
  


  


  


  


  



  WALLY WAS IN THE CHINESE RESTAURANT, at the table closest to the kitchen and farthest from the expanse of windows fronting Broadway. It never ceased to amaze me how the lad had a sixth sense for placing himself less than a yard away from wherever the help ate. Since it was nearly nine o’clock, and the restaurant nearly empty of customers, three young waiters and an older man, whom I guessed to be a chef from his food-spattered full apron, were already attacking an enormous bowl of rice noodles with assorted vegetables.


 Less surprising than Wally’s instinct for getting nitty-gritty with the laboring class was the fact that he wasn’t alone. I recognized one companion from the back as I entered – Junior Obregon – the other I didn’t know.


 I sat down in front of a giant porcelain teapot surrounded by plates of what had recently been General Ts’o’s Chicken and Three Mountain Prawn.


 The strange overhead illumination in the restaurant made everyone look slightly green, including Wally, who, being supernaturally handsome, instead of looking seasick like the rest of us, now resembled some superb wild woodland creature just flitting out into light from a deep forested glade.


 As he always does in public – whether we’re speaking that day or not – Wally made sure to lean over and kiss me full on the lips.


 It had its usual effect: the two waiters said something and giggled, allowing Wally to be superior and indifferent.


 “You know my Sig Oth,” Wally said to Junior Obregon, who grunted out, “How’s it hanging, man.”


 I turned to the third diner. He was slim and pale, with bittersweet chocolate straight hair. Nice face, even handsome, save for the eyebrows that connected without pause over his nose and shadowed his surprisingly dark blue-black eyes. Oddly, instead of making him look like a Neanderthal, they gave him a sad, even a somewhat tragic cast. I decided with no proof at all that he and Junior were doing it.


 “James Niebuhr,” he introduced himself, with a strong, large hand thrust out for me to shake across the ravages of noodles in cold sesame sauce. I noticed paper cuts in the thumb and index finger and guessed he worked in design or art directing. “And yes, I’m distantly related to the Niebuhr.”


 “I gotta piss!” was Junior Obregon’s loud announcement. He continued to sit there, chewing on a chopstick while glowering at me.


 Now Junior and me, we have history. About two years ago, I was walking home from watching a third-rate foreign film at a local cinema when he accosted me at Seventh Avenue and Twelfth Street. Junior is lanky, and handsome in that strange blond-Latin way – you know, hair a little too thick, eyes a little too brown, face a little too pitted. His leather jacket is always open, and a work shirt is open to his navel even when it’s so cold out sleeping sparrows are falling like stones out of trees. So I looked, immediately thought, Trouble, and moved on.


 Junior Obregon is no fool, and he caught on to what I was thinking. So he followed me all the way home, sometimes behind me, sometimes on the side, a couple of times even in the gutter, all the time talking dirty to me, but in reality challenging me.


 When we got to my place, he stopped my hand at the front door and said, “I need it bad!”


 “If you’re looking for money, forget it,” I said, hard as ice.


 “No, man!” with that accent. “Just a little action.”


 I still thought he was trouble, but I’ve been gay long enough to know even the worst men can be quite amenable when they’re suffering from a case of blue balls and you’re the one designated to help them.


 As I let him in, I continued calculating: I was big enough to take him without a weapon if he got itsy. But if he were armed ... Before he could think, I spun Junior around, pushed him against the corridor wall, and frisked him. He didn’t complain. He did not breathe a word. I didn’t find a weapon, and all the while I was saying to myself, “Honey! You are one hard queen!” thinking what a great story this would make when I told Alistair the next day on the phone.


 Inside the apartment he stripped off his pants and dropped onto my sofa, working up his dick. I blew him and he left. The entire encounter took at most ten minutes. I never asked his name and he never offered it.


 He appeared a year later, stepping out of Tisch Hall in company with Wally and some of his cohorts. At which point it became clear he wasn’t the Puerto Rican ex-con with the hots he’d pretended to be, but merely another NYU film school student, son of successful and well-off parents who lived in semi-rural New Jersey.


 I didn’t care. But evidently Norberto Juan Maria Obregon the Third – that was Junior’s full name – did care, especially because he’d been found out playing a most unenlightened role of Latino trade. He’d silently resented me for it ever since, even though I never told Wally or anyone else.


 “So Wally said you do ... What is it?” Niebuhr asked.


 “Drug pushing!” Wally said.


 “I’m an axe murderer,” I readily agreed and poked through their dishes searching for something edible.


 “No,” James said. “You’re like a writer or something.”


 I turned to Wally. “To answer your question: yes, I gave Alistair the pills. All sixty-four.”


 “You’ll burn in Hell,” Wally said with no emotion. He’d located a prawn and fed it to me with his chopsticks.


 Junior Obregon got up to piss.


 “You wrote a book, didn’t you?” Niebuhr asked. “The Sexual Underclass. Junior’s Soc professor has it on his reading list.”


 “He’s losing his memory,” I said to Wally, referring to Alistair. “The virus has already reached his brain. I’ve seen what it’s like when they become demented. You haven’t.”


 “Why not just wait outside his building and knife him?” Wally asked.


 “He barely gets out anymore. Too exhausted to walk.”


 Niebuhr continued to ignore our conversation. “Junior said that his prof said it was the best study of the rise of the gay political minority after Stonewall.”


 Wally was bored by the conversation. He stood up and began distributing “Silence=Death” leaflets onto the restaurant tables.


 “You joining us at Gracie Mansion, James?” I suddenly asked.


 The caterpillar across his brow lifted up twice, registering surprise.


 “You mean you’re comin’ too?”


 “Think I’m too old?”


 He shrugged.


 “I was demonstrating before you were born,” I said, regretting it the minute I said it. “I’m an old hand at this shit.”


 “Oh, yeah?” he asked.


 “Chicago. ’68. D.C. against the war in Vietnam in ’64. On the SNCC buses down south a few years earlier.” Even I was getting tired of hearing myself recall it, like some old anarchist giving a liturgy of the assassinations he’d flubbed, the riots he’d almost provoked.


 “No wonder ...,” James said. Then he explained, “I could never figure out why a great-looking guy like Wally would get involved in a transgen thing.”


 Read trans-generational. Read I’m old enough to be his father but neither look it nor act like it. Read eternal Peter Pan. Read refusing to grow up and accept that life stinks and people are worthless. Read I’ll be ninety and in a wheelchair and still picketing the White House. Read ...


 “You ready, Bluebeard?” Wally was at my shoulder, all his leaflets having been distributed.


 “Aren’t we waiting for Junior?”


 Wally pointed. Junior was outside on the street already. With him were four other guys I recognized from the two chaotic Monday night sessions I’d attended at the group’s new headquarters.


 When we got out, Junior counted off bodies for taxis, Gracie Mansion being unattainable from here by public transport except with bus transfers and other old-lady stuff like that. Wally and I were left alone for a cab.


 “You lose,” I said, as he pushed me into the taxi.


 Our cabby was a fat-faced, young but very nervous Indian Muslim, who seemed visibly relieved when Wally told him to head east toward Gracie Mansion instead of to a Hundred and Thirty-eighth Street or the abandoned wharves at Jersey City. Wally and I settled into the backseat and sat with our knees close together. I was looking out the window, trying not to think about Alistair staring at those Tuinals and stroking them like a lover’s scrotum when we reached Central Park West and Wally tapped my knee.


 “Look at him staring at us in the mirror every few seconds. Bet he’s scared shitless to have two genuine perverts in the car.”


 Wally’s love of provoking straights should by now be apparent.


 “Let’s get there without incident, okay?”


 Wally’s response was to put an arm around my shoulder and hug me. This didn’t in the least bit reassure me that I could count on his good behavior. I could see the driver’s large brown eyes widen in the rearview mirror.


