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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Andrew Holleran was born in Aruba in 1943. After attending Harvard and dropping out of law school he moved to New York City where, after ten years, he wrote his first novel Dancer from the Dance in 1978. Holleran is the author of three other novels, Nights in Aruba, The Beauty of Men and Grief, and one collection of short stories, In September, the Light Changes. He currently lives in Washington, D.C.
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INTRODUCTION

Dancer from the Dance, published in 1978, was Andrew Holleran’s first novel, and the first literary triumph of the era of gay liberation in the US. Any outsider who read it, or Larry Kramer’s Faggots, which came out the same year, would have received an eye-opening account of the New York gay scene of the mid-1970s, a culture of manic sexuality thriving in a city on the brink of collapse. But where Kramer’s novel was scabrous, brutal and cautionary, Holleran’s achieved something far more complex – a critique of a newly evolved world that was also a hauntingly romantic record of its appeal. All new movements need their artists – their celebrants and their satirists and, in time, their elegists. In Dancer from the Dance, Holleran brilliantly combines all these roles. He speaks of a particular gay world in a capaciously plural way, giving voice to freedoms, experiences and longings that had never before been so frankly or so lusciously described. Nine years had passed since the riot at the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village in June 1969 – a period which seems both fleeting and world-altering. Holleran’s novel has all the thrill of newness, in its subject and in its sexual candour, but fused with a more personal, melancholy and retrospective note – as if already elegising the crazy and enchanted world it has conjured up. It has been justly described as ‘the most important American gay novel of the seventies’ by Edmund White, who was to write the defining gay novels of the next two decades.

In its fusion of realism and romance, documentary detail and rhapsodic speculation, Dancer from the Dance is a dazzling, almost bewildering, performance. It is framed by an exchange of letters between two gay friends, one remaining on the scene in New York, while the other has withdrawn, as Holleran himself was to do, to Florida, a world whose very boredom seems a beautiful antidote to the mania and fantasy of Manhattan. To him the New York friend sends the novel he has written, which is about the place and the life they have shared, its two main characters people they both knew, the witty and extravagant middle-aged queen Andrew Sutherland and the beautiful young Anthony Malone. This text, the novel itself, is followed by final letters speculating on what became of Malone, and the friend in Florida explains further why he had to leave the city and the compulsive life he had led there. So a fiction is nested in a fiction, rich in subtly ambivalent feelings about its subject, and in teasing suggestions about its own fictionality, the two correspondents surely twin personae of the author himself. The self-exiled friend doubts if anyone would want to read a novel about gay people; the New York one silences the doubt with a masterpiece about nothing else.

Holleran evokes a crowded world, of clubs, parties, bath-houses, but his novel has only two main characters, Sutherland and Malone, known always by their surnames, who have from the start an indefinable air of myth. If the novel draws much of its energy from Sutherland’s high-camp performance, it is in love with Malone. Sutherland, in various surprising kinds of drag, is ingenious, ubiquitous, and in his lavishly Firbankian conversation the source of most of the book’s humour; Malone, like most deities, is not funny, and indeed says almost nothing. To convey their lives, Holleran adopts an unusual narrative approach, combining the subjective romance of the first person with the privileges of omniscience – a trick which enriches the book’s distinctively dreamlike atmosphere: Malone is both as remote from us as a film-star and as intimately known as an old friend.

The first-person narrator is a gay man of about Holleran’s age (mid-30s) and experience, but strangely devoid of particulars: he has no name, no history to speak of, and appears, as an ‘I’, on very few occasions. He is there at the beginning, telling us about Malone – ‘He was just a face I saw in a discotheque one winter’ – and he is there at the end, when Malone swims out to sea after a Fire Island party: ‘I stood at the water’s edge and wondered if I should go after him.’ But in between, he dissolves altogether for long periods, presenting the story of Malone’s life with such freedom and imaginative detail that the reader may start to wonder if the narrator is not in fact dreaming up a story round this beautiful young man, the dancer in the crowd revealed as a tragic and emblematic American figure, as ungraspable, in the end, as Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby. Intriguingly, if the novel’s ‘I’ is largely in hiding, its predominant first person is plural – it is typically ‘we’ who run into Malone, in a park at four in the morning, or on the porch of a shared house, the writer speaking now for an intimate group of two or three friends, now for a ‘brotherhood’, a larger gaggle of New York partygoers and pleasure-seekers, and at other times, with something of the essayist’s ‘we’, for a community, a whole generation of gay men, whose lives had never before been chronicled and celebrated in literary fiction. It is never explicitly the ‘we’ of coupledom, of any settled state, but rather the plural of a more fluid and collective gay identity.

