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  LIFE A WINDING PARADE DOWN MAIN STREET, music blasting off grandly colored floats, men and women dancing, baton twirlers twirling: a huge multicolored family.

  How brightly the sunshine lit upon our faces.

  But the darkness, you see, had already crept in on cat feet. Crouched in the corner. Waiting.
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  Before: New York City, June 1982, 2:30 a.m.

  For David Walker, the first horror began here, in this other city in an earlier time.

  David inserted the key to his apartment and threw open the door with an unexpected bang. Three or four vodka tonics sloshed in his belly. Two joints. A line of coke at the party before he and the gang went out dancing. He was weaving as he stood at the door.

  Nothing prepared him for catching the young burglar inside his apartment.

  A startled moment spun out between them. Each eyed the other with eyes huge as saucers.

  David took in the rifled drawers, the smashed mirrors, and winking broken glass. Overturned furniture. And most of all: the long serrated edge of the knife in the thief’s hand—David’s knife, taken from its resting place beside the stove—as the teenager swiveled in shocked surprise and stabbed the air in his direction.

  He launched himself out of the doorjamb, arms pinwheeling. He ran. His drunken mind flipped into panic as he ran heedlessly down the carpeted hallway, flying toward the stairwell as he heard the thief scramble after him.

  “Hey!” the punk shouted. “Get back here!”

  David burst through the stairwell door and made a decision that would haunt him for the rest of his life: He ran up the one flight of stairs to the rooftop, not down to the lobby and street below, where he might have found help. Too late. He knew it even as he took the stairs two at a time. Screams undulated out of him.

  Forty seconds had passed since he had slipped the key into his apartment door and startled the burglar.

  Reflex drove him forward. All that mattered were the footfalls banging up the stairs behind him in chase. A machine gun sound. A killing sound.

  He burst upon the rooftop, lungs hitching for air, his screams unabated. Moments before he had been an ordinary young man coming home from a night of dancing and overindulging with his friends. Now, he screamed for his life. Would no one hear him on this hot summer night? Wasn’t there anyone with windows flung wide for a breeze to catch his cries?

  He stumbled across the gravel-and-tar roof until he stood by a ledge. Cautiously, he peered over. Four stories up. The nearest building too far to jump. Wait! The fire escape! He spun around.

  His heart caught in his throat. The burglar was advancing.

  “Shut up!” the kid screamed. The knife slashed a jagged path across the air. He was scared by this man in front of him who  would not be quiet. “Shut up! I’m warning you!” He stole two steps.

  In this world that had been irrevocably reduced to confrontation, there was no room for grays. And David, spinning, saw two choices: Stand there and get hacked to pieces—or jump.

  Up over the edge he scrambled. Still railing against a night silent and unforgiving. No conscious thought about what would happen next. His life distilled into a single-impulse: Get away.

  “Hey!” the punk cried. “Where the fuck you going?”

  David slid over the edge, buttons on his shirt popping against the rough ridge, his feet swinging. He kicked at the building for a ledge to rest upon, a foothold. Suddenly he imagined that knife plunging into the back of one of his hands.

  And let go.

  Air rushed out of him.

  The universe sank.

  Dimly aware of his body striking ground.

  Darkness engulfed him. And darkness was enough.
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  Over the Ledge
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  IT TOOK LESS THAN ONE WEEK for David’s life to fall apart.
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  And it started with the dream:

  David charging up the staircase two steps at a time, arms outstretched in ready anticipation to throw open the rooftop door, flying toward freedom. He ran, yet made no progress. His feet sank into a marshy goo that should have been the staircase. Raising each leg required wild effort—the gummy stuff dragged each foot down. Only he had to run. He had to get away.

  A growl from behind.

  Deep throated. Gargantuan. It was the sound of a dragon awakening to discover a thief traipsing over its gold. David trembled with childlike terror.

  Don’t look back, he told himself. Don’t look back, or he’ll catch me—

  He ran. The door that opened onto the roof of the New York building swam tantalizingly just out of reach. With gritted teeth David slogged up the stairs and threw his weight against the steel-plated door. It screamed open. He stumbled across the gravel roof, pushed by the momentum of his dash.

  A noise in the doorway. David whirled around.

  The warm summer night, the twinkling lights of New York skyscrapers, the crunch of gravel beneath his feet, his racing heart: the moment, culled from memory, in a freeze-frame of agonizing detail.

  He faced the doorway. It was empty. David stared in shock. Where was the boy with the knife? Who had followed him out the door?

  Suddenly a blast of humid air slammed into him. It packed the punch of a quarterback, yet had no physical shape. He was enveloped and pitched backward, a voice so close to his ears it might have originated inside his own head.

  (Coming to get you I’m coming to get you COMING—!)

  David shrieked. His butt collided with the ledge wall of the roof, pitching him up and over. Skyscrapers. A swollen June moon. Black carpet sky. He saw it all in agonizing detail as the tornado wind hurled him over the roof in a backwards somersault. His feet kicked against the velvet sky.

  And then he was falling.

  No! David shouted. Feet first, not head first!

  Four stories’ worth of tumbling. Down he fell. His hands stretched out beyond his head in a futile attempt to catch himself when he landed. He saw the concrete hungry to embrace him, to break his bones in a dozen different places—

  No!

  Not concrete, this time. Not a sidewalk.

  A mouth.

  Hideously huge, blotting out the landscape as he rushed toward it. The dragon mouth slid open with a snarl, twin rows of fangs gleaming in the moonlight. Nothing perched above it: no crown of hair nor pair of eyes to watch his descent. Only the mouth of the beast, jaws fully extended, ready to take him with a gulp.

  Like a Fish drawn into a shark’s mouth, he fell.

  And David slammed awake with a gasp, nearly catapulting himself out of bed.
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  “Cute.”

  David looked. “Where?”

  Jack gestured toward a man on a Nautilus machine. “There. The blond.”

  “Oh. Him.” David had noticed him a couple of times, a handsome man always absorbed in grueling marathon workouts.

  “He works downtown,” Jack said, wiping his brow with a hand towel. He was ten minutes ahead of David on the exercise bike and coaxing up quite a lather. “Near me, in fact. Comes here on his lunch hour, and sometimes even returns after work. What a body.”

  David nodded. “I thought you didn’t care for blonds.”

  “When they look like that—hey—” And both laughed.

  It was true. The man across the weight room was model material, every inch of him. Muscular, but in proportion to his average height. The sort of curly blond hair David would kill for, if he himself had been a blond. Jack, his buddy pedaling beside him, was somewhat similar in looks, but brown haired, less sharply drawn, average. They’d flirted casually for several weeks but never taken it beyond the boundary of this gym, content to talk and cruise and occasionally eye each other with lingering glances.

  “What’s his name?” David asked.

  Jack shrugged. “Mike. Mick. Begins with an M.”

  The man in question strode across the floor and bent to the water fountain. He seemed unaware of the heads that turned to follow his progress.

  David cocked his head, recognizing the opening notes to a familiar song. The steady barrage of music over the loudspeakers (“Music to pump by,” Jack had once quipped) had taken a decided nostalgic turn. The current offering was vintage Sylvester, “You Make Me Feel Mighty Real.”

  “You’re too young to enjoy this,” David chided. “Probably in diapers when this was popular.”

  Jack ignored the dig, pedaling furiously.

