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	MURDER AT THE PAISLEY PARROT

	 

	PROGNOSIS

	 

	 

	THERE’S A SOUND TO NEW YORK CITY that never goes away. It’s not exactly white noise—that seems too clean for a place this filthy—but a perpetual hum that matches the eternal grayness of the night sky. When you spend significant time here, if you’re the least bit conscious of your surroundings, you realize after a while that you can’t see the stars and there is no such thing as true silence. New York City, especially Manhattan, is a relentless sensual assault. You see it even when you don’t; you hear it at all times, and, in the summer, as it is now, you smell it. That is its most inescapable trait from June through August. You can forget about stars you haven’t seen since you were last off the island, and you can marvel at what passes for quiet at 3:00 a.m., but you can’t ignore the smell of the place. Ripe. Rotten. The way you imagine a body smells when maggots are halfway through their meal. The greatest city in the world. 

	All of it—the sounds, the sights, the smells—waft through my second-floor window like hot air in a slow updraft. This is especially true every Tuesday, also known as trash day, when the building superintendent and his helper of the week (they change almost as often as the girlfriends of the drag king next door) haul out a dozen trash bags and pile them by the curb. Clear plastic ones for the recyclables, the rest a dark brown, the kind they find torsos and arms stuffed into every now and then along the highway. No corpses in ours yet, just a week’s worth of Chinese takeout, cat litter, shitty diapers, and everything else we discard from our lives on a daily basis. There it sits, for a day and a night, basting in its own putrid juices until the garbage truck comes along in the morning waking everyone up, jamming traffic for a half hour as it crawls trash pile to trash pile. Ours seems to give off especially toxic fumes. Knowing that all odors are particulate, I keep my windows closed from Monday mid-day to Tuesday late morning. But it still seeps in, it still invades my home. Between the smell of summer waste and the exhaust from buses snaking up 40th Street to the Port Authority bus terminal across the avenue, it’s amazing my lung cancer came from smoking and not from living on this corner. 

	I’m a cancer survivor, not a combatant. I hate the way illness gets anthropomorphized, turned into some cognizant thing, a boxer in the ring with us. We’ve got the charity-approved pink boxing gloves on, and that cancer, that tumor, weighing in at a slim one-sixty and wearing the black trunks with the skull and crossbones, faces off against us in the title match of our lives. I never saw my cancer as an opponent or in any way conscious of what it was doing to me. I did not fight, at least not in any metaphorical sense. I just did what I was told to do, lived through the chemo and the surgery that took out a quarter of my left lung, and, to everyone’s great surprise, outlived my six-month prognosis by two and a half years.

	Yes, it’s been three years since I first coughed up blood. It’s been almost that long since I enjoyed a Marlboro and a glass of bourbon—where I come from there’s no such thing as whiskey without a cigarette. And it’s been that long since I told my oncologist to take her dire prediction and shove it, in a nice way. We’re friends, so far as a man and his cancer doctor can be, but Dr. Lydia Carmello fully expected me to die when she said I would. She usually gets it right, and she’s not the sort of person to credit miracles. She’s a hard case, that one. She’s had to be. Death is the nightcap in her profession, after an evening of chemo and a meal of surgery for the ones who can be operated on. She assumed I would be one of her regulars—treated, comforted, referred to some support group where I could mourn the loss of myself while I was still around to do it—but nothing special. Then six months came and went. Nine months. A year. Two years. And finally, when I’d been in remission through the birth of Dr. Carmello’s daughter and the celebration of her first birthday, to which I was not invited, Lydia declared me an anomaly and said I just might get old after all. At fifty-eight I’m not that far from it, but she meant truly old, Social Security and Medicare old, the kind of old when saying you’re as young as you feel just makes you look foolish. Neither of us is counting on it, given the return rate of stage three lung cancer, but it’s nice to have possibility in your life.

	I’ve had plenty of that, by the way: possibility. I was a kid who could have been something, given a chance. Too bad I never was. At least not early on, growing up in Indiana in a place too big to be a town and too small to be a city. 

	Elkhart in the 1960s and 70s was a bustling community of 30,000 or so Hoosiers. They headed to work at the Conn band instrument facility, or one of the motor home factories that gave Elkhart its claim to fame. We once had the highest concentration of millionaires in the country. It may not have lasted long, but it was something to be proud of. We were the RV Capital of the World. It still is as far as I know—who wants to compete for a title like that?—but I can’t confirm it, since I haven’t lived there in forty years. I went back to sell my father’s house twenty years ago and that was the last I saw of Elkhart.

	Indiana was a place to flee when I was young. For a gay kid who came out at the age of sixteen, Elkhart was not welcoming. It didn’t matter that I was a native son, or that my family had been there for several generations. A queer is a queer is a queer, to paraphrase Gertrude Stein, and I was certainly one of those. I announced my sexuality in high school, survived the hostile and sometimes violent reaction of my peers, and got the hell out two days after graduation. My mother was already dead. My father was drunk and on his way to an early grave. My sister and brother were old enough to fend for themselves, and I was ready to get as far away as I could.

	I’d seen a report on 60 Minutes about homosexuals in Hollywood. Or maybe it was specifically about homosexual prostitutes. I don’t remember exactly, but I recall being transfixed—not by the segment itself, which was judgmental of the seedy, sad lives of L.A. hustlers—but by the fact they existed. What was a hustler? I wondered. Where did they come from? What exactly did they do for money? I had an idea, having some experience myself by then, although it all involved high school classmates and no money was exchanged. But this was exotic. Alluring. And exactly where I went when I packed my belongings into my orange Gremlin, put the clutch in drive and pulled out of my dad’s driveway for the last time, returning only for short visits over the years until I went back to plant a ‘For Sale’ sign on the lawn. I wouldn’t have gone then, except my sister and brother refused to deal with it and somebody had to bury the old man.

