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			Praise for 

			Martin and John

		

		
			 

			 

			“It’s an amazing feat for any writer, in particular a male writer, to expose so nakedly the need for closeness with a father that lies underneath a son’s rage . . . In this short book, Dale Peck has managed to pack the density and the depth of a human life. He is a brave and very talented writer.”

			—The New York Times

			 

			“How do you write a novel that describes the impact AIDS has had on you and still take into account all the other people who are suffering the consequences of the disease? Dale Peck has come up with his answer in Martin and John—a book that marks the debut of a remarkably accomplished young writer. In this kaleidoscopic novel, separate stories come together to form a shifting picture of gay life in the time of AIDS . . . [Martin and John] simultaneously reflects one man’s experience and the experiences of many men.”

			—Entertainment Weekly

			 

			“Like the columns describing a medieval cloister—each different, all similar—Dale Peck’s couples may be rich or poor, sophisticated or provincial, but they all know something about homophobia, violence, incest, and the anguish of dying an early death.”

			—Edmund White, author of A Boy’s Own Story

			 

			“Alternative readings are the key to Dale Peck’s aesthetic—one so sophisticated and, for the most part, so masterfully realized that it is hard to believe Peck is only twenty-five. This is his first full-length work but, ingeniously, it functions both as a novel and as a collection of short stories . . . Peck can handle notoriously difficult subjects—AIDS, child abuse and sadomasochistic sex not just explicitly, but with a sincerity free of all melodrama. As he orchestrates a structural puzzle of fictions within fictions, he also moves towards a heartwrending autobiographical truth.”

			—The Independent

			 

			“Dale Peck’s first novel is a wounding, extraordinarily honest story with a promiscuous narrative energy and honed stylistic gift that can only mark the arrival of a prodigious talent.”

			—Dennis Cooper, author of Guide

			 

			“Martin and John could not have been written at any time but now and not by any other writer than Dale Peck. He is that rare phenomenon—an original—and his book is mysterious, solemn and full with feeling.”

			—Susan Minot, author of Rapture

			 

			“Dale Peck’s novel is about the darkness and sexual chaos in the lives of middle-American families, and about love and passion in the midst of plague. From beginning to end, Martin and John is wrenching and unflinching—charged with the exhilarating magic of a bold, new voice.”

			—Joyce Johnson, author of Minor Characters

			 

			“Peck writes so splendidly that it is a pleasure just to keep on reading. By themselves, some of these stories are among the most powerful representations of gay life written . . . An exciting first novel by a 24-year-old author.”

			—Library Journal

			 

			“With this poetic, tightly compressed novel, Peck makes a head-turning debut on the literary scene. It is composed of a feverish sequence of vignettes, which the reader gradually learns are the reminiscences of John, a gay man, as he tries to come to terms with the death of his lover, Martin, from AIDS . . . Subtle but highly charged, the fragments carry the reader continually deeper into human mystery, and what we at first hear as a fugue on the destructive powers of sexual desire evolves rapidly into a lay psalm that proclaims both the necessity of love and its inevitable loss.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			This book is for

			Joy Linscheid and

			Bruce Morrow 

		

	
		
			 

			The water is wide,

			I cannot swim o’er,

			and neither have I

			wings with which to fly.

			 

			Oh, give me a boat

			that can carry two,

			and both shall row,

			my love and I. 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			for Robert Ready, who’ll always be my teacher

			I didn’t set out to write this book. I didn’t set out to write a book at all, at least not this one. I was working on another novel entirely as my college senior thesis. My advisor on that project was also the teacher in the fiction workshops I was taking to complete my writing minor, and he told me in no uncertain terms that I wasn’t going to be submitting chapters from my thesis in his workshops. And so, while I churned out the requisite coming of age/coming out novel, I began writing a series of stories on the side, stories in which I drew on gay archetypes I’d encountered in books, plays, movies, and the news to create a collage of gay life in the late 1980s. The stories were topical but also unreal. I was a twenty-one-year-old college student, after all, with only borrowed knowledge of the lives I was describing. I wasn’t a hustler or a victim, let alone daddy or dandy, john or queen. I didn’t have AIDS and didn’t know anyone who did. Hell, I’d only had sex one time, an experience that could be described as perfunctory at best.