 “What cross street you taking?” Wally asked loudly.


 “Excuse, please?” the driver asked.


 “Because if you’re thinking of taking Eighty-sixth Street, you’re going to run into heavy traffic. I suggest Eighty-fourth or Eighty-eighth.”


 Wally was rewarded by the expected response: “I am driving this car.”


 “In fact,” Wally said, not about to stop now that he’d begun, “I happen to know you’re going to run into traffic by Second Avenue at the latest.”


 The large, unstable brown eyes shifted in and out of the rearview mirror. “You think I haven’t driven to this place before?” he asked. “I know this place and on Tuesday night at ten-thirty p.m. is quite vacant.”


 “Tonight is not going to be vacant,” Wally shouted. Then, to me, “Is it, Sugar?”


 “Is always vacant on Tuesday night at ten-thirty p.m.,” the cabby insisted.


 We’d pulled out of the park and onto Eighty-sixth Street at Fifth. Traffic ahead looked sparse.


 “You’re seeing?” the driver asked.


 Wally turned to me and began to nibble my ear. The large eyes in the rearview mirror looked away.


 The cabby almost ran the light at Lex. Ahead, I could see traffic thickening on Eighty-sixth. Wally was now French-kissing me. The cabby couldn’t stop looking at us in the mirror. At Third Avenue, two turning buses were stopped in the middle of the intersection. The brown eyes continued to look back and forth at us then at the road ahead.


 By Second Avenue, I could see dozens more taxis here than one would have expected. Ahead of us, I saw the cab with Junior Obregon and Reinhold’s distant relation in the backseat.


 At First Avenue, we stopped dead in traffic.


 Wally dropped his head into my lap and began nuzzling my crotch.


 In the rearview mirror, the eyes were searching for and not finding Wally: they were startlingly large.


 Horns were blaring all around us. Ahead, the traffic jam was solid all the way to FDR Drive. Wally lifted his head, and though I couldn’t see his face, I was sure he was doing something amazingly lewd with his mouth. He dropped his head again. I thought the cabby’s large brown eyes would pop out of their orbits.


 The horns blowing in and out of chorus were suddenly punctuated by the electronic wail of an EMS van. Which occasioned even more horn blowing, and heads out the window shouting. Evidently the emergency unit was coming up First, right at us.


 We’d been moving a few feet at a time, and the preoccupied cabby suddenly found himself sticking out about three quarters into the avenue, any further progress blocked by cross cars inching past, any possible backward move stopped by cars who’d pulled up close behind. The blare from the horns and the shouting from nearby drivers and pedestrians waiting to cross was both fierce and ugly. Our cabby was trapped, and if he’d been nervous before, now he was a complete wreck. He shouted back, he swore, he tried moving the car ahead – right into the side fender of a sedan – prompting its driver to stop dead, get out of his car, and begin thumping on our cab’s hood. Our driver rolled up his window and backed away, lightly tapping the front bumper of the car behind.


 His head in my lap, Wally was laughing.


 Finally, the EMS van pulled through, and in a matter of seconds traffic began to move again. Drivers got back in their cars, and everyone moved. Our cabby charged ahead, swerved to a sudden stop with a screech of all four tires at the line of parked cars. He turned around and began shouting:


 “You cannot do this! You cannot! You have almost made me a accident!”


 When I continued to ignore him, he got out of the car and opened the back door. Wally had turned around, still leaning across my knees, and he put a casual hand up to the side of his head.


 “Well? What’s holding us up now?” Wally asked.


 “You must get out,” the driver was shouting. He made the error of reaching forward in an attempt to touch Wally, who kicked out violently. The driver drew back. “You cannot do this. You cannot!”


 “Do what?” Wally asked, totally blasé.


 “You know very well what. Filths! Terrible filths!”


 “All the filth is in your mind!” Wally said. “Now, get back in and drive us to where we want to go.”


 “Never! Never! With all this filths!” the driver insisted. “You must get out!”


 “Not until you’ve driven us to where we’re going,” Wally insisted, quietly, rationally, implacably.


 “This I will not do! You must get out!”


 “Not on your life!”


 “Then I will call a gop.” That’s how he pronounced it.


 The driver spun around in the street, looking for a policeman. Naturally none was present, several precincts full having been drained and with their hands full a few blocks away at Gracie Mansion. He reached into the front seat, pulled out the change maker, flagged shut the meter, and removed the keys from the ignition. We weren’t going anywhere. This was serious. The cabby now began making wider forays from the taxi, still looking for a cop. Whenever he returned to the cab, he’d repeat that we had to get out or stop “making filths.” And Wally would say something irritatingly casual like “Sue me!”


 This ridiculous standoff might have gone on all night, but as I sat there listening to them, I suddenly had this image of Alistair’s locked bathroom door, with the White Woman on the other side, pounding, pounding and shouting Alistair’s name, and behind the door, Alistair on the floor, his head on the floorboards haloed by a score of Tuinals.


 I knew it wouldn’t happen precisely that way. And I knew there was nothing I could do now – could I tell him not to take the pills I myself had given? But the awful vision on top of the annoyance of Wally pulling exactly what I had feared he would try to pull with this cabby was too much for me.


 I extricated myself from under Wally’s body and began to open the door on the other side of the taxi.


 “Where are you going?” Wally almost shouted.


 “Got to find a phone,” I said.


 “Rog!” He grabbed me by the collar of my Sauvage leather jacket, sounding betrayed. “This is important!”


 “You’ve been provoking him since we got into the cab.”


 “But ...” Wally’s eyes opened huge whenever he had something crucial to say, as though Nature, realizing what it had produced in Wally, further aided him in a fix by increasing the hypnotic qualities of those orbs. “... He’s discriminating against us.”


 I awkwardly half stood, half rested one bent knee upon the seat.


 How could I make him see reason? “We’re two blocks from a massive demonstration. Can’t you wait to be political until we get there?”


 “Rog, we’ve got to take a stand whenever and wherever we are,” he insisted. To me, this was the instant-gratification argument, and what we had was the gay generation gap in a nutshell.


 “Fine.” I opened the taxi door, interrupting what I suspected was going to be a well-rehearsed speech. “You take this stand. I’m going to the demonstration and take that one.”


 Wally had released his grip on my jacket. He now grabbed my knee. “Wait!”


 I could see the cabby three-quarters of the way down the block, trying to shake coins back from a public telephone that had no function except to gobble money. One could hardly expect his mood to show much improvement when he did return.


 Abruptly Wally said, “Why is it suddenly that I don’t know for certain what’s right!”


 I was astonished by this cry of anguish torn from his otherwise Apollonian chilled soul.


 “I know I’m right about this,” he went on. “And yet I want like crazy to get out of here and already be at Gracie Mansion!”


 I could see the cabby kicking the telephone: a substantial athletic feat given his weight and rotundity.


 “Ro-ger! Help me!”


 “How can I help you, Wals? I’m part of your problem!”


 As Wally couldn’t help me about Alistair’s probable suicide either, being he opposed it so totally.


 “And this poor schmuck of a cabby,” I went on, beginning to see it all link up, “he’s probably convinced that he’s taking a stand, because you and I are some kind of crypto-racists, discriminating against him because his skin is brown.”


 Wally’s mouth dropped open.


 “As those cooks in the Hunan Hell before probably thought we were discriminating against them or at least offending them by kissing in public.”


 I could see that Wally saw it all come together. But I could also see the cabby, in a complete state of fuming ire after his run-in with NYNEX-on-a-stick, was now trudging back toward the taxi.


 “But, Rog ...,” Wally asked, “if that’s all true, then ... where does it ... stop?”


