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  Praise for Faun



  “Trebor Healey pulls down the pants of urban fantasy to reveal something entirely new.”

  — Tom Cardamone, Green Thumb


  “Both strikingly beautiful and coarsely humorous, this engaging novel by urban fantasist Trebor Healey, anchored in the sensibilities of the West Coast Mexican-American community, gives the modern bildungsroman a magical twist ... the themes of self-discovery in a world that doesn’t understand you will appeal strongly to grown fans of supernatural YA.”

  — Publishers Weekly


  “This magical tale about a boy unexpectedly turning into a faun is funny, poignant and erotic. Faun offers a wise meditation on our relationship to the earth as well as each other – and to our sexuality, which is the ‘greenest’ part of us all.”

  — Mark Thompson, Advocate Days


  “Like the best magic realism, Faun is a celebration of uniqueness and a coming-of-age tale that, with lyrical prose and often outrageous plot, reveals the beauty and strangeness of the world.”

  — Amie M. Evans, co-editor of Saints+Sinners: New Fiction from the Festival


  


  



  

  Praise for Trebor Healey


  “Trebor Healey’s writing is suffused with the purest emotion, the bravest, funniest tone, and the perfect balance of poetics, daring and charm.”

  – Joy Nicholson, The Tribes of Palos Verdes


  “Shows us men and women whose lives have been, or are about to be, forever altered by love … sharp, empathic, and unforgettable.”

  – Bernard Cooper, The Bill from My Father


  “The eleven selections take the reader on far journeys in space and time, from Ireland, the forests of Alaska, and the cobblestone streets of Guanajuato to the streets and saloons of California’s post Gold Rush prosperity and San Francisco in the age of AIDS … pulls the reader in immediately and offers a journey to the distant coasts of emotion.”

  – Robert Ridinger, Speaking for Our Lives


  “Trebor Healey is all soul … The way he stacks sentences vibrates on the page. There’s an impressive, experimental range in this short story collection. Trebor Healey uses multiple narrators to bring voice to a variety of human experiences.”

  – Kirk Read, How I Learned to Snap
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  Recipient of The James Duggins Lambda Literary Award for Mid-Career Novelists, Trebor Healey also received the Violet Quill award for his first novel, Through It Came Bright Colors, and the Publishing Triangle’s Ferro-Grumley Award in Fiction for both A Horse Named Sorrow and Through It Came Bright Colors. In addition, he has penned the speculative fiction novel, Faun, and a homoerotic poetry collection, Sweet Son of Pan, along with three collections of stories — A Perfect Scar & Other Stories, Eros & Dust and Falling. He co-edited (with Marci Blackman) Beyond Definition: New Writing from Gay and Lesbian San Francisco, and co-edited (with Amie Evans) Queer & Catholic. www.treborhealey.com
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   Gilberto was a beautiful child; the handsomest boy in his pre-school, the favorite on Sundays in the boys’ choir at St. Agatha’s, and the cat’s meow wherever mothers and elderly women came upon him – in El Mercadito, in parks, or outside the carnicería on César Chávez Boulevard.

   “Dios mio, que guapo,” they cooed. A pinch on the cheek, a nod to the mother, and off they went with their overstuffed bags and shopping caddies.

   “Un angel,” Mrs. Escobar whispered to the ladies as she stirred the masa for the Christmas tamales.

   “O un demonio,” Magda Valdez threw in sardonically, before adding tiredly with a sigh, as she gobbled a piece of pork and wrapped up yet another tamale, “– the devil always hides in beauty. Que sonrisa tan bonita.” And she looked to heaven.

   They all nodded, then giggled and continued, until they got around to “bedroom eyes,” and “he’ll break hearts – dozens of them!”

   “Please, he’s just a child,” Mrs. Rubio would protest then, disgusted by their sudden girlishness. But her friends made light of her motherly remonstrations when they saw the furrow on her brow, not only because they felt she was being prudish, but knowing as well that if they were foolish enough to fall silent, they’d be acknowledging the burden of his birth, which would only encourage her, and in no time she’d be wailing about the boy’s cursed father – that lowdown dog, Raúl.

   “Oh, Lupita, you are blessed!” they sang out in unison.

   It always ended this way in true Catholic fashion: Be grateful, even if the price paid seems a bit high and calls into question the very mercy of the creator himself, which – along with the birds and flowers and children – is really all the capital he’s got.

   All blessings are mixed blessings, and Gilberto was no different. Beautiful yes, but a sorrowful reminder of her failed marriage as well. An indomitable spirit who inspired both joy and worry, he was a real handful. But still he was consolation, all things considered, with his playful twinkling eyes and ready smile. All was not lost. So what if he was prone to mischief – he was full of good will too, and yes, utterly and charmingly beautiful with his jet black hair, big brown eyes and perfect bone structure. What could Lupita do but sigh like the Madonna herself must have done from time to time under the weight of glorious motherly fate?

