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“You are old, father William,” the young man said,

“And your hair has become very white;

And yet you incessantly stand on your head—

Do you think, at your age, it is right?”

—Lewis Carroll

“People like you and me…we’re gonna be fifty-year-old libertines in a world full of twenty-year-old Calvinists.”

—Michael Tolliver, 1976
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1

Confederacy of Survivors




Not long ago, down on Castro Street, a stranger in a Giants parka gave me a loaded glance as we passed each other in front of Cliff’s Hardware. He was close to my age, I guess, not that far past fifty—and not bad-looking either, in a beat-up, Bruce Willis-y sort of way—so I waited a moment before turning to see if he would go for a second look. He knew this old do-si-do as well as I did, and hit his mark perfectly.

“Hey,” he called, “you’re supposed to be dead.”

I gave him an off-kilter smile. “Guess I didn’t get the memo.”

His face grew redder as he approached. “Sorry, I just meant…it’s been a really long time and…sometimes you just assume…you know…”

I did know. Here in our beloved Gayberry you can barely turn around without gazing into the strangely familiar features of someone long believed dead. Having lost track of him in darker days, you had all but composed his obituary and scattered his ashes at sea, when he shows up in the housewares aisle at Cala Foods to tell you he’s been growing roses in Petaluma for the past decade. This happens to me a lot, these odd little supermarket resurrections, so I figured it could just as easily happen to someone else.

But who the hell was he?

“You’re looking good,” he said pleasantly.

“Thanks. You too.” His face had trenches like mine—the usual wasting from the meds. A fellow cigar store Indian.

“You are Mike Tolliver, right?”

“Michael. Yeah. But I can’t quite—”

“Oh…sorry.” He thrust out his hand. “Ed Lyons. We met at Joe Dimitri’s after the second Gay Games.”

That was no help at all, and it must have shown.

“You know,” the guy offered gamely. “The big house up on Collingwood?”

Still nothing.

“The circle jerk?”

“Ah.”

“We went back to my place afterward.”

“On Potrero Hill!”

“You remember!”

What I remembered—all I remembered after nineteen years—was his dick. I remembered how its less-than-average length was made irrelevant by its girth. It was one of the thickest I’d ever seen, with a head that flared like a caveman’s club. Remembering him was a good deal harder. Nineteen years is too long a time to remember a face.

“We had fun, “I said, hoping that a friendly leer would make up for my phallocentric memory.

“You had something to do with plants, didn’t you?”

“Still do.” I showed him my dirty cuticles. “I had a nursery back then, but now I garden full time.”

That seemed to excite him, because he tugged on the strap of my overalls and uttered a guttural “woof.” If he was angling for a nooner, I wasn’t up for it. The green-collar job that had stoked his furnace had left me with some nasty twinges in my rotator cuffs, and I still had podocarps to prune in Glen Park. All I really wanted was an easy evening with Ben and the hot tub and a rare bacon cheeseburger from Burgermeister.

Somehow he seemed to pick up on that. “You married these days?”

“Yeah…pretty much.”

“Married married or just…regular?”

“You mean…did we go down to City Hall?”

“Yeah.”

I told him we did.

“Must’ve been amazing,” he said.

“Well, it was a mob scene, but…you know…pretty cool.” I wasn’t especially forthcoming, but I had told the story once too often and had usually failed to convey the oddball magic of that day: all those separate dreams coming true in a gilded, high-domed palace straight out of Beauty and the Beast. You had to have witnessed that long line of middle-aged people standing in the rain, some of them with kids in tow, waiting to affirm what they’d already known for years. And the mayor himself, so young and handsome and…neat…that he actually looked like the man on top of a wedding cake.

“Well,” said Ed Lyons, stranger no more, now that I’d put a name to the penis. “I’m heading down to the bagel shop. How ’bout you?”

I told him I was headed for my truck.

“Woof!” he exclaimed, aroused by the mere mention of my vehicle.

