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to the Vintage Edition



Tradition. Memory. Convention. Life-style. Culture.

In the year since the hardcover edition of The Culture of Desire appeared, these are the terms of conversation that have arisen as I have traveled the post-publication reading and interview circuit. This seems to be an apt moment to reflect on how those discussions have affected my own perceptions about the shifting nature of “gay culture” in America.

I am writing in a small, chilly apartment set along the Rio di San Girolamo, a small canal in Venice. Each morning motorized barges chug along the fondamento below the windows, picking up trash, loading large panes of window glass, hauling heavy cargos of lumber and masonry, delivering fresh crates of cheese, yogurt, pomegranates, persimmons, oranges, and fennel—the relentless opera of sustenance, construction, and repair that have preserved this impossible carnival of a city for more than a thousand years.

Here the layered landscape of “culture” bears down with all the weight of ancient, crumbling marble.

Venice is a living museum of cultural memory, where the very movements of the men loading the barges have gone unchanged for centuries upon centuries—which, oddly enough, turns my reflections to a high-tech designer bar and restaurant on the eastern end of Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles. There, on the hip, mostly gay periphery of Hollywood, “history” and “cultural memory” are concepts that stretch back about as far as the hey-day of Rock Hudson’s film career with Doris Day. I am there on the final leg of my promotional tour, at a benefit reading for the gay chapter of the ACLU. The crowd is divided into two parts: older ladies, once bohemian, now mostly widowed, regular supporters of civil liberties’ causes; and gay men of middle age, most of them professionals in the entertainment, public relations, and fashion industries—the stalwarts of America’s “urban gay culture.”

The reading goes well, followed by a half hour of discussion on the usual topics: How will the question of gays in the military resolve itself? How big a threat do the right-wing fundamentalist gay bashers pose? What about domestic partnership campaigns? Will we survive AIDS? The gay bashers, the military, even the epidemic: these, I answer, are the forces that have worked to codify and strengthen the social phenomenon that has come to be called American gay culture. Tragedy and hostility are, for the short term at least, the ramparts of cultural identity. They intensify our sense of solidarity and inform the quality of memory.

Fortunately, however, I am snapped back from the comfort of my own bromides by a younger man—about twenty-seven—representing a new L.A. ’zine called Spunk.

“I haven’t read your book,” he admits quickly, “but I’m not sure what this ‘gay culture’ is.” More to the point, he doesn’t call himself “gay.” He is not in the least bit closeted; he prefers “queer.” (As we talk later, I wonder if he even finds “queer” too confining.) He has grown tired of the gay ghetto of bars and restaurants in West Hollywood, packed with all its hairless angling for a weekend with a powerful producer in Palm Springs. He has grown sick of the organized “gay culture” represented by the gay men at this reading.

“You know who reads Spunk?” he asks me. “Not the gym queens and the attitude boys on San Vicente Boulevard. Our biggest drops are in the skate shops out in the Valley.”

“There are gay skateboard shops in the Valley, San Fernando Valley?” I ask, nonplussed.

“No. Regular skate shops.”

Where seventeen-, eighteen-, and nineteen-year-olds go to buy boards, bearings, straps, and the rest.

Spunk, he explains, is not a gay paper. Maybe it’s not even a “queer” paper (though it has a lot of ads from discos where gay and straight guys go and a lot of listings for homo sex clubs). Maybe, he says, it’s a post-queer paper. “A lot of our readers would never think of going to the bars in West Hollywood. They don’t want to live in any gay ghetto. They don’t need those labels.”

Spunk and other papers like it are at the forward edge of young queer life in America’s largest cities. They are written and read by young men—and, unlike most of the older gay weeklies, women—who take homosexual desire for granted. Generally, they have not gone through the long years of denial and furtive lovemaking that marked the members of the middle-aged “gay establishment” who run most of the social and commercial centers of the “gay ghettos.” Their hallmarks are irony, distance, and passion. Their style is self-consciously radical. Yet they are absolute in their determination to participate in the whole of America, refusing to retreat into the old, stereotypical gay careers and neighborhoods. To wit, one of the feistiest groups comes from California’s Silicon Valley and calls itself Digital Queers. Curiously enough, this book seems to have found a special resonance with these fiercely independent cultural queers, perhaps because, like them, I share a profound ambivalence toward the whole process of “culture making.”

