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Introduction

by Christopher Bram

This book of six short stories created a nice little stir when it first came out in 1990. It not only won both major gay literary prizes, the Lambda Book Award and the Ferro-Grumley, it received a special citation from PEN’s Ernest Hemingway Foundation. It was widely reviewed in the mainstream press. One story, “Philostorgy, Now Obscure,” even appeared in the New Yorker.

AIDS was a major reason for the attention. Four of the stories deal directly with the epidemic, which casts its shadow over the other two. The plague was still in its first decade and readers—gay readers especially—were looking for fiction that addressed what was devastating their lives. This book did exactly that, not in raw slices of pain but with quiet craft and perfect prose.

That was the other reason for the attention: it was so beautifully written, the language stylish yet warm, with solid rhythms and well-constructed sentences.

You let go of people, the living and the dead, and return to your self, your own resources, like a widower, a tourist alone in a foreign country. Your own senses become important and other people’s sensibilities a kind of Novocaine, blocking out your own perceptions, your ability to discriminate, your taste.

But Barnett was not afraid to be funny or smartass. The AIDS quilt is described as “a foldable, dry-cleanable cemetery.” A lesbian mother tells us about her boy-crazy daughter: “My daughter thinks that lesbianism is next to laziness. She thinks this requires no effort.” 

Short stories are often treated as the poor cousins of novels, yet the stories here are rich and full, like concentrated short novels. The digressive episodic construction of each tale recalls Alice Munro at her best. The panels of story don’t always come in the pattern we expect, but can suddenly swing left or right, like the movement of a knight on a chessboard. Two stories follow the same set of characters, but the others stand free. Nevertheless, like Munro, the repetitions and variations on certain experiences create the fuzzy outline of an author, like the Invisible Man seen walking in the rain.

I wanted to write pure literary criticism here, but I am leaving out something important: I knew Allen. I thought I could discuss his work in the impersonal language of high literature, but it doesn’t feel right. It feels false even to call him “Barnett.” Allen and I were good friends during the last year of his life. We began by talking about books, our own and other people’s. When he became sick with AIDS, I visited him in the hospital. Later at his apartment I tried to help him figure out the complicated IV drip and bags of saline solution and the syringes needed to clean out the port in his chest. Allen could no longer write once he was ill. All the experience in his book came from his warm imagination and the illness of friends. When he died in 1991, he left me his computer. I wrote my next three novels on it, including Gods and Monsters. My protagonist, movie director James Whale, served in the trenches during the First World War. I gave Allen’s last name to one of Whale’s dead comrades. It’s strange now, and wonderful, too, to hear Ian McKellan in the movie deliver his extraordinary speech about dead friends and speak of “Barnett on the wire.”

I did not reread Allen’s stories for years, perhaps because I feared they might not be as good as I remembered. Yet it’s been a joy to go back to his book for this essay and see Allen the author as well as Allen the friend. He was an amazing writer, even better than I thought at the time. I would love these stories even if I didn’t know him. They deserve to be read and reread, not only because they capture life in the age of AIDS so well, but because they have a moral weight that transcends their moment in time.

I’d like to talk about a few stories at length to suggest their quality and strength. Allen’s work wasn’t really about plot, but I should warn you in advance that I’m going to give away a lot.

“The Times As It Knows Us” is the best known of Allen’s stories, reprinted in anthologies and often cited. It’s about a weekend on Fire Island in a house of gay men during the epidemic, an overload of characters we can only slowly distinguish from each other, much as if we were visiting the house ourselves. The story is haunted by the times: both the spirit of the age and the newspaper. The narrator, Clark, keeps a folder of clippings from the New York Times, a public history of the epidemic. Clark wants to dig beneath the shallow, two-dimensional accounts of gay men with AIDS propagated by the media and find a fuller, more human reality. That is exactly what the story does. It’s like a Chekhov play where nothing major happens, but everything important is revealed. The men bond and bicker, help and hinder. One comes down with a fever; Clark takes care of him with help from housemates. Some people behave well, others badly, but everyone has his reasons. It’s a very rich, densely textured story that captures lived lives without glib judgments or false nobility. Needing to give the feverish man a rubdown with vodka, Clark jokes, “Not the imported, get the domestic we use for guests,” without making the reader doubt his genuine fear for his friend. 

“The Body and Its Seasons” and “The Body and Its Dangers” are the two linked stories, following a trio of college friends into adulthood. In the first story, a gay student, Gordon, goes to bed with a female friend, Sara, as an experiment. While they lay in bed, we get pieces of his life, chiefly his Catholic upbringing and sex with two different priests, and sex with Sara’s friend Marie followed by ideas about innocence and the Fall as illustrated by a play he just performed in, The Garden. In the second story, Sara narrates. Seventeen years have passed. She lives with her lover Marie and their daughter Rachel, whose father was Gordon. Sara has had a breast removed for cancer yet is still stricken with the disease. All bodies are in danger, not only the bodies of gay men. Sara spends the story musing to herself, gathering together the pieces of her life: her difficult daughter, her more difficult lover, her dead friend Jake, her absent friend Gordon. (We’re never actually told that Gordon is dead, but we can’t help assuming so.) Her voice is quiet and mature and clear. She imagines Gordon reappearing, talking to her and touching her scar tissue. “What he cannot make whole again, he will convince me doesn’t matter.”

(This story narrated by a woman is the most overtly sexual in the book. Allen celebrates sex throughout Body. Where another writer might condemn the desire that kills his characters, Allen treats sex as a valuable intimacy. Yet the act itself is presented more frankly here than elsewhere. From a woman’s point of view, penetration becomes wonderfully matter-of-fact in one of my favorite descriptions of a sex act: “He opened himself with his fingers, and straddled Gordon, sitting back and guiding him in at once. He smiled.”)

“Philostorgy, Now Obscure” follows Preston, a gay man recently diagnosed with AIDS, when he returns to Chicago to say goodbye to his friends, in particular the two women he used to live with, Roxy and Lorna. (They echo the female friends in the “Body” stories). Lorna is married to Sean, their favorite teacher, and pregnant with her second child. Preston goes to the faculty steam room with Sean and they talk about philosophy, in particular St. Augustine. He contacts an old lover, Jim. They meet for lunch and go to bed together. The story ends with Preston and Roxy talking about her own ex-boyfriend while they wait for Lorna to return.

It’s a strange, crowded, slightly elusive story yet very beautiful. Allen’s death has given it a weight it didn’t have when I first read it. This farewell to friends and lovers was never sentimental or melodramatic, but it is now terribly real. Preston thinks about his dead and remembers desire before we’re told: “Preston believed that he would survive, not the illness, but death itself. It was one of those things that one believes despite one’s self, a tiny bubble of thought that hangs suspended somewhere between the heart and mind, fragile and thin as a Christmas tree ornament yet managing to last decades. He believed in his consciousness, that it would do more than last, but would have impact and consequence, that wherever it went there would be discourse and agitation; decisions would be made and adhered to.”

Which Allen managed to achieve in his single, wonderful book. He can still affect how we think about our lives. His bubble of consciousness survives.

From The Lost Library Gay Fiction Rediscovered, edited by Tom Cardamone, 2010.

    


    
SNAPSHOT

There is something I do not like about old photographs—snapshots, I should say—the kind that one’s grandmother keeps in a box on a closet shelf, or in old albums that crack as the black pages are turned, spilling more photos than are held in place. I don’t like the way the people in these photographs speak in a tense that is theirs alone, or their unquestioning faith in the present tense. Now, the smiling person seems to say, Should I sit on the couch or the coffee table? Should I hold the baby? Should I hold my knee? Yes! Now!—this is me at my best. I do not like the way these old pictures fail the trust that is placed in them. I do not like how easily we are betrayed, or how easily we betray ourselves.

When I was seven my mother showed me a snapshot of a young soldier standing at ease in front of a building made of corrugated iron. The photographer and his Brownie were too far away from the subject—the soldier’s face was nothing but a squint against the sun.

“This is your real father,” my mother told me. “Dale is not your daddy, honey, and never was. You don’t have to love him.” On the back of the snapshot was printed Kodak 1954.

“That boy will grow up hating you and him both,” my grandmother said, with her face in the bulge of the screen door, referring to the man in the photo. She was a woman with black and white convictions, and a mouth that seemed weighted at the corners, especially when she smiled.

