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Synopsis

​ It’s 1981, and Bryant thinks
his move to New York will be the beginning of a new life. But the
men he meets are being threatened by a mysterious illness. Could
transforming into a Night Creature save him and his loved ones from
certain death? Book Two of The Immortal Testimonies travels back in
time to the gay community’s darkest days.

Book two in The Immortal Testimonies series.
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By the Author

​ In Stone
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Introduction

​ May 22, 2010

 


“None of these boys have any idea.”

That’s all I can say when I’m out. They never lived
like we did. They never died like we did.

I see John with his big arms in his tight tank. I
knew him twenty-five years ago. He died of “pneumonia.”

Gary walks by, sporting a leather cuff, with a
diminutive man at his side. I saw him in ’83 with a pound and a
half of concealer on his face. Dark spots are hard to hide.

Carlos grazes my thigh with his pinky finger, and
then glances back for a beat too long. He once did that at a rally
outside St. Vincent’s. I recoiled for fear of contracting something
then, too.

They’re copies of men that they never got to meet,
men that nobody got to know. I bet that guy sipping a vodka soda on
the wall over there was born in 1986. Could one of those men from
my past have reincarnated themselves into his body? I ask myself if
I might actually know him.

“Have I slept with you?”

Well, the other you.

Silently, I plead with them. “If I know you, don’t
let it happen again.” I don’t want them to be afraid of themselves,
I just want them to be cautious. If only someone had told us before
it was too late. If only someone had told me before it was too late. “Please! Be careful! I
can’t go through this again. God knows what I’ll be moved to
do.”

These are my diaries. They’ll show you what I’ve
been moved to do. Believe it. Or don’t.

 


–Bryant Sheshai

 



Part One: Infections

​ 3/20/81

 


Dear New York,

I think I’m going to write to you from now on.
Writing Dear Diary is kind of girly and
back home I was always getting yelled at for being girly, so I
might as well save myself the trouble. I’ve tried keeping a
diary—wait, a journal—before, but I wasn’t
ever too good at it. Mama says she wishes she’d kept one so she
could remember better, and I want to remember every second of being
here in New York. I feel like I’ve waited my whole life to be with
you even though it’s only been an idea in my head for a short
while.

I don’t really know what to say here. How are you? I
don’t think you’ll answer back. But then again, maybe you will.
Maybe you answered back with that wicked wind last night. If that’s
the case, you’re not doing too good right now. I mean, I’m from the
Midwest and I know cold, but I ain’t never felt cold like this
before. I don’t think the temperature is even that bad, but I guess
I’m just not used to being outside as much. If I were a fat guy,
I’d be excited about being here so I could walk a lot and lose
weight. I’m going to walk everywhere once it gets nice out. Wally
says the nice weather is coming soon. He says that March is
confusing, and once we get past March, it’ll be great. One day
it’ll be summer and the next it’ll be winter. Spring is someplace
in the middle.

Maybe Wednesday.

Wally is my cousin. Now that I’m looking at it,
Wally is kind of a funny-looking name. I think it stands for
Wallace. Or maybe it doesn’t. Everyone in my family has strange
names. I bet it’s not even his given name, just a nickname that
stuck. That’s pretty common in southern Illinois. I guess Bryant is
a funny name, too. It’s like Brian with a stutter. Anyway, I’m
staying with Wally and his friend, Patrick. I should put friend in
quotes because that’s how Mama and everyone back home refer to him.
We all know Patrick and him are boyfriends, but it’s awkward to
say. Mama was selective about who she was telling about me moving
here, especially the part about staying with Wally. She didn’t want
anyone jumping to conclusions. She said that saying I’m coming to
live with Wally is like saying I’m going to cosmetology school or
something. It’s a dead giveaway.

It’s not like nobody knows, or anything. Most people
have always thought I was as queer as a three-dollar bill, they
just keep their mouths shut. I did, too. Some people are dumb,
though. They don’t know. Mama did. Deep down, she did. Most moms
wouldn’t suggest that their son move away, especially when their
Daddy’s dead, but Mama didn’t like seeing me all depressed back
home. I’m glad she let me go. I hated it there.

