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Late Victorians
 

S T. AUG USTIN E writes from his cope of dust that we are rest­
less hearts, for earth is not our true home. Human unhappiness is 

evidence of our immortality. Intuition tells us we are meant for some 
other city. 

l 
Elizabeth Taylor, quoted in a magazine article of twenty years ago, 

spoke of cerulean Richard Burton days on her yacht, days that were never­
theless undermined by the elemental private reflection: This must end. 

On a Sunday in summer, ten years ago, I was walking home from the 
Latin mass at St. Patrick's, the old Irish parish downtown, when I saw 
thousands of people on Market Street. It was the Gay Freedom Day 
parade-not the first, but the first I ever saw. Private lives were becoming 
public. There were marching bands. There were floats. Banners blocked 
single lives thematically into a processional mass, not unlike the consor­
tiums of the blessed in Renaissance paintings, each saint cherishing the 
apparatus of his martyrdom: GAY DENTISTS. BLACK AND WHITE LOVERS. 
GAYS FROM BAKERSFIELD. LATINA LESBIANS. From the foot of Market Street 
they marched, east to west, following the mythic American path toward 
optimism. 

I followed the parade to Civic Center Plaza, where flags of routine 
, nations yielded sovereignty to a multitude. Pastel billows flowed over all.
 

Five years later, another parade. Politicians waved from white con­

vertibles. "Dykes on Bikes" revved up, thumbs-upped. But now banners
 

l> bore the acronyms of death. AIDS. ARC. Drums were muffled as passing,
 
plum-spotted young men slid by on motorized cable cars. rr Though I am alive now, I do not believe an old man's pessimism is 
necessarily truer than a young man's optimism simply because it comes 
after. There are things a young man knows that are true and are not yet in 
the old man's power to recollect. Spring has its sappy wisdom. Lonely 
teenagers still arrive in San Francisco aboard Greyhound buses. The city 
can still seem, by comparison with where they came from, paradise. 

* * * 
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Four years ago on a Sunday in winter-a brilliant spring afternoon-I was 
jogging near Fort Point while overhead a young woman was, with diffi­
culty, climbing over the railing of the Golden Gate Bridge, Holding down 
her skirt with one hand, with the other she waved to a startled spectator 
(the newspaper next day quoted a workman who was painting the bridge) 
before she stepped onto the sky. 

To land like a spilled purse at my feet. 
Serendipity has an eschatological tang here. Always has. Few American 

cities have had the experience, as we have had, of watching the civic body 
burn even as we stood, out of body, on a hillside, in a movie theater. 
Jeanette MacDonald's loony scatting of "San Francisco" has become our 
go-to-hell anthem. San Francisco has taken some heightened pleasure 
from the circus of final things. To Atlantis, to Pompeii, to the Pillar of 
Salt, we add the Golden Gate Bridge, not golden at all, but rust red. San 
Francisco toys with the tragic conclusion. 

For most of its brief life, San Francisco has entertained an idea of itself 
as heaven on earth, whether as Gold Town or City Beautiful or the 
Haight-Ashbury. 

San Francisco can support both comic and tragic conclusions because 
the city is geographically in extremis, a metaphor for the farthest-flung 
possibility, a metaphor for the end of the line. Land's end. 

To speak of San Francisco as land's end is to read the map from one 
direction only-as Europeans would read it or as the East Coast has al­'$' 
ways read. In my lifetime San Francisco has become an Asian city. To 
speak, therefore, of San Francisco as land's end is to betray parochialism. 
My parents came here from Mexico. They saw San Francisco as the 
North. The West was not west for them. They did not share the Eastern 
traveler's sense of running before the past-the darkening time zone, the 
lowering curtain. 

I cannot claim for myself the memory of a skyline such as the one Cesar 
saw. Cesar came to San Francisco ill middle age; Cesar came here as to 
some final place. He was born in South America; he had grown up in 
Paris; he had been everywhere, done everything; he assumed the world. 
Yet Cesar was not condescending toward San Francisco, not at all. Here 
Cesar saw revolution, and he embraced it. 

Whereas I live here because I was born here. I grew up ninety miles 
away, in Sacramento. San Francisco was the nearest, the easiest, the inevi­
table city, since I needed a city. And yet I live here surrounded by people 
for whom San Francisco is the end of quest. 

I have never looked for utopia on a map. Of course I believe in human 
advancement. I believe in medicine, in astrophysics, in washing machines. 
But my compass takes its cardinal point from tragedy. If I respond to the 
metaphor of spring, I nevertheless learned, years ago, from my Mexican 
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father, from my Irish nuns, to count on winter. The point of Eden for me, 
for us, is not approach but expulsion. 

