us to Providence, Rhode Island, partly to mitigate what I assumed Hubert would feel was the social curse of living openly with another man. Wasted effort, for he was proud to be—and to be seen as—my lover, though he took almost no interest in other homosexuals. In his own eyes he was unique, beyond categories, and for him our love enjoyed the same Olympian dispensation.

I loved him, too, in my cold, stinting, confused way. I wanted to keep him alive as long as possible. This book gave us something to do while waiting for the end. It is exactly the monument Hubert, this determined, dandified young man, wanted and got.

Marrakesh
March 17, 1994
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]e were lying in bed one evening after dinner, digesting, idle as ever, the windows thrown wide open on the pulsing sky. Birds were wheeling above St.-Merri, and the pigeons, huddling between the geranium pots, were cooing (roucoulement, the French word, gives a better sense of the deep-throated, glottal contentment of the sound).

Hubert, as usual, was complaining about someone or something, and I said, “When you die and go to heaven you’ll complain that your cloud isn’t as sympathique as the next one.” Fred was lying on his couch, chin on crossed paws, one eye cocked open and trained on us; he was wondering why we were already in bed when he hadn’t had his late-night walk and it was still light out.

Like an orchestra tuning up before the conductor sweeps onto the podium and the curtain hisses up on the milling crowds for La Bohème, act 2, the restaurants downstairs were welcoming their first clients. A few glasses were tinkling and cutlery was chiming on china. A few people were laughing and a constant hum emitted by strollers was rising up to our fifth-floor windows.

“What a peaceful night,” Hubert whispered. The sheets were clean, because we’d changed them that morning, and we felt as though we were drugged and melting into them. We must have fallen asleep for a moment, since when we awoke the sky was six shades closer to black and the restaurants’ lights glowed from below like the gleam off the Rhine Maidens’ sunken gold.

What woke us was a street singer’s strong, even strident, voice accompanied by sketchy chords on an accordion and halfhearted strumming on a sadly out-of-tune guitar. The instruments may have been feeble but the singer’s voice rang off the old walls in the narrow rue des Lombards with a sharp, ricocheting force.

“What’s she singing?” I asked Hubert in the dark. I could barely see him. Usually he’s hopeless about pop culture, as though he’d spent his entire youth in Ethiopia instead of just two years after architecture school, when, instead of serving in the army, he was sent by the French government to teach in Addis Ababa. But for once he surprised me and said, “It’s Régine; it’s so pretty, all about paper, crumpled paper, cardboard.…” He can’t really sing but he can hit the odd note with frightening operatic force, and now he let fly with one baritone shout that caused Fred to sigh in bored disapproval, though he thought the quickening signs of life looked promising for his walk.

“What do you think she looks like?” I asked.

“I was wondering exactly the same thing. She sounds to me very sophisticated,” a word he uses in the older sense of “unnecessarily complicated,” even “affected.” “I think she’s like Régine herself, red-haired, rather forte but not fat, backless spiked heels, hair swept up in a brioche, a look sympa. Someone with a rich, messy life.”

As always his description surprised me and made me feel I didn’t really know him. Anyway, his taste in women invariably strikes me as odd. He likes pale, sickly women with too much makeup, carefully applied, and expensive, impractical clothes; he has a horror of suntanned, natural, athletic American women.

“And you?” he asked.

“I see her as a peasant woman, short, wide, badly dressed, bronze hair curling with sweat and sticking to her big red face, a space between every tooth, thirty years old.”

Hubert went to the window. Fred accompanied him, just to put in one more bid for his evening sortie. The song was over and Hubert joined in the applause.

“She’s looking up,” he said. “You know, it’s fantastic. Your description is exactly right. I would never have guessed. Now I can see why you’re such a good writer.”

I was so idiotically pleased with this stroke of good descriptive luck that suddenly I wanted to go down and see my character at closer quarters. Fred was not reluctant to join me.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]ubert, like all Frenchmen, takes food very seriously and likes it fresh, so I go shopping every day on the rue Rambuteau, in the shadow of the Centre Georges Pompidou. This street runs through the no-man’s land between Les Halles (a faceless, modern shopping district, much of it below ground) and the upscale area of the Marais, the heart of aristocratic Paris in the seventeenth century and now the closest thing to a gay ghetto to be found in France. Despite the chic museum landmark, Rambuteau couldn’t be more typically French (France, don’t forget, is a country where the people spend a quarter of their income on food). There is a small supermarket, but since I’m always with Fred and he’s not welcome, I avoid it. All the other stores either open onto the street or are actually in it, like the little old flower man with his cart.