			The stories that grew from this infertile soil sprang up in the margins of my brain while I worked on my “real” novel and waited for “real” life to start. I had no plan when I sat down to write the first, “Always and Forever,” and it wasn’t until I began a second (which didn’t make the final cut) that I hit on the conceit of reusing the names. Even that was an accident. I’d always had a hard time coming up with names for characters. I borrowed friends’ names, or scanned my bookshelves and pulled character or author names more or less at random: Martin came from Martin Luther King, Jr. (Why We Can’t Wait), John from a boy I had a crush on, Henry from Henry James (“The Pupil,” “The Real Thing”), Beatrice from Dante’s Inferno. Susan was the name of the last girl I ever made out with, and it was in her room that I began the second story. There were two books visible on her bookshelves: a biography of Jim Morrison and a book of his lyrics. I couldn’t stand The Doors and refused to acknowledge them, and I plugged along with an ever-growing cast of nameless characters, until finally the unsignified array of “he”s and “him”s and “she”s and “her”s grew too unwieldy and I borrowed from myself. “Always and Forever,” though only a month old, already felt like ancient history, yet even as I assigned its names to a set of new characters I could see the similarities between the two casts, especially its leads: an innocent boy, an experienced man, a desire that’s both mutual and exploitative, and grows in a world where women are cogs in men’s lives, necessary but almost invisible (“Blue Wet-Paint Columns,” the last story I wrote for the book, was an attempt to acknowledge that).

			By the time I left Sue’s room I’d lost interest in the story but had begun to glimpse the shape of a larger project, one in which my inexperience could be generative rather than limiting. The desire to mix up my characters’ attributes and reassign them to different contexts was invigorating. “Transformations” was the first conscious attempt at what I was already calling “a Martin and John story,” and after that they rolled out of me at the rate of one or two a month. Still, they remained tangential to the novel I was working on, a game I was playing, an assignment I had to fulfill, and I didn’t take the time to wonder if there was anything more to them until after I’d turned in my thesis and realized now I had to write another book. I was terrified. I had no clue how to turn these stories into a book and no idea what else I might work on, and so, more by default than anything else, I kept churning out material in that first summer after college (“The Search for Water,” “Three Night Watchmen”) and as a first-year MFA student (“Driftwood,” “The Gilded Theater”). But the stories came more and more slowly as I realized I’d exhausted the possibilities of the conceit, or at any rate my ability to exploit it. By then I had a mess of a dozen stories, none of which was really finished, and no idea how to put them together. It was my friend Bruce who saved me, and saved the book. He suggested I try my hand at what were then called short shorts, and which later acquired the sexier name flash fiction. “Given This and Everything” was the result, then “Circumnavigation,” my first attempt at writing about AIDS, which in turn gave me the courage to write “Fucking Martin.” The short form was liberating to me, whose stories have always erred on the longish side (of the twenty or twenty-five short stories I’ve finished, probably two-thirds are 7,200 words long, plus or minus a thousand words). I liked the counterpoint of the longs and the shorts, although I still hadn’t hit on the (let’s face it) pretty simple idea of alternating them. When my agent began sending out the unfinished manuscript in 1991, the short shorts were still clumped together at the top of the pile, and it was only after I’d read them through that I realized they felt like a single narrative. In fact the editor who eventually bought the manuscript preferred them that way, and I had to convince him they’d make a more shapely book if they were spaced throughout. (“Let’s use italics!”) I remember dropping the term “frame narrative,” not because I’d conceived of the short shorts as a frame narrative but because “frame narrative” sounded intentional, intelligent. The truth is, I was so unsure of the strategy that I didn’t actually read the book in its final form until it was in galleys.