  David rolled his eyes.

  A few of the older men stopped working out. One man danced a little jig and smiled unabashedly. The mood in the gym subtly changed. One by one the crowd stopped what they were doing to listen.

  Men stood around with enchanted grins on their faces, weights and weight machines momentarily forgotten. David was grinning as well. This old song cuts us right to the quick, he thought, and an unexpected wave of bittersweet nostalgia lapped over him. It helps us remember carefree times.

  Oh, you make me feel mighty real

  The music swept over the men, and they drank it in. They swayed with the beat. Fingers snapped. Toes danced to the rhythm. Lips silently mouthed the words.

  David surveyed the room, and thought, We’d do almost anything to have it all back, wouldn’t we? Even though we’re fighting pot bellies and bags under our eyes, receding hairlines and gray hair at the temples. What we wouldn’t do to recapture some of that light that was our youth.

  It made him happy and a little sad to watch, how everyone brightened at this old song. Nautilus machines were temporarily abandoned. Free weights rested in their racks. Beside him, Jack had slowed to a crawl on his exercise bike. His own legs had stopped pedaling, becoming lax. Actually, it was rather nice, wasn’t it, to just listen to the music. Hitch a ride on this nostalgic surf, and skim this wave forever—

  An icepick jab of pain suddenly gouged him right between his eyes. David winced, hissing between his teeth.

  “Hey. You okay?”

  He glanced at Jack. His eyes refused to open past slits; the lights in the gym were too bright. What the hell happened? He managed a feeble nod.

  “What’s wrong?”

  David shrugged. He blinked a few times, his eyes readjusting to the light. Moving his head hurt too much, as though a sinus headache had decided to fluff up a few pillows and stay a while. “That was strange, wasn’t it?”

  Jack wrinkled his brow. “What?”

  “The way everyone stopped just now.” He looked at Jack’s blank expression. “You know. To listen to that Sylvester song. Everybody loves that old disco.”

  Now Jack’s face was an empty chalkboard, clean as on the first day of school. “What Sylvester song?”

  “The one we just—” The words stumbled on his tongue. The flesh on his arms crawled.—listened to. Didn’t you listen?

  The latest hit from the Pet Shop Boys pounded over the speakers. Barbells hoisted above heads with grunts of exertion. Pockets of conversation resumed in mid-sentence. Men stretched before mirrors, dipped to the water fountain, patted each other on the back. The blond he and Jack had cruised gazed at his reflection in a mirror as he sweated through curls. Beside him, Jack pedaled and pedaled.

  David clenched the handlebars of his bike. Sweat trickled down his sore forehead and stung his eyes. He pedaled too, but felt himself suspended in midair, like a cartoon character who bicycles off a cliff and pedals the air to get back to land. No, he wasn’t falling—yet. Soon, though. That inevitable clutch in his stomach, his bowels, recognized free-fall. And if he stared between his feet, what would he see? Concrete—or the mouth?

  Jack wore a dreamy smile on his young face. “You’re right. What you said about that old music? I wish it’d come back. I could listen to music like that all the time.”

  And he broke into a frozen grin that chilled David into gooseflesh.
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  The elevator door whispered open. David stepped out into the hospital lobby and crossed over to the nurses’ station. Several men and women were clustered there, reading patient charts, preparing medicine trays for the afternoon rounds. He recognized most of their faces by now (he was never any good with names, try as he might). Except for Bessie, the head nurse, who glanced up from her patient chart and greeted him with a smile.

  “Afternoon to ya, Mr. Walker,” she said. Her wide round face broke into a huge Pepsodent grin.

  “Hi, Bessie.”

  “How’s the writing coming?”

  “Same old story,” he answered. “Some days it’s pure inspiration; other days it’s just another job.” He bit back the urge to tell her that he hadn’t stepped near his typewriter in several days. How in the mocking silence of night he both feared and anticipated hearing the typewriter purr into a life of its own, with another cryptic message. He was going to give it a try later that night.

  “Honey, I knows what you mean,” Bessie said with a peculiar sigh. Her eyes darkened as she hoisted herself up from her chair and waddled around the counter that divided the station.

  Uh-oh, David thought as he watched her approach. She’s got something to tell me. And she wants to do it up close. Personal. As if to brace himself first, he suddenly blurted, “How is he?”

  No pretenses now. She frowned. “He’s taken a turn.”

  “For the worse?”

  She nodded. “For the worse.”

  David hung his head.

  “Cheer up,” Bessie said in that honey voice which made her so popular on the ward. She punched him lightly on the arm. “It ain’t gonna do you no good if you turn blue every time Eddie has a bad day. You listening to me?”

  “Yes.” He grinned reluctantly. She reminded him of that black actress who had once been Maude’s maid on that old TV sitcom. Bessie was wide as a door, busty, her kind face crowned by a salt-and-pepper Afro.

  “Now go and give him a hello,” she said. “He’s expecting you.”

  “I will. Thanks.”

  He walked away from her and started down the long hallway. Quiet for this time of afternoon, he noticed. A lot of people liked to visit patients in the early evening, after dinner, but Eddie had specifically encouraged him to visit in the late afternoons. That was the toughest chunk of the day, the three-to-six-o’clock slump. Too easy to start feeling sorry for yourself, Eddie had told him, when all you can do is lie in bed and watch the sunlight drain out of your room.

  And now he’s taken another turn for the worse, David thought morosely. He hoisted his gym bag to his left shoulder. His footsteps echoed down the hallway.

  He did not glance into any of the rooms. Too depressing, life inside hospital walls. Muted conversation and laughter floated out into the hallway. Phil Donahue on the tube. One man coughing his guts out. But what pained him the most was the funereal silence blanketing several of the rooms he passed, where—if his glance strayed into any of them—he saw only the legs and feet of the men, motionless, in bed. Waiting.

  He could not halt the twinge of fear that reached up and knocked on his door:

  This could be you one day oh yes you just might very well end up right here in these hallowed rooms waiting for your ticket to expire.

  David shook the thought away. Yeah, his ticket might be drawn for this merry-go-round; the days of exemptions had passed. But until such time, he was determined to go about the business of living. Wasn’t he the Miracle Kid? That’s what the doctors in New York had dubbed him—the Miracle Kid who survived the fall. He’d awakened in head-to-toe bandages, his eyesight dimmed to no more than pinpoints for a week after, because of delayed shock. Eight broken ribs. Broken pelvis, broken hip, punctured lungs, internal bleeding. The irony of it all: The drugs and alcohol in his system had undoubtedly saved his life. His body had been so loose, so rubbery from the drugs that he had simply accordioned up when he hit the ground.

  Oh, yes, David knew hospital walls all too well. He’d spent the better part of ’82 and the first half of ’83 in intense physical therapy. Slowly, his bones had mended. His only residual scar was in his abdomen, where surgeons had opened him up to take care of internal bleeding.

  Maybe it was false hope, but he wanted to believe he’d been spared for a reason. Surely he’d not gone through such a grueling recovery only to have his life snatched away, like Eddie, because of a tiny virus. Being surrounded by illness, he sometimes felt as though he were holding his breath, as though he could somehow escape the whole terrible epidemic by not breathing.

  Room 203.