Dancer from the Dance is a path-breaking book because it introduces us to both a subject and a sensibility – it would take a sternly resistant mentality not to fall under its spell, which distorts and enhances the sense of place and time like a hallucinogenic drug. Holleran writes a prose of notable beauty and richness. The high style wedded to briskly uncensored subject-matter would be half the point of much breakthrough gay fiction, claiming the traditional means of art to invoke material previously found only in medical history and pornography. Edmund White’s A Boy’s Own Story, published five years later, wonderfully combines an unprecedented truthfulness in its account of a Midwestern adolescence with lavishly figurative language, rich in simile and cultural allusion. It is as if the language itself enacts the force of libido, the arabesques of longing, the ambiguous consolations, for a lonely young man, of fantasies drawn from European art and literature. There are fleeting instances of this in Dancer – when Malone is described as lying on his bed ‘like the effigy on an Etruscan tomb’ and later, when being looked after by Sutherland, as ‘sleeping like a Norman prince on a stone tomb’. Both writers feel the lure and capability of the baroque. But Holleran reaches more rarely for such cultural heightenings, or compensations. He is temperamentally distinct, and while both these books have a clear testifying force as gay narratives, his focus is not, as White’s is, on the revelation of self-analysis, but on a kind of fable of the gay life of a city and epoch. He turns often to the generalities of retrospect blurring into legend, the incantations by which memory confers a glow of meaning: ‘All that summer …’, ‘that autumn’, ‘And so it was that …’. Malone’s life itself is rarely conjured in conventional scenes with dialogue, but in sweeping summary and occasionally gorgeous images.

New York City, and especially Manhattan, in the 1970s has now an air of fabulous remoteness, a place of dangerous glamour almost wholly effaced in the cleaned-up and gentrified twenty-first century. They were disastrous years for the city, repeatedly close to bankruptcy, with heavy cuts to public services, steep increases in crime, poverty and homelessness, and large demographic changes as industry collapsed and the white middle class moved out. Cycles of devastation in American cities, catastrophic for most of their inhabitants, have nonetheless a glamour for the artist, writer or photographer; the craze for ‘ruin porn’ is only the latest form of a centuries-old fascination with transience and decay, and Holleran’s novel too finds something achingly romantic in what actually happened as artists, dissidents and outcasts moved in. If for millions of gay men and women in the twentieth century, cities meant sex, San Francisco and New York in the 70s were super-cities, sexualised Meccas. The pre-existing magic of New York was only deepened by the break-up of the old moral order and the symbolic takeover of abandoned districts, their lofts, warehouses and piers. In his more clearly autobiographical second novel, Nights in Aruba, Holleran evokes the view across the water from a Brooklyn rooftop of ‘Manhattan wrapped in a gauze of hot silver moisture’, the heart-stirring effect of its ‘fantastic group of spires and towers’ when viewed from a distance. ‘We had one desire: to live there.’ Dancer from the Dance tells us what it was like once you’d arrived.

Characteristically, the impressions are by turns feverish and trance-like. The poetics of New York are one of the abiding impressions of the novel: an ‘unreal city’ in which we seem to move as if underwater. The wreckage and wildness only heighten the thrill of living in a district like the Lower East Side, which ‘reminds some people of photographs of Berlin just after the war’. Holleran relishes the surrealism, the unexpected urban pastoral of decay, as when Malone and his lover Frankie find a place to live together in a neighbourhood ‘which hadn’t even a name’:


They moved into an abandoned building in lower Manhattan. Summer was just beginning, and they were as alone in that part of town as if they had been living in a meadow in Vermont. The rotting factories, cobblestoned alleys, grass growing between the stones, the lots strewn with broken glass and abandoned, rusting fenders had a rural stillness and peace to them under the incandescent clouds floating overhead.