After I met Cesar in 1984, our friendly debate concerning the halcyon 
properties of San Francisco ranged from restaurant to restaurant. I spoke 
of limits. Cesar boasted of freedoms. 

It was Cesar's conceit to add to the gates of Jerusalem, to add to the 
soccer fields of Tijuana, one other dreamscape hoped for the world over. 
It was the view from a hill, through a mesh of tram wires, of an urban 
neighborhood in a valley. The vision took its name from the protruding 
wedge of a theater marquee. Here Cesar raised his glass without discre­
tion: To the Castro. 

There were times, dear Cesar, when you tried to switch sides, if only to 
scorn American optimism, which, I remind you, had already become your 
own. At the high school where Cesar taught, teachers and parents had 
organized a campaign to keep kids from driving themselves to the junior 
prom, in an attempt to forestall liquor and death. Such a scheme momen­
tarily reawakened Cesar's Latin skepticism. 

Didn't the Americans know? (His tone exaggerated incredulity.) Teen­
agers will crash into lampposts on their way home from proms, and there 
is nothing to be done about it. You cannot forbid tragedy. 

By California standards I live in an old house. But not haunted. There are 
too many tall windows, there is too much salty light, especially in winter, 
though the windows rattle, rattle in summer when the fog flies overhead, 
and the house creaks and prowls at night. I feel myself immune to any 
confidence it seeks to tell. 

To grow up homosexual is to live with secrets and within secrets. In no 
other place are those secrets more closely guarded than within the family 
home. The grammar of the gay city borrows metaphors from the nine­
teenth-century house. "Coming out of the closet" is predicated upon fam­
ily laundry, dirty linen, skeletons. 

I live in a tall Victorian house that has been converted to four apart­
ments; four single men. 

Neighborhood streets are named to honor nineteenth-century men of 
action, men of distant fame. Clay. Jackson. Scott. Pierce. Many Victorians 
in the neighborhood date from before the 1906 earthquake and fire. 

Architectural historians credit the gay movement of the 1970s with the 
urban restoration of San Francisco. Twenty years ago this was a borderline 
neighborhood. This room, like all the rooms of the house, was painted 
headache green, apple green, boardinghouse green. In the 1970s, homo-
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sexuals moved into black and working-class parts of the city, where they 
were perceived as pioneers or as block-busters, depending. 

Two decades ago, some of the least expensive sections of San Francisco 
were wooden Victorian sections. It was thus a coincidence of the market 
that gay men found themselves living within the architectural metaphor 
for family. No other architecture in the American imagination is more 
evocative of family than the Victorian house. In those same years-the 
1970s-and within those same Victorian houses, homosexuals were living 
rebellious lives to challenge the foundations of domesticity. 

Was "queer-bashing" as much a manifestation of homophobia as a reac­
tion against gentrification? One heard the complaint, often enough, that 
gay men were as promiscuous with their capital as otherwise, buying, fix­
ing up, then selling and moving on. Two incomes, no children, described 
an unfair advantage. No sooner would flower boxes begin to appear than 
an anonymous reply was smeared on the sidewalk out front: KILL FAGGOTS. 

The three- or four-story Victorian house, like the Victorian novel, was 
built to contain several generations and several classes under one roof, 
behind a single oaken door. What strikes me at odd moments is the confi­
dence of Victorian architecture. Stairs, connecting one story with another, 
describe the confidence that bound generations together through time­
confidence that the family would inherit the earth. The other day I noticed 
for the first time the vestige of a hinge on the topmost newel of the stair­
case. This must have been the hinge of a gate that kept infants upstairs so 
many years ago. 

If Victorian houses assert a sturdy optimism by day, they are also associ­
ated in our imaginations with the Gothic-with shadows and cobwebby 
gimcrack, long corridors. The nineteenth century was remarkable for esca­
lating optimism even as it excavated the backstairs, the descending archi­
tecture of nightmare-Freud's labor and Engels's. 

I live on the second story, in rooms that have been rendered as empty as 
Yorick's skull-gutted, unrattled, in various ways unlocked-added sky­
lights and new windows, new doors. The hallway remains the darkest part 
of the house. 

This winter the hallway and lobby are being repainted to resemble an 
eighteenth-century French foyer. Of late we had walls and carpet of Sien­
ese red; a baroque mirror hung in an alcove by the stairwell. Now we are 
to have enlightened austerity-black-and-white marble floors and faux 
masonry. A man comes in the afternoons to texture the walls with a 
sponge and a rag and to paint white mortar lines that create an illusion of 
permanence, of stone. 

