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Epigraph

Bodily decrepitude is wisdom; young

We loved each other and were ignorant.

—W. B. Yeats, After Long Silence
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The Boat Ramp

The boat ramp looks quite different depending on the time you go there—night or day—but because it’s just a sandy clearing in the woods, it’s always clean and beautiful; and because the lake it serves is in a remote part of Florida, far from both coasts, the place is seldom very crowded. The river that creates the lake winds its way south through some of the last big tracts of forest left in the northern part of the state, and the rest of the countryside consists mostly of small towns and farms.

During the day visitors come to launch their boats, eat lunch, or just sit; at night they come for other reasons. Teenagers who have no other place to go, fishermen who set out on the lake at all hours, and men looking for each other gather there. Lately, the latter have started coming in the afternoon. The next morning there is no trace of anyone’s presence except some litter, usually spilling out of a full garbage can, and the fact that once every two weeks a young man drives in with his small son, opens the utility closet behind the restroom, and erases the graffiti on the walls. Then, after mopping the floor and washing the urinals and washbasins, he drives off and leaves the walls to the people who write messages on them, until, by the time he returns, the walls are like something in ancient Pompeii: obscene and lurid.

Everything else is gentle and bucolic. The live oaks on the oval of grass, the owls that live in them, the carpet of dead leaves, the slanting shafts of sunlight, the still, gray water of the canal that leads, between two walls of golden weeds, to the lake through a skein of cypress trees crowned with enormous osprey nests, all give the place a secret, quiet air that is out of proportion to its size. In the far parking lot you can hear the sound of traffic on the highway; but once you have rounded the bend and reached the boat ramp itself, the only sound is the intermittent barking of some distant dog, or the wind in the trees. No matter what you think of the boat ramp, or the reason you’ve come here, the peace and beauty of the place steal into your soul.

Most people are not even aware it’s here—the small brown sign on the two-lane highway announcing its presence is something they drive by for years without ever bothering to read. It’s rare that a car or a truck slows down to turn off the highway at that point. Usually there is a motorboat on a trailer following the vehicle that turns in, but sometimes it’s just a car or truck with nothing attached, like the dark-blue Buick Skylark with mud splattered on its fenders making the turn shortly after one o’clock on an April afternoon in 1995. Its driver, Mr. Lark, passed this turnoff for years without ever going down the narrow asphalt road that winds through the woods in such a fashion that the boat ramp is invisible till you come around the final curve. Nor has he ever brought a boat in here; even now, making the turn in broad daylight, Lark assumes everyone in the cars behind him is wondering why anyone should go there without one. That’s why he has a few crusts of sandwich bread, an empty yogurt cup, and an apple core arranged on a paper napkin on the front seat—so that, if a policeman should ask what he’s doing here, he can say, “Why, I just stopped to eat lunch.”

That’s what Ernie told me to do, he thinks, as he pulls up twenty feet from the red Chevrolet parked beneath the trees and shuts off his engine. How strange the way lives end up, he thinks as he twists around and removes a copy of Men’s Health from the stack on the backseat. After waving at Ernie, he starts to read an article on six ways to get bigger biceps; then he puts that down, reaches for Vanity Fair, and opens it to an article on Princess Diana, as yellow flies begin to swarm through the open window. This is ridiculous, Lark thinks. There is no other word for it. I sit here reading an article about Princess Di, while Ernie, twenty feet away, reads a book about Russia, waiting for a potato chip salesman he met here two weeks ago, who may or may not come here today on his lunch hour. Ernie shaved, showered, dressed, and came over expressly to be here when the salesman drives in. I at least am on my way to Gainesville. A crucial difference. Stopping by on your way to, or from, Gainesville is acceptable—but coming here during the day to sit and wait for someone is pathetic.

Yet here I am, Lark thinks, as he folds the magazine into a cylinder, smacks a fly on the dashboard, and looks at the guts smeared across Princess Di’s tiara, pretending to care about the potato chip salesman while really waiting for someone else entirely: Becker. Since he met Becker, the boat ramp has changed for Lark. He has to pretend he cares about the potato chip salesman.

“So why don’t you ever ask him back to your house?” he says now to Ernie in the next car.

“Oh, I would never ask a stranger back to my house,” Ernie says in his calm, toneless voice, turning to look at him. “First of all, I live alone; I could be robbed and murdered and no one would know. Second, my neighbor, bless her heart, notices absolutely everything that goes on in the neighborhood, and if I were to be so foolish as to start having gentlemen callers, for whatever length of time, you bet she’d see every one of them. No, I would never ask anyone back to the house. Why should I? I can get with them here.”

Here, thinks Lark, on the tiled floor of a public restroom. Here, in a simple decor of classic porcelain urinals. Here, where Love has pitched his mansion in the place of excrement—the only place to meet people for miles around, those who drop in on their way to other places or come here like Ernie to sit. Harry, the prison guard, spends his vacation here, partly because he can’t afford to go anywhere else, but mostly because he doesn’t want to, because you never know when the man who sells potato chips is going to stop by. Ernie gets impatient when asked for descriptions—especially of clothes—but, on the other hand, he never exaggerates; so when Ernie said, “I think you’d find him attractive,” Lark had to take it seriously. Though at this point it’s more an irritation than a joy to have to drive over and check out the new beauty, especially since the police have started driving in and asking people for identification.

