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      When the girl walked in, I broke off the song I was playing and launched into the old standard, “The Way You Look Tonight.” It was the Tuesday after Fourth of July, and a tiny American flag flew limply on my piano. Danny’s Hideout was nearly empty. Most of the handful of diners paid more attention to their meals than to me. The drinkers liked me, though. A couple of them sat on stools around the piano smoking cigarettes and smiling stupidly. Listening to me gave them something to do while they drank.

      Twenty or twenty-one, she had a soft, round face and lips caught in a permanent pout. Her hair was bottle blonde, but nice, and it hung straight down in that way girls wear it now—even though it takes most of them a couple hours and an iron to make it look like they didn’t do a thing. Petite, almost frail, she had a nice body, with round hips and small, pointed breasts. She wore a green mini dress with white sandals and a white patent leather purse. Her eyes were killer. They got attention, even from across a room. They were kind of gray, kind of blue, and light, so light they might not be any color at all. Thirty seconds after she walked in, her eyes locked onto mine and didn’t let go.

      The Hideout was the kind of place a girl could go alone—especially a girl from out of town who didn’t want to spend her whole trip sitting alone in a hotel room. It was located on Palm Canyon just beyond the edge of the village, before things turned from tourist Mecca to struggling desert town. Desk clerks liked to recommend the Hideout. It was pricey enough that even if a girl got mashed, she’d at least get a couple expensive drinks out of the experience. Not to mention the manager, Anson Withers, comped desk clerks one drink whenever they showed up to mash the girls they’d sent over a few hours earlier.

      Most of the clientele, though, was retired, blue-haired and local, or at least what passed for local in Palm Springs: golfers, tennis bums, socialites visiting their second or third homes. From the conversations I overheard, I figured only about half the city council lived in the village year-round. Most places shut down from mid-June through mid-September when the tourists dried up, but the Hideout stayed open. Not a lot of people came in, but on a Tuesday, twenty or twenty-five would drift in and out, have an expensive dinner, run up a respectable bar tab and drop a couple bucks into the over-sized brandy snifter I kept on the piano. It was enough to keep a roof over my head and the air conditioning running.

      Dark. That’s the first thing you thought when you walked in. The Hideout was incredibly dark. Danny kept it that way on purpose. In the desert, darkness was its own sort of oasis. At anytime of day, when the sun got to be too much, you could stop by the Hideout and find your own little sliver of midnight. The booths were a deep, blood red vinyl, the carpet charcoal gray, the walls glossy coal. In the middle of it all, surrounded by a half-dozen red vinyl stools, was the shiny, black Steinway where I made my living.

      Candles, under glass with silly-looking metal hats, provided the lighting. I had to have my own piano light attached to the Steinway. They couldn’t find the real thing, so they used the kind you get for an expensive oil painting. The kind you stuck on top so you could see a painting clear enough to wonder why the hell you ever bought it.

      I prefer playing the standards, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, American Songbook stuff. Of course, I have to throw in some of the more recent crap just to make a living. Roberta Flack wasn’t too bad, but sooner or later I was gonna choke on “Tie A Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak Tree.” Mostly, I just play, but once in a while I talk my way through a song to squeeze a tip out of one of the drunks sipping on a martini smack dab in front of me.

      I finished the song and started “Witchcraft” as I watched the girl go to the bar to get herself a straight-up Manhattan. Afterward, she came over and sat at the piano. She sipped her drink and stared at me. When I finished the song, I asked, “So, what’s your name, little girl?”

      “Shelly. Shelly from Chicago,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you, Shelly from Chicago,” I said. “I’m Don Harris, not from Chicago.”

      She giggled like I’d said something funny. Then she took the cherry out of her drink and ate it in a way little girls shouldn’t. I launched into “Let’s Do It” and she laughed full out. I’d planned another half-dozen songs in my set, but I tossed them all out and figured I’d play flirty love songs all night long to make this girl laugh.

