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  BRIAN BOULDREY




  Brian Bouldrey is the author, most recently, of Inspired Journeys: Travel Writers in Search of the Muse (University of Wisconsin Press, 2016). He has written three nonfiction books; Honorable Bandit: A Walk Across Corsica (University of Wisconsin Press, September 2007), Monster: Adventures in American Machismo (Council Oak Books), and The Autobiography Box (Chronicle Books); three novels, The Genius of Desire, Love, the Magician, and The Boom Economy (all three republished by ReQueered Tales), and he is the editor of several anthologies. He is recipient of Fellowships from Yaddo and Eastern Frontier Society, and the Brush Creek Foundation for the Arts, as well as the Joseph Henry Jackson Award from the San Francisco Foundation, a Lambda Literary Award, and the Western Regional Magazine Award. He is the North American Editor of the “Open Door” literacy series for GemmaMedia. He teaches fiction, creative nonfiction, and literature at Northwestern University.




  



  



  Advance Praise for


  GOOD IN BED




  



  





  



  “Bouldrey’s Good in Bed is a delight. This is the sort of book that you never want to finish – you get to the last fifty pages and you want it to go on and on. There are so many trips to take with Brian, on the page and in the world, and you will be accompanied by that delightful, curious, and hilarious mind. You won’t want to let go, and you’ll trust him all along the way. Bouldrey writes, “To have such confidence, to be so sure of one’s own ability and subject to spend a life devoted to one ever-growing project – even if it might not be a success – this is success in life.”




  Julia Sweeney,


  God Said Ha! and If It’s Not One Thing, It’s Your Mother




  “Warning: despite the title, do not read this book in bed. Because Brian Bouldrey can break your heart. Here, as Dostoevsky rubs shoulders with hard-core porn, laughter leads to tears (and vice versa). Shot through with a hard-won, wry humanity, Bouldrey writes like a funny, fallen angel – a wonderful companion for all who steer clear of the straight and narrow.”




  Lesley Hazleton,


  Agnostic: A Spirited Manifesto




  “Flip, hilarious, dead-on observant, mordant, and finally amazingly honest and sad. Good in Bed is an unexpected gift from a talented novelist. It’s as delicious as tasting assorted chocolate bon-bons from a heart shaped velvet carton, while reading movie magazines and listening to the Go-Go’s.”




  Felice Picano,


  A Bard on Hercular, Like People in History, and The Joy of Gay Sex




  “Bouldrey’s Good in Bed takes the three things you ought never talk about at a party – sex, politics, and religion – and adds a whole new list of topics, like drugs, and madness, and poetry, and poppers, and opera. And The Dirty Sanchez. The reader, like the writer, will find themselves quick to laughing and slowly giving in to a good cry or an even better fit of anger. Every story here is a love story, and every love story has adventure and betrayal, which makes love pretty queer, pretty wild – Che Guevara and Debussy to a disco beat.”




  Susie Bright, aka Susie Sexpert,


  Big Sex Little Death, the Best American Erotica series, and How to Read/Write a Dirty Story




  “Like the best post-coital pillow talk, Brian Bouldrey’s Good in Bed is at once intimate, digressive, insightful, confessional, and witty. He’s also quite erudite, capable of incorporating Kierkegaard and The Simpsons in a single paragraph, so be prepared for some cognitive pyrotechnics!”




  Alvin Orloff,


  Vulgarian Rhapsody, Disasterama: Adventures in the Queer Underground 1977-1997




  “Brian Bouldrey has traveled further than most – and on foot, survived worse – and lost more, knows the Saints of his religion as only a true devil can, knows the dirtiest words, is suspicious of nostalgia, French men, our pathological need to “relate,” Bouldrey’s own preference being – and it’s the right preference – to remember. Good In Bed is brilliant, funny, deeply moving and historic. Bouldrey at his verve-filled best.”




  John Bresland,


  Zero Station and Other Essays




  “Bouldrey’s Good in Bed is a collection of essays that are lewd, louche, and so very lovely. Brian writes with an eye to the world that is both wise and sardonic. He is side-achingly funny, and heart-breakingly tender. Brian’s ability to render humanity in all it’s gross gorgeousness is unparalleled. In one sentence he can make you laugh and then break your human heart. More than any other book I’ve read, Good in Bed portrays humanity in all its raw nerve-ending realness, with grace and love. Brian’s writing is always bold and inventive without ever sacrificing heart. I will be thinking about this book for years to come and insisting that everyone I know read it.”




  Lyz Lenz,


  God Land and Belabored
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  For …


  


  Doug P, specifically,


  


  And, ok, also, Richard & Eric, Grant, Rich, Brian S, Todd, Rich, Jeffs E, J, K, S, and W, Elie, Dougs E and M (defer to P, immediately, gentlemen), Robert A (not to be confused with the other 5 Bobs), Johns M and L, Hanks M and H, Jesse, Aidan S, Ralph, Marks D and R, Thom, and Sam, good Sam.