 What was I supposed to say? What the humanists for centuries have said? That only brotherhood stops it? Love? He’d laugh me around the corner if I even hinted at it.


 I began to say “I don’t know, Wals,” then changed it to “It stops with you and me. In bed together.”


 This was something Wally not only understood but wouldn’t mock. At least I hoped for the sake of us he wouldn’t.


 He looked unpersuaded, so I got out of the taxi. The cabby was approaching fast; his hatred seemed to have intensified on his scowling face. He’d grasped his metal change maker through its back handle in one fat hand and now held it out as though it were brass knuckles. He trudged toward me like doom.


 This was it. He’d slug me. Wally would slug him. We’d never get to the demonstration, but would instead be arrested for brawling in the gutter.


 Then Wally was out of the taxi, blocking me. It looked as though he were holding out something in his hand. Yes, he was holding out a ten-dollar bill, thrusting it at the cabby. I knew Wally had already spent his money tonight, so this had to be his only-in-a-dire-emergency cash kept in his Levi’s tiny hip pocket. A real sacrifice.


 “Keep the change!” Wally said brightly to the suddenly befuddled taxi driver. All I could do was shrug. I slowly stumbled after Wally, who’d already strode off, headed up Eighty-sixth Street.


 As I passed the cabby, I saw him fingering something in his other hand, the one not holding the change maker; it looked like some kind of beads. Yes, that’s exactly what it was – prayer beads! I was so surprised not to see a knife or blackjack that it didn’t strike me for a minute why he’d been fingering the beads: he’d been praying there wouldn’t be a fight – even in his great anger and sense of righteousness. The opening lines of The Dhammapada flew into my mind: “All living creatures fear death.”


 Two blocks farther up, I spotted Wally. He was across the street, holding a phone, waving the receiver at me.


 When I managed to get through the traffic to where he stood, Wally said, “You were going to call Alistair?”


 I took the receiver and hung it up. “You never stop! You’re incorrigible!” Wally wasn’t in the least upset. He took my hand and pulled me along. “C’mon, slowpoke. The demonstration will be over!”


 “But I’ve got to stop him from taking the pills!” I said. “I’ve got to reach Orkney and tell him.”


 “No,” Wally said. Grabbing me by one shoulder, Wally began to lead me away, up the sloping walkway to the promenade, repeating, “No. You’ve already done what you had to.”


 “But ... If Orkney knew ...”


 Wally walked me over to the steel pipes running horizontally along the river side of the promenade. Across the churning water was Long Island, Queens, Sunnyside. I found myself thinking, Sunny side of the street. Gold dust at my feet. Clouds had begun to thicken the night sky. I could make out the pearled necklaces of lights from three bridges.


 “If I call now, I can stop him!” I explained.


 “You have to let whatever happens happen,” Wally said. “It’s out of your hands now, Rog.”


 He wasn’t kidding, nor was he setting me up for some judgmental shit. This was Wally being Wally. The real Wally. The Wally I could trust, could rely on. The Wally who sometimes – not often but sometimes – saw with total clarity and let me know it.


 “Then he’ll die,” I said.


 “He’ll die,” Wally confirmed.


 I pulled away. This was too much. “He doesn’t deserve this!”


 “Doesn’t he?” Wally asked. “He’s done awful things to you.”


 I stared at his unyielding face, then I let Wally take my arm and move me toward Gracie Mansion. He was right, of course, Alistair had done terrible things to me. Terrible things to several people.
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 I’D NEVER MET MY MOTHER’S COUSIN DIANA, so when the plane finally landed at Burbank Airport just before sunset that late June day, I had no idea whom or what to expect. Given what little I’d overheard between my parents and my sister of Cousin Diana’s history – divorces, remarriages, travels to strange places – I expected someone totally glamorous: a combination of Barbara Rush and Dagmar.


 What I got instead was a slightly spiffier version of my mother. True, Cousin Diana wore dark glasses and a silk kerchief tied around the middle of her long, thick, unnaturally blond-streaked hair, not covering it so much as dividing it and lifting it off the back of her neck. Also true, she wore a silk blouse unbuttoned in front much farther down than I would have expected to see on a woman her age, close-fitting tan slacks that revealed more of her than if she’d been nude, and high-heeled sandals through which her bright carmine big-toe nails glimmered. She was waiting for me at Arrivals, and she recognized me instantly – from photos my mother had sent, I assumed – gathered me up into her musky, rather large bosom (unhindered by any bra, I couldn’t help but note), and welcomed me with a hug and a light kiss.


 “It wasn’t too awful a flight?” she asked in a voice suggestive of the onset of laryngitis.


 This had been my first airplane flight, filled with wonder upon wonder. I replied, “It was okay.”


 She’d already corralled a redcap, who located my two suitcases and brought them out to the parking lot. As I stepped out of the hangarlike building, I felt I was stepping into a place truly different from any I’d known before: dry, warm weather, yet balmy, with breezes, an astonishingly cloudless blue sky, a bright disk of sun slowly descending toward a horizon defined by a distant mountain range. Palm trees were the tallest nearby objects. Rows and rows of them patrolled everywhere I looked, guarding the low, wide airport buildings, the immense parking lots. But what impressed me most was the enormous amount of sheer wasted space everywhere I happened to glance.


 Cousin Diana’s car was a six-year-old Chrysler station wagon, a stodgy high-bodied vehicle with wood paneling except for its forestgreen metal hood and roof. Drearily suburban, I thought, until I jumped into the front passenger seat and noted that the speedometer went up to 120 mph, and when I started to roll down the windows, she asked, “Wouldn’t you rather have the air-conditioning?”


 Wouldn’t I?


 The late fifties and early sixties were the years of great construction of the L.A. freeway system. As we drove south out of Burbank Airport, along Vineland Avenue toward the mountains ahead, I was constantly amazed to see enormous sections of crisscrossing cloverleaf ramps just sitting there in midair every few miles, unconnected to any likely road. For Cousin Diana they were merely a nuisance, obstacles to be gotten around, objects worthy of passing interest – “This is where the Ventura and Hollywood freeways will meet. Eventually. Up ahead is Ventura Boulevard. But that’s different.”


 In fact, Cousin Diana had a constant patter of conversation filled with names and Spanish-sounding places, few of which I understood. Her nonstop conversation was more or less as follows:


 “I told Dario this car wasn’t taken care of properly the week in the shop. I should have taken the Bentley, even though he just washed and polished it!” – To me, the Chrysler ran fine. But a Bentley? They had a Bentley? I’d never seen one outside the auto show at the Coliseum. Who was Dario?


 And:


 “I hoped your cousin would come with me to meet you. But he’s been gone all day. I know he had a dance class earlier, and he probably went to Topanga to surf. Or over to Judith’s. Even so, I wish he’d check in once in a while.” – What cousin? Alistair? A dance class? Where was Topanga? Who was Judith? Did mother and son ever see each other?


 And:


 “Now you tell Inez if there’s anything special you eat. And, of course, anything you won’t or can’t eat. Are you allergic to anything? Alfred’s allergic to almost everything. Your cousin’s a vegetarian. Lacto-ovo type, of course. Almost all of us are, except Dario, of course, which drives Inez crazy. She’s off Sundays, so we generally eat out. Or fix it ourselves. Do you cook? Dario’s wonderful with the barbecue. Do you like barbecue?” – Lacto what? Inez, I guessed, was their cook. But who was Alfred? And who was Dario?


 And:


 “We’re not going directly to our place, you understand. If we were to do that, you’d have to take Ventura almost to Stone Canyon then ... What am I saying? You wouldn’t know Beverly Glen from Mulholland, would you? We really should stop up at the project. Alfred should be there. And your cousin might be too, although that’s unlikely. I’ll call the house from there. Dario might know where he is.” – What project? What kind of project? Who was this Alfred? And, above all, who was the omniscient Dario?