			In a way my entire career has proceeded along these lines, each successive book a way of saying No, no, I got it wrong last time, this is what I really mean to say. I came up with the idea for The Law of Enclosures long before I finished Martin and John, but it was only after the latter was published that I decided to turn its heterosexual protagonists into a new version of John’s parents, who got short shrift in this book, just as I didn’t come up with the idea of adding an account of my own parents’ lives to Law until I saw the way readers misjudged them based on what I’d written in Martin and John. There were ideas for other books too, including the kernels of Now It’s Time to Say Goodbye and The Garden of Lost and Found, but linking them to Martin and John and The Law of Enclosures helped me shape them, not so much by dictating a form or content as by limiting the bewildering myriad of possibilities that confronts every writer at the beginning of a new project. I was vain enough to think of these books as a series, and even gave them a really, really terrible title, Seven Days and Nights of My Soul (although honestly, it was less a title than the name of the folder where I kept them on my computer). Later I came up with Gospel Harmonies, which is a good title, but my God, it creates some expectations, doesn’t it? Supposedly there’ll be two more novels in the series, followed by a final book of short stories called Without Measuring Things How Can You Say What You’ve Lost? Its seven stories are meant to recast the first six books based on my (future) understanding of them, then cap everything with a coda inspired by Bernard’s final soliloquy in The Waves (“Now to sum it up . . .”). The form of WMTHCYSWYL? mimics Martin and John and its title is cribbed from that very first short short, “Given This and Everything.” Martin and John came out when I was twenty-five. I’m fifty now, which means my first novel is somehow as old as I was when I published it. (Believe me when I tell you I have no idea how that happened.) March 1993: Bill Clinton was just a couple of months into his first term, which is another way of saying that the twelve-year nightmare of the Reagan-Bush era had finally come to an end, and, though we didn’t know it, we were just a few years away from the first major medical breakthrough in the fight against AIDS. Throw in the digital revolution and the dot-com bubble, and the darkness of the late ’80s and early ’90s was already starting to feel like a distant memory by the time my second novel came out in 1996. What I’m trying to say is that shortly after I published Martin and John I started to think of it as a kind of existential portrait in which homophobia and the AIDS crisis served as vessels for the grief I felt at the loss of my mother, who died when I was three, before I was able to understand who she was or what it meant that she was gone from my life. As the years passed, however, I came to see that, whatever their origins, my fears, sadness, and desires mirrored those of a lot of other people who’d survived a particularly desperate moment in American history. And this is the generosity of art. Not to the reader (or not just to the reader), but to the writer. Art points out that we know more than we think we do, if we’re willing to do a little digging, spend a little time, maybe risk a little more exposure than we want to. By which I mean that when I revisit Martin and John now I’m not reminded of my mother, I’m reminded of the late eighties and early nineties, of all the friends I lost to AIDS (and all the ones that are still here), of my first earnest but generally clumsy attempts at sex and love and, yes, writing.

			But the person I was then, like the moment itself, is gone. The Dale Peck who wrote this book seems as different from who I am now as the successions of Johns who populate its pages, and I’m less and less tempted to look for him when I revisit the text. If that sounds like a particularly middle-aged sentiment, I won’t argue. Around fifty the mirror starts to tell you that you’re not going to be around forever, and it’s time to focus on what matters. No doubt in another twenty-five years, when I’m drowning in the nostalgia of my dotage, I’ll feel differently, but for now I’m happy to relinquish control of this book to its readers. Like I said, it’s twenty-five, and though I still find that hard to believe (where did the time go?) I know it’s time to let it make its own way in the world.

			 

			Dale Peck

			(July 2018)

		

	
		
			Here is the Baby

			Here is this baby, crying in my arms, and don’t he know just when to stop? He’s been crying all day, and not just in my arms. I’m a busy woman, can’t be carrying a baby around all day, and this house don’t clean itself, I’ll tell you that much. And it don’t matter if I hold him, or lay him in his crib in our room, which is quiet during the day, or put him in front of the TV—it don’t matter, he still cries. And I’ll tell you this too: there isn’t a woman I know can listen to her own baby cry for eight hours straight and not pick it up once in a while, and not get mad sometimes, and have to bite her lip to keep from yelling, and not think maybe something besides this ninety-degree heat and hundred-degree humidity is wrong. So I made the mistake of calling his father. And don’t you just know Henry? First of all he said, ‘Bea, I told you not to bother me at work.’ And then he told me, ‘Ain’t nothing wrong with John. Ain’t nothing wrong with my son.’ I tell you, sometimes it’s not too much to believe that when they cut the cord off me they attached it to him. But what’s the use in thinking like that?