      I got to do it for a of couple songs, too. Then one of the regulars walked in, and Anson glared at me until I switched over to the guy’s favorite song, “My Way.” They said he was a retired gangster from Chicago, but who really knew. To me he was a nice old man who favored pastel slacks. His name was Tony DiStefano. Small and bent, he was in his mid-seventies. His skin was parched and seemed dusty if you got close, but his eyes were alive, taking in everything around him. If he’d ever been with the mob it was a long time ago.

      He came in to the Hideout two or three nights a week, always dined alone, always requested the same songs, and always tipped the staff liberally. Anson just about had a cow making sure everything was perfect. The maybe-mobster only liked a couple tables, and I’d seen Anson practically throw diners out when one of them wasn’t available. The waiters treated Tony with deference, and Anson made sure to stop by a half-dozen times to make sure everything was to his liking. I finished “My Way” with as much flourish as I could give it. Shelly was nice enough to applaud.

      I gestured to get her to lean in close. “That old guy. They say he’s a mobster from Chicago. His name’s Tony DiStefano. Ever hear of him?”

      “What kind of girl do you think I am? I only know Irish and Pollack thugs.”

      That made me laugh. I felt something stir in my chest, something I hadn’t felt for a long time. I liked the girl. Liked her a lot.

      “They say he killed a bunch of people,” I told her, quoting the gossip. “But I don’t know. He seems too nice. As far as I’m concerned, he’s tops. Every time he comes in he drops a ten-spot into my snifter.”

      I noticed Anson hovering nearby. For reasons I couldn’t quite figure, Anson liked me and spent a lot of time at the piano when it was slow. He was in his mid-thirties, had a pockmarked face reflecting a pitched battle with acne during his teenage years. Other than that, he was good-looking enough. His manner was a little bit fey, I guess. Half the waitresses could have taken him in a fight, and he seemed all too aware of the fact. He made up for it by always having a girlfriend just out of her teens and checking out every woman who walked into the Hideout.

      I knew he’d try to get Shelly’s attention, so I launched into the theme for “Love Story.” She smirked at the schmaltzy lyrics, her eyes staying on mine. In between lyrics she said, “That movie was so corny.” I gave her an agreeable smile and kept singing.

      Anson leaned over and whispered something in her ear. She gave him a look like he was a spider who’d just crawled across the back of her hand. He shrank back, trying to shrug the whole thing off with a big smile. As he walked behind me, he squeezed my shoulder like I was a boxer and he was my coach sending me into the ring.

      I played “On the Sunny Side of the Street” and made a joke about how both sides of the street are sunny in the Springs. When it came time for my break, Shelly offered to buy me a drink.

      “Why not? I’m a fan of women’s lib,” I replied, as I lit a cigarette.

      She got me a rye and ginger, and we sat in one of the U-shaped, vinyl booths.

      “You’re too good to be working in a place like this,” she said, taking out a pack of Virginia Slims. When she pulled a cigarette out of the pack, I lit it for her.

      “No, I’m not. But thanks for lying.” I had a good sense of who I was, and I wasn’t any better than Danny’s Hideout. “What brings you to Palm Springs?”

      “Convention.”

      “A convention? In July?” The town did a lot of convention business, but not in the off-season.

      “I’m a junior buyer at Carson Pirie Scott. I thought they were sending me here because they liked me. I was wrong.” The temperature had hit a hundred and ten that afternoon. They didn’t like her at all.

      “What’s the convention for?”

      “It’s the J and A show. Jewelry and accessories. Belts, scarves, purses. ‘Everything the fashionable young lady will be accenting her wardrobe with come nineteen seventy-four.’” She gave a wry smile. “If I’m a good girl and try really hard, someday I’ll work my way up to shoes. The shoe show is in April. I bet it’s nice here in April.”

      “It is. Real nice,” I told her. “So, are you always going to be a career girl? Or will you throw it all aside when the right man comes along and have a bunch of kids?