But New York, you’re great. Despite the cold and the
smug people, I think I’m going to like it here. I feel like I’m in
Disneyland for grownups. Everything is just so fascinating to me. I
wonder when that’ll wear off. Patrick says it will go away soon.
He’s lived here for about ten years, so he thinks he’s jaded. Wally
winked at me when he said that and told me he still gets goose
pimples when he looks at certain things. I hope I’m like Wally. I
think he’s going on thirty, but when I asked him he said, “A lady
never divulges her age.” He’s funny like that. I used to go to this
bar in St. Louis and one of the queens there used to talk like
that. Man, she was a riot.

Wally and Patrick took me to one of their bars here
for a welcome-to-New-York drink, and a lot of the guys talked like
that, like they had a big audience or something. I just nearly
laughed myself silly. They must have thought I’m a two-beer queer
from how loose my joints got. Usually I can hold my booze, but I
was so tired and hungry from the bus ride, I was tripping over my
feet after about two sips. Wally didn’t want me getting into
trouble so we came home, and here I am. I wish I could tell you
more about their place here in Chelsea but I’m beat. Tomorrow we’re
going to fix up Patrick’s office and make it a guest room for me.
I’m so excited, I just want to skip sleep and make it tomorrow. I’m
going to love it here, I know.

Welcome to NYC, Bryant Donald Vess!

 


*

 


3/20/1981

 


A newspaper clipping, The NY
Daily:

 


“Bathhouse Horror” by Liz Allman

East Fifty-Seventh Street is shaken by the discovery
of a corpse in a shower stall at the controversial bathhouse, The
Midtown Castle. The cleaning crew found the body of a Caucasian man
in his midtwenties, early Monday morning. Eyewitnesses described
the man as appearing “badly beaten” and “covered in bruises and
scrapes.” This is the final straw for residents of the area, who
have been calling for the closure of the business since it opened
last summer.

 


“I’ve heard of questionable behavior in that place.
This just confirms it,” says Phyllis Levine, an accountant who
lives two flights above the commercial space. “I hope this alerts
people that businesses like this are dangerous and should be
regulated.”

 


Richard Knox, the Castle’s owner, has yet to issue a
statement on the apparent murder. Knox vehemently denied
accusations of prostitution and other “illicit, illegal behavior”
within the Castle’s walls, claims that put the bathhouse in the
public eye last autumn.

The body has yet to be identified, but police
reports cite “massive amounts of blood loss from a neck injury” as
the cause of death.

 


Midtown Castle is temporarily closed as an
investigation gets underway.

 


*

 


3/27/81

 


Dear New York,

My room is three times smaller than my one back
home, but I love it ten times more. Yeah, there’s Patrick’s desk
directly to the left of my futon, but it screams New York! That sounds like something Mama would say.
She’d probably be horrified at the sight of such a room, so if she
comes to visit I’ll make sure to take her out to fancy restaurants
and shows to make her feel better. Maybe I’ll sell a painting
before then, so I can really have the money to do stuff like that,
instead of pretending and being forced to eat eggs for three weeks
straight to save up.

Wally and Patrick are being so generous. I wish I
could contribute more.

Wally said, “Don’t be ridiculous.” He loves that
word. “We knew that you’d be hard up for cash when you started this
venture, and we’re going to help. I wish someone had helped me when
I moved here.”

I don’t think I believe in angels, but if they are
real, Wally is one. After everything he’s gone through with my
family, he still has a heart of gold. Patrick knows that, too. I
think Patrick has a tendency to be a flippant New Yorker, but Wally
warms him a bit. They’re a great couple. They don’t fight but they
sometimes bicker, which is more funny than mean. I can tell they
really love each other. It’s hard to imagine me ever getting that
comfortable with another person, but I hope it happens one day.

I went to a few restaurants yesterday to look for a
job. Even though I worked at the Waffle Farm for two years after
high school, these city managers didn’t think it was reputable
enough to give me a shot. They like hiring boys with New York
experience. Little do they know but the Waffle Farm was hard work.
Every cross-country trucker and fat-ass within fifteen miles came
through that dump. The patrons were so simple, they didn’t even
realize waffles don’t grow on farms. But the people of West
Frankfort don’t care what a restaurant is called. Some of them only
know about fifty vocabulary words, and those two—waffle and
farm—seemed to fit together. It also gave the owners an excuse to
paint silos on the wall, busting with waffles. It was the stupidest
sight you ever saw.