   Still, he worried her. She never knew what news she’d come home to. Not in the least vain, her little boy played fast and loose with his perfection, and what’s more, inspired other children to do the same. By the time he was eight, he’d fallen out of four trees, broken both arms, and more disturbingly, had accidentally set fire to the neighbor’s plastic stroller one afternoon with a candle he’d misplaced behind its back wheel while serving an impromptu mass for the other children in the apartment complex. Once ignited, it had burned fast, belching huge plumes of black smoke into the air before melting into a blue plastic heap and dripping off the upper deck of the apartment building, a dozen or so children cheering it on, while the small boy, Alejandro – whom it belonged to – watched indifferently from his apartment window with his sister, Xochitl, who appeared wholly unconcerned as she went on filing her long chola fingernails and chatting with her boyfriend on the telephone.

   It was Gilberto’s sister Isabel who had come running out, alerted by the cheers as well as the thick hot gobs of molten blue plastic fouling the gladiolas in her mother’s flowerbox.

   “Qué estas haciendo?!” she’d shouted in distress as she ran out, dodging the cascade of cobalt destruction and turning like a saint before the awe of God in some nameless Renaissance painting as she craned her neck to look up toward the top deck from below. When she saw the flames and smoke, and then Gilberto and the children at a safe distance watching and jumping about like monkeys, she muffled the scream rising in her throat so that it only came out as a little chirp, and – always the pragmatist – ran back to grab the hose coiled on the apartment house wall, knowing full well that the entranced children were useless to help her, and the disinterested neighbors were clearly not going to raise a finger, if they even noticed. You’d need more than a fire and smoke to get their attention; you’d need sirens to go with it, and flames actually moving through their bedrooms – flames tall enough to look like human intruders.

   She and Xochitl got into it too, and it wasn’t the first time.

   “What are you – stew-pid?!” Isabel leaned forward, shouting at the Barajas’ window, after hosing down the stroller and berating the laughing children who scattered as she swung the hose about to drive them off. But Xochitl only snarled, quipped something to her boyfriend over the phone, stuck out her pierced tongue, and boldly flipped Isabel off.

   Isabel thrust out her tongue back at her: “Loser!” She then turned to confront Gilberto who stood dumbfounded on the walkway, waiting and watching. Grabbing his arm hard, Isabel marched him down the stairs and into their apartment, sitting him down and giving him a long harangue on “gang behavior,” reminding him that the neighborhood children were clearly a bad influence on him and to stay far away from those Barajas upstairs. They were no good, everyone knew that. “That poor Alejandro – I oughtta call Child Protective Services. I’m totally sure! Letting the poor little boy’s stroller burn like that. Is this a circus? Are we living at a circus, Gilberto?”

   He shook his head “no” obediently, eyes attentive – she was fierce when riled up – but considered what she’d just said for a brief moment and thought maybe her assessment was correct. And if so, where were the tigers and elephants? He looked out the window momentarily, half-believing he’d see them strolling about the ruined courtyard, with its scarred nopale cacti and patchy lawn. But there was only a mangy one-eyed tomcat with a bad attitude lurking among the big wheels and fast food trash.

   Calming herself, Isabel set to work sorting out her little brother’s latest crime. “Who started the fire, Gilberto?”

   His little eight-year-old shoulders and hands went up.

   “Did you start the fire, Gil? Tell me.” And she said it coolly and firmly.

   “I didn’t,” he whispered sheepishly, all but admitting his guilt.

   “You can tell me, Gil; I know you didn’t mean it.” He never did, she knew that much after watching him for the last three years.

   “I didn’t start it.”

   “Well then, tell me how it started. You were there.”

   “I was saying mass.”

   “What?” she raised her voice with incredulity and irritation.

   “Mass,” he exclaimed, cocking his head like she was stupid. “Don’t you know what mass is?”

   “I know what mass is, Gilberto,” she said in her haughty fifteen-year-old know-it-allness. “But I’m not the one on trial here.”

   “I’m not on trial; I didn’t do anything,” he said defensively then.

   “Well, why were you saying mass? You’re not a priest.” And then, after a pause, with a smug expression on her face, she added for effect, “– yet,” knowing it would inflame him.

   “I’ll never be a priest!” he exclaimed.

   “Looks like you already are one, Gilberto.”

   “I only did it because they wouldn’t stop bugging me! It was Pepe – he kept tapping me on the shoulder and saying ‘Bless me father,’ and ‘Mea culpa,’ and holding his heart, and going on and on like his mother about how he needed the Eucharist, blah, blah, blah. So I go, ‘Fine, you want me to be a priest, I’ll be a priest.’”

   “Priests don’t start fires.”

   “Yes, they do.”

   “What are you talking about, Gil?!”

   “Haven’t you ever heard of a candle, Izzy?”

   Calming herself, she asked, “Is that what started the fire?”

   “The Holy Spirit started it,” he said, crossing his arms.

   She rolled her eyes. “Then it was you. Whose candle was it?”

   He beamed.

   “Why are you smiling?”

   He put his arms up and pumped them. “You just said I’m the Holy Spirit!”

   “Oh my God, Gilberto. That’s blasphemy. You’re so grounded.”

   His face changed to a frown then.

   “Why?”

   “You just started a fire and claimed to be God – do you know how bad that is?”

   “Don’t tell Mom.”

   “What do you mean, don’t tell Mom? Of course I’m gonna tell Mom. Now where did you get the candle?”

   “Xochitl gave it to us,” he said matter-of-factly. And then pleadingly, “Izzy, don’t tell Mom.”