  David sucked in his breath—and would have denied doing so, if someone had accused him of it—threw on his best happy face, and entered the room with a quick knock on the door.
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  A fever burned merrily behind Eddie’s eyes. His gaunt face glowed with its heat. Not that Eddie noticed: He was doped to the gills, floating on a cloud of morphine. He wouldn’t have flinched even if the entire hospital caught fire. As it was, his brown eyes flickered with only vague recognition as David pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed.

  He’s so pale, David thought uncomfortably. His skin’s the color of paper.

  A couple of days ago Eddie had appeared to improve. A new drug the doctors tried had restored some color to Eddie’s cheeks. He’d sat up in bed and they’d played gin rummy and laughed at “Wheel of Fortune.” Chatted about the possibility of his coming home. They both knew it would never happen, but it cheered Eddie to think about it, so where was the harm?

  Now Eddie looked like a tiny broken bird, his head too big for his withered body, his arms the size of broomsticks. His head lolled gently from side to side to express his pleasure in David’s company.

  David filled the room with his voice. He talked about Saturday night’s storm. His lack of progress on his porno story. The bustling excitement in the Castro as Halloween dawned closer. Sometimes Eddie would start to speak, or he’d nod, or his eyes would go blank and he’d drift away. It wasn’t necessary for him to answer; David knew Eddie liked to hear him talk.

  Eventually, though, a long pause spun out into silence, and in that silence he gingerly tucked one of Eddie’s fragile hands into his own. At first Eddie seemed not to notice, but after a few moments he felt a reciprocal squeeze.

  Sometimes it was better like this, in the silence that said, simply, I’m here for you, than any of his inane conversation. Oh, how he hurt to see Eddie like this! It made his gut ache. Eddie had been the one to coax him out of New York and back home to San Francisco. Eddie, who had helped him piece together a new life while he finished his recovery. Now, he was the one doing the hand holding. They were old college chums, friends for over twelve years. And friends stuck by each other.

  He gave Eddie’s hand a final squeeze.

  “I’m going now, Eds,” David whispered. He returned Eddie’s hand to the drawn-up sheets. “Rest well. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

  Eddie’s head rolled in his direction. A purposeful light suddenly blazed behind fever-swelled eyes. His throat muscles worked.

  “I’ll be better. Soon.”

  “I know you will,” David said, pleased by this effort to speak.

  “He told me so.”

  “Who? Dr. Allen?”

  Eddie shook his head. The fire was dimming from his eyes as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by a wet purple glow.

  “Who told you you’d get better?”

  “The man, Davey. The man in the steam.”
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  Why am I here? What in the world am I thinking of?

  He had to laugh about it. What else could he do? Here he was, at the Goodwill store south of Market, fondling polyester shirts.

  After leaving the hospital, David had been seized by a desire to reclaim his life in the face of Eddie’s illness—and on the spur of the moment he’d decided to go shopping. Halloween was only weeks away, after all.

  Never mind, he told himself as he rode the Muni underground bus to Montgomery Street. Never mind that I haven’t gone out on Halloween in three years. What do I need a costume for?

  Still, it gave this wholly unexpected trip a purpose, and softened the idea that he was acting compulsively. He chastised himself for the writing he was neglecting but strode happily through the dilapidated stretch of city to the Goodwill at Sixth and Howard.

  Once inside the building, he drifted toward the racks of men’s clothing. On rare days a bargain could be had with a little patience and a sharp eye. But his fingers brushed past the few leftover Calvin Kleins, Pierre Cardins, Christopher Hayeses—shirts that ordinarily would have rung his bargain-alert button. He wanted bright colors. Prints. Something deliberately spring or summery, in contrast to the dreadful dull weather outside.

  His thoughts skipped along merry tracks. He hummed a song he had played that morning off an old K-Tel Disco Fire album found in the back of his records.

  


  
    He’s a pistol-packin’ Boogie Man

    Come to pump us full of love

  


  David smiled secretly. He would have been mortified with embarrassment, had anyone known he was humming such a song.


  
    His gun is loaded.

    It’s pointed at our heads

    Those better be love bullets,

    baby Or it looks like we’re all dead.

  


  Now he stood next to rows of polyester shirts—big bright shirts with wild landscapes and catch-can patterns, shirts he’d worn oh so many moons ago unbuttoned to the navel, sleeves rolled up just so. Here was one, a blue moonscape-and-star design. Not bad. And another, whimsically Hawaiian with pineapples and palm trees.

  All I need now is a gold chain around my neck, a pair of 501s, and I’m all set.

  He chuckled. This was pre-Clone, mid-seventies look. Even with the nostalgia craze lately for fifties and sixties outfits, he could hardly consider this apparel trend-setting, even if it was (he obstinately reminded himself) for Halloween.

  He heard tittering beside him, and looked over. Two queens had elbowed up next to him and were poring over the polyester prints with a zeal bordering on the orgiastic.

  “It’s perfect for Rhoda!” one of the men insisted. He laid the shirt against the other’s chest, checking the fit. “A yellow scarf, a floppy hat, and you’re perfect!”

  “Pants,” the other thin one cried. “We need pants for Mary.”

  Off they skipped to the adjacent rack of women’s clothes.

  David glanced around. Peppered among the Spanish women in housedresses and clusters of down-on-their-luck families were a dozen or more gay men. It shouldn’t have been odd, their presence—but so many of them? At five in the afternoon, on a weekday? Half of the men were in business suits, as if they’d left their offices in haste to elbow their way to a Macy’s White Flower Day Sale.

  Had they been in the store when he’d walked in? Had he not noticed, in his own preoccupation?

  That song wound through his head, pesky:


  
    Those better be love bullets, baby

    Or it looks like we’re all dead.

  


  Okay, he told himself. Nothing strange about this. It’s almost Halloween, remember? Time is short. Weekends too crowded. Why not come on down, and browse? I did.

  The rationalization should have soothed him, but it didn’t. It gave him a queer sensation that began to multiply his doubts.

  Two men dressing as Mary Richards and Rhoda Morganstern. His own thoughts filled with disco music. And what was this? Several newcomers were drifting toward the racks.

  Next thing you know they’ll be snatching up the leisure suits.

  Odd. So odd. He felt removed and yet a part of it, whatever this urge was. He watched as the gay men around him wiped sweat from their foreheads with the backs of their hands and then slammed through the racks of acrylic shirts and pants with rapid-fire determination. Like an alcoholic stealing a concealed bottle from the underwear drawer: same whiff of shame and guilt, same inability to control the compulsion.

  David was horrified. Is that how he had looked, moments ago?

  He threw his shirts back onto the racks (where a fiftyish man in a pin-striped suit scrambled to look at them) and beat a hasty retreat from the store. He burst gratefully out onto the sidewalk and leaned against a wall, catching his breath.

  Had he escaped something? It felt as if he had.

  An early-evening breeze was cool against his clammy skin. Rain in the air. His forehead thrummed with that awful headache right between his eyes. Gingerly, he fingered the flesh above the bridge of his nose. It was tender to his touch, slightly swollen.

  He sighed wearily. God, he was a mess.

  This little jaunt to the Goodwill meant he now had to fight rush-hour commuters on his ride back to Castro Street. The last thing his headache needed was a trip home in a crowded cattle car.

  Steeling himself for the brisk walk back to Market Street, he let his gaze wander over the building tops to the east. The darkening sky was the color of plums. The hairs on the back of his neck suddenly prickled; he had the feeling that eyes were boring into him. Yes. Someone was watching him. As simple and as strange as that: He was being watched. Something was near, beyond those buildings and many streets down.