The renovation of Victorian San Francisco into dollhouses for libertines 
may have seemed, in the 1970s, an evasion of what the city was actually 
becoming. San Francisco's rows of storied houses proclaimed a mul­
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tigenerational orthodoxy, all the while masking the city's unconventional 
soul. Elsewhere, meanwhile, domestic America was coming undone. 

Suburban Los Angeles, the prototype for a new America, was character­
ized by a more apparendy radical residential architecture. There was, for 
example, the work of Frank Gehry. In the 1970s, Gehry exploded the 
nuclear-family house, turning it inside out intellectually and in fact. 
Though, in a way, Gehry merely completed the logic of the postwar sub­
urban tract house-with its one story, its sliding glass doors, Formica 
kitchen, two-car garage. The tract house exchanged privacy for mobility. 
Heterosexuals opted for the one-lifetime house, the freeway, the birth­

~l pill, minimalist fiction. 

~ 
rThe age-old description of homosexuality is of a sin against nature. Moral­

istic society has always judged emotion literally. The homosexual was sin­
~~\ tt, ful because he had no kosher place to stick it. In attempting to drape the 
~.. architecture of sodomy with art, homosexuals have lived for thousands of 

years against the expectations of nature. Barren as Shakers and, interest­
ingly, as concerned with the small effect, homosexuals have made a cove­
nant against nature. Homosexual survival lay in artifice, in plumage, in 
lampshades, sonnets, musical comedy, couture, syntax, religious cere­
mony, opera, lacquer, irony. 

I once asked Byron, an interior decorator, if he had many homosexual 
clients. ({Mais non,)) said he, flexing his eyelids. "Queers don't need deco­
rators. They were born knowing how. All this ASID stuff-tests and regu­
lations-as if you can confer a homosexual diploma on a suburban house­
wife by granting her a discount card." 

A knack? The genius, we are beginning to fear in an age of AIDS, is 
irreplaceable-but does it exist? The question is whether the darling affin­
ities are innate to homosexuality or whether they are compensatory. Why 
have so many homosexuals retired into the small effect, the ineffectual 
career, the stereotype, the card shop, the florist? Be gentle with me? Or do 
homosexuals know things others do not? 

This way power lay. Once upon a time, the homosexual appropriated to 
himself a mystical province, that of taste. Taste, which is, after all, the 
insecurity of the middle class, became the homosexual's licentiate to chal­
lenge the rule of nature. (The fairy in his blood, he mtimated.) 

Deciding how best to stick it may be only an architectural problem or a 
question of physics or of engineering or of cabinetry. Nevertheless, soci­
ety's condemnation forced the homosexual to find his redemption outside 
nature. We'll put a little skirt here. The impulse is not to create but to re­
create, to sham, to convert, to sauce, to rouge, to fragrance, to prettify. No 
effect is too small or too ephemeral to be snatched away from nature, to 
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be ushered toward the perfection of artificiality. We'll bring out the high­
lights there. The homosexual has marshaled the architecture of the straight 
world to the very gates of Versailles-that great Vatican of fairyland­
beyond which power is tyrannized by leisure. 

In San Francisco in the 1980s, the highest form of art became inte­
rior decoration. The glory hole was thus converted to an eighteenth­
century foyer. 

I live away from the street, in a back apartment, in two rooms. I use my\ 

---l 

bedroom as a visitor's room-the sleigh bed tricked up with shams into a 
sofa-whereas I rarely invite anyone into my library, the public room, 
where I write, the public gesture. 

I read in my bedroom in the afternoon because the light is good there, 
especially now, in winter, when the sun recedes from the earth. 

~t{/A, 
There is a door in the south wall that leads to a balcony. The door was 

once a window. Inside the door, inside my bedroom, are twin green shut­ /~ 
ters. They are false shutters, of no function beyond wit. The shutters open 
into the room; they have the effect of turning my apartment inside out. 

A few months ago I hired a man to paint the shutters green. I 
wanted the green shutters of Manet-you know the ones I mean-I 
wanted a weathered look, as of verdigris. For several days the painter 
labored, rubbing his paints into the wood and then wiping them off 
again. In this way he rehearsed for me decades of the ravages of 
weather. Yellow enough? Black? 

The painter left one afternoon, saying he would return the next, leaving 
behind his tubes, his brushes, his sponges and rags. He never returned.. r 
Someone told me he has AIDS.
 

A black woman haunts California Street between the donut shop and the
 
cheese store. She talks to herself-a debate, wandering, never advancing.
 