 We’d already driven into the mountains upon a road that began to swerve and curve and rise ever more narrowly, so that while on one side we hugged flower- and vine-covered retaining walls with steep little stairways leading up to front and side entrances, on the other side we overlooked little more than the roofs of other houses, or an occasional carport, sometimes a group of trees, beyond which I caught sudden glimpses of abysslike drops, and beyond them an immense sweep which Cousin Diana assured me at various points was “the valley,” then confused me by calling “the city,” although the two views looked alike and in the second one I could make out nothing from this distance even vaguely like an urbs – no skyscrapers, no public buildings, nothing but miles upon miles of evenly ranged rectangular blocks of single-story houses, surrounded by greenness and outlined by the omnipresent palms.


 The Chrysler arrived at a longer though not straighter road – Laurel Canyon Boulevard – and after driving a few miles, we turned off again and commenced to wind around the city and valley until we reached a second wide road, which she assured me was Coldwater Canyon, though it looked the same to me. A dozen turns later, we were on a long dirt road ascending deep into dry chaparral.


 “I hate this part,” Cousin Diana said as we approached and bumped hard over a rough apex of dirt road. Ahead I saw that our route suddenly-dropped onto a wide apron of peninsula high above its surroundings, stripped bare of foliage, upon which a dozen long irregular foundations and three halfway completed houses perched, arranged more or less around a splayed semicircle of dirt lane evidently later to be paved. Tractors, steam shovels, dump trucks, flatbeds, and pickups littered the area. At least twenty workmen were in sight, busy at various tasks. I assumed this was the “project” she’d mentioned as we’d left the airport, but I was most struck by how very high and isolated it all was, overlooking the surrounding land the way a medieval castle lorded it over its demesne.


 I was drawn to the spectacular view. While Cousin Diana parked and strode about looking for someone – Alfred? Dario? – I walked as close to the edge of the butte as I could, bypassing a gigantic hole which I supposed had been dug for a future swimming pool. From where I stood on the cliff, it must have been close to six hundred feet down. Far below, a double-lane road unfurled aimlessly through more dry, wooded hills, which seemed to go on and on in gnarled humps to the horizon in every direction.


 “I wager you don’t have anything like this back east,” a man’s voice said in a British accent.


 Astonishing really that Oxonian voice, given that the person containing it looked like another of the laborers on the property, by now finishing work for the day and beginning to drive off. Tall, shambling, wearing filthy overalls and no shirt to hide his dirt-streaked, potbellied, straggly-haired torso, but a crushed and tar-stained, overwashed powder blue baseball cap that shadowed his shaggy eyebrows and deep-set eyes, the man smiled crookedly through an unkempt mustache and beard, and when I didn’t answer, he asked, “I’m not mistaken? You are the cousin?”


 I stood up to say yes and introduce myself and to shake his hand, but it was so dirty he wouldn’t and I couldn’t.


 “Alfred Descoyne at your service, sir!” He gestured what might have been a bow at me. “Named after the old Poet Laureate. Or the West Saxon king who let the old lady’s corn cakes burn to a crisp. Never quite sure which. Al to my friends and the men here. But Alfred at the house, what with Alfred and Alistair and too many Al’s altogether, if you get my drift.”


 Behind us we heard Cousin Diana’s throaty shout.


 “Her Grace,” Alfred said, indifferently nodding back to where Cousin Diana was picking her way toward us through various pieces of equipment. Looking me up and down, Alfred said, “You look fit enough. If ever you want to get your hands blackened, you’re welcome to give a hand here. We’re behind schedule and always short of help and we pay a good wage.” He pronounced schedule as though it had no c, which surprised me. “But as you’re on holiday,” he went on, “I suspect you’ll prefer laying about and all that other la-di-da His Nibs has made into an art.”


 “There you are, Alfred.” Cousin Diana reached us. “Stop!” she commanded uselessly as he grabbed her with one muscular begrimed arm and pulled her over for a rough kiss. “You two have met, I see,” she said, pulling herself away from him and continuing to slap at his exploring hands.


 “What is this?” I asked.


 “Our development,” she replied. “Fourteen homes with pools and views.” I wondered who the “our” referred to.


 “Creosote Crescent,” Alfred said, smiling crookedly at his own joke.


 “It’s called Chaparral Point!” she corrected.


 “Alistair bought the land and hired the architect, and they worked up the plans,” Cousin Diana explained. “But, as usual, once it got going, he left me with all the hard work.”


 “She’s a regular devil behind that earth mover!” Alfred joked.


 “Don’t listen to him!” she said to me. To Alfred: “I couldn’t reach him on the phone. Has he been here today?”


 “Rang up once. Didn’t have the honor myself.”


 They moved away to have a more private conversation, from which I gathered problems existed. Still, I was impressed. My cousin, the troublemaker, was a land development entrepreneur!


 Within minutes of our arrival, the place was emptied of workers. We left too, Diana and I in the station wagon, Alfred – with a torn T-shirt on – following in a pickup. Off the mesa, the setting sun was more apparent. For another fifteen minutes, we drove through patches of low angled, almost woundingly intense orange sunlight alternating with deep, chilled shadow. It was dark when at length we drove in through a gateway and parked. The sky had turned that electrical blue it sometimes does, which only served to throw into greater relief the thick slabs of front walls draped with unknown blooms, which was all I could make out of the house.


 I was shown to my room – a suite really – off one long corridor, with glass doors opening onto a balcony overlooking the huge backyard, terrace, and pool. I showered, changed, and after wandering about the oddly split-level house, found my way to the large space-age kitchen, where a rotund ink-haired woman – Inez, I gathered – was holding court, simultaneously talking quickly in a thick accent, cooking four or five dishes, and mixing drinks for Cousin Diana, Alfred (somewhat cleaned up if no less scruffy), and to my surprise, me. The three of us dined about an hour later, with candles on the table, in the glass-enclosed dining room overlooking the by now bluely lighted pool, and I was so overexcited and exhausted I began to fall asleep sometime during “Gunsmoke” and allowed myself to be led to bed.


 All in all, I thought in the few seconds before I conked out completely, my visit had begun auspiciously. I liked Cousin Diana, Alfred, Inez, and above all I liked California. But then, I hadn’t seen Alistair yet. Nor had I met Dario.
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 My eyes flashed open. Russian-green shades allowed slashes of morning sun to slide in. Redwood beams crossed the ceiling. I was in a strange room. Then I remembered: California.


 Outside my window – all sounds seemed mere inches away – I heard a sudden and very loud splash of water.


 I jumped out of bed and leapt to the window – in time to see a slender figure slide underwater through the pool to the other side. It bunched up, then slid underwater in the opposite direction. At that end a head rose out of the water briefly then dunked back in as the youth continued his below-surface laps back and forth, again and again, coming up for air sometimes after one lap, more often after two. I was so enthralled by the rhythm I almost missed seeing the other figure, kneeling among the wide shelf of plants under the dining room, where sneering birds of paradise jostled one another. From my angle all I could make out of the second person was strong, tanned knees in beige shorts, a wide-brimmed sunhat, and large, dirty brown-gloved hands working trowels and shears. I suppose what made me look at the second figure was the fact that instead of working, he was looking so much at the first figure. I decided that the man in the hat and shorts was Dario, the delphinid-boy in the pool my second cousin Alistair.


 Downstairs, Inez waved a big earthenware mug at me.


 “Coffee!” she said. “But stay off my floor. I just washed.”