The only people who are not asked for identification are the ones like the occupants of a Jeep Cherokee with a white motorboat attached that slowly comes around the curve now, and drives down to the boat ramp itself, and backs up so that the boat and the trailer descend into the water. Three young men in baggy shorts get out and detach the boat, while he gets out of his car, quietly closing the door, and crosses the picnic area to the latrine—through the first door, which admits him to a narrow lobby, then a second, which puts him in the men’s room. (The first door’s squeak provides a warning to those inside.) There’s no one here now, but his heart still accelerates, and his stomach still tenses, and he has to take a quick deep breath. It is the moment of adjustment upon first entering a church.

He’s happiest coming here on his way back from Gainesville late at night and finding not a soul; that means he can go home at a decent hour and get to bed. Now, at one o’clock in the afternoon, the wire mesh that runs beneath the eaves lets a soft, gentle light suffuse the room; a faucet on one of the metal washbasins is quietly dripping; outside, through the mesh he can see the leaves of the oak trees. He loves it in all seasons. Late in November, on a cold, wet night, dead leaves pasted with mud to the floor, there’s nothing more thrilling than sinking to your knees here; it’s the essence of autumn. Now, the restroom has a different feeling. It’s shadowy and cool on this sunny spring day, and the perfect silence is deepened by the drip of the faucet. The graffiti on the wall is meager. HERE 4/6/95, 3:30 P.M., one reads. HERE 4/8/95, 7:30 A.M., reads another. JESUS LOVES YOU, reads a third, the work of a minister who lives across the highway and runs a Christian preschool: a handsome man who chats up men and then asks them back to his “father’s house,” which, when they finally get there, turns out to be a church on County Road 305. Otherwise, the graffiti is a sort of shrine to missed connections. Sometimes all Lark has to do is read these messages to alleviate his loneliness—his favorite newspaper, until it spins out of control, as it did last spring when someone claiming to be a hung black man married to a white woman was proposing threesomes of a humiliating nature in huge block letters. That’s the graffiti that embarrasses everyone. Today’s is modest.

The metal partition between the toilet and the urinals, in which someone carved a hole, has been gone for some time, replaced—after a metal plate was bolted over the aperture and even that was dislodged—by a wall of brown cement blocks too dark to write anything on, which sometimes, however, conceals someone sitting quietly on the toilet, waiting. Today, there’s only empty space when Lark walks around the wall and climbs up on the bowl to look out through the wire mesh at the scene outside. He feels as if he is looking at his life from a distance. Ernie in his red Chevrolet, reading, while, down by the narrow canal that leads eventually to the invisible lake, the trio of shirtless teenagers are guiding their boat as it floats free from the trailer, while the wind stirs the lowest branches of the trees around them. It’s like a print by Currier & Ives, or a painting by Thomas Eakins: The Swimming Hole.

Americans are so beautiful: healthy bodies, good teeth, salubrious childhoods, each generation taller than the last, he thinks as he climbs down off the toilet seat, goes to the dripping faucet, and tries to turn it off. I can’t stand waste, he thinks, no doubt because I’m wasting my life. (“This is a sin!” Ernie told the minister one afternoon when they came inside and found a faucet running. “How could anyone leave water on, when we’re in the middle of a drought? And who do they think they are, leaving trash around?” he said, retrieving a plastic cup. “Do they think there are maids walking around after them, picking up? Were they all raised in châteaus?”)

Lark can’t quite get the drip to stop, though he reduces its frequency, and then looks around the room to see if there’s any litter. A few cigarette butts in the urinals, but nothing more; he’s been here when people have left turds in them. Leaving a turd in a urinal seems to Lark an act of aggression; Ernie says it’s more likely an act of desperation when the only toilet is occupied. Which explanation you prefer depends on your view of human nature. Lark’s is paranoid and bleak; a turd in a urinal means vandalism. Today, however, the place is almost spotless, and he stands there motionless for a few seconds, lingering as long as he can in the soft shadows of the room, which seems—devoid of the fear, the tension, the awfulness of sex—profoundly peaceful now. He could stay right here forever; it’s as warm and quiet as a nursery; he’s as far from his life as it is possible to be; he feels safe. Monks used to live in caves in Cappadocia—I could just as well live here, he thinks, and have elegant stationery made up, bisque linen stock with simple crimson letters saying, “The Boat Ramp.”

Alas, life has its demands. Soon it’s going to be two o’clock, and he has to be in Gainesville at two-thirty. So he goes outside and gets back into the car, thinking, as he brushes yellow flies away and opens up his magazine to an article on Arianna Huffington, The boat ramp is pathetic.

It’s taken him more than ten years to arrive at this point—twelve years since leaving New York in 1983. He left New York when his friend Eddie was dying of a rare new cancer afflicting gay men; and the idea that you could contract a fatal illness from a single sexual encounter seemed just as preposterous as the news, over the telephone, that while visiting her goddaughter in Chicago, his mother had arisen in darkness to go to the bathroom, tripped on a rug, and broken her neck. Eddie has been dead twelve years—he died the autumn Lark’s mother fell; Lark got the news one night after coming back from the rehabilitation center where his mother was living at the time. Eddie died listening to Mozart—a composer he had only just discovered—at home, completely blind, in his apartment building on Fifth Avenue, while snow fell outside. That’s how a mutual friend described it, at any rate, when Lark went back for the funeral.