Pedestrians who do not know her give her a wide berth. Somebody told ~
 
me her story; I don't know whether it's true. Neighborhood merchants
 
tolerate her presence as a vestige of dispirited humanity clinging to an
 
otherwise dispiriting progress of "better" shops and restaurants.
 

Repainted fat;:ades extend now from Jackson Street south into what was 
once the heart of the "Mo"-black Fillmore Street. Today there are water­ t


ss, soci­ cress sandwiches at three o'clock where recently there had been loud­
outside mouthed kids, hole-in-the-wall bars, pimps. Now there are tweeds and 
It to re­ perambulators, matrons and nannies. Yuppies. And gays. ~ 
tUy. No The gay-male revolution had greater influence on San Francisco in the 
ture, to 1970s than did the feminist revolution. Feminists, with whom I include 
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lesbians-such was the inclusiveness of the feminist movement-were pre­
occupied with career, with escape from the house in order to create a 
sexually democratic city. Homosexual men sought to reclaim the house, 
the house that traditionally had been the reward for heterosexuality, with 
all its selfless tasks and burdens. 

Leisure defined the gay-male revolution. The gay political movement 
began, by most accounts, in 1969 with the Stonewall riots in New York 
City, whereby gay men fought to defend the nonconformity of their 
leisure. 

It was no coincidence that homosexuals migrated to San Francisco in 
the 1970s, for the city was famed as a playful place, more Catholic than 
Protestant in its eschatological intuition. In 1975, the state of California 
legalized consensual homosexuality, and about that same time Castro 
Street, southwest of downtown, began to eclipse Polk Street as the homo­
sexual address in San Francisco. Polk Street was a string of bars. The 
Castro was an entire district. The Castro had Victorian houses and 
churches, bookstores and restaurants, gyms, dry cleaners, supermarkets, 
and an elected member of the Board of Supervisors. The Castro sup­
ported baths and bars, but there was nothing furtive about them. On 
Castro Street the light of day penetrated gay life through clear plate-glass 
windows. The light of day discovered a new confidence, a new politics. 
Also a new look-a noncosmopolitan, Burt Reynolds, butch-kid style: 
beer, ball games, Levi's, short hair, muscles. 

Gay men who lived elsewhere in the city, in Pacific Heights or in the 
Richmond, often spoke with derision of "Castro Street clones," describ­
ing the look, or scorned what they called the ghettoization of homosex­
uality. To an older generation of homosexuals, the blatancy of Castro 
Street threatened the discreet compromise they had negotiated with a 
tolerant city. 

As the Castro district thrived, Folsom Street, south of Market, also be­
gan to thrive, as if in contradistinction to the utopian Castro. Folsom 
Street was a warehouse district of puddled alleys and deserted comers. 

.Folsom Street offered an assortment of leather bars-an evening's regress 
to the outlaw sexuality of the fifties, the forties, the nineteenth century, 
and so on-an eroticism of the dark, of the Reeperbahn, or of the guards­
man's barracks. 

The Castro district implied that sexuality was more crucial, that homo­
sexuality was the central fact of identity. The Castro district, with its ice­
cream parlors and hardware stores, was the revolutionary place. 

r
Into which carloads of vacant-eyed teenagers from other districts or 

from middle-class suburbs would drive after dark, cruising the neighbor­
hood for solitary victims. 

The ultimate gay-basher was a city supervisor named Dan White, ex-

Late Vic 

cop, ex-box< 
Castro distri 
had achieve< 
the homose> 

Katherine, a 
men descen< 
jowled and! 
because the) 

Lodged w 

noyance wit: 
not so mud 
homosexual 

It was the 
call to careel 
selves from r 
The gay bar 
became the 
where to go. 
life-style mal 
looking outs 
new generati 
plaisancies 0 

Puritanica 
means to sU! 
materialism. 
yuppies SOUl 
Yuppies, trai 
the Northen 
crnc ethic­
Castro, the l 

The internal 
which definl 
street-level c 
any hunian 
office tower 
the idea of 
damn all. 

In the 19, 
and the plea 



odriguez 

-were pre­
to create a 

l the house, 
mality, with 

I movement 
l New York 
ity of their 

:;'rancisco in 
atholic than 
,f California 
:ime Castro 
s the homo­
f bars. The 
nouses and 
permarkets, 
:::astro sup­
: them. On 
: plate-glass 
ew politics. 
h-kid style: 

ts or in the 
>," describ­
f homosex­
, of Castro 
ted with a 

et, also be­
ro.Folsom 
~d corners. 
Ig's regress 
th century, 
the guards-

that homo­
vith its ice­
e. 
:listricts or 
: neighbor-

White, ex­

(kd~~ ~f; -::::;:::::::- =--­
Late Victorians [763] 

cop, ex-boxer, ex-fireman, ex-altar boy. Dan White had grown up in the 
Castro district; he recognized the Castro revolution for what it was. Gays 
had achieved power over him. He murdered the mayor and he murdered 
the homosexual member of the Board of Supervisors. 