 I was sent out to the terrace, where she handed me the coffee through a little window then leaned on the sill and took my breakfast order as though she were a waitress working one of the new takeout burger stands Cousin Diana and I had passed the day before. I settled myself at the outside table and sipped my coffee, trying to get my bearings.


 Not the easiest task. Like the rest of the house, the terrace was on several not completely distinctive levels, set amid a lush growth of the oddest assortment of flowers and trees: candleflower bushes dwarfed by cypress trees, next to screw cacti, next to stands of tall nearly black iris, next to what looked like giant powder puffs on long stems. Their camouflage, as well as my difficulty in telling one long, almost identical glass-and-cedar-walled wing from another, or in guessing what each sudden outcropping of granitic wall contained, kept me from ever really discovering the complete plan of the house, even when it was later shown to me.


 I’d been sitting with my coffee for maybe five minutes when the swimmer came up the steps, shaking his wet head like a great dog.


 “Hey! Watch it!” I jumped out of my chair.


 “Sorry!”


 He didn’t sound or look sorry. What he looked was tall and tan and confused.


 “Hand me that terry robe, will you.”


 It was clear he had no idea who I was. This, strangely enough, pleased me. I sat down. He pulled a pack of Tareytons out and lit one. After exhaling, he was about to say something, then thought better of it and instead inhaled again, looking away.


 I followed his glance down to the nearest level beyond the pool, where the man in shorts and gloves and sunhat was now working in a bed of tubular orange flowers. As his head was down, I couldn’t see his face.


 Inez came out of the house with my breakfast on a tray, and with it a second, prescient, mug of coffee for him.


 “Oh!” He suddenly seemed to understand. “I thought you were here to see Mother.”


 “This is your cousin from Nueva York,” Inez said. “Eat all!” she commanded. “Him!” referring to Alistair, with a Latin shrug, “he eats who knows what? The air, I think.”


 When she’d gone, I ate. Alistair smoked and looked away.


 “I remember you differently,” he mused. “Smaller or ... different!” he concluded vaguely.


 I said we’d both changed, physically at least, and while we could no longer be taken for twins, sitting next to each other, we still shared some features. “Of course, you’re taller,” I assured him. I noticed a half-moon scar over one eyebrow. “How did you get that?”


 “This?” touching it gently, as though it were still fresh. “Diving off a cliff in Acapulco. Mexico.” He added, “Twelve stitches. I needed something anyway. You know, to put on my passport where it says any scars or distinguishing features. A rather high cliff at that,” he mused again, puffing distractedly. “You’re here for how long?”


 “Don’t have a clue.”


 “I see. Well, it’s a pretty drab scene, as you can tell, what with the Mexican Mama and Alfred Engels and Mother Courage all rushing about trying to be busier and more virtuous than Saint Agatha. Still, I suppose,” he said, looking at me directly for the first time, “you’re presentable enough to take around. You don’t surf, do you?”


 I’d surfed some at Gilgo Beach and told him.


 “Well, that’s a point in your favor,” he said and was once more distracted, looking at the gardener. Who, surprisingly, in those few minutes of our chat, had managed somehow to move much closer to us, perhaps by leaping the way frogs do, as I hadn’t seen him rise once. “Don’t pay any attention to Dario. He’s sort of brain-damaged. Not to mention fixated upon me!”


 Alistair stubbed out his cigarette determinedly, grabbed a bottle of tanning lotion from the pocket of his robe, and walked down to the lower level of the terrace, a scant few feet away from the gardener. There, he dropped himself facedown onto the warm flagstones and held the bottle out, directly into a stand of gigantic cannas where the gardener had last been seen. He had to shake it and gesture a few more times before a gloved hand reached out through the stalks for the bottle.


 “Pronto, pronto,” I heard Alistair mumble.


 The gloves came off, and now two bare, tanned, strong hands emerged from the cannas and began to slather the greasy liquid over Alistair’s shoulders and back.


 “Anche le gambe,” Alistair said, and the hands moved slightly to smear the backs of Alistair’s long legs.


 “Anche cui,” Alistair said, pulling down his trunks to expose his buttocks, pinkly white against the otherwise tan back. The hands pulled back as though burnt. I saw the sunhat bob away into the deepest part of the garden.


 “You jerk!” Alistair sang out after him.


 At that instant, the glass doors slid open and a pretty, petite darkhaired girl my age stepped onto the terrace and shouted, “You lose!” She was wearing Ray-Bans, a pale blue sunsuit, and white ankle socks under ivory-colored high-heeled espadrilles.


 Alistair’s head popped up. “Park your twat, Judy. I’m busy,” he said in a bored tone of voice.


 She seemed unoffended, even amused. She lifted her Ray-Bans to gaze seductively at me, made kissy-mouth, then slinked over and sat so close our legs touched.


 “You must be Mr. Gorgeous Cousin,” she cooed, revealing startlingly gray eyes. “I hope you’re not a complete pervert like Stairs.”


 “That’s Judas,” Alistair said. “Ignore it and it goes away.”


 “Not today, Pooch,” she said. “We’ve got serious slumming to do. Do pull up your bloomers. Everyone’s seen that tired old moon!”


 “What slumming?” Alistair asked.


 “You promised to buy me something expensive today.”


 “Not an engagement ring, however,” he said, standing up and joining us on the terrace. To me he said in a tone of complete incredulity, “She refuses to perform fellatio. She’ll die an old maid!”


 “I thought taunting the Dim Sicilian put you in a good mood,” she mused. She suddenly screamed at me – I’d stood up with the tray – “Drop it!” I did. “Look at yourself!” I did, expecting to see my fly opened or half the huevos rancheros in my lap. Nothing.


 “Stairs!” she cried in alarm. “Look at the apparel!”


 “The shirt offends the eyes,” he agreed darkly. “The trousers cry out betrayal! Don’t you have shorts? And those sneakers! Complete pigs! Cannot be destroyed quickly enough!”


 “Cousin-kins,” she said and cuddled up to me, “you’ll never attract an anilinguist dressed like an aging concierge. Stairs, we simply can’t let him out in public like this!”


 They each grabbed an arm and dragged me up to my room where, over my protests, Alistair stripped me down to my B.V.D.s while they hunted through my clothing for something suitable. Only one T-shirt – “White and honest,” Alistair declared – and a pair of close-fitting swim trunks were deemed “at all usable”; the rest were dropped in a corner.


 “Put on the suit,” Judy said. “Oh, don’t be gauche, darling. I’ve seen more dick than you’ve got ingrown hair. Nice butt,” she concluded. “Must be genetic. Stairs swears great and binding oaths on his buttocks.”


 I was dragged to Alistair’s suite and into his dressing room, where they rummaged through his castaways – most of the clothing looking unworn to me – until an outfit was put together for me that wouldn’t too much offend their sensibilities. Alistair then dressed, and in minutes we were outside, headed for her sky-blue Corvette, when I remembered my wallet in my room.


 Coming downstairs, I saw Inez talking on the phone and wondered whether I should tell her I was going out. She seemed busy, so I headed for the front door. I opened it directly into the approaching figure of the mysterious gardener. He stopped. I stopped.


 I’d seen so little of him before that I must have gaped openmouthed a long time. I was amazed that he wasn’t the gargoyle I’d expected from all of Alistair’s talk about him, but instead strikingly handsome, with a face as perfect as though it had been sculpted, with an unblemished tan, long, almond-shaped gray eyes, the entire astonishment framed by exquisite ringlets of jet-black curls.


 “Signore,” he finally said, bowing slightly.


 Confounded by the unexpected sight of him, moved and stirred in some way I didn’t at all understand, simultaneously frightened by my confusion, completely unable to reply, I managed to edge my way around him and stumble out to the gravel driveway, where Alistair gestured for me to hop on the back.


 “Ciao, Dario,” he yelled blithely as we tore off through a squall of flying gravel.
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 Alistair never did buy Judy anything expensive that day. As we charged onto Beverly Drive, headed toward Sunset, she spotted two convertibles filled with teenagers, parked side by side blocking traffic. Their occupants confabbed excitedly with Judy and Alistair, and it was decided that we should all go to the beach. Judy turned right and began a long chase through Westwood and Bel Air, across the San Diego Freeway – still not yet fully planted – to where Sunset Boulevard became higher and ever more twisting, through a section named Pacific Palisades, from which I could finally see the surf, then down to the ocean itself and along the shore, through towns with odd names like Malibu, until we’d lost the other cars, then found them together, parked at a decrepit open-window restaurant hangout that looked more like a gas station.


 “We’re this close,” Alistair shouted at Judy. “Alight as well!”


 Without asking what he meant, Judy gunned the Vette past the restaurant, despite shouts from the others who’d seen us. Five minutes later, we were coasting around the immense curve of beach hugging the exposed yellow flank of mountain cliff, passing little but an occasional fishing-tackle-and-bait shop. The omnipresent mountain cliffs gave way suddenly, and I could see a dry valley widen diagonally to the road and sand. A few shops and several cottages were scattered throughout the dale; more cluttered the beach. Tiny road signs successively announced that rock slides, mud slides, and another twenty miles of curving road lay ahead.


 “Topanga,” Alistair shouted over the rush of wind.


 Driving past the cottages, Judy slowed down unaccountably and stopped.


 “Last stop! All out!” she shouted. “No transfers!”


 I followed as they slogged through the sand toward a distant edifice, a barely standing shack nearest the tide line of all the houses on the beach, its unevenly formed roof shaded by trellises that looked as though they supported not only surprisingly large blooms of purple morning glory but the house itself. As we came closer, Alistair and Judy veered toward the ocean side, where we were greeted by an almost solid fence composed of a score of used surfboards roughly roped together, with an occasional rubber raft stuffed between. A large, sand- and wind-whittled sign had been hung across two boards, hand-painted to read “Keep Out! – Danger! – Mad Woman Within!”


 As though in instant confirmation, as we reached the only open side of the place, we heard a female voice shouting – or was it singing? – over loud pop music inside.


 They went right in, but I stayed out among the strew of bleached, barnacle-crusted anchors and odd flowerpots – an old motorcycle helmet, an ancient table lamp hollowed out – scarcely containing the copious white, carmine, and fuchsia geraniums. Six unmatched pieces of old den furniture completed the informal veranda’s decor.


 I’d halted because I’d noticed boys surfing, maybe six of them, each more accomplished than the other. I’d also recognized how good the boys had to be. Those waves were a surfer’s dream – or nightmare: huge, so high you could have driven a Volkswagen through the tunnels they formed; regular as a bank clerk’s hours yet so powerful that even that far from shore they exposed vast tracts of sand beneath each drawing in of the tide.


 “You ready to ride the Thundering Appaloosa?” I heard a raspy yet young voice ask.


 I looked around and spotted its source: sitting astride the open sill of the bow window was a slender youth wearing the most bleached and tattered denims I’d ever seen. He was barefoot, with long, almost prehensile toes and the flat, apparently muscleless torso and all-tendons arms of a surfer since infancy. His face was small, deeply tanned, and highlighted by albino tufts of eyebrow and eyelashes and a trainer mustache, mostly hidden by an all-encompassing sweep of sun-streaked blond hair, cut as though with a bowl over the top, but allowed to grow out to weird proportions.


 “Is that what it’s called?” I asked.


 “Nah!” he rasped, then tumbled out the window onto a persimmon leather chair, using it as a springboard to somersault onto his feet. “See ya,” he rasped again, then raced away, around the surfboards and out of sight.


 “Where is that little son of a bitch?” a woman shouted, flying out the door after him.


 I pointed to where he’d fled. She ran past the flowerpots and anchors and stood in the sand calling after him, “Next time, I’ll rip your nuts off!”


 She turned toward me. What I’d thought at first to be a middle-aged hag, from her voice and her stance and her girth and her sacklike housedress, was in fact a young woman, quite fat, not pretty, with a large mass of uncombed reddish hair. “Who’re you?” she demanded.


 “Came with Alistair,” I said.


 “Oh,” she replied. “I thought you were another Skeezix.”


 She lumbered past me into the dilapidated house. “What are you waiting for? The butler? Come on in.”


 The largest room contained less real furniture than the outside: a half dozen mattresses on the floor, alongside partly burnt candles in bizarre holders and a half-furled sleeping bag. One ajar door revealed a bathroom, another a bedroom with a real double bed, probably hers; a third room was bare except for more mattresses. The kitchen was old-fashioned, large, right out of “Ozzie and Harriet,” nearly filled up by a round oak table and ten chairs. Judy, Alistair, and the woman were seated at the arc closest to the window, sipping coffee from mismatched mugs. As I sat down, the woman grunted her satisfaction and poured me a mugful from a battered old percolator, all the while continuing her tirade.


 “... think they can get away with murder, little bastards! Give them all the head and cunt and food and uppers and downers a boy could ask for, but ask one to do a measly little favor ... little pricks!”


 “Jewel is housemother here,” Judy said. Then she pointed outside to, I supposed, the youths riding the waves.


 “Last week I got this refrigerator from Harry Calpard ... you know old Harry, horny old fucker! For nothing! Well, maybe not exactly for nothing, but almost nothing, and how long do you think it took me to round up enough of those peckerheads to help me move it? Three days! Three fucking days! While cheese went sour and OJ turned to motor oil in the heat. Wouldn’t have gotten it even then if I hadn’t put my foot down and said not a dick gets milked till I get that fuckin’ fridge. What’s your name, honey? You a homo like Stairs here? This fruit gets more action off my boys than I do, and what does he give them? A ride in an Alfa Romeo. Dumb peckerheads!”


 Jewel continued her monologue, not allowing me a break to get in an answer, getting more foul-mouthed and expressing more annoyance than I thought possible in one so young. Alistair and Judy sat back and laughed and goaded her on. I remained silent, picking up more salacious idioms, facts, and opinions in twenty minutes than I’d heard in my entire life. Clearly, she had been the model for their slightly wittier use of bad language.


 From what I pieced together, Jewel had been married to a Seabee – “You never met a more scum-faced liar and thief, but he was hung like a negro donkey and beautiful as a picture book!” – when she was sixteen, and when he vanished two years later, she got the house, now universally known along the beach as “Jewel’s Box.” Directly in front of it was the Topanga Pipeline, favored by surfing denizens for thirty miles up the coast. One or two of them began to stop by for a “glass of OJ” and since Jewel was lazy and lonely, they’d stay for a hop in the sack. More and more of the youths started visiting, hauling junk over, bringing in mattresses, hanging out, sleeping over when things got difficult at home, until little by little, inexorably, without her quite knowing how, Jewel had become in her own words “functioning provider, bedmate, and mother confessor” to a gang of them.


 Despite her complaints, it was clear that Jewel had gone from being a fat and unattractive teenager and neglected wife to being a local character – “al-leged in my own time.” Her newfound fame, all the attention she got, the constant boys underfoot, the abundant sex she got from them were far more than a girl from Covina with her looks had any reason to expect out of life.


 “Not that one of them is any good except for riding the pipeline and slipping a dick into a wet place,” she concluded acidly.