“He will hate me more if he finds out for himself,” my mother replied, implying that I would hate her, either/or.

My grandmother stepped back into the house and my mother went in after her. “Illegitimate,” I heard my grandmother say. I didn’t know what the word meant, but I knew its reference was to me, for it was always said to imply that I hadn’t been sufficiently punished for something, or that I was spoiled and in some way responsible for my mother’s state of affairs, which had never been much good.

I went to sit on the curb to get away from this adult conversation and its implications, which made me feel self-conscious and imperiled. We lived in what my mother called a subdivision, in a cracker-box house on a slab of cement. If you fell on the floor and cracked your head, it could be heard out on the street. Up and down May Street, the houses were identical to ours, distinguished only by the upkeep of the lawn, or the color of the stamped-sheet, tar-paper shingles that covered each house.

It was early summer and the curb was filled with drifts of shiny black cinders that had been spread there over the winter.

Hiding on the other side of the house across the street was a teenaged girl staring up into the eyes of her boyfriend. Her mother came to the screen door often, looking up and down the street for her daughter to come in and set the table. It was five-thirty and time to eat; her dad and everyone else’s dad was home from the factory, but she remained in the bed of petunias, flowers that have always reminded me of girls who wear too much makeup and cheap fabrics because they don’t know any better.

A group of children rode by on their bicycles, and a grief rose up in me like the kind of nausea that overwhelms without any kind of warning, and which I struggled—unsuccessfully—to keep down. It was also that hour of the day when the petunias smelled like the lady’s counter at the shopping center Walgreen’s, and unseen clouds of their scent hovered at the level of my face, dizzying as a kitchen filled with cigarette smoke and adult laughter.

“Honey, why are you crying?” my mother asked with enough self-blame in her voice to hurt the both of us. I was not a particularly sensitive child, and I seldom wept. My mother’s shadow was stretching long and thin into the street. I wanted to tell her, For no reason, for no reason at all—the way she would answer me when I walked in on her and found her crying into a ball of tissue for no apparent reason. But something urgent was beating at the base of my skull: You, you, you.

“I don’t know how to ride a bicycle,” I cried.

She sat down next to me on the curb. She put her head down and covered her face with one hand. Her shoulders trembled. I stopped crying then.

Unoriginal as this may sound, it occurred to me as we sat on the curb of a street of identical houses that there were probably a good dozen other moon-faced kids hiding on the side of the house from their mothers in this subdivision alone, that there could be as many other seven-year-olds who could not ride a bicycle or swim, sitting with dusty sneakers in the cinders beside their beautiful young mothers, who were themselves sitting there crying at the pain and failure of everything they had ever done.

This little scene repeated itself over and over in my head, as if we sat between two mirrors, nothing at all unique about us, and felt like the solution that, once found, turns a puzzle into a used toy. If it was not completely comforting, this vision, it did give the world a kind of balance, or at least tipped the scales in my favor, and I wouldn’t have to think about myself so much. There is a school of thought that says children know more than they let on, but I am willing to concede that I knew nothing at all.

My mother divorced Dale, married again a year later, and her second husband adopted me when I was thirteen. At the arrival of my new birth certificate in the mail, my mother said, “No one will ever be able to prove that he isn’t your real father,” as if this would be a point of pride or contention, I wasn’t sure. Anyone looking at us could tell that we were not related. He looked like a prince from a picture book. We didn’t love one another, but we could talk out of a mutual, if casual, curiosity. When I turned seventeen, they bought me a used Volkswagen.

Teaching me how to use the clutch, alone on a country road, he said, “I’ve always wanted to ask … do you ever miss your real father?”

Inside the dim light of the car, the headlights just grazing freshly plowed fields, I imagined we could be the subject of a magazine ad. “His first car. There are things you’ve never talked about. Aren’t you glad it’s a Volkswagen?”

“How could I miss someone I never knew?”

“Do you want to know him?”

“I don’t even know his name.”

“Don’t you ever want to tell him about yourself?” he asked with uncharacteristic concern. “Don’t you think he wants to know? He is your father.”

“No, really. I don’t think of him as my father.” I told him the truth and I told him what I thought he wanted to hear.

“Turn around.”

“What?”

“Just turn around at this farm.”

I drove us home and he jumped out of the car even before it came to a stop.