More than the nastiness of the homo-haters, more even than the grotesque horrors of the AIDS epidemic, the newest twist in the story of gay Americans poses a fundamental challenge to the idea of a “gay culture.” For at root, the gentleman from Spunk asks of us the most disturbing questions about cultural identity: How do we know one another? How do we remember one another? Like every other sub-population in American history, gay people of the last quarter century have staked out their geographical turf—specific districts in New York and San Francisco, Houston and Chicago and Los Angeles. We have built businesses and churches and shops and social clubs and launched political campaigns. And, like Italians and Jews and Poles and Chinese, we have taken the artifacts of our personal lives—food, furniture, fashion, dance—and decorated our neighborhoods to demonstrate our pride in location. We have made ourselves up, in short, like all the other Americans determined to establish their own cultural identity. But also like all those other lonely, immigrant Americans, we are addicted to the ideology of continual self-reinvention. As Americans, we try desperately to convince ourselves that we can invent our own traditions, communities, families, faiths, and value systems out of nothing more than willpower. Then we assess the resilience and vitality of our efforts by measuring the rapidity with which we alter our shared dreams and identities.

The fabricators of a specifically gay culture dream could hardly be any different. If, however, we are free to find our own culture through nothing more than the force of collective self-assertion, through naming and renaming, forming and reforming ourselves until memory has no possibility of meaning, it may also be that we are condemned to dwell in the solitude of our self-invention, in which the culture of desire turns out to be nothing more than the loneliest of American longings, the simple desire for culture.

—Frank Browning
December 1993


Prologue
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“Can I
Meet People?…
Is It Dying?”



This book is an inquiry into the faiths, practices, structure, and meanings of gay life in America, an exploration of the unwinding and reformulation of gender, the dissolution and reconstruction of family, the impulse toward community, the passage of generations, and an emerging reconciliation with death. It is both a personal investigation and a cultural exploration. It is a reporter’s journey through contemporary history, inspired by scores of private lives that, intentionally or not, became the stuff of a social movement. Throughout, I have been driven by one critical question: Do the subculture and life-style of urban gay life in America (though homosexuality is everywhere, gayness has been and remains mostly an urban phenomenon) constitute an actual culture comparable to other ethnic and racial cultures—black, Jewish, Latin, Asian—that make up the heterogeneity of modern American life?

Behind that question lie several more questions. If gay men in the late twentieth century have established their own culture, can it survive AIDS? Even if a sufficient number of gay men do survive the epidemic, is there any evidence that their values and behavioral styles will be transmitted to younger generations of gay people? If ethnic cultures classically arrange for their own preservation through the rites of passage from infancy into adulthood—baptisms, bar mitzvahs, confirmations, weddings, and other communal dances, all of them public and collective—what experience of common bonding do homosexual men have?

The genesis of this book came in early March 1988, when I was on assignment for National Public Radio. I had finished five years of reporting on a broad array of issues—the finances of the Miami-based cocaine trade, the rise of midwestern Christian neo-Nazi movements during the farm crisis, the labyrinthine world of Washington’s Iran-contra conspirators, and the devastation wrought by illegal Appalachian strip-mining. I’d also had some droll diversions into American consumer obsessions: the antics of the buddy boys Steven Spielberg and George Lucas as they pressed their handprints into wet cement at Mann’s Chinese in Hollywood, the fanciful literary labels and newsletters of a California boutique wine maker, the anxieties of the mega-wealthy at Kentucky’s annual Bluegrass Yearling Sales. Along the way, I had reported occasionally on gay concerns and AIDS issues, and although NPR had distinguished itself with superb scientific reportage of the AIDS epidemic, increasingly it seemed to me that the textured lives of gay men were appearing only through medical gauze. How they/we were maintaining the new gay world that had been so hard won only a few years earlier—that was an elusive story. My assignment in March 1988 was to go to the gay Mecca, to the heart of gay San Francisco, and to report back on how the living were contending with the specter of death.