Their love among the ruins unfolds as if freed from constraints of place and time, in the consuming self-sufficiency of a first great affair. If this episode is dreamlike in itself, it can also be seen as fulfilling a wish many thousands of gay readers must have felt – not only for fiction which would tell the particular facts of our day-to-day lives, but for a small gay part of the large literature of romantic love, in which, up to then, the lovers had invariably been straight. It is telling that it takes place in a city reinvented by change and decay, where in Holleran’s vision time itself is intriguingly elastic, the stated dates and facts of Malone’s New York life at odds with a subjective sense, proper to any intense emotional episode, of things having gone on for far longer.

And then there are the communal places, the baths and the clubs – the obsessive routine of the famous Everard Baths on West 28th Street, just across from the building that houses The Twelfth Floor (a fractional enhancement of a real 1970s members’ club called The Tenth Floor). Anyone who has been part of the world of a particular club in its heyday, before its life and purpose ebb and the crowd move on to another, will feel how beautifully Holleran evokes this little place, with its core of regulars, who seem to have no existence outside the club, the mad display of the dance-floor, the rituals of the season’s soundtrack, and the strange social protocols maintained despite a huge intake of drugs (‘If it’s a pill, take it’). Above all, there is dancing, as a necessity in itself, and as a figure for the whole experience of going out, with clear hopes of finding sex, and hopes, more shyly voiced, of at last encountering real love – with the power to soothe the restless hunting for sex and the recurrent need to go out again. When Malone reappears after an absence at the Twelfth Floor, the narrator says, ‘I felt a great joy, as if the illusion of love were once more possible’ – a teasingly ambiguous phrase: has he fallen again for the illusion of love, or has the once illusive love now after all become possible? Some such discontented riddle lies at the heart of the book – the ever-thwarted desire, in a favourite phrase from W. H. Auden, ‘to be loved alone’.

Edmund White, in his ‘Fantasia on the Seventies’, written for the gay monthly magazine Christopher Street in 1977, paints an ambivalent picture of the compulsive sexual free-for-all that Manhattan gay life had already become, ‘a painful and unexpected working out of the terms the sixties had so blithely tossed off’, sexual permissiveness turned into ‘a form of numbness, as rigidly codified as the old morality’, above all a strict divorce of sex from sentiment. In a TV interview a year later, Holleran said how much he’d liked Fire Island, the nearby destination of so many gay men for orgiastic parties in the summer months, but how he also despaired of ‘these awful human relationships, and this awful regimentation’, and the ‘awful emptiness’ which its lifestyle provoked: ‘I was able to get out all my anger about it in the book.’ Anger, though, seems to play a small part in his portrait of a place, evoked in the novel’s unforgettable opening pages out of season, like a deserted theatre in which the antics of the vanished actors seem poignantly fantastic.

Dancer from the Dance is in its way a study of addiction, and of the desire to break the hold – of a longing, a life-style, and a place. As the friend in Florida writes at the novel’s close, ‘The greatest drug … was the city, unreal city, the city itself.’ The book shimmers with the bewitchment of faces, eyes, ‘the beauty of men’ (a recurrent phrase, later the title of Holleran’s third novel). But there are darkening hints that the very life being celebrated is in its way an ordeal. Holleran has a feeling eye for the burden of sex-addiction, the ‘handsome young man … with half-moon shadows beneath his eyes, and the grim expression of someone living for lust’. How compelling this life is, but how wonderful it would be if one were no longer a ‘prisoner of love’. Dancer from the Dance, acknowledging both the pull of the past and the need to escape it, turned out unexpectedly to be poised at a threshold in the history of gay writing – a first fruit of the first wave, but with strange fore-echoes of the second, when the narrative of freedom would be forced to adapt to the challenge of AIDS. It would be absurd to say that the elegiac tone of this wonderful novel showed foreknowledge of the cataclysm that was soon to come; but no one reading it now can fail to be aware that tragedy would engulf not just Sutherland and Malone, but a whole culture.



Alan Hollinghurst

2019




Labor is blossoming or dancing where

The body is not bruised to pleasure soul,

Nor beauty born out of its own despair,

Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil.

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,

How can we know the dancer from the dance?




– William butler yeats,

“Among School Children”




Midnight

The Deep South

Ecstasy,

It’s finally spring down here on the Chattahoochee—the azaleas are in bloom, and everyone is dying of cancer. I am writing you very late at night. We have just one kerosine lamp, and the bugs outside are positively battering the screen at my elbow, trying to get at the light—like so many people we knew in New York trying to get Love, n’est-ce pas?—pushy, pushy, pushy.