I must’ve rolled my eyes just a little.

“What?” he asked.


“It’s not that butch a truck,” I told him.

He laughed and charged off. As I watched his broad shoulders navigate the stream of pedestrians, I wondered if I would find Ed’s job—whatever it might be—as sexy as he found mine. Oh, yeah, buddy, that’s right, make me want it, make me buy that two-bedroom condo! That Century 21 blazer is so fucking hot!

I headed for my truck (a light-blue Tacoma, if you must know), buzzing on a sort of homegrown euphoria that sweeps over me from time to time. After thirty years in the city, it’s nice to be reminded that I’m still glad to be here, still glad to belong to this sweet confederacy of survivors, where men meet in front of the hardware store and talk of love and death and circle jerks as if they’re discussing the weather.

 

It helps that I have Ben; I know that. Some years back, when I was still single, the charm of the city was wearing thin for me. All those imperial dot-commers in their SUVs and Hummers barreling down the middle of Noe Street as if leading an assault on a Third World nation. And those freshly minted queens down at Badlands, wreathed in cigarette smoke and attitude, who seemed to believe that political activism meant a subscription to Out magazine and regular attendance at Queer as Folk night. Not to mention the traffic snarls and the fuck-you-all maître d’s and the small-town queers who brought their small-town fears to the Castro and tried to bar the door against The Outsiders. I remember one in particular, petitions in hand, who cornered me on the sidewalk to alert me that the F streetcar—the one bearing straight tourists from Fisherman’s Wharf—was scheduling a new stop at Castro and Market. “They just can’t do this,” he cried. “This is the center of our spirituality!” We were standing in front of a window displaying make-your-own dildos and dick-on-a-rope soap. I told him my spirituality would survive.

The dot-commers have been humbled, of course, but house prices are still rising like gangbusters, with no end in sight. I’m glad I staked a claim here seventeen years ago, when it was still possible for a nurseryman and a nonprofit preservationist to buy a house in the heart of the city. The place hadn’t seemed special at the time, just another starter cottage that needed serious attention. But once my partner, Thack, and I had stripped away its ugly pink asbestos shingles, the historic bones of the house revealed themselves. Our little fixer-upper was actually a grouping of three “earthquake shacks,” refugee housing built in the parks after the 1906 disaster, then hauled away on drays for use as permanent dwellings. They were just crude boxes, featureless and cobbled together at odd angles, but we exposed some of the interior planking and loved telling visitors about our home’s colorful catastrophic origins. What could have been more appropriate? We were knee-deep in catastrophe ourselves—the last Big One of the century—and bracing for the worst.

But then I didn’t die. The new drug cocktails came along, and I got better, and Thack worked up the nerve to tell me he wanted out. When he left for a job in Chicago in the mid-nineties, the house became mine alone. It was a tomb at first, filled with too many ghosts, but I exorcised them with paint and fabric and furniture. Over the next eight years, almost without noticing, I arrived at a quiet revelation: You could make a home by yourself. You could fill that home with friends and friendly strangers without someone sleeping next to you. You could tend your garden and cook your meals and find predictable pleasure in your own autonomy.

In other words, I was ready for Ben.

 

I met him on the Internet. Well, not exactly; I saw him on the Internet, and met him on the street in North Beach. But I would never have known who he was, or rather what he was looking for, had my friend Barney not modeled for a website catering to older gay men. Barney is forty-eight, a successful mortgage broker, and something of a muscle daddy. He’s a wee bit vain, too. He could barely contain himself when he stopped me on Market Street one day to tell me that his big white marble ass was now available to World Wide Wankers for only $21.95 a month, credit card or online check.

Once upon a time, this would have struck me as sleazy, but the Internet has somehow persuaded half the world to get naked for the enjoyment of the other half. Barney is a fairly sexy guy, but I squirmed a little when I checked out his photos on the site. Maybe I’ve just known him too long, but there was something incestuous and unsettling about it, like watching your Aunt Gladys flashing titty for the troops.