A few years ago, Route 57 got torn up from a tornado
and we barely saw any business. I was real pressed for cash because
I owed my winter session tuition at Rend Lake. It was just a dumb
math course, but I wanted to get it over with during the short
winter instead of dragging it out for four months in the spring. I
owed them money but I had none coming in. That was the first time I
ever seriously considered one of those nasty men’s offers. They’d
always call me things like cupcake and ask
me crude things about swallowing waffle batter in the backs of
their trucks. They thought I was dumb, like I didn’t know what they
were talking about. But I did.

I only did it a few times. I felt like real shit
afterward but the money was good, especially on a slow day like a
Tuesday. Most of the guys were mean as piss at the end. They called
me names and pushed me, but only one time did I not get paid. I
guess I’m lucky that I was never really hurt. I saw in the paper
that some hustler got killed at a gay club farther uptown. I need
to make sure I never let myself get into that position here. New
Yorkers can be scary. So can the men back home, but in a different
way.

This one time, I met a very nice man named Sammy. He
was traveling through on someone else’s route, so he wasn’t the
usual trash who came in. He actually didn’t make me want to run out
the door afterward. He was kind of sweet. If he’d had it his way,
he would have held me for hours and hours in the smoky cabin of his
truck. I might have let him, but eventually I had to excuse myself
because I didn’t want Mama thinking I got strung up or something.
Sometimes I still think about him and hope he’s doing okay. He told
me he wanted to move to California and work on a pier because he
liked the ocean. I hope he got to do that, or gets to do that, one
day. I hate thinking that truly nice people are stuck in bad
situations their whole lives. Now that I see Wally and Patrick
together, I think that’s the kind of life Sammy should have. He’d
be real good at it.

The point is, I’ve worked at harder jobs than some
uppity Japanese restaurant in a snobby neighborhood full of homos.
Wally said I should go down to the West Village tomorrow because
people are cooler down there. We’ll see. Patrick suggested that I
work at a bar, but Wally doesn’t want me to get mixed up in a bad
crowd. “We go to bars, we don’t work in them,” he said. He’s funny,
but I think he was just doing an impression of Patrick. They like
to push each other’s buttons.

Good night, New York. Bring me a job soon!

 


–Bryant

 


*

 


3/30/81

 


Dear New York,

I was kind of bummed last night because I’d spent
the whole day applying for jobs with little luck. One café in the
Village said that they’d maybe call me next week, but I won’t hold
my breath. I know I shouldn’t expect too much too soon but it’s
hard not to get nervous. After watching Mama work so much and after
me working so hard to get through what little college I did, I
guess I associate living with work. And now I keep thinking that
the job I get here is going to qualify something, like it’s going
to label me what I truly am. There’s a misconception that kids can
just come here and achieve their dreams right away. It’s going to
take a while. I need to get a stupid job that makes me money while
I work hard doing what I love. Everyone does it. I’ve got to pay my
dues.

Even Wally did it when he first moved here, and now
he’s got a great life. Actually, he met Patrick when he was working
a dumb serving job. Patrick was already being a fancy designer and
used to bring clients to eat at Wally’s restaurant just to see him.
They eventually got to talking, and now they’re in love. Five years
later, they have a great life together and Wally’s got a job
singing in the opera. He did it.

So after my unsuccessful search I was feeling all
lousy, and it started raining. Of course, I’d walked all the way
downtown and had to walk all the way back uptown in the rain
without an umbrella. I got home kind of upset. Patrick was the only
one here because Wally was at his show.

He looked at me real serious and said, “You
cannot get upset yet. It’s only been five
days. When it’s May and we’re still paying for your ass, then you
can cry. Let’s get a drink.”

He took me to this bar that was much different than
the one we went to my first night in town. The first one was just
like any bar, but it played disco music. I wouldn’t have even known
it was gay until I saw some guys making out in the corner. But the
one Patrick took me to last night was wild. There was a dance floor
and bright lights and real sleek furniture. Every man there was so
handsome. I felt like I was in a magazine. I tried to order a beer
but Patrick wouldn’t let me. He made me get some kind of martini
that was really sweet and really strong.

“You need to get out and meet people. Let’s see who
I know here,” he yelled over the music.

It was very loud but not in a bad way. I felt like
the music was being played from inside my body. I can’t even
describe it.

Patrick found a group of guys he knew, and I got to
meet them all. Every one of them had a cool job in the arts that
they talked about with a lot of importance. I was hoping there’d be
a painter in the bunch, but they were all in fashion or design or
something else I don’t know jack about. They were plenty nice and
really excited about having me—the new guy in town—to break in, as
they called it. I’m not going to lie, I got a little scared.

I remember when Wally told his parents he was gay,
they got real upset. My Uncle Jinks said he heard gay people
initiate newbies into social groups by gangbanging them. I don’t
know where he heard that, but it can’t be true about these guys.
They just want to show me the ropes, I think. Just to be sure, I
asked Patrick about that and he laughed at me.

“Possibly if we were at a leather bar, but this is a
dance club. These guys just want you to wear tighter clothes and
maybe do some drugs.”

I told him I wasn’t interested in doing any drugs
and he looked at me like, Oh, you will be.
I think if I’d met Patrick a year ago, I wouldn’t have liked him.
But now I think I really appreciate his liberalness. He wouldn’t
judge a soul as long as that soul was doing something it liked to
do.

A few drinks later, I was drunk. I didn’t feel like
throwing up, though. I think it was because we weren’t drinking
that piss-cheap stuff from back home. I sat down next to this guy,
Will, who was about my age and pretty cute.

“You’re staring at me,” he said.

I was. I didn’t realize it, but I was watching him
like a television screen. I nodded to admit it and he laughed. We
talked for a while. I don’t remember exactly what about, but I
think it was nice. Probably about where I came from and stuff like
that. People feel obligated to ask me that boring stuff because I’m
new. It’s fine. I’m starting to become real good at my introductory
conversations. It’s good to get all that silly shit out of the way
so we can have a real discussion.

As I talked to him, I realized Will was one of the
most attractive men I’d ever seen. He had long brown hair and a
square jaw. It wasn’t very warm out, but he was wearing a
sleeveless shirt that showed off some nice arms I just wanted to
bite into. Then I noticed his hand was on my leg. I looked around
to see if the other guys were watching us, but they were over at
the bar, laughing at something funny Patrick had said.

Will looked at me and whispered, “You wanna get out
of here?”

Right there, I nearly fell over dead. I would have
loved to leave with him, but I didn’t want to start running around
the city like that just yet. I couldn’t
have Wally and Patrick thinking I came to New York just to use them
for their futon in between sleepovers at a stranger’s place. “I
need to go home tonight,” I said.

Will smirked and got real close to me so he could
whisper in my ear. I could even feel his lips touch me as he spoke.
“Then let’s go in the bathroom real quick.”

And we did.

We started making out in a stall. It was definitely
hot, but in a dirty kind of way. Will was pretty aggressive and he
kept letting his hand creep below my belt. Every time it came too
close, I swatted it away. Eventually he got the hint. “What’s
wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing. I’m just not…”

“You’re a virgin?”

“No,” I said too forcefully. “I just moved here. I
don’t want a reputation.”

He pulled away and looked at me funny. Then his face
softened and he smiled. “You’re cute.”

That made me feel like I was ten years old. Cute?
That’s all he could say?

Then he kissed me again. Real slow. His hand grasped
the back of my head while his thumb rubbed my temple. The passion
of his kisses escalated. Soon his hands were wandering again.

The bathroom door flew open. Drunken footsteps
lumbered across the floor. Someone started banging on the stall.
“Hey! I gotta pee,” said the voice. It was a girl’s. “I see two
sets of feet under there.”

We stood perfectly still. Will started to laugh.

“Please?” she asked. Her voice was suddenly tiny,
like she wasn’t sure she still had to pee as badly as she did when
she’d first rapped at the door.

I looked at Will with guilty eyes. “We should
go.”

He grabbed my hand and opened the stall, but nobody
was there. The room was empty.

“Where’d she go?” I asked. “There was someone here a
second ago, right?”

“Yeah. That’s super strange,” he said. “Maybe she
pissed her pants.” He smirked and pulled me in for another kiss.
His hand started to explore. Again.

A tall guy with a leather cap walked in and cleared
his throat. “Girls, not here,” he said with a ton of sass.

When we came out, Patrick and the other guys laughed
at us and made a bunch of sounds like you’d make at someone who
just got called down to the principal’s office. I wanted to correct
them, to tell them nothing happened in there, but they looked
genuinely happy for me. They bought me one last drink and cheered,
“Welcome to New York!”