I cannot tell you where I am, because I want to make a clean break with my former life. At this moment I know my apartment is rotting beneath a swarm of rats and roaches; the woman downstairs is coughing her tubercular cough; the man next door is beating up his wife; the sound of canned laughter from an I Love Lucy rerun reverberates up the stairwell; the phone is ringing, and I do not care. I cannot go back. I would rather die like a beast in the fields, amigo, with my face to the moon and the empty sky and the stars, than go back; expire with the dew on my cheeks.

For example: At this instant a rust-red moon is hanging low above the water lilies on the lake, and the leaves of the live oaks gleam in its light. There is not a sound in the world except the ducks in the weeds that take up when the frogs die down. The egrets are nesting there, too, white egrets that, every afternoon at dusk, fly in great flocks to roost in the golden weeds, and after a long, hot day, we sit out under the trees to watch them and feel the breeze that comes up across the water. Everything is in bloom, azaleas and dogwood, the air is soft as talcum powder, so soft you can’t imagine people dying here; you imagine them crumbling to death, like biscuits left out in the rain, biscuits and talcum powder and azaleas rotting beneath the bushes in drifts of petals—and at noon, dear, the odor of pine needles rises up from the earth when I walk through the woods, rises up and envelops me in a cloud, and one feels like swooning.

There are convicts along the roads down here, cutting the grass while a man with a rifle watches them; there are convicts and egrets and azaleas and rust-red moons, and water moccasins and pecan farms, and outside my window at this moment a brown thrasher sleeps by the nest he is building. He brings one twig at a time and then stands on the branch outside it, looking all around, guarding his work; it is fascinating, and so much nicer than those sooty pigeons. (How do they live in that filth up there? How did I?)

And the boys downtown who walk around in blue jeans and no shirts, lanky, long-limbed southern boys—and our Irish priest who just returned from the missions in Guinea! We go to mass every week and are quite active in church affairs. I am in love with him, and the mockingbirds and hot blue skies and intense white clouds under the noonday sun, and the pine trees that bristle in the heat, as if they were plugged into electric sockets, and the flies droning over the gardenias, and the red skies at dusk crossed by egrets flying low over the lake. At noon I lie in the hammock in our garden and listen to the mockingbirds carrying on high up in the live oaks and watch the cardinals dart through the Spanish moss.

I will tell you this much: We live on a farm near a small town filled with retired postmasters, most of whom are dying of cancer. Tomorrow Ramon and I are going over to the neighbors to help them install a septic tank. I cannot tell you how happy I am to be helping people install a septic tank, instead of listening to friends who call at three A.M. to tell me they’re committing suicide. Americans are a practical people! We need practical problems. I would MUCH rather help someone install a septic tank than provide him with a reason for living—it is very easy to install a septic tank, but the latter is of course impossible. There are no Suicide Hotlines down here. If they want to end it all, they row out onto the lake, very early in the A.M. when the family is asleep, and blow their brains out where only the ducks can hear! Saves so many message units, don’t you think?

Do write. We pick up our mail in Atlanta once a week, when Ramon goes up to buy fertilizer, pumps, and things like that—big girl stuff.



Agathe-Hélène de Rothschild




The Lower East Side

New York, N.Y.

Vision,

It was spring here, too, last week—Sunday afternoon I walked down the steps off Columbus Circle into Central Park, and the odor of piss rose up from the rest rooms, and I knew a year had passed. And down in your old neighborhood, darling, the bag ladies were sleeping outside again on the steps of the St. Marks Dispensary, and the whores were in hot pants, and the Polish men standing in front of your building in those dark suits & hats, as if they were waiting for a cortege to begin. EVeryone thought spring had come! And then it dropped thirty degrees in one afternoon, snowed the next morning, Bob was mugged on Ninth Street, and we are right back to a New York winter.