   “Xochitl,” Isabel shook her head. “Figures. Loser. I told you not to talk to her.”

   “She likes me,” he said defiantly.

   “She’s bad news.”

   “Her boyfriend likes me too,” he added smugly.

   “He’s a gangbanger, Gilberto. Do not talk to him! You hear me!?”

   “If you don’t tell Mom, I won’t talk to him.”

   “No deals, Gilbo. I always tell the truth; there’s no point in trying to get me to lie for you.” And she moved about the room, straightening things, finally plopping back down on the sofa and putting on her headphones to get back to her math homework.

   Gilberto was on his knees by then in supplication, but she ignored him, his voice drowned out by Mariah Carey’s as Isabel’s eyes now rested on the problem set in her math book.

   Gilberto stood up then, forced his shoulders down with determination and stomped off, slamming his bedroom door (well, not really his as he shared it with his teenage brother, Ernesto), the crack and whoosh of it bypassing Isabel’s headphones and inserting itself noisily right into the middle of Mariah Carey’s “Hero” like a snare drum interlude.

   That was the first and last time he played at priest.

   It really wasn’t his fault as he saw it. It was his mother Lupita’s, always going on and on about the priesthood so that everyone knew and all the children teased him about it endlessly until he couldn’t stand it anymore. He’d only aimed to take arms against a sea of troubles by calling a mass – finally giving them all what they wanted. And look what happens!

   He was resolved now not only to avoid the priesthood at all costs, which he’d pretty much decided from the start, but he wanted to never set foot in a church again either. The church and all that followed in its ubiquitous wake always seemed to portend some kind of trouble. Sure, he enjoyed staring at the stained glass windows and how the sun came through them, making pretty kaleidoscopes and puzzles all over the worn red carpet in the aisle; and certainly, he always got a thrill when the bells rang and the priest held the wafer up to the sun. It was true, as well, that he’d always yearned for his very own monstrance, since the day he first set eyes on one, and that Our Lady of Guadalupe, who presided over the altar in her cocoon of sunlight, looked a bit like his dear mother, Lupita. But once the congregation stood up and started talking and reading from that book – and singing those lousy songs – and standing and sitting and genuflecting and whining about what hopeless sinners they all believed themselves to be, he couldn’t help but squirm and crawl around, and it usually got him a well-aimed crack from Lupita, or at least a good number of dirty stares from the sanctimonious throng surrounding him.

   And now this.

   Lupita had had it out with him just as soon as she got home from work, relieving dutiful Isabel, who ran off to see a movie with her girl pals, Flor and Donna.

   After she’d gotten through scolding him and relented with a forgiving peck on the forehead, he’d made his pronouncement about possibly foregoing mass from here on out.

   “Dios mio,” his mother exclaimed, moving her fork around through her beans and rice. “Do you want everyone to think you’re some kind of demonio? Huh? You’ll go to mass like you’ve always gone to mass; and when you grow up, you’ll go to seminary.”

   “I will not!” And he thrust his fork like a flag into his sweet potato and crossed his arms.

   Lupita was taken aback, but as Gilberto had proven more or less resistant to the faith from the start – regardless of her dreams and plans for him – she chalked it up to his little soul’s wrestling with the angel. And it appeared to be quite a contest. An aficionado of dinosaurs, guns and fire – like his brothers before him – Gilberto had never been attracted to gentle pursuits – other than his singing – and when she’d first suggested the priesthood to him as a vocation, he’d giggled, “No mamá, I don’t like priests. They’re foolish.” Precocious child, and not a day over five when he’d said it – with a big grin on his face to boot. She’d cuffed him on the back of the neck, but he’d laughed at that too.

   Once, after mass, during which she’d caught him rolling his eyes, she’d ventured to ask: “Why do you think so little of priests, Gilberto?”

   “Oh Mamá, they’re always acting like they know everything.”

   “Well, they know quite a bit.”

   “I don’t think so, Mamá; I don’t think they know anything. I think they’re guessing, and the teacher told me not to guess the answers on exams.”

   “Life isn’t an exam, Gilberto, it’s a mystery.”

   He’d looked at her and stopped speaking then, giving her one of his distant, old soul looks which came over him from time to time, and which vaguely disturbed her. Was he listening, giving up on her, or in some odd way communicating with her in a language all his own? Hard to tell. An odd child, with his angelic looks and strange, knowing expressions. Maybe he was a demon. An angel. A demon. An angel. Bright, certainly. But that could go either way. A blessing or a curse, she could never quite tell.

   Lupita sighed, holding her fork in mid-air, and wondered: Sure it was arson, but he’d been playing at priest, even as he denied any interest in a vocation, and that had fate written all over it. Wrestling with the angel. “Gilberto, mi padrito,” she said decisively.

   But his brow was scrunched and firm. He’d had it. He was adamant about so little. Such a good-natured boy, well-intentioned and affectionate. Neither Lupita nor Isabel could remain angry with him for long, if at all, with that angelic face, his innate goodness and sincerity. As she saw it, he was her consolation, the bright little gift whose fate would redeem her own, who had greatness just glowing in him – she could feel it, she could, sometimes so strong that she blessed herself in his presence, overwhelmed by his vibrant little spirit – and it was her job to help him realize his destiny, for his sake as well as for her own. “Isabel is right,” she resolved, “the children around here will drag you down.” And so the decision was made. From then on, he would not be allowed to play with the other children in the complex. He was to stay inside and study.