The night I arrived in San Francisco, I stayed not in the city but in Marin County, in a pleasant, simple hillside house a few minutes’ walk from the ocean. My hosts were a gay doctor and his longtime boyfriend, a health-care planner who helped manage his lover’s practice. Their home was a refuge for them from the ravages of city life. Most of the doctor’s patients were dying of AIDS or were HIV infected; he saw no prospect that the devastation would abate anytime soon. They both told me that the city’s gay Castro district felt like a war zone, and that many if not most gay men they knew had descended into a state of sexual shock—so exhausted with death, with the care of the dying, with fear of becoming the dying, that they had gone numb. Indeed, one man they introduced me to said he hadn’t experienced orgasm with a partner for more than five years.

Two days later, after I had come into San Francisco, I walked down the steep slope from Twin Peaks (sometimes called the Swish Alps) to take breakfast in the Castro; I expected the worst. Halfway there, I passed a middle-aged man shuffling slowly with a cane. A block farther on, I passed the storefront office of the Names Project, producers of the traveling quilt commemorating the AIDS dead. I looked into the faces of passersby, searching for the “aura of death” that my hosts had warned me suffused the district.

At the corner of Noe and Market streets, I stepped into an open, airy café guarded by clumps of bamboo and windbreaking glass walls. In the 1970s, when I’d first lived in San Francisco, the Cafe Flore had been one of the city’s many semibohemian polyglot haunts for hippies, arty types, and agitators gay and straight; I’d never been able to figure out what lines of work enabled so many people to while away their days over espresso and herb tea. In 1988, the Cafe Flore was full at nine-thirty in the morning, but not with the people I expected. Now it seemed completely gay—or queer, as I would learn to say in the next few months. The air crackled with intensity, not at all the laid-back yet dyspeptic cool style I remembered. The clientele was young—mid-twenties to early thirties, most of them. It took only a few moments for me to overhear some table-conversation references to AIDS, and the mood was angry, fierce, exuberant. If my hosts had seen only death on Castro Street, here in the Cafe Flore I saw a gay resurgence that found in the shattered world of the old Castro the fuel of rebellion.

Over the next three weeks, I gathered nearly thirty hours of tape that became the basis of NPR’s most detailed look at the shape of gay life in the midst of the epidemic. I spoke with a Buddhist priest who had once been a female impersonator performing as “Tommy Dee—The Boy as Cute as the Girl Next Door”; now he was called Issan and was opening an AIDS hospice. I spoke to a ten-year-old who had made a quilt panel at the Names Project for his gay dad’s lost lover; he said he wasn’t old enough to know whether he would be gay or straight. I went to a community meeting where AIDS activists discussed in sophisticated biochemical language the merits and possible importation of new drugs being produced in Germany and Japan. I went to a country-western bar where lanky men in Levi’s, boots, and cowboy hats danced the San Antonio Stroll and the Slap Leather. I spoke to an ex-Catholic seminarian who teaches men how to give one another nonorgasmic erotic massages; to the rabbi of the city’s gay synagogue; to the mayor’s powerful adviser on gay concerns; and to a twenty-two-year-old named Paul Herman who had moved to San Francisco from Iowa to find out for himself if there was still a gay Mecca in America.

When he and I first spoke, Paul was not quite a year out of college, and was clerking in a bookstore. We sat beside a fountain at Opera Plaza during his midafternoon break. Being gay had never troubled him, he told me; he had not suffered the coming-out traumas that had driven legions of seventies gays to flee hometowns in Michigan or Kentucky or Kansas. Early in his adolescence, Paul had simply realized he was attracted to men instead of women and had therefore concluded that he was gay. Though he did have sexuality-related anxieties, they concerned not individual identity but the question of a collective cultural identity.

Paul’s selection of words was halting and tentative. “When I decided to move here,” he said, “my mother was against it because of AIDS. But I wanted to be in the middle of that. I wanted to be in the worst spot.” He fixed his eyes hard on mine. “I wanted to be where it was hitting the most, to feel like I was in a town where people were facing the disease rather than … rather than running from it.”