I didn’t think about this evening until six years later when he and my mother were divorcing. He had already moved to Denver and I was packing to move to Thunderbird, Arizona, to get my M.B.A.

“Do you think you’ll ever see him again?” my mother asked.

“I will not go looking for him, if that’s what you mean.” 

“You were always a mother’s boy,” she said. ‘That’s probably my fault.”

“The adoption wasn’t my idea,” I told her. “You just wanted you and me to have the same name.”

“Is that so bad?” she asked.

‘The only time he wanted to know what I thought about anything was the night I got the Volkswagen. He asked me if I ever wanted to know my real father.”

“I remember that night,” she said. “He got drunk and cried himself to sleep.”

“Him drunk? Really?” He and my mother drank only on Christmas and New Year’s Eve. A bottle of gin lasted them three years.

“He had a daughter, you know. From a previous marriage. His wife got custody of the little girl and then skipped state. She never wrote, never called, and he didn’t have the money to go looking for them. The last he heard, his wife had married well and her second husband adopted the kid. He still carries a snapshot of her in his wallet. I think that’s the saddest thing.” Sentimentality in my mother always surprised me, for she had had many illusions shattered at an early age. She stood and walked away from me in a graceful but masculine manner. Her pose at the sink reminded me of her recent husband, the man who adopted me, an attitude he would take when he was talking about plans for the house or lecturing me about Vietnam and duty to one’s country. It occurred to me that he was legally still my father despite the divorce, and I wondered whether there would ever be an incident in which I would be called back into his life. Was I responsible for him in case of accident or old age? Would someone call me if he died without a will? I wondered whether there wasn’t an expiration date on relationships like these.

I considered the color-coordinated kitchen, the pot holders hanging from the refrigerator by hidden magnets, all the evidence that the two of them had worked hard enough to ascend tentatively into the middle class. I was going after an M.B.A. to make that ascendancy all the more secure. If anyone had asked me what I wanted from life, I would have replied, Quality. I wanted to be able to assume my right to things.

My mother asked, “Don’t you ever want to know the circumstances of your birth?”

I went to the kitchen door. “No,” I said, telling her the truth because I didn’t know what she wanted to hear. “You make it sound as if there was criminal activity involved.”

“In some states, there would have been,” she said, and picked at something caught in her teeth with a matchbook cover.

Out the door, I looked across the backyard. It ended at a high-voltage tower, beyond which there once had been a cornfield, which was beautiful; then soybeans, which were not. Then one year nothing was planted. Weeds grew in the fertile ground as high as a woman’s head. There was nothing in the field then. It was supposed to be a park, but it was only an ugly spread of short, stubby, hard grass. I was just about to walk out the door to get away from my mother’s gaze for a moment when she said, “I don’t want you to blame me.”

“As a matter of fact,” I said, “I have always blamed myself.” Then I broke into a sudden and foolish laughter.

‘That’s ridiculous.”

“Nevertheless.”

“You can’t take responsibility for your own birth.”

“Nevertheless,” I repeated, still laughing. It was preposterous and absolutely true, and the recognition of this fact made me feel light-headed and released, like a balloon detached from a child’s hand. My mother had more to say, but I wasn’t letting her. I was comfortable, isolated, floating away.

But when I arrived in Arizona the next day, I opened a suitcase and found three old letters and a snapshot of my mother. On the back of the snapshot was written, “Lorraine to Joe. October 1954. Union City, Tenn.” My mother’s hair in the photo was very long, bleached blond and parted down the side like Veronica Lake’s. She was braced on the arm of a large sofa, legs crossed like a man’s, smiling directly at the person for whom the snapshot was obviously intended. It was easy to imagine even from the black and white picture that the color of her lips was bright red. Her bravura was touching—fifteen years old and pregnant with me.

The three envelopes were postmarked Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, an army base, dated the September and October of the year before I was born, and sent to Union City, Tennessee. They were from a Private Joseph James.

“Joe wanted to marry me,” she said. “It was his mother who made him join the army. I took the bus from Michigan to Tennessee so we could be together. There was a bar in Union City where my dad used to sing before he married your grandmother. They gave me a job because they thought I was your Aunt Esther. The picture I gave you was taken in the little apartment they gave me right above the bar.”

