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And the man that has anything bountifully laughable about him, be sure there is more in that man than you perhaps think for.


—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick












SUNSET
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LESS should have known, at the clinic a few weeks before, that his relationship was in some trouble. It was an ordinary blood draw for an ordinary medical checkup, the kind a man over fifty must submit to once a year in America. The bell jingled as he opened the clinic door, then jingled again as he failed to close it, then jingled again. And again. “Sorry!” he shouted to the empty waiting room, its only inhabitants a clipboard, a watercooler, and a fan of gossip magazines in absurd hues. But look at Less: A sweatshirt as bright as a highlighter, a little Marseillais fisherman’s hat. Let’s not anyone here call anyone else absurd.


In the exam room, the phlebotomist (bald, Taiwanese, heavily tattooed, suffering a fresh heartbreak that has no bearing on our story) arrived with a clipboard, which he handed to Arthur Less.


“Please write your full name at the top,” the phlebotomist said, preparing an intriguing tray of vials.


The patient wrote the name Arthur Less.


“Please write down the name of your emergency contact,” the phlebotomist said, preparing the inflatable cuff.


The patient wrote the name Freddy Pelu.


“Please write down the nature of your relationship,” the phlebotomist said.


The patient looked up with surprise. Our lovelorn phlebotomist glanced at the questionnaire and replaced the blood pressure cuff, with its kelp-like tubing and bulb, on the tray beside him (such a device is called, by the way, a manometer).


“The nature of your relationship, Mr. Less,” he said brusquely.


“It’s a tough question,” said the patient. Pausing for a moment, misunderstanding the universe, he finally wrote:


Uncertain.


This clumsiness of the heart also became apparent on a certain California road trip: Less was equipped only with his lover, an old Saab, and some hastily purchased camping equipment consisting of two intra-zipping sleeping bags and a large nylon disk. This disk, of Swiss manufacture, unfolded into a tent whose vast interior defied belief; Less was fascinated by its pockets, air vents, rain flies; its stitching, netting, and circular Guggenheim ceiling. But, like the Swiss, it was neutral; it did not love him back. Sure of his infallibility, he unzipped the insect mesh and let in a rowdy bachelorette party of mosquitoes that raided the human open bar; he even zipped the sleeping bags to the ceiling. And on the final day, when a wild downpour arrived at lunchtime, it was decided that, while the tent could be trusted, Less himself could not. A hotel must be booked. The nearest was something called the Hotel d’Amour. This turned out to be a cream-colored cake in a rain-drenched forest, decorated inside with white roses and gilt furniture, and the desk clerk greeted them with surprise and delight; there were no guests at the hotel due to the last-minute cancellation of a wedding. “We’ve got a rose altar, and a priest, and a wedding dinner and cake and champagne and a DJ and everything!” She sighed, and her fellow staff members looked upon their new guests expectantly. Doves within a cage cooed romantically. The stout priest, her vestments dark with rain, smiled hopefully. A string quartet was playing “Anything Goes.” Outside, the storm shut the door and blocked the escape. It seemed there was no dodging destiny.


“What do you think?” I said to Arthur Less.


That’s me. I am Freddy Pelu. I am the emergency contact (who picked up Less at the blood-draw clinic shortly after he fainted). I am a short and slight man approaching forty, the age at which the charming eccentricities of one’s twenties (sleeping in a silk bonnet to save my curls and wearing rabbit-eared slippers) become the zaniness of middle age. My curls have patinaed like scallops on old silver; my red glasses magnify my myopia; I am winded after chasing my dog one time around the park. But I am as yet unwrinkled; I am no Arthur Less. Rather, I am what I would call an alloy (and my grandmother would call a pasticcio) of Italian, Spanish, and Mexican heritages—mere nationalities, being themselves mixtures of Iberian, Indigenous, African, Arab, and Frankish migrations, breaking down further until we get to the elemental humans from whom we all descend.


For the past nine months, I have lived with this troubled patient, this Arthur Less, novelist and traveler, in San Francisco in an almost-but-not-quite-waterproof one-bedroom bungalow on the Vulcan Steps that we tenderly call “the Shack,” a house belonging to his old lover Robert Brownburn that Less has called home for a decade without paying rent. Sharing in this good fortune is a bulldog named Tomboy, whom people assume is a boy, although, as Less takes pains to point out, tomboys are, by definition, girls. It is a chore and an honor and a comedy to live with them both. Nine months of unmarital bliss. But we have been linked for far longer.


We got together, quite casually, when I was twenty-seven and he forty-one, and “quite casually” is how I kept things for nine years. Staying with my grouchy uncle Carlos, unsettled in my adopted home (while living and breathing through the bulky apparatus of a second language), I found the Shack a cozy place to flop. Less never pressed for more than a kiss goodbye; I assumed he was caught up in his work or whatever engaged men of his age. Nine years of assuming these things—it feels cruel to admit, but those years are among my most treasured. The only time in my life when I was a prince. Walking in and out, chided and adored. At the time, I did not know what to call “love.”


I had to learn the hard way. I awoke one morning across the world from Arthur Less and saw nothing but the bright blue of his signature suit. I understood that happiness is within our grasp if we reach for it. And so I traveled the world to win him back …


But he did not marry me that day at the Hotel d’Amour. Even with the doves and caterers as witnesses, the skylights above us drumming from the pounding rain. On his face was written a single word: uncertain. “I have to think about it,” he said.


This is the story of a crisis in our lives. Not at the clinic or at the Hotel d’Amour (or on other ill-fated trips), but during a journey alone. It begins in San Francisco and it ends in San Francisco. In between: a donkey, a pug, a whale, and a moose. For now, let us pivot away from me, Freddy Pelu. For I do not appear in this story until much later.


(To be clear: At the clinic, he should have written partner.)


Look at Arthur Less today:


Standing on the deck of a San Francisco ferryboat, in a gray suit so precisely the same color as the fog that he seems (as in a not particularly scary movie) to be a ghostly floating head. Look at his thinning hair wind-whipped into the stiff peak of a blond meringue, his delicate lips, sharpened nose, and elongated chin recalling Viking invaders from the Bayeux Tapestry, as white as a white man can get, colored only by the pink tips of his nose and ears and the blown-glass blue of his eyes. Look at Arthur Less. Somewhere past fifty, indeed a ghost of his former self, but as the sky begins to darken, he fully materializes into a tall middle-aged man shivering in the cold. Here he stands, our hero, looking around like a man who has grown a mustache and is waiting for someone to notice.


He has, in fact, grown a mustache. He is, in fact, waiting for someone to notice.


On this foggy October morning, our Minor American Novelist is making his way to a small gold-rush town in the Sierra Nevadas to give a lecture in their Significant Speakers series. For anyone else, it would be a mere three-hour journey, but our Arthur Less has to do things the hard way; he has chosen to take a ferry and a train. This should land him in the townlet in about five hours, and along the way he expects to take in the view gold miners must have had climbing from bawdy San Francisco up to the barren mountain of their fortunes.


Oh, to have a manometer that truly measures the essence of man! What would it show of our protagonist, smiling gently on his city as it fades into the fog like a photograph too long exposed? Perhaps the restlessness of a heart swimming inside a fiftyish rib cage. But also, I think: the seeping pleasure of recognition, which, though writers claim to desire only for their ink to dry before they leave the planet, must be what warms this sole occupant of the upper decks on this cold, foggy Sunday. For is he not a Significant Speaker? Traveling even now to be applauded by gold miners, much like Oscar Wilde on his tour of the Wild West (such are his delusions that Less imagines miners and not marijuana farmers)? And more: Arthur Less has received more invitations in recent days than in all the past year put together. A major Prize has asked him to be on its jury; a theater company has requested permission to perform one of his stories. Could there be some silent audience eagerly awaiting his new novel? Some hidden force unrecognized by the publishing and critical world of New York City, which, like an orbiting space station, looks upon the rest of America without ever interacting with it?


Ignore all that, the poet Robert Brownburn says to him in memory. The point of writing is the page. The famous poet Robert Brownburn; easy for him to say, Turn away from love.


The poet Robert Brownburn—my predecessor. They were together fifteen years and lived in the Shack for most of those. They met when Less was only twenty-one, on Baker Beach in San Francisco. Less had struck up a conversation with a woman in sunglasses smoking a cigarette who said her name was Marian, advised him to use his youth well, to waste it, and then asked him a favor: Could he accompany her husband into the dangerous surf ? He did; the man turned out to be Robert Brownburn. He left Marian to live with Less; he brought Less to the Pulitzer ceremony when he won the prize; he brought him to Paris and Berlin and Italy. When they parted, Arthur Less was in his mid-thirties. You could say Robert Brownburn was his youth. I have been his middle age. Is there yet another, unmet, to be Arthur Less’s dotage? It is possible that he would have married Robert Brownburn if he could have. But times were different, laws were different. And I have never asked.


Back to the chill of San Francisco as Less, aboard the ferry, receives the first of three calls this morning:


“Hello-I-have-Peter-Hunt-on-the-line-please-hold.”


Less listens as Céline Dion performs the entirety of AC/ DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long,” followed by an interlude of silence, followed by the voice of Peter Hunt, his literary agent: “Arthur, let me get right to it.” He delivers news, good or bad, in a jolting way, like the electric shock used to prod cattle.


“Peter!”


“You’re on the jury for this Prize,” Peter says in a terse voice; one can picture him swinging his stallion’s tail of white hair behind him. “I wish you hadn’t agreed to it, because I thought you had a chance this year—”


“Peter, don’t be ridiculous—”


“My advice is not to bother reading anything. The winner will come to you, like a divination. Your time is better spent on other things.”


“Thank you, Peter, but my duty—”


“Speaking of other things,” Peter barges through, “good news! I’ve got you an exclusive profile of H. H. H. Mandern, a big ten-page profile, glossy with photos and everything. And he asked specifically for you.”


“Who?”


“You, Arthur.”


“No, I mean who asked?”


“Mandern asked. He was confused; I cleared things up. He’s heading out on tour for his latest book.”


“I’m not up for a road trip.”


“No road, no trip. You go to Palm Springs and Santa Fe. Interview him onstage. Talk with him after. Put together a profile for the magazine. Only catch is you fly out in two days.”


“Then it’s a no,” Less says firmly. “I’m going to Maine.”


“Working on something?”


“Peter, I just finished a book!”


“So Palm Springs—”


“Peter, it’s a no.”


“Starts Tuesday, think about it, enjoy the Prize Committee, welcome home—” And the line goes dead.


From the waters of the San Francisco Bay, a face appears: a seal, staring fixedly at Arthur Less, who stands alone in the chill wind of the ferry’s deck. Less stares back. Who knows of what it is trying to warn him? The seal (or selkie?) vanishes into the water and Less is left alone.


Welcome home indeed, for this Minor American Novelist has been gone a long time from his native land. So long that he now thinks of it, as the salmon must think of the streamlet of her parents when returning to it, as yet another foreign country. After a zigzagging itinerary around the world—six thousand miles as the albatross flies (and a story for another time)—he landed home in San Francisco … only to launch himself up again for three more America-free months finishing his novel. Our thrifty author booked himself a hut on a beach in Oaxaca, a solar-powered one that forced him to rise at dawn and work until the power failed at sunset. He was a wreck when he returned to me, but I could see he had never been more content in his life.


What is it like to return to your country after so long? Less assumed it would be like picking up a novel you had put aside some time ago; perhaps you’ll need to reread a little, remind yourself of who Janie is, and Butch, and Jack, and why everyone in Newtown-on-Tippet is so upset about the castle. But no, no, no. It is far stranger. More like picking up a novel only to discover the novel has been writing itself while you were away. No Janie, no Butch, no Jack. No Newtown. No castle. For some reason, you are in outer space, orbiting Saturn. Worse, the previous pages have been torn out; there is no rereading. You have to start from where you are—where your country is—and simply plod ahead. You may think: What’s happened? Good God, are they kidding?


But it is a rule of life, alas, that nobody is kidding.


The second call is from me, Freddy Pelu.


“Ladder down!” (a private joke).


“Freddy, good news!”


“You sound happy!”


“Peter just called and apparently H. H. H. Mandern asked for me to do a profile.”


I ask, “Who?”


“H. H. H. Mandern!” says Less. “One of the most famous writers of our time. It’s money. And I said no!”


“That’s the good news?”


Less is jubilant: “I said no! Because tomorrow I’ll be with you in Maine! I don’t know what’s going on, I don’t know why I’m on this Prize Committee, I don’t know why I’m speaking today, I don’t know why Mandern asked for me, but Freddy, it’s just nice! It’s nice to be wanted! But really, who wants a middle-aged gay white novelist nobody’s ever heard of?”


“Me,” I say. “I do.”


I am not in the chill of San Francisco; I am in the chill of the Northeast. I am in a small Maine college town for the three months of my sabbatical, taking a course in narrative form.


“Well, you’re in luck,” he says. “My flight is tomorrow at noon.”


“You really turned it down?”


“Of course I did! I’m joining you in Maine, that’s our plan. I don’t want to be apart for months.”


“You do love to travel.”


“I don’t love to travel, I love to travel to you,” Less says as a foghorn sounds. “I’m going to a mining town and then I’m coming to see you in Maine.”


“You know what I like in a middle-aged gay white novelist nobody’s ever heard of? A little confidence. Maybe you’re getting these invitations because you really are a great writer.”


“You know what?” Less says. “Today I feel like maybe I am!”


“Of course you are!” I say.


“Sorry, Freddy, I’m getting another call. I love you!”


“Take it! Maybe it’s the Nobel Committee!”


“Maybe it is!” he says. I tell him I love him. The seals or selkies seem to wave to Less from the water, a final warning; he waves back and merrily answers his ringing phone for the third call this morning. Things are going so well today that it feels not impossible it is the Nobel Committee.


But, friends, it is not the Nobel Committee. It is a rule of life, alas, that it is never the Nobel Committee.


A somber voice comes on the line: “Arthur, it’s Marian …”


Be strong, Arthur Less. Do you remember we made a deal? Not long after I moved into the Shack? It was a Sunday, and I had spent the entire day in that white bed (below the trumpet-vine window) correcting student papers; I had not moved since breakfast, and it had been dark a long time. You came in with a pizza and a bottle of red wine. You, too, had spent the day in your bathrobe. You sat down on the bed and poured me a glass of wine and said, “Freddy, now that we’re living together, I have a proposal.” Your hair was a blondish mess, your cheeks in “high color,” as they say in English novels; perhaps you had already gone through the remains of another bottle. “Neither of us is strong. We can’t put up a shelf or fix the sink and neither of us can catch a mouse.” You put your hand on my arm. “But somebody has to catch the mouse. So here’s my proposal. You be the strong one Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. And I’ll be the strong one Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays.”


I paused, suspicious. “What about Sundays?”


You patted me on the arm with reassurance. “On Sundays, Freddy, nobody’s the strong one.”


I receive a voice mail in Maine: “Freddy. Robert’s ex-wife, Marian, called.” And then a pause. “Robert died a few hours ago. Multi-organ failure. I canceled my event. I have to head back. Marian says she’s already on her way here from Sonoma, she’s staying the night at the Shack, we have to plan the funeral, which is tomorrow, so don’t try to fly home. It will be something small, just a few people. I’ll figure it out and let you know. I’ll call you later. I love you.”


Today is Sunday.


[image: image]


The first person not to notice his mustache is the ex-wife of Robert Brownburn.


“I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t be smoking in here,” says Marian. He has found her already waiting for him in the bedroom of the Shack. From the other room comes the hurricane of a vacuum cleaner; our hippie cleaning lady, Lydia, has sprinkled white powder all over the carpets. Less closes the door behind him and sighs.


Small and solid and beautiful, nearly eighty now, Marian still gives off the aroma of vitality Less remembers from their first meeting on a beach. Her hair—in his memory brown and curly, perhaps permed—has become a chin-length bob of white steel, framing her face as severely as a Greek helmet. Less’s, of course, has faded to an abbot’s tonsure. Seated on the bed, she wears a long purple cotton poncho or chasuble and a large pebble on a cord around her neck. Marian is smiling, though her face is dark and smudged from crying.


“I’m indulging in all my vices,” she says, throwing her cigarette out the window. She struggles to stand; both her hips, so sumptuous in the sand that day they met, have had their bones replaced, also with white steel. “I only have two vices left. The other one is optimism. Same vice, in fact.” She and Less embrace.


“Oh, Marian, it’s awful, just awful.”


“You look different, Arthur.”


“Do I?” he asks, touching his mustache.


“Thinner,” she says. “I wish grief could do that to me.”


“Thinner, huh? You look wonderful, Marian.”


She seats herself again and laughs, wiping her face with the heel of her hand.


Is it easier to bear an old lover’s death when you’re eighty or when you’re fifty? Hard to say, seeing these old enemies and their fading grins. Marian looks still lively but despairing, like a plant that has been torn up at the roots; there is no help for what she is suffering, and her eyes keep going to the window as if it opens onto another plane on which none of this has happened. And Arthur Less. Arthur Less looks like a magician’s assistant without a magician. Now who will saw him in half?


Less joins her on the bed. “Marian, how have you been?” They have sensitively avoided each other these last months at Robert’s hospice.


“Well, you know I’ve been weaving rugs,” she says, grabbing the stone that lies on her breast, perhaps reflexively, for comfort. “Weaving all the rugs in a rich woman’s mansion, up in Montana. A dozen rooms. Now I’m almost done and, Arthur, I’m slowing down; it feels like I’ve cast a spell and that when I finish that last rug … I’ll fall down dead.”


“You sound like a novelist,” he says ruefully.


She shrugs and looks out the window. “I told the woman I was afraid of finishing, so she went and built a guesthouse. Just so I’d have another rug to make.”


Less looks around. “There’s a dog here somewhere …”


“I met the dog; that nice woman has him trapped in the bathroom. Apparently we’re trapped in here while the magic powder does its work on the rugs. Thank you for putting me up.”


Less does not correct her about Tomboy’s gender. “It’s good to see you, Marian. Even if it’s so sad.”


She looks directly at him and continues not to notice his mustache. They can hear the vacuum in the other room coming closer. They sit without speaking until the hurricane passes.


“And you, Arthur? You said you were traveling somewhere.”


“Oh, just north of here,” he says. “I canceled.”


“I always picture you traveling.”


“Not anymore,” Less says. “I have a lot of invitations. And I’m on a Prize Committee. But I don’t travel since Freddy moved in.”


“You know,” Marian says, “I don’t think of Robert as dead. Isn’t that silly? I think of him like Merlin, wandered off and sealed in the trunk of a hawthorn tree. For a thousand years.”


Less finds himself smiling. “Really? That’s funny. He used to talk about that story. I thought he was talking about me. Saying that I was the tree.”


“No, Arthur, no.”


“That I’d lured him away,” he says. “Like a fairy. Stolen his powers.”


“No, Arthur, nobody ever thought that. If anything, I was the tree.” Marian rests her hands on her thighs and then suddenly exhales. “This is the most ridiculous conversation anybody ever had. We are the most ridiculous creatures.”


“Robert would be proud of us.”


Oh, Marian! Let us draw no boundaries around existence, which contains wonders unknown! For there is a creature more ridiculous still and here it comes, scrabbling across the floor, bewigged in white powder, snorting like a steam engine: a bulldog, Tomboy, losing her little mind with love.


Marian has retreated to the bedroom for the night, Less and I have talked, and now Less, having changed into pajamas and plugged in his special electric razor for his mustache, relaxes on the sofa bed listening to Slow German News, a program in which a woman reads aloud articles from Die Welt at the calm, unhurried pace of a Zugpferd pulling a wagon of manure. Less’s German, practiced often in his youth, now comes out as seldom as a retired great lady of the stage, but Slow German News is one of his great comforts. Monotonous German News, I like to call it, and Less shyly hides his headphones as if caught listening to Slow German Porn. I believe, in his Lessian way, he is. “Die wachsende Kluft,” she soothingly tells him, “zwischen dem amerikanischen Volk”—at which point he receives a call. Not his partner this time; it’s his sister, Rebecca.


“Oh, Archie!” she sighs. She calls him Archie. She has always called him that and always will. “You holding up?”


“Not at all. Neither is Marian. And that’s how it should be.”


“This is so shocking.”


“It’s not shocking,” Less admits. “I knew it was coming. I just didn’t prepare myself properly.”


“Archie, your only job for the next few days is to nod your head when people say they’re sad and eat as much as possible. And remember to drink alcohol. That’s important. Get some of those mini-bottles you like. Wait, is there a German woman there with you?”


“No, no,” Less says, turning off his program. “No, it’s just me.”


“All right. When’s the funeral?”


“Tomorrow,” Less says. “At the Columbarium. It’s just his ashes. Marian and I scrambled to put everything together. She asked some old friends. I hired a chorale.”


“A what?”


“A chorale. Singers.”


“Well done.”


“And afterward there’s a celebration of his life. At least, that’s how they announced it. Robert would’ve hated that. And you?”


“Just me and the ocean.”


He hears her sigh. She is in their home state of Delaware, three time zones away. Less’s sister moved, in a simultaneous expansion and contraction of possibilities, from a Brooklyn one-bedroom with a husband to a small house on the Atlantic without one. The divorce went through a week ago.


“Are you doing okay, Bee?”


“As well as any of us.” She is talking about divorce in their family as one talks about an ancestral scourge. And with Less, she is talking about his and Robert’s breakup. “You went through it. Things are harder but better. I don’t have to paw through someone else’s junk drawer to find the scissors. Metaphorically speaking.”


“Do you think it was harder but better for Mom?”


“I think Dad was crazy,” his sister says. “What if you had to wake up every day with someone promising a miracle, and every day you believed it, and every day it didn’t happen?”


“Bee, I did wake up with that.”


“I’m so glad I was little when Dad left. Mostly what I remember is him calling me a Walloon.”


Merry laughter from them both. She tells him to get some rest, and the call is over.


It is only later, after Less has made one last sentry round of his little house and carried Tomboy to the sofa bed, after he puts the headphones back on and the woman starts to speak in her fairy-tale voice—“Momentan unklar welche Richtung dieses Land … ”—that Less begins the great heaving sobs that will last all night.


His sister used the word Walloon, and it is one full of meaning for me, because I always felt it said something about our mourner. I have mentioned my heritage, but it was some time before I bothered to ask about Less’s. We were in the bedroom of the Shack, Less and I; this was in the early days, when I was very young and I suppose Less was too. He lay lazily in tousled white sheets below the window that trumpet vine had conquered long ago, and bright sunlight filtered through to cast a shadow of wrought-iron leaves upon my lover. I was standing before a mirror, wearing his tuxedo jacket and nothing else. Outside the neighbor’s cat could be heard saying, Ciao … ciao … ciao.


“Where are your ancestors from?” I asked.


He sat very still in the bed, observing me. “You promise you won’t make fun of me?” he asked.


“Less, I promise.”


“You have to really promise. I don’t want to be teased for this.” (I had recently teased him for the story of his first kiss.)


Half naked, I crossed myself. “I would never tease you about something like that.”


He looked away, then said, “I’m a Walloon.”


I considered this. “Say it again for me.”


“I’m a Walloon,” he said. “My ancestor Prudent Deless came here in 1638.”


“From where?”


“Wallonia.”


I burst into unruly laughter, doubling over before the mirror. He sipped his coffee silently. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I can’t help it!” I pleaded, crawling onto the bed. “You’re a Walloon from Wallonia?” He nodded solemnly. “Is that a Smurf or something?”


“I knew you’d make fun of me. I knew it.”


“Okay, okay, okay. I’m sorry.” I crept toward him and frowned. “Tell me more about this … Prudent?”


He raised his eyebrows but went on: “Prudent Deless. My father told us all about it. Rebecca thinks it’s the funniest thing in the world. Prudent Deless, that’s a man, he was a rascal who came over in 1638 to found New Sweden.”


“There’s no New Sweden.”


Less explained that, in addition to New France, New Spain, and New England, there was supposed to be a New Sweden. It lasted, however, only briefly; New Sweden was the first contestant sent home from the New World. And after traveling all that way!


“And Prudent?” I asked.


Less said, “He was the sole Walloon.”


I sat up now and put his coffee on the little side table. “But … come on. You didn’t all intermarry with other Walloons for four hundred years. You must be something else.”


He spread his arms wide. “Obviously. The whole Walloon thing is nonsense.”


“More like invention.”


“You’re still not allowed to make fun of me.”


I found myself more annoyed than amused, though I did not then know why. Here I was, reciting my heritage to every American who asked, like those spies in war movies told to show their papers, and yet my lover could act as if he’d sprung from the brow of Zeus! But all I could say on that day was:


“I’m going to call you Prudent from now on.” I got off the bed and looked at myself in the mirror and at him behind me. “I think that’s a perfect name for you.”


“Please, Freddy, don’t …”


Prudent rises, removing his earplugs, to find Marian has already showered and made coffee. When she brings him a cup, he sees she is all in black, and Prudent remembers what they must do today.


The memorial is in the Columbarium—a beaux arts Bundt pan of a building tucked between a copy shop and a parking lot in the northwest region of the city—the repository for the cremated remains of many famous San Franciscans. As in most crematoria, nooks hold the ashes of the departed; unlike most, here, these nooks are glass. This affords the bereaved the opportunity to display not only the urn but anything the heart desires: dollhouse furniture, Mardi Gras beads, a box for Chinese takeout, and a jar of gefilte fish. It is edifying to see so many lives on display; Less would have thought, for instance, that surely nobody loved Paint Your Wagon enough to be entombed with its DVD, and yet here is irrefutable proof ! And here is Madonna’s The Immaculate Collection. And here is Judy at Carnegie Hall. Through these, another facet of San Francisco history is revealed: During the early years of AIDS, when many cemeteries refused to accept the bodies, this strange place offered niches for those dead gay men. And here they are, gaily decorating the solemn chamber, with years of death in 1992, 1993, 1994, and so on—the hardest years. Something like the old Mission Dolores graveyard, where so many of the death dates on gravestones read 1850 or 1851—a year or two after hundreds of thousands raced to San Francisco to dig for gold. They came and died here. Just like these young gay men. The barren mountain of their fortunes.


“Look at this,” Marian says to Less. They are dressed in black, Marian in a kind of nightshirt and Less in his only black suit, in the breast pocket of which is folded a white linen handkerchief. He bought it with Robert in Paris twenty years ago. They stand beside a glass case containing two crystal images, each of a young mustached man. He assumes they were a couple but Marian points out the engravings: they were “beloved partners” of the same man, a man apparently still living. “He was with this one,” Marian says, “until he died. And then he was with this one until he died.”


“Oh my God.”


“Imagine being the second man. He must have come here; he must have seen this memorial. And when he got sick, maybe the man promised him he’d have a memorial too. Imagine that. Turned to crystal.”


“ ‘Leonard LeDuke,’ ” Less says, reading the much-beloved’s name carved there. “Unlucky man.”


“Lucky man,” Marian counters.


There is a sound outside, and here they come, in black suits and dresses—the old clothes they stumbled upon now and then in their closets and thought, I never wear that, I should get rid of it, and took out for a moment before noticing the color and remembering that death was near—here they come, in sunglasses and scuffed shoes, Kleenex in their pockets, chattering amiably, here they come through the Columbarium gates: the Americans in mourning.


And here they come: the Russian River School. At least, those who remain of that artistic movement from Robert’s day, and how old they look! Less remembers evenings up in a cabin, card games and red wine and shouting, sitting back shyly as Robert argued meter with Stella Barry; they had seemed so old to him in those days, with their wrinkles and paunches, when of course they were younger then than he is now, and the time will come, inshallah, when Less will be older still than they are here (you can always count on time for a fancy prose style). Will he still feel as foolish? Here is Stella now, a great blue heron lifting each foot carefully along the gravel path; her hair is a white flame, her bearing gaunt and unsure, but her fine beak still darts back and forth as she speaks to the man on her arm. The man on her arm: Franklin Woodhouse, the famous artist who once painted a nude Arthur Less (now in a private collection). So hunched over he seems to stare only at his shuffling feet, seeing nothing of the path ahead, as perhaps we all must. And others whose names Less cannot recall, the ones in the background of the photographs with him, now moving with canes and walkers and, for one, an electric wheelchair. All heading toward the place where Less and Marian have turned to crystal.


In the middle of their time together as a couple, when the hazy spell of early love had faded but the mist of disillusion had not yet settled over them, a romantic period whose ordinariness can sometimes overshadow its clarity, which has its own beauty, Robert took Less to Provincetown. He said Less had not seen enough of America. Each low tide, the couple strolled out across the cove, now miraculously drained of seawater, revealing the coarse dark sand of the seafloor and red caterpillars resembling editor’s marks on a manuscript (Cut this, and this, and this), perhaps because to Less, almost everything resembled his continuing failure to get his dreams onto a page. The soft wool sky spread out in skeins of gray above the ambling men. They were still in love.


It was in Provincetown Less learned that his mother had cancer. He sat shaking at the rickety little table; a thunderstorm had driven them indoors. A fire crackled beside the captain’s bed. Less said he was flying home to Delaware, and Robert said nothing. Less said he was giving up on the novel. It was all vanity anyway. How could he write while his mother was dying?


“I’m sorry you’ve become a writer,” Robert said at last, kneeling beside him and taking his hand. “I’m sorry this disaster has come for you. I love you. But you have to pay attention. It won’t help now, I don’t know what will help now, but I promise it will help later. That’s all you need to do. Pay attention.”


Less said he would not use his mother’s death as a writing exercise.


Robert stood up and got a bottle of wine, opened it, and poured two glasses. The fire ticked like a clock beside them; Robert’s sandalwood cologne completed the sense of solace. “When I was teaching in Padua, my sister died. I’ve told you that. I went into the Scrovegni Chapel there to look at the Giottos and I felt nothing. But I made myself look. He painted that chapel in 1305. Dante visited him. And in the scene of the Slaughter of the Innocents is one of the first realistic depictions of human tears. How they leave a trail down the cheek and hang for a moment on the jaw before falling. Someone noticed, seven hundred years ago. Someone knew my pain.” He put Less’s glass on the table. “That’s what you have to do. Pay attention. It’s not for yourself. It’s for someone seven hundred years from now.” Less lifted his face, bright with rage at this, his first real encounter with death. Later, Robert said the tears had made their way into a poem, a detail he had noticed. Less asked what that was. “The tears were black.”


The memorial opens with a chorale of varied homosexuals singing a Leonard Cohen song. Marian leans over and asks, softly, where Less found such an awful group, and Less says someone else found them but whispers, “They’re okay, they’re okay,” to which Marian snorts and says: “It’s the OK Chorale.”


There is a violin piece inspired by a poem of Robert’s. It is performed by a teenager with pink hair spiked like a sea urchin. Marian begins to cry, and though there are boxes of tissues placed on columns everywhere, Less hands her the linen handkerchief from his breast pocket, into which she blows her nose loudly.


Less watches as Marian stuffs his favorite handkerchief into her purse.


An elderly Black man in a beret tremblingly recites the final utterance of the Delphic Oracle: “All is ended!”


The OK Chorale sings another Leonard Cohen song.


Pay attention, Arthur Less. Here, as people walk upstairs to Robert Brownburn’s niche. Try to shepherd your thoughts toward the body in ashes in that urn, now being placed within the little cove—for this is the moment, the chance to mourn—but as soon as you coax your mind through the narrow gate of sorrow … off they go, the thoughts, gamboling into some new field. Yes, you are thinking about your linen handkerchief, for instance, which Marian has put in her purse, and you realize that your gesture at a funeral means you have given the handkerchief to the weeping recipient forever. Because at funerals, forever is the theme of the day. That linen handkerchief will come no more. And you bought it specially in Paris. You are thinking about the ceremony and the stammering words people have said. You are thinking about the OK Chorale, and you had better not think about it because now you have fought back a little grin. And now you have caught Marian’s eye. It is happening to her as well. Robert is being moved into his private grotto before this crowd of famous poets and artists who have come after him to join the famous poets and artists who went before him, a grand moment, and his ex-wife and ex-lover are about to lose it. Think about something else, Arthur Less. Anything else. Robert’s face like a skull, for instance, his breathing, his awful final haircut, like a cartoon baby with one white forelock … not working. The OK Chorale starts to sing a hymn in Slow German. Marian is trying to hide her smile; she takes out of her purse the Handkerchief, and it happens: Arthur Less snorts with laughter.


The first time I met Robert Brownburn, I was twenty-seven and he was over sixty—an almost grandfatherly difference in age—and though I had no official association with Arthur Less at the time and was as free and unattached as a young bonobo, still, I thought of him as a rival. It was a small dinner party at the Shack, and when he rang the doorbell, I was a sight, my hands yellow from turmeric and my eyes red from chilies. Less was in the bedroom, and so, arms outstretched like a saint and weeping like one, I answered the door, and this is how I first met Robert—I got a wry smile and “You must be Carlos’s son.” The next hour is a blur of inexplicable rage, inexplicable because Robert was kind and gracious to me, as was everyone, but I could not shake the understanding that, though I knew he was my rival, Robert clearly did not think of me as his. Otherwise, why be kind and gracious?


Less informed the poet that I was a high-school teacher. I added: “We’re reading Homer.”


“Oh, lucky you!” Robert said brightly. “You know, I was thinking the other day, The Odyssey has the most amazing cameo in all of literature.”


“My students always love it.”


He smiled and turned to the rest of the table, spreading his arms wide. “When Telemachus gets to the court of Menelaus,” he said, “we hear all about the silver and gold and electrum decorations, and they talk forever, and then, in the background, Helen walks by. Fucking Helen of Troy.”


“ ‘Out of her scented room,’ ” I quoted.


“Exactly. Here is the woman at the heart of his last epic, and Homer has her reappear, it must be twenty years later, just walking around the palace, and he never tells us what we’re dying to know: Is she beautiful?”


I reached for the papaya salad. “My students don’t accept the idea that Helen—”


He turned to the group: “Isn’t it fascinating?”


Later, when the party was over, and I was cleaning up with Less and swooning with sugared gin and champagne, he asked me what I thought of Robert. I was too young to know what I thought of Robert; I only knew what I thought of myself, which was that I felt conquered. So I just repeated, “Isn’t it fascinating? Isn’t it fascinating? Isn’t it fascinating?” until Less left the room. We argued and he broke a glass and wept over it and I stood there holding my own cocktail of triumph and shame.


The second time I met the poet Robert Brownburn was, as it happens, at a funeral. It was for Less’s mother, whose cancer had returned after years in remission. Less was lost; his sister, Rebecca, equally so, and so it was left to me to plan the reception. I remember when the poet Robert Brownburn arrived to greet his old lover and then, in the midst of their sad embrace, how the eyes of the poet came to rest on me. The message they contained resisted my intelligence almost successfully. He mouthed the words Hi, Freddy. Then he moved on to Less’s sister and out of my line of sight. A procession of ghosts followed. Later, I came upon the poet staring with uncertainty at the Mexican spread, and I suggested what to combine. He turned to me and said, “I was thinking about what you said, and Helen does do something in that scene, doesn’t she?” As if years had not passed between our encounters. I said yes, she put an herb in their wine, a drug against penthos and kholon: sorrow and anger. “ ‘None would shed a tear that day,’ ” I quoted to him. “So they can talk about the past without pain.” He nodded and took another serving of beans. Then he said to me: “I hope you put some in the margaritas.” He left soon afterward and I did not see him again for many years.


So that was the second time I met the late Robert Brownburn.


The “celebration of life” is in a Sea Cliff mansion. Less is handed a glass of bourbon—someone knows Robert’s preferred tipple—and led into a great glass room with a view of the strait connecting the ocean and the Bay: the Golden Gate. The sunlight sparkles on its dark waters as it seems to exhale into the Pacific, rippling beneath the famous bridge.


“Excuse me, are you a friend of Mr. Brownburn?”


Less has been approached by a young man in an ill-fitting navy suit—how young, Less cannot tell you. His guess is somewhere between conception and thirty.


Less smiles and says, “I am.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t wanna intrude. I’m just such a fan.” The young man has cut his hair very close and wears rimless glasses. “I read all his poetry, not just the Library of America stuff but the old stuff, the really juicy stuff. That sixties stuff that evades the intelligence almost successfully, as Stevens said, you know? I’m just such a fan. And he never traveled much and I live in Hollister, so I never got to see him read.”


“That’s a pity,” Less says. “He did some incredible readings. I first saw him read at City Lights.”


“Oh, man, what a dream!”


Less: “I didn’t know anything about his poetry then. We’d just started dating. And seeing him read his work, it was like … finding out the person you’re dating is Spider-Man.” He laughs, but the young man does not. Instead, he seems shocked.


“Oh … are you … are you Arthur Less?”


“I am.”


“The Arthur Less?”


Is there another Arthur Less? “I guess so,” Less replies. “I was with Robert for fifteen years.”


The young man’s face seems to ripple with joy. “Oh, I know,” he says. “What an honor to be here, I can’t tell you. And to talk with Arthur Less! One day you’re gonna win one of those prizes! I have to admit, I’m gate-crashing here. I just saw a notice about a celebration of Robert Brownburn and I had to come. Sorry, I know it’s not for the public.”


“It’s not my house. Robert never turned away fans of poetry.”


“What was it like to live with him? To live with genius?”


Less sighs. He decides to speak honestly about Robert, because today is the day to speak honestly about the poet Robert Brownburn: “You didn’t see it happening, because for a long time every morning, nothing was happening, which was very tense, and then out of nowhere it would be done. And when he was finished he’d call out, ‘Champagne!’ ” Less is enjoying a memory of that happy shout, which of course did not actually mean for Less to open champagne (they were almost always broke). “Most days. Some days. It wasn’t always easy. Robert was hard on himself. And hard on people around him.”


“Was it worth it for you?”


Without knowing it, the young man has asked the toughest question of all. Less sees Marian across the room, moving slowly in her marionette walk toward an ornate sofa. Those years living on the Vulcan Steps in which he gave each hour to protecting the creativity of Robert, tiptoeing around the house, making lunch as quietly as possible and knocking gently on the door, only to see Robert lying on the daybed looking angrily at the ceiling; the years when he was twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three—are they to be savored or spent? “Waste your youth,” Marian had told him on that beach thirty years ago, and at the time he said he was. But had he? He had invested it, perhaps, but certainly not in himself; one could not withdraw the days of one’s youth in retirement and throw them on the fire to warm old bones. He had invested it in Robert.


Less answers: “It was my privilege.”