At any rate, there was a personals section on the website, so once I’d fled the sight of Barney’s winking sphincter, I checked out the guys who were looking for Sex, Friendship, or Long Term Relationships. There were lots of geezers there—by which I mean anyone my age or older—regular Joes from Lodi or Tulsa, smiling bravely by their vintage vehicles, or dressed for some formal event. Most of them offered separate close-ups of their erections, artfully shot from below, so that doubtful browsers could find their way past the snow on the roof to the still-raging fire in the furnace.


What surprised me, though, was the number of young guys on the site. Guys in their twenties or thirties specifically looking for partners over forty-five. The one who caught my attention, and held it—CLEANCUTLAD4U—was a sandy blond with a brush cut and shining brown eyes. His actual name was not provided, but his profile identified him as thirty-three and Versatile, a resident of the Bay Area. He was lying against a headboard, smiling sleepily, a white sheet pulled down to the first suggestion of pubic hair. For reasons I still can’t name, he came across like someone from another century, a stalwart captured on daguerreotype, casually masculine and tender of heart.

 

So how did this work? Did I have to submit a profile or could I just email him directly? He’d want to see a photo, wouldn’t he? Would I have to get naked? The young can keep a little mystery, it seems to me, but the old have to show you their stuff. Which, of course, is easier said than done. Sure, the right dick can distract from a falling ass, and some people actually get off on a nice round stomach, but who has any use for that no-man’s-land between them, that troublesome lower stomach of sloppy skin?

Maybe I could pose in my dirty work clothes with just my dick hanging out? (I could call myself NICENDIRTY4U.) But who would take the picture? Barney was the logical choice, but I had a sudden gruesome flash of him directing my debut and thought better of it. Who was I kidding, anyway? CleanCutLad probably got hundreds of offers a week. It was wiser to stick to my monthly night at the Steamworks, where the goods were always on the table, and rejection, when it came, was instant and clean.


And that’s the way I left it, aside from printing out the guy’s Web page and posting it above my potting shed. It stayed there for ages, curling at the edges, a pinup boy for a war that would never be waged. I might not have met him at all if my friend Anna Madrigal hadn’t called to invite me for dinner at the Caffe Sport.

 

The Caffe Sport is on Green Street, way across town in North Beach, a gaudy Sicilian cavern that dishes up huge creamy mounds of seafood and pasta. Anna had been going there for over thirty years and often used its peasanty charms as a way of luring me out of my complacent nest in the Castro. At eighty-five, she was convinced I was growing too set in my ways. I needed some excitement, she said, and she was the gal to provide it.

So there we sat, awash in colors and aromas, when the impossible happened. Anna was adjusting her turban at the time, consulting the mirror behind my back as she fussed with wisps of snowy hair. Yet somehow she still caught the look on my face.

“What is it, dear?”

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Well, you must have an idea.”

A cluster of departing diners had moved toward the door, obscuring my view. “I think I saw someone.”

“Someone you know?”

“No…not exactly.”

“Mmm…someone you want to know.” She shooed me with a large gloved hand. “Go on, then. Catch up with him.”


“I don’t know…”

“Yes you do. Get the hell out of here. I’ll be here with my wine.”

So I sprang to my feet and shimmied through the tightly packed crowd. By the time I reached the door he was nowhere in sight. I looked to the right, toward the fog-cushioned neon of Columbus, then left, toward Grant Avenue. He was almost at the end of the block and picking up speed. I had no choice but to make myself ridiculous.

“Excuse me,” I yelled, hurrying after him.

No response at all. He didn’t even stop walking.

“Excuse me! In the blue jacket!”

He stopped, then turned. “Yeah?”

“Sorry, but…I was in the restaurant and—”

“Oh, shit.” He reached reflexively for his back pocket. “Did I leave my wallet?”