   “But I like the other children, Mamá,” he whimpered.

   “Love them, don’t like them. You are my priest, Gilberto. You are in the world, not of it.”

   Gilberto was firm, if more politic in his response this time. “I don’t want to be a priest,” he pouted – and then defiantly: “I want to be César Chávez!” Another of his strange pronouncements. Not that Mrs. Rubio didn’t approve of such a hero, but her parents had worked too hard and suffered too much in the fields of Jalisco back in Mexico to have their grandchild return to them.

   “After the seminary,” she’d answered back sternly.

   “But Mamá, priests are foolish.”

   So much for politic. But if he wasn’t, she still could be: “It is a sin, Gil, to call someone a fool. We mustn’t judge others. César Chávez liked priests.” He was a third-grader now, and she wouldn’t swat him.

   He shook his head back and forth slowly then, and something quivered through the ether, like the room was a TV screen losing focus for a brief second. He went back to eating then, and having meted out her discipline, half-hearted as it had been, she crossed herself impulsively, as if to protect them both. But, for the first time, in that moment, Lupita began to entertain the possibility that Gilberto really wasn’t going to be a priest. Well, next best thing then, she quickly sidestepped – a lawyer; a doctor of the church. Lots of saints had been lawyers. Lawyers were priests in a way, especially in America where they were often more necessary and could provide more consolation in the form of hard cash and a good living than any priest could ever hope to provide. Ah, but she was growing cynical. Perhaps she was falling into the sin of despair. Dangerous ground.

   Or was it just lucidity?

   She looked hard at him then as he began to scoop up the fiery orange innards of his sweet potato. None of her other children had so mystified her. Then again, none of the others had been conjured up to redeem anything.
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   Lupita had conceived her last child specifically in order to save her marriage. She and Raúl hadn’t slept together in years, and Lupita could only assume there were other women, when she’d finally made up her mind and bought the red lace dress and white pumps for her cousin Chuyita’s daughter’s quinceañera. She felt fifteen again herself as she squirmed into it. God, what a gut I’ve put on, she looked at herself, alarmed. But it was nothing a girdle couldn’t contain for an afternoon party in the backyard. All the more reason to push the seduction routine with the pedal to the metal. It would get her out of the straitjacket of female comeliness all the sooner.

   And even if Raúl’s first drunken question when he saw it on the hanger the night before the party was, “Lupita, are you cheating on me? Who’s gonna be at this party I don’t know about?” she was not disheartened.

   She didn’t answer him directly, nor curtly with her head turned aside like she’d been answering most of his questions for the past few years. Instead, she sashayed over to him, and with all her courage, blurted it out: “A man among men, Raúl Rubio.”

   He’d burst out laughing and pushed her aside as her cheeks flushed with shame red as the dress that hung on the door in all its nakedness and beauty, a metaphor for the mockery he’d made of their blessed matrimony.

   She had her doubts then, certainly, and she entertained them at her leisure as he soon fell fast asleep and began loudly snoring just moments after negotiating his way past her and flopping down on their wasteland of a marriage bed.

   Father Espinoza had sounded so certain. “I’ve seen it a thousand times. The Lord blesses a marriage through its children. You’ve been selfish, Lupita, denying the Lord his due, and it has caused your husband to wander. If you want to save your marriage, you know what you have to do.”

   “I am willing, Father; I have always been willing. I’m a good wife. He just stopped approaching me. It’s he, not me, that wants no more children.”

   “Did you not read Genesis, my dear? Did Adam go digging about for carrots and turnips? Did he climb trees looking for mangoes and bananas? No, Lupita, he did nothing of the sort. Men are like lions. Adam did nothing at all until she brought him an apple. Bring him an apple, my dear, and save your family.”

   “But father, what Eve did was wrong …”

   “My child, we are fallen, and we have to play by the rules of the fallen. You’ll be lifted up in the end. But until that time, you need to tend to what’s left of your garden.”

   She thought of the dirt and nopales in their backyard, ruined by Francisco, their rambunctious pit bull. Father Espinoza’s logic sounded a bit confused to Lupita, but then again, wisdom often was confusing, and whether his interpretation was right or wrong, anyone knew that seducing your husband was an effective means of keeping him around the house. That part she got. And keeping him around the house was necessary for the raising of the children, for security and money, for fixing the roof – for innumerable things really.

   “A child softens the heart of the cruelest man,” Father Espinoza had concluded when their little chat at the rectory was done. “A child is the flower in a barren garden, mark my words.”

   So there she was in the fecund backyard of Chuyita’s, with its banana trees spraying out of the ground like bouquets of lilies and its huge swaths of bougainvillea spilling over the fence like sweet gooey raspberries out of a tart. The little maraschino rolling about on the plate would be Lupita, dressed to the nines, all in red and trying to keep an eye on Raúl who was putting back tequila shots and joking with his homies, completely oblivious to her charms. All the others noticed though. Lupita wasn’t the kind to dress like that and she stood out like – well, like a sore thumb, blood-red and swollen with garishness.