Maybe Uncle Jinks was right. I certainly wasn’t
gangbanged, but maybe showing the guys that I can be sexy—well,
pretend-sexy—was my initiation into their group. These guys want to
know that I can run with their wild crowd. They’d be uncomfortable
if I couldn’t.

I wonder if all of New York is this scandalous. If
so, I may need a while to adjust.

Before we left, I went to the bar to grab one last
drink. A water. I didn’t want to feel sick on the way home. I asked
the bartender for one, and then he motioned for me to come closer,
like he had to a secret.

“Are you with that guy?” he asked.

“What guy?”

He pointed to Will. “Him.”

I felt my face get red. Thankfully the lights were
too low for anyone to notice. “No. Why?”

“Some chick was asking,” he said with a turned-up
nose. “Really strange girl.”

“Was she…interested in me or something?” I asked. I
didn’t know why a girl would go looking for dates at a gay bar.

“Nope. She was just inquiring. Looked concerned.” He
put the glass of water in front of me. “I bet she was on drugs.
Have a good one.”

God, New York is weird. Here I was worrying about
getting roughed up by a bunch of gay dudes, but it seems like
doped-up girls are going to be the real trouble. Ugh. Good
night!

 


–Bryant

*

 


4/1/81

 


Dear New York,

Patrick asked me to keep last night on the down low
because Wally has a weird parental attachment to me. He’s afraid
I’m going to get raped and murdered or something. So I’ve kept my
mouth shut. But when Wally came home tonight, he was kind of
awkward. I thought maybe he had a bad night at work or something.
Maybe the diva didn’t hit her high note and everyone got booed off
stage. I don’t really know what qualifies as a bad night at the
opera. He came in and beelined straight for his and Patrick’s
bedroom where he proceeded to yell at Patrick about his
recklessness. I guess Wally had talked to one of his friends
earlier—one of the guys who was at the bar with us. Don’t ask me
his name because I have no idea. I just remember Will’s name
because it’s only appropriate to know the name of the person you
pretended to bone in the bathroom.

I felt kind of bad for Patrick because he wasn’t
really being reckless. He genuinely wanted to help me have a good
time. And I did! Maybe I shouldn’t have disappeared with Will.
Maybe I should have told everyone all we did was kiss. But Will
didn’t say anything, either. I guess we both have reputations to
protect. It’s weird to be admitting to something like this instead
of denying it. That’s all we did in high school. Deny, deny, deny.
We’d never have boasted about hooking up.

Especially Teddy. He was so secretive. Now that I
think about it, if he’d let me, I’d have told every living soul
about us. But that’s over and done with and he’s not here in NY
with me, so I need to point my focus toward new guys. Like
Will.

Wally knocked on my door after their fight. I was
pretending to read even though I was listening through the wall to
every word they said. He told me he was just concerned that I might
have felt pressured by the guys to do something I didn’t want to
do. “I don’t want you to think being gay in New York is about
sleeping with every guy you can,” he said. “Well, you can if you
want, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” Patrick was right. He was kind
of parental, especially with his nervousness in talking about sex.
“The last thing you want is gonorrhea. Believe me, it’s no fun.” He
chuckled. Then he winked at me and walked toward the door.

“Hey, Wally,” I said.

“Yeah, kiddo?”

“Nothing happened. At all. Between Will and me.”

“What do you mean?”

“We just made out. Everyone else drew their own
conclusions. I didn’t want to”—I felt so stupid—“disappoint them. I
didn’t want them to think I was a prude.”

He smiled real big at me. “Those guys are idiots.
They’re great, but they’re idiots.” He opened the door. “In
addition to the sexual freedom you’re going to find here, you’ll
find personal freedom. Whatever that means for you. Enjoy that
more.” He winked again and walked out.

I don’t think of Wally as a parent. I know what
parents are like, and he’s not one. He’s much cooler and more
laid-back. He just wants the best for me, like any good human ought
to for another human. I think he cares about me a lot. Probably
because we’re cousins. Or maybe he just likes me as a person, which
is a much nicer thought. Yeah, I like that idea. Good night!