“No,” I replied. “Just me.”

I had hoped that this would prove to be an icebreaker, but it landed with a dull thud, missing the ice completely. The guy just blinked at me in confusion.

“I think I saw you on a website,” I explained.

Another blink.

“CLEANCUTLAD4U?”

Finally he smiled. There was a fetching gap between his two front teeth, which only enhanced the fuckable Norman Rockwell image.

“I could’ve sent you my profile,” I told him, “but I figured it was easier just to chase you down the street.”

He laughed and stuck out his hand. “I’m Ben McKenna.”

“Michael Tolliver.”

“I saw you inside with that lady.” He had held my hand a little longer than actually required. “Was that your mother?”

I chuckled. Anna would love to hear that. “Not exactly,” I said.

“She looks interesting,”

“She is, believe me.” We were rapidly veering off the subject, so I decided to take the bullock by the horns. “I have to get her home, as a matter of fact. Would you mind giving me your phone number? Or I could give you mine.”

He looked almost surprised. “Either way,” he said with a shrug.

We went back into the restaurant for pencil and paper. As Ben scribbled away by the cash register I looked across the room and saw that Anna was watching this transaction with a look of smug accomplishment on her face. And I knew this would not be the end of it; something this juicy could amuse her for weeks.

“My, my,” she said as soon as I returned. “I hope you carded him.”

“He’s thirty-three. Cut me some slack.”

“You asked him his age?”

“I read it online.”

“O Brave New World,” she intoned melodramatically. “Shall we head down to the park, dear? Before we call it a night?”

“Thought you’d never ask,” I said.

So I walked her down to Washington Square, where we sat in the cool foggy dark and shared a quick doobie before bedtime.
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Hugs, Ben




I’ll give you a moment to do the math. Ben is twenty-one years younger than I am—an entire adult younger, if you insist on looking at it that way. But I really haven’t made a habit of this. My first lover, Jon, who died back in ’82, was a year older than I was, and Thack and I are only months apart in age. It’s true that lately I’ve gone out with guys who might be described as, well, less than middle-aged, but it never lasted very long. Sooner or later they would bore me silly with their tales of “partying” on crystal meth or their belief in the cultural importance of Paris Hilton’s dog. And most of them, I’m sorry to say, seemed to think they were doing me a favor.

Before Ben I’d had little experience with daddy hunters. I knew there were young guys who went for older guys, but I’d always assumed that it was largely about money and power. But Ben claims he’s lusted after older men since he was twelve in Colorado Springs and began jerking off to magazines. He remembers rushing home from school to search the latest issue of his dad’s Sports Illustrated for the heart-stopping image of Jim Palmer in his Jockey shorts. And several years later, in the same magazine, he read a story about Dr. Tom Waddell, the retired Olympic decathlete who established the Gay Games. The very fact of this aging gay gladiator filled him with the hope that some of the men he wanted might actually want him back. And all doubt was finally removed when he moved to San Francisco after college. The daddies Ben met down at Starbucks or the Edge were sometimes slow to read the gleam in his eye, but given half a chance and a little encouragement, they could leap whole decades in a single bound.

God knows I did. Ben called me the very next morning, and I invited him over for dinner the following night. I told him I was making pot roast, just in case he didn’t consider this a sex date. And just in case he did, I popped a Viagra half an hour before his scheduled arrival. He appeared at the door exactly on time in well-fitted Diesel jeans and a pale-blue T-shirt, bearing a bottle of Chianti that clattered to the floor as soon as I grabbed him. When we finally broke from the kiss, he uttered a sigh that suggested both arousal and relief, as if he, too, had worried that we might have to eat pot roast first.

“You should know,” I said, releasing him. “I’m positive.”

He looked in my eyes and smiled. “About what?”

“Don’t get smart with your elders,” I said, leading the way to the bedroom.

 

“You know,” Ben said afterward. “I think I’ve seen you before.”

