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			“In your cheek

			One day, appeared the true shape of your bone,

			No longer padded.”

			 

			—Thom Gunn, Lament

			 

			“There’s a dance pavilion in the rain

			All shuttered down… ”

			 

			—Johnny Mercer, Early Autumn

			 

			“There is a secret tie between the wound and the weapon.”

			 

			—Carl Jung

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			My special thanks to my friend, Matt Coles, who gave me the plot to this book forty years ago. Better late than never, Matt.

		


		
			1.

			Eden Plain, Illinois, June 1971

			Marco caught his breath and grunted, “Is that all you got?”

			Bill lunged at the other boy, pile driving him onto the bed beneath a poster of a shirtless Jim Morrison in leather pants. Flailing wildly as Bill scrambled to pin him, Marco’s hand smacked the wall and grabbed at the poster, ripping off a bit of Morrison’s leg.

			“Shit!”

			Bill released him. Marco showed him the crinkled paper.

			“Dude! I can’t believe you did that.”

			The poster was Bill’s pride and joy but his father, when he had first seen it, had looked at it for a long time, and then at Bill. He said nothing but a hardness in his eyes demanded an explanation. Bill mumbled, “He’s a rock and roll singer, Dad.” His father replied, “You sure you want to keep that up there, son? People might get the wrong idea.” Bill burned with shame but repeated, “He’s just a singer.” His father frowned and left. They hadn’t spoken of it since but whenever Mr. Ryan entered his bedroom, the first thing he did was to pointedly glance at the poster, letting Bill know his explanation had not been convincing.

			“It’s your fault, squirt,” Marco was saying. “You fight dirty.”

			“Don’t call me squirt.”

			Bill was sensitive to the difference in their height, a gap that opened when they hit puberty and had only widened since then, so that he was now four inches shorter and twenty pounds lighter than his six foot, two-hundred-pound football playing friend. Marco looked old enough to buy beer without being carded. Bill was still a boy, kid brother cute, open-eyed, guileless and slender. Both his older brothers had played first string football at the high school they had all attended, but Bill was too small for the sport. He had earned his varsity jacket playing shortstop. At home games, he would scan the bleachers to see if his father had come, but more often than not, it was his mother, sitting alone, who waved at him. In Joe Ryan’s opinion, baseball was, at best, a way to kill time until football season began. Football, his dad liked to say, that’s a man’s sport. Full stop.

			Marco sneered, “Suck my dick.”

			Marco perched on the edge of Bill’s bed, still holding Morrison’s leg in his big hand. Bill was standing, his back to the window. It framed a freshly mowed backyard in a new housing tract at the edge of a small town that was becoming a suburb of Chicago’s suburbs.

			Shirtless and sweaty, they smelled like teenage boys whose hygienic practices, casual at the best of times, steeply declined in the summer. They had been wrestling like this since they were seven years old. They were eighteen now, recent high school graduates, spending a final boyhood summer together before the autumn took them their separate ways. Marco was bound west to play football for a second-tier team at a state university in a neighboring state. Bill was headed to the University of Illinois at Springfield to study business. Bill felt their coming separation like a constant, faint ache in his chest and Marco, too, sometimes seemed to be touched by the same sadness. But, having no vocabulary except the roughhouse language of American boys, they never spoke of this feeling of impending loss.

			Suck my dick.

			They had first flung the taunt back and forth when their penises were little pink worms with no minds of their own and the words were nothing more than another insult they had picked up from Bill’s older brothers, like retard and spaz. But, while those words remained in their vocabulary of abuse—now supplemented by asshole and shithead—they rarely hurled suck my dick at each other and when they did, like now, the words seemed to have been infiltrated by the faintest note of questioning.

			Since that morning two years earlier when Bill had awakened with semen-saturated BVDs and fading images of a naked Marco in his head, his feelings for Marco had sailed past best friendship into a swamp of confusion, desire and shame. On double dates—always arranged by Marco and his girlfriend of the moment because Bill was officially “shy” around girls—he struggled to keep his attention on Patti or Nancy or Suzy, but always it returned to Marco, to the hollow at the base of his throat, to his surprisingly slender fingers and the heavy curl of black hair that no matter how often he pushed it back, flopped to the center of his forehead. To Marco’s eyes, so dark they seemed black but were, upon closer examination, a dark warm brown and lit from a depth that seemed to be the source of the mystery of Marco Ferreira.