Flamingo had a White Party last night—two muscle numbers came in DIAPERS, Bob wore a sequined Halston top, the Baron Ambert was there, and two Egyptian women who were running around with Sutherland and who asked me if I thought they should paint their cunts! I told them that one should not draw attention to unpleasant things. Sutherland said the only reason he came was that he dared not defy the evening papers; Hobbs told him that a well-bred woman appears in print on only three occasions: her birth, marriage, and death. “Yes, darling,” said Sutherland, “but I’m not that well-bred.” The music was atrocious: that roller-skating music they’re turning out now that discos are big business. It wasn’t till six, when most everyone had gone, that he started to play the good stuff. Gene Harris sat on a banquette all night with a celestial Puerto Rican boy who was licking his arm every time I looked—I was ready to be taken to Bellevue.

So much for the life of the mind—I am in fact so depressed that last night while Bob Cjaneovic was sitting on my face, I began to think how futile life is, no matter what you do—it all ends in Death, we are given such a short time, and everything truly is, as Ecclesiastes says, Vanity, Vanity, Vanity. (Of course that only made me burrow deeper, but still—to have the thought.)

Perhaps that’s why I walked out of Cadwalader, Wickersham & Taft last month. It’s true. I could not write another will, or letter of credit, or memorandum, so I’ve started to hook for a living. I’m very good. I can do it with anyone: old men, harelips. I give enemas, and one fellow who lives on Sutton Place just asks to smell my wet hair. THAT’S an easy hundred! I have one marvelous old guy who used to be a screenwriter, and knew EVeryone in Hollywood in the thirties, and during sex the phone rings and it’s always Joan Fontaine!!

I’m also doing lots of jockstrap things, at fifty bucks a throw (less the price of the jockstrap, which they get to keep). I have a man on Sixty-fourth Street who pours Bosco and whipped cream into my jock while I stand there, and he jerks off!!

(There’s a big market in stained underwear, and smelly jockstraps, I’m told, darling—could we make a killing?)

As for Sutherland, he spent yesterday in Bergdorf’s IN FULL DRAG—in a Halston George smuggled out of the shop for him. He had the saleswomen bill his purchases to a house in East Hampton! Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad.

Your first lover is very depressed; he thinks the West is being destroyed by the labor unions, that people no longer believe in anything, and the blacks have ruined the city, et cetera. Then he was mugged last night—by a white teenager—and spent the evening in Bellevue.

I myself was roughed up by three Serbo-Croatian security guards at the Plaza Hotel last night, where I went on a call. (And I thought these things only happened in East Germany!) I will not bore you with the rest of the story, except to say my left leg is now in a cast, and we’re suing everyone.

So you see, you’re missing nothing up here. Although everyone misses you. I have one more thing to tell you, more shocking than my new career, no doubt, and it’s this: While recuperating from last night’s “interrogation” I’ve started writing a novel that I want you to read. A gay novel, darling. About all of us. Would you, could you, give it a read?

Yours in Christ,

Madeleine de Rothschild

P.S. I’m sorry everyone is dying of cancer, but be careful; I’m beginning to think cancer is contagious. I wouldn’t want to lose you just yet.




Three o’clock

The Deep South

Madness,

I just finished scrubbing the church altar for the World Day of Prayer.

Please do send your novel on. This is the perfect place to read, and that is all I want to do with that life—read about it. One thing Ramon says is: Keep the chapters short. Ramon says no one has a very long attention span anymore, and that’s why the world is so unhappy. (God knows it was true of us.)

However, I must caution you, love: Those things may be amusing to us, but who, after all, wants to read about sissies? Gay life fascinates you only because it is the life you were condemned to live. But if you were a family man going home on the 5:43 to Chappaqua, I don’t think you’d want to read about men who suck each other’s wee-wees! Even if people accept fags out of kindness, even if they tolerate the poor dears, they don’t want to know WHAT THEY DO. Canons of taste must be observed, darling. People are tired of hearing about sex, anyway. And the story of a boy’s love for a boy will never capture the world’s heart as the story of a boy’s love for a girl. (Or a boy’s love for his DOG—if you could tell that story again, this country would make you rich as Croesus!) Also you would have to make your novel very sad—the world demands that gay life, like the life of the Very Rich, be ultimately sad, for everyone in this country believes, down deep in their heart, that to be happy you must have a two-story house in the suburbs and a FAMILY—a wife and 2.6 kids and a station wagon and a big dog and an elm tree with a tire hanging from it on a rope. Please, darling, there is not much variation of opinion in this country, or any country, for that matter; the whole world wants to be like My Three Sons. So (a) people would puke over a novel about men who suck dick (not to mention the Other Things!), and (b) they would demand it be ultimately violent and/or tragic, and why give in to them?