The year 1983 marked a deep change in his world. Lark is still waiting for someone to step forward and say, “This has all been a mistake. Let’s go back to the second scene on page eight and start all over from there.” But no one has. It’s all stood as is. The deaths, accident, dying. The last time he saw Eddie remains the last time. He was at Eddie’s apartment to have lunch; Eddie, gaunt, ill, still liked to cook for his friends; they’d had some wedding soup, even as Lark wondered with each spoonful that he swallowed, Can I get sick from this? Then they went to a video store downtown. They went at a very slow pace. Eddie could only shuffle, like an old man. They shuffled right down Fifth Avenue while Eddie told Lark about the Kaposi’s sarcoma his dentist had discovered on his gums, and then came to a full stop and said, “Do you want to see them?” And before Lark could reply, Eddie pulled back his upper lip like a naughty girl lifting her skirt, so that Lark could see, hanging down like dark-purple grapes above his teeth, the tumors. Then they resumed their walk down Fifth Avenue, Eddie in a big black Perry Ellis overcoat on a warm day. When they got to the video store, it took Eddie several minutes to cross the threshold; by the time they left with a porn tape in his shopping bag, people were standing back with subdued expressions of horror, repulsion, and fear on their faces, to let him pass. They said good-bye on the sidewalk outside. Lark turned one more time, after the good-bye kiss, to look back at him in his black overcoat, moving north as slowly as one of the old men who took the sun opposite Grace Church on the arm of a nurse’s aide from Martinique. He looked ninety-two.

That’s all AIDS is, thinks Lark now as he sits in the Buick Skylark on a spring afternoon at the boat ramp in north Florida, accelerated aging. Very accelerated aging, illness, and death. Eddie went from forty to ninety-two in less than a year. The first to go. “Always a trend setter!” Sutcliffe said. And now Lark sits here at the boat ramp, wondering if Becker would ever come here during the day. He doesn’t think so. Becker doesn’t even come here at night, so far as he knows—at least Lark hasn’t seen him here since the night they met last April, a year ago.

It has been a year; incredible as that seems, he’s sure of that, though time has sort of flattened out the past decade. (Or contained such dreadful events he hasn’t wanted to remember any of their dates.) That’s characteristic of middle age, he’s heard: Life turns into a vast flat ocean, like the sea at the equator, on which the two points of departure and arrival—Birth and Death—are, for a while, invisible. He no longer makes any effort to measure Time. He no longer schedules or plans. One year seems like another. He dates the beginning of this epoch of timelessness from his mother’s fall and Eddie’s death; but from then on, it is all a seamless, odorless, featureless continuum, like the drab landscape of pine and oak around here—a sort of limbo. He can’t remember when anything else happened.

He suspects it was about two years after his mother’s return home from the rehabilitation center up north—though “return home” is not quite the phrase; she went straight from the airport to the nursing home—that he was lying in his room reading one afternoon, when he heard a voice calling his name, a voice so indistinct he got up and went out onto the porch out of curiosity more than anything else. His father sat facing him at his favorite table on the porch, holding his limp right arm, saying in a calm voice, “I think I’ve had a stroke.” That is the next thing he remembers—that and his father’s death a month later. But he still can’t say what year it happened, partly because so little changed: Lark continued to see his mother in the nursing home, her bills paid by the income from the savings his father left behind, the good provider even after his death. Everything now simply belonged to his mother. The rest was the same; they had established their routine. “I’m holding you back, aren’t I?” she said one day out of the blue. And then another afternoon, “You’ll never leave me; your conscience won’t let you.”

She was right—on both counts—though every six months or so, he went back to New York for a brief visit to the life he had abandoned there, of which she knew so little; back to the apartment he had left behind, and Joshua, his roommate, who seemed to resent his having left. Those visits have blurred too. All he knows is that each time he returned to New York, it was different, and so was he; the plague, which seems in 1995 routine, normal, was still altering people’s moods then with each new blow. But he can’t date those subtle, incremental changes. He can’t recall which year his roommate committed suicide. He does remember walking downstairs a few days after Joshua was carried out of the building in a body bag and meeting the superintendent, mopping the floor by the mailboxes.

“Was it AIDS?” the superintendent said.

“No,” said Lark, thinking at the time: It was the fear of AIDS. It was his failure to find the affection he craved. But he can’t say what year it was. He does remember visiting Joshua in Bellevue after his first attempt. But when was that—1985? He remembers taking his first sublet—a handsome Argentinean architect—so that there would be someone in the apartment while he remained in Florida. He remembers beginning to feel more like a ghost himself each time he returned, walking the streets with the realization that his own friends, his youth, his visibility were gone—that you can become a ghost before you die sometimes, not after. He remembers going to an Act Up meeting for the first time. (“That’s where all the hot men are,” Sutcliffe said.) He remembers going out with Sutcliffe to restaurants. (“Eating in restaurants is safe sex! If they wash their hands before making the salad.”) He remembers Eddie’s memorial service; he remembers many others besides; but if he had to say exactly when Joshua killed himself, or when his father died, or when Sutcliffe checked out—mercifully, at a distance—he couldn’t supply the year with any confidence. Because on some stubborn level he’s refused the whole twelve years, all the data—everything that’s happened. On some level he has reduced everything to those trips to the nursing home, to the blessed tunnel vision that comes with caring for someone else, and finally to the oval in the woods he sits in now, this county park, this haunt of whoever drives in next, this swatch of forest set in a patchwork of pecan farms and fields, this demi-Eden, this row of urinals, this boat ramp.