			That there could be any mystery at all about the boy he had known all his life confounded Bill. The casual horseplay they had engaged in forever had become freighted with meaning for Bill. The briefest brush of skin against skin when they wrestled was like the striking of a match that flared into yearnings in his chest and belly both exciting and terrifying. At night, the image of Marco showering formed in his head—his thickly muscled legs and chest brushed with dark hair, heavy cock bobbing in the bushy pubic patch, and the high, round butt—and Bill’s hand groped for his cock. He jerked himself off quickly before self-loathing overcame his arousal but then lay there, his hand coated with semen, hating himself for what he wanted, but helpless against the want.

			And this, more than wet dreams or jerking off to Marco’s image, was how Billy Ryan knew he was a queer. Sometime after his pubic hairs sprouted and his father had haltingly given him the talk about sex, Marco had become mysterious to him in the same way he understood girls to be mysterious to other boys. It wasn’t the mystery of sex—that had been reduced to crude talk about blowjobs and hand jobs and fucking pussy and who would or would not put out. Something more than sex held the boys in thralldom to the girls. It was as if the girls held the answer to a question the boys had not even been aware existed until puberty when the scales fell from their eyes and they saw that without a girl they were and would remain fundamentally incomplete. The question for them was: who am I? And the answer, blasted through speakers in the gym at school dances or wafting through tinny car radios or on hi-fis in teenage bedrooms all over Eden Plains, Illinois, in the pop songs they all listened to, was: I am no one without you.

			When Bill Ryan looked into Marco Ferriera’s eyes, his heart lurched and he knew he was no one without Marco. The feeling sickened him. No one had had to say it, but to be a queer was so far beyond the pale of Eden Plains, he was sure it would be better to be dead than to be that thing. More than once, he had considered steering his car into a tree or going off into the woods around the lake house with his dad’s shotgun and blowing his head off. But he hadn’t because apparently, he was a coward as well as a queer. Instead, Bill had tried to solve his problem by pushing Marco away when he grabbed him but Marco would not be deterred and, with his greater strength, he invariably pulled Bill into a roughhouse embrace. Only—and this is what really confused Bill—those embraces often seemed more like hugs than assaults, more affectionate than aggressive. It seemed to Bill, or was he only imagining it, that when they wrestled now, Marco pressed his body against Bill’s a moment longer than he needed to and Marco’s breath glanced his neck like a kiss. And once, when Bill dared to return the pressure of the embrace and look into Marco’s eyes, he thought he saw an answering tenderness.

			He thought he saw that tenderness now as he met Marco’s eyes. The taunt— Suck my dick—which maybe wasn’t a taunt after all, hung in the air between them, waiting for Bill to give the ritual reply, You’d like that wouldn’t you, fag? But Bill had lost the power of speech as he gazed helplessly at Marco’s olive-colored chest and his red gym shorts and his hairy legs and big, smelly feet. Say something! he told himself, his heart pounding in his chest, the air in the room suddenly thick and close. Then, as if in a dream, Bill took a tentative step closer to the bed, then another, until he was standing between Marco’s splayed legs, so close to the other boy, he could feel the heat radiating from his skin. He dropped his gaze from Marco’s eyes and waited for Marco to push him away but instead Marco closed his thighs around Bill’s legs, skin against skin.

			Bill met Marco’s eyes. He saw fear and hope, heard Marco’s anxious, stuttering breath, felt his warm flesh pressing his legs.

			Then Marco whispered, “Go on Billy, do it. Suck my dick. Please.”

			It was the please, gentle, almost pleading, that convinced Bill Marco was serious. Still, he hesitated until Marco raised his hand, brushed it against Bill’s arm and said, “It’s okay, Billy. Don’t be afraid. I won’t tell anyone.”

			Marco parted his legs, hooked his fingers into the waistband of his shorts, lifted his butt off the bed and tugged the shorts to his feet, springing his thick, hard cock loose from its nest of wiry black hair. Bill had seen Marco’s cock hundreds of times before in the gym showers but always with a furtive glance and never when it was hard. Now he studied Marco’s cock and saw that the smooth head and veiny shaft and fuzzy balls were, like the rest of Marco’s body, beautiful.