 


–Bryant

 


*

 


4/2/1981

 


A newspaper clipping, The NY
Daily:

 


“Another Bathhouse Horror” by Liz Allman

The body of H. Donald Scott, twenty-five, was found
in Riverside Park at Seventy-Second Street, early Wednesday
morning. Forensic investigation reveals massive loss of blood
through multiple lacerations as the cause of death. Scott was last
seen Saturday night at several popular bars with friends. It is
reported he left around three a.m. to visit the Continental Baths
in the Ansonia Hotel, where his belongings remained in a locker
until they were recovered by police yesterday afternoon.

 


Authorities investigating the murder alluded it
could be related to last week’s discovery of a body at a Midtown
bathhouse. “The wounds inflicted on both victims are strikingly
similar,” Commissioner McGuire told reporters at a news conference.
“The discovery of the bodies in or within proximity to these
establishments forces us to draw some conclusions.” He neglected to
comment on any connection to December’s so-called “Village Vampire”
killing, where Donald Murphy’s body was unearthed in a community
garden with little to no blood evidence found at the scene. Murphy
had also last been seen in a bathhouse.

 


Officials urge patrons of the city’s bathhouses to
practice caution in the presence of suspicious activity.

 


*

 


4/3/81

 


New York!

You just gave me a job! Thank you!

Again, I spent all day yesterday looking for work. I
felt like I was in one of those old movies about the Depression
where the guy goes into every store looking for something…anything!
My last stop was this strange old diner off Sixth Avenue in the
Village. It wasn’t the most spectacular place on earth, but it
looked busy. It’s amazing how there can be all these cool cafés and
bars around, and people still go to the crummy diner for food. I
guess it reminds them of being back home because all people ever do
back home is go to grungy diners. It was busy when I stopped in and
all I had time to do was drop off my resume with the owner. He was
acting a little crazy but that’s because the dinner rush was
bombarding him.

Then at eleven this morning he called me in. I
rushed down there and we talked about my experience and all that
obligatory stuff people need to do at interviews. It looks like the
Waffle Farm was a perfect place to start! Just like that dump, this
diner doesn’t pretend to be classy. I don’t know what that says
about me exactly, but I guess I don’t pretend to be classy, either.
It’s fine. As long as I can make some decent money and not be
miserable.

When I told Patrick, he made a face and said I
probably would be miserable. Then he said,
“We’ll get you a better job in the summer when everyone is horny
and hiring cute boys.”

That’d be good, too.

“Maybe he can go to Fire Island and work at one of
the bars there,” he suggested to Wally. Wally didn’t say anything
because the expression on his face was enough. It was a definite
no. I don’t think I’d want to go away my first summer in NY,
anyway. What’s the point of living here if you’re going to leave?
Plus I have no idea what Fire Island is. Sounds dumb.

I had to write Mama and let her know about the job
because I can tell that she’s worried. I got a letter from her
yesterday afternoon:

 


Hi baby boy,

It was nice talking to you on the phone the other
day. Always good to hear your voice. It’s been so quiet at home now
that you and Jean are gone. She’s been having a hard time at
seminary. I told her she would. It’s like being the only girl in
the army I said but you know her. You should give her a call when
you can. I wrote her phone number in the back of the devotional
Aunt Tessy gave you. You should probably drop her a line too
because she won’t stop asking me how you like it. Just tell her
you’re using it and she’ll be as happy as a clam. I hope your job
hunt is going well. If you need any money let me know and I’ll wire
some to you. Not too much though. We will be on summer break at the
school in no time and you know how much penny pinching I do in the
summer. But it would be nice if you could buy groceries for the
boys or something nice.

Much love,

Mama hen

 


I really don’t feel like calling my sister Jean.
She’s always got to be Miss Perfect, and her decision to study all
that church stuff has made her the apple of my family’s eye. They
all pretend to think she’s a trailblazer, but I hear them talk
behind her back about how foolish it is for a woman to try and be a
pastor. They’re so two-faced. I don’t even want to know what they
say about me. Most of them probably just ask Mama how my art is
going. She’ll nod and say it’s going good then almost let it slip
that I’m living with Wally. I can just see how uncomfortable she
gets with them.