   Halfway through the party the entire plan was more or less backfiring as rumors threaded round and round the party like a web that would eventually ensnare and paralyze them all, spinning out at warp speed and telling a whole other tale. Such are the best-laid plans of mice and men. And lonely wives. “She’s finally left him, I’m sure of it,” Magda jabbered to her sister, Hilda. “Well, she’s been seeing Father Espinoza,” Hilda responded before walking away. Meaning what? Magda wondered. One generally didn’t worry about a wife or daughter around Espinoza. But what was going on? Lupita hadn’t looked so good in forever – come to think of it, she hadn’t really looked good at all since she’d started having babies. She’d been a pretty girl, but pretty in a Catholic school girl sort of way – sans makeup, but athletic, with good coloring: a fresh, energetic girl in her checkered blue parochial school skirt and white blouse. She was naturally beautiful, with small breasts and small hips, but by middle age that kind of subtle, youthful beauty is easily overlooked or forgotten. She’d certainly never been a seductress by any stretch, and now look at her. Come to think of it, Magda had never seen her in red, let alone orange or pink, and certainly never in lace.

   The ladies began to orbit and close in around her, unsatisfied by the rumors they themselves had hatched – swearing of course to each other as they spun their fictions that they were all the God’s honest truth. Since they all behaved this way, no one believed anything the other said until the actual subject of all the extrapolations was herself cornered and made to confess. A telenovela was what it was, and my how sweet when they came to life outside the little box in your living room and began buying dresses, sleeping with priests and throwing the whole community into a tizzy.

   A most unlikely protagonist for such a tale, Lupita thus made an even more intriguing character and so drove the speculation up to a fever pitch. After all, she had always been one of those de-sexualized mothers. When she had Oscar – who was already twelve, and just now bumbling his way through a not-very-graceful flirtation with the party’s honoree, Elena – Lupita’d turned to wearing skirts, which were really more like aprons, complemented by those ubiquitous and unfashionable tourist t-shirts she got from the Korean store where they sold them five for ten dollars, with messages like “Beverly Hills,” “California,” “Polo,” etc. She didn’t care what they said, she just picked them by color to go with her skirts. Her children kept her too busy to think about or afford nice outfits, for little Ernesto followed a year after Oscar, and then came Julia and finally Isabel, who nearly killed her, barreling out of her womb at eleven pounds and rupturing her, as well as giving her a nasty blood clot in the left leg which required emergency surgery and a visit from the doctor while she recuperated.

   “I think it would be wise to not get pregnant again, Mrs. Rubio; you may not survive. I can write you a prescription for birth control.” She’d glared, then crossed herself. She’d have none of that.

   She threw her lot in with the rhythm method after a consultation with Father Espinoza, and between that, repeated novenas, and her husband’s growing alcoholism, she’d run the ovulation gauntlet for six years without incident. Raúl remained the wild card in the whole setup, however, since he cared little for any method, other than reach-for-grab-hold-twist-off-the-top-and-guzzle-guzzle-belch-laugh. Ah, but the mixed blessings of booze did indeed prove merciful in their way, for Raúl was easy to dodge when he came home drunk and horny – for Lupita it required little more than out-hop-scotching a hippo. On the rare occasions where she couldn’t fend him off, the alcohol itself often provided birth control services, with Raúl dozing off in coitus. But he’d wake up morose and angry with her whenever she denied him, and they’d end up fighting and griping for days on end, so that within a few years, their marriage bed groaned, fell forward like a drunk, and died a pathetic death.

   She wouldn’t be the first woman to revive it with a red dress either, and though it didn’t go quite as planned, it went, and when she walked him staggering home five hours later, after a lot of cajoling as the ranchero music reached full decibel and the LAPD appeared – thanks to the three shots fired into the air for sweet Elena’s now official and sacramental ripeness – she did finally seduce him. It took the effort of a saint (Espinoza said it wouldn’t be easy) to keep him hard long enough to deliver the goods – and made her feel all the while like one of Lot’s daughters (sex should not be so complicated or unpleasant) – but deliver he did, and thusly was conceived little Gilberto.

   She beamed when she missed her first period, and when she began to show, she was downright sunny, nipping Raúl on the drunken cheek as he leaned over his morning huevos rancheros, heading off for another Sunday’s gambling at the track which he’d decided was the only hope for them now that “she” was bringing another child into the house.

   “We, Raúl. Nosotros!” she proclaimed proudly, unafraid of blood clots and feeling the entire community of saints, the blessed mother – even the cardinals in the Vatican and all the substantial real estate holdings of the Church of Rome – backing her up. She figured he’d just need some time to come around. Men were that way. Poor Eve, she thought, I wonder how long she had to badger him with that apple?

   Raúl looked at her, surly, irritated and hungover. He had always been a decent provider, a functional alcoholic who managed to hold down two jobs – as a janitor and a baker. Lupita’d never seen him complain as much as he’d been doing during this pregnancy, but she had faith in Father Espinoza’s holy prescription and counted on young Gilberto to not only save the marriage, but force her husband to give up the drink and gambling – and find a third job too.