  Disco music wound through his head like an endless reel-to-reel tape.

  Unaccountably spooked, David hoisted his gym bag and fled.
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  At first, he dismissed it as a pimple.

  It felt like a pimple, even though the emerging lump didn’t have the familiar trademarks of a blemish.

  Something pushed against the skin of his forehead. It thrust up and out, bruising the skin above the bridge of his nose in a hard dime-sized knot.

  Had he struck himself, somehow? At the gym, perhaps?

  Scratched himself last night and torn the skin? Broken a blood vessel?

  No, no to all that. Yet here it was, this mysterious pimple that bruised his skin up and out. No wonder he had such a stupefying headache.

  Why, oh, why, out of all the places on his body, did he have to have this fucking lump right between his eyes?
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  A deadline is a deadline is a deadline.

  David paced and cursed and paced some more before he literally threw himself into his chair, flipped on the switch to the Smith-Corona, and began to type. He didn’t care what the words looked like, or if the sentences made for smooth reading. He began to fill the page. He had a deadline, and he had to write.

  And when no cryptic messages appeared unbidden beneath his fingers, he sighed with relief and got to work.

  This story should have been finished and mailed south to L.A. days ago. An editor at Torso magazine wanted him to write a kinky story for the April issue. Anything at all. He had tried all the angles. An exhibitionist who gets more than he bargained for. A pair of old lovers seduced by an antique mirror that reflects their image at twenty, not sixty. A stripper who gets the surprise of his life while working a birthday party.

  All began with promise, and all fizzled after two or three pages. Now he had lost the luxury of being creative. Time weighed against him. He had to crank something out, anything at all, and mail it off by week’s end. With an editor making housecalls, you don’t blow the chance, even if your friend lies dying in a hospital and your head feels like it’s swelling up to explode. David bent over the typewriter.

  And gave up after an hour. Dry. He was dry. Distracted. What had Eddie meant, the man in the steam would make him better?

  He ran his fingers through his hair with a desultory gesture and forced himself to stand. His knees let out a shriek of pain. Might have to pop a few Tylenol if he expected Mr. Sandman to come pay a visit tonight.

  His fingers lightly brushed against the pimple between his eyes. What he felt there caused him to rush into the bathroom and switch on the lights.

  He stepped up to the mirror.

  All illusions of a harmless bump shattered in that instant.

  No pimple, this thing between his eyes.

  A battle, on his forehead. Two forces, one pushing out, the other pushing in. The lump was now the size of a quarter. The tight uncomfortable pressure was its only characteristic indicative of a blemish. There, the resemblance ended. He saw that clearly, here beneath the glare of his bathroom light. The lump was an odd grab bag of colors: bluish black, like a bruise. A tinge of pink that graduated to blood red as the mound peaked at its center. Puffed and raw. Nothing indicated the lump was drawing to a head, which would have at least meant eventual draining of the infection (if that’s what it was) and cleansing.

  A cold wind blew through him.

  What he stared at was the betrayal of his own body. Something was going terribly wrong. What else could account for that hallucination at the gym, for feeling watched when he was clearly alone, and for hearing music that wouldn’t leave his head? What else, except a free-fall into death’s waiting jaws?

  Maybe he wasn’t the Miracle Kid after all.

  Maybe his ticket had been punched.

  He wheeled away from the mirror. Tears stung his eyes. All of it unraveling, his health, his life. Sink or swim time, boys; sink or swim.

  Sink. Sank. Sunk. In this underwater world of his misery, David thrashed.
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  Flytrap
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  IT STANDS ALONE ON A STREET CORNER, shiny and cool and inviting, shrouded in fog. Mick cannot see it yet, not completely anyway; it calls to him as a prize from a half-remembered (yet fiercely yearned for) dream. His fingertips touch cool glass. There is no light overhead. His erection is rock hard beneath 501 jeans—now why is that? Is it because of the voice? Or the ringing?

  Yes. The ringing awakens the desire. The—
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  telephone woke them from their doze. Mick’s eyes flew open. Bobby rolled over onto his side and scooped up the receiver. “Hello?” Mick waited, his heart beating fast. He did not know why.

  “Hello? Who is this?” Bobby sat up against the headboard, his expression moving from sleepy puzzlement to annoyance.

  Mick looked at Bobby and simultaneously glanced past him at the gaudy five-inch crucifix on the nightstand beside the bed. A present from Bobby’s grandma.

  “Don’t you ever call this number again.” Bobby slammed the receiver down. “Fucking nerve. Calling so late.”

  “Who was it?”

  “Didn’t even have the decency to breathe hard. Silence. Just silence. The creep.”

  Mick glanced at his watch. “Oh, Christ. It’s almost eleven-thirty.” He propped himself up on elbows.

  “Don’t go.”

  “Have to.”

  “No, you don’t.” Bobby trailed a hand across Mick’s chest. “Stay with me and I’ll give you dessert…” He pushed back the sheet and was delighted to Find Mick with a hard-on. He squeezed it. “Where did this come from?”

  Mick shrugged. “Sweet dreams, I guess.”

  “All the more reason to stay.” Bobby rolled Mick’s cock up and down with his hand.

  Mick brushed him away. “Honey, I’ve got a long day waiting for me at the office—”

  Bobby’s hand shot away. “Oh, the hell with your office. That’s not why you’re leaving.”

  So that’s it, Mick thought, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. Our one and only argument, round fifty-four. “It’s time for me to go home.”

  “As always.”

  “I don’t have any work clothes here! Give me a break!” He faced Bobby, and softened. He didn’t want the night to end on an argument, not after the wonderful dinner together, and the sex that had left them so contented they had dozed. He touched his lover on the thigh. “You know I have to be at my desk by eight a.m.”

  Bobby bit his lip. “Maybe you should bring over some of your suits so we won’t have to go through this.”

  “Maybe I should.”

  Bobby’s face lit up. “You mean that?”

  Mick shrugged. “Why not? It’s about time, don’t you think?”

  Bobby laughed delightedly, and they kissed.

  They’d met five months earlier, in June. At the I-Beam of all places, dancing their little tushies off at the Sunday tea dance. While on the dance floor with friends, Bobby had spotted Mick and elbowed himself and his partner closer, so that they danced side by side. An immediate attraction had leapt between them, canceling all doubt or fear. Sure, it sounded corny whenever they related their how-they-met story to their friends, but to Bobby and Mick it was love—and lust—at first sight. They had edged closer and closer to each other, so that eventually both of their dance partners shrugged good-naturedly and walked off the dance floor, leaving them to themselves. And for Bobby, whenever he thought of that first night, he always remembered it as Mick dancing in front of him, shirt off, sweat flinging from his wavy blond curls, and that sweet come-hither grin.

  “You’ve already got a toothbrush here and some shirts and pants,” Bobby said. “And you’re closer to downtown from here anyway. Might as well take advantage of it.” A pause, then: “I won’t crowd you, you know. You’re free to do whatever you want.”

  “You too,” Mick said quickly. He scooted off the bed in search of his clothes. They were a scattered pile on the floor. If he didn’t hurry, he’d miss his eleven-fifty bus.