	Los Angeles. Hollywood. 1977. Crazy how a world so exciting, that drew me like a promise of freedom, would turn so dark so quickly. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	My name is Marshall James. There’s a Franklin in the middle, but I don’t like it and I’ve never used it. I think my old man called me Franklin a couple times when he was pissed at me. Hildren James was an angry sonofabith. It gave him an excuse to drink, or at least another one in a long list of them. I remember him saying, “Franklin James, you get over here right now!” I got over there, too, wherever that was. It usually just meant placing myself within arm’s length. It made it easier for him to slap me from a sitting position. He slapped us a lot, even my mom. He never hit her full on, as far as I recall, but being slapped across the face or on the top of the head was enough. She was diagnosed with breast cancer when I was sixteen and got the hell off the planet three months later. Who could blame her?

	It was a long time ago. Everything at my age feels that way. Time isn’t really a thing. It doesn’t pass. It doesn’t fly, it doesn’t crawl, it doesn’t wait for anyone because it doesn’t wait at all. It’s more like something we spend our lives inside without realizing it, the way a fish spends its life in water. And, like water in a cracked fish tank, it drains away slowly.

	I’ve got a manfriend who stays three nights a week with me in this crappy studio apartment within spitting distance of the bus terminal. His name is Buford McGibbon, but he goes by Boo. You would, too, if you’d been burdened with an antebellum name like that. It even sounds Confederate, but it’s not. Boo’s from upstate New York. He’s also ten years younger than me, but not in any way the object of this older man’s predation. We met when he took one of the tours I give for a living. If you spend much time in New York City you’ll see people like me, leading groups of straggling tourists and a few curious locals around Greenwich Village or the bars in Brooklyn, reciting history and color commentary. My specialty now is the Gotham Ghost Land Tour. It offers several different routes in Manhattan, since people tend to die anywhere. It’s not like the Bob Dylan Smoked a Joint Here tour—Oh look, that’s the window Joan Baez was gazing out when she wrote Diamonds and Rust—or the Edgar Allen Poe tour I did for a while that made exactly one mention of Poe. 

	I remember Boo very well that first time we met. It was a History of Gay New York tour (I’ve done them all). The group consisted of wide-eyed queens from faraway ghettos, dykes, a few straight couples, several German speakers, and Boo. He was thirty-eight then, alone, hot as a griddle, lingering when the others melted away at the end. He was one of the few who tipped me. I remember taking the five dollar bill from him, saying thanks, and keeping hold of his hand longer than is proper for a tour guide, unless he’s meeting the next love of his life in a moment of ridiculous serendipity.

	We’re an odd couple by today’s gay standards. We’re not married and have no plans to be. We’d rather have herpes than children. We don’t live together. He has an apartment in Brooklyn and I’m in Hell’s Kitchen, and we like it this way. We still have sex, which is saying something after a decade, but mostly we love each other in a very relaxed way. He knows I could die if the cancer comes back, and I know he’ll miss me terribly. That’s enough for now.

	The other entity I allow into my life is a cat named Critter. He’s four years old, which I know because I remember Justine taking him in as a kitten, as if a junkie prostitute had the wherewithal to take care of a cat. She lived across the hall from me and she asked me to feed him a few times when she was out of town. I had no idea where she went and she never told me. Then one day, about a year after she took Critter in, I got a knock at the door from Javier, our building super.

	“You want a cat?” he asked me. 

	Javier speaking was a rare and curious thing.

	“Where’s Justine?” I said, as he stood in my doorway holding an animal that wanted nothing more than to be free from his clutches.

	“She died,” he said. Very matter-of-factly, as if she’d been a storefront that was open one day and closed the next. 

	“You know how she died?” I asked. Part of me dreaded being told she’d been strangled by a john. 

	“OD,” he said, then shrugged: these things happen.

	“Well,” I replied, “we can’t say that’s a surprise, now, can we?”

	I took the cat from his arms, and he’s been living with me ever since.

	That’s my life: I’m a tour guide with no aspirations to be more. I’m a cancer survivor with one functioning lung. I’ve got a manfriend who spends a few nights a week with me and a cat that never leaves. And I’ve got stories to tell.

	You see how things come around? I’m a man on borrowed time. We all are, but the debt collector announced his arrival in my case. I’ve outfoxed the bastard and outlived the expectations, and I started thinking, maybe I should tell people about those murders. The ones I was part of in Hollywood back then. Not murders I participated in, of course. This is not a deathbed confession. But I was part of it … them … and I figured I should go ahead and talk about it while I can. Some of the people involved are dead, and some of us are alive. I’m still not sure who the lucky ones are.

	Now let’s head over to the time machine. Strap yourself in, it all happens very quickly. I’ll set the dial to 1977, the GPS to a town in Indiana where a lonely kid prepares his escape to Hollywood, the final destination a dive bar called the Paisley Parrot. Gay, mobbed up, a place for drunks, hustlers and dope dealers. My kind of bar. 

	 

	
 

	 

	ONE

	 

	 

	DRIVING CROSS COUNTRY IS A great way to experience America, provided you only do it once. That’s how I got from Indiana to California within a week after graduating high school. There’d been nothing to keep me there. Mom had been dead almost three years. My younger brother and sister could take care of themselves. It wasn’t hard to do with a father who asked very little of them except to keep the volume down on their bedroom stereos, not bring any venereal diseases home, and leave him alone at night to enjoy his drinking undisturbed. 

	I’d barely made it through school. By my senior year I was smoking so much pot it hovered around me in a cloud, like Pig-Pen from the Peanuts cartoon with his travelling dust devil. I knew it was a way of protecting myself—settling into a cocoon of marijuana, pills and booze so I didn’t have to interact with anyone, or be hurt by them. I wouldn’t admit it then, but I was a sensitive kid. It’s hard not to be a little messed up when you’ve watched your mother die and your father respond by immersing himself in rum, all when you’re a teenager who knows he’s gay but isn’t quite sure what that means. I knew it meant I liked guys—I’d known that since I was about five. I did not, however, have a gay identity. I didn’t think about civil rights, or equality, or defending myself by insisting I was born this way. All I knew at eighteen was that I longed for a man I was never going to find in Elkhart, Indiana; my dad was hopeless, my mom was dead, my sister and brother lived in their own worlds as completely as I did. It was time to get the hell out.