More than any experience I can recall, this conversation with a twenty-two-year-old San Francisco immigrant shattered my comfortable notion of sexuality as an essentially private right. Slogans, parades, sit-ins, lawsuits, political campaigns: All these I had understood as tactics in a struggle for diverse but essentially personal freedoms. Something had always seemed not quite right to me—somehow overdramatic, or self-indulgent—when my gay activist friends spoke of “our people,” as though we were like African Americans or Jews or Armenians whose common cultural memory draws them together more powerfully than their individuality drives them apart. To my skeptical, rationalist mind, that gay men could fabricate their own culture seemed a shaky proposition. Yet here beside me sat a man who questioned not his sexuality but how he could engage with the culture of his own “people.” Like the bright, angry, and optimistic young men and women who had marched with Martin Luther King, Jr., and had closed ranks in Birmingham at just the moment that Bull Connor turned on the fire hoses, Paul Herman seemed to know that his personal and cultural identities could be fused only through collective action. If being gay had been a matter of life-style rights to most members of my generation, it seemed an existential question to his.

“I had two questions when I came here,” he told me. “Can I meet people? And is it, like … dying?”

Back at Grinnell College in Iowa, Paul said, his gay friends felt immune from the disease that was devastating their brothers in the cities. That attitude struck him as stupid and self-absorbed, lacking any sense of either past or future. If the culture in the place where his people seemed to be was dying, then where and how could he live? The question was not abstract to a young man whose sexual and emotional life was just beginning. Who do—who can—you sleep with in a community where half the people you meet are infected with a deadly virus? Do you take up with a man who has been diagnosed with AIDS? With a man who is infected but still asymptomatic? Do you form close friendships with the infected but have sex with only the healthy? What does it mean to say, as many do, “I only date ‘negatives,’ ” those whose blood is free of infection with HIV? What are the social and psychological consequences within a culture when its young construct categories of intimate inclusion and rejection, categories with life-and-death consequences?

Here was a young man who had grown up with distinct images of a gay culture that would provide him an identifiable place in America, a place where aberrance was normalcy, where the intimacies of personal life were not at war with the impulse toward public ambition. But as an adult, he worried that the emerging gay cultural system was being erased by AIDS. And here was I, a middle-aged man who had achieved a measure of career success in American political journalism, who had lived a discontinuous life for twenty years in which my sexual identity had been neither hidden nor open, but was instead an incidental matter, private, effectively separated from my public life. Though I appreciated and defended the political and civil rights institutions that the gay movement had built, I regarded them as ephemeral, and valuable only as refuges and bulwarks against bigotry.

I remain unsure that the special world built by gay men and lesbians in America in the late twentieth century can or should claim a cultural power anything like that of a true ethnic, racial, or linguistic people with centuries (or millennia) of history. First, the gay movement is much too young: As an organized, public way of living, it has lasted a scant quarter century (though its identifiable roots in language, style, and mateship may run back a hundred years to the heyday of Oscar Wilde). Second, and more problematic, “gay” intersects with and transcends all cultures: Gay people are also black people and Cuban people and Polynesian people and Arab people, and the face of sexual identity varies enormously within and among those older and more established human collectivities.

Despite my uncertainties, however, Paul Herman’s disarming readiness to face the question of cultural survival led me into this journey of social inquiry. For just at the very moment when many gay men feared that AIDS would dispatch the movement into the same oblivion that had swallowed up the Beats, hippies, and other social rebels, there appeared a new generation of intense, often angry, young homosexuals who were determined to salvage the movement and press it forward into new and as yet unimagined territories. And that, at a minimum—the passage of ritual, belief, and behavior from one generation to the next—is the basic material of cultural regeneration.

The meditative, journalistic explorations that make up this book are my attempt to address both Paul Herman’s and my own personal concerns. To look at the homosexual world that Paul saw himself entering has required that I examine the one that my generation and those before us constructed—even if before the advent of the AIDS epidemic I considered myself at most a sometime sojourner in it. If a young man not yet seared by the experience of collective death could propel himself toward the center of the destructive blaze, where, I found myself asking, did I stand? Even within the safe psychological frame of the journalistic observer, what were my duties as witness? How could I possibly comprehend how Paul and his generation were remaking the gay world without also examining—if not resolving—my own role as a participant in it? The book that has emerged, then, is a journey of internal and external witnessing, an examination of the culture gay men have constructed and a monologue about my own relationship to it.