8~~
 

Katherine, a sophisticate if ever there was one, nevertheless dismisses two 1{J. Iu 
men descending the aisle at the Opera House: "All so sleek and smooth- ~ .~ 
iowled and silver-haired-they don't seem real, poor darlings. It must be 
because they don't have children." 

Lodged within Katherine's complaint is the perennial heterosexual an­
noyance with the homosexual's freedom from childrearing, which does 
not so much place the homosexual beyond the pale as it relegates the J 
homosexual outside "responsible" life. 

It was the glamour of gay life, after all, as much as it was the feminist ~ 

call to career, that encouraged heterosexuals in the 1970s to excuse them- rJ­
selves from nature, to swallow the birth-control pill. Who needs children? ..... 
The gay bar became the paradigm for the singles bar. The gay couple 
became the paradigm for the selfish couple-all dressed up and every­
where to go. And there was the example of the gay house in illustrated 
life-style magazines. At the same time that suburban housewives were 
looking outside the home for fulfillment, gay men were reintroducing a 
new generation in the city-heterosexual men and women-to the com­
plaisancies of the barren house. 

Puritanical America dismissed gay camp followers as yuppies; the term 
means to suggest infantility. Yuppies were obsessive and awkward in their 
materialism. Whereas gays arranged a decorative life against a barren state, 
yuppies sought early returns-lives that were not to be all toil and spin. 
Yuppies, trained to careerism from the cradle, wavered in their pursuit of 
the Northern European ethic-indeed, we might now call it the pan-Pa­
cific ethic-in favor of the Mediterranean, the Latin, the Catholic, the 
Castro, the Gay. 

The international architectural idioms of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, , 
which defined the skyline of the 1970s, betrayed no awareness of any 
street-level debate concerning the primacy of play in San Francisco or of ~,1 
any human dramas resulting from urban redevelopment. The repellent /eel 
office tower was a fortress raised against the sky, against the street, against 
the idea of a city. Offices were hives where money was made, and 
damn all. 

In the 1970s, San Francisco divided between the interests of downtown 
and the pleasures of the neighborhoods. Neighborhoods asserted idiosyn­



crasy, human scale, light. San Francisco neighborhoods perceived down­
town as working against their influence in determining what the city 
should be. Thus neighborhoods seceded from the idea of a city. 

The gay movement rejected downtown as representing "straight" con­
formity. But was it possible that heterosexual Union Street was related to 
Castro Street? Was it possible that either was related to the Latino Mis­
sion district? Or to the Sino-Russian Richmond? San Francisco, though 
complimented worldwide for holding its center, was in fact without a 
vision of itself entire. 

In the 1980s, in deference to the neighborhoods, City Hall would at­
tempt a counterreformation of downtown, forbidding "Manhattaniza­
tion." Shadows were legislated away from parks and playgrounds. Height 
restrictions were lowered beneath an existing skyline. Design, too, fell 
under the retrojurisdiction of the city planner's office. The Victorian 
house was presented to architects as a model of what the city wanted to 
uphold and to become. In heterosexual neighborhoods, one saw newly 

""'\ built Victorians. Downtown, postmodernist prescriptions for playfulness 
~ advised skyscrapers to wear party hats, buttons, comic mustaches. Philip 
c: Johnson yielded to the doilhouse impulse to perch angels atop one of his< skyscrapers. 

~ ,....J. ~ ~ f. LV/) ~~ i \­

..v	 I can see downtown from my bedroom window. But days pass and I do 
not leave the foreground for the city. Most days my public impression of 
San Francisco is taken from Fillmore Street, from the anchorhold of the 
Lady of the Donut Shop. 

She. now often parades with her arms crossed over her breasts in an 
"X," the posture emblematic of prophecy. And yet gather her madness 
where she sits on the curb, chain-smoking, hugging her knees, while I 
disappear down Fillmore Street to make Xerox copies, to mail letters, to 
rent a video, to shop for dinner. I am soon pleased by the faint breeze 
from the city, the slight agitation of the homing crowds of singles, so 
intent upon the path of least resistance. I admire the prosperity of the 
corridor, the shop windows that beckon inward toward the perfected life­
style, the litde way of the City of St. Francis. 