  



  



  “I believe all your previous lovers should fit on a bus.”


  — Kathy with a K, Kids in the Hall


  




  



  



  



  

  “Richie, what do you think an XXXXX-rated gay video could possibly show?”


  “Restraint,” he ventured. “Good taste?”


  


  — Michael Nava, The Burning Plain




  




  

  



  





  EMBEDDED: MEMOIR




  



  





  “The homeless dudes on Alameda all have legs any runway model would kill for, and sometimes I think of giving them money, but – I don’t know, I’ve got bills to not pay, and drinks to make people buy for me.”


  — Kris Kidd, I Can’t Feel My Face




  




  



  





  ONE SINGER TO MOURN




  



  





  ON THE DEATH OF MY GRANDMOTHER, Mary Bouldrey née Weber – whom I loved with an unfair but earned preference – at the age of 98, I received as my inheritance: her flour and sugar canisters, an accomplished amateur painting of a deer in a winter landscape, and a packet of letters she had squirreled away, letters addressed to her mother, my great grandmother, Hazel. The letters are from the years 1917 to 1920, the years just after she married her husband John and before she really started getting busy with raising babies, which takes away from your letter-writing time.




  Besides, she and her many brothers and sisters (I can’t quite get an exact count – at least 8), all becoming adults, all raised on the same southern Michigan farm, were about as scattered as they’d ever be or been. One sister, Rita, had run off to Toledo to do hair and convert to Catholicism; another, Ila, brain damaged as a result of surviving terrible fever when she was a toddler, got knocked up by a stranger taking advantage of her disability. Ila got help raising bastard Leo – who I had known, though I didn’t realize he was Uncle Leo the Bastard – by brothers Charlie and Jack. It doesn’t seem beside the point to say that Rita wrote of Ila’s scandal in 1917,




  

  I feel worse to think it is to be that way, and in plain words would much rather hear that she was to be taken out of this cold world. Of course this seems hard to say but it would only be for the best.


  




  But my family doesn’t easily or willingly depart this cold world. We tend to overstay our welcome, and then, suddenly, bid a French Exit to the party of life.




  Eight Green children, at least: that’s a lot of siblings writing lots of letters. (If genealogy is a relaxing hobby for you, then consider how unrelaxing it might be for a rabbit. I come from a long line of healthy, oversexed farm families.) But above all, the bulk of the letters came from her two other brothers, first Frank, then Emmet, both having enlisted in two different battalions in the army to fight in The Great War.




  Of the near-fifty letters and cards, about half of them are written by Frank to Hazel, a can-do mule skinner for Company A of the 328th Machine Gun Battalion – he had a way with an image and he proves my blood connection to me for, despite all our faults, I also come from a long line of impeccable spellers. However, Frank seemed to believe that using punctuation would make it possible for the devil to take his soul, and the effect of his pauselessness is that of a fever dream, swinging from one fact to another without hope for an intake of breath:




  

  Dear Madam and Adam,
Don’t let Emmet enlist for he would be a deserter and in time of war a deserter is shot at sunrise you can come here any time but if I was you would wait a while until the buildings are all built I would like to see you all some boys get homesick when they get a letter from home and cry I felt sorry for them and try to cheer them up obey is what the army stands for too bad ma run a nail in her foot I hope she gets along all right I would like to see Bill and Nero [his beloved hunting dogs] – what game did John shoot Sunday well sis I will have to close hoping to hear from you soon tell me all of the news


  




  I know he is blood, too, because he loves to project: here, he speaks of the homesickness of his pals but not his own, and lets his love for the dogs stand, perhaps, for home, and he is of such a hardy stock no bullet, kicking mule, or disease can kill him.




  There is a curious pleasure reading these letters to my great grandmother while having none of her own she sent out. It is the pleasure of whodunits, or the pleasure poets must enjoy when translating Sappho’s fragments and offering their own imagined words to match the size of thoughts gone missing in the scroll holes. What is clear if not provable to me is that Great Grandma Hazel was a generous writer, a peacemaker, not a gossip but one to confide in; family was important to her and she was, like the rest of the Greens, healthy. That which does not kill the farmer makes him smelly. Though I am three generations from manure, I am predisposed to liking farm folk, perhaps because they have fewer hangups about sex and other bodily functions, having been around all that animal husbandry.




  As I read the letters from Frank, and then Emmet and Rita and their mother, as well as a few family friends, and transcribed them, I managed to piece together a story with several curious themes. For example, besides spelling words well and expressing love more effusively towards pets than people, we are also “ungifters” – there must be half a dozen instances in which various items of (farm) value (bags of seed, tire irons, hunting dogs) are given, but then recalled or simply taken back unceremoniously. This is generally accepted as a family trait, and no quarrels arise from the welching. But the story that really rises from a subterranean place among the letters is a thing still true: my family is astonishingly impervious to disease, decay, and death. My great great uncle and his brothers and sisters all discuss, over the three years of letters, friends and neighbors and coworkers and employers who fall to measles, chicken pox, and the grip. In other words, what turned out to be the Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1918. It visited them all, and chose to pass them by.