It is a voyage into a social terrain filled with contradictions, inconsistencies, and ambiguities. One of the most vexing of the ambiguities concerns language and its connection to gender. Does the word gay, for example, refer to homosexual men alone, or to homosexual men and lesbians, or, as some once argued, to all sexual dissidents? I’ve found that in the center of the country and in the South, lesbians and homosexual men alike—if they are over thirty—tend to embrace the word. On the coasts, lesbians tend to see gay as a male term. And throughout the country, many women and men under the age of twenty-five embrace queer as less male-oriented. Debates over language reflect more than oversensitive linguistic petulance. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, “gay” publications, “gay” bars, “gay” baths, and “gay” bookstores ministered almost exclusively to men—and lesbians were only occasionally acknowledged, usually at political rallies. To the extent that a gay culture emerged in those years, it was an unmistakably male one, which only after the advent of AIDS began to enter into aggressive coalition with lesbians. As the nineties began, the youngest “queer” men began to spend more social time with lesbians, but as of this writing there is only scant indication that lesbians and gay men might someday share an integrated life: Coalitions and alliances do not make a culture. Consequently, this book is an inquiry into an avowedly and unmistakably male world undertaken by a man who has always found such social exclusiveness troubling and self-limiting.

My decision to focus on gay men is not meant to diminish the vitality or the complexity of lesbian life in America. Through its relation to the feminist movement and because lesbians have experienced different stigmas from those of gay men, the lesbian social sphere seems both more and less separate from heterosexual American life than gay culture is. Lesbians, for example, are regularly attacked for dividing the feminist movement, while gay men are seldom even associated with the new, pop “men’s movement.” Women, especially lesbian women, have played important if subordinated roles in gay male social life. Gradually lesbians have forced gay men to relinquish some power in social, political, and community organizations—and sometimes even in the operation of co-sexual sex clubs. Thus to examine gay culture is to look at a men’s world where women make intermittent but vital appearances. (Lamentably, I fear that a parallel inquiry into lesbian life would reveal little if any male contribution.)

Unlike any accepted culture, gaydom is a social world that none of us has inherited from our parents or families. Because the part of identity that is “gay” emerges from the most powerful and universal of human drives—the imperative of desire—it is inextricably bound to the torments and the delicacies of taboo. Unavoidably, gayness is a tangle of dreams, ambitions, deceits, and contradictions, the examination of which may tell us as much about the portion of America that isn’t gay as about the portion that is. For those gay men whose greatest dream is assimilation—to be viewed in their relationships as “just like everyone else”—the gay male “culture” that currently exists is only a transitional arrangement of refuge against the hatred of the majority culture; when that hostility dissolves, so too will the otherness projected upon those of us who copulate and mate with members of our own gender. For others, the invention of any gay “culture” is emblematic of a broader dilemma, in which postmodern man, shorn of family, place, and tradition, floats alone from freeway to shopping mall to suburb and constructs a succession of temporary, self-conscious cultures of his own desire.

As the most “other” of all “others,” historically excluded as unnatural even by other excluded peoples, self-conscious gay men have settled along the perimeters of conventional culture: in real estate, as gentrifiers; in fashion, as recyclers of discarded elegance; in art, as subversive documentarians. To live in the gay demimonde has been to snatch up the fragments of other people’s artifacts and transform them into a living aesthetic, an aesthetic that assembles the disintegrating garments of the old order into a new, high-style wardrobe of ironic kitsch and brings camp into the practice of daily life (and, indeed, claims that all contemporary life is a prolonged exercise in camp). Going even further, some feel that being gay intimates not so much an aesthetic or a culture of identities as an entrée into a world of forbidden, transgressive desire, a manner of living that challenges overtly the heterosexual conventions of marriage and procreation in favor of a radical, collaborative exploration of pleasure and spirituality.