	Two days after a graduation ceremony I remembered as a patchy blackout, I loaded up my orange Gremlin, the one with the stains on the roof from popping all those beer cans in the front seat, and I pulled out of my parents’ driveway without so much as a glance in the rearview mirror. I’d be back, but only in a taxi, and only for a few days every couple years. I wanted to get as far away from that house as I could while still being on the continent. Los Angeles, swimming pools, porn stars, here I come.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I remember listening to cassettes of Elton John’s Madman Across the Water and David Bowie’s Young Americans over and over as I drove from state to state. I spent a total of three nights in hotels, feeling very grown up paying for my own room, ordering drinks from room service because they didn’t ask my age.

	Anita Bryant was making headlines that year, trying to stop people like me from being teachers in California. The air was tense, the nightly news filled with conflict and division. Nothing’s changed.

	I finally arrived in Hollywood, unaware it was a neighborhood and not just a state of mind. It was late June, 1977. Jimmy Carter had not yet failed America’s expectations of him. Star Wars was taking the country by storm trooper, and Marshall James was just about to create a new life for himself—young and thin, sexually deprived and determined to do something about it.

	I had arrived in Mecca.

	The Holy Land would soon reveal its seedy underclass of hustlers, chicken hawks, junkies, speed freaks and every manner of sexual predator. What saved me, I think, is that I was not easy prey. I learned the various rules of the various games and mastered them, all with open eyes and a gift for deal making: I was never taken advantage of, never a victim. I knew very well I could end up dead if I didn’t stay strong and alert. I had no idea, as 1977 came to an end and I paid my first month’s rent on a small single apartment not far from the Hollywood Bowl, that death was looking at all of us from the horizon, calculating its next move. Then, with the indifference of a river slowly rising over its banks, death came to take us one by one. 

	 

	
 

	 

	TWO

	 

	 

	I’D BEEN IN L.A. FOR six years by the time it all began. That’s an eternity in the life of a twenty-something. I’m not even sure I felt like a man yet. Part of me wanted to stay eighteen forever, but leaving home for Hollywood with absolutely no plan has a way of making you grow up quickly. It definitely exposed me to my own naiveté. When I’d left Indiana I had thought of myself as experienced and hardened. I’d come out as gay my junior year in high school, a very uncommon thing to do in the 1970s. I’d had a half dozen sexual experiences, a few so amazing I still remember them, the rest just quick encounters in McNaughton Park. (This was forty years before hookup apps, when you went to a park or a rest top on the highway to get your rocks off.)

	Looking back on it, it was a deluded way to think. There are things an Indiana teenager simply cannot know or experience that he will find in ready supply on the streets of Hollywood. It was as if they were waiting for me—the men, the drugs, the sex. As if they had saved a place for me, until finally I arrived in my orange Gremlin and my tattered jeans and said, “I’m here, boys, take me as I am!” And they did.

	I had just $200 in my wallet when I got off the Ventura Freeway and drove into Hollywood. I didn’t know where I was. I had prepared some maps of the interstates and of Los Angeles itself, so I could find my way around. I knew from the 60 Minutes piece that the Gold Cup was at the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Las Palmas, so that’s where I headed.

	The Gold Cup was nearing the end of its run when I got there. It had opened in 1962 and was finally shut down by an LAPD task force for drugs and prostitution, which were plentiful at the coffee shop. I didn’t know the place was doomed when I walked in, although it always felt that way. Many of its customers had died from drug overdoses or disappeared into the great void of the sex trade. Boy prostitutes, girl prostitutes, pimps, johns and junkies. I fit right in. 

	I wasn’t low on cash for long. I lived to tell about it, and if you had any knowledge of that life, you knew it was a tossup as to which one would take me out first—hustling or AIDS. I could have been strangled by a john who decided killing me was easier than paying me, but I also could have been given the kiss of death that had just started making the rounds when I showed up. It wouldn’t reveal itself for a few more years but it was among us, silently passing man to man, leaving its deadly seeds to blossom and flower on our faces.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I met Butch Reardon six months after arriving in Hollywood. I’d been sleeping at the Hollywood Spa on Ivar when I wasn’t crashed on a friend’s couch. For $10 a night I got a skinny mattress in a narrow room and all the sex I wanted, plus some I didn’t. My friends consisted mostly of other young men who called themselves escorts but who usually found their business by sticking their thumbs out on Santa Monica Boulevard. A casual drive down the thoroughfare offered dozens of hitchhikers eager to take any ride you paid them for. The Spa had opened three years earlier and was a popular spot for men seeking men at any hour of the day. Hustling on the premises was frowned upon but everyone knew it went on. We had to pay for the room somehow, and as long as nobody got arrested the owners looked the other way.

	Butch’s full name was Barton Samuel Reardon. He told me they started calling him Butch when he was a kid and he’d get a crew cut every summer, which the locals in his town called a ‘butch.’ By the time he stood in my doorway at the spa he’d made the butch cut permanent, but I’ll admit it wasn’t his haircut that got my attention.

	That’s how it started out with Butch—a couple hours of body contact followed by a night of talking. It was last time we had sex, but the beginning of a friendship that makes me smile to this day. Butch was a good guy. Butch was generous and kind. Butch looked after this stupid kid from the Midwest and made sure I stood a chance in the big, bad world of Los Angeles. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	I moved in with Butch a week later. Sometimes we just know what shape a relationship should take. He was great in the sack, but I knew that first night he was much more valuable as a friend.

	He had a two-bedroom apartment on Gower that he shared with a cat named Lurline. I moved into the second bedroom he used as an office and slept on a foldout sofa he had for guests. I’d only meant to be there a few days, but two years later I finally got my own place, a small apartment on Highland you could tour by turning in a circle and feigning amazement. What a great apartment, Marshall! Lucky you! It had a Murphy bed in one wall, a kitchen big enough for a table and two chairs, and a single window that looked out on a parking lot. By then I was working at the Dildo Factory and could afford the $275 a month in rent. 