When Wally told Aunt Tessy he was gay, she almost
flipped her lid. Uncle Jinks did flip his
lid. There was a big fight. Wally even hit his dad, and if you knew
Wally you’d know he’d have to be World’s Maddest Man to hit
someone, especially Uncle Jinks. Uncle Jinks served in the war and
lost his leg. Even with just one leg that man can beat the shit out
of you. When we were being bad as kids, he’d stab his wooden leg
with a steak knife to scare us into sainthood. We thought he was
invincible. I don’t know the details about what happened after
their fight, but Wally moved out and hasn’t been home since. I was
only eleven or so, but it was very confusing to have a favorite
cousin one day and wake up the next day without one. After he left
you’d have thunk Wally died in a bad crash the way they mourned
him. They got real sad for a few years. Now they never talk about
it. I think there’s only one picture of him in their house anymore,
and it’s in the hallway near the guest bathroom that they never
use.

I’m so happy Mama wasn’t like that when she found
out. She always liked Wally a lot. She didn’t want to see me go
through the mess he went through. If Daddy were alive, he might
have had a tough time, but we’ll never know so I try not to think
about it. But sometimes I do think about it, and I pretend he would
have been just as mad as Uncle Jinks. Then I think that he died
before I could tell anyone, just to save him and me and everyone
the trouble. I know that’s weird but that’s just what I think.

First day tomorrow, so I should get some rest.
Fingers crossed I get through it!

 


–Bryant

 


*

 


4/5/81

 


Good morning, New York!

My job is the dumps, but that’s to be expected. The
workload isn’t much different from Waffle Farm, but the people are
a special breed. I can’t say they are overtly rude, but they do
know how to make a person feel dumb through smart remarks and jokes
that they think are over my head. Once I get the hang of it I’ll be
fine. I’ll be hip to their lingo and be able to make witty comments
right back at them. Thank God for my boss, Georgie. He has a long
Greek last name that I can’t even attempt to spell or say. When he
saw me getting flustered, he pulled me aside and gave me a shot of
something awful tasting. It did relax me, though. If him giving me
a drink on the job is any sign, he’s going to be pretty cool. As
long as I show up and get food on the tables, I’ve done my job. He
doesn’t care at all if people complain about the service.

“You don’t like, you don’t stay. Simple thing, yes?”
he barked at one customer who asked for their burger to be
regrilled to well done. That isn’t exactly the best way to run a
business, but it works for him.

Eventually the place slowed down and I didn’t have
to run around like a crazy person.

“You are good working nice man. You should meet my
niece Natalie. Pretty girl,” Georgie said. I think trying to set me
up with a family member was his way of having a personal
conversation.

Just then, Patrick walked in. I wasn’t expecting to
see him, but I was glad to see a familiar face. Then he turned and
motioned for someone to walk in behind him. It was Will! He
waved.

I felt disgusting and sweaty, but I didn’t want to
make him feel like I wasn’t happy to see him. I tried waving back
but I got self-conscious. My hand just kind of rose, and I
awkwardly wiggled my fingers. I’m sure I looked deformed.

Patrick tried to embarrass me by blowing kisses.

Georgie looked at me and said, “Oh, you’re one of
the pansies. Never mind about Natalie.” He patted me on the back
and walked to the kitchen.

“Good to see you again, Bryant,” said Will when I
approached them. I don’t know why, but hearing him say my name made
me feel like I was going to throw up…in a good way. That’s the
honest truth. I think it was because I could really get a sense of
how he looked. The club was so loud and dark. I remembered him
looking nice in its rainbow strobes and disco balls, but in the
diner I could really see his dark eyes and pale freckles. It was
like meeting him for the first time.

“I thought I’d come and make sure you’re still
alive,” Patrick said. “And I brought along a friend.” He grinned
like a little devil. “Now bring us the best pie you’ve got!” He
slammed his fist on the table like he was real ornery or
something.

I didn’t know what pie was best because I’d only
been working there for about five hours, so I just brought them the
ones that looked halfway edible. As they ate, they kept looking
over at me and nodding and smiling and laughing. I could tell Will
was a little embarrassed about whatever was being suggested.

They stayed till the end of my shift. I thought
they’d want to hang somewhere, but Patrick said he was tired and
needed to go home. What he really wanted to do was leave me alone
with Will…

He asked me to come with him to a nearby bar. Of
course I said yes.

The place wasn’t too crowded. I looked around and
realized there were several girls there. We were at a straight bar.
It hadn’t occurred to me, but I’d only been to gay bars since my
arrival. Being at a place like that was strange because it reminded
me of bars back home. But I was there with a guy. I had to remind
myself that I was in New York City. Seeing two men, kind of
romantically, is normal. I didn’t need to worry about being
discreet, puffing out my chest, and speaking low. It
was…freeing.