			“Well, listen, I put a wet cloth on John’s head, and he pulled the end of it into his mouth and sucked on it for a little bit, and that seemed to help. But I have to tell you that he didn’t really stop crying until just now, until the car door slammed in the driveway, until the storm door slammed in the other room. And I’m not saying that John heard this, and I’m not saying he understood it either, but I’ll be damned if he’s not shutting up at just the right time, lying in my arms with his eyes wide open and innocent like he hasn’t done a thing, and don’t he just know who’s going to get it now?

		

	
		
			Blue wet-paint columns

			This is not the worst thing I remember: coming home from school one day to find my mother in a chair, collapsed. Her skin was the color of wet ashes, her head sat like a stone on her right shoulder, and a damp bloody mass pushed at her crotch, staining a maroon patch of darkness on sky-blue pants. Her legs were spread wide, and more blood, pooling on the yellow vinyl of the chair, showed up like the red speck in a spoiled egg yolk. Her arms were open too, and rested on the chair arms, and she seemed both empty and full, like a tube of toothpaste squeezed from the middle. When I walked into the room, I was ten years old, and the sound her blood made as it dropped to the floor filled my ears. Is she still alive? I remember thinking, and then, when I noticed the slow, small movements of her chest, I thought, She still isn’t dead. I ran into the living room then, where I called my father, and I waited for him on the couch, shivering. Not seeing her was worse than seeing her, because I imagined her, imagined the mound that had been building in her abdomen for months. It had grown even as the rest of her body had shrunk, until she seemed nothing more than a skeleton covered by the thin fabric of clothing and skin. Just a skeleton, and that hard mound at her center, which my father sometimes ran his hands over as though testing a melon for ripeness. For years I saw that melon drop from my mother’s body again and again, pushing at the seam of her pants in a mess of blood and guts and lost life. Not the baby’s—my mother’s.

			This story started before I was aware of it. Though two people were in a position to tell it, they were both, I believe, unable to speak. How could my mother, a housewife who remem­bered her high school graduation as a severe bout of morning sickness, sit me on her lap and say, “John, your father is killing me,” when speaking would reveal at least some level of complicity on her part? And how could my father, a con­struction worker who lucked into a lot of money when he opened his own company, sit me down and say, “John, all we can do is wait for her to die,” when he knew it was his fault she was dying? So no one said anything—I wasn’t even told my mother had miscarried, and no attempt was made to explain why I’d found her sitting in her own blood. In time my father referred to it as if I knew what had happened. “When your mother lost the baby,” he’d say, as if she’d set it down, forgotten where. Other things were set down with that baby, forgotten, and one of them was the woman who bore it: my mother, whose black-and-white past was obliter­ated by that technicolor moment in the kitchen. A too-bright image superimposed itself on a dark one and only occasionally could a piece of that hidden picture reveal itself.

			Over time I learned that my mother’s miscarriage was the product of a muscle disorder that lay dormant for years, wait­ing for something like the strain of bearing a baby to flare up. Someone once told me she’d been ill after my birth, but when I asked my father about it he only said, “You got out of the hospital before she did.” Now, looking back, this and a half dozen other signals pop up like road signs pointing to her illness. She was always dropping things: glasses held in both her hands still managed to slip to the floor, and forkfuls of food spilled to her lap on the way to her mouth. If she was tired this got worse, and sometimes, late at night, her speech became slurred, though she never drank with my father. When she got pregnant, her deterioration accelerated. My father joked it off: “Rosemary,” he’d say—her name was Beatrice—“and her baby,” and on the last word he’d rub the mound of her stomach. My mother never laughed at this, I noticed at once, but it took me a while to see that my father didn’t either. She’d turn back to what she was doing, cooking dinner maybe, or copying a recipe from a magazine. Years later, a flip through her card file revealed the definite pro­gression of her disease: her handwriting started out smooth and rolling, and then in the years just before she miscarried it began to jumble about frantically like the lines of an EKG. And then gradually, inevitably, it became as flat as stagnant water.