	The Dildo Factory was my first real job in Hollywood, and one I managed to keep for four years. Its real name was Products Unlimited, a deliberately vague name chosen by the woman who owned it to keep the authorities away. We made and distributed wholesale sex toys, jells, harnesses and inflatable dolls, to sex shops across the country. There was even one in Elkhart, Indiana. We called it the Dildo Factory for obvious reasons. I was the assistant bookkeeper, hired off a smile and a smooth interview without any experience. God bless Gertie—she was the owner. Gertie Levy. An old, free love Jew who knew how to make a buck from lust. Her favorite sales were cash from local shops, which she would take and stuff in safe deposit boxes away from the prying eyes of the IRS. 

	Everything seemed perfect to me then. I had my own place. I hadn’t turned a trick in years. Butch was still there for me, mentoring me in his way. I had a few friends who didn’t spend their nights looking for johns. Life was good.

	Butch and I toasted the New Year together, 1983. It was just the two of us in my apartment. Neither of us were fond of crowds and we’d skipped the usual party invitations. There was just some reason we wanted to be alone that night. It was only later I looked back on it and knew that forces were at work in our lives. I don’t believe in God, but I believe in strangeness, in a cosmos that operates in ways beyond our understanding. Quantum physics, maybe. Parallel universes where all our disappointments never happened and there is no loss.

	That New Year’s Eve with Butch was a turning point. I told him I was leaving the Dildo Factory.

	“I thought you liked it there,” he said, lighting a cigarette while we waited for the final New Year’s countdown.

	“I’ll never make good money with them,” I replied. “And I don’t want to work in a glorified sex warehouse the rest of my life. I’m twenty-five now.”

	“All grown up at last.” He smiled at me and blew a cloud of smoke into the air. “So what are you going to do instead?”

	I was excited to tell him. I’d been going to bartending school on weekends and I’d received my Certificate of Passage the previous Saturday.

	“I’m going to be a bartender. I passed my exam!”

	Butch hadn’t known about the classes. I’d told myself I wanted to surprise him, but really I just didn’t want his opinion until it was too late to dissuade me. 

	He looked at me, scrunching his face. “You and booze don’t go so well together,” he said. “Are you sure it’s a good idea?”

	He’d known me to drink too much on occasion and had expressed concern. I bristled at it that night, taking it as a lack of enthusiasm for my goals.

	“What does that have to do with making bartending my profession? I hardly have sex anymore and I work at a dildo factory. It can be done.”

	“That’s a good  point.” 

	I could tell he was unconvinced. My father had died an alcoholic and the statistics didn’t favor me. 

	“So do you have a job in this new career yet?” he asked.

	“I do, as a matter of fact.”

	I glanced at the small TV on a milk crate I had against a wall. Midnight was almost upon us and the partygoers were preparing to count backward.

	“I’m going to work at the Paisley Parrot,” I said. “I’m starting as a barback, but I know I can move up in six months, maybe less.”

	His silence was telling. 

	“The Paisley Parrot?” he said, as if he hadn’t heard me correctly. He saw my reaction and quickly smiled. “That’s great, Marshall, really. I’m happy for you.”

	He was not happy for me. The Paisley Parrot was a bar for people who drank themselves into oblivion and staggered home with someone they wouldn’t remember meeting in the morning.

	I was young. I didn’t care what Butch thought of me working at the Parrot. I was thrilled to have something I could call a career, and to be leaving the Joy Jelly and sex toys behind. 

	Butch had a coughing fit, which I attributed to the Marlboros. The coughing subsided. The countdown began. Ten, nine, eight, seven …

	It was the last carefree New Year’s eve of our lives, mine and Butch’s. It was the before, and everything that came later was the after. We didn’t know it then. We toasted, we laughed, we smoked, we said goodbye as a new year came barreling at us, catching us unprepared.

	
 

	 

	THREE

	 

	 

	THE PAISLEY PARROT WAS EXACTLY the kind of bar I liked to drink in, especially when my love affair with alcohol was still mutual. I’d started with vodka and gin when I was in high school, courtesy of my dad’s basement bar. It never closed, and it never ran dry. By the time I put on a cap and gown for my high school graduation and stumbled to the podium for my diploma, I’d been a hard drinker for several years. I’m not an alcoholic—I know how that sounds, most alcoholics deny what they are—but I was as close to being a lush as a teenager can be without running for the nearest rehab. For some reason my drinking didn’t get worse, and I had it fairly under control by the time I decided to work in a bar. 

	I’d been going to the Parrot and places like it since I’d first moved to Hollywood. I’ve always thought it was because I was an Indiana kid. My identity was well formed before I got to L.A. and was exposed to the prevailing gay archetypes of the time—muscle boys, drama queens, and older men who’d been part of the scene so long they were cultural furniture.  I’m not knocking it. I just knew who Marshall James was and I’ve stayed that way pretty much all my life. 

	I took pride in living in Hollywood, a neighborhood as diverse as it was seedy. There were black people in my apartment building, drag queens, straight couples, and, twice during my years living there, dead bodies. A woman on the sixth floor was found hanging from her shower curtain, self-inflicted; and a young man, a hustler I knew from my first year on the streets, was found on the fire escape with a syringe in his arm. 

	My haunts were close by. I liked bars where people went to drink, not to compare abs and gossip about their ex-boyfriends. Bars where they paid more attention to the glass of whiskey in front of them than to the guy who just walked through the door in torn jeans. There were several of them within walking distance: The Vine, on Vine Street, of course; LuLu’s for the dykes; the 12 O’clock Lounge, named long ago for reasons forgotten; the Red River, where the banks overflowed with booze and the tears of failed ambition, and the Paisley Parrot, located discreetly near the corner of Fountain and Las Palmas. There was a neon parrot on the door but no name. The Parrot had been around since the late 1950s, a time when bars that catered to homosexuals did not announce themselves. The front window was tinted so dark you couldn’t see inside even if all the lights were on. A recessed door opened onto a heavy curtain separating the world out there from the world in the Parrot. It served to protect them from each other: the people on the outside did not want to know what went on in there, and the patrons in the bar wanted no reminders that the world outside was waiting for them after the blackout, after the sloppy sex, after their best efforts to drink it all away.