He was lying in the crook of my arm, thoughtfully blotting the wet spot, his fingers arranging my chest hair with serene deliberation, like a Zen master raking sand.

I asked him what he meant.


“I think you do the garden at my neighbors’ house,” he said. “No kidding? Where?”

“Out on Taraval.”

“Not Mrs. Gagnier?”

“I don’t know her name, really.”

“French-Canadian, right? Prematurely gray. Makes jam out of her lavender.”

“Well, I don’t know about the jam part, but…”

“I do. She gave me some last Christmas. Tastes like shampoo.”

He chuckled. “Do you always work with your shirt off?”

I scolded him with a playful yank on his ear. “Only when I think someone’s spying on me in the bushes.”

“I wasn’t in the bushes, I was on my roof.”

“Why didn’t you yell down or something?”

“I dunno. I couldn’t tell if you were queer from up there.”

I gave him a puzzled frown. “How high is that roof, anyway?”

He laughed, snuggling into my side again. After an interval of uncomplicated silence he said, “So how do you know the lady you were with?”

I explained that she had been my landlady years ago when I lived on Russian Hill. I told him about her backyard marijuana garden and her huge collection of kimonos, and the rambling old house itself, tucked away in the alps of those high wooden stairs.

“How does she manage that now?”

“She doesn’t. She had a stroke a few years ago, so she moved down to the Dubose Triangle. There are people who help out, you know, in the building, so there’s a number of us to…share the load.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“Not that it is one,” I added. “I love being with her.”

“Sure.”

“She affects a lot of people that way, which is good. She’s still got it going, you know? She still gives a shit about things. Most trannies never make it that far.”

He blinked at me for a moment. “You mean…?”

I smiled in the affirmative. “She was the first one I ever knew.”

“She pulls it off pretty well,” he said.

I told him she’d had some practice, that she’d been a woman for over forty years, almost as long as she’d not been a woman.

Ben took that in for a moment. “I’d like to meet her sometime.”

Already that sounded so right to me.

 

After that first pyrotechnic night, we saw each other about twice a week for three or four months. Ben was kind and bright and appreciative of everything about me I’d recoiled from in recent years: the thickening trunk and silky butt, the wildfire of gray hair sweeping across my chest. Some people think we finally become adults when both our parents have died; for me it happened when someone desired the person I’d become. For years I’d been in a state of suspended boyhood, counting every crow’s foot as I searched for the all-loving man who would finally set things right. Ben made me think that I could be that man. Not as some father figure, if that’s what you’re thinking—Ben was way too independent for that—but simply as someone who knew how it felt to be cheated of a father’s comfort and tenderness. Someone who could give you all that.

Loving Ben would be like loving myself, long ago.

I tried to stay cool about it. There was very little to indicate that Ben was even in the market for romance. The emails he sent me from work usually closed with “Hugs, Ben”—a surefire sign, I felt, that he saw us as compatible fuck buddies and nothing more. True, Ben had been partnered several times already, and always to older guys, but there was something distressingly self-contained about him. My heart sank when he outlined his plans for remodeling his tiny one-man apartment, or rhapsodized about hiking in the Alaskan wilderness, where he’d perch on mountaintops for hours on end, reveling in his solitude. Even Ben’s job with a South of Market furniture designer was a little troubling, since one day, he said, he hoped it would afford him the chance to live in Milan or Paris.

None of these scenarios left much room for me, I felt.

But all of them turned me on. I loved picturing Ben in that matchbox room on Taraval, making hibiscus tea before bed. Or swimming naked in a mountain stream, his jeans warming on a nearby boulder. I often fell hard for such manly free spirits when I was Ben’s age or younger, though very few of them returned the favor. That my prince should come now, desirous as he was desirable, was almost too much to believe.