  Bobby watched him dress. It still gave him an absurd amount of pleasure to watch the play and pull of his lover’s gym-toned muscles as he moved about the bedroom. Mick naked was like a blond Nordic statue with a spray of freckles on his cheeks and shoulders. Lean, yet tightly muscled, with a bubble butt the equal of Michelangelo’s David. It was in moments such as these that he congratulated himself on such a fine catch. “You want me to call you a cab?”

  “I only have a few dollars on me.”

  “I’ll lend you the money.”

  Mick buttoned his shirt. “The bus stop is only a couple blocks down. I’ll be home in no time.”

  “Don’t be silly. You were right; it’s late. You should be in bed.”

  “I can use the fresh air.”

  Bobby shook his head, exasperated. “Won’t even spring for a cab. You don’t expect much out of life, do you?”

  “Nope.” Mick Hashed a smile. “That way I’m rarely surprised.” 

  “Sounds boring.”

  “Comfortable is more like it. That’s the sort of guy I am. Receptionist by day, lover by night.” Dressed now, he sat beside Bobby and favored him with a lingering kiss. They snuggled.

  Bobby glanced at his alarm clock and patted Mick on the arm. “All right Mr. Comfortable, go catch your bus. And button up. It’s a cold night.” 

  “Every night in San Francisco is a cold night.”

  “Just get home quickly.” Bobby’s face clouded.

  “What’s the matter?”

  “Nothing.” But for some reason his thoughts had folded back to last Saturday night’s storm. “And steer clear of any bums.”

  “Why?” Mick’s eyes fell upon the gaudy crucifix beside the bed. Mischievously, he scooped it from the nightstand. “Is there a full moon tonight? Maybe I should take this with me to ward off evil spirits.” 

  “Don’t make fun.” Bobby nibbled at his lip, a nervous gesture. 

  What’s he so worried about? Mick thought. The joke ruined, he replaced the crucifix.

  “Mick, did you read the paper today?”

  “Only had time for the ‘Daily Punch.’ Why?”

  “There’s been a couple of disappearances.”

  “So what else is new?”

  “In the neighborhood, Mickey. A gay man.”

  Mick grimaced. “What happened?”

  “No one knows. It’s really weird. The guy taped pages from a bible all over his windows and front door.”

  Mick wrinkled his nose. “Yuck. Shades of The Omen. So what happened?”

  Bobby shrugged. “The place was ransacked. Pages taped everywhere. And the guy—vanished.”

  “Do they think he was murdered?”

  “They don’t know, exactly. But he’s definitely disappeared.”

  “Oh, swell.” Mick ran his fingers through his sandy hair. “You’re determined to keep me here tonight, aren’t you? Now I’ll watch every shadow.”

  “Maybe you should.”

  Mick glanced at his watch. Better hurry. He gave Bobby a final quick kiss. “Relax. I’ll be okay. Besides,” he said with a sly smile, pulling out a whistle and key chain, “anybody gives me shit, I blow this.”
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  A fine mist hung in the air as Mick walked the two blocks to his bus stop. Cold tonight. Ever since Saturday’s storm he could feel the chill drawing strength as the days tumbled toward an early winter. Just one week ago the days had glowed sunny and warm, an Indian summer. And now—well, welcome to San Francisco, where the weather changed according to the daily whims of high and low pressure systems flowing in off the Pacific. He thought Denver had been bad, the weather spinning on a dime as each new norther blew in, dumping rain or snow. But San Francisco took the cake.

  Only a handful of lights glowed from the surrounding apartments as he walked by. This was no time to be out on the streets, waiting for the 19 Polk that was sure to be off schedule, as usual. Maybe he should have stayed with Bobby. No; he’d wanted some fresh air, and if that meant waiting for the bus in this goddamned mist, well, he’d made his bed and now he’d have to lie in it.

  He walked to his usual bus stop and looked around. No sign of the 19 Polk. Maybe he’d just missed one, and would have to wait half an hour. That was a depressing thought. He brushed damp hair out of his eyes and glanced at the threatening sky. At this rate, he was going to get rather wet if the mist held up, and the drizzle showed no signs of slacking.

  Almost as an afterthought Mick spun on his heels and glanced down the street in the opposite direction. Three blocks away stood another bus stop for the 19 Polk.

  Something fluttered inside him.

  That bus stop had a protective green awning with a bench inside. Beside it stood an old-fashioned phone booth. The overhead streetlight had either burned out or been the victim of a teenager’s vandalism. It offered protection from the drizzle, but it sure was dark. Too dark for a sleepy bus driver to see him? Probably not, not if he flagged the bus down.

  A sudden escalation in the wind and drizzle tipped the scales in favor of a decision. Mick started walking. Why not go stand there? He could stay under the awning, out of this drizzle, and keep reasonably dry.

  But as he walked toward the bus stop the strangest feeling crept over him. His ears buzzed. His chest and shoulders began to shake with muscle spasms. Mick halted in his tracks. Was he shivering from the cold? The wind and rain? No. Something else was at work here, like an ancient nerve or an obsolete organ triggering danger signals to his body and brain. His forehead beaded with cool sweat. There was something primitive about this rush of adrenalin pumping through him, something so deeply buried that it remained hidden, unconscious.

  He glanced at the bus stop. His eyes shifted from the army-green awning structure to the phone booth. He stared at it, his breath and pulse quickening. His feet moved below him.

  The phone booth.

  That was the source of his whatever this was, this fight-or-flight panic. Oddly, the booth looked familiar. Something shrouded and half-remembered skirted the corners of his thoughts. He shrugged it away and forced himself to walk. It wasn’t wise to have such spooky thoughts, not when he was alone on a dark, wind-swept street. This was the hour when good men sleep and bad men awaken—best to keep thoughts light. Right now, all he wanted was his bed. His electric blanket. His English muffin in the morning, strawberry jam only, with a cup of French roast.

  He arrived.

  Calmer, now. That flight-or-fight sensation a dull undercurrent. Perhaps it was just the cold. Nothing unusual about this bus stop. Besides, another five minutes, with any luck, and he’d be bouncing his way up Polk Street to his studio apartment on Clay.

  The protective awning housed a bench, but when Mick sat down on it he was immediately assaulted by the stench of stale urine and cheap wine. He sprang away, wrinkling his nose in disgust. This was home for some of the guys who wandered the streets—but did they have to piss in their own living rooms?

  He moved away from the foul-smelling bench and stood at the edge of the awning, where he was still protected from the drizzle. This was better. He could spot the bus from down the street with enough warning to flag the driver.

  Idly, Mick stared into the dark phone booth on his left.

  And was not the least bit surprised when the public phone, which had hung rightfully silent, began to ring.
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  Bobby paces the floor.

  Half a dozen times he has gone to the bedroom window and peered out onto the misty street below. Mick is not there, of course. The alley is empty. Mick is riding the 19 Polk by now. He has to be.

  But that is not why Bobby paces. He can’t explain this free-floating panic racing through him, the cold hand of dread squeezing his intestines. His forehead tingles with a maddening itch right between his eyes. Twice he has pulled on his sweats with the intention of retrieving Mick. And once he made it to the door before looking down at himself and laughing nervously, thinking, Mick is gone already. Call him in thirty minutes if you want, to make sure he’s okay. Otherwise go to bed.

  Instead, Bobby stands at the window again, thinking of the man with no face.

  It was the rain—the storm—the streetlight— a million things. No one could look like that, with that terrible grin.