Across the room, Marian seizes the sofa with a look of triumph and lowers herself onto it. She folds her hands on her dress; she closes her eyes. Where is she traveling to? From the locked door in Less’s memory: Champagne!


“Do you think he’s going to read something?”


Less has not been listening. “I’m sorry? Who?”


“Mr. Brownburn,” the young man says, abashed. “I know it’s a party for him, but I was hoping maybe he might read something.”


Understanding comes to Arthur Less with a contraction of his breath.


The young man offers a shy smile. “Or maybe this is asking too much, but for a second, could you introduce me? It’s okay if you can’t. It’s just … I came all the way from Hollister.”


Less is not one to touch anyone he does not know, but he puts his hand on the young man’s arm. He looks at the hopeful face and tries to think of how to tell someone he is too late.


I can tell you what it was like to live with genius.


It was as if we were a couple who had moved into a haunted house. At first, my life with Less was bliss. We painted the Shack all white within, and the paint stayed on our nails and hair as a reminder of our fresh life together. And then there began to be signs—a door that opened by itself; a shadow where no shadow should be. I mean these metaphorically, of course—what I saw out of the corner of my eye was in fact the phantom presence of Robert Brownburn (still alive in those days). Its first manifestation was an anxiety that seized the house each day at six; it took me a long time to realize this was the hour when Robert used to emerge from writing and demand a drink and dinner. And before my eyes, at six, Less would change from a dopey, smiling lover into a terrified domestic, each impressive dish seasoned with worry—“Do you like it? Is it overcooked?” I see now he was not asking me; he was asking Robert twenty years ago. Back when Less did not know if he deserved to be loved. I reassured him, and these tensions calmed. The Shack lost its shadows, its creaking doors. But then came the possession.


One day, I came home to find a poltergeist!—or evidence of one. Laundry was strewn eerily around the place; there were books in teetering piles, coffee cups where none had been that morning, and from the bedroom an unearthly voice was chanting: “No, no, no, no, no … ” When I opened the door, I found, to my horror, a demon staring back at me with red-rimmed eyes and growling: “Freddy, I’m working!” I closed the door on this hellscape and stood a moment taking in the horror: my partner had begun a novel.


I had never thought the process would be so messy or demanding. For instance, Less wrote in the bedroom (the Shack’s only other room), so if I wanted anything from in there, I had to set it out the night before, planning as carefully as for an Everest ascent. But even worse was when I began to suspect a transference, or spiritual possession, in which the soul of Robert Brownburn had moved into the body of Arthur Less. The screams of torture, the firing-squad sound of his typing; I shivered to think of what went on in that Gehenna. I think the turning point came when Arthur Less banged open the door, hitting me as I was washing dishes, and shouted: “Champagne!” He had become the Great Writer, the Robert Brownburn. And I’d become the devil’s janissary. I told him this in so many words. His response? Less sat on the couch and wept. “I guess I was trying something on. I guess I was trying to feel confident.”


“And that means treating me like a servant?”


“I only know Robert’s way. I’m so sorry.”


I explained that not every relationship had to have a Robert; it isn’t Antony and Cleopatra and Robert or Romeo and Juliet and Robert. I said, “We can just be Freddy and Less.”


Less said quietly, “Maybe I didn’t know any other way.”


I felt such pity for him then that I stroked his back as he shook his head and we sat in silence. And things were better. But every once in a while, at six precisely, I heard a phantom laughing from the fog.


As for Arthur Less, is there just one? Or perhaps another? It turns out there are hundreds. There is the Christian music star Arthur Less whose prayerful videos clog every internet search our hero performs; the organic farmer Arthur Less whose inedible squashes friends send on birthdays (“Get more with Less!”); the horror-movie actor Arthur Less, star of Eel of Panic, Eel of Panic 2, and Eel of Panic 3: The Wriggler; the South Carolinian real estate baron Arthur Less (“Get more with Less!”); the myriad of investment managers, managing editors, editing managers. And, yes, in fact, there is another novelist Arthur Less. The two are well aware of each other; there have been a few cordial forwardings of messages meant for the other and joking online comments when they are mistaken for each other, but nothing more than that. Once Less arrived at a literary event and was confronted with a poster of a brooding, bearded author in a velvet jacket—not himself (pity the overworked intern who’d done too brief a search). The two novelist Arthur Lesses do not even find themselves shelved together—our Arthur Less gets shelved in Queer Authors, the other in Black Authors; neither gets shelved in General Fiction. They are both too unknown for General Fiction. It goes without saying, the literary world being as it is, that they have never met.


Less excuses himself from the conversation with Robert’s young man. He feels he has done something terrible, and he cannot bear the pain of witnessing the consequences; the young man now stands with his bourbon, staring around a room vacant of the one person he traveled all this way to meet.


But Arthur has nowhere to go; Marian is in communication with the past, or the future, or perhaps a state free of thought—and if so, good for her—and Stella has a crowd gathered around her, as always. So he migrates, over and over, to the bar. Another bourbon. Another. On his third terrified journey, he overhears an elderly man talking to one of the servers. His hair is long and Iron Curtain gray and so is his accent: “You know you have no talent, so what is the purpose of going on? Listen to me. Give up writing now.” The woman bristles visibly but professionally and continues clearing wineglasses. The man seems not to notice, turns his eyes to other parts of the room, their periorbitals darkened perhaps by horrors unknown to Americans, then lands on Less and smiles: “Hello, Arthur, my darling.”


“Hello.”


“You do not remember me. I am Vit—” And here follows a surname from which all the vowels have been removed, like dissidents. “I was Bob’s Czech editor. We meet once in Berlin but you were a very young and silly boy and I was a grown man. You are not changed at all!”
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