What began for me as a tour of the state of gay “culture” under the profound stress of AIDS has, along the way, turned into an odyssey of personal and communal desire—desire not only in its limited physical sense, but desire for community, identity, and moral purpose. At root, Paul Herman’s central questions—“Can I meet people?” and “Is it dying?”—are the same questions Americans have asked for centuries as they set out to reinvent themselves in new territories and new communities. His questions recall the venerable American anxieties over the pursuit of individual destiny, the yearning for solidarity, and the fear of losing both. In this land of immigrants and outsiders, it should come as little surprise that those who have long been society’s consummate outsiders have finally found themselves at the center of this nation’s deepest debates over the roles of morality and personal destiny in the quest for community.
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A Boy
on the Dock
and Other
Intimations
of Desire



Since early childhood I have been fascinated with the edge of difference. Although my parents were well educated—my father was a Yalie who went on to study Middle High German in Weimar Berlin—I started first grade in a one-room schoolhouse located on a ridge in eastern Kentucky, then moved on for the balance of my elementary-school years to a two-room building heated by a potbelly stove. We were, to say the least, a family of exotics, well respected socially but living, as far as our neighbors were concerned, beyond the pale of godliness. Even the family business—an apple orchard—marked us. Our prime sales day was the Sabbath.

The closest point of contact between the world of my schooling and the interior world of my family was when my classmates’ parents came to buy our apples on those Sunday afternoons in autumn. The men would sit on turned-up wooden-slatted crates, peeling the fruit with finely honed jackknives while yellow jackets hovered around the dangling spirals of apple skin about to fall into the dirt. The faces of the men, pink melon faces of fourth- or fifth-generation Germans, or hard, rawboned, whisker-stubbled faces of Scotch-Irish descent, were impenetrable and undecipherable. They were faces of men with swollen knuckles who shot squirrels, grew tobacco, and went to church in wool suits that never conformed to the shape of their bodies. They never seemed to sweat. Except for the sun-reddened triangle that rode between the top shirt button and the chin, their bodies were as shrouded as the thoughts behind their eyes. Sure, the young men, in August, at tobacco-cutting time, would work shirtless in the fields. But they weren’t the ones who came to buy apples. Our customers were older men with wives and children (or sometimes a bachelor uncle) who had long ago covered their bodies from the eyes of God and strangers. It was they who filled our yard on Sundays with their cars and pickup trucks, carting off the harvest.

They told tales, often as exotic as my father’s Berlin stories. They told about moonshiners and mountain girls. They talked about the Salt Lake City woman who was brought to town by the carnival in an oversize fish tank, the woman who’d been dead for ten (twenty? thirty? forty?) years, drowned (murdered?) out in the Great Salt Lake, whose flesh had gone soft and crinkly but had never rotted because of the salt water, and whose beautiful red hair and pretty nails continued to grow. Old men with few teeth who spoke in a hillbilly twang and called young men “honey” would fold up their pocketknives, drop their apple cores, and tell dirty jokes about balls and hammers I couldn’t quite understand. Or they’d crack out, leering, “Nanners, nanners, my nanner’s still bigger’n yourn.”

I never doubted that these men had sex, though they may have talked about it a lot more than they did it. They came from families of eight or ten or a dozen children, and it was neither surprising nor scandalous to find out that somebody’s baby brother or sister was really a nephew or a niece. The overt language of sex, however, like the open display of the body, was always absent.

Two events from that time have recurred to me over the years, memories that have been little more than tight-focused images:

One image rises from a strawberry field. Two teenage boys are bent down between the rows, boasting to a third, much-younger boy about what they’d got and whom they’d got it from. The younger boy, eager to keep the talk going, hungry to make it more explicit (and to expand his own secret library of masturba-tory fantasies), plies them with dumb questions about body parts and places.

“You just find the hardest place on you and the softest place on her, and then … you know,” the older braggart says.

“Like your big toe?” the little boy ventures.

“Hain’t your daddy learned you nothing with all them books?” the big boy snorts, reaching down through the bushy strawberry vines to grope himself. “This here’s all you gotta know,” he says, laughing with his buddy.

The mystery of what “this here” was also took in the fantastic and delectable notion that if you really knew what to do with it, you would magically discover who you were. You would discover that you and your body were not simply two things inhabiting the same place but were in fact one whole being. You would discover that the growing adolescent physicalness of your body was not disconnected from the self that hid within that strange gangling thing—and then, privy to the mystery, you would enter into the brotherhood of the knowing, the brotherhood of men who knew, men (boys?) whose solidarity with one another had guided and released them into the natural bodies of women (girls?)—released them from the terror of their aloneness. All that from a grope and a dirty joke. Because inside the dirt of a dirty joke, behind the cheap popular slang for sex organs and sex couplings, I supposed there were people who lived in a coherent world, where sights, sounds, symbols, speech, and daily behavior were all intercon-nected, where people knew, without asking, their place in the world.