	I found the Parrot by accident. It wasn’t really a hustler bar. The mob still ran it in the 1980s, but quietly, and they didn’t want the attention cops brought with them. Being gay wasn’t illegal anymore, but prostitution and its emaciated sister, drug sales, were very much against the law. The two went hand in hand. Most of the hustlers I’d known either traded their bodies for dope or had some to sell. If not, they knew someone, who was conveniently located in a dark corner of the bar or waiting in the back alley.

	The criminal enterprise then holding sway in the greater Los Angeles area was the Bianchi family, reported to be an offshoot of the Brooklyn Bianchi mafia clan. Rumor had it the Brooklyn branch had been crippled by law enforcement and had expanded—or escaped—to the West Coast.

	Fat Dick Montagano, the Bianchi family lieutenant who kept the bars in line and the cash flowing, only tolerated hustlers who gave him free blowjobs, so the pros stayed away. His name was Richard Montagano. Everybody called him Fat Dick behind his back because he’d once topped off at three hundred pounds, though he’d lost a third of it by the time I met him. I assumed he’d been stuck with the name as a kid, or maybe his mob bosses gave it to him. It wasn’t a name anyone who valued their life would call him to his face, and we all knew to refer to him as Mr. Montagano when we addressed him or he was within earshot. If he overheard you, you might find a piece of piano wire embedded in your neck, so we left the name calling to people he was afraid of, who were all named Bianchi.

	The mob presence in Los Angeles was once very powerful. After all, they’d founded Las Vegas, which was only four hours away in good traffic. But by the time I walked into the Parrot, they’d been reduced to pimping, moving drugs in from Mexico for domestic distribution, bookmaking, various other misadventures, and a few gay bars. Gregory Bianchi, the old guy who was the titular head of the family, had not been seen in public for several years and was rumored to be buried in the desert, his reputation used by his son and successor Anthony to instill fear in people’s hearts. Other than that, I knew nothing about  them and made no attempt to find out. It was enough just dealing with Fat Dick coming into the Parrot every Wednesday night to siphon off the Bianchis’ take from the week’s receipts. He was often accompanied by one pretty boy or another. He was married with three kids, but his taste for young male flesh was evident. It was also something you pretended not to notice. I’d been told he kept an apartment on Franklin Avenue for mob business on nights he didn’t return to his family in Encino. I imagine a few of those pretty boys spent the evening there.

	I’ll admit to having the hots for the Parrot’s bartender, Phil Seaton. He was the real reason I went to the Parrot a second time. I had other choices for bars, but none of them had Phil slinging drinks. He was thirty-ish, shaved head, tattoos on biceps exposed by a vest with no shirt. He had big hands. Some myths never die, and some are even true.

	It had been two years between the time I first walked into the Paisley Parrot and the time I started working there. Phil had been there for eight years or so and had no plans to improve his situation. Like me, the Parrot was his kind of bar. And it turned out I was his kind of twenty-something. We started having sex a week after I ordered my first bourbon and Coke, sitting on a stool staring at his arms. That lasted about three months. It also caused friction between me and Butch. Not because Butch was jealous, but because he believed Phil was a bad influence. I told him Phil and I only did lines of cocaine, washed down with two or three drinks. We stayed away from the crystal meth that was starting to be popular, and I would never use a syringe. But Butch worried and he warned. I ignored it, had a great run with Phil, and let it fall by the wayside. Phil met another young guy a month after we stopped playing together and neither of us made anything of it.

	Those first years in L.A. flew quickly. I remember my twenty-fifth birthday, how old I felt and how fast I thought my life was passing. It’s an easy thing to think at that age. I look back now and marvel at how young twenty-five is, and how foolish.

	I’d celebrated that New Year’s Eve with Butch, unaware of the darkness ahead. I’d seen him out just after midnight, then headed to the Paisley Parrot for my first drink of 1983. Phil was there with a few of the regulars. He set me up with my usual, a shot of Jim Beam in a glass of Coke. I bought the house a round, and one more time we toasted in the dying light.

	
 

	 

	FOUR

	 

	 

	DAVID BOWIE’S LET’S DANCE WAS a monster hit that year. So was Eurythmics’ Sweet Dreams, and Sting’s Every Breath You Take, a meditation on stalking that got reimagined by the public as a love song. The space shuttle Challenger made its maiden voyage with the first woman astronaut, Sally Ride, among the crew, and the CDC warned blood banks of a possible problem with the blood supply. 

	The Redskins won the Super Bowl, the Orioles won the World Series, and the domestic AIDS death toll was a mere 2,304 for the year. 

	President Ronald Reagan had still not said the word ‘AIDS.’

	Is it any wonder so many of us sought companionship and distraction in the bars? The worst had yet to come our way, but we’d already grown accustomed to seeing … or, rather, not seeing … friends at our favorite watering holes as they vanished like fireflies in the night. There was a nervousness to every arrival, walking into the Screw or the Gold Dust or the Paisley Parrot, looking quickly around to identify faces we knew. It brought relief to see familiar faces, another nightly reprieve from our slow, steady extinction.