      She frowned at me and said, “I’ve done enough babysitting to know I’m not much interested in kids.”

      “Family’s not your thing?”

      “I love my family more than anything. I just happen to think there are already enough of them.” She slid over in the booth, inches away from me. She changed the subject with, “Have you always wanted to be a musician?”

      “I never wanted to be a musician. My mother made me take piano lessons until I was old enough to put my foot down.”

      “And here you are, making a living at it,” she pointed out.

      “Yeah, here I am.” The irony had already occurred to me.

      “Have you called your mother to say ‘thank you’?”

      “We’re not exactly on speaking terms.”

      She pouted prettily. “That’s too bad. A boy should always talk to his mother.”

      “Trust me. She’s better off not hearing from me. I’m bad news.”

      Shelly studied me. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      My break was over, and I told her I had to get back to the piano. Then, she asked me in a very frank way, “Should I stick around, or am I barking up the wrong tree?”

      I knew I should tell her to get lost; instead I said, “No, you’re barking just fine.”

      When I got back to my piano, a little woman named Nanette Sellers waddled over. Somewhere in her sixties, she was liver-spotted and craggy and wore enough jewelry to be mistaken for a diamond mine. From time to time, I let a regular sing a song. Nanette was one of my favorites. Not because she was good. She wasn’t. Her voice shook like a dying bird, and she garbled half the lyrics. I liked her because no matter what she sounded like she treated the whole event like a personal appearance at Carnegie Hall.

      I introduced her and handed off the microphone. Anson walked by and gave me a scowl. He hated when regulars sang, said I only did it for the tips they gave me. But that’s not why I did it. I liked giving people like Nanette a moment in the sun. You could just tell those few minutes in front of my piano would keep her happy for a week, maybe two.

      While Nanette attacked “Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered,” I planned my next set, the last of the evening. I went ahead and mentally cut two songs hoping to get out the door with Shelly a couple minutes faster. I’d do a little more Sinatra for Tony, maybe. And then that would be it.

      I was part way through my set when Tony walked over, dropped a ten in my snifter and asked for “My Way” again. As I started the song, I could tell the regulars wanted to groan, but knew better. Toward the end of the song, Tony slipped out of the restaurant. Three more songs and I was done, emptying my snifter and heading out to meet Shelly at the double doors in front.

      Resting my hand in the small of her back, we walked out to the parking lot where she pointed out a cream-colored Dodge that was bland enough to be a rental and told me to follow her. I climbed into my thirteen year-old Buick LeSabre convertible with rips in the beige upholstery and unfashionable fins in the back, and did as instructed.

      I was taking a risk picking up a girl; I knew it, and still somehow I couldn’t do anything about it. I’d been alone for too long. The last couple years had been hand to mouth, and I’d deliberately kept to myself. Not that I didn’t get the occasional offer. I suppose I’m a good-looking enough guy. I’m told when people meet me they think I’ve got a chip on my shoulder ‘cause I’m only five foot six. Later they realize the chip on my shoulder is just the way I’m built, plain and simple.

      My hair is pretty near black, and I inherited my father’s thick beard, plus a tendency to grow hair all over my body like it was some kind of cash crop. If I ever dated a girl regular, I’d have to shave two times a day or get complaints. My eyes are a dark, foggy blue, and my jaw is kind of boxy, but not in a bad way. Sometimes, I get compliments on it. I was scrawny until boot camp, after that I filled out.

      Shelly pulled into the Oasis, one of the resort hotels built in the forties or fifties. At the very end of Arenas, it was tucked up against the San Jacinto Mountains. If it had been daytime, I’d have been able to see the mountain standing there like a giant wall. At night it was like an eerie, starless sky creeping up on us.

      The hotel was a one-story, U-shaped building wrapped around a large swimming pool. Shelly and I parked our cars in the empty ten-spot parking lot that sat just outside. On our way into the place, Shelly slipped her small hand into mine. It was silky, warm, and dry. I tried not to squeