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In memory of Gene Blanc, 1945–1995




People if you like to believe it can be made by their names. Call anybody Paul and they get to be a Paul . . .


—GERTRUDE STEIN, “Poetry and Grammar”





I.



Like a shark, Paul had to keep moving. He slept only when necessary. He had business with the world, codes to crack, so many questions. Tonight, for example, Paul needed to know what fucking was like for girls.


Snow piled up outside the house on North Gilbert Street, piled up on the porch, covering everyone’s bicycles. The insolent fake spring of the last week was missing, presumed dead; little pink buds glittered in their ice caskets.


Paul paced the second-floor apartment in various states of unsatisfying undress. He supposed his roommate, Christopher, might, against all odds, have one nice article of clothing squirreled away. But there was Christopher, clad in a collarless linen shirt, meditating sanctimoniously on his bed. Silence equals death, thought Paul, as he repaired to his own room to dress.


Paul cast about for ways to look more bad. He did have those black vinyl pants (stolen from Trash & Vaudeville, back in New York) but he’d worn them out and about here five times already, enough to wear off the charge. He wanted to telegraph the word fetish far and wide, from Coralville to Cedar Rapids all the way to the Quad Cities; he’d spent the afternoon searching the Mennonite thrift shop for uniforms or glitter-stitched girls’ shirts. He liked to elicit swears from the frat boys. He enjoyed his various reputations (freak, party boy, bisexual, New Yorker) and liked to keep them fresh, but his badness was incidental, really.


He’d seen a flyer at Gabe’s Oasis announcing bands on Tuesday night. A local girl band was opening, then a dyke band from Seattle. But who would go with him to see a dyke punk band they didn’t know on a Tuesday night in the middle of the Iowa winter? Christopher just laughed. Paul began calling around to his so-called friends.


“Um, no.”


Paul required a partner for his mission, a girl who admired and offset him, who bolstered his girlishness. Even rock chicks went to bars in pairs. He tapped Jane’s number into the kitchen phone.


“Come on,” he said. “It’ll be fun. They’re from Seattle.” He drew the word out exotically.


“I don’t think so,” said Jane, who was studying for her comps. “I have to read this book on the Gaze.”


“This will be exactly like studying,” said Paul.


“I’m actually busy, Paul,” Jane said.


“Please,” he said. “I need you.”


“I can’t,” she said.


“Your loss,” Paul said. He preferred to go alone.


He rooted around in his blue footlocker and found the vinyl pants.


“Christopher,” he called out. “You really should come. Everyone’s going.”


Christopher called back something about a “working group.”


He appeared in Paul’s doorway. “Remember? The emergency meeting?”


“Just come after,” Paul said.


“Perhaps you want to borrow this?” Christopher leaned into the room with a sparkly pink tank top dangling off his ostentatiously limp wrist. When he spoke his beard moved, mesmerizing Paul. “I wore it at Short Mountain to great effect.”


“Ooh yeah,” said Paul. “Gimme.”


“Greedy.” Christopher dropped the shirt at Paul’s feet. “I want it back.”


Paul bent to fetch. For a second, he wished he too had a beard, to offset the sequins. He loved that look. But he’d never grown a beard, wasn’t even sure he could. Plus that wasn’t the story he was telling tonight.


“Thank you,” he said, with the cool dignity of an ambassador’s daughter borrowing cab fare. He took the sparkly shirt into his room and popped Horses into his tape player. He shut the door between his bedroom and the kitchen so Christopher wouldn’t see him change.


First he needed good underwear. He decided to break out the unopened European-style briefs his old sociology professor had inappropriately brought him back from Spain last summer. They looked enough like girls’ underwear and wouldn’t disrupt the line. He dropped his swishy loose army pants and his shoplifted French-cut boxers, and stared at his penis until it shrank, tucked itself into the tight little crawl space of his former balls. He stepped into the black briefs and admired his smooth front with his hands and eyes, then found the red lace bra he’d borrowed from that girl in New York. His skin shivered all over, belly and back and thighs. He stared down his skinny chest until it obediently softened, grew, filled out the bra. Not too big. It was like that TV show Manimal where the guy changed into a panther and other animals, a miracle of special effects, only that guy couldn’t control himself. That guy was more like the Hulk. Not Paul. Paul stopped at a 36C. He was going for regular but hot.


He stroked his throat until the bump relented and then he checked his look in the full-length mirror. How could he look so pretty? His black engineer boots and snug Levi’s jacket, big fur-lined Lenny Kravitz coat—every detail was good, was right. Who was he? He was Ginsberg and Streisand and Kim Gordon rolled into one. He was the girl he wanted to fuck. He clumsily applied silvery pale-pink lipstick. He raked black mascara through his lashes. He tugged his shaggy hair past his shoulders, then experimentally flipped this new long hair, but he didn’t have the knack and he hurt his neck slightly but looked good. Now, he thought, as Patti Smith serenaded a girl called Gloria.


“Bye, Christopher,” Paul called out, clattering down the stairs.


“You are a big nasty bulldagger,” said Christopher from the kitchen table, without even turning around. “You are so butch.”


Stupid queen, thought Paul. All who see me tonight will know I am a girl.


He left the house, alone in the blue night of snow and streetlights, air like paper cuts. Paul decided, as always, to go the pretty way. He cut over to Linn Street, which glittered blue and white, fairy snow in the trees. He walked with his hips deliberating: back and forth, back and forth, careful solid booted steps on the ice.


Paul passed by all his landmarks—Tuck’s Place, Cozy House, the expensive sandwich shop, the QuikTrip, Seashore Hall—and then through the causeway by the chemistry building to the yellow lights of the empty downtown. A pack of frat boys spilled out of the Que and crossed the street, headed his way.


“Hey sweetheart, where are you going?” one of them called. “Do you need an escort?”


Paul tossed his head and kept walking, like he’d seen girls do. This was a first. Now they could actually admit they wanted to fuck him.


He turned the corner and quickly stomped down the rest of the lonely side street to Gabe’s.


Inside the warm basement of the bar, a row of pinball machines glowed orange light and glass. The jukebox blasted “Black Hole Sun” into the wood paneling. Paul liked to be early for things, to gain the home-turf advantage—he liked to watch his ducks from a blind. He took a place against the bar and observed with amusement and pride every dyke who walked up the stairs to the room where they had shows. My sisters, he thought.


When he’d seen enough people come in, he paid his cover and walked up the black-painted stairs himself. The black walls were covered in crinkly aging band posters: Sugar, Iowa Beef Experience, 7 Year Bitch, Mike Watt. At the bar in the back of the hall stood five or six dykes with chains on their plaid pants, tattoos on every surface, fucked-up hair. Paul stood by the door, oddly shy to walk in alone, but he saw one familiar face, then another. He made his way to the bar, and the room filled in the time it took to cross it. All of Iowa City punkdom straggled and pushed and posed into the center of the space. Paul bought and drank a beer quickly, just to shake off the awkwardness. He recognized a few people who did not appear to recognize him. So far, so good.


Jane walked in. She’d come after all. He caught her eye and waved her back to the bar where he’d set up headquarters.


“I’m Polly,” he said, rehearsing his coy look.


“Okay, Paul,” she said. “You look amazing, by the way. It’s actually uncanny.” Jane emphasized uncanny in her graduate-school accent.


“Aren’t you glad you came?” Paul said, nodding at the band.


“Oh my god, they’re hot,” said Jane. “There’s so much hotness here I’m parched.”


At the bar a fair young punk emerged from the forest of plaid, caught Paul’s attention by sucking on one of those fake beers, an O’Doul’s. Paul was shocked and oddly turned on. Now, that’s tough, that’s really beyond the pale, he thought.


“Can you get me a whiskey?” he muttered to Jane, and made his way to the bathroom.


Blisterhood is sourful, he read off the door as he sat to pee with his exciting new vagina. Am I a feminist? he wondered. How could someone so beautiful drink fake beer? Don’t forget to wipe.


He found Jane near the stage, flirting with the androgynous line cook who worked at the Hamburg Inn. Often Paul and Jane met at the ’Burg for the $4.95 dinner special of fried chicken, green beans, mashed potatoes, gravy, and biscuit, and to stare at Jane’s crush. Just go for it, he’d think, eating Jane’s drumsticks. Everyone’s attainable. Studying Jane confused him. Fruit was hanging low. And Jane—most people in fact—walked through it like it was nothing.


Paul watched Jane now, from miles above, buffeted by the opening band’s wall of sound. His body stood next to Jane silently. I am a stuffed bear in Jane’s bed, Paul thought. Jane’s mouth moved; the other girl slid closer. What was that like? He felt angry for a moment; then the whiskey spread out. Paul realized he also knew the bass player, from Intro to Film Theory, which explained why he thought he’d just heard them sing the words “Maya Deren.” He enjoyed and was aroused by this proximity to fame. He nodded to the music and danced in place in such a way as to feel his breasts bounce.


Alan from the coffee cart came up and stood nodding next to him. Paul smiled his special smile.


“Hey,” said Alan. “They’re pretty good, huh?”


Paul bit his lip, inclined his head slightly, and looked up through his eyelashes.


“Yeah,” he said, still nodding to the beat.


Alan leaned his rusty stubbled face close to Paul, who thought lion cub and I could have you. Alan breathed in, sucking at Paul like a drain emptying.


“I have to get a drink,” Paul said. He walked off abruptly to send Alan a message. He scanned the room for the fake-beer drinker. She was close-talking a ponytailed waitress but looked up when Paul passed. Fake beer, he thought. So perverse. He got a new whiskey and returned to the warm pit of bodies.


Then the second band came on and Paul let himself surge with all the other girls to the very front. The fake-beer drinker was onstage with a guitar and yellow-green animal eyes, staring right at Paul.


Paul stared back. She was clearly the band’s pin-up, scrubbed clean under the torn tee shirt and jeans, a stoic masculine beauty. Girls in the audience screamed as the band ripped into a cover of “Fox on the Run.”


It’s cold outside, Paul thought. That guitar player better fuck me tonight. He stood quietly amid the screaming girls and watched. Then he screamed too. It was fun to be a fan.


Jane caught his eye, smirked from on top of a table against the far wall. The line cook was climbing up next to her. Things were getting raucous. The whole room sweated in unison, one steamed-up mind thinking this can’t end.


Paul very smoothly removed his lacy bra from under his shirt and moved breasts-first closer to the stage. He stopped to dance in front of Alan as he passed, and felt the lump in Alan’s pants. I did that, he thought.


Just as the last song ended, Paul threw his lacy bra right up onto the stage. The beautiful young butch guitar god leaned into the microphone for the first time all night and said, “I’ll see you after the show.”


Paul cast his modest virgin eyes toward the ground as all about him girls slathered their envious glances upon him. The heat of a hundred barely postadolescent bodies swaddled him. The lights came up, and Paul’s sweat ran cold under his shirt. A roadie opened the fire door and the band began to carry their gear down the stairs. The guitar player packed Paul’s bra into a guitar case, eyeing him significantly. Paul hung back and let himself be eyed. All in good time, he thought.


Jane walked up to the stage, minus the line cook, to invite the band to a huge after-bar at somebody’s house on Brown Street she’d just heard about.


“Come in the van with us,” said the guitar player, looking at Paul.


They all piled in. Jane sat on the lead singer’s lap in the passenger seat giving directions, and the surly bass player drove. Paul took particular pleasure in crossing the party’s threshold in the company of a famous band from Seattle.


“Does this place have an upstairs?” said the guitar player, taking charge in such a way that Paul understood he was with a true rock star, not just a scene star.


Paul nodded and they set off to explore the house, one of those sprawling mansions on Brown Street formerly inhabited by university presidents or famous writers, and now, somehow, rented to a group of gay men who had full-time jobs and a lot of CDs.