Anyway—contrary to the activists who want the world to believe not only that Gay Is Good, but Gay Is Better—gay life does have its sadness.

Your novel might serve a historical purpose—if only because the young queens nowadays are utterly indistinguishable from straight boys. The twenty-year-olds are completely calm about being gay, they do not consider themselves doomed. Someone should record the madness, the despair, of the old-time queens, the Great Queens whose stories, unlike Elizabeth of Austria (!), have never been told: Sutherland, She Who Must Be Obeyed, and Epstein—the true loonies of this society, refusing to camouflage themselves for society’s sake.

However, I don’t think a novel is a historical record; all a piece of literature should do, I think, is tell you what it was like touching Frank Romero’s lips for the first time on a hot afternoon in August in the bathroom of Les’ Café on the way to Fire Island. If you can do that, divine!

So I think your task is nearly impossible, but send it on. I’d love to sit under the Spanish moss with a glass of lemonade and some pecan pralines, and read a novel written by a dear friend! How very southern! And I grow more fond of the South every day. The only part of this country with any manners whatsoever, and it’s merely because people have no manners anymore that they are going to blow themselves up. I enclose one azalea, a faded shrimp color; I don’t know what it will be when you get it.



Hélène de Sévigné




Midnight

The Lower East Side

Delirium,

Just returned from an Episcopalian priest, who is apparently very popular with his congregation in a little town in Connecticut—très chic, of course. The man is so handsome, and so witty, and so charming—he recited psalms for me, and then had me beat him up with the butt of a machete and spit all over his face (the strain of being popular, I guess). And then I went to the Pierre, where lives Duncan Uhr, a boy with one of the biggest trust funds in New York, and one of the biggest dicks (a double legacy). He is quite intelligent, but he sits in the Pierre all day eating spaghetti and watching reruns of I Love Lucy and having callboys come over; or he goes to the Baths at night. It was rather embarrassing, however, because WE KNEW EACH OTHER AT CHOATE! However, he had forgotten this till I reminded him, after our transaction was complete.

I do not know whether to use as a quote to open my novel a line of Nietzsche or the Shirelles:


The world can never be

Exactly what you want it to be.



(from “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?”)

In fact, I don’t know whether the novel should be done along the lines of Auntie Mame, or Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; it has elements of both.

About your objections—which I appreciated—agree with Ramon, everyone’s attention span is too short, and that is what’s wrong with the world; however, as to nobody wants to read about fags!

I can’t help its being gay. I have been a full-time fag for the past five years, I realized the other day. Everyone I know is gay, everything I do is gay, all my fantasies are gay, I am what Gus called those people we used to see in the discos, bars, baths, all the time—remember? Those people we used to see EVERYWHERE, every time we went out, so that you wanted to call the police and have them arrested?—I am a doomed queen.

I would LIKE to be a happily married attorney with a house in the suburbs, 2.6 kids, and a station wagon, in which we would drive every summer to see the Grand Canyon, but I’m not! I am completely, hopelessly gay!

In fact when Stanford sent me a questionnaire asking what was the peak experience of the past ten years of my life, a voice inside answered without hesitation: sucking Alfredo Montavaldi’s cock. (It certainly meant more than Professor Leon’s Chaucer seminar.)

But let me reassure you, my novel is not about fags. It is about a few characters who just happen to be gay (I know that’s a cliché, but it’s true). After all, most fags are as boring as straight people—they start businesses with lovers and end up in Hollywood, Florida, with dogs and double-knit slacks and I have no desire to write about them. What can you say about a success? Nothing! But the failures—that tiny subspecies of homosexual, the doomed queen, who puts the car in gear and drives right off the cliff! That fascinates me. The fags who consider themselves worthless because they are queer, and who fall into degradation and sordidness! It was those whom Christ befriended, not the assholes in the ad agencies uptown who go to St. Kitts in February! Those people bore me to DEATH! (One of my clients has an account with a potato chip firm—I sit on his face.)

So you see I’ve written about a small subspecies only, I’ve written about doomed queens. Capisce?

It’s very cold again; I passed the woman who lives next door coming up the stairs—she was drunk, as usual, and had to grab the railing to keep from falling over. She has such a sad face, the faded face of a woman who was once pretty, and now her face is just resigned, and it gives me a chill in my bones. THAT is what I want to write about—why life is SAD. And what people do for Love (everything)—whether they’re gay or not.

Victor Hugo



High Noon

Chiggers & Spanish Moss

Life Itself,

Just came in from picking strawberries—big, beautiful ones—it is so good to work in the earth, dearest, to have Dirt under your fingernails—and not coming through the telephone, for a change! (Oh, that greasy receiver!) I cannot tell you how peaceful it is outside in the yard. It is high noon, love; everything is stunned by the heat; perfect silence, even the birds are napping; a faint wind blows through the screen, a wind far more caressing than any human lover’s lips; and I feel at perfect peace with the universe. And how much there is in it! Yesterday I cleared some grass around a palm tree to fertilize it (the farmers down here use banana skins, it gives the soil potassium) and I uncovered the glistening, almost liquid body of a baby snake—a striped, gray, wet body, which until then had been growing in a little cavern of grass and earth beside the palm tree trunk; I found, too, a turtle egg, very white and veined, like marble, or hard sugar; and a beautiful boy in a rowboat, fishing in the weeds offshore, with a hunting knife in his belt, in all the stillness and the heat.

Forgive me for boring you with all of this. However, there is no news down here, as you can well imagine—other than my turtle egg, and that the organist at church is sick, and Ramon’s grandmother, too, who is visiting us. It occurred to me last night as I was bathing Señora Echevarria that the real sadness of gay life is that it cuts us off from experience like this: to be in a shadowed room at dusk on a spring evening, wiping the forehead of an old Cuban lady (who at least does not claim to have come from a Wealthy, Aristocratic Family of Havana, like all those queens in New York) while Ramon spoke to her in Spanish (alas, I know only French; and why? Because when I first came to New York, Sutherland told me there were only two requirements for social success with those queens in the Hamptons: a perfect knowledge of French and a big dick) and there was so much LIFE in that room, not the hothouse, artificial, desperate life we led up there in Gotham, but LIFE as it is in all its complexity and richness. For what is the real sadness of doomed queens? That they run in packs with one another waiting for the next crow’s foot to appear, and wondering how many more seasons they can spend on Fire Island before they have to take a house in upstate New York. Homosexuality is like a boarding school in which there are no vacations. My God!

Duncan Uhr is a perfect example, and he was driven mad by it years ago. You know he is crazy. He loses control if anyone rejects him, he used to break into houses at Fire Island, and climb over the cubicles in the Baths to get at people. I was once in a room at the Everard having sex with a Korean cellist, and I looked up in the throes of passion to see Duncan climbing down the wall above me like a Human Fly. He said, “Don’t mind me, just go on as you were,” and proceeded to mount the Korean boy, who was already mounted on me (the Korean said nothing; Orientals are so polite). I asked Duncan if sex like that wasn’t difficult, and he said, “No, it’s all a matter of rhythm, one-two-three, one-two-three, kind of like doing the Beguine!” (It was remarks like that, darling, that made me realize I had to get out of New York, divine as the city is!)

Where is the novel?

le Duc de Saint-Simon



Seven A.M.

The Lower East Side

Existence,

There is no heat, no hot water, and the wind is rattling the windows as I type this letter to you after staying up all night to finish the novel. I can see right into the kitchen of the apartment behind this one, over the fire escape. The kitchen is very neat—a Japanese girl lives there—and on her shelf are lined up the following products: Tide, Comet, Dove Dishwashing, Woolite, and Clorox—exactly the things on my shelf!!!!

Adored your story about Duncan Uhr, and believe me, it is only one of many. He was a very bright boy at school but always desperately in love, of course. Somewhat embarrassing to see him in that context, but when you’re hooking, you never know who will open the door.

Flamingo had a Black Party last night—quite a crush; live models being fist-fucked on platforms, pornographic movies on all the walls, and every leather queen in New York pissing on each other in the back room. Too decadent, n’est-ce pas? Also too boring—I left before two, but as I was going out the door, a voice in my ear said: “We’re having a small Crucifixion, just a few friends, at Park and Seventy-fifth after the party, can you make it?” I turned and it was Sutherland, with his two Egyptian heiresses, completely covered in leather with zippers up the back and tiny holes for their ears and nose/mouth! They are indefatigable! And so chic!

So, vision, the novel is ready at last; it is, in the end, about Sutherland—and Malone. Did you expect that? People are celebrated for all the wrong reasons, I think—people should be famous for being good—and Malone was—and his story is the saddest of all, somehow. I’ve called it Wild Swans; do you think people will think it’s about birds?

So I’m off, darling, to mail this at the post office, and then to go on a call: a pilot for Lufthansa Airlines. It sounds like something I’d do for free! But then sex has no meaning for me anymore; it’s too pointless.

Oh—I discovered venereal warts on my ass last week. Had them burned off by Dr. Jones, in that VD Mill he runs on Lexington Avenue; if you went to him with a broken leg, he’d tell you it was syphilis—too too depressing/cheers.

Oh—the azaleas arrived a dark purple. Thanks. I decided on Santayana & Yeats.

Enclosed: one first novel (I did not change the names; there are no innocents to protect!)

Yours in Christ,

Marie de Maintenon




1

He was just a face I saw in a discotheque one winter, but it was I who ended up going back to Fire Island to pick up his things. Now my father used to say, and I agree: There is nothing so unhappy as going through the clothes of a friend who has died, to see what may be used and what should be given to charity.

But Malone was hardly even a friend—something much more, and much less, perhaps—and so it felt odd to be traveling out there yesterday afternoon. It was a fine autumn day, the last week of October, and as the taxi drove from the train station in Sayville to the docks, that village had never looked more attractive. There was an unspoken celebration in the very silence, of the end of that long summer season, when a hundred taxis a day like ours crisscrossed the streets between the train station and the docks, taking the inhabitants of Manhattan across that shallow bay to their revelries on the beach of Fire Island. It was a journey between islands, after all: from Manhattan, to Long Island, to Fire Island, and the last island of the three was nothing but a sandbar, as slim as a parenthesis, enclosing the Atlantic, the very last fringe of soil on which a man might put up his house, and leave behind him all—absolutely all—of that huge continent to the west. There are New Yorkers who boast they’ve never been west of the Hudson, but the exhausted souls who went each weekend of summer to their houses on that long sandbar known among certain crowds as the Dangerous Island (dangerous because you could lose your heart, your reputation, your contact lenses), they put an even more disdainful distance between themselves and America: free, free at last.

Well, now the village of Sayville had been left in perfect peace. The strenuous season was behind, and as the taxi drove, more slowly, through the puddles of sunlight and crimson leaves, we passed one tableau after another of small-town life. Kids were playing football in the town park, and another football game swept across the high school field, and boys on bicycles were drawing lazy circles in the supermarket parking lot, and families were out in their backyards raking leaves. It was the sort of scene Malone turned sentimental over. He always passed through Sayville with a lingering regret for its big white houses and friendly front yards with picket fences and climbing roses. He always looked back as he went through, saying this might be that perfect town he was always searching for, where elms and lawns would be combined with the people he loved. But those summer taxis drove inevitably through it, like vans bearing prisoners who are being transferred from one prison to another—from Manhattan to Fire Island—when all we dreamed of, really, in our deepest dreams, was just such a town as this, quiet, green, untroubled by the snobberies and ambition of the larger world; the world we could not quit.

“Isn’t this beautiful?” Malone would exclaim as we drove past the girl doing handstands on the lawn, a young woman walking a flock of children down a dappled sidewalk. “Why don’t we take a house here next summer instead?” But he knew we wouldn’t, and he knew he wouldn’t, for even now the drums were in our blood, we sat forward almost hearing them across the bay, and the van raced on through the streets so that the driver could hustle back for another load of pleasure-seekers, so bent on pleasure they were driving right through Happiness, it seemed, a quieter brand of existence that flourished under these green elms. We kept driving right through all the dappled domesticity, like prisoners, indeed, being moved from jail to jail imprisoned in our own sophistication. The truth was the town reminded Malone of his days at boarding school in Vermont; the sight of a football arcing across a green wall of woods made him sigh with a passionate regret. He always looked like a student who has just come in off the playing fields, eyes glowing from an afternoon of soccer. He always looked like that, even in the depths of a subway station, on the dingiest street in Manhattan.

“People are fools to go back after Labor Day,” Malone murmured that sunny afternoon. “We should come out after Labor Day
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