  At one point in late 1918, Uncle Frank’s entire platoon is suddenly in quarantine at a camp in Ohio, and he alone is shipped, without warning, to Camp Custer in Arkansas; though it is not explicit, I feel confident that this was done to protect him from the infected, and for a while, he is the only healthy soldier trained to tend the mule team:




  

  When I got back to camp Sunday the whole Co was under quarantine I didn’t know when I was home that I was coming here [Camp Custer in Little Rock, Arkansas] Monday morning I thought I was going out to drill the Captain called my name off and told us to get ready we left Camp Custer 530 Monday Night and got here Wednesday noon it was some trip I got the best of board and had a good bunk to sleep in I met a tram load of soldiers at St. Louis MO they said that they only got 2 meals a day and it was all canned goods we saw cotton fields cane fields cotton gins coal mines mountains shacks mules goats razor back hogs and negros our nearest town is Little Rock Ark just as soon as we get here 2 boys come down with the measles and we are in a separate squad room quarantined in for 9 days can’t go outdoors if any body else is taken sick we will be put longer under quarantine it is muddy here ankle deep and sticks to our feet we had beef steak peas tomatoes gravey butter bread potatoes and coffee for dinner for supper stew beans onions in milk tomatoes pineapple sauce bread and tea and it was good Nelson Coarser was with us but hey took him somewhere else in camp I will write more when I can get out and see something write often


  




  It was called the Spanish Flu because Spain, first, was hit hard by it – but soon after, so was the rest of Europe – and Spain was quite open with their statistics, to both warn and help. Naming the flu after its most honest and well-meaning victim is the very definition of insult to injury, but then there was that vicious joke in the late 80s: “Q: What does GAY stand for? A: ‘Got AIDS Yet?’” You are silent for fear of being a scapegoat, but silence, besides equaling death, also isolates you. Shames you. And causes trouble for others. In the early 90s, I wrote a series of “hard-hitting” AIDS advocacy pieces, but under the pseudonym Alec Holland, which you’d know, if you’re a comic book geek, is the name of Swamp Thing before he became Swamp Thing. I did it because I wanted to hit hard, but I also did it because I was HIV-positive and didn’t want my friends or family to know, and by know, I mean “worry”.




   “Coming out” of any sort is exhausting. A kid realizing he’s gay doesn’t just realize he’s gay. There are inklings, or perhaps there is the thunderstruck moment, but after that comes the Kübler-Ross journey from anger to denial to fear to that final admission that you like nice sweaters and Cher’s endless farewell tours. Coming out can take months, years, even destroy marriages. And when you tell another person you are gay, you have to grab a magazine and wait for them to go through the same steps toward acceptance. And you come out to friends and family one at a time. And you have to wait. For every single person.




  And so it goes with carrying a fatal disease. Clearly, I survived, and eventually came out to the world through novels and memoirs that I assumed nobody read. Hurray for me, sure, but I think it’s important to say that those who outlive a pandemic do not necessarily live in what Susan Sontag calls “the kingdom of the well”.




  



  The second, lethal wave of the Spanish flu came at the tail end of the First World War, when Americans were suddenly conveniently gung ho about killing the Bosch when things were pretty much winding down. An early, weaker version of the virus created some discomfort nearly a year before in the first months of 1918, but killed nearly nobody. The second wave arrived in Boston in September 1918, and spread quickly and without pattern. Even so, every red-blooded American male who could enlist enlisted. Not enlisting meant you were a slacker, which may be why Emmet signed up despite Frank’s goading warning. Frank writes that they are packed six to a tent over in France, among people of many lands, some of whom he is racist toward:




  

  I am glad that they didn’t put any Dagos with me when a bunch of them talk they sound like a bunch of geese a cackling to me I took my laundry to a farmers house the woman chewed snuff she chewed the end of a match and then dipped the match in the snuff the next time I go there I am going to have her give me lessons in spitting …


  




  



  Alfred Crosby, the great historian of the flu epidemic (America’s Forgotten Epidemic), wrote about the delayed shock most of rural America experienced when they were informed they had experienced a plague. While those in the cities knew full well they were experiencing an epidemic, in a pre-mass-media small-town America, “when you talk to people who lived through it, they think it was just their block or just their neighborhood.” It was not apparent to the world that there actually was a flu epidemic until 1919, when the annual Farmer’s Almanac noted the life expectancy dropping from 51 years to 39.