I felt leaden, weighted, stilled: the feeling you get when a blanket that has been tossed over you descends, then is tucked up to your chin. I had only called to tell her I had arrived safely in Thunderbird. She wanted to tell me everything, and everything she wanted to tell me required my wanting to know. She must have felt that she had no claim on me as a mother if she could not tell me the truth I was supposed to desire. For my part, it was like being the object of longing by someone who loves you too much and wants to tell you everything in hope that that will make you love them more. Under this pressure, I was the one to acquiesce and I asked the requisite questions, but only like an uninvolved stage manager rehearsing an actress who has trouble with her lines.

“Why didn’t you marry Joe in Tennessee?”

“Because people figured out where I was, and his mother sent him a letter telling him he couldn’t marry me until he was out of the army. You would have been almost four years old by then. Joe wrote to tell me what she said and I got so mad I tore the letter up and wrote back to tell him not to worry about marrying me. I told him I was already married. And I signed the letter Mrs. Ernest Wray.”

“Who was that?”

“He was a very nice old man who bought my bus ticket back to Michigan and sent you a blue blanket when you were born. I went to work at the Victory Grill, the truck stop where I met Dale.”

“And why’d you marry him?”

“He was kind to me, bought me cigarettes, and didn’t mind that I already had a baby. What choices did I have?”

I had by this time only a vague memory of the man she married instead of my real father: the thickness of his hair, the shape of his nose, the kind of clothes he wore. We saw him only when he was moving us from one place to another, dark basement apartments in marginal neighborhoods, or those war-built housing developments in factory towns that spread during the baby boom like measles among schoolchildren. Dale had been one of the first of the successful truck drivers in the years when highways were replacing the railroads, but my mother and I were dependent upon bags of groceries from neighbors, upon landlords who would wait for their rent check while Dale was on the road for weeks at a time. So my memory of him was like an allergy you don’t get until you are older, and suddenly your head fills up, your tongue swells, your eyes burn, or your skin breaks out in reaction to something that you’ve been eating all your life.

“Why did you give me these letters?” I asked her.

“In case you wanted to go looking for Joe, he couldn’t deny who you are.”

‘These are your letters,” I said to her, meaning that I did not want them.

The tone of her voice bottomed out, “But I saved them for you!”

“Where is he now?” I asked, for she must have wanted me to, although it seemed as if I knew all this already without knowing how.

“He moved back to Michigan after his service and got married. I was going to give you his letters on your sixteenth birthday, but you never seemed much interested, and it was about that time when Esther called to tell me—she used to tell me whenever she saw him—that Joe’s two little girls had been found molested and murdered in a vineyard behind their house. They couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven years old. No one ever found out who did it, not even a clue. Esther sent me the clippings from the papers, even the Detroit ones. I saved all of them for you, too, just in case you ever wanted them.”

There was a long pause, then she asked, “Are you mad at me for not telling you sooner?”

“No, Mom,” I murmured. “How could I be mad?”

“Do you ever think about writing him? You have a right to, you know,” he said, his hand on my stomach, envious of how tightly my body held to its youth.

“A right to?” I repeated. “No, really, I never thought of it as something I was entitled to do. Other people find the idea of reaching him more intriguing than I do.”

“If you were my son, I would want to hear from you,” he said.

“If I were your son? Me, you mean? Not someone else?”

He placed one leg through both of mine and pulled me up close to him back to chest, and said, “When we’re in bed together like this, I like to imagine that you are.”

We had met when he was looking for someone to take care of his cats while he was in Miami conducting a Broadway-bound musical, and while I was looking for an apartment. I was in New York, where I had been hired at an advertising agency. I did well from the start and got the campaign for a toothpaste that I had been using all my life. His show closed before I found a place of my own. Although our living arrangement was meant to be only temporary, this confession allowed me to think that he wanted me to stay.

Also, his life opened up to accommodate mine, as if such a space had been held in reserve for me. It never occurred to me at the time that that space may have had an occupant before me, and I had slipped into it like a possessionless tenant into a furnished room. He would be cooking when I came home from work. We would have a drink while I set the table and listened to the news. Before the weather changed, I built a redwood deck for the terrace of this penthouse apartment, and we ate out there till November. After dinner, he would work some more at the piano, and I did the dishes and read business magazines. Later I would join him at the piano, where we played a game we had stumbled upon by accident. Once he had been orchestrating a song for a nightclub act. The music seemed familiar to me, and after he finished the verse, I suddenly opened my mouth and essayed the chorus in my uncertain tenor. I found myself singing the lyrics to “All the Things You Are” without even knowing its title.