   Instead he cut back to one job and moved in with a woman in Pico-Union to Lupita’s dismay – “a woman,” he barked, “who would never burden him with children!” But he did take Francisco, the pit bull, whose days were numbered anyway, having just three weeks prior tackled the mail carrier to the ground and shredded Señor Torero’s latest issue of Playboy in the process, as it had been the postman’s weapon of choice in desperately trying to fend off the canine brute.

   Lupita’d been too despondent to answer the notices left by Animal Control, thinking each time they knocked on the door that it was Raúl, contrite.

   She wept the tale to Father Espinoza, but all he could offer was: “Be patient. After that, well, sometimes a child is consolation for a failed marriage.” An answer for everything. Thank God for the Church.

   She’d see her faith to the bitter end, though – she knew that about herself – and by the eighth month, she’d become convinced her child would be a priest, even dreamed it the night before his birth, and shouted “mi padre, mi padre, mi padrito! Gracias, Jesús Cristo,” as she clutched the nurse’s hand during labor; and out popped her little angel.

   The doctor looked horrified. He’d never seen an infant with chin whiskers – why they even curled into a little spike. But he collected himself and rationalized it really wasn’t so different from other children who were born with hair on their back, or on their arms and legs. “Lanugo hair” they called it. There were only five or six whiskers besides, and sure enough, like other cases of lanugo hair, they all fell off his chin after the first week. Lupita never thought twice about it, and the doctor never mentioned that he’d never seen such a case before. In all other aspects, the baby was perfectly healthy and normal, so the doctor didn’t even bother writing it up in his chart, chalking it up to the usual anomalies of medical science.

   With Raúl gone, Lupita was in a major bind financially – the odd tailoring and daycare work she’d previously gotten by on to supplement her husband’s income and still tend to the children would no longer cut it. They lost the house, which they were only renting anyway, by the time Gilberto was a year old. They’d only held onto it because Raúl’s wages were being garnished at the bakery for child support. But then he vanished with “the woman” – Mexico, it was rumored – and the family was forced to move into a two-bedroom unit (boys in one room; she and the girls in the other) in one of those ubiquitous gargantuan stucco apartment houses that blight the L.A. landscape, while Lupita herself went to work downtown as a housekeeper in a hotel, at wages so paltry, they had to be extremely frugal with food and clothes, and forego healthcare altogether.

   Thus, Gilberto’s formative, early years went by in a blaze, with Isabel – once she’d reached middle school – bearing the brunt of the daycare and reporting on his shenanigans over dinner when and if Lupita could get home at a decent enough hour to even dine with her family. And shenanigans was the word for it, whether it was the fiery chariots of the Barajas, or the endless injuries courtesy of trees, parked cars, or other inanimate objects that Gilberto insisted on tangling with. Lupita took a second job as an office building janitor just to pay for all the casts and stitches.

   They were hard years, but Mrs. Rubio counted her blessings and thanked the Lord for her other children’s filial piety – they’d helped out, not only with caring for Gilberto, but with the bills. Oscar joined the Marines at seventeen and was able to send some money home, and Ernesto was a regular jack-of-all-trades, working construction, with an aptitude for plumbing, electrical work and auto body and engine repair. Why, he’d bought three cars already that he’d refurbished, turned around, and sold. And he had the crisp hundred dollar bills all stacked up neatly as he handed them to Lupita to prove it.

   Even Gilberto was making money by the time he was ten, doing homework up at Xochitl’s while her boyfriend José visited and Isabel was away at soccer practice.

   “Why are they paying you to do your homework in their kitchen, Gil?” Isabel asked suspiciously, when she caught him scurrying down the stairs one afternoon after practice had been cut short due to rain.

   “I don’t know – they like me.”

   “What are they doing while you’re in the kitchen?”

   “I don’t know.” And he hunched his shoulders. “Sleeping I guess. I think I’m like the guard dog. They don’t talk to me, they just go right into the bedroom the minute I arrive.”

   “The guard dog?” And then she was up the stairs and banging on the Barajas’ door. A cacophony of obscene calo filled the air, until it all abruptly ended with a slammed door and a “Same to you, loser!” courtesy of Isabel. And that was the end of Gilberto’s paycheck.

   Not long afterward, his lighthearted youth came to a similarly screeching halt.
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   You could say Gil soured like all children do in time. He grew sullen and moody in middle school, his mischief smothered under the weight of hormones. He was dressing in black, but not the black of a clergyman. Lupita still held to her faith in his destined greatness and watched to see what heroes he emulated. Fortunately he had no interest in the local thugs and drug dealers, but the priesthood had become something he wouldn’t even discuss, and César Chávez had become a boulevard, then a holiday and finally a stamp. At least Gilberto had not gone over to Che like so many of the angrier teenagers. Gil, for his part, thought Che overly moralistic, like an amped-up cigar-smoking version of Isabel. There just didn’t seem to be much fun to a revolutionary’s brand of mischief. Che wanted to set the world right just like a priest – all that harsh communist crap was uncool to Gil even if it did empower the people and put the gringos on notice. Che, of course, would never become a boulevard or a stamp, you could say that for him; he’d just become a t-shirt.