First Fred and I go to the fish man, who drives me mad because he insists on speaking English. Not that he knows anything useful in English, such as the names of fish or pounds instead of kilos. In a weak moment he once confessed to me that he hates the English (that was after he found out I was American), but then when the trade talks were going badly with the Americans and irate French fishermen were throwing their catch back in the ocean just to spite everyone, he announced he hated Americans, too, and was boycotting Euro Disney. He preferred to take his kids to something educational, such as that theme park outside Paris devoted entirely to scale models of important French châteaux. Not my idea of a fun family outing, but the French can’t enjoy themselves if they don’t think they’re learning something. Ever notice how they crowd in front of the long, written explanations at the beginning of a museum show and whiz past the paintings themselves?

[image: ]

But he does have nice fish, and in the best French didactic manner he’ll even write out recipes for me if I ask him. There he reverts to his native language and uses lovely expressions such as “a tear of wine” (une larme de vin), “a suspicion of ginger” (un soupçon de gingembre), “a cloud of milk” (un nuage de lait) or “a nut of butter” (une noix de beurre). The best recipe he gave me was for mussels: “Brown two chopped onions and a piece of garlic in a thread of butter, then when they’re transparent add two cups of dry white wine and a cup of water, salt and pepper, and a bay leaf. Let them bubble nicely while you clean a quart of mussels for each person. With your fingers pull off the beard (it rips off easily if you’re pulling in the right direction). Throw away the mussels that are open when uncooked. Now put the good mussels in a casserole, cover with a lid, after five minutes shake them well to change their position and in five more minutes lift them out with a slotted spoon onto a waiting dish with a cover and pour the juice through a strainer lined with cheesecloth to remove the remaining grains of sand. Serve with a baguette for a hearty first course.”

All in all Fred prefers the butcher, who is fat and red-faced, with an attractive scar that runs from chin to temple, and wears a dubiously bloody apron. He always remembers to give Fred a big bone. Fred gazes at him admiringly as he cuts the fat off steak, chops off a chicken’s head, digs out the giblets, sews up the cavity and passes the trussed bird under the blowtorch to remove the last feathers. The word for “torch” is the most beautiful in French, chalumeau, a close rival to Edgar Allan Poe’s proposal for the most beautiful sound in English, cellar door.

The fruit and vegetable man is young and handsome and an incorrigible skirt-chaser. If an attractive woman comes to his stall he tells his downtrodden assistant, “I’ll take this one.” Of course it would be sacrilege to palpate or even touch any of his produce; he’s always shouting at Americans who can’t read the warning sign—naturally, since it’s written in French. His prices and stormy temperament are worth it, however, given that he can tell by smell alone the exact degree of ripeness for a melon, never sells rotting raspberries or fungusy blueberries, has eight kinds of lettuce, crisp tarragon, heavily perfumed basil, the subtlest chervil and even courgette flowers for deep-frying.

The cheese store smells either intriguing or repulsive, depending on your mood or health. There are so many cheeses—little “turds” (crottins) of goat cheese, runny Brie made from yummy unpasteurized milk, nightmarish rotting pyramids wrapped in leaves that remind you of nothing so much as vomit, even divinely bland cottage cheese made specially for the local Americans. I’m always reminded of de Gaulle’s remark that it’s impossible to rule a country that makes two hundred fifty kinds of cheese.

[image: ]

The Italian shop (the Casa di Pasta), the bakery with its irritating dog which always mounts a chagrined Fred, the wine store—at last we’re heading home. Since I invariably forget my carryall, my hands are turning red, cut and strangled by dozens of little blue plastic bags biting into them, and Fred is now fully awake, excited by the smell of the upcoming bone, and pulling feverishly every which way.

And to think my publisher wonders how I spend my days.
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