So I took each day as it came, dutifully noting even the slightest sign of hope along the way. The day he showed me sketches of a sideboard he was designing. The night he brought us white peaches from the Farmers Market. A Sunday trip to the Headlands, where we lay all day on an army blanket, comrades-in-arms, without having sex at all. Little doubt remained, in fact, when “Hugs, Ben” became “Love, Ben” and the floodgates finally opened, inundating our emails with reckless Victorian endearments:


My Darling Boy

My Handsome Man

My Wonderful One

My Own



We were sitting on a bench at Lands End, watching a sunset exactly the color of the bridge, when he popped the question:

“I don’t think I could ever be totally monogamous, do you?”

I was momentarily at a loss for an answer.

“I mean,” he went on, “it’s not like I’m a sex addict or anything. I don’t want you to think that…but sometimes, you know…opportunities arise.”

I laughed nervously. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“And if you really love the guy you’re with…and you see yourselves as soul mates and all…then you should want each other to have those experiences, shouldn’t you? I mean, shouldn’t your love make that possible?”

“Mmm.” It was more of a noise, really, than an actual reply.

“Everyone I know who agrees to monogamy just ends up sneaking around, deceiving the person who matters to them most. That hurts a lot more than just…adjusting the rules, so that your love for each other can just make things better. Men aren’t designed to be monogamous, in my opinion, and the ones who force themselves into that mold either break each other’s hearts eventually or just…completely neuter themselves. I don’t mean a new playmate every week, or even every month necessarily, but…as long as it’s out in the open and doesn’t impinge upon…you know…your intimacy with each other, or becomes, like…romantic or something that’s really…consciously hurtful, then I don’t see why two people can’t just agree to….” Flustered, he gave up the effort altogether. “Feel free to jump in any time, Michael.”

I stroked his cheek for a moment. “You’re too young to be monogamous,” I told him. “And I’m too old.”

He studied me seriously for a moment. “You mean that?”

I nodded, smiling dimly. “In some ways I wish I didn’t, but I do. I know too much about life to think otherwise. Which is not to say I can’t still get jealous—”

“Good,” he blurted.

“Is it?”

“Well, yeah, because I can get jealous, too. And I could get really jealous about you.”

Why did that make me feel so much better? “We’ll work on that together,” I said.

He was grinning broadly now, revealing that adorable gap again. “Could we take about thirty years?”

I counted soberly on my fingers for a moment. “That may be doable, yeah.”

The next day he removed his personals ad from the website.

And that spoke more eloquently than any marriage license from City Hall.
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Far Beyond Saving




Okay, thirty years might be stretching it, given the virus I’ve lived with for the past twenty. I’m still in the Valley of the Shadow—as Mama would put it—but at least it’s a bigger valley these days, and the scenery has improved considerably. In my best moments I’m filled with a curious peace, an almost passable impersonation of how it used to be. Then my T cells drop suddenly or I sprout a virulent rash on my back or shit my best corduroys while waiting in line at the DMV, and I’m once again reminded how fucking tenuous it all is. My life, whatever its duration, is still a lurching, lopsided contraption held together by chewing gum and baling wire.

And here’s the kicker: the longer you survive the virus, the closer you get to dying the regular way. My current recipe for continued existence, a fine-tuned mélange of Viramune and Combivir, now competes for shelf space in my medicine cabinet with Lipitor, Wellbutrin, and Glucosamine Chondroitin, remedies commonly associated with age and decrepitude. (Well, maybe not Wellbutrin, since even the young get depressed, but that was no big deal in my own youth.) There are plenty of ironies in this, lessons to be learned about fate and the fickleness of death and getting on with life while the getting is good, but you won’t read them here. I’ve had enough lessons from this disease.

Strange as it seems, I can remember a time when I was sure I wouldn’t outlive my dog. I acknowledged this to Harry, the dog himself, one drizzly winter night when Thack was away on business. As Harry lay curled in my lap, I told him I’d be leaving soon but not to worry, that I’d be in a better place. I don’t know what got into me; I don’t even believe in a better place. But there I sat, morbid with fear, soft-pedaling oblivion the way parents do with their kids. And five years later my little white lie blossomed into black comedy when I laid Harry to rest under a stepping-stone in the garden.