			Nervously, Marco said, “Let me see yours.”

			The request startled him but then he understood. Marco had exposed more than his cock, he had exposed his desire for another boy, and he needed assurance that it was what Bill wanted, too. Bill pushed down his shorts and briefs to his ankles and stood naked before his friend. The room, so familiar that Bill no longer even saw the objects that furnished it, seemed suddenly different, strange, as if it belonged to another boy. A boy who collected baseball cards and pretty rocks, who was pictured with his dad in a framed photograph holding up his catch after a day’s fishing at the lake, who slept beneath a plaid coverlet and kept his baseball bats in an imitation elephant’s foot umbrella stand. Not a boy who now sank to his knees, wrapped his fingers loosely around his best friend’s cock and opened a mouth that had, until that moment, been used only for eating and speaking.

			The slightly rancid smell of sweat and moist cotton and Marco drove him closer to the beautiful flesh, but then he hesitated. While he had often imagined himself in this very situation, about to take Marco’s cock in his mouth, he assumed he would have to steel himself to the task to overcome what he had been taught was the inherent nastiness of everything “down there” male and female. Taught by his parents and the nuns and priests who had guided his education from kindergarten to graduation, taught with words and gestures and expressions in a thousand ways that the openings and appendages that lay below the waist were disgusting and gross, the cause of man’s fall and the occasion for sin, and to be used only for excretion or, out of sad necessity, for the making of babies.

			Marco’s fingers gently threaded his hair. Bill looked up and saw the uncertain grin and the soft, affectionate eyes.

			“I want to do it to you too,” Marco whispered in a thick voice.

			Bill closed his eyes and took Marco’s cock in his mouth. The taste was meaty, a little sour and salty, but it was not, as he had feared, disgusting. Rather, after the first shock of sensation, it seemed he tasted Marco not only with his mouth but his entire body and then not only with his body but his emotions as a wild excitement flushed his chest and turned his cock into steel. At that moment, all the proscriptions went out of his head. This is what he had wanted and, by some miracle, Marco had wanted it too, and now it was happening. He began to move his tongue and mouth around the steely thickness of Marco’s flesh.

			“Teeth,” Marco warned softly.

			Bill looked up and nodded, then returned to the licking and sucking. Marco gripped Bill’s shoulders and stood up. He began to move his cock in and out of Bill’s mouth and murmured, “That feels so good, Billy.”

			Bill struggled to breathe and once or twice pulled away with a cough and a gasp but then again took the other boy in his mouth, even as he blinked tears of exertion and spit dribbled from the corners of his mouth. Marco’s pubic hair was surprisingly soft against Bill’s face. He cupped his hands around Marco’s butt and felt the flex of his glutes as Marco drove his cock into Bill’s mouth. He experimentally let a finger trail into the crack of Marco’s butt and lightly pressed it against his hole. Marco gasped and wiggled his butt and Bill’s finger slipped into the dry heat of Marco’s innards.

			“Jesus, yeah,” he mumbled. “Finger me.”

			His mouth stuffed with Marco’s cock, his finger jammed into Marco’s butt, Marco murmuring “feels so good baby, feels so good,” Bill trembled with joy. Something half-thought and half-emotion passed through his mind, fragmentary and fleeting. He wasn’t giving Marco a blowjob; he was making love to him with his mouth and his hands, expressing with his body everything in his heart. And he suddenly understood this feeling of love for Marco as he gave him pleasure was exactly what his father had told him sex was supposed to be like.

			“Billy, I’m gonna…” was as far as Marco got before Bill felt the hot gush of semen fill his mouth. He swallowed convulsively as Marco stroked his hair and moaned his name.

			Bill sat back on his haunches, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and saw his father standing in the doorway.

			“Dad—” he gasped.

			His father’s eyes were dark and terrible. As if blindly, his father grabbed a bat from the umbrella stand and strode across the room. In a moment, he was upon them. Bill’s last glimpse of Marco was of the boy pulling up his shorts and running out of the room. Bill stumbled to his feet. His father swung the bat at him, catching him on the left side of his torso, slamming him to the floor. He lifted the bat over his head, his eyes still blank with fury.