  He crosses to the bed and sits with his back against the headboard. Curses himself for this bizarre anxiety, knowing sleep will be difficult tonight. Perhaps a shot of bourbon will calm the nerves. Or a joint, if he has anything left besides seeds and stems.

  He checks the alarm clock. Yes, Mick is surely on his way home. Should he call him later? No. Too pushy, like checking up on him. Mick’s a big boy.

  His glance slides past the clock and settles upon the crucifix. Impulsively, he scoops it into his hand.

  And almost drops it as the cross hums into life. His hand feels as if he has shoved his fingers into an electrical socket. A tingling current shoots down his arm as the crucifix glows, in rapid succession, red blue green gold yellow white. A halo of white light.

  With a startled gasp Bobby drops the cross onto the bed. Instantly, the light snuffs out. His arm tingles with the phantom energy. And he thinks, not for the first and certainly not for the last time, Oh, Mick, what’s happening to you!
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  By the third ring, amusement had given way to curiosity.

  By the fifth ring, irritation.

  He answered on the sixth.

  “How would you like a real man tonight?” asked a man’s voice.

  Mick shuddered with relief. Oh, so that’s what this is: a dirty phone call. The low-pitched siren of his anxiety let go its wailing as the tension ran out of him.

  “Sorry, guy,” Mick said. “My dance card’s been filled. I’m not interested.”

  “You’re talking to me, aren’t you?” the man at the other end of the line whispered. “Feeling that stir of excitement in your cock. All I want is a good time. You do, too.”

  Mick frowned. What was that accent? Spanish? Something European. He rather liked it. Who knows? Had this guy randomly called his apartment while he was in bed watching Johnny Carson or some late movie, this whole conversation would be exciting. Hell, no need to be jealous of a voice, right? It could be fun to get off that way, two voices over the phone. But standing at this dark bus stop, in the mist, cold and damp—this was just the wrong time, wrong place.

  “Listen,” he said, glancing down the street for his bus, “I think I should tell you where you’re calling. I’m not some guy in bed who wants to get his rocks off.”

  “I know where I am calling.”

  “No. See: I’m not at home. You’ve dialed a pay phone.”

  A humorless laugh. “I know that.”

  Mick gulped. “You do?”

  “Of course.”

  “How?”

  “I can see you.”

  What? A chill ran through him. Immediately, he scanned the tall silent buildings across the street. Dozens upon dozens of dark windows looked down upon him.

  “Don’t be frightened.”

  “I’m not!” Mick said, too loudly. Then: “You can really see me?”

  “Oh, yes.”

  His legs turned to jelly. God, this was weird. “How can you see? … I mean … Fuck, why am I even talking to you!”

  “Because I want you to, my friend.”

  Mick looked around. No one; there was no one. No bus in sight. And somewhere, in any one of the windows, in any one of the buildings, a man studied him. A man who saw the surprise and dawning fear magnified on his face.

  “Where are you?” Mick asked, swallowing hard.

  “That shouldn’t concern you.”

  Why am I talking to him? he thought crazily. Hang up. Just hang up and wait for the bus or get the hell out of here.

  “I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” the man said.

  “Oh yeah? Then what’s that accent in your voice? You sound—I don’t know—European.”

  “Very good. I am Turkish.”

  “Really?” That was a new one on him.

  “You may call me … Victor. This is all you need to know. Except to remember I can see your every move. And I can see you, oh so clearly.”

  Mick bristled. “What do you want from me?”

  “I thought that was clear.”

  “The only reason I’m talking to you is because the goddamned bus won’t come. You’re passing time, that’s all. So don’t get any ideas. Understand?” The urge to hang up rose in him. This Victor guy was too strange, even if all this sex talk was kind of arousing.

  “Listen to me,” Victor said, his voice dropping to a husky growl. “We are strangers, you and I. And so we have freedom. Understand? Sometimes it is—how do you say this—easier with a stranger. So let us see what we can teach each other.”

  “No.”

  “No. No. It is time you put yes into your life, am I right?”

  “I’m fine the way I am, thank you.”

  “Don’t be cross. I know I excite you. Oh, don’t deny it. I can see your hard-on through your pants.”

  Mick looked down at himself. Sure enough, his penis had swelled against his blue jeans. He stared at it as if witnessing the betrayal of a friend. His cheeks flushed. Damn it, this guy did have a sexy voice. He had the kind of voice that could convince you of anything. You had to be careful with a voice like that.

  And a new thought struck him: Hadn’t he fantasized about this very sort of conversation? Wasn’t he the one who had almost called one of those phone sex numbers half a dozen times, always thinking better of it at the last minute? Well, here was such a call, a gift from heaven brought right to his door. It wouldn’t go any farther than this because he had no intention of cheating on Bobby. But for now … couldn’t he just enjoy this?

  “Why don’t you show yourself to me?” Victor purred. “Go ahead. I dare you.”

  “No.”

  “Come on; let me see how big you are.”

  Mick couldn’t catch his breath. He was suddenly dizzy with excitement. He looked up and down the rain-washed street. The buildings across the street appeared utterly deserted. But this man had to be hiding out in one of the apartments, right? For if he wasn’t across the street, how could he see him? Alone. Still alone. Oh, what the hell. His hand brushed across his erection, stopped, and squeezed.

  “Ahh, that’s nice. You are very handsome, my friend. A diamond in a sea of coal. So all … American. Blond hair. Freckles. You should listen to your dick. It tells you to come to me.”

  A car drove by. Mick shook free of the spell. “I can’t do this.”

  “Of course you can,” the dark voice urged. “In fact, my young friend, I think you will be the one. I have need of someone with your attributes. I have much I will teach you, when you decide to come to me. We will be good for each other, yes?”

  “Oh, sure. You know so much about me, is that it?”

  A soft chuckle. “This is not the first time I’ve seen you.”

  “What?”

  “I have watched you for several days now. You come from the arms of someone else. The scent of sex is upon you. But you crave more. I can give you what you want. But first, you must prove yourself.” 

  “You’re crazy.” Mick’s legs began to tremble and would not stop. He had to lean against the cool glass of the booth to steady himself. 

  “So why haven’t you hung up?”

  Mick stammered a protest.

  “You don’t because you know I speak the truth,” Victor interrupted. “I know more than I should, and it intrigues you.”

  What was that sound in the background? He had confused it with the drizzle around him. Now he realized it originated on the other end of the phone. Drip. Drip. Drip. Water hitting water. Mick went hot and cold. And a sudden certainty flashed across the horizon of his consciousness:

  Hang up just hang up he’s tricking me—

  “If you come to me, I will give you a gift. You have never known the passion we could share. Would you like that?”

  “…No…”

  “Ahh, but I think you do. I think we have found each other. I was right from the very beginning, the first time I noticed you.”

  “I told you,” Mick snapped, trying to regain the upper hand. “I already have a boyfriend.”

  “A pale excuse, my friend. What you search for you have found in me. Perhaps you were not even aware of your search, and yet—here you are.”

  He was about to respond when all at once, like an angel of mercy, he saw the 19 Polk round the corner several blocks down. Relief flooded through him. The cold night, the long day of work for him tomorrow: It all snapped back. Priorities lined up like so many dominoes. He found his voice as this new strength surged through him.

  “Yeah? Well here I go. My bus is coming.”