I made the same assumption about my mother. Back in the days of night sweats and endless fatigue, it was reasonable to believe that I’d beat Mama to the grave. In fact, Mama herself argued energetically for my exportation to “a nice Orlando memorial park just down the road from Disney World.” My father had been buried there several years earlier, so Mama was bound and determined to launch a tradition: a family reunion of sorts, without the dirt bikes and Jell-O salad. I turned her down gently, but my brother Irwin caved in and bought a plot that could comfortably accommodate his entire family, even the daughter who’d moved to St. Pete to work for the Home Shopping Network. Irwin is fifty-seven, a Christian and a realtor, and so thoroughly committed to both disciplines that he belongs to an organization of Christian realtors.

I’m not fucking with you here; they have a website and everything.

 


It was Irwin who called to tell me that Mama was feeling poorly and that I might want to think about coming home soon.

“I don’t wanna scare you, Mikey, but I thought you should know.”

“That’s okay, Irwin. I appreciate it.”

“It could be six weeks or six months, but…it’s not looking good.”

As hard as it was to hear this, I wasn’t surprised. My mother’s emphysema, the result of decades of liberation by Virginia Slims, had already confined her to a Christian-run convalescent home in Orlovista, Florida, where, for the past six years, between walls of yellowing family photos, she’d been convalescing her way to death.

“Is she hurting?” I asked.

“Not really,” said Irwin. “Just kinda…wheezy, ya know. And her color isn’t good. She’s been asking about you a lot lately.”

“Well…tell her I’ll be there soon. I’ve got some miles saved up.”

“Great…that’s great, Mikey.”

I asked him how Mama had liked the birthday present I’d sent several weeks earlier: a silver-framed snapshot of me and Ben, taken just after the wedding, standing beside a waterfall at Big Sur. I hadn’t a word from anyone, so I’d been wondering.

He thought for a moment. “Oh, yeah…the picture.”

“Right.”

He chuckled nervously. “Good one, Mikey. You had me going for a while.”

“What do you mean?”


“C’mon. He works for you, right? Or he’s a friend or something.”

“No,” I said evenly, as if talking to a three-year-old. “That’s Ben. That’s my husband. The one I’ve told you about.”

“Oh…sorry…I just…he looked so—”

“No need to be sorry.”

“But wasn’t that annulled or something?”

I had no choice but to torture him. “What do you mean?”

“You know…the state court made a ruling, didn’t they?”

“You’re shitting me!”

“No. They revoked it. It was big news, Mikey…even in Florida.”

You bet your ass it was. Singing and dancing in the streets no doubt. Might even be a state holiday by now.

“This is awful,” I said glumly.

“I can’t believe you didn’t hear about it.”

“Do you know what this means?” I said. “We’ve been living in sin!”

After a moment, the light dawned and he groaned in exasperation. “You see,” he said, “this is what I mean. Always jerkin’ my chain. Can’t trust a darn thing you say.”

“Or even a damn thing,” I added, laughing.

Now he was laughing, too. “I mean, c’mon, bro. You send us this picture of…I dunno…Huckleberry Finn or somethin’…and you tell us he’s your husband…”

“If it helps any,” I said, “he’s older than he looks.”

A silence, and then: “How old is he?”

“How old was Jesus when he rose from the dead?”

“Mikey, if you’re gonna be disrespectful—”


“I’m giving you a reference point, Irwin.”

“Oh.”

“Ben is a grown man, is all I mean. He’s had a life already. There’s no training required.”

“He’s thirty-three, you mean?”

“Very good. Big gold star on your forehead.”

“Well…” Irwin cleared his throat in preparation for a brave leap into the abyss. “He does look nice…I mean he looks like a nice guy…from the picture.”