Anyway, we had no problem grabbing seats at an old
wooden booth. Our surroundings weren’t especially fancy, but it was
a comfy place to unwind after work. “This is so tame,” I said.

“Yeah, I thought this would be a nice contrast to
the sex-fueled setting we met in,” he said. “I can be a gentleman
when I want to be. Here, let me buy you a drink.” He raised his
hand and motioned for a waitress.

I pulled his arm down. “No, no,” I said. “I’ll get
these. I just made a pocketful of tips.” It was the first thing I’d
been able to buy for someone since getting here, and it felt
nice.

He raised his eyebrows and smiled brightly. I wanted
to kiss him right there.

A lanky waitress walked to the edge of our table. I
couldn’t tell how old she was. Part of me thought she was a child.
Another part of me thought she was thirty. Her overall appearance
was a little odd…Her hair was very blond and looked like she used a
serrated knife instead of scissors to cut it, maybe even a fork to
style it. Her large bluish-gray eyes darted nervously around the
room. I visibly reacted to her bizarre presence.

“What can I get you bo—” She looked at me. “Hi.”

Will’s eyes discreetly met mine as if to say,
What the hell?

“Hello,” I said.

Her pale face somehow got paler. She swallowed.
“What can I get you?”

“Two Buds.”

She wasn’t looking at me. Her focus was behind us,
in a far corner of the bar.

“Miss?” Will said.

The light in her brain turned on. “Yes. Yes. I’ll be
back with those.” She walked away.

We looked at each other and immediately began to
crack up. “I bet she brings us something completely different. Like
milkshakes,” I said.

Surprisingly, she got our orders right.

I found out Will’s a dancer. Actually, he was in the
dance company of one of Wally’s operas. That’s how he and Wally and
Patrick met. From the way he talked about it, it sounds like the
opera has a cast of a million. I can’t imagine that many people
onstage or even a stage to fit that many people. I told him I’d
never seen any proper theater. He couldn’t believe it. “Never the
ballet?” he asked.

“Nope.”

“A Broadway tour?”

“Nope.”

“Where’d you grow up, mister?”

“The Bible Belt. I saw plenty of Nativity scenes at
church, let me tell you.” That made him chuckle. “Actually, I did
see one or two shows at my high school. They were terrible. Mostly
awkward high school drama nerds trying to stay synchronized to an
equally awkward high school band.”

“We’ll have to change that,” he said, followed by a
grin.

Dear God, he was cute.

“So, what do you want to be? Why did you move
here?”

“I want to be an artist. I paint and draw,” I said,
nervous about talking about myself. I knew perfectly well in my
head what my ambitions were, but I was having trouble expressing
them. “It’s hard to get a job back home in anything artistic. Once
I painted the side of a barn but that doesn’t really count.”

“You’re a real country boy, aren’t you, Bryant?”

There it was again. My name. He’s good at using it.
I never realized how rarely people use names anymore, except when
we’re hollering at someone about something. It’s so nice to hear it
in casual conversation. Even though he was obviously right in front
of me, it reminded me he’s actually thinking of me. I was at the
forefront of his mind.

“I am a country boy, yes. I’m learning to be
more…city-like, though.”

“Don’t get too urban. I like you naïve.”

“I’m not too naïve, Will,” I said, trying to be
seductive.

He laughed and put his hand on my leg. “I’m sure.
But there’s an innocent charm about you.”

“Are you going to try and take that away from me?” I
slid my hand up his leg.

“Another round?” asked the waitress, way too loudly.
She had terrible timing.

Will glared at her and nodded.

“Sure. Sure.” Again, her gaze wasn’t with us. She
shook her head at whoever she was looking at and then left the
table.

I turned around to see who she was staring at. In a
corner booth on the back wall was an old woman. I only got a quick
glimpse of her. When we locked eyes, she scowled and meanly sucked
on a cigarette. I got scared and turned back to Will. No wonder the
waitress was nervous. If that lady were my customer, I’d be just as
jittery.

“Look at that old woman behind me, against the
wall,” I said. “I think she’s the one making her act so
nervous.”

Will looked over my shoulder
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