   His mother was grateful for this small bit of sense in her youngest son, if not for his wardrobe and sudden surliness. He may have disappointed her by attempting to sidestep the priesthood for César Chávez, but choosing Che would be an affront to her faith and her politics. Though she, like many Latinas, was torn of late. Oscar was in Iraq already and Ernesto was at Camp Pendleton, getting ready to ship out. She was getting a bit suspicious of George Bush’s righteous war. She’d trusted the man for his Spanish and his love of Jesus, but she’d trusted her husband for those things too, and what had come of that? What if she lost both her sons? She shuddered to think, comforted by the youngster in the next room who, though sullen of late, was still her baby, and things would go different for him.

   A boy as pretty as Gilberto should never go to war. And she’d see to it that he didn’t. If he wasn’t heading to the seminary, he was still undoubtedly college material. Or had been until the last semester when he came home with several Cs. Concerned, Lupita – still with her sights set on law school for her youngest son – harangued him to get serious and start paying attention to his grades. She’d resigned herself to the notion that law was good enough – for whether it was canonical law, corporate law, labor law, estate law, or even personal injury, as an attorney, you were a high priest regardless. Not an ounce of work with your hands, just the indulgent exercise of the mind. She was getting tired – how her back ached now when she flipped the hotel mattresses and pushed the cart that grew heavier each year, loaded down with more and more junk: soaps, conditioners – and instead of mints, whole boxes of chocolates, fruit baskets – even complimentary slippers and several dozen ten-pound dumbbells for quick morning workouts by the bed. She was tired and dreamed of sitting with Gilberto in his big house in Arcadia some day, with nothing to do but knit and rock babies back and forth in their basinettes. She’d always loved Arcadia, which, though expensive, was certainly not full of the dream houses of San Marino or Pasadena, where Gil could easily end up if he completed his law degree. But Arcadia was where she’d first met Raúl; where he’d taken her to Santa Anita to bet on the horses. She’d felt glamorous and special, liberated from the grim streets of the barrio, mesmerized by the thoroughbreds which pounded the turf and emptied Raúl’s pockets. But why on earth was she thinking of Raúl? Deadbeat Raúl. And yet her heart was squeezed by the memories.

   She’d collect herself, realizing that nostalgia or no, Gilberto’s slipping grades would derail any hopes of Arcadia, let alone Montebello or even La Puente. Once he’d turned thirteen that semester, everything had gone sour. Perhaps it was the bad luck of old “thirteen.” Once he was fourteen, she reassured herself – just nine months away – his luck would change and he’d straighten out again. She chalked it up to puberty, which was hard on even the most good-natured of children. Her son was an angel after all – imagine how difficult it must be to be pulled down into the flesh and its desires from such a high perch.

   But it just got worse and worse, and she really had not expected it to go so roughly for Gilberto. Oscar and Ernesto had sailed through, morphing into men slowly, like the seasons with their shoots and leaves – a charming process really. Not Gilberto. It came upon him fiercely, and of a sudden, like a flash flood. No grace to it at all. She’d been wrong about fourteen. His eyes deepened as the fateful day approached; his brows grew more pronounced, his Adam’s apple popped out and his hands grew big and veiny. One morning he woke up with a five o’clock shadow. Shocked, she rooted around for one of Ernesto’s razors and had to teach Gil how to use it, embarrassing him considerably. The other boys had learned themselves hair by hair, starting with peach fuzz and learning how to navigate the upper lip, then later the chin, and finally the cheeks and neck. No such gradual learning curve for Gilberto. He woke up fully formed.

   And when he protested, goodness his voice was deep.

   Perhaps he was ill? Of course she had no health insurance, and he wasn’t in pain, so she put the consideration aside for the time being like all the other women at work did, though some lost children to viruses in the process, and babies to all manner of mysterious ailments. She worried all day as she made beds and cleaned toilets that he had some sort of glandular problem and would be dead when she got home.

   But he was anything but dead. In fact, he was disturbingly alive. It was like coming home to a wild animal in the house. She approached the door nervously, confused by her feelings. She had to come to terms with the fact that he’d changed profoundly. He was no longer beautiful in that angelic way she’d grown accustomed to, even if it had been coupled with a fair amount of mischief. And it wasn’t as if he’d lost his beauty either. No, it had shifted from angelic to worldly – animal, obscene. Señora Rubio had seen this happen to girls, their hips swelling so they could barely fit in chairs, their breasts blowing up like balloons until there was nothing to be done about it but gain weight to stave off the lustful whistles, hands and other more dangerous parts of men, and so save your soul, or at least your peace of mind.

   Gilberto had become stunningly handsome, dangerously so. She found herself sometimes even nervous around him now, while doing dishes or serving his beans and rice for dinner. Her own son, imagine. She broke out in a sweat; she thought of her husband, Raúl, more and more – the good old days at the track when he kissed her, and her heart beat to the rhythm of the horses thundering by, obliterating everything in the urgency of the animal moment. She started noticing men again. She felt things churning in her. Maybe she needed a hysterectomy. Another child?

   She’d stop what she was doing then, excuse herself and go to the bathroom where she’d look in the mirror and take a deep breath to get ahold of herself. My god, I’m a grown woman, she’d whisper, though she felt like she was sixteen again. Her nipples were coming alive; her tongue ran back and forth across the inside of her lips; her womb pulsed with heat. Eventually she’d get disgusted with herself and go get her rosary.