“He is, Irwin. He’s got a heart and a conscience and there’s a really solid bond between us. There’s stuff to talk about, you know. The age thing isn’t an issue.” I was trying to be straight with him now, since I wanted him to understand the gravity of what had happened to me. “I’ll be bringing him with me,” I said, “if he wants to come.”

It took him a while to respond. “Well…that’s good. I mean…it’s good to have support, isn’t it?…at a time like this.”

Not bad, Irwin.

“I’d ask you to stay with us,” he said, “but Lenore’s got her puppets spread all over the guest bedroom. You never seen such a mess.”

“Look, we really don’t—”

“And…I almost forgot…we’re having the floors redone, so the whole place will be…you know, pretty much of a disaster area.”

“Well, thanks for the offer, but…I think we’ll look for a motel. I kinda like the idea of a motel, actually. A neutral place, you know. And some privacy.”

“You sure now?” Irwin’s relief was all but spewing from the receiver. “I could find y’all a condo at least. I think we’ve got an empty demo over by the Gospel Palms.”


The Gospel Palms was Mama’s rest home.

“That’s okay,” I told him. “We’ll just find some place near.” (Even in Orlando, I figured there had to be a decent gay bed-and-breakfast.)

“All right, then.”

“I’ll call you when we’ve set a date.”

“Mama’s gonna be mighty happy, Mikey.”

“Well, give her a hug for me, when you see her.”

And the picture, big brother. Give her the fucking picture.

 

Let’s put this in perspective: My family has known I’m gay for going on thirty years. I wrote a letter to my mother in 1977 when she joined Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign, hoping against hope to save her own two sons from recruitment by homosexuals. The news that I was beyond saving—and happy as hell about it—was met first by silence, then by a lone pound cake that I chose to regard as an awkward step toward enlightenment.

But, hey, it was just a pound cake. My folks still loved me all right, but they saw that love as cause for forgiveness, not acceptance. And while Mama and Papa eventually met Thack—and made a damn good show of liking him—they saw no reason whatsoever to modify their stance. My life had been conveniently reduced to a “lifestyle” by then, something easily separable from me, that they could abhor to their heart’s content without fear of being perceived as unchristian. By the time the Berlin Wall fell and queers replaced commies on the big TV screens at my brother’s church, I knew not to expect a miracle anymore; my family was as far beyond saving as I was.

“And your brother’s an actual deacon in the church?”


This was Ben, calling from the bathroom across the hall, where I could hear him rummaging in a drawer. It was just after eight that evening and I was already on the bed, flat on my stomach with my new Lucky jeans shoved down around my ankles.

I twisted my head in his direction. “More like a Sunday school teacher, I think. I don’t understand the hierarchy. They’ve all got something to do.”

“No shit?”

“Last year Lenore—that’s Irwin’s wife—was in charge of the fetus key rings.”

“C’mon!”

“No…they were selling these little plastic fetuses that were supposed to be the exact size of an early fetus. You know…so you can carry it around with you and…get to know it better. Sort of…‘Fetuses are people, too.’”

Ben came into the room and sat down on the bed next to me, tearing open a foil packet. “You’re creeping me out,” he murmured.

“You should see the really big one they put up on Halloween.”

“What do you mean?” Ben removed the alcohol swab from the packet. “Put up where?” He drew a line with his finger from the top of my ass crack to the mound due east of it and began swabbing the target area briskly.

“In a haunted house,” I explained. “You know…like they have for kids. Only it’s not spaghetti guts and eyeballs in a bowl, it’s the Big Giant Aborted Fetus.”

Ben groaned.

“And right next to the Big Giant Aborted Fetus is the Gay Man With AIDS.”

“Don’t tell me they actually took you to this thing?” There was barely a tingle as the syringe hit its target. And target is the word, too, since Ben is a kind soul and thinks he’s less likely to hurt me if he just gives the syringe a jaunty toss, like a dart.
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