The rock star opened door after bedroom door, judging something Paul couldn’t see, choosing after all that deliberation the sparest room: no piles of clothes or books, no framed Patrick Nagel prints—only a bed, high off the ground, its thick green comforter bright in the street light through the window. Paul stood near the bed, waiting to be directed. The rock star closed the door and walked up very close to Paul.


“Are you going to kiss me now?” Paul whispered.


“I’m gonna do more than that, little girl,” growled the rock star, pulling Paul’s hair from the nape of his neck. Paul let himself fall back onto the bed and the rock star fell on top of him like a high-school quarterback, lithe with purpose, grinding expectantly into Paul.


“What do you want?” the rock star breathed into Paul’s ear.


Paul couldn’t think. You tell me, he thought.


The rock star stuck her hand down Paul’s special vinyl pants, under his black panties, into his cunt.


“You’re so wet,” she said. “You want my cock so bad.”


Paul nodded. It was true. He was very, very, very wet. He could smell himself. His cunt was gaping and his stomach was gaping and his mouth was kissing, kissing, kissing. He whimpered as the rock star unbuttoned her jeans and pulled out her plastic cock, black and shiny to match her rock-star shininess. I am being penetrated by punk, he thought as she thrust into him, pushing his legs apart, collapsing onto him like a pistoning flesh blanket.


Inside Paul something tight released: a rusted nut turned finally around its old bolt. White sheets were thrown off moldering couches with a fanfare of dust and sunlight. Then the release stopped, as if it never was.


“What are you doing?” Paul panted. “Don’t stop. Please.”


The rock star’s face looked princely, beatific, hovering over Paul.


“I’m not,” she said, and slid her hand into Paul, then sat up in a crawling sort of crouch over him. He wanted her to read his mind, touch his clit, not stop. This seemed very important so he said it again.


“Don’t stop, okay?” Paul said. “Don’t stop.”


×


Paul walked up the slushy middle of Brown Street in the pastel morning, saw the colored Christmas lights still glowing in his second-floor window. He found Christopher in the kitchen eating oatmeal and reading what appeared to be a botany textbook.


“What are you doing up?” Paul said.


“I have class?” said Christopher. “In some cultures, people go to things called classes or jobs in the morning and sleep in the nighttime.”


×


Paul slunk into Logic with a large coffee and no textbook. Where was he supposed to get fifty-nine dollars? Other people had parents who bought them books.


“Can I look on with you?” he whispered to the girl next to him.


“Nice of you to join us,” the professor said. “Do you have something for me?”


Oh right, thought Paul. The weekly problem sheet. That made three he owed. He really needed to pass this class. But he was there, right? Didn’t that count for something?


He flipped open his marble composition book and entered the professor’s outfit (stained gray pants with an elastic waistband, yellow button-down, brown poly-blend V-neck sweater, shoes that could only be described as brogues) into his fashion log. English and film professors obviously ranked highest, broken down by period: Modernists, then film production professors, then feminist film theorists, and so on, with the occasional medievalist throwing off the curve. The outlier medievalists were usually Marxists, of course, and Marxists or queers in any period shot to the top. Paul didn’t trust anyone in the sciences—hard or soft—to dress themselves, and he had the data to make the argument. This was the gift of gen ed requirements, Paul thought: exposure to so many different aesthetics.


After class Paul walked to the Linn Street Café for his afternoon shift. He arrived only five minutes early. In the kitchen, he tried out his new system for washing crème brûlée ramekins. Sugar crystallized around the rims, requiring long soaks—impossible during the dinner rush—and the chef forbade steel wool. Paul’s innovation was to apply the full industrial force of the spray hose to the rim, tipped at just the right angle, which resulted in clean ramekins, if a wet shirt. Whenever Amanda, the most junior server, brought in half-eaten appetizer plates, she and Paul snacked on bits of leftover smoked trout pâté. Eli, the line cook, made Paul the Moroccan lamb special for his staff meal. By the time Paul finished the last dish, mopped the kitchen floor with bleach water, and got tipped out by the waiters, he was full and dry.


He changed into a clean tee shirt in the walk-in, carefully rolled the sleeves of his Viyella shadow-plaid above his biceps like the picture of Jean Genet on the cover of that new biography, and stuck a clean faded green bandana in the left pocket of his 501s. Tony Pinto had found that bandana outside the Anvil and given it to him, called him a hustler. Paul shrugged into his River Phoenix coat, dark blue corduroy with fleece lining, and walked out of the kitchen like he was walking into Studio 54.


He leaned over the bar to request his shift drink. Angelic Hans poured hefty glasses of single malt Scotches, to see if they could tell the difference.


“Part of the job,” Hans said.


“You bet,” said Eli.


“Absolutely,” said Paul.


A visiting writer, famously Appalachian, sat alone at the end of the bar, smoking a Swisher Sweet.


“You boys want to come to George’s with me after you close up?” he said.


Paul nodded. He liked the writer’s books; they weren’t clever, but offered man realness, the authenticity of the sensitive country boy, a view inside the inscrutable straight-guy mind—unexpected, like a talking dog.


“I just have to get rid of these people,” said Hans. “Give me a minute.”


Hans raised the dining-room track lights almost imperceptibly, and the beige carpeting revealed its cheapness. Then he changed the tape behind the bar from Charlie Parker to the Hi-NRG remix of “Jolene.” Department heads and lawyers slurped down their ports and signaled for their checks.


The visiting writer stubbed out his tiny cigar and shrugged on his jacket. Paul wondered idly if the writer was looking at him, if he thought Paul looked like someone from another decade, maybe the writer’s high-school years. Paul knew he had that effect on people. He’d heard the writer was married, with a difficult wife, maybe. She’d either left him or died; he’d heard something.


Finally they were out the door into the manly night, crossing the street not fifty yards to George’s, which was like a cozy railroad car stocked with waifs and the heroin chic. Three or four of Paul’s crushes were tucked into booths, a vending machine of possible evenings. He slunk to the bar while he tried to figure his various odds:


• The waifish taxi driver who was with his waifish brother and another guy: 20%


• The Steve McQueen–looking poet who was alone but didn’t look up when Paul passed: 10%


• The poet who was with her boyfriend but gave Paul the hot eye: 50%


• The front booth, obscured by a cloud of intrigue, where a loud group of Paul’s regulars from the 620 had grabbed his ass when he walked in: 40%


• The comp lit grad student who was leaning on the jukebox, obviously drunk: 65%


Paul accepted another bourbon from the visiting writer, and considered him for inclusion on the list. Paul wanted to fuck someone tonight, after the business with the rock star, but could come around to the idea of sucking off an older writer with a beard, maybe in the bathroom?


He stared at the wall clock, briefly fixated by the original 1950s Hamm’s beer running waterfall—he never tired of the magic. It was only 1:30.


“I’ve been awake for thirty-six hours,” he announced.


“Showoff,” said Eli.


“Okay, thirty-four and a half.”


“I hear there’s an after-bar at the Blue House,” Hans said. Hans always liked to go to the gay parties, where older men stared at him, whispering “Pierre et Gilles” to each other.


“Yeah, but it’s so far,” said Paul, the pleasure-seeker.


“There’s something at that house next to the Foxhead,” said Eli, who always knew the cool straight parties.


“Better,” said Paul. At least half the people in town he was interested in would probably be there and it was only three blocks away.


“We should go to the Foxhead first,” said Hans. “See who’s there.”


The visiting writer was now one of them.


“Yeah, let’s go now,” he said.


Paul pulled on his Prairie Seed knit cap and pogoed in place briefly, buoyed by the thought of leaving a room full of crushes in order to hunt in another room.


Eli led their little pack past the dark windows of Paglia’s Pizza, past the frozen scraggle-grass of the empty lot, and up the two concrete steps of the Foxhead. Paul strode next to the visiting writer as if they were firefighters.


“The Foxhead,” said Eli with a lion tamer’s flourish, and held the door open. Inside the bright island of glass and mahogany-stained wood were stands of MFA students playing pool or chalking their names on a list to play pool or admiring each other’s cashmere scarves.


Paul knew most of the poets from bartending. Poets partied and fiction writers stayed home to work. Someone had told him that one drunken afternoon—a handsome young gray-haired poet who liked people to think he was gay. Paul walked to the bathroom as an excuse to say hi to everyone in the booths.


When he got out he saw the visiting writer had been accosted by grad students. The taxi driver, minus the boy and the brother, had also appeared. A good sign. The taxi driver stood in front of the jukebox, swilling a gin-and-tonic through a straw and listening to a beefy blonde guy in a skintight pink tee shirt.


A little before three, Hans gathered Paul and Eli and the visiting writer, true comrades all, into a preparatory huddle for their next move—the party next door. They buttoned up their coats and swallowed their drinks and crossed the street to buy sixes of Special Export at Dirty John’s and then crossed back. Offerings in hand, they lined up behind Eli, who opened the door to the dark house.


“Are you sure there’s a party?” said the writer.


“Yeah,” said Eli, brushing off his pants.


The four of them walked down the dark quiet hallway. Eli opened the first door and they found a group of art students sitting on a bed, passing a ceramic pipe and listening ironically to Jethro Tull. Hans saw a girl he knew, and they lost Hans.


Paul and Eli and the writer pushed on. In the kitchen Eli’s twin brother, David, balanced badly on a skateboard while the taxi driver’s brother mixed screwdrivers.


Paul said his hellos and kept going with the bearded writer. Up the stairs, more rooms full of people whose faces he knew. They entered a bedroom with nothing but five framed paint-by-number horses and a bare futon.


“We should hide our beer,” said Paul, as much to have a conspiracy as to hoard.


“Yeah,” said the writer, and laughed a barking laugh. “The oven’s always the best place, but the closet will do.”


Paul nodded. This man was no fool, and his twangy accent made Paul feel unreasonably happy. He took the temperature of the situation, considered cutting the space between himself and the writer, and thought of things he could say like, close the door so I can suck your dick. He rolled the words around in his mouth but couldn’t get them out.


Then Maisie came in: Maisie, the drug-dealing girlfriend of the famously fucked-up son of the famous poet; Maisie with her dykey haircut and bad-girl jeans; Maisie who Paul had forgotten he wanted to hit on.


“Hey,” said Paul, swiveling toward the glitter of the girl.


The writer exhaled noticeably, which Paul tucked away for future reference or anecdote.


Ray, Maisie’s boyfriend, walked in, his left arm in a cast. Paul offered two of his valuable beers to Maisie and Ray in preemptive placation for thinking thoughts about Maisie. The writer was now gone. Ray disappeared. The night was magic, Paul was magic; he saw secret doors everywhere.


Maisie stood in the room and he picked up the message on the airwaves.


“Hey,” he said out loud.


“Hey,” she said.


They drank from their beers at the same time.


“Were you at George’s before?” she said. “I thought I saw you.”


Paul had nothing to say to Maisie. He stared her down and she stopped talking, her cool-girl mouth slightly open.


“Let’s go downstairs,” he said.


They toured the party together like assassins, checking all the rooms for people they knew. By unspoken pact they pretended not to see their friends.


“Who are all these people?” said Maisie, a haughty bored flapper.


“Really,” said Paul.


“Come with me to the bathroom,” said Maisie, like Paul was a girl.


“Okay,” said Paul.


They got new beers on the way and waited in the hallway, throwing bottle caps at each other. The music got louder and louder, weird French man-singing.


“Is that Serge Gainsbourg?” said Maisie.


“Yeah,” said Paul, who didn’t know.


The writer visited them in line and offered sips from his flask.


“He was like a wizard, giving us the magic potion,” said Paul when the writer disappeared again.


“Yeah,” said Maisie. “What did it turn you into?”


That is called voluptuous, thought Paul. He was glad to give the word some work. Maisie had light brown hair, which had been dyed blue, green, platinum, and several other colors over the months he’d been watching her. Strains of pink showed at the choppy edges. When he had first started noticing her waitressing at the ’Burg, he thought she was a few different girls until Jane set him straight. He came back to the hallway from his interesting mind.


“It turned me into a dog,” he said, and he growled and bit her arm. He was glad to be a known homosexual—it allowed him a daring way with girls.


The bathroom door opened and the taxi driver and his brother stumbled out. Heroin. Paul was pleased with his ability to parse visible highs. Heroin had begun taking Iowa City by storm again in ’92, he’d heard. Not that anyone had offered him any.


Maisie stood in the dark bathroom doorway and pulled on Paul’s corduroy arm. Better to be in snug places. He closed the door behind him and Maisie pushed him back up against it, mouth on mouth. Paul handled her tits through her shirt, then underneath. He had his hand down her pants without thinking, fingers up inside her, and out, and up, until she came all over his fingers. He covered her yelps with his mouth and wet kissing.


A peremptory rat-a-tat on the door startled them both.


“Oh shit.”


She’d started to unbutton his fly, he realized as he stood up. He’d cum in his gray cotton boxer briefs and now his dick was swishing around and his jeans were wet on the front from her too.


“Shit,” Maisie said, her face flushed.


She opened the door to a line down the hall and Paul tried to act like somebody who had been doing drugs.


Ray was second in line.


“Hey, Ray,” Paul said, thinking shit shit shit.


Maisie kept walking, like she didn’t know Paul or Ray.


The visiting writer was lurking by the stairs, maybe taking notes in his head.


“Let’s go smoke,” said Paul.


×


Outside the town was quiet and white. Like the whole state, Paul thought. White as far as the eye can see, people and highways and pig houses and soy fields under murderous quilts of snow. Paul buttoned up his corduroy jacket and thought about hitchhiking, about truck drivers in rest-stop bathrooms. He stamped up and down on the porch.


“Cold,” said the writer, shoulders near his ears.


“You want to go see something?” said Paul. “You ever see the angel in the cemetery?”


“Sure,” said the visiting writer. “Let’s go. My car’s behind George’s.”


Paul looked for a pickup truck, probably a faded blue Chevy.


Inside the visiting writer’s maroon hatchback it smelled like dog biscuits and orange soda. Paul pushed hamburger wrappers off the passenger seat.


“The radio work?” he said, turning the dial. Jazz came out, and Paul left it. That’s just what professors listened to, he figured. Even visiting writers.


“Here,” said the writer, fumbling for a tape in the glovebox, his forearm brushing Paul’s thigh. “My wife . . . She listened to all that.”


He pushed a homemade tape in and the Stones came on.


“Is she . . . are you . . . do you not like jazz?” said Paul.


“Don’t talk for a minute,” said the writer. “I can’t see.”


Paul held his breath until the cemetery, tracing letters on the passenger window as they rolled down the snowy night streets.


The writer parked outside the cemetery gates.


“Do you like the Smiths?” said Paul, and he stepped through the snow like a delicate horse.


“Not really my thing,” said the visiting writer somewhat abruptly. “So where’s this angel?”


They wound through the headstones in the snow until they found the monument, an angel looking down, wings folded in like a vampire’s cape.


The writer crouched and dusted snow off the base.


“Apparently it’s in Czech,” said Paul, shrugging. “A young Czech boy died, and his mother commissioned a bronze angel from the most famous sculptor in Czechoslovakia, but when the angel arrived the bronze had turned black because the angel was so sad that the boy had died.”


“Hmm,” said the writer. “I was expecting a better story. Something more spooky.”


“Supposedly if you touch it you’ll die,” offered Paul. “I also heard if you kiss it you’ll have good luck, but if you kiss somebody in front of it in the moonlight you’ll both die.”


The visiting writer snorted through his beard.


“We’re all going to die,” he said.


“Yeah,” said Paul, embarrassed to be caught out in gothicness.


The hatchback was freezing when they got back in.


“It’ll take a minute to warm up,” said the writer.


He handed Paul the flask, stretched back in the driver’s seat, and closed his eyes.


Paul swigged the last bit of whiskey, and wondered what River would do.


The writer nodded his head in time, faintly smiling, still with his eyes closed. Paul dropped his hand on the writer’s leg, and didn’t get punched.


He proceeded up the writer’s jeans, and thumbed into his button fly.


“Who was that girl at the party?”


“Friend of mine,” said Paul, clearing away denim and long-john material.


He pulled out the writer’s dick, foreskin almost entirely receded, and covered the purple head with his mouth. The writer groaned and cupped Paul’s head to his lap, and Paul felt like a young skier or mechanic in a Falcon video.


“Did you screw her?”


Paul shook his head without looking up. The writer’s cock thickened, so Paul breathed through his nose.


“Did she suck your dick?”


He shook his head again. He did the special thing with his tongue he knew how to do and the writer stopped talking. The writer’s crotch smelled like high school. The car got hotter. Paul bobbed his head and began to enjoy the crick in his neck and the writer bucked into his face again, hard then salty. Paul sat up and tried to subtly remove a pubic hair from his tongue.


“I hate the next song,” said the writer, flipping the tape and turning on the engine.


“Me too,” said Paul.


They sat listening.


“I just live over on Gilbert,” said Paul.


Maybe the writer was going to freak out now. Paul hadn’t been with too many older straight guys. He didn’t know how they behaved after you blew them.


“I’m hungry,” said the visiting writer. “I’m starving! You hungry? Country Kitchen makes some pretty decent grits.”


“I’m always hungry,” said Paul.
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“Are you ready?” said Christopher, who’d been up for hours, banging around the kitchen passive-aggressively.


Paul did not understand Christopher. Look at him right now, for instance, with rice-cake crumbs in his beard and a Patty Larkin tee shirt, which not even Paul, had he wanted to, which he did not, could have re-signified as ironical. Hopeless.


“I’m not awake,” Paul said, slumping illustratively over the kitchen table. He lay his head on a placemat.


“We have to go,” Christopher said. “The rally starts in thirty minutes and I have the signs.”


“Plenty of time,” said Paul, yawning.


“Also, you have messages on the machine. You can’t just not check your messages ever.”


“Okay,” Paul said.


“Some guy has called, like, five times. Tony something?”


“Okay,” said Paul. “I will listen to my messages. Is there coffee?”


Christopher held up one of the hand-lettered poster boards, which accounted for the pleasant chemical fog of Sharpie in the apartment. Stop Violence Against Gays and Lesbians Now! the sign read.


“Too much?” Christopher said. He looked worried. “Should it be ‘Lesbians and Gays’?”


“Not too much enough,” Paul said. “What about ‘Queers Bash Back’?”


“But we don’t want to advocate violence as a response,” said Christopher. “We don’t want to alienate people.”


“I do,” said Paul, more and more awake. “Fuck those queer-bashers. Fuck all those fucking breeders. Write that!”


“Jesus, Paul.”


“What? They don’t worry about alienating us when they’re beating the crap out of some baby drag queen.”


Christopher stacked the signs in the foyer, wooden handles up. Paul realized he’d better hurry or he’d have to walk. He threw on his old Pink Panthers Street Patrol tee shirt and toted a load of mealy-mouthed pacifist signs to Christopher’s ancient red Volvo. He hoped Jane remembered about the rally, so he’d have someone with whom to share his various critiques.


Downtown at the ped mall, Paul separated himself immediately from Christopher, who, with his earnest friends from Queer Nation/Iowa City, planned to hand out chant sheets, of all things. Chants were spontaneous eruptions of clever queer rage, Paul thought. Nobody in New York used chant sheets. The Church Ladies practiced before singing “Oh, I’m a homophobic socialist, homophobic through and through” to the ISO guys at Pride. He remembered the ACT UP bus to Kennebunkport, how he and Tony Pinto had laid coats over their laps and cum into each other’s hands while mouthing “health care is a right.” When they got off the bus, they knew the chants.


Paul made a quick lap of the perimeter, ostensibly looking for Jane but really sizing up the crowd in case there was a kiss-in. He saw the two out queers in the Writers’ Workshop; like Paul, they wore their East Coast tee shirts—one No Glove No Love and one Queer N’Asian. He saw a few closeted gays he knew, standing on the sidewalk as if they’d just happened to be in the neighborhood, getting a cup of coffee, and oh, what was this?


There was a clatch of fresh-faced white girls with their radical-for-Iowa bobbed hair whom he recognized as women’s studies majors. There were a few day-shy regulars from the 620, on lunch break from their short-order-cook or gun-store jobs. And there was Jane, resplendent in her knockoff Chanel suit over a Dyke Action Machine tee shirt topped with fake pearls. At least he thought they were fake. Thank god for Jane.


The speaker—a local politician—made her remarks, a pony-tailed bisexual man stood up and read a poem, Christopher led the motley assemblage in a few rounds of “Two four six eight, stop the violence, stop the hate,” and everyone dispersed to make it to their next class. No rage, which was disappointing, and no kiss-in, which was just as well if you looked at the available talent.


The women’s studies majors had hung a clothesline of solidarity between two trees: strung-up tee shirts with the puffy-painted names of all the queers murdered in the last year. Transvestite hookers in Chicago, street kids in the Meatpacking District in New York, sissies in Washington, DC, boys strangled by johns, girls shot in the face, and then, of course, that kid in Ottumwa, just last week. All the queers who weren’t as lucky as Paul.


“Coffee,” Jane said, coming up next to him.


“Out of the streets, into the café!” Paul said.


“You look tall today,” said Jane. “Are you wearing lifts in your shoes? Bold!”


“I am tall,” said Paul. He might have given himself just a little height this morning, so his pants would fit better, but he hadn’t thought anyone would notice. Lately Jane had been positively nosy. Should he just tell her? he wondered for the hundredth time.
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“And then?” said Jane. She sorted her index cards into neat piles (psychoanalytic, deconstructionist, feminist) and then re-sorted them (French, American, postcolonial), but she was listening.


“We fell madly in love, of course, and he’s asked me to marry him, and of course you’ll be my maid of honor,” said Paul, sipping his milky tea. He threw his scarf Frenchly over his shoulder and sighed. “Nothing. He’s old. He’s like thirty.”


“You don’t even know how lucky you are,” said Jane. “It is virtually impossible to get a girl to have a one-night stand even, let alone just hook up in a car, without having a whole conversation.”


“That is such a lie, Jane, and you know it,” said Paul, pushing his chair back from the table and taking one last look around the café. “You have one-night stands all the time. The butch girl from Toronto? Or that poet with the teeth? I have to be at work. Come down to the bar and lie to me more later, okay?”


Jane abandoned her index cards momentarily and sidled up to the counter, where one barista was cuter than the next. She liked that word, “barista,” in part because it infuriated Paul, who thought her déclassé when she said it out loud. She ordered a double latte; she had work to do. But the baristas were like television stars up close, so attractive, with such dramatic character arcs. Jane wanted to be in the show with them. She wondered how they talked about the customers, if they noticed her, who was sleeping with whom. She liked the look of the short-haired girl with the glasses. Glasses were always a good sign. She took her latte and sat back down, glad you could finally get espresso in Iowa. She’d been spoiled at Sarah Lawrence; she’d defected to the coast only to end up in graduate school mere states away from her parents and their Folgers crystals.


The espresso replaced Jane’s blood with something cold and fulgent, like liquid mercury. She started to have some very interesting ideas about Leo Bersani’s article “Is the Rectum a Grave?” but before she could write them down she realized that in fact she could use not only Bersani but also Bakhtin to talk about grotesque bodies in the New Queer Cinema. Bs! She decided to write a paper in which she only used theorists whose last name began with B: Bersani, Bakhtin, Butler, Lauren Berlant. Ooh, and Barthes. Yes! She needed another latte.


“Hey,” said the short-haired glasses girl, bussing the table next to Jane.


“Hey,” said Jane.


“So, you’re friends with Paul?” said the girl.


Jane nodded. Everybody knew Paul.


“Does he have a boyfriend?” she said. “My friend likes him.”


“He’s very single,” said Jane. “You should bring your friend down to the club tonight—he’s bartending.”


“That sounds fun,” said the barista. “Maybe I’ll see you later, then.”


Jane felt daring, and couldn’t concentrate on her index cards. The barista had thick brown glasses, like a German graphic designer, and a haircut that said she—or someone she knew—had even been east of Indiana. She didn’t have any of the obvious signs of Midwestern lesbianism (labrys jewelry, Indigo Girls tee shirts, softball haircut) and Jane hadn’t seen her at the club or anywhere but the café. Jane experienced a feeling to which she attached first the word abundance, then the word plenitude, and she considered how this might indeed be the best of all possible worlds.
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Paul could make himself be attracted to anyone. This was one of his virtues. This was one of his virtues and one of his skills. He practiced, as a kid and later in life, in elevators, but the game could be played anywhere one was trapped with people. The game consisted of a single question: If you had to fall in love with (by which Paul meant have sex with) one person in this elevator, who would it be? He played the elevator game in every class he ever took, on the bus, in straight bars, in subway cars, in waiting rooms, free clinics, the line at a movie theater, dinner out with a group of friends-of-friends. He sometimes played the elevator game with Jane, a silent communion of eyebrows and squints or—more likely—a fast-talking, low-murmured loop around the bar, marking targets. Jane was his favorite companion for this; she didn’t judge. Most of his life he had played alone.


The game was best when hard, when he had to sell himself on a stranger. He sneaked evaluating looks at shoes, at jewelry, at haircuts; he searched for clues about the sort of lover each person would be. In every single person in the elevator he looked for something he could, if not love, fetishize. That man’s hands were so large: Paul imagined the hands covering his small back, pulling Paul into the man’s face. That man’s eyes were so blue: Paul imagined drinking cocoa at a ski lodge in the man’s native country, where they conveniently would be ready for après-ski hot-tub adventures. That boy was so awkward, shifting nervously and trying to cover his tented pants in math class: Paul imagined the boy’s secret jerky confidence, pulling Paul’s hair and forcing Paul to gag on his long thin dick. That girl’s skirt was so short: Paul imagined fucking her with his strap-on, through the leg of her panties, in the stall of the girls’ bathroom at a nightclub. That man was so dirty: Paul imagined huffing his armpits while masturbating them both in the stairwell of a construction site. That swaggering butch in the red hooded sweatshirt and black leather jacket—Paul imagined deep-throating her plastic cock at a sex party in a basement dungeon while a crowd of dykes looked on. That fratboy’s ass was so round in his black and yellow sweatpants: Paul imagined sliding his cock in between the fratboy’s butt cheeks, holding them apart, and coming bitter handsfree spunk onto his outer ass-ring, eating it because it was his own.


Paul liked to play the elevator game fast and hard. Step into the elevator, maneuver to the side wall, scan each body before the doors closed, choose by the next floor. Sometimes his choice was immediate: there was an actual angel in the box. Paul liked to work for his supper. He believed in trying in this life. As a matter of principle (feminist, queer, anti-phony, anti-bourgeois) Paul stared. He smiled at strangers. He held whoever’s glance he shouldn’t. When they held back, that was an easy point. Paul had practiced eye contact on girls at his high-school dances: look, look back, hold, score. It was all tricks. There was a trick to it all. Why didn’t other people know that? Why did people think Paul was so strange, so easy, so lucky? He wasn’t. He was just willin’, like Linda Ronstadt. Paul had spent nights with men far out of his league in terms of looks and social status: men who were blindingly good-looking, with gym-toned bodies; men with new European sports cars and pockets full of gold-colored credit cards; men whose names and faces appeared in the Village Voice. Just look back; that was the whole trick. Everything Paul knew boiled down to this one gimmick: try for what you want. He couldn’t always maintain, of course, but if you try one hundred times and you score five times, that’s five more times than if you didn’t try. And Paul tried for something every day, pretty much. Paul tried for a smile, a look back, an eyeful, a number, some illicit hallway kiss, a blowjob, a romance, a massage, a handjob, a finger up an ass, a free show, a licked lip, a passed note, a present, a surprise, something good, something better than the nothing he had.


Another of Paul’s tricks: spot the former fatty, the hot gay man with the soft edges, the man who could have been arrogant but wasn’t, who had the credentials for haughtiness but was unsure, who welcomed advances, who was flattered by attention. Like all the most successful attention-seekers, Paul was good at paying out attention, exchanging attention for attention. Attention is a price you pay for services, a currency, a mirror held up to deflect. Paul relied on his ability to attract only the sorts of attention he desired. This was how Paul had avoided the regular beatings he knew other sissy boys had endured, how he avoided the bashings, the police, the hall monitors, the store detectives, the teachers, the informants, the landlords, the bosses.


Paul had honed his skills, and by the time he was twenty-one, he could fairly accurately tell which regular-looking guy in any given elevator would be up for a bit of felching (active) or fingerbanging (passive), which shy girl was secretly dirty and which dirty girl was secretly shy. He could tell within a very close margin of error whose cock he could suck, who would drop to his knees the minute everyone else left the bathroom, which girl would beg him to shove his pussy in her face, which girl would probably expect him to lie on top of her like a man and pump for three minutes before leaking bare sperm into her vagina, that unassailable proof of the heterosexual success of all parties. Paul could tell this last type and he knew he couldn’t provide what the situation required. This was the type he generally picked last in the elevator, all other factors (age, smell, gender, relationship to any socially accepted standard of beauty) being equal. Paul considered “not having a type” to be a point of pride. He was an omnivore, an orange-hanky flagger, an aficionado of all-you-can-eat buffets.