The second image is of the foot and ankle of a nineteen-year-old, a natural country athlete whose sweetness and seemingly unconscious virility disarmed everyone. I, at age twelve, was never aware of feeling any overt sexual urge for him. Instead, what he presented was the vision of nearly ideal flesh integrated with, inseparable from, the spirit within him, a unity that revealed itself in the glistening black hairs that dusted his ankle as he stood one summer afternoon on a wooden lakeside dock, ready to dive into the water. Knee, calf, ankle, toe knuckle: All were as thoroughly and elegantly knit into the whole of him as all my appendages seemed disconnected, unrelated, and inept. In those days, boys like me (not straight, not gay, just unformed) would pass evenings in overstuffed chairs watching cowboy hunks and Zorro, glancing down from time to time to peer at the flesh in which we resided, all elbows and rib cages and feet, ramshackle bodily bungalows. Somehow, in the mystery of heterosex—that mystery of knowing that we thought we would all, soon enough (don’t rush it), come to experience—we would be delivered from the divisions within us that built up walls of division among us. Just as each ebony hair on the nineteen-year-old’s ankle, like the tail feathers of a lark, seemed to guide him through a graceful arc into the water, so, sometime, we would glide, whole, complete, fully formed, into the waters of a natural mateship, leaving behind the disjointedness of self and body.

No one I knew actually spoke of such things, neither among the churchgoing families whose kids knew quite well that only God could make a tree, nor in my liberal-intellectual family, sequestered in a reconstructed cabin lined with books. The realm of the senses lay within the lyric poetry of Edna St. Vincent Millay or in color reproductions of Renaissance paintings, material presented for the stimulation of the mind, bound in books with black covers and faded spines. As sensually evocative as the works themselves were, their burial in old, dehydrated books left them nearly as shrouded as the buttoned-up bodies of the Sunday apple customers.

The books’ contents were as delicious as a diver’s ankle, and just as distant.

Cut off from any context, that ankle became a kind of pornography, an image of my desire, not for the actual boy, with whom I could hardly speak—older, powerful, charming, he was beyond my possibility—but for some chimera of lust. It wasn’t exactly sexual pornography. On the afternoon I’d watched him dive, I’d also caught momentary sight of shiny pubic curls as he adjusted the drawstring on his trunks, but I had no longing for the organs inside. No, I would violate his body more thoroughly: penetrate the whole of his flesh, dive in and consume the meat of him—celebrate a forbidden Communion that found in the image of his flesh the release from my growing disunion. (And we were the godless family not raised on church.)

I had no language or labels to interpret the sight of his ankle or the conversation in the strawberry patch. When the strawberry picker grabbed his crotch, declaring, “This here’s all you gotta know,” a whole family of perverse mysteries was born: There were the mystery images in his mind of penetrating rapture articulated in schoolyard talk of pussies and peters and cherries that somehow made him know that he was his own boss in the chain of fruitful reproduction. And he stirred in me curious images of his (not her) excited flesh (forearms and hamstrings and pectorals and testicles) writhing about in the reproductive dance. But there was a double mystery, too, of whether and why our images of desire, as we knelt there sweating in the strawberry field, were different.

The strawberry picker could unravel the mystery of his sexual nature more easily than I could; he had a context. But what I had to untangle was less mystery than premystery, because my story lacked form. This was a time and place where the notion of growing up gay was simply unimaginable, not because it seemed bad or sick in the way that homosexuals were seen to be bad, sick people, but because there was at large no idea or model of what a gay life might be. Of course, nearly all modern adolescents, gay or straight, face sexual anxieties, but the library of heterosexual plots is full—from the gynecological to the mythic-archetypal—and readily available on the paperback-romance racks of every corner drugstore. Any adolescent can find the landmarks by which to plot the points of a heterosexual journey, because the culture has already charted the basic route. But there was available in my youth no equivalent queer plot—and I mean queer not only in the schoolyard-epithet sense, but queer in its standard sense, as in “What a queer story you tell.” There is an unmistakable queerness in realizing that the emerging story of your internal desires has little in common with
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