   One morning she woke up full of dread and was absolutely certain he’d be getting – not one – but several girls pregnant, and by no fault of his own. It may have already happened, she thought with a start. And she couldn’t fault whatever hapless females were involved either. For a beauty like Gilberto’s, it was the way of the world. She had dreaded this day. Her other children were average-looking and had all successfully run the gauntlet of high school romances – all they’d needed were reminders and curfews and a few well-placed threats about supporting a child. But such admonitions seemed pointless in the face of what Gilberto had become. What on earth was happening? After all, she had seen angelic children remain soft, grow tender and kindly – priestly even – as they became men. No such luck with Gilberto. He was a beautiful animal now, and it was just the way of the world that beautiful animals coupled, and that children came of it. Well, she liked children. She’d raise them even. She crossed herself. Please, Lord, do not curse me with an entire generation of such earthly beauty. I’m an old, tired woman, and I have neither the resources nor the constitution to rear such a brood.

   And yet, thus far, he’d shown no real interest in girls, which gave her a momentary feeling of relief, though one mixed with dread for what might soon be in the offing.

   Of course, it was not only Señora Rubio who was disturbed by the changes that came over Gilberto that year, but the boy himself. The hair that sprouted on his face; the overnight increase in size of his chocolate brown nipples, and the hair that grew now like sparse grass atop his sternum; the way it flowered in his armpits and spilled like bougainvillea over his genitals. The sudden length and girth of his manhood astounded him – it looked like something that belonged in a butcher’s shop; and his balls were now the size of plums when a month before they’d been like little kumquats. He’d been thirteen one day and then the next it was

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

  


  


  About ReQueered Tales

  



  In the heady days of the late 1960s, when young people in many western countries were in the streets protesting for a new, more inclusive world, some of us were in libraries, coffee shops, communes, retreats, bedrooms and dens plotting something even more startling: literature – highbrow and pulp – for an explicitly gay audience. Specifically, we were craving to see our gay lives – in the closet, in the open, in bars, in dire straits and in love – reflected in mystery stories, sci-fi and mainstream fiction. Hercule Poirot, that engaging effete Belgian creation of Agatha Christie might have been gay … Sherlock Holmes, to all intents and purposes, was one woman shy of gay … but where were the genuine gay sleuths, where the reader need not read between the lines?

  Beginning with Victor J Banis’s “Man from C.A.M.P.” pulps in the mid-60s – riotous romps spoofing the craze for James Bond spies – readers were suddenly being offered George Baxt’s Pharoah Love, a black gay New York City detective, and a real turning point in Joseph Hansen’s gay California insurance investigator, Dave Brandstetter, whose world weary Raymond Chandleresque adventures sold strongly and have never been out of print.

  Over the next three decades, gay storytelling grew strongly in niche and mainstream publishing ventures. Even with the huge public crisis – as AIDS descended on the gay community beginning in the early 1980s – gay fiction flourished. Stonewall Inn, Alyson Publications, and others nurtured authors and readers … until mainstream success seemed to come to a halt. While Lambda Literary Foundation had started to recognize work in annual awards about 1990, mainstream publishers began to have cold feet. And then, with the rise of e-books in the new millennium which enabled a new self-publishing industry … there was both an avalanche of new talent coming to market and burying of print authors who did not cross the divide.

  The result?

  Perhaps forty years of gay fiction – and notably gay and lesbian mystery, detective and suspense fiction – has been teetering on the brink of obscurity. Orphaned works, orphaned authors, many living and some having passed away – with no one to make the case for their creations to be returned to print (and e-print!). General fiction and non-fiction works embracing gay lives, widely celebrated upon original release, also languished as mainstream publishers shifted their focus.

  Until now. That is the mission of ReQueered Tales: to keep in circulation this treasure trove of fantastic fiction. In an era of ebooks, everything of value ought to be accessible. For a new generation of readers, these mystery tales, and works of general fiction, are full of insights into the gay world of the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s and ’90s. For those of us who lived through the period, they are a delightful reminder of our youth and reflect some of our own struggles in growing up gay in those heady times.

  We are honored, here at ReQueered Tales, to be custodians shepherding back into circulation some of the best gay and lesbian fiction writing and hope to bring many volumes to the public, in modestly priced, accessible editions, worldwide, over the coming years.

  So please join us on this adventure of discovery and rediscovery of the rich talents of writers of recent years as the PIs, cops and amateur sleuths battle forces of evil with fierceness, humor and sometimes a pinch of love.
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  If you enjoyed this book, please help spread the word by posting a short, constructive review at your favorite social media site or e-book retailer. We thank you, greatly, for your support.


  And don’t be shy! Contact us!


  For more information about current and future releases, please contact us:

  E-mail: requeeredtales@gmail.com

  Facebook (Like us!): www.facebook.com/ReQueeredTales/

  Twitter: @ReQueered

  Instagram: www.instagram.com/requeered/

  Web: www.ReQueeredTales.com

  Blog: www.ReQueeredTales.com/blog

  Mailing list (Subscribe for latest news): https://bit.ly/RQTJoin




OEBPS/Images/pink_glyph_220x175.jpg





OEBPS/Images/RQT_Logo_titlepage.png





OEBPS/Images/Healey-Trebor-1200px.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