  We give to war and gunmen in schools and terror attacks and train derailments sensational news headlines, because they come, almost automatically, in neat powerful packages with a beginning, middle and end, because we can see that shape even in the moment of tragedy. Epidemic is such a sprawl, unshapeable, ending not with a bang but with a whimper; you can’t map an epidemic as you can zones of war, nor can you write “Here Be Dragons” to warn people away. There is no transformative enlightening message, no silver lining, no troubadour or bard to give prosody to chaos. And when it’s finally over, nobody wants to talk about it, nobody wants to do that work of transformation – you are either dead or exhausted. And always isolated with the experience.




  It also has its stops and starts, willful or accidental censorships: some things are just better left unsaid. Or, as it lies buried but mentioned in nearly every letter from the years 1917 to 1919,




  

  Nov. 11 1917


  Dear Brother & Sister


  Received your most welcome letter and was sure glad to hear from you but sorry Hazel has been ill. Hope she is better by this time and are all well at present. Jennarose has had the chicken pox but she wasn’t a bit sick with them and it’s all over with them now. Harry is busy all the time has lots of work. We have got a nice little place over here.


  




  Jennarose has the chicken pox but she’s just fine. Reading the lopsided correspondence among the siblings is like watching an in-flight movie with a scene with a plane crash or violent turbulence cut out so as not to disturb passengers, jumping to a scene in which characters are dead and we have no idea how that happened. As if the experience is terrible, but the aftermath perfectly bearable.




  One of the few signs of weakness (that is even mentioned among the women and men of that side of the family) is referred to by a family member, speaking of my great great grandmother:




  

  Your mother has given of the best of her life & strength (her youth) to her family & her road has not been smooth but I’m sure it has been a labor of love. I was indeed sorry to hear that so many had come upon her for such a long stay & she with those delicate ankles.


  




   As a seasoned through-hiker, I know I am my great great grandmother’s great great grandson. We both have very delicate ankles.




  



  In the mid-90s of San Francisco, I complained bitterly, and even wrote a bitter novel complaining that the sumptuous plenitude of the Boom Economy, with its tech money and high-end restaurants and full employment, made it impossible to get anything done – it was crowded and expensive and full of strangers. What I now realize is that I had become used to living in a relative ghost town, where the sick were too sick to go to the movies or a restaurant – I had them all to myself, and that was, for too much of my experience, normal. Even today, I have a terrible time standing in line.




  In Shakespeare’s Henry V, the Duke of Burgundy tells the victorious Harry – who, for all his risk didn’t lose much in the Battle of St. Crispian’s Day and is pretty psyched about having a hot new French wife – that France is really suffering after 10,000 able-bodied men died on the battlefield:




  

  … let it not disgrace me


  If I demand before this royal view,


  … in this best garden of the world,


  Our fertile France, put up her lovely visage.


  Alas, she hath from France too long been chased,


  And all her husbandry doth lie in heaps,


  Corrupting in its own fertility.


  Her vine, the merry cheerer of the heart,


  Unprunèd dies; her hedge even-pleached,


  Like prisoners wildly overgrown with hair,


  Put forth disordered twigs; her fallow leas


  The darnel, hemlock, and rank fumitory


  Doth root upon, while that the coulter rusts


  That should deracinate such savagery.


  




  Nobody is there to manage the land or make the wine, and Shakespeare sees horror there, as survivors of the 1918 epidemic were deeply troubled by movie theaters playing “Mickey” and “Tarzan of the Apes” to nobody, unsold produce in the market, public transport circling the city endlessly and riderless, funerals all day and ambulances all night. Branches crack with unpicked apples. Nothing says death like vigor mortis.




  And the survivor feels guilt. My HIV doctor, who also has HIV, doesn’t believe in survivor guilt but, having been a great warrior in the epidemic, and instead sees it as a form of PTSD (and lest you tisk at a doctor who ought to heal himself, I remind you of Chekhov’s doctor in “The Grasshopper”, whose end is icky in any language, though particularly gross in English, as he develops diphtheria by “sucking up the mucus through a pipette from a boy with the disease” – in order to kill himself after he figures out his wife is untrue – that is, that the person he loves is gone). I’m going to let my doctor have PTSD: he went to war, while I served in a sort of civilian work council, and always feel guilty because I think I should have done more, like my doctor. I can see great great uncle Frank watching the infirmary fill, I can sense he feels both overworked by the mules and utterly useless around his sick companions. What can you do, besides pray and skin the mules?




  Saint Roch, in the Catholic tradition, a survivor of plague, is the saint you invoke against the plague (hagiography is funny like that: the patron saint of bridges is Nepomuk, a guy who was martyred when they threw him off a bridge). A 14th century mendicant pilgrim from the French foothills of the Pyrenees, who, on his way to Rome, encountered great numbers of people suffering from the bubonic plague. He put down his walking stick and did everything he could to nurse and comfort the sick and dying. Inevitably, he became part of the epidemic and, in order to avoid spreading it to anybody else, went out into the wilderness to die. But God took pity on him and sent, each day, a little dog that brought him bread and licked his wounds until they healed. He is typically seen with the walking stick and drinking gourd, the dog at his feet with a mouthful of bread, and he lifts his robes to point to his rather vaginal-looking bubo wound. Besides being the patron of plague sufferers, he is also the patron of dogs, the falsely accused, and bachelors. Needless to say, I like this guy. And the part of the story where he has been infected, and isolates himself in the woods – that resonates quite a bit for those who survive or outstrip a plague.




  In my home, there are at least five devotional statues of St. Roch. I say “at least” because there must be just as many, again, in states of disrepair: his drinking gourd falls off, the little dog comes unglued from his pedestal. One terrible but beloved statue was painted by a palsied nun on the island of Madeira – he looks like he has mascara and has just eaten raw flesh, and his dog is serving him a bagel. Roch inspires me but his leadership may be questionable. Should I, as I have, at least spiritually, gone into the woods to isolate myself from others so as not to give them the plague? Not just the dormant HIV, but the sorrowful memories, the long untransformable story you know will have an unhappy ending – why would I do that to people?




  I hear myself in the letters and actions of other survivors. The strange writer Norman Douglas, who survived the Spanish flu and lived far beyond his rights, for example, just kept traveling, for all at home were dead. That’s another sorrow of the survivor: it unhomes you. As Paul Fussell describes Douglas’ constitution in Abroad, “Instead he was raggedy, although he managed to maintain, as Harold Acton recalled, ‘the elegance of a Scottish Jacobite in exile.’ His constitution was rugged. After a lifetime of excesses – confronted by temptation he always followed his own favorite suggestion, ‘Why not, my dear?’ – he apparently couldn’t die, even at the age of eighty-four, and he finally had to put himself down with an overdose of pills.”




  The phrase to linger upon is “Scottish Jacobite in exile”. Those who live forever find themselves removed from the arc and shape of typical lifespans. It’s why Tolkien’s elves didn’t want to get emotionally involved with mortal men, and why my grandmother, who lost my grandfather in 1978, went on for what I’d call another lifetime, forty years, without considering another man, before she passed at the age of 98. My grandmother, though the eldest of her siblings, outlived all of them, too. “Death always leaves one singer to mourn,” wrote Katherine Anne Porter, herself a survivor of the Spanish flu epidemic. Note that this lyrical bromide has been applied to nearly every single horror movie ending ever made.




  Just because we are unhomed does not mean there’s not work to be done. Great great grandma Green, a tough old bird and a piece of work by any standards, she of the delicate ankles, finds herself doing the laundry for everybody in town as they languish sick in bed:




  

  April 26 1919


  Well, Hazel I can see you going to the post office every day looking for a letter from ma & then going home and saying darn it why don’t Ma write? But when I tell you all I have done this week you will say no wonder she didn’t write – Monday I washed for Georgia Ford & some for her mother in the forenoon. Afternoon I did Libbie’s generals, washing three washings one day, Tuesday, I did George Broncing and was going to do my washing and it rained. I had George Eban dress for dinner on Tuesday & Wednesday I had Ina (Ila) Ness come & George for dinner. I did my washing. Georgia Ford and George Broncing and George Eban had the grip. The [somebody’s name] came on Tuesday about two o clock & when I ans the ring, Wilda was the one to call she was Rob Chapels she came home with the red measles & had them good & proper she said she wasn’t sick But Wednesday I made her stay in bed til five o’clock I was washing and had the doors open I though the fresh air wasn’t good for her she has got Pheneralogy I guess you can tell what that word is her face is swelled to beat to faces good spelling what gives her


  




  



  I remember the year or so, 1992 into 1993, when my partner Jeff was fading – fighting his own good fight but too exhausted to do anything else. I would come home from a long day at work, exhausted, and start up another round of work cooking and cleaning the house and him up. He was not a burden. Nevertheless, I was doing heavy lifting. And the work never quite got done. Just reading about all that laundry in my great great grandmother’s letter makes my shoulders ache.




  Meanwhile, Uncle Frank had his own tasks. Reading between the unpunctuated lines of his and others’ letters, Uncle Frank was, it strikes me, a likable guy – people liked to write to him and send him gifts, and he called out all his seven or so brothers and sisters with fond hellos at least once. But in almost every letter he misses Nero, his beloved hunting dog:




  

  “keep my pal Nero a hunting every chance you get for I know how he likes it”,




  “I am glad John likes his new job they told us today that we would get out of quarantine Saturday morning I will be home if nothing more happens I’ll bet Nero had a big time over to your place we are 3 weeks behind in our drilling and now we are going to make it up so you see we have some hard work ahead of us we are going to stay in the trenches some night this week”,




  “Butter Scotch is good to eat but ‘Gilberts Chocolates’ are lots better. Fido is a good old dog but Nero is a lot better”.


  




  The only thing he mentions more often than Nero is, well, people getting sick all around him. And he can do nothing about Nero or sickness.




  The Spanish Flu targeted specifically, if not exclusively, young adults between the ages of 20 and 40. Your basic work force, adults with parents still living. While, as the cultural critic Fran Lebowitz pointed out in “On Race and Racism” that “Genocides are like snowflakes. Each one unique, no two alike,” the young men from 20 to 40 who fell to AIDS left a similar hole in the population. The world became a desolate landscape of bereft parents, orphans, and widowed spouses. My partner Jeff, who, you will not be surprised to discover, grew up on an Illinois farm that raised polled shorthorns. He had three siblings, and they, along with his parents Joe and Joyce, all had names that began with the letter J. He was buried in 1993 back in his home town in a lovely little cemetery along a river, and twice daily, the Burlington Northern trains roll by and give a lonesome whistle salute. When Joyce, good country people, also lost her husband a few years ago, she had a large family headstone placed for father and son and eventually the rest of them, and specifically ordered that a square hole be chiseled through the stone. Little hinged windows cover the square, and in that hole-in-the-rock space, she rearranges daily little groupings of toy cows, farmers, and tractors. She plays house in the tombstone. “Why weepest thou?” asks the angel to the Marys at Jesus’ tomb, by which he means, what are you doing hanging around a cemetery? Because, Joyce would say, playing house in the tombstone, this isn’t a cemetery, this is home.




  “What is home?” asks Mary Lee Settle in her novel Celebration, “The place where you can die.” The loss of family is, to me, the loss of home – whether you are shunned by family or if family dies out. You wander the earth like the prodigal son, but there is no place to return to. After a while, you stop looking for home and start looking for a cemetery. It’s not that one is eager to get into the grave, but survivor guilt is real, and one begins to do things that might hasten the journey. Katherine Anne Porter’s Pale Horse, Pale Rider tells the story of a woman who survives the flu epidemic only to find, after a delirious fever dream, that her soldier boyfriend died of it, probably because he caught it from her when caring for her. The last paragraph is worth quoting in full:




  

  No more war, no more plague, only the dazed silence that follows the ceasing of the heavy guns, noiseless houses with the shades drawn, empty streets, the dead cold light of tomorrow. Now there would be time for everything.


  




  



  Literary fiction seems the appropriate realm of plague, not because it feels unreal or untrue, but because the wound of the loss of all those people is a wound that never heals, like St. Roch’s bubo he always reminds us of in the statuary. Fiction is the place where one can write again and again, with invention and artfulness, the disease and death not an engine – that is, the thing itself – but a spirit, a myth. Half a dozen of William Maxwell’s novels and stories (my favorite being So Long, See You Tomorrow) concern a young boy whose mother dies in the 1918 flu epidemic, and the loss remains as acute as the day the cut wounded. You would think the tale would get repetitive, but pain is a pilgrim, and can find a home anywhere.




  There is one more letter you need to see. Once Frank got to France, the war was nearly over, and he was just there to bury the dead and marvel at the unpicked grapes among the vineyards. He wrote this:




  

  Savenay, France


  February 15, 1919


  Dear Sis & Bro


  I will write you a few lines to let you know I am still among the living How is everybody at home I hope they are fine and dandy I am a doing guard duty just now I left Paris xmas day and that was a trip that I will always remember as long as I live I would like to get home so I could start work in the spring I mean in March or April I have to have five hundred bucks by first of next January and it is going to make me do some figuring I think eh I can’t tell why I have got to have this money just now but just wait a little while and you will see for your self




  How is mother I wrote her a few days ago but I haven’t got an answer yet Well I must close for this time so good-by


  From Your


  Loving Brother


  




  Five hundred dollars was a lot of money back then, as we say. Whether he got it or not is part of a larger mystery, because here’s the most important thing to tell you: Frank never came home. Another French Exit. Nobody knows where he went – the best guess was California. With a girl? With a French girl? Efforts were made, but he disappeared, despite an extended loving family he seems to have had no quarrel with, and Nero, faithful Nero, waiting like Ulysses’ old hunting dog Argos, keeping himself alive til the day Frank returned. Part of me doesn’t blame Uncle Frank. People were going to ask him stories he didn’t want to tell.




  Since most rural folks didn’t, as Crosby points out, know they were living in a pandemic until the new issue of the Farmer’s Almanac was published, there are few direct references to deadly contagion in my grandmother’s letters. Perhaps the most pointed touch upon the trauma is in a letter postmarked from Chicago in February 1919, from Claudine, grandma Hazel’s best friend (I think she had a little crush on Uncle Frank), in which she would seem to be referring to a survivor of the flu (not always a good thing, as your lungs would not ever work well again, and convalescence sometimes took years):




  

  Father’s health seems to be picking up. He has had one terrible fight & La La’s been very brave.


  




  And traumatic events are often too difficult to write about in a direct, historical way even once, let alone many times. My great grandmother’s letters from ground zero of the flu epidemic follow Emily Dickinson’s instructions, “Tell all the truth but tell it slant”, as “the truth must dazzle gradually or every man be blind.” As somebody who makes a life as a writer, sometimes telling tales and sometimes telling truth, it has been a lesson slowly learned that people who do not tell tales, people who, in fact, are often wrapped in silence and self-distancing, are not necessarily storyless. And they are certainly not without feeling. Silence and distance are not indications of a lack of care, but perhaps a clue that one might care too much, that one might not want you to worry. I’m thinking, for example, of Uncle Frank alone with the mules and homesick for his family but only admitting he misses Nero; I’m thinking of Aunt Rita in Toledo wondering whether her own damaged sister might be better off dead, if only to spare Ila the pain of life; I’m thinking of Saint Roch retiring to the woods with his bubos and his memories of plague. And I’m thinking of my old self and my cloak and dagger pseudonyms and omission of infection, and the long journey toward telling this story now – quarantine is what we learned, and quarantine is how we continue to live.




  



  





  THE SHOCK OF THE OLD




  



  





  ADAM GOPNIK, IN A 2018 New Yorker essay-review on Edward Lear, the painter and limericist, wrote, “The Victorians, famously puritanical, are also famous for providing the template of modern pornography – the words ‘Victorian classic’ on a paperback have long meant a dirty book – while on the other side of that earnest, progressive Victorian rationality are the mad leaps of Victorian irrationality.” Porn and nonsense change as we change repressions.




  In 2017, Northwestern University’s Library acquired over 6,000 gay pulp novels, with porno-nonsensical titles like Roll Call in Sodom, Growing Old Disgracefully, Home is Where the Hard Is, and, with less wit but careful distinction, Hot-Ass Hippie and Hot-Assed Hippie. These books were published anywhere between 1950 and 1993, spotty beginnings leading to a very abrupt end, just like no work of literature.




  These books, exciting and shocking for a different time, served, first, a pre-Stonewall readership by offering readers an escape, a coded world where, at least for a few pages, one could leave the self in order to become more himself. After Stonewall, the pulp novels provided a different sort of escape – from AIDS, from small-town life, from the closet, or from a bad marriage. The quality in writing, editing, and production, varies widely: the worst are full of malaprops and utterly egregious production gaffs; in one, the publisher repeated the same chapter over and over, as if they were offering some sort of raunchy Calvino novel; the best were written by literary writers who decided to try their hand at smut for any number of reasons – experiment with genre, honest blue memoir, providing a record of an invisible culture, seeing if a silk purse could be made from a sow’s ear.




  My first experiences with pornography, besides the Playboy I found in my father’s briefcase and mistook for a jokebook, were the grocery bags full of Harlequin Romances my grandmother exchanged with her sisters in the 1970s. “Grocery bag” was the unit of measure by which they were purchased and passed, and as a young reader, I was amazed at my grandmother’s literary prowess. “Why do you like them so much?” I wanted to know early on, thinking I might like them too. “They’re nice,” was what my grandmother said, and sighed. Picking one up, I found that “nice” meant no surprises, safe as houses, with the occasional frisson of kissing, and, rarely but electrically, a nipple going erect or something in the man’s pants pressing against the heroine referred to by the author as his “urgency”. The author wasn’t lying, I’m not saying that.




  Urgency is general, all over America, and rather than waste your time trying to turn my pubescent experiences with porn into a bittersweet memory, I would like to jump to a conclusion: my first library was a library of porn. It was pieced together from things discarded, inherited, and outright stolen. It was catholic, in the catholic sense of the word, because certain pages from the underwear section of the Sears catalogue were allowed to be part. One major source was, coincidentally, the public library itself, where I worked as a page after school and on weekends. I was tasked with emptying the night deposit box by the street, and on Saturday mornings, after the bacchanal of Friday nights in a bored little town, I would clear out rotten Danielle Steele novels, eggs, dog feces, and beer bottles, but this was all made worthwhile at least once a month when somebody “returned” a Hustler, or something even more lurid.




  My collection of bad romance novels was shared, and not shared, among my friends in a wooden box in the tree fort in the woods, the woods being the speakeasies of rural America, where pot was grown and guns were shot and tippling was tippled. The collection’s value was beyond price, overvalued, as anything forbidden or in short supply is, like Soviet samizdat, or Cabbage Patch Dolls. The gay porn and pulp, even rarer, was mine alone, an enigma, wrapped in a sack, kept in a hollowed out chemistry set case, wrapped again in a blanket, and stored in the basement under the winter coats, and it would cause me so much anxiety and self-loathing that I could bear it no more, stuff it all into a lawn trimmings trash bag, carry it into the woods with a shovel, and bury it under a tree like the body of an overdosed prostitute.