Turning down Pine Street, I am recalled by the prickly silhouette of St. 
Dominic's Church against the scrim of the western sky. I tum, instead, 
into the Pacific Heights Health Club. 

In the 1970s, like a lot of men and women in this city, I joined a gym. 
My club, I've even caught myself calling it. 

In the gay city of the 1970s, bodybuilding became an architectural pre­
occupation of the upper middle class. Bodybuilding is a parody of labor, a 
useless accumulation of the laborer's bulk and strength. No useful task is 
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accomplished. And yet there is something businesslike about habitues, 
and the gym is filled with the punch-clock logic of the workplace. Ma­
chines clank and hum. Needles on gauges toll spent calories. 

The gym is at once a closet of privacy and an exhibition gallery. All four 
walls are mirrored. 

I study my body in the mirror. Physical revelation-nakedness-is no 
longer possible, cannot be desired, for the body is shrouded in meat and 
wears itself. 

The intent is some merciless press of body against a standard, perfect 
mold. Bodies are "cut" or "pumped" or "buffed" as on an assembly line 
in Turin. A body becomes so many extrovert parts. Delts, pecs, lats, traps. 

I harness myself in a Nautilus cage. 
Lats become wings. For the gym is nothing if not the occasion for 

transcendence. From homosexual to autosexual . . . 
I lift weights over my head, baring my teeth like an animal with the 

strain. 
. . . to nonsexual. The effect of the overdeveloped body is the minia­

turization of the sexual organs--of no function beyond wit. Behold the 
ape become Blake~ angel, revolving in an empyrean of mirrors. 

The nineteenth-century mirror over the fireplace in my bedroom was pu;l 
chased by a decorator from the estate of a man who died last year of 
AIDS. It is a top-heavy piece, confusing styles. Two ebony-painted col­
umns support a frieze of painted glass above the mirror. The frieze depicts 
three bourgeois graces and a couple of free-range cherubs. The lake of the 
mirror has fonned a cataract, and at its edges it is beginning to corrode. 

Thus the mirror that now draws upon my room owns some bright 
curse, maybe-some memory not mine. 

As I regard this mirror, I imagine St. Augustine's meditation slowly 
hardening into syllogism, passing down through centuries to confound uS:J 
evil is the absence of good. 

We have become accustomed to figures disappearing from our land­
scape. Does this not lead us to interrogate the landscape? 

With reason do we invest mirrors with the superstition of memory, for 
they, though glass, though liquid captured in a bay, are so often less fragile 
than we are. They-bright ovals, or rectangles, or rounds-bump down 
unscathed, unspilled through centuries, whereas we . . . 

The man in the red baseball cap used to jog so religiously on Marina 
Green. By the time it occurs to me that I have not seen him for months, I 
realize he may be dead-not lapsed, not moved away. People come and go 
in the city, it's true. But in San Francisco death has become as routine an 
explanation for disappearance as Mayflower Van Lines. 
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AIDS, it has been discovered, is a plague of absence. Absence opened 
in the blood. Absence condensed into the fluid of passing emotion. Ab­
sence shot through opalescent tugs of semen to deflower the city. 

And then AIDS, it was discovered, is a nonmetaphorical disease, a dis­
ease like any other. Absence sprang from substance-a virus, a hairy bub­
ble perched upon a needle, a platter of no intention served round: fever, 
blisters, a death sentence. 

At first I heard only a few names--names connected, perhaps, with the 
right faces, perhaps not. People vaguely remembered, as through the cat­
aract of this mirror, from dinner parties or from intermissions. A few 
articles in the press. The rumored celebrities. But within months the slow 
beating of the blood had found its bay. 

One of San Francisco's gay newspapers, the Bay Area Reporter, began 
to accept advertisements from funeral parlors and casket makers, inserting 
them between the randy ads for leather bars and tanning salons. The Re­
porter invited homemade obituaries-lovers writing of lovers, friends re­
membering friends and the blessings of unexceptional life. 

Peter. Carlos. Gary. Asel. Perry. Nikos. 
Healthy snapshots accompariy each annal. At the Russian River. By 

the Christmas tree. Lifting a beer. In uniform. A dinner jacket. A 
satin gown. 

He was born in Puerto La Libertad, El Salvador. 
He attended Apple Valley High School, where he was their first male 

cheerleader. 
From El Paso. From Medford. From Germany. From Long Island. 
I moved back to San Francisco in 1979. Oh, I had had some salad days 

elsewhere, but by 1979 I was a wintry man. I came here in order not to be 
distracted by the ambitions or, for that matter, the pleasures of others but 
to pursue my own ambition. Once here, though, I found the company of 
men who pursued an eartWy paradise charming. Skepticism became my 
demeanor toward them-I was the dinner-party skeptic, a firm believer in 
Original Sin and in the limits of possibility. 

Which charmed them. 
He was a dancer. 
He settled into the interior-design department of Gump's, where he 

worked until his illness. 
He was a teacher. 
Cesar, for example. 
Cesar had an excellent mind. Cesar could shave the rind from any asser­

tion to expose its pulp and jelly. But Cesar was otherwise ruled by pulp. 
Cesar loved everything that ripened in time. Freshmen. Bordeaux~ Cesar 
could fashion liturgy from an artichoke. Yesterday it was not ready (cock­
ing his head, rotating the artichoke in his hand over a pot of cold water). 
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Tomorrow will be too late (Yorick's skull). Today it is perfect (as he lit the 
fire beneath the pot). We will eat it now. 

If he's lucky, he's got a year, a doctor told me. If not, he's got two. 
The phone rang. AIDS had tagged a friend. And then the phone rang 

again. And then the phone rang again. Michael had tested positive. 
Adrian, well, what he had assumed were shingles . . . Paul was back in 
the hospital. And Cesar, dammit, Cesar, even Cesar, especially Cesar. 

That winter before his death, Cesar traveled back to South America. On 
his return to San Francisco, he described to me how he had walked with 
his mother in her garden-his mother chafing her hands as if she were 
cold. But it was not cold, he said. They moved slowly. Her summer garden 
was prolonging itself this year, she said. The cicadas will not stop singing. 

When he lay on his deathbed, Cesar said everyone else he knew might ._ 
get AIDS and die. He said I would be the only one spared-"spared" was 
supposed to have been chased with irony, I knew, but his voice was too 
weak to do the job. "You are too circumspect," he said then, wagging his 
finger upon the coverlet. 

So I was going to live to see that the garden of earthly delights was, 
after all, only wallpaper-was that it, Cesar? Hadn't I always said so? It 
was then I saw that the greater sin against heaven was my unwillingness to 
embrace life. 

Cesar said he found paradise at the baths. He said I didn't understand. He\ 
said if I had to ask about it, I might as well ask if a wife will spend eternity 
with Husband #1 or Husband #2. 

The baths were places of good humor, that was Number One; there was \
nothing demeaning about them. From within cubicles men would nod at V' 

one another or not, but there was no sting of rejection, because one had at " last entered a region of complete acceptance. Cesar spoke of floating from /0. 

body to body, open arms yielding to open arms in an angelic round. ~\ 
The best night. That's easy, he said, the best night was spent in the 

pool with an antiques dealer-up to their necks in warm water-their 
two heads bobbing on an ocean of chlorine green, bawling Noel 
Coward songs. 

But each went home alone? 
Each satisfied, dear, Cesar corrected. And all the way home San Fran­

cisco seemed to him balmed and merciful, he said. He felt weightlessness ) 
of being, the pavement under his step as light as air. . 

It was not as in some Victorian novd-the curtains drawn, the pillom,\ ('t 
plumped, the streets strewn with sawdust. It was not to be a matter of \ \ 
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custards in covered dishes, steaming possets, Try a little of this, my dear. 
Or gathering up the issues of Architectural Digest strewn about the bed. 
Closing the biography of Diana Cooper and marking its place. Or the 
unfolding of discretionary screens, morphine, parrots, pavilions. 

Cesar experienced agony. 
Four of his high-school students sawed through a Vivaldi quartet in the 

corridor outside his hospital room, prolonging the hideous garden. 
In the presence of his lover Gregory and friends, Scott passed from this 

life. ... 
He died peacefully at home in his lover Ron's arms. 
Immediately after a friend led a prayer for him to be taken home and 

while his dear mother was reciting the 23rd Psalm, Bill peacefully took his 
last breath. 

~r 
I stood aloof at Cesar's memorial, the kind of party he would enjoy, 

everyone said. And so for a time Cesar lay improperly buried, unconvinc­
ingly resurrected in the conditional: would enjoy. What else could they 
say? Cesar had no religion beyond aesthetic bravery. 

Sunlight remains. Traffic remains. Nocturnal chic attaches to some dis­
covered restaurant. A new novel is reviewed in The New York Times. And 
the mirror rasps on its hook. The mirror is lifted down. 

A priest friend, a good friend, who out of naivete plays the cynic, 
tells me-this is on a bright, billowy day; we are standing outside-"It's 
not as sad as you may think. There is at least spectacle in the death of 
the young. Come to the funeral of an old lady sometime if you want to 
feel an empty church." 