			“Daddy,” Bill pleaded. “Daddy.”

			His father dropped the bat, hauled Bill to his feet and shoved him backwards against the window with such force the glass cracked.

			“You do this shit in my house!” his father screamed. “Under my roof.”

			Bill, slumped beneath the window, his side bursting with pain, sobbed, “I’m sorry… I’m sorry.”

			His father, too, was crying, but, Bill thought much later, one of the many times he replayed the scene, had he had touched his father’s tears, they would have burned his fingers.

			“I don’t know what you are,” he father said hoarsely, “but you’re not my son.”

			The window glass had cut him and he was bleeding. His side shrieked with pain. He saw his father grab the Morrison poster above his bed and rip it down. He stomped out of the room. Clutching his side, Bill staggered to his feet, took a few steps, collapsed on his bed and sank into darkness.

			 

			Every Saturday, the night nurse played Casey Kasem’s Top 10 countdown on her transistor radio at the nurse’s station. When he had first come to, after surgery, he heard Carole King singing I hear the earth move under my feet… This week she had been knocked off as number one by a song about Indians: Cherokee people, Cherokee tribe, So proud to live, so proud to die. Five weeks. That’s how long he had been in the ward, long enough that the other six beds had turned over once, twice, three times. The broken ribs had begun to heal, the cuts to his back and shoulders from the glass had closed and the incision that marked where his spleen had been removed had gone from fiery red to pinched pink.

			After the surgeon had inspected his handiwork, he asked a nurse, “Why is he still here? He can recover at home.” The nurse murmured a long response of which Bill heard clearly only the words “family problems.” The surgeon had cast a glance his way that Bill imagined was filled with revulsion. But then, he imagined that everyone who came near him knew all about the unspeakable thing he had done and was disgusted at having to breathe the same air as he did.

			When he been returned to his bed after surgery and his mind was still scrambled by anesthesia, he had opened his eyes to see his father, wearing his work clothes, standing at the foot of the bed. Later, Bill thought he must have taken time off work to come to the hospital. He stood there for a long time, not speaking, not moving, his hands in fists at his side. His eyes were distant, as if he did not recognize the figure on the bed at whom he was staring. After a few minutes, he bowed his head, a gesture at once helpless and dismissive.

			“Dad,” Bill croaked. “I’m sorry.”

			His father turned and walked away.

			No one else in his family came to see him. Not his mother or his two older brothers. Not even his grandmother who called him her treasure. Certainly not his tobacco chewing, woodworking grandfather. No one from his class. Not Marco. Not anyone except Father O’Neill from St. Philomena’s, a short, stocky, bald man with hairy knuckles that Marco used to joke proved priests jacked off.

			The priest pulled up a chair, touched Bill’s arm and asked, not unkindly, “How are you doing there, Bill?”

			Bill, who had known only the detached touch of doctors and nurses, burst into sobs he could not control.

			The priest let him cry, murmuring, “It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay.”

			“No,” Bill said. “It won’t be okay. My mom won’t even come to see me.”

			“You put your family through a lot. People know what happened.” He sighed. “I’ve been talking to your folks. Trying to get them to take you back.”

			For an instant, his heart stopped; for, in his panic and terror, he had never actually imagined that his family would not, somehow, find a way to bring him home.

			“What do you mean, Father?”

			“Listen to me, Bill,” the priest was saying. “This is a small town and the people here, they have ideas about things, about what’s right and wrong, that they aren’t going to change.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “So, let me ask you, are you a homosexual?”

			It was a question, not an accusation, and asked neutrally, but the word scalded him.