  My dog hates baths, and when he is in the tub getting scrubbed down, will stick his head far out of the tub as if pretending that his body is some other dog’s, not his own as it is scrubbed. I would do the same when reading the porn – this is somebody else’s desires, not mine; I am reading this as I would read history, or science fiction. Similarly, they say a criminal will be seized by a particular wooden feeling just before perpetrating a crime. This wooden feeling would occur, but just after, I would feel so distant from myself that the distance had taken me around the world and all the way back home to myself – I was closer to myself than I had ever been. Pulps were an escape from repressed life, and later, an escape from AIDS, but ironically, it was an escape from the self toward the self – Frankie Goes to Hollywood, in “Welcome to the Pleasure Dome”, chanted, “We’re a long way from home/Welcome to the Pleasure dome/ On our way home/Going home where lovers roam.” I did not want “away” to be “home”.




  At night, I would dream of the buried porn out there, the roots of the tree growing around it, turning all those male bodies into fertilizer, dust to dust. In the morning, I would run into the woods with the shovel and dig up my sweethearts. I loved and hated that collection of smut with the same ferocity that I loved and hated myself. Many people get a special high from making up after a fierce fight with a beloved. They love to get into a fight just for the thrill of reuniting. I buried and exhumed the bag of porn three times, just as many times as Heathcliff dug up Catherine in Wuthering Heights.




  So why would a respectable university exhume, or purchase 6,000 smutty books printed on cheap paper with lurid, usually crummy drawings or photos on the covers? There is so much to say. Think first about writership and readership. Capable, even literary writers slipping into what they might refer to as “erotica”; bad writers given a large audience they don’t deserve. People who never even read the newspaper reading whole books; readers who will be reading Proust and Pound on their morning commute slogging through a bad writer’s smut. Christopher Isherwood openly admitted he was influenced by pulp. Bruce Benderson, one of the best authors of the pulp novels and one who never concealed his name, wrote a manifesto in 1997, “Toward the New Degeneracy”. In it, he deplores the cleaning up or “Disneyfication” of Times Square, and explains that the old Times Square was a place where people from all walks of life – rich, poor, from every race and place, prostitute and john – met and communicated. The pulp novels, too, are a sort of old Times Square of literature.




  Throughout the pulps, there are an inordinate number of ways in which the pornography wishes to remain both unapologetic and legitimized, just as gay men did and do. You have never seen so many quotes from the Bible outside of the Bible, philosophical statements (Larry Townsend’s Billy’s Club launches with this wisdom from Pythagoras, “He calls drunkenness an expression identical with ruin”), psychological studies – any way to use reason to justify passion. Samuel Steward, the great tattoo artist professor, established in the 1969 series of Guild books a frontis long essay, sometimes taking up a quarter of the book itself, entitled “The Meaning and Value of Homosexual Underground Literature”: “In every culture since the dawn of history, man has inscribed on any surface, flat or round, his sexual feelings. Pornographic literature has never been defined to the satisfaction of any two people. Disagreement is common; a common ground where jurists, lawyers, the public, the artist, the educator can meet does not exist and it never has.” Sure. And all the authors of these books were the kind of person who added, “said the actress to the bishop” as an effort to sexualize everything under the sun.




  When considering literary worth, there is the tradition of transgression, of carnival or the night journey – and “the demonic mode” – lifting to the level of heroic that which is villainous. In Blaze of Summer by Alexander Goodman, each story is capped with an (Im)-Moral: “Don’t Cross your Bridges before you come to them. OR: To hell with bridges. Don’t bother crossing them at all.” They also created and broke down literary structures: the “case study”, hybrid genres of western, mystery, science fiction, memoir, parody, ballad, and essay. Many of the writers, after the discovery by mainstream media, formed a literary movement called the New Narrative or “Mandarin” movement, and its members include Kevin Killian, Dodie Bellamy, Dennis Cooper, Robert Gluck, and Benderson. Gay pulp was an opportunity for the literary writers to “forget and reclaim what everyday language is”, as George Orwell described it in “Propaganda and Democracy”, and though Orwell was not gay, anybody who falls in love with his bedbugs as he does in Down and Out in Paris and London, understands the value of Old Times Square.




  Also, these books are artifacts. There is every sort of forbidden subject in forbidden books, what was then illicit sex, but also, all things taboo – drugs, various subcultures, descriptions of parts of cities there was no reason to go to otherwise. There is an honesty that rises from there being little reason for lying: emotional states, cultural criticism about art and politics at the time of the writing, blind items, gossip, maps – the stuff we call today “creative nonfiction”. These are “sketches”, as if all were hunters and serfs in Turgenev’s Notes from a Hunter’s Album: character descriptions, situations, occasions, and the hard to define “uninventable detail”. These books served as community. There are examples of early crowdsourcing with questionnaires at the back asking what readers wanted more of (Work? Career? Family? Generational? School?). Star Books had personal ads in them in the early 90s, and it would be interesting to know of their veracity and effectiveness. In one of the books, the author described a street-by-street catalogue of Chicago’s gay bars and haunts. It is as accurate and complete a map of the city’s gay community as can be traced.
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