“How does someone your age know the words to that old song?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe my mother liked it.”

“You have a nice voice,” he said. “It’s small but sweet. Like Blossom Dearie.”

“Who’s that?” I asked, turning away to look out the window, over the terrace, at the skyline of Manhattan.

“You’re blushing,” he said.

“I’ve never blushed in my life,” I said. At that moment, everything felt exact and right and comfortable, the way you might have felt in grade school when your teacher told you to put away your books and to fold your hands on the desk because she was going to tell you a story.

“So much the better,” he said. Then, turning everything into a game, he asked, “Do you know this one by Kern?” When he began the verse of yet another song, I sang the chorus.

Sometimes I watched him shave—naked and framed by the doorway and the length of the hall—in the same attitude that I might consider a painting, and I experienced that same kind of rewarding detachment. With his classical proportions, his was the kind of body that art teachers find for their students to sketch, not muscular but manly. From the bathroom, he would walk down the hall and smile at me. Space seemed sentient, and measured by the way he filled it. Watching him like this once, I knew that there was nothing more serious than the desire of one man for another, and that what we don’t understand, we underestimate.

I came up behind him in the bedroom. He was examining his own body in the mirror behind the closet door. I put my hands on his waist. He looked up at me in the mirror.

“That’s fat,” he said. “If I didn’t have it, I’d be perfect.”

“If you didn’t have it,” I said, “you’d be my age.”

He laughed abruptly at that, and as abruptly, he stopped. “You’re good,” he said, “very good. And you don’t know how good you are.”

Later that night, we were looking at pictures that he kept in a box. There was a studio portrait of a beautiful woman, his mother, and from her expression one could easily assume that she had chosen the autumnal backdrop herself from the photographer’s selections. In front of it, she posed dark and dolorous, looking over her shoulder at the photographer as if to say that she had never been happy on this earth and doubted whether any of us were meant to be.

“It’s such a wonderful photograph to keep in a box,” I said to him. “Anyone else would have it framed and sitting on the piano.”

“I’ve considered it,” he said, “but I don’t think my mother ever liked me much.” Then something in his face gave way. He cocked his head away from me. His chest dropped slightly and I saw him swallow. When he looked at me again, it was as if to see how I had tricked him into saying that, and then in another moment, as if to look in a mirror to see what lines betrayed his age.

I knelt in front of him and put my head in his lap. We were both wearing bathrobes and I could feel the warmth of him against the skin of my lips.

“How I care for you,” I said. This did not say what I wanted to say, but love was not a word we used between us. Even so, I willed some impulse in him to reach out and touch my head. This did not happen.

Then one night, he rolled away from me in bed. I could not sleep after that and went into the other room. Flipping through a guidebook to Rome, where we were to have gone together, I heard him stir in his sleep, I heard his sigh of resolution, then his bare feet on the parquet. Next, he was facing me on the couch.

“Here’s a place where the Italians line up to have their shoes shined,” I said. His eyebrows raised and dropped. I said, “You probably want me to move out.”

He nodded. ‘There’s no hurry,” he said, smiling like a psychoanalyst.

“I could move into a hotel tomorrow.”

“That wouldn’t be nice for you.”

“It wouldn’t be for long.”

“I don’t want you to hate me,” he said.

“If anything, I’ll hate myself.”

He seemed to understand that. “Will you look for an apartment in this area?”

“I know all the shopkeepers.”

‘Then you’ll stay in the neighborhood.”

“If I can find an apartment.”

He considered that for a moment, was satisfied, then placed his palms on his thighs, nodded, and went back to bed.

I remained in the Mission-style rocker that he had bought for a song in graduate school, wondering whether there were such bargains still to be had, and where I might find one for myself. There were the dark-stained parquet floors, the brass pen trays, the Weller vases, the Italian sofa, the oil painting that had increased in value a hundred times since its purchase. In the hallway, there were
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