  “Wait for another one.”

  “No.”

  “Then you’ll be back.”

  “Don’t count on it.”

  “Oh, but I will. We have unfinished business, you and I. This is just the beginning.”

  Mick sucked in a deep breath. “As far as I’m concerned, we’re finished right here and now. You’ll have to play out your fantasies on someone else!” Before the hypnotic voice could respond, he hurled the phone into the receiver. He stepped away, his breath ragged. It had taken all his effort, every bit. If the bus hadn’t shown up…

  And in his ears, like a phantom connection, he heard the drip, drip of water in some unimaginable place, and a laugh as chilling as some deep bottomless lake.
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  Promises in the Light
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  “HERE WE ARE. Fresh off the assembly line.”

  David glanced up as Officer Alex Webster set a cinnamon roll and a styrofoam cup of coffee on the table in front of him. The policeman then proceeded to unload two cinnamon rolls, a large coffee, and a small container of orange juice from his tray. He sat across from David and smiled apologetically.

  “Sleuthing always gives me an appetite,” he sheepishly explained. 

  David, his face drawn, gave a small shrug at the breakfast laid before him. “I’m not hungry.” He shook the image of Eddie’s empty bed from his thoughts and forced himself to rejoin the world by glancing around. The hospital cafeteria buzzed with an early-morning crowd of staff and visitors. But he felt utterly alone and adrift, miles removed from the current of daily life around him.

  “Now, partner, I know it was a bit of a shock,” Alex Webster said with an easy drawl. He ripped open two packets of Sweet and Low and dumped them into his coffee. “You can’t let every scrap of nasty business go right to the gut, if you catch my drift.” Blue eyes twinkled at David. “Nothing wrong with developing a cast-iron disposition. It don’t mean you cheat yourself out of feeling.”

  “He wasn’t your friend,” David said quietly.

  “I know that.”

  “Then you can’t imagine how I feel.”

  “Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea,” he said, cutting into the first cinnamon roll. He took a bite and grimaced. “You think it’s a conspiracy that all hospital food tastes like cardboard?”

  David smiled with wry amusement. This cop was too much, especially with that ridiculous southern drawl, like something lifted from a B-rated Civil War movie. Alex Webster wore his difference with an easy grace, a take-it-or-leave-it attitude that was charming and admirable. His professional composure had not broken at all when they’d led him into Eddie’s empty room. Officer Webster had studied the wet sheets with a detective’s fine scrutiny, then he’d talked privately with Bessie Watson while David waited by the nurses’ station. After a quarter hour they returned, and the policeman had suggested the two of them grab some breakfast.

  “Look, Officer—”

  “Alex. Call me Alex.”

  “Okay. Alex.” An awkward moment; he couldn’t bring himself to meet the man’s steady gaze. “I’m sorry.” He rushed ahead. “I just don’t understand any of it. If you could have seen Eddie yesterday…” 

  “How’d he look?”

  “Terrific. Lots of energy.”

  “What did you talk about?”

  David sipped his coffee. “He wanted to know what was happening around town. Hollywood gossip. Any men worth cruising in the Castro—” Feeling his cheeks flush, he retreated back to his story. “Eddie flexed his arm and said he couldn’t wait to start pumping iron again. He acted like he was going to get out any day. He was still sick, of course. Dr. Allen had pretty much told me that he didn’t expect him to recover enough to go home again.”

  Alex Webster wore a bemused expression. “He acted like he was getting out any day?”

  “He was just … excited. Happy to be feeling so good after feeling rotten. Like he’d just won the lottery and was waiting for the check to arrive in the mail.” As soon as the words left his mouth he remembered just as clearly how artificial it had seemed, how much like a charade. Only Eddie had believed it, charade or no. Hook, line, and sinker. 

  Alex regarded him with a funny smile. “You didn’t believe it?” 

  David was puzzled. “Believe what?”

  “His good fortune. His health.”

  “I didn’t think it’d last, if that’s what you mean. I’d learned to take Eddie’s health one day at a time. I mean, only a few days ago he was so weak he could barely talk. Do you know what it’s like, watching a friend waste away like that? As if he’d just fade away into those white sheets—”

  Suddenly tears threatened to flow. He didn’t want to cry, not now, not here, in front of this police officer, but his last image of Eddie, alive and smiling at him, abruptly shifted to the slime-splattered room and the jelly crud smeared across the sheets. The image of all that strange destruction smacked him hard, taking his breath away. What he’d seen hadn’t been real. It couldn’t have been. If it had been real, the room would still be a slimy war zone for all to see. No. He must have been so worked up over his earlier nightmare that his imagination had carried it over into reality. That was possible, wasn’t it? It explained everything. Except that Eddie was still gone. Vanished, without a trace.

  He stared at the formica table, unable to bear the thought that this handsome policeman was watching him fall to pieces right here in the hospital cafeteria, of all places. He wiped away tears with the back of a hand and fought to control his sobs.

  A hand reached out and touched David’s hand. He flinched at the surprising touch of flesh upon flesh.

  “That’s right, buddy,” Alex said soothingly. “Let it out, if you have to. Tears just show respect for your friend.”

  The officer didn’t realize David was crying as much for himself as for Eddie. His hand felt warm and safe, covered by the policeman’s palm. It impressed him, that this cop was unashamed to hold another man’s hand in public. How old was this guy? Late thirties? Forty? Silver flecked his sandy hair at the temples, which only served to accentuate the blue of his eyes. And the black uniform, coupled with this show of affection, gave Alex an immensely appealing air.

  Suddenly he realized what he was doing. David shook his head wearily and withdrew his hand. “It’s so unfair,” he sighed. “Where were all the goddamned nurses? Aren’t they supposed to make rounds during the night?”

  “You’re right about that,” Alex agreed. “Somebody should have heard—or seen—something. I’ve got Miss Watson calling every orderly and nurse on shift last night, but so far, nothing. All we’ve got is one hell of a disappearance and a bed that looks like Eddie may have been slashed by the creature from the Black Lagoon.”

  David jerked at that.

  Alex looked at him, concerned. “What’s wrong?”

  “Nothing.” But he was remembering his own attack last night, and the whirlwind that blew through his room. It seemed unreal, now. Another bad dream. He took a tentative bite of his cinnamon roll—which did indeed taste like sweet cardboard—and washed it down with coffee.

  Alex polished off the first roll and attacked the second one. He chewed thoughtfully. “Eddie have many friends?”

  David looked up, grateful for this change of direction in their conversation.

  “Any that might want to help him out?”

  “Help?” David’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” But once again he remembered Eddie’s words: The man in the steam, Davey.

  Alex slurped his coffee. “It’s like you said. Hard to watch a friend slip away a day at a time, ain’t it? Especially in a hospital room.” 

  David bristled. “What are you implying? That I took him home so he could die outside of this hospital?”

  Alex waved a hand. “Not you, no. But someone else. Another friend.” 

  “He had no other friends,” David shot back. “Only me.” Which was true. Eddie had managed to cultivate only one friend during his busy schedule: David.

  Except for the man in the steam. The MAN.

  David shook his head. He saw Eddie’s corpse in front of him, bobbing in water. “Eddie is dead.”

  “No. Missing. Big difference.”

  “I wish I believed that. His days were numbered anyway. That’s why this makes no sense. Why kill a dying man?”