 As though on cue, the surfers arrived, all of them looking like slight variations on the first boy I’d seen: yelling, shoving their boards deep into the sand, punching and pushing one another, falling over the veranda furniture, spilling into the house through doors and windows, filling the kitchen, demanding food and drink, kissing, pinching, and groping Jewel, slapping palms high in the air to Alistair and Judy – until they had pretty much disrupted everything and emptied the coffeepot and several shelves of the refrigerator, and Jewel had had enough and simply stood there shrieking, “Out, out, out!” And all of us were forced out onto the veranda – except for one youth, Sandy, who was peremptorily called back in by his hostess, and who sheepishly returned inside, to a chorus of hootings, moanings, and fake orgasms by the others.


 Judy, her car, and Alistair’s cash were requisitioned for a trip to Granny Pizza, down the road. I joined her and “Crash,” a red-haired boy, to bring back the goodies. All the short distance to the take-out place and back, Crash sat behind us, backward on the Vette’s ledge, so that his legs lay spread across the trunk and his head lay in my lap – Judy would grab his nose instead of the gearshift every once in a while and say, “Oops.”


 While we waited for the pizzas, Crash told us he was the best backward surfer in the country, probably the world, which I thought a dubious distinction at best.


 “I do everything backward or upside down,” Crash said in his slow, deliberate way, and he went on to expound his theory of upside down and backward to us – “Ya see, if everything were upside down, then no one could hassle ya, because no one would know what side was up, ya get it?”


 To which Judy replied, “Does that mean Jewel has to smell your nasty old feet while you’re boffing her?”


 I was surprised to see Alistair stripped down to his bathing trunks, surfing the pipeline with the others when we got back. Surprised, I suppose, to see how well he fit in with the others, who joshed with him and seemed to accept him as one of their own.


 After we’d all eaten and lain around on the sand complaining that we’d eaten too much, I was also lured into the water. One of the fence boards was pulled up for me to ride, and Sandy, returned to his friends – “Hey, Lamebrain! It’s your turn to play slip the weenie,” he shouted to another lad as he exited – rode out next to me beyond the breakers, and in between chewing a wedge of vegetarian whole-wheat pizza and constantly rearranging his penis in his jams, he tried to explain to me how to “take the ass end of a wave” without killing myself.


 Following about a hundred spills and near drownings, I managed to keep my footing long enough to ride a minor tunnel all the way in, stepping off the board onto a half inch of water and dry sand just as they did – to assorted cheers and jeers.


 That was the signal for us to leave. Judy was already at the car, and I was shocked to see that it was almost sunset. The boys were still on their boards out at the breakers as we drove away.


 “Have fun?” Judy asked, as she dropped us off at the house.


 I’d thought that she’d paid particular attention to me that afternoon, given all the boys she’d been surrounded by. She’d gotten up from her towel to urge me on when I was riding a wave; she’d praised my nerve and resolve when I’d finally succeeded in taking one in.


 “Sure,” I said. “What about you? You hardly got wet.”


 “I have my own kind of fun,” she said enigmatically. “Tomorrow?”


 “Sure,” I replied.


 Alistair put a comradely arm about my shoulder as we walked to the house. “Don’t get carried away, okay?” he said, as the Vette sent up a sheet of gravel driving away.


 Before I could ask him to explain, we were inside, and Cousin Diana was standing there, holding a hand over the phone receiver.


 “Whenever you find the time, Mr. Dodge.”


 Alistair let go of me. “What is it now?” The change in his voice was evident.


 “I want to talk to you about Dario,” she said.


 “What about him?”


 “Don’t you want to shower and change, honey?” Cousin Diana asked me.


 I took that as a command. Despite the noise of the shower from my rooms at the end of the big house, I could hear them shouting at each other.
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 That first day seemed to set the pattern for the following weeks. We’d get up, breakfast around the pool, Judy would come by or would phone, and after Alistair had annoyed Inez and played whatever game it was he was playing with Dario, we’d spend the rest of the day away from the house: hanging around Westwood’s shopping area – filled with students and teens – or stopping by the Malibu beach house of a once famous German emigre novelist, to visit his two adolescent children, or driving down to Hollywood and Vine and wasting time, or sunning and playing volleyball at Will Rogers State Park with Siggie and Marie-Claude and other friends of Judy’s, under tall cliffs at the top of which perched an enormous glass and redwood-roofed structure. I was told Aly Khan had erected it for Rita Hayworth as a honeymoon cottage. To each side and beneath the edifice – now a restaurant – could be seen cannon-emplacement bunkers built high into the cliffs during the last war, now gunlessly guarding the shore from Japanese sneak attacks. More often, we’d end up at Jewel’s Box, which I soon realized was the preferred spot because it was farthest from interfering parents.


 Before I’d left, my mother had told me that Alistair was different from the snotty know-it-all little boy he’d been at nine. During my first weeks in Southern California, I had to agree with her assessment. Possibly because he wasn’t a stranger, but in his own element, Alistair was far friendlier to me, far easier with me than I had any right to expect. He introduced me to strangers without a hint of that involuntary wince teenagers make and other teens instantly recognize as saying, “I don’t like him either, but I have to!”


 Alistair left me and Judy together with no compunction while he went off with the others. He never once put me down or sneered at me. He would quietly and in detail explain who people I’d just met or was about to meet were and what their relationships were. Whenever I did something to show that I too fit in – chugalugging a bottle of beer, taking a strong wave into shore – he’d make sure the others knew of it: “Hey! Did you see that!”


 Which hardly constituted intimacy. Alistair never told me anything in the least bit private, certainly not his hopes and dreams – and he never asked mine, or even allowed such a topic to arise. I knew that Judy wanted to become a Broadway dancer – a gypsy, she called it. Or a pediatrician. She wavered day to day. I told her my own troubles with my family that summer, how I’d come to hate everything about my life, and had so managed to annoy and depress them all that finally I’d been shipped off to here, this paradise, to cheer me up and, they hoped, to change my attitude. I didn’t think I’d yet managed to change my mind about the complete hopelessness of my condition come next fall, when I was slated to go to a state college to study who knew what for Lord knew what kind of eventual career – all of them stank so far as I was concerned.


 No, Alistair never spoke of his future, of his mother, or of Alfred. He never mentioned his father either. They seemed to see each other less and less as Alistair got older. And the one time I brought up how great I thought his business project was, Alistair said, “Who wants to work all one’s life? This development ought to net me a half million. I’ll invest that, and when I get my trust fund at twenty-one, I should be able to do whatever I want.” Although what this latter consisted of, he wouldn’t even deign to hint to me.


 At first I’d assumed that he and Judy were going steady. Wasn’t that why he’d been about to warn me on that first day? But as the days passed, I became increasingly uncertain about their relationship. Although Alistair and Judy were together every day, they never held hands, or smooched, or vanished suddenly, to make out the way all the “steadies” I’d ever known did. Once we would arrive at a place, Alistair seemed to leave Judy pretty much on her own. She’d pull out a paperback book or a fashion magazine and read, or talk to Jewel or Marie-Claude or me. From the instant we’d met, I’d thought Judy both incredibly pretty and ultrasophisticated. The more time I spent with her, the more I realized how much of that was merely on the surface. Underneath, Judy was very like the girls I’d known in high school: a little anxious, a little confused, eager to be liked, maybe even loved. When I asked if she minded Alistair ignoring her so much, she said, with a bit of irritation, “He’s not my keeper, you know!”


 Another time, while slathering suntan lotion upon the creamiest skin of her upper back, I said, “When you and my cousin are married ...”


 She sat up. “Married? You’re kidding?”


 “I thought ...”


 “If I marry anyone, it’ll be Tab Hunter. Or Troy Donahue.” She laughed suddenly. “Well, one of us will marry Tab Hunter or Troy Donahue.”


 “One of you?”


 “Stairs or me,” she said, as though I should already have known that. “My upper thighs, Stodge, please,” she added, using the name she and Alistair had invented for me and which constituted my acceptance.