			In a way, all I know now is all I knew then: that she suffered from a progressive muscle disorder that destroyed her motor control and left her a quadriplegic, unable to walk or speak or hold her head up; this disease actually killed her when she was forty-four years old, but for the last twelve years of her life she was in a facility on the eastern edge of Long Island, a hospice, while my father and I lived fifteen hundred miles away in Kansas, and it often seems like she died when she was only thirty-two. She was twenty-nine when she came home from the hospital for the first time, in a wheelchair. This eventually gave way to a whining electric one, but at the time she was too weak to work a joystick and had to be pushed around by my father. When I heard the car in the driveway that day, my first impulse was to hide, but I forced myself into the living room just as the front door slammed open. All I saw was my father’s shadowy form, huge, hulking, framed by late-afternoon light, leaning over my mother. At first I thought she’d fallen, but then I realized she was sitting, and then I realized she sat in a wheelchair. Her body was displayed as it had been in the kitchen chair—legs wide, spine bent, head on one shoulder—but it seemed this time she was huddling in fear, not collapsed from weakness. Then my father stood up—he’d had to lean over her to push open the door—and the light brought out concern in his face, and fear, which he tried to smile away. “Look, Mom,” he said, “it’s John.” My mother’s head raised slowly, as if an invisible fisherman had hooked her forehead and was reeling in care­fully so as not to tear the skin. She smiled and breathed a greeting so quietly that I didn’t hear it. I wish now that I’d pressed my ear against her, listening as though for a heartbeat. There were so few words afterward that I curse myself now for each one I missed while I hid in my room. But I was frightened, both by her new emaciated state, and by my father. It’s not that he threatened me, or forced me away—not physically anyway—but I could never overcome the ea­ger, easy way he expressed his concern for her. It made me feel cold, inhuman.

			He visited her every day in the hospital; I never went. When she came home he began to work out of our house, and he cared for her alone. He’d bring her in the living room when he watched TV and hold her body while she slept or stared blankly at the wall. And I’ll never forget the way he ran to the kitchen the day I found her, tripping over things like a blind man. He stood in the door for a long time. I don’t think he noticed me—he stared only at her. Then, as if he’d fallen, he was on his knees before her, arms thrown around her waist, pants and shirtfront soiled with her blood. His sobs shook the air in the room, though they didn’t rouse her, and he kept repeating, “Oh, Bea, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” He repeated it so many times that even at ten years old I realized his apology might hold a deeper meaning, a message he directed to me as much as to my mother: he told her he was sorry, but he looked at me when he spoke, and if grief was what poured, no shone, from him with the intensity of light, then guilt—visible, visceral, unavoidable guilt—was the sun from which this other emotion radiated. Grief was the white line that ringed each pupil of my father’s wide eyes, but guilt was the dark hole that burned at their centers, and the sight of it scared me so much that I closed my eyes and curled my body into a ball, refusing to open them until long after the first of two ambulances that came for my mother during her lifetime had taken her away. When it had gone, my father put my curled-up form to bed. His breathing filled the room for a few moments after he’d set me down and then, after I heard the door close behind him, the room—and the house—seemed as quiet as the bottom of the ocean.

			And this is where everything starts, at least for me. But for my parents, I now realize, things began long before. I know because of our leather recliner. In my memory my mother is always sitting—in the kitchen chair, in her wheelchair, in my father’s recliner, where he held her when he watched TV. On the day I’m remembering, my mother sits in it alone, stiff, her hand in the air holding a lit cigarette. Her cheeks seem gaunt, her hair flat and stringy, and when she says she needs to tell me something and asks me to sit on her lap I don’t want to, I want to avoid her, the way children avoid sick people. But I go to her anyway. “You remember how we talked about having a baby brother or sister one day?” my mother says as I settle myself. And then, without waiting for an answer, she says, “I went to the doctor today. He told me I can’t have another baby.” She sucks on her cigarette, puts it out. The ashtray is full, and she has to push the butts out of the way before she can grind this one out. “It wouldn’t be good for me, he said. I could get sick, real sick.” I listen to her but don’t know what to think. Her breath smells bad, her legs feel hard—bony—beneath me. I wait for her to say something that will tell me how to feel but she just sets me down suddenly, takes the ashtray to the kitchen, empties and washes it, and then she makes me a sandwich. “Don’t worry about it,” she tells me while I eat. “Your father and I will worry about it.” That night, all night, they argue. “But we want a big family,” my father says again and again. “That doesn’t matter now,” my mother answers each time, but each time her voice is quieter, weaker, until finally it doesn’t come at all. Then there is just my father’s voice. “We want a big family,” he says one last time, and then he says, “Come on, let’s go to bed.” And in the present tense that is childhood—or, at any rate, that was my childhood—I didn’t connect those words with the ones my mother had spoken that after­noon, just as, months later, I wouldn’t connect them to my mother in the kitchen chair. I simply heard my parents ar­guing, and all I wanted was for them to stop. I didn’t care how they stopped, and I didn’t care why, and I certainly didn’t care what happened after they went to bed.

			 