  “Now nobody said a peep about killing—”

  “Oh come on,” David snapped. “You saw that bed. What the fuck happened in there? Something got him, and got him good. And I’m—” He cut himself off.

  “You’re what?”

  “Nothing. It’s nothing.” He shifted in his seat.

  Alex leveled him with a concerned stare.

  “If you know something about all this, then please, speak up. It can’t be any more bizarre than what’s up there in room 203.”

  David glanced away from the heat of this policeman’s stare. What could he tell him, really? That when he’d first walked into that room it’d looked like a scene from a disaster movie? Or how utterly shocked he’d been when he’d returned to find that nightmare vision gone, and blood in its place? While he was at it, maybe he should tell this cop about “shadows” swooping down out of the dark, shadows that growl and attack?

  He began to stammer a response when a card was thrust into his hands. It bore Alex’s name, and two phone numbers.

  “I think you know more than you’re telling me,” Alex said, and immediately hushed the protest that sprang to David’s lips with a wave of his hand. “You don’t have to say anything more, not now. That top number gets me at the station. The other is my home phone. If you change your mind. If you make a connection, no matter how way out it sounds, or if you simply need to talk, give me a ring. Day or night.” He waited until David met his eyes, and could see the truth written there. “Promise?”

  “Why are you being such a nice guy?” David surprised himself by asking.

  Alex shrugged. “The company I keep, I suppose.” And this time it was his turn to shyly lower his eyes.
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  David crossed Church at Nineteenth Street and stood facing a bridge that gave onto Dolores Park. Directly in front of him, across the walkway bridge, sat a group of teenagers. They were sprawled across a picnic bench, listening to a radio. A handful of older men stood at the end of the bridge. These men were scruffed up, sullen faced but harmless-looking.

  He plunged forward, walking down the steps to the bridge, and started across. His chest tightened with a familiar panic as his eyes surveyed every direction at once. He clutched his house keys into a makeshift weapon between his fingers and tried to steady his erratic heartbeat. Halfway across the bridge now. A J Church Muni car rumbled beneath him. So far, only three men had bothered to glance away from their card game and note his approach. One elbowed the other, saying something in Spanish. David felt his ears burn. He didn’t have to know what was said. He knew. He knew.

  He breezed past them unmolested and walked up the sidewalk to the crest of hill at Church and Twentieth. He took his hand from his pocket. His heartbeat steadied.

  David sat down on the damp grass and drank in the sweeping view of downtown San Francisco, the Bay Bridge, and Berkeley and Oakland across the bay. A chill wind bit at his jacket. Relax, he commanded himself.

  Officer Webster had driven him home from the hospital. David fancied he had felt an extra second or two of pressure as they shook hands good-bye, a private message of warmth directed only at him, but he was not sure. It all happened so fast.

  Once home, he’d called Uncle Charlie’s and asked for the day off, which they immediately gave him. Roger assured him that all his shifts could be covered until Saturday night. At first he had objected—he just needed a little time to sort out his feelings. But then he’d thought of his deadline and his unfinished short story that had to be mailed off, and all the confusing events of the past days. So many questions to sort out, examine, piece together. He should stay busy—but the thought of waiting tables with a shopkeeper’s smile made him physically ill. So he accepted Roger’s offer and took the days off.

  He was home all of an hour before the silence of his apartment deafened him. He tried to sleep but couldn’t. He flipped on a radio only to shut it off at once; the bright, bouncy music seemed a blasphemy. A picked-at lunch tasted of yet more cardboard. He paced in front of the sliding glass door and looked at the people trudging up and down Noe Street. Finally, in desperation, he smoked a joint down to a roach, the smoke harsh in his lungs so early in the day, and he walked the several blocks to Dolores Park.

  Now he sat under a slate-gray sky, absorbing the view. This was a winter sky, premature even for a day in October. The skies had remained obstinately overcast ever since the freak thunderstorm.

  A school bell jarred the afternoon silence. David watched as several of the younger kids bid their friends good-bye and walked downhill to the high school on Eighteenth Street. One of the teenagers caught him watching and flipped him the Finger.

  Now this; this was a fear he understood. The way his chest had tightened and his stomach clenched as he had walked past all of them. He hated himself for the fear, but at least he understood it. He had marched through their territory, determined to ignore the waves of hostility and contempt that rolled off them. He hadn’t needed a boyfriend on his arm or to walk with a swish for them to peg him as gay. He was a single white male, and that was all the ammunition they needed. Their contempt was a given, a known quantity he could deal with and understand because he had battled it for so many of his thirty-one years.

  What he did not comprehend was this new uneasiness that coiled about his belly like a live thing, squeezing.

  The writer’s side in him was a cause-and-effect man. He knew how seemingly unrelated incidents could all dump from various tributaries into one river, where the truth could be fished out with a little patience. As a reporter for his college newspaper, David had been dumbfounded to learn murders happened not because of great unrequited love or unbridled passions but because some jerk took the last parking space or wifey didn’t do the dishes or the kids wouldn’t shut up and watch “Sesame Street.” Ridiculous arguments turn into murder. An insult to a nation escalates into war. Cause and effect.

  So when had it first touched him, this sensation of danger?

  The storm, of course. It had announced itself with comic-book ferociousness, as if to say, Look at me. Deal with me. From that day on, really, he had spiraled downward. His nightmares. His odd compulsions. The painful bump on his forehead. The visions.

  David rubbed his hands over his face and sighed. And one week after a freak storm I have hallucinations, am attacked by a murderous shadow that feels real, and now, Eddie is gone, his room a bloody battleground. Why? Is there a connection?

  It hit him. It’s me. I must be the connection.

  A strange excitement tingled through him. He would never have been able to describe this feeling to anyone, let alone articulate it for himself. It felt far away, belonging to another time and place, but meant for him. He faced it.

  He was in danger. Something was circling, circling, drawing closer. Teasing.

  He would find it. He would stop it. A promise, to Eddie.

  He had never been more excited in his life.
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  Moonlight Serenade
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  ABOUT THE TIME THAT DAVID WAS GREETING his visitor outside the bathroom door, Mick stood beside the bedroom window of Bobby’s flat, his eyes restlessly scanning the street.

  Bobby watched from his position in the bedroom doorway, an uneasy frown on his face. Mick had picked at dinner. They’d watched a procession of television shows in silence. Is this how he wanted the night to end?

  On impulse he slid up behind Mick and wrapped his arms around his lover’s waist.

  “Jesus!” Mick nearly jumped out of his skin. He whirled around, the fright in his eyes softening when he saw it was Bobby. “Don’t do that.”

  “You’re so nervous. You okay?”

  Mick nodded.

  Liar. “You’re distracted.”

  “Yes. Sorry.”

  “You don’t have to apologize.” But Bobby thought, Look at those circles under his eyes. What’s the matter, can’t he sleep?

  Mick rubbed his hands together. “Work’s been a bitch. I—I guess I don’t have much energy—”

  “Shh. You’re with me now. I’m here to take it all away.”

  That did it. Mick glowed. He folded Bobby against him and teased him with a kiss. This was better. They both felt it. But after a moment Mick gently disengaged himself.

  “I’m going to hop into the shower,” Bobby said. “Wash the day away. Care to join me?”

  Something flickered in Mick’s eyes. Then it was gone. He shook his head. “Not this time.”

  Bobby turned
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