Even the boat ramp has had its own history the past twelve years, but he can’t assign specific years to its events either; they’ve run parallel, in their own universe, to everything else. To the initial epoch belong the first five years he drove right past it, not knowing of its existence—and then the night he first heard about it in a bar in Gainesville (“Oh, you live out there in never-never land, by the boat ramp!”), afraid even to stop when he drove in the first time and saw the men, at one end of the parking lot, giving Lark a piercing look as he drove by that reduced him to one thing: fresh meat. He remembers the first night he stopped and the cast of characters that summer, a third of whom are now in jail, including the handsome plumber on the motorcycle who used to fart on cue and ended up murdering a court reporter who lived alone in the woods. The rest of the summers are a blur. Till he met Becker. Which brings him to the present, a year later, on this sunny, soft April afternoon. And the reason he’s parked here, like Ernie.

For Ernie, he thinks, it makes sense to be here: He’s retired, he’s seventy, he’s haunted restrooms all his life; on the days he isn’t experimenting with his hydroponic tomatoes, he comes here the way straight retired men play golf. For me, it is still an embarrassment. I’m not ready for the boat ramp as a just reward for a lifetime’s work—for one thing, I haven’t done a lifetime’s work. That’s the odd part. A year after Lark finished his thesis on William Blake at Columbia, he quit teaching prep school because he met someone in A Chorus Line. Love replaced career goals. Or rather, the work he did was always related to the man he was in love with—and that took him from teaching to producing plays to fundraising to cleaning apartments and walking dogs. He became one of those people whose lives were not visible on a résumé—so that even now his mother would occasionally say, as he rewrapped the bandage guarding a skin tear on her emaciated arm, “You should have been a doctor.” I should have been many things, he thinks, but I wasn’t, and I’ve ended up here instead.

“Tell me,” he says now, turning to Ernie, “do you ever come here hoping you’ll meet someone and fall in love?”

Ernie puts his book down. “I think you can fall in love in your twenties or thirties,” he says, “but after that, I think it’s much less likely that will happen. I certainly don’t come here to fall in love,” he says with a laugh. “And if you do, that’s because you’re still in transition! I’m not. I know I’m old. I come here just to get with someone. I’d get with him if I could,” he says, stroking his beard and nodding at a young man across the parking lot who has just graduated from the junior college in Gainesville. “But he looks right through me,” he says in a softer southern accent, “as if I were invisible. Which I am. To him,” he says, with a laugh.

I wish I could find that funny, thinks Lark, but I can’t. Even his mother said, years before her accident, after returning from a day spent shopping in Jacksonville, “The worst thing about getting old is being invisible.” He was startled when she said this—it had never occurred to him that his mother cared about such things—then he thought, She wants to be looked at too. The trouble was, he couldn’t tell who was looking down here, or even what he was looking at. The town in which he and Ernie lived—hedges trimmed, garden hoses coiled—looked like a painting of some army post in peacetime, and it was just as lifeless.

It’s like that story by Chekhov called “The Steppes,” he thinks. A young woman arrives in a muddy little town in the sticks from Moscow, where she has attended the conservatory; she intends to give piano lessons, and bring Culture and Light to the provinces; instead the mud, the dust, the long hot summers, the provincial torpor, the nothingness of the hideous little town defeat and drag her down, and she ends up as muddy, dusty, and dull as the place itself. These are the Steppes, thinks Lark. The same nothingness. Nothing in the air, on the horizon; no change of seasons, the way they change up north; no scents, no odors, no hills or valleys; just a vast sandbar raised above the sea centuries ago, covered now with pinewoods, turkey oaks, and pecan groves—like the Amazon in summer—nothing really but sky, the vast, overarching sky with its thunderheads turning plum-purple just before a storm. A perfect place to hide. That’s what he’s been accused of by his friends—the few remaining. Though he’s not here because of that; he’s here because his mother tripped on a rolled-up rug. She’s paralyzed. He’s paralyzed. They’re all paralyzed, in these little towns on the Steppes.

Of course, you could argue that such a place is just where men past their prime should be, he thinks. Here in the woods it’s easier to disintegrate, the way animals die alone in the forest; no sidewalk cafés, no plate-glass windows, no queens making a point not to cruise you as you walk by; the gauntlet of averted eyes. No feeling, as you pause in the doorway of a restaurant filled with young men, that you mar the landscape. The boat ramp is, like the woods themselves, a place to vanish. Like the animals that try to reach it but end up smeared on the road just outside the entrance every morning, blood and guts and fur, people need shelter too. The boat ramp may not be the baths, but at least it’s a place to go. And Lark turns to Ernie now and says, “Why don’t you ever drive into Jacksonville and go to the tubs?”

Ernie lifts his head from Lenin’s Tomb and says, “Because I do better dressed than undressed. Undressed,” he says, glancing down at the belly straining the buttons of his shirt, “all this would show. Dressed, I’m just a mouth.”