	I was a happy guy the first few months on the job, starting as a barback with Phil. The Parrot was a great place to learn the trade. It was a slower, drunker kind of establishment. It wasn’t like Whistles or The Omega, where a bartender could lose five pounds in a night running back and forth along the bar filling drinks for trendsetters. The Parrot was reserved and quiet, more of a gentleman’s bar, if the gentleman was inebriated and gawking at anyone under forty. We had a TV along the wall that showed muted MTV videos all night while music came from a jukebox by the bathroom. It was easy to stroll back and forth along the bar for an entire shift—no rush, no frantic calling out for cocktails. Just a couple dozen regulars whose drinks we knew as well as we knew their names. There was Bobby Bray, early 50s, who’d run his own bar for twenty years until he went bankrupt buying into a pyramid scheme. There was Quincy, a retired drag queen who always came in with a protégé or two in their 20s. There was Jude and Lester, Maryanne, Gilda and a dozen more. I knew the songs each of them would play on the jukebox and when to cut them off from the vodka or rum. Even a mob bar has standards; by the time a customer is ordering another shot from the floor, you’ve got an obligation to say no.

	You could still smoke in bars then, and working there was a little grimy slice of heaven for me: I could go through a pack of Marlboros in a single shift and put back three or four shots of anything I wanted, always at the expense of an admiring customer. My drinking had picked up slightly, not surprising given the environment. It’s hard to imagine a better work life for the man I was at twenty-five. I’d even get lucky sometimes and take someone home.

	One of those guys I got lucky with changed everything. His name was Bentley Wennig, an unusual name unless your father’s a car enthusiast.  He went by Ben—who wouldn’t with a name like that? He’d gotten lost and wandered into the Parrot to ask for directions. It was a Wednesday night, which meant Fat Dick was there to take the Bianchi family skim for the week. Dick’s reaction was how I knew Ben had walked in: the scary mob lieutenant couldn’t stop staring at the young man who’d just appeared through the curtain. 

	Even Phil did a double-take, and he was as jaded as they came. Another handsome face, even one as startling as Ben’s, did not usually merit a stare from Phil. Maybe it was the surprise of seeing someone as clean cut as Ben walking into a bar as dirty minded as the Parrot. 

	 “Can I help you?” I said. I’d been working the bar with Phil for two weeks, having been promoted to bartender under his training. I would normally say, “What’ll you have?”, but this guy looked lost. I wasn’t even sure he was gay.

	He walked up to the bar, each step increasing my heart rate. I felt myself getting hard and was glad to be behind the bar.

	Ben had dark brown hair just long enough to tickle the tops of his ears. He was clean shaven, no stubble, exposing perfect skin the color of cream. His eyes were so deep and liquid brown I thought of chocolate melting in front of me. And then he smiled …

	“I’m kind of lost,” he said. He looked around, trying to form an impression of the bar.

	“Hmm,” I said, smiling back. “How does someone get ‘kind of’ lost?”

	“Well,” he said, dipping his head in a show of embarrassment, “I was supposed to meet a friend at a bar on the corner of Santa Monica and Las Palmas. I’m new in town, like, two days.”

	“It would help if you were on Santa Monica,” Phil said. 

	I jumped. I hadn’t noticed Phil come up behind me. He slipped a coaster and a napkin in front of the stranger. Was he poaching on my territory?

	“You’re two blocks away,” said Phil. “You’re looking for LuLu’s Bar None. Is your friend a lesbian?”

	“Yeah,” the man said. “Best friends since high school. She’s the reason I moved here.” Then, looking at me longer than a typical customer would, he added, “Well, one of them.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m early anyway, I might as well have something. Vodka rocks?”

	“Marshall here will take care of you.” Phil winked at me and headed down the bar to refill one of the regulars.

	“I’m Marshall,” I said, as I set about making his drink. 

	“Ben,” he replied, extending his hand. Few people shake hands with bartenders, that’s not why we’re there. The gesture amused me, so I shook his hand, noticing a beautiful gold ring with a striking green stone on his right pinky.

	“Jade?” I asked.

	He glanced at the ring, easing his hand away. “Oh, yes, from my grandmother for my last birthday. I can always count on Granny to find perfect gifts.”

	It was only later, when Ben was wiping sweat off his chest with a hand towel, that I learned his full name was Bentley. He was twenty-seven years old. He’d moved to L.A. that very week from Bellevue, Washington. The only person he knew in town was Becky Walters, his dyke friend we’d said goodbye to after a 3:00 a.m. breakfast at the Buffalo Diner before heading to my place.

	Is love possible after just one orgasm? I don’t know, so to be safe we made it three. By the time Ben left my apartment, the sun was well above the horizon and I was as sure as I have ever been that happiness had called my name.

	
 

	 

	FIVE

	 

	 

	WE DIDN’T HAVE SMART PHONES in 1983. When you wanted to reach someone, you used this thing called a telephone. It came with a cord stuck into a wall and numbered buttons you had to push. There were even a few rotary phones still around with confounding circular disks that had finger holes in them. When you picked up the headset you heard a dial tone, then you called the person you were trying to contact and either talked to them or left a message on another contraption called an answering machine.

	I tried reaching Ben several times over the next few days. He wasn’t avoiding me, he was just very busy. Your first week in a big city is consumed with deciding what you’ll do for a living and the other thousand details of rearranging a life. I left a message on Ben’s answering machine. He left one on mine. Back and forth. We managed to speak once, on Sunday night when I was pulling my first solo shift at the Parrot. Phil’s mother had broken her leg in a fall and he’d gone to Bakersfield that weekend to help her. Normally it was just me and Phil working nights with one of the barbacks for support. If we needed help behind the bar we called Derek or Freeze.  They were the part-timers and our backup. When Phil asked if I wanted one of them to help me, I said no, I can do this, and found myself nearly overwhelmed. A dozen serious drinkers on a Sunday night can be very demanding. So when Ben called the bar around 10:00 p.m., I didn’t think anything of telling him I’d speak to him in the morning. 

	“I really want to see you again,” he’d said quickly. “I’ve just been so busy.”

	“I get it,” I’d replied. The phone was cradled between my ear and my shoulder as I hurried to fill another drink order. “I can’t wait to see you, too. Let’s talk tomorrow and make this happen.”