			On the night my mother died, a hard dry wind was blowing in off the ocean. You’d think that a west-moving wind would carry moisture, but it didn’t: it was dry and gritty as sandpaper, the kind of wind that blows in Kansas. It bit my cheeks as I hailed a cab, and inside the car, hot dusty air filled my throat. The air gave the city a grainy impression, and I found myself looking for a hidden camera recording me, the only child on the way to retrieve his mother’s last effects. If someone asked about her, I used to say that she was dead, she died a long time ago, I don’t even remember what she looked like. But my mother’s face hides just behind mine; I need only glimpse myself and I see her, and every memory I have of her life before she went to the hospice. I know nothing of her life since then. This was my doing, not hers: just before she left I asked her not to mail any letters she might write. She couldn’t write actually, but the hospice had told us that some­one would write for her. It was a month before her thirty-second birthday, I remember. My present to her was a ring she’d given me eight years earlier, when I was five. The ring was plain and silver and not very wide to start with, and over the years it had become thin as a wire as repeated trips to the jeweler to resize it sacrificed the band’s width for diameter. I remember sliding the band off my index finger and then, holding my mother’s hand carefully, I uncurled her middle finger and slipped it on her. When I was done, I set her hand back in her lap, and the finger with the ring remained ex­tended even as her other fingers curled with illusory force into her palm. My mother’s mouth twitched into a smile and her head fell over in her excitement. I pushed it up for her. By then communication was only an approximation for her; she couldn’t control her vocal cords, and it had become almost impossible for her to type, a letter at a time, with a long thin bar fastened to a band on her wrist. But if com­munication was hard for her, it seemed harder for my father and me: she knew what she wanted to say; we were the ones who had to struggle to figure out what she meant. This was why she was going away—to “finish dying” in a place where my father and I wouldn’t constantly be saying, What is it, Bea? what do you want, Mom? what do you mean? I gave her the ring early because, by the time her birthday came, she would be gone: enshrined, entombed, encoded in a place that for the next dozen years I’d think of only as a dot on the far edge of a Long Island road map. I remember I waited until she was able to focus her eyes on me. “I want you to write,” I said then, and then I added, “but please don’t mail the letters.” One sentence, two independent clauses, and I stopped. If pressed, I’d have said I didn’t want to reassemble her like a jigsaw puzzle, each letter a tiny piece that arrived one at a time. What frightened me was the idea that my mother’s life could endlessly fade, but never end. When I told her not to mail her letters, I was really telling her some­thing else, and I wonder if she knew what that was: that I didn’t want to think about her again—until after she died. When the ambulance came to take her to the hospice, my father took me to the prairie. Everything had already been sold or shipped or packed in the car, and so, just minutes after the ambulance pulled away, lights on but siren off, we left. My last image of my mother, really, is the back of that ambulance. The impression stayed with me throughout our drive, and I couldn’t shake the idea that my mother would be in the ambulance forever, moving from place to place. Sometimes I believed that my father and I also lacked a destination: we drove for days and days—really only two or three, but in the enclosed monotony of the car I lost track of time. I slept and woke, slept and woke, and each time I opened my eyes I asked my father, “Are we in another state yet?” Usually he said, “No, we’re still in the same state,” though sometimes he said, “We’re in Ohio now,” or Illinois, or Indiana. During the trip, he only allowed his hands to leave the steering wheel to adjust the radio. With his eyes fixed on the road ahead of him, his fingers would fumble with the tuner knob like a blind man’s, and sometimes, when he punched the program buttons, he got only static: those old stations were long gone. When he finally found music without words he left the needle there, and on its way back to the steering wheel his hand would make a detour to squeeze my knee. When he touched me like that I clambered into the back seat. We drove one of those big American things from the seventies, but already I was too tall to stretch out fully and had to put my feet up on the window. These are my clearest memories of our trip: lying on my back and looking through the angled glass of the rear window at the lighted signs of buildings as they flashed overhead, and at long slabs of pine-covered mountains that darkened the glass, and later, at grassy hills which seemed to unroll end­lessly, as though off a spindle. The images reflected in the window were transparent, and with an effort I could look through them and see empty sky, and in that emptiness I believed I saw the real reason for all this scenery, these miles, these hours in the car: emptying the mind. The hills, moun­tains, and buildings vanished behind us as we passed them, and I forgot them, and I tried to forget the past as well. But my father resisted. Once, at a diner, he said, “She’s probably having breakfast right now.” I broke the yolk of my egg and watched the yellow ooze take over the plate. “What do you think she’s eating?” he asked. I didn’t answer, and my father went on without waiting. “Grapefruit maybe,” he said, “and eggs and sausages, or toast with butter and jelly. Maybe grits if they get into Southern cooking. Did you see they had grits on the menu here?” I nodded my head, eyes down, looking at the food I kept my mouth full of so I wouldn’t have to speak. My mother couldn’t chew: she was probably being spoon-fed oatmeal. While he spoke, my father played with his meal. He moved the two eggs to the top of his plate, put the potato patty in the center, the bacon in a crooked curve at the bottom. He combed the sprig of parsley with his fingers and put it above the eggs, and then he rotated the plate one hundred and eighty degrees. “Looks like her a little, don’t you think?” I had no food left to put in my mouth, no excuse for not answering, but I couldn’t, there was nothing to say. I looked at him. His expression was impossible to read, and I have to wonder now if he was thinking about her or about what he’d done to her. “The nose is a little too big,” he said finally, and tried to laugh. I looked at his plate. The “face” breathed steam, and gray wisps dispersed in the air like the conversation my father and I weren’t having. We sat in the restaurant, a diner—fifty miles farther west and it would be called a café—and we looked at each other over the dead yellow eyes until a waitress came by and my father had her take the plate away, and then we drove the rest of the way to our new home, in Kansas.

			I hadn’t known where we were going when we left, and I didn’t know we’d arrived when we got there.

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Introduction


						Here is the Baby


						Blue wet-paint columns


						The beginning of the ocean


						Driftwood


						Given this and everything


						Transformations


						Someone was here


						The search for water


						Tracks


						Three night watchmen


						The end of the ocean


						Always and forever


						Circumnavigation


						The gilded theater


						Lee


						Fucking Martin


						I divide my life in two


						Acknowledgments


						Continue reading 


						1


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/9781616954840.jpg
25th
ANNIVERSARY
EDITION

Martin
and
John

“Astonishing . . . If this fiercely written novel offers an indelible portrait of gay life during the plague years,
it also opens out to become a universal story about love and loss and the redemptive powers of fiction.”
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