What extraordinary resignation, thinks Lark. Like the Cheshire cat, reduced to just . . . a mouth. Once on Fire Island, he met a man reduced to just a mouth, an older man who had no interest in accompanying others to Tea Dance or the Sandpiper at night, or even the beach during the day. He was cheerful, good-natured, spent the day in the house reading books and magazines, like Ernie, and then at night went into the dunes and extracted men’s seed—a nocturnal hunter with a very specific ecological niche: a dune creature. He’d found his function; he was content. His only regret, he told Lark on the boat back to the mainland one afternoon, was that he had to do all this with false teeth; and when sometimes the man evidently liked him and wished to talk, or kiss, or in some way build upon the climax they’d just shared, he would have to refuse and walk away into the night, so that he could put his dentures back into his mouth in private. “It broke my heart last night,” he said, “but I couldn’t let him know.” Poor Cyrano! It depressed Lark at the time, and it depresses him still, sitting next to Ernie: the patience, the humility, the resignation.

“Do you let them ejaculate in your mouth?” he says now to Ernie.

“Of course,” Ernie says. “I don’t feel it’s complete unless I do.”

“You know you’re taking a risk,” says Lark.

“We all are,” says Ernie in a calm voice. “But, unless I’ve a cut in my mouth, I think the risk is relatively low. And I’m at an age now when I don’t have too many years left on earth anyway,” he laughs. “In fact,” he says, “I had to ask that nice man who drives the potato chip truck to help me stand up after we’d got together the last time—because my knees had locked.” He turns to Lark and says, “Don’t get old, if you can possibly avoid it.”

But there doesn’t seem to be a possibility, thinks Lark. His roommate in New York, Joshua, loved to say, “I can’t wait till I’m old! I’m going to be such a wonderful old man!” But then Joshua also used to say, every year when they set out to the West Village for the Gay Pride March, “I’m so happy I’m gay; the only thing I’d rather be is a lesbian!” Joshua ended up neither a lesbian nor an old man. He killed himself before either transformation could occur. Poor Joshua. The depth of despair, of loneliness, he must have been in, to do that; unless it was some long-held aim, some ultimate direction he had been moving toward all his life, like Anne Sexton, whose poems Joshua had loved to read aloud in that apartment before they set off to their gyms.

With suicides, one never knew; that was why they haunted the people left behind—a murder mystery that could never be solved, as to motive, at least—though still Lark chalks Joshua’s death up to AIDS, a psychic casualty of the plague.

Here there is no plague, thinks Lark. Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown/Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways. Most of the time. At the moment, Ocala Joe is parked outside the men’s room, so altered by the disease that when he reappeared a few days ago, after almost a year’s absence, neither Lark nor Ernie recognized him; weight loss, and the fact that he had bought a new truck, confused them, although they both agreed that whoever it was, was extremely handsome. Until Ocala Joe got sick, thinks Lark, he was handsome in a different way: a roly-poly pretty southern boy who used to look like Elvis. Now he’s a more austere knockout. He looks serious, mature, masculine. When he was well, he was a chatty queen who used to talk about nothing but the size of people’s dicks, and lie. Like Joshua, he lied constantly. And for the same reason: to amuse, to entertain, to boast. Occasionally Life outstripped Invention. Lark still remembers the afternoon Ocala Joe drove straight here from his mother’s deathbed in Tampa; now he’s here on his own deathwatch, a year later. Though he told Lark he informs everyone he attracts that he has AIDS, given his past history, there is no way of knowing if he’s telling the truth. It doesn’t matter—Caveat emptor is the rule—and as he watches, Ocala Joe starts his engine and slowly drives out of the parking lot, glancing at the restroom—another handsome man in a pickup truck; the reason they all come here.

“That was Ocala Joe,” says Lark.

“I always get his truck confused with Palatka Bill’s,” says Ernie.

“He used to drive a big one,” says Lark, “that’s why. A blue Dodge Ram. Now he’s got a smaller one, a Nissan,” he says, watching it disappear around the bend. One more Japanese product, he thinks. The wind rustles the leaves of the live oaks, and a profound peace settles upon the boat ramp, just the way he likes it. Time to sit and think of Eddie, Sutcliffe, Joshua, the whole history that seems far away from this place—events that Sutcliffe called The Avalanche. What’s that? he asked Sutcliffe. “When everyone starts to go,” Sutcliffe explained, “with or without AIDS. Everyone you care for just starts to fall down,” he said. Still, it seemed wrong for Joshua to take himself out by his own hand—no matter how badly things were going in 1986. It haunts Lark still. Everything haunts him, he thinks as a battered beige Mazda comes around the corner and both he and Ernie look in their rearview mirrors. In their mirrors is the face of a handsome young man with acne scars and curly blond hair, smoking a cigarette. “Who’s that?” says Ernie.

“That’s Vern,” says Lark, as the car slows down to make the curve. “He lives with his parents on their ranch near Williston and trains horses. The man who owns the Ambush asked him to enter the Miss Gainesville contest last month because he said he needed more white boys in the lineup.”

“And did he?” says Ernie.