	I don’t remember anything from the rest of my shift. When you’re that harried, time not only flies, but blurs. I made it through. I cut off the drunks who’d had too many, which was a high percentage of the Parrot’s clientele. I’d fended off three passes made by men who wouldn’t remember making them the next day. I shared the workload with Brandon, the new barback who’d been hired to replace me in that position. And I’d made enough in tips to confirm my belief that bartending was a good career choice. It all depends on what you want in life, and at that point I didn’t have many wants: a one-bedroom apartment as soon as I could afford it, a new used car to replace the ailing Gremlin, some nice clothes and a stereo. That was pretty much my wish list … oh, and a good man. I was twenty-five. I felt time passing, and I thought I was ready to settle down for a while. The longest relationship I’d had was three months, ending in more of a shrug than a heartache. There was Butch, of course, and my short-lived fling with Phil the bartender. But nothing I would classify as a relationship. Remembering the phone call with Ben when I was cashing out for the night, I had the crazy idea he might be the one to change that. There was just something about the guy, and as I twist-tied the two big trash bags collected every night behind the bar, I found myself wishing I’d stopped what I was doing and talked to him when he’d called. I’ve never liked unfinished conversations, then or now.

	There was an alley behind the Paisley Parrot. It’s still there as far as I know—alleys don’t tend to move—but the Parrot is long gone, replaced by a succession of retail shops, nail salons and, as of this writing, a pet store. I suppose the dumpsters are still there, too. Technology hasn’t done much to improve trash disposal. 

	I always took the bags out one at a time, since they were so heavy. Brandon had gone home with my encouragement. The kid was exhausted from working and I was used to closing the place down myself, even when Phil was on duty. I propped the back door open with a brick we used for that purpose, and lugged the giant brown plastic bag over to the dumpster.

	The lids were closed in a feeble effort to keep the rats out and the smells in. I set the bag down a moment, pushed up the large metal lid of the dumpster, and found myself staring into the face of a corpse.

	And not just any corpse. It was the dead, broken body of the young man I hadn’t had time to talk to that evening. The man whose smile had sent me back on my heels when he’d walked into the bar less than a week ago. The man I’d fantasized ten minutes earlier about calling my boyfriend.

	Those astonishing brown eyes were open, dead and lifeless. Something was wrapped around his neck, dug so deeply into his flesh I didn’t recognize at first what it was. His right hand rested over his chest, as if pledging allegiance to a dark lord. Something about it struck me, a fleeting detail, but the thought vanished in the shock of the scene. There was no light in his beautiful gaze, only a darkness he’d seen in his final moments that was about to make its way into our lives.

	 

	
 

	 

	SIX

	 

	 

	I HAD THE WORST DRY heaves of my life, puking with nothing coming out but gasps, water and spit. By the time the cops showed up, my abdomen ached from convulsing and I’d been squatting outside the bar’s back door for fifteen minutes. Once I saw Ben’s body in the dumpster, I let the lid crash down over him and ran back inside to call the police. It’s hard to imagine a time when there were no cell phones—I couldn’t call 911 from the side of the dumpster while I stared at the dead body of a man I knew. I couldn’t take pictures, either, which is a good thing, given how quick we are now to turn everything into a snapshot. I had to live with it, to be there in those minutes while I waited for help. I wanted to go back to the dumpster, to open it and see him. Was he really dead? I’d assumed he was, but I had not checked for a pulse or shaken him to see if he would wake up, if we would wake up, from this nightmare. He looked dead, that was for damn sure. His face was blue and there was what looked like a phone cord tightened around his neck.  He had to be dead, didn’t he?

	Finally I heard a siren and knew it was the one sent to answer my cry. I’d screamed into the phone, “I need someone! My friend’s dead … in a dumpster!”

	“Try to be calm,” the dispatcher had said. “Why do you think your friend is dead?”

	“Because he’s blue!” I’d shouted. “He’s blue and his eyes are open and he’s got, like, a phone cord or something around his neck … in a dumpster!”

	“Can you tell me where this dumpster is?”

	She was so calm. I knew that was her job. She wouldn’t last long if she let herself get caught up in the terror and anger she must have heard every night taking emergency calls. 

	“The Paisley Parrot,” I said. “Behind the building. I’m the bartender.”

	“The fag bar on Las Palmas?”

	Her words made me pause for only an instant. Back then people still said ‘fag’ easily and without repercussion, often without offense. Other than that one word, she’d been very professional.

	“That’s it, yes,” I said. 

	“I’ll send a patrol car. Don’t leave, please. What was your name?”

	“Marshall,” I said, feeling immense fatigue come over me as the adrenaline rush began to fade. “Marshall James.”

	“Marshall, just stay put. An officer will be there very soon.”

	Her idea of ‘very soon’ was my idea of forever. I went back outside, crouched down by the door, and started to vomit air. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	I knew I was a suspect from the way the cop questioned me. I couldn’t fault him for it. You wouldn’t have to be a clever killer to throw a body in a trash container and call the police screaming that you’d discovered it. What I did fault him for was his dismissive attitude that only got sharper once he realized this was the Paisley Parrot, or, as the dispatcher had so matter-of-factly called it, the fag bar. 

	The lead cop introduced himself as Officer Haggerty. That’s all the information he gave me about himself. The cruiser had shown up with two policemen in it. No ambulance came with them—I suppose they weren’t willing to take the word of a hysterical man in the middle of the night claiming there was a dead body in the trash. They wanted to verify it first, which they did within a minute after arriving. Haggerty’s partner, a ridiculously muscled black man whose name I’ll never know, went to check out the scene while Haggerty questioned me, standing between me and the dumpster as if he wanted to keep me from seeing what was going on.

	“Victim in the trash,” the black cop said, calling out over his shoulder. “Looks like we’ve got a homicide here, Sid.”

	I now knew Haggerty’s first name, which seemed incongruous to me at the time. He didn’t look like a Sid, more like a Dave or a Frank. I remember thinking this as his posture changed with the confirmation of Ben’s corpse just ten feet behind him, as if I had suddenly become armed and dangerous. The only thing I was armed with was a handful of paper towels I’d grabbed when the puking started. 

	“That your boyfriend?” Haggerty asked me, offering up an amused snarl. 

	“He was a friend,” I said. “His name is … was … Bentley Wennig. Ben.”

	“Must have pissed you off pretty bad.”

	“I didn’t kill him,” I said. My shock and fear had turned to anger. “I found him like that, asshole.”

	There are times in our lives when we know what we’ve just said was stupid and possibly life threatening. That was one of those times for me. I knew from the hardness of his expression he might arrest me, or just beat the crap out of me. He did neither.

	“I’ll have to ask you to sit in the car,” he said. “This is going to take a while.”

	He led me over to the cruiser and opened the back door. I complied, my mind racing between grief, fear, and calculation as it dawned on me that I did not have the upper hand in this situation. 

	“I’m going to close the door,” he said. “Just sit back and relax.”

	“Am I under arrest?” I asked.

	“That’s not my call.” 

	He closed the door, leaving me in the back of the patrol car to watch while he began speaking into his shoulder mic. I knew at that moment there would be more of them—backup, crime scene technicians, all the people I imagined show up at a murder scene. I sat back and closed my eyes, replaying my last, short conversation with Ben over and over in my mind.

	After what seemed like an eternity but had only been about ten minutes, I was startled from my thoughts by a knock at the window. My eyes had been shut all that time, despite hearing more vehicles arrive. There had been no more sirens. I looked up at the window and almost jumped. 

	Just outside, smiling slightly at me, was a man whose handsomeness seemed grotesquely inappropriate under the circumstances. Or maybe it was my appreciation of him that was inappropriate. How does one go from the despair of finding a dead body to the strange, erotic sensation of being stared at by a cop in a suit? He stepped back slightly and motioned for me to get out of the police car.

	I did as he told me, closing the door behind me.

	It was his eyes, I think. Even in the deepest night, as dawn crept toward us, their blueness was inescapable. The smile, while it had been fleeting and intended to disarm me, had flashed with a crookedness that intruded on my guilt and grief. He was slightly shorter than me, with brown hair that appeared purposely shaggy. He was wearing a dark blue suit, white shirt and blue tie with a brass tie clip. Who dressed like that at four in the morning?

	“My name’s Kevin McElroy,” he said. “Mac to most people. I’m a detective from the Hollywood Division.”

	I had my answer.

	“Marshall James,” I replied. I extended my hand but he did not reciprocate. I don’t know if that was some kind of technique to keep distance between himself and a witness, or if I was a suspect and familiarity was against protocol. What would have seemed rude to me any other time didn’t bother me. I let my arm fall back to my side.

	“Let’s step over here,” he said. He led me back toward the open door of the Parrot. I thought for a moment he was going to take me inside, but he stopped short of it. Positioning himself between me and the building, he forced me to face him, away from the activity going on behind us. A van had arrived. Yellow crime scene tape had been strung around the dumpster and along the area of the parking lot where it sat. There were two police cruisers, at least six people, and the detective who had me standing to the side while he took out a notebook and pen. 

	“Tell me exactly what happened,” he said. 

	I opened my mouth and it all came tumbling out, about Ben, about the phone call, about finding him in the dumpster. I even found myself telling this man about my first five years in Los Angeles. He did his best to keep me focused, and several times he made me repeat myself, especially with details from that night. Who had been in the bar? What was the barback’s name? Did I always close out alone?

	He, too, asked me if Ben was my boyfriend, but his tone was gentle, not mocking or judgmental. 

	“No,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Not yet anyway. And now he never will be.”

	My body gave out on me then. I began sobbing. I was so tired, so frightened, and so alone. But I would never be as alone as Ben, strangled and dropped in a dumpster behind a mobbed-up gay bar in the middle of the night.

	 

	
 

	 

	SEVEN

	 

	 

	I SLEPT THAT NIGHT THE way you might if you had proof there were monsters under the bed. It was sleep in fits and starts, snatches of oblivion interrupted by spasms of memory: Ben in the dumpster, his eyes opened wide and dead; the phone cord embedded in his neck; the brief call we had that I paid so little attention to, not knowing it would be the last time we spoke.

	You didn’t know him, I told myself, troubled that I was so devastated by his death. Was it the loss of life, or the loss of a short-lived fantasy, or just the shock of it all that had shaken me so completely?

	He was a human being. You found him murdered and left in the garbage. I raised my head and turned to the bedside clock: 6:00 a.m. The sun was almost up and I’d only been in bed two hours. I sat up and slid my feet around, letting them hit the floor. I could not go back to sleep, if I’d slept at all. Early morning light was spreading across the horizon. I could see the Hollywood sign from my window. To me it was just a bunch of letters stuck up on a hillside. Whatever allure it once held for me was lost in those early days of hustling and hoping; now it was more like the centerpiece of a spider’s web, the shiny, succulent thing the cunning spider had wrapped and placed there while it waited for its next victim to come along. 

	I went into my kitchen that opened onto the living room, separated only by a door frame. I’d painted the frame a garish red, trying to add color to an otherwise unremarkable apartment. There was a pitcher of cold coffee waiting in the refrigerator—I’ve had a fondness for cold coffee since my teenage years. It doesn’t make me wait for it to brew. 

	I was glad to have it that morning. I needed to wake up, and a cup of cold coffee with a splash of milk for flavor was just the thing. I had a mug of it, then made a refill and decided it was not too early to call Butch. 

	I was scheduled to see Detective McElroy in a few hours and I needed to talk to someone friendly first. I knew I would be a suspect by default. I also knew I had nothing to do  with Ben’s death and Butch was the person who could help me get my story straight.

	There’s no story to get straight, I corrected myself. Just tell McElroy again exactly what happened. You spoke briefly to Ben on the phone. You closed out the bar alone, took the trash out, and there he was, waiting for you.

	Had he been waiting for me? Had he come to see me and stopped somewhere on the way? Had he met someone else
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