			When intrusive thoughts of a naked Marco had first begun to trouble Bill’s sleep, he had gone to the city library, a place he rarely visited. He furtively searched the card catalog for the subject headings Homosexual and Homosexuality and then the cross-references to Deviance and Abnormal Psychology. Too fearful even to write down the call number of the half dozen books he had found, he instead committed them to memory. He went into the stacks and pulled the books off the shelves, one at a time. He hid them in other sections so that if anyone approached while he was reading, he could shove the book back on the shelf and pretend to be looking for works on baseball or gardening. The books told him homosexuals were mentally ill creatures who preyed upon boys or haunted public toilets where they tried to force themselves on unsuspecting men. They were easily recognized by their physically weak and hairless bodies and lisping speech. Some wore makeup or even, in extreme cases, paraded around in women’s clothes. They were deceitful, cowardly and, while oversexed, incapable of love. Emotionally stunted if not deformed, they could be found working in female occupations such as hairdressers or interior decorators because, fundamentally, they were not men at all, but women in men’s bodies, freaks of nature.

			Although Bill failed to recognize himself in these descriptions, he could not deny that he shared the one defining characteristic of these creatures: a sexual attraction to other men. And if that was true then, even if all the other particulars did not match up, was he not also, unavoidably, homosexual?

			“Yes,” he whispered to the priest. “I’m sorry.”

			The priest sighed. “I’m sorry too, Bill. I had hoped this was just a mistake.”

			“I don’t want to be this way,” Bill said. “Can you help me?”

			The priest shook his head. “I’ve met other men like you,” he said. “What you have is a mental illness, like being retarded or schizophrenic. There’s no cure.”

			Bill reached back into the memory of his confirmation classes to ask, “Can’t you absolve me?”

			“I can absolve your actions,” the priest said, “but I can’t change who you are. All you can do is abstain from that kind of behavior.”

			“I swear I’ll never do anything like that again.”

			“That’s good,” the priest said, “but it’s too late for you here, Bill. Everyone knows.”

			“I’m going away, to college.”

			The priest looked away for a moment. “Your folks aren’t going to pay for your college now.”

			“What?” Bill asked, despairingly.

			“You’re eighteen now, legally an adult. Your folks aren’t responsible for you anymore. Maybe it would be best if you just left.”

			“Leave?” he asked, panicked. “Where would I go?”

			“There are places where you’d find other people like you. The big cities. Chicago, New York. There are a lot of you in San Francisco.”

			Then he understood why the priest had come. “My parents sent you.”

			“Your mother,” O’Neill said. “Your dad’s not going to let you back into the house. Your grandma wanted to take you in, but your grandfather said no.”

			“But my dad, he visited me.”

			“I know. He came to confession because he knows it was wrong to hit you. I told him as a penance he had to come and tell you he was sorry. He tried, but he couldn’t. Your dad’s a good man, but he has his limits.”

			“But he’s my dad,” Bill said, helplessly.

			“He’s a man, first, and what you’ve done…”

			The words trailed off and they sat in silence for a minute.

			“What happened to Marco?”

			The priest frowned. “That should be the last thing on your mind, Bill Ryan.”

			“Where is he?” Bill insisted.

			“He has family in Massachusetts,” O’Neill replied. “That’s all I’m going to tell you. Don’t even think about looking for him. You’ve done enough harm to him.”

			“I didn’t mean to. I…” He shut his eyes against the words he heard himself speak. “I love him.”

			The priest said quietly, but with complete conviction, “If you loved him, you wouldn’t have perverted him.”

			“But he wanted—”

			“Enough,” the priest snapped. “I didn’t come here to argue with you.”

			The kindliness was gone from the priest’s face, replaced by a mask of coldness that did not conceal the fear in his eyes. Bill realized the priest was afraid of him, as if he were the bearer of a loathsome, contagious disease. A wave of nausea choked him. He wanted to shout, You know me, Father! I’m Billy Ryan, Joe and Margaret’s youngest, Tom and Matt’s brother. I took first communion from you. I served you at the eight o’clock Mass. You coached me in Little League.

			“What should I do, Father?”

			“Leave,” the priest said crisply. “You should leave.”

			 

			He signed out of the hospital in borrowed clothes because he had been brought there in shorts and socks soaked with blood. The pants were too long and the shoes pinched, but the discomfort they caused was nothing compared to the skin-crawling misery he felt when he stepped out into the bright morning and saw his mother sitting in the Buick. She glanced at him when he got in and, without a word, began to drive.

			Usually when it was just the two of them in the car, they playfully argued over whether to turn the radio dial to his rock station or her easy listening one. It was one of the many jokes they shared that confirmed his status not only as her baby but her favorite. Now, the radio was off. On the backseat was a suitcase and his varsity letter jacket. She drove down Main Street, past the two- and three-story nineteenth-century buildings that housed everything from the Elks Club and the Woolworth’s to the head shop where he had bought the Jim Morrison poster. She turned left on Cedar where the trees thinned, the sidewalks got grittier and the only businesses were bars and pawn shops. She pulled up in front of the bus station and parked.

			“Mom. I’m sorry.”

			She turned sharply to face him and said, “Everyone knows, Bill. We’ll never live this down.”

			The hot tears rolled down his face. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

			In a softer voice, she said, “I know. I don’t know what else to do, Billy. I can’t bring you home. Your father would…”

			“Kill me? I wish he had.”

			“Oh, Bill,” she said, with a sad shake of her head that could have meant yes or no. She dug into her purse and pulled out an envelope. “Take this.”

			There was money inside. “Mom,” he said brokenly.

			She was crying now too. “Go on, Bill,” she said softly.

			After that, there was nothing to do but climb out of the car, grab his jacket and the suitcase and head into the station.

		


		
			2.

			San Francisco, November 1984

			I sprinted up a dirt path covered with pine needles and brown leaves to one of the paved roads crisscrossing Buena Vista Park. Edging one side of the road was a stone, retaining wall. In the gutter between wall and road were chunks of marble and granite, some bearing part of a date or a name. These were shards of grave stones salvaged from the cemeteries emptied at the end of the last century when the city had claimed their space for its growing population. I veered off the road onto another dirt path and galloped up wooden steps that led to the summit. On wobbly legs, I walked around a circle of grass where two couples—male and female and male and male—glanced at me for a moment before returning their attention to the view.

			Veteran’s Day, 1984. Ronald Reagan, just reelected president, said it was morning in America, but in San Francisco where I shared the sidewalks with men who looked like the unburied dead, the mourning was altogether different. As for me, still shaky three months out of rehab after nearly drinking myself to death, I often couldn’t tell which moment my life had struck, morning or midnight.

			Through a break in the thick surrounding woods, the city unfurled itself below me. Low-lying gray, dun, and pearl-white buildings covered undulating hills beneath the achingly blue autumn sky. Just beyond the hilly neighborhoods, a single red-orange tower pierced a heavy veil of incoming fog: the Golden Gate. A bird keened in the oaks above me, a fog horn moaned in the bay, the low swoosh of traffic drifted up from the streets. Wild roses splattered red blossoms on the hillside. The air was fragrant with the scent of leaves and earth and ocean.

			San Francisco at its most beguiling; the kind of view that either broke or mended hearts. As for me, suicidal drinking followed by bare-knuckled sobriety had shattered my emotional gauges. I knew if I stood there one moment longer I would burst into tears, so I jogged to another clearing where the woods blocked out the city.

			From there, I detected a few faint trails in the brush. The park was a famous cruising ground for San Francisco’s gay men. It was they who had made these trails as they stalked each other. On a beautiful, sunny afternoon like today, the park should have been buzzing with covert activity but the woods were empty and still. Something else was stalking the city’s gay men, a virus that bludgeoned them with grotesque diseases, leaving them blind, demented and emaciated before it killed them. It passed from body to body in the naked intimacy of sex, so that, while all of us were at risk, none of us knew for certain whether or not he carried it.

			I had never played in the park—the police sometimes raided the woods and I wasn’t about to risk my law license for an outdoor blowjob—but I’d had sex in bathhouses and bedrooms all across the city. I assumed I was infected. Every morning I woke up and wondered whether this would be the day the virus struck. That anxiety lasted only until I called Larry Ross, ten minutes after I opened my eyes, as he had ordered me to do when he became my AA sponsor five months earlier.

			He invariably opened our conversations with, “Have you prayed yet?”