“Yes,” says Lark. “He wore a blue sequined dress, he told me. He mixed cake batter in a bowl while he sang ‘I’m Gonna Bake Me a Man.’ But he lost to a queen who lip-synced a song called ‘Vision of Love.’ Anyone would lose to ‘Vision of Love,’” says Lark as they watch the beige Mazda continue around the bend and out of the park. “And who’s this?” he says as a small gray Honda comes in.

“My age,” Ernie says, “with a belly about as big as mine. And one of those small peters I’m afraid are really more work than they’re worth. It took forever to get him off.”

“And the man in the bread delivery truck?”

“It’s not really worth your time,” Ernie says. “I used to think he was the handsomest man here, till he smiled one day after we got together. Teeth are so important to me. His are very disappointing.”

Like Life itself, thinks Lark. Or at least, certain aspects of it. No matter how I try to rationalize this, he tells himself now—as a small red Toyota, with tinted windows that make it impossible to see who’s inside, drives in and parks on the opposite side of the picnic green—I am sitting next to a retired chemical engineer at a boat ramp on a spring afternoon, waiting for a potato chip salesman who may or may not have work in this area today, and hoping Becker will appear instead.

The Toyota parks on the other side of the picnic green. Both Lark and Ernie stare at the tinted windows, waiting for someone to get out. Tinted windows, thinks Lark, create expectations. Are all that’s left of Mystery in modern life. Of course they work only as long as someone is behind them: Eventually he has to open the door.

Eventually everyone has to open the door, he thinks, which is the cruel part of the boat ramp—the moment of truth—and of Life. The boat ramp is a terrible place to lose your looks. Men come here—those who’ve survived, that is—looking for a second youth. They come here after living in cities up north, and think that just because it’s a boat ramp in north central Florida, they can start all over again. Sorry. They’re new only as long as they stay in the car; when they do get out and walk into the men’s room in full view, Reality intervenes. Once inside the john, as the engine of the only other car parked outside starts up and the young man in it drives off, they’re left all by themselves at the urinal with a terrible truth: the sound of a disappearing car. And then silence. The silence of oblivion. The silence of that single dripping faucet, and the wind moving through the trees outside, and the knowledge of their approaching death.

A death no one escapes with or without AIDS, Lark thinks as the door of the Toyota opens and a pudgy young person with shoulder-length hair, glasses, skintight white spandex shorts, sandals, and a loose brown top gets out and walks into the latrine. “What is that?” says Lark. “I can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman.”

“It’s a man,” says Ernie, “from Gainesville. He has a very nice one. He’s fatter than he was the last time I saw him, though. He used to be pear-shaped, and now he looks pregnant. I’ll pass,” he says, and returns to his book.

And so will I, Lark thinks, as he lifts his sweaty buttocks from the seat. In fact, I’ll get out of here. “Well,” he says, as he starts his car, “happy hunting! Maybe I’ll see you tonight!” And he drives off, knowing he will be back here on his way home from Gainesville in the evening.





I Am Just a Mouth

Leaving the boat ramp feels like leaving church—outside, the flat two-lane highway stretches into the bright sunlight between the pale scar of an old phosphate mine and a pecan grove in which a cluster of white farmhouses sits—and he has to adjust to reality. There’s nothing to look forward to now, except a hitchhiker. But Lark hasn’t seen one of those in years. The roads are almost empty at two in the afternoon.

They’re state roads that used to be dirt—even now you still see their precursors intersecting with the highway: bands of reddish earth leading to some lost lake deep in the pinewoods. Before the Second World War, Florida’s chief industries were cattle and timber; the town Lark lives in had a fence around it to keep out cows. Now the number one moneymaker is tourism, and Disney World is the world’s number one tourist destination, and the open range is gone. The last time Lark flew back to Florida, via Orlando, the plane was filled with women in saris with caste marks on their foreheads, taking their grandchildren to the Magic Kingdom. Nothing surprises Lark in this regard anymore. The night he ran out of heat five years ago, because the alcoholic who was supposed to fill the gas tank hadn’t, he had to take himself and his mother to Starke to spend Christmas Eve in a motel, it was so cold that night; the woman who came out to the motel desk to check them in was from Lahore. The motel business in the American South has become a lodestar for immigrants from the Punjab. And the ones who aren’t running motels in places like Starke—a town that always reminds Lark of The Last Picture Show—are going to Disney World on Delta.

When Lark comes to a stop at the red light in Orange Heights, he watches the station wagons go flying past on Highway 301 with their luggage strapped to the roof and tarps flapping in the wind, hell-bent for the Magic Kingdom, and he thinks, That’s right! Keep going! How nice of Disney to build a park with artificial rivers, man-made lakes, trucked-in beaches; it drains off the hordes who might otherwise visit the real thing. Leaving untouched for at least a few more years the rural patchwork of farm, field, pecan grove, Baptist church that makes up the journey between his town and Gainesville, though he cannot predict how many more years this will still be true. South Florida is backing up like a septic tank, sending people up north to places they had never even heard of two decades ago: Kissimmee, Ocala, High Springs, Lake City—the heart of the heart of the country. He wants to send away for a T-shirt he saw advertised in Out magazine: CAN’T FEED ’EM, DON’T BREED ’EM. Even if his mother has said on more than one occasion, “Without children, life is pretty pointless.” She is still hoping, on some deep, crazy level only mothers are tuned in to, that he’ll have one. Meanwhile, everyone else is. And that’s why people from all over the world are running the motels in Starke and settling in Kissimmee. The small gilded fly does lecher in my sight, he thinks. Let copulation thrive. I have spilled my seed on stony ground. When he crosses 301 and passes the Baptist church in Orange Heights, he’s grateful for the woods that remain: the pine trees and palmettos. Homosexuals should be the heroes of the world: We’re not overpopulating.