L
I will grant my priest friend this much: that it is easier, easier on me, to 

sit with gay men in hospitals than with the staring old. Young men talk as 
much as they are able. 

But those who gather around the young man's bed do not see Chatter­
ton. This doll is Death. I have seen people caressing it, staring Death 
down. I have seen people wipe its tears, wipe its ass; I have seen people 
kiss Death on his lips, where once there were lips. 

Chris was inspired after his own diagnosis in July 1987 with the truth and 
reality ofhow such a te"ible disease could bring out the love, warmth, and 
support of so many friends and family. 

Sometimes no family came. If there was family, it was usually Mother. 
Mom. With her suitcase and with the tom flap of an envelope in her hand. 

Brenda. Pat. Connie. Toni. Soledad. 
Or parents came but then left without reconciliation, some preferring to 

say "cancer." 
But others came: They walked Death's dog. They washed his dishes. 

They bought his groceries. They massaged his poor back. They changed 
his bandages. They emptied his bedpan. 
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Men who sought the aesthetic ordering of existence were recalled to 
nature. Men who aspired to the mock-angelic settled for the shirt of hair. 
The gay community of San Francisco, having found freedom, consented to 
necessity-to all that the proud world had for so long held up to them, 
withheld from them, as "real humanity." 

And if gays took care of their own, they were not alone. AIDS was a 
disease of the entire city. Nor were Charity and Mercy only male, only gay. 
Others came. There were nurses and nuns and the couple from next door, 
co-workers, strangers, teenagers, corporations, pensioners. A community 
was fonning over the city. 

Cary and Rick}s friends and family wish to thank the many people who 
provided both small and great kindnesses. t:1},J4,~ 

He was attended to and lovingly cared for by the staff at Coming Home 
POfJ~Hospice. :l 

And the saints of this city have names listed in the phone book, names I 
~ 

S4l"4­heard called through a microphone one cold Sunday in Advent as I sat in 
Most Holy Redeemer Church. It might have been any of the churches or 
community centers in the Castro district, but it happened at Most Holy 
Redeemer at a time in the history of the world when the Roman Catholic 
Church pronounced the homosexual a sinner. -, 

A woman at the microphone called upon volunteers from the AIDS ~ 
Support Group to come forward. Throughout the church, people stood 
up, young men and women, and middle-aged and old, straight, gay, and 
all of them shy at being called. Yet they came forward and assembled in 
the sanctuary, facing the congregation, grinning self-consciously at one 
another, their hands hidden behind them. 

I am preoccupied by the fussing of a man sitting in the pew direcdy in 
front of me-in his seventies, frail, his iodine-colored hair combed for­
ward and pasted upon his forehead. Fingers of porcelain clutch the pearly 
beads of what must have been his mother's rosary. He is not the sort of 
man any gay man would have chosen to become in the 1970s. He is prob­
ably not what he himself expected to become. Something .of the old dear 
about him, wizened butterfly, powdered old pou£. Certainly he is what I 
fear becoming. And then he rises, this old monkey, with the most beatific 
dignity, in answer to the microphone, and he strides into the sanctuary to 
take his place in the company of the Blessed. 

So this is it-this, what looks like a Christmas party in an insurance 
office, and not as in Renaissance paintings, and not as we had always 
thought, not some flower-strewn, some sequined curtain call of grease­
painted heroes gesturing to the stalls. A lady with a plastic candy cane 
pinned to her lapel. A Castro clone with a red bandana exploding from 
his hip pocket. A perfume-counter lady with an Hennes scarf manded 
upon her shoulder. A black man in a checkered sports coat. The pink­
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haired punkess with a jewel in her nose. Here, too, is the gay couple in 
middle age; interchangeable plaid shirts and corduroy pants. Blood and 
shit and Mr. Happy Face. These know the weight of bodies. 

Bill died. 
. . . Passed on to heaven. 
. . . Turning over in his bed one night and then gone. 
These learned to love what is corruptible, while I, barren skeptic, reader 

of St. Augustine, curator of the earthly paradise, inheritor of the empty 
mirror, I shift my tailbone upon the cold, hard pew. 

The 101 
persona 

ADORNO, Till 
Columbia Ur 

A meat 
the Pra 

BURTRYM, AL 
University of 

An indi 
titioner 
on the 

DOBREE, Bol'i 
An e1e~ 
nation3 

GOOD, GRAH 

York: Routlel 
Intellig 
voted 
and OJ 

HAzLm, Wu 
Writers. Ne\\ 

Short 1 

LUKACS, GEe 
bridge, Mass 

A path 
thegn 

II. Pertin 

ADDISON, Jo 
Spectator, & 