In the elevator Paul just as often imagined the hand-holding, the running down the rainy street with, his hot palm on the striped shoulder of some boy, the being cruised, the reading Proust to, the picnicking, the kissing, the eating takeout, the spending the day in a borrowed bed—not that anyone needed to know that.
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Paul amused himself privately in Iowa City, budding barely noticeable breasts and walking around town feeling the unfamiliar jounce under his layers, the distracting chafe of nipples against shirt. He spent afternoons at the public library, watching Taxi zum Klo and The Hunger in open carrels and enjoying the freedom from unwanted displays of public arousal his temporary vagina afforded. He tried on every abandoned prom dress at the Goodwill, a Superman of the changing stalls. He looked for opportunities, his favorite pastime.


His Intro to Film Theory class had night screenings in the new hermetically sealed Comm Studies building, a building so full of charcoal-gray carpet and expensive locked editing suites that Paul always got a little hard when he walked through the heavy swooshing door. Tonight, they were watching Pink Flamingos.


It was almost the end of the semester, and the long-haired grad student who TA’d the class said they could bring “beverages,” so Paul brought a six of Red Stripe from the bar. He’d hoped to impress the handsome grad student with his imported taste, but the grad student turned off the lights and left the room. Paul regarded his classmates judiciously, then pushed the cardboard carton toward them.


One of these grateful classmates, a crook-nosed skater boy named Dallas, dropped a folded-up piece of paper onto Paul’s chair-desk. Paul unfolded the paper to discover a tab of Alice in Wonderland–themed windowpane. Dallas winked and tucked a similar square of paper under his own tongue, washed it down with beer, and leaned back. He kicked his extra-long legs out so his checkerboard Vans hit Paul’s boot. Paul moved his boot very slightly, to see what Dallas would do. Nothing.


Why me? Paul wondered, gumming the paper, which tasted like sparkles—a placebo effect? He didn’t know Dallas, but had seen him at Gabe’s, at punk shows, at the Kum & Go on East Burlington microwaving cheeseburgers after the bars closed. Paul sat back and let the movie wash over him, a thin umbilical thread of acid connecting him to the skater.


Divine was actually divine, Paul thought reverently. An angry goddess. Filth was divine, not filth. Paul stared at the screen and the perfect gray carpet and at Dallas, who was marveling at his own wrists.


After Divine ate the dog shit, Dallas indicated that Paul should come with him, by which time Paul was in no position to disagree. They walked down to the river and followed it north, scouting for the rabbits who lived along the banks.


“White rabbits,” Paul said.


“Rabbit holes,” said Dallas.


“Holy rabbit,” Paul said, and they had to sit down for a few weeks to laugh properly.


Night got cold. Paul rubbed his bare arms up and down many times.


“What do we do?” said Paul.


“I have beer in the place where I live,” said Dallas, with some effort.


They left the lit-up riverbank, snaked through campus to Greek Row. Dallas lived in an efficiency near the frat houses, handy for selling dime bags and shrooms.


Inside his apartment, they drank many beers quickly because they were thirsty and because the alcohol didn’t affect them.


“The trip is shielding us,” said Paul. “We are magic.”


“We can’t get drunk,” said Dallas.


Dallas had jerry-rigged a loft bed like a pillow fort. They sprawled underneath on a beige pleather El Camino bench seat, listening to CDs. Dallas was from Texas, and because of this, Dallas said, he had a lot of Tennessee Ernie Ford and Red Hot Chili Peppers. Paul took mental notes.


“Dude,” said Dallas. “That movie.”


“Right?”


“Might be cool to have both, though,” Dallas said. “You know, to play with both.”


They both thought quietly. Paul forgot to breathe. He was forming an idea, somewhat slowly.


“You ever play with both?”


“Naw,” said Dallas, pressing buttons on the CD player. “Hey, listen to this song.”


Paul listened. And while he was listening he stood with his back to Dallas, ostensibly admiring Dallas’s CDs.


“This is a true song. I feel easy like a Sunday morning.”


“Yeah,” said Dallas. “And you know what, it’s like—it’s like better than the original.”


“Totally,” Paul said. “But it would have been even better if a woman covered it. The best cover songs fuck with gender—like a woman singing lyrics by a man.”


Dallas nodded sagely. Paul thought for a moment.


“Sometimes these lyrics contain no explicit gender markers, but in such cases the paratext delivers the thrill. Who can hear Marianne Faithfull singing ‘As Tears Go By’ without thinking of her also inhabiting Mick Jagger’s louche hip-first lean, or Belly’s ‘It’s Not Unusual’ without an amusing vision of Tom Jones’s beefy confused face?”


Dallas giggled with delight, like a little kid.


“Let’s face it,” Paul continued. “There really isn’t anything unusual about Tom Jones’s heteronormative male gaze or his whine of dudely entitlement. Tanya Donelly reinvigorates Jones’s familiar words, posits an actually unusual expression of desire: a girl’s desire—possibly, probably even, queer.”


“Yeah,” said Dallas, suddenly very serious. “Exactly.”


“Some covers deliver the age-old simple pleasures of drag—knowledge, the opportunity to investigate the simulacra and make comparisons, that obscure little frisson of dissonance. Take Joan Baez singing ‘Virgil Caine is my name . . . like my father before me, I’m a working man’ (which, of course, is originally from the Band’s ‘The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down’) or Cait O’Riordan from the Pogues crooning, ‘My name is Jock Stewart, I’m a canny gun man’ (from the traditional ‘I’m a Man You Don’t Meet Every Day’). Joan Baez’s contralto can, if you squint your ears, pass as a farmboy tenor; Cait O’Riordan’s chalky delivery might be that of a rich ponce.”


Paul rubbed his jaw professorially.


“You look like our TA right now,” said Dallas.


“Think about it,” said Paul. “When women cover songs by men, they don’t swap the pronouns. Is this a.) a lack of anxiety about convention, b.) a biologically essential fluidity native to humans with vaginas and/or two X chromosomes, c.) rampant queerness among women singers, or d.) the universal male default?”
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