			 

			I don’t believe in God, I told him the first time he asked me this question. No, he replied, well then who rescued you from your apartment when you banged your head on the coffee table and were lying on the floor drunk and bleeding out? That was my sister, I said. The sister you hadn’t seen in three years who just happened to turn up that day? The apartment manager called her, she was my emergency contact. And why, Larry persisted, did the apartment manager choose that day to call her? It was a coincidence, I said, but he seized upon the trace of doubt in my voice. You’re not sure of that. You think it may not have been a coincidence and that doubt, Henry, that tiny shred of doubt, that fragile belief that maybe something in the universe gives a fuck about your life and well-being? Let’s call that God and you can pray to it. What am I supposed to say, I replied, as sullen as a teenager. How about, help me and thank you. Fine, I said. And that had become my daily prayer. Help me and thank you.

			 

			“Yes,” I replied that morning as I did every morning. “I said the thing.”

			I could sense the smirk on the other end of the line. “Good boy. What are you grateful for today?”

			This was the other part of our ritual. Every morning, I was required to list three things I was grateful for.

			“It’s a beautiful day. I have enough money coming in this month to pay my rent and feed myself. I woke up without a hangover.”

			“It’s a beautiful day down here too,” he said from Los Angeles where he lived and practiced law. “What are your plans for the next twenty-four hours?”

			“I’m going out for a long run. After that I’ll head to the office to work on a suppression motion I have to file by Friday. Then I’ll go to a six p.m. Big Book study and then dinner with some of the guys from the meeting.”

			“That’s a good plan. Nice and simple.”

			“Yeah, well, life is simple when there’s not a lot of work coming in.”

			“Have you given any more thought to the job with Western States?”

			“I don’t know. Working for an insurance company? It doesn’t sit right.”

			Larry was considerably higher up on the legal food chain than I was. In our last conversation, he had told me a friend of his, an insurance executive in L.A., had mentioned his company was hiring investigators on a contract basis to help clear their backlog. He had pitched me to the executive who told Larry he was interested in talking to me and to pass along his number. I still hadn’t called. I had been—was, was trying again to be—a criminal defense lawyer but picking up the pieces of my practice after my crack-up was slow going. Still, as much as I needed the work, the idea of investigating insurance claims and potentially denying someone payment of a claim rankled me. I again explained this to Larry.

			“I understand,” he said impatiently. “Henry Rios for the defense, sticking up for the little guy, can’t bring himself to work for the big bad corporation. You think every insurance claim is legitimate, Henry?”

			“I wouldn’t know,” I sniffed.

			“Answer the question,” Larry said in a cross-examination voice. “Are all insurance claims legitimate?”

			“Of course not. Whenever there’s money to be made, there’s going to be some fraud.”

			“That’s right, and do you know what happens when an insurance company pays out a fraudulent claim? It passes the loss on to its other policy holders. Their premiums get jacked up because someone gamed the system. In other words, the little guy gets screwed.”

			“So now you’re pitching this job as consumer advocacy?” I asked sarcastically.

			“I’m not going to tell you you’d be doing God’s work by helping Western States avoid paying out claims, but you wouldn’t be in league with the devil, either. Why don’t you ditch the black-and-white thinking and try living in the gray zone with the rest of us. I know you’re barely scraping by and could use the income. Take a case from Western States, see how it feels, and if it doesn’t feel right, you can always walk away.”

			“I don’t know, Larry…”

			“Henry,” he said, adopting the rich baritone he undoubtedly used to cajole reluctant clients. “Wouldn’t you rather have someone with an open mind like you investigating an insurance claim than a hack looking for a way to deny it before he even begins?”

			Grudgingly I replied, “Yeah, I can see that. Okay, I’ll call the guy this afternoon.”

			“Good. Talk to you tomorrow morning?”

			“Yes, and uh, thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” he said and then signed off as he always did with a gruff, “I love you, Henry.”

			 

			I sat on the log, breathed in the silty, fragrant air and glimpsed through a narrow opening in the latticework of branch and bush a shard of cityscape. Not far from here was the hundred-year-old Victorian mansion, converted to a recovery house for male alcoholics, where I had lived until three months ago. A requirement of residency was attendance at a nightly AA meeting in the double parlor. One Tuesday night I was sitting on a threadbare couch waiting for the meeting to begin when Larry strode into the room. His appearance alone—six-five and rapier-thin—would have made him hard to miss, but what really set him apart in our shabby crew was his immaculate navy blue, three-piece, pin-striped suit, starched white shirt, red silk tie and gold cufflinks. His head was shaved and buffed to a high shine. He stood at the archway, looked around, saw me staring at him, came over and seated himself beside me. Beneath the pink dome of his pate, he had the face of a crafty infant. I was utterly intimidated.