A few miles out of Gainesville, just over a stream, there is a road sign that says, GAINESVILLE 10 MILES. He has called the Department of Transportation six times and told it Gainesville cannot possibly be ten miles from that sign—it’s three, at most—but the sign is still there. Your government at work. Past the sign are two miles of dense woods that turn slightly yellow and red in the fall and remind him of New England; then the ranch houses and satellite dishes of the black middle class begin, and the school buses he often has to stop behind, while children descend with their books and lunch bags and then walk off down a dirt road into the woods. Then there is a trailer park from which people come onto the highway in cars so decrepit they seem to sit there, rather than accelerate, and he has to come to a stop for them. Then the institutions begin, the temples of hormonal imbalance and character defect—the juvenile detention center, the drug rehabilitation headquarters, the home for unwed teenage mothers, the prison for the crews that work outdoors cutting grass along the highways.

(Once Lark stopped to pick up a hitchhiker here: a young man in an orange tank top, carrying a brown paper bag. He very politely told Lark he had just been let out of prison, where he’d been confined on a charge of shoplifting a chainsaw at Kmart; a chainsaw, he told Lark, that someone had sold him on the street and that he had tried to return for a refund. Now he was hitching home to Alabama. What was it like in prison? Lark asked; were you with serious criminals? Murderers, the young man replied. Lark let him out at Sixth Street, where he always makes his turn, but driving away he wished he had given the young man money, or asked him home to spend the night. Those were the kinds of fantasies one drove with through the hot, stuporous afternoon down here.)

Past the juvenile detention center and the prison is the airport, and then the county fairgrounds, and, south on Waldo Road, a large village for the handicapped. Institutional Gainesville is all on the east side, the northeast. The southeast is almost entirely residential, black. And where the northeast and southeast converge, Eighth Avenue, is the institution that Lark is visiting today, before he goes to the gym and the nursing home.

He swore he’d never come back to this place, but several years since making that vow, he is walking toward it again in the humid sunlight of an April afternoon. All the people on the benches outside, on the walk, in the little breezeway connecting the two buildings, are young and black. He wonders what they think he, a middle-aged white man, is doing here. He’s too old to be coming to these places, he thinks as he walks in and tells the receptionist he’s here for a two-thirty appointment. These places are for the sexually active, he thinks; the sexually active are young. I’m too old, too white, too gray, too brittle; I’m the Aging Queen I see every now and then in airports—still in jeans and polo shirt, carrying a gym bag, the same outfit he wore when he was twenty-five, the costume of the only role he feels he can play: Young Man—a piece of coral that would crack if you touched it.

Five minutes later, five minutes of wondering what the receptionist thinks of him, another woman appears—a short woman in her twenties with short brown hair, a print blouse of red orchids, and glasses whose plastic frames have a lavender tinge—and asks him if he is her appointment. They exit the room and cross the breezeway to the adjacent building.

“The AIDS test used to be here,” he says, meaning the building they just left.

“It all got bigger,” she says, opening the door to the building where they also test for hepatitis and TB, and do dental work.

Like everything about AIDS, he thinks.

She takes him to her office, he sits down, then she excuses herself to get some forms.

Her bulletin board is covered with a Clinton/Gore sticker, a quote from Ann Landers about being comfortable with our sexuality, a photograph of a female baseball team. He examines them and concludes: This woman is a dyke. Her little bulletin board is her way of coming out. He is glad. It will make it all easier, he thinks. When she returns with the questionnaires and begins asking questions, he feels entirely uninhibited.

So uninhibited, he gets up and walks around the room, sits down in another chair, then returns to the first, stands up again, backs himself into a corner, sags against the wall, and wrings his hands. He says—pointing to the book on her shelf—he has finally just read And the Band Played On, and become depressed, after visiting in Gainesville a blind friend covered with Kaposi’s sarcoma. He tells her he thought, on leaving the friend’s room: He got this for having sex? This? The wasting, the blindness, the lesions, the oncoming death? For having sex? He goes on to say that even without AIDS gay men have terrible problems: loneliness; lack of companionship, shelter, love. He says AIDS proves how intractable these structural problems are—that even it hasn’t changed gay males’ behavior. We still look for each other in toilets, he says. Nothing has come of all the deaths. No change, no redemption, no justification for their suffering. “I’ve lost all my friends, and still I go out, to the baths, the boat ramp. Everyone I knew has died. Outrageous, ugly deaths they did not deserve. And still I go out.” She listens calmly, looking at him through her round glasses as her two white hands cradle the questionnaire she is waiting to fill out. Then she says, “May I ask you some questions?”

“Of course,” he sighs, sitting down in the chair by her desk, bent forward, like a woman keening or a man with gas.

“How many partners would you say you’ve had in the last year?”

He frowns and begins to compute, an unpleasant chill coming over him under the cool white gaze of Science, the shift to the clinical mode. He says, “Twenty-four.” This seems to take the lean months with the fat ones, the periods of drought with the sudden binges. (Man lives, said Erik Erikson, by the Carnival-Atonement cycle.)