 I could have, I should have, asked right then what exactly Judy meant. I thought I knew, but I was both confused and fearful of the explanation. Partly because the signals around me were so confounding.


 Back home, in school, among my friends, boys that were effeminate or wimpy or sometimes just ugly, poorly dressed, and pimple-faced were often called faggots and fairies: everyone agreed; no explanations were necessary. In junior high, we’d been more open, more free. We’d played a game in class and through the halls where we’d do something, anything, to draw attention to our crotch in some way, and when someone fell for it and looked, we’d shout with joy, “Gotcha!” And it had been commonplace to push someone and yell out, “Eat it raw! Through a flavor straw.”


 At first, it seemed the same among the Jewel’s Box gang of youths. They were always calling each other “homos,” and should one of them become too tender or solicitous, another would quickly bare his bottom and say, “Kiss this, queer!” Jewel and Alistair and Judy were constantly referring to various people – among them my cousin – as “pervs and perverts.” Walking with Crash and Sandy along the boardwalk at Venice one afternoon, I’d been surprised to hear Sandy say of a man sitting on a bench, “That guy’s a hummersexual.”


 “Homosexual,” I corrected.


 “We call ’em hummersexual, because whenever you pass one, he goes, hmmmmmmm!” Sandy illustrated.


 Sure enough as we passed by, the man went “Hmmmmmmmm!”


 Yet sometimes when I’d go into the house at Topanga for an OJ or soda, I’d find two or more boys napping together on a mattress in the darkened smaller bedroom, their clothes off, their legs and arms entwined, their hands wrapped around each other’s penis. And whenever Alistair went into the smaller bedroom with one or more boys, “to drink beer and fool around,” as Crash explained it, the door was firmly closed and everyone else excluded, suggesting something more than beer drinking was going on. Then there was the discussion held around an impromptu beach fire one overcast afternoon after Sandy’s older brother Cryder had spent a night in jail for “soliciting” on Santa Monica Boulevard.


 “Soliciting what?” I’d asked.


 “Money, stupid,” Stevie said.


 I’d seen Cryder riding the Topanga Pipeline, a lean, aggressive boy. He didn’t look like the type to beg for money on a street corner.


 “I don’t get it,” I admitted, already expecting their jeers.


 Stevie took it upon himself to explain. “Let’s say you need some cash, fast. Can’t get a job at our age, right? So you go a block north of Hollywood Boulevard, where the steps stick out almost to the street, and you sit there and wait till some guy comes by in a car. When he stops, you talk a little and he asks if you want a ride. You say sure, and you get in and you tell him your ma didn’t get her paycheck and you need twenty bucks and he says sure, okay.”


 “He gives you the money just like that?”


 “Well, usually you have to put out.” Stevie emphasized the last two words. “We’ve all done it one time or another.”


 “It’s easy,” Spencer agreed. “I never wait more than five minutes.”


 “I made fifty bucks once,” Crash boasted, then was forced to explain that that had required two drivers stopping.


 All of which left me even more confused. What had they put out? What had they or the drivers done? If it was what I thought it was – no! It couldn’t be! I let the subject drop.


 After all, I didn’t need money; after all, I was interested in Judy, who seemed interested in me. But although she’d slap my hand away whenever I was oiling her body and tried going into her bathing suit, she never got up or walked away. And once, when she was on her stomach reading and I was watching her bathing suit’s dropped straps threaten to bare one of her breasts, she suddenly turned to me and saw what I was staring at and, to my surprise, pulled the blue cotton cup right off it, revealing a pointed red tip.


 “There! Happy?” she asked.


 “Let me touch it.”


 “Oh, okay!”


 This lasted about five minutes while she continued – or pretended to continue – to read Seventeen, before someone came along and she slapped my hand away and popped the breast neatly back into her bathing suit.


 It was the very next morning, over huge slices of Crenshaw melon and cups of thick Dominican coffee on the pool terrace, that Alistair said, “Stodge, Judas, you’re going to have to play without me this morning.”


 “Why?”


 “I’ve got to put on a jacket and tie and crap and go with them [meaning Cousin Diana and Alfred] to meet with some ghastly bank guy. Should be done by noon. Tell me your shit-ule [parodying Alfred’s accent]. I’ll catch up with you later.”


 Alistair didn’t catch up with us that afternoon. He was lying on a chaise longue near the pool talking on the telephone when I returned.


 “Do you mind?” he asked when I settled next to him. Then he half explained: “Lawyers!”


 This was the Alistair from before that I’d remembered. I left.


 A few hours later, however, he came into my room and sat there watching me go through my clothing – he and Judy had forced me to buy more at stores they’d selected – and he semi-apologized and explained a bit more:


 “It’s the project. Either I underbudgeted or Mother and Alfred are overspending. Whichever it is, we have to refinance. The guy we met the other day was a complete shark! Still was picking his teeth from eating the last idiot he’d snookered. I turned him down flat. They bitched and moaned, but ... So, we’re going to have to keep looking for a better deal. What a pain in the ass! Bankers!”


 As he talked, I recalled the sense I’d had as a nine-year-old whenever Alistair had talked about custody and divorce. It all seemed so grownup, and I so very backward. Even with his complaints, or maybe because of them, I once again felt out of it, behind the times, a kid.


 “I mean, you’re pretty settled here now, aren’t you?” Alistair asked. Then before I could answer, he said, “Because with all this bullshit, it may be a few days before I can return to my adolescence.”


 “Sure, whatever you say, Stairs,” I replied, thinking maybe now Judy and I could plan to be together and away from the Jewel’s Box gang or Siggie and Marie-Claude, and I could, well, who knew what, exactly.


 “Look, why don’t you take the Chrysler? I know it’s a ratty old wagon, but it’ll get you there, right?” Alistair said.


 That night, when I went to bed, I found the registration and car keys on my bed table. I wanted to thank Alistair, but I woke up late that morning and Inez said that all of them had already left the house.


 “Poor Stairs!” Judy said, as I removed the entire top of her bathing suit later that day. “Forced to be normal!”


 We were in a sandy little spot in a hidden gully, north of Jewel’s Box, where I’d driven us that day. I murmured some reply and continued to kiss and fondle her. In return she reached over and began to play with my erection.


 “Oooh, that’s nice! But Stodge ...?” she asked.


 “Ummmm?” I answered, in a state of extreme distraction.


 “... You try to put that thing inside me,” she said breathily, “and you’re a dead man!”
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 The discovery that Judy was a virgin, and intended to remain so for some time longer, rattled me considerably. It wasn’t merely that from her and Alistair’s talk I’d naturally assumed she was already far more experienced than I was; I’d also hoped she’d be the one destined to help me obtain that crucial, that very necessary, experience.


 Ungallantly, I didn’t quite believe her. Which was why the minute I got back to the house that afternoon, I went in search of Alistair. Surely, I thought, he’d tell me if she was telling the truth. And if not, why not.


 Oddly, he wasn’t anywhere to be found. Oddly, because his Alfa Romeo was parked out front. Perhaps something was wrong with it and he’d driven somewhere with them (I was already half accepting that like all grown-ups they were the enemy) using the Bentley. I knew he wouldn’t be caught dead in a pickup, even one right off the assembly line, never mind Alfred’s ratty, rattling vehicle. Did Inez know?


 She was in the kitchen, singing along to the radio a tune that sounded familiar but whose words made no sense at all – “Do zilwets on dee shayda” – when I asked. “Pleezze, don’t bother me. I’ve got a headache,” she said, and went on to sing, “Hmmm, hmmm, de daaay-da.”


 He’s here somewhere, I told myself.


 Which of course
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