			“Larry,” he said, extending a delicate-looking hand that concealed a powerful grip.

			“Henry,” I replied, shaking his hand.

			“You a resident here?”

			“Yes.”

			“How much time do you have, Henry?” he asked, the standard AA ice-breaker.

			“Thirty-one days,” I said, my voice involuntarily shaking.

			His features shifted, became gentler, and I saw the kindness in his bright blue eyes. “How are you doing on day thirty-one?”

			For thirty-one days I had done everything I had been told to do; attended therapy and meetings, read the Big Book of AA, kept a journal, sat down to communal meals with my fellow drunks and addicts and “shared” my feelings. I did these things out of a desperation so deep that, when I allowed myself to peer into it, I could not see bottom. But no matter how hard I tried, how sincerely I wanted to “work the program,” I was constantly aware of standing at the rim of that abyss and the ground seemed to be slipping away beneath my feet. The urge to drink was never far from my mind, swooping in like a bird of prey, threatening to carry away my resolve and plunge me back into the nightmare of drinking and dying.

			I had been afraid to admit this to anyone, terrified even, to let the thought fully form in my mind but beneath Larry’s compassionate gaze I blurted out, “I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

			He reached for my hand and held it, firmly. “You will.”

			There was such conviction in his voice and certainty in his eyes that I wanted to believe him.

			“How?”

			“After the meeting, we’ll go out for coffee and talk. Okay?”

			I shook my head because my eyes had filled with tears and I was afraid if I tried to speak my voice would break.

			 

			We went to a diner where, over plates of eggs and bacon, he told me his story. Larry was a name partner at an entertainment law firm based in Beverly Hills. He was gay but, until seven years earlier, had been deep in the closet. Once a month he flew to San Francisco for what he called his “lost weekends.” He hit the bars and bathhouses, alternating booze and cocaine, and having as much sex as he could to get him through the next month of enforced celibacy. Eventually, as the alcohol and drugs took over, he began to slip and started haunting the bars and bathhouses in L.A. where, one night, he met a young man and took him home. The kid figured out Larry’s situation and blackmailed him.

			“The worst part wasn’t the shame or the guilt or the terror that he might expose me, but my complete lack of control. Here I was, with my Yale law degree, my house in the Hollywood Hills, a client list that included Oscar winners, and this twenty-three-year-old punk had me by the balls. Naturally my drinking and using accelerated. Then one morning I woke up with the hangover from hell and a bloody nose from snorting coke and I had a revelation.”

			“What was it?”

			“If I wanted to be free of this little pisher, all I had to do was tell the truth. All I had to do was come out.” He looked at me over the rim of his coffee cup and smiled. “All I had to do was jump off the cliff.” He sipped his coffee. “I’m not brave, but I knew at that moment it was either come out or kill myself because I could not live another day the way I had been going. I went into the office and called my partners into the conference room and told them I was a queer. You know what they said?”

			I shook my head.

			“They said, that’s fine, Larry, now what are you going to do about the drugs and drinking because that’s the real problem.” He put his cup down. “Can you believe I was offended! Then they told me, one by one, how my drinking and using had affected them. Turns out they’d been waiting for the opportunity to stage an intervention and my coming out gave it to them. By the time they were done with me, my denial was in shreds. Being gay wasn’t a problem, it was who I was. Addiction, that was the problem. Two days later, I went off to Hazelden. That was seven years ago. Been clean and sober since. Now, tell me why you don’t think you’re going to make it.”

			Recalling the last weeks of my drinking when I had holed myself up in my apartment and drank until I passed out, then came to and drank some more, I took a deep breath. There wasn’t a scintilla of pleasure left when I poured another drink down my throat. After a certain point, I couldn’t even get drunk anymore. There was no thought, there was scarcely even a flicker of consciousness. I was no longer myself. I was a stranger sitting in his underwear in a dark apartment drinking himself to death.

			“It’s like what you said. The loss of control. I didn’t want to drink, but I couldn’t stop myself, even
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New York TiMES