“What sexual practices?” she asks next. “Rimming?”

“One time at the baths,” he says. How neurotic these answers seem when voiced in an office, he thinks: the lunacy of sexual desire, withering under the scientific gaze. But he was so good-looking, he wants to say, I had to. (It had done him no good: When, after licking his rectum, Lark got up to obtain a condom, the man stood up frowning, wrapped a towel around his chiseled torso, said, “I don’t think so!” and stormed out of the room.)

“About how many partners have you had in the past six months?” she says.

He computes a figure of ten.

“Any steady sexual partners?” she asks.

He bends forward. “No,” he says, looking down at the floor. (This is my whole failure, he thinks, the reason I’m here at all, at this advanced age: I’ve not been able to find a steady sexual partner. I’ve been a flop as a homosexual. Some final loathing of the condition, some inability to accept my fate, has led me, like so many of my kind, to dissociate sex from everything else in my life, from every other aspect of my character. I’ve devoted my whole life to being homosexual, he thinks, I’ve majored in Gay, and what has it got me? Not even a steady sexual partner. How embarrassing. I’ve failed.)

“Tell me,” he says, looking up, “do you have a relationship?”

“Yes,” she says.

“For how long?”

“Eleven years.”

“Eleven years!” he says. “Is it monogamous?”

“For the last three,” she says.

“And what do you do about safe sex?” he says. “Do you use dental dams?”

“I prefer Saran Wrap,” she says. He doesn’t know what to say. She returns her gaze to the questionnaire. “What effect would testing negative have on you?” she asks.

“I’d get very close to Jesus,” he says.

“And what effect would testing positive have?”

He stands bolt upright and wrings his hands. “I’d be a wreck,” he says, “because I’d have only myself to blame. Because I have been operating on the basis that oral sex is safe, and that would mean it isn’t.” He sits down. “You know,” he says, “most gay men are having oral sex. I mean, much of the sex that’s going on right now in the cities, New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, is oral sex. And they’re not using rubbers. Believe me. It’s very rare for gay men to use rubbers for oral sex. Almost never! It’s much easier to expect someone to use a rubber for intercourse. You don’t even have to ask. Whereas for oral sex, the opposite is true. All the sex that’s going on now is oral, and it’s without condoms.”

She sits back and puts her pencil down on the blotter. “Gay men are just having a temper tantrum right now,” she says.

“A temper tantrum?”

“Yes. Because AIDS has gone on for so long and there is no cure in sight.”

A temper tantrum, he thinks. A temper tantrum. He divides his friends into two groups: Those who do, and those who don’t. He thinks of the ones who have stopped having sex altogether—the Amazing Celibates, exemplars of a steel will, a discipline that baffles him. Then he thinks of John, who, when he was dying, said, “Think of being negative as like having ten million dollars.” (“Ten million dollars you can’t spend,” Sutcliffe said as they went downstairs afterward.) “I wouldn’t be out there, risking it,” said John. Lark thinks now of friends who still are. Indeed, there is nothing more ironic than the fact that one would expect the people who carry the virus to stop having sex—whereas, in fact, exactly the opposite has happened. The negatives have stopped having sex—to preserve their capital, their ten million bucks. The positives have gone on having sex—to forget the deadline that has been placed in their lives. But then why should it be otherwise? About sex and death none of us is rational.

John burst into tears the first time these questions were put to him—burst into tears in the doctor’s office. Now Lark sees why: How humiliating the hallowed expressions of love, of desire, look under the dispassionate gaze of a clinician. You were in denial. You had a temper tantrum. You lifted your wet mouth from the source of life, slimy with saliva, to find a counselor in a relationship of eleven years with a pencil and questionnaire looking across the desk at you. A woman who prefers Saran Wrap to dental dams. Who actually uses Saran Wrap for something other than leftovers. Who gets up and says to you now, “I have some dry condoms. Would you like those? They have no taste.”

“No,” Lark says, “I’d never use them.” He sighs. There seems nothing left to say—it’s all come down to an offer of condoms—but he wants to ask her a perhaps more spiritual question. He wants to ask her, Why? And will she absolve him? And does she have some solution to his loneliness? But the offer of dry condoms, the filling out of the questionnaire, have brought the interview to an end. She stands up. He rises and follows her out the door to the nurse’s aide, who administers his blood test in another room. Then he leaves, arm folded, pressing the cotton ball between his bicep and forearm to stanch the blood, passing doctors younger than himself (the most astonishing fact of aging: Your doctor is younger than you), on his way out through a small, crowded lobby filled with men and women holding babies: the whole effluvia of heterosexuality, all young. He exits the lobby, walks past the dental office, out into the humid sunlight to his car. He opens the door, pushes aside the mound of tape cassettes—Mozart, Schubert, Beethoven, Jerome Kern—and drives out of the parking lot, wondering why all the guilt, fear, remorse, depression, and shattering clarity he has experienced just now are never present when he finds himself, at eleven-thirty on a wet autumn night, kneeling on the dirty tiles of the boat ramp men’s room, one inch away from the appetizing head of a naked penis engorged with blood. Sad but true, he thinks: Oral sex is, at this point, my main connection to the human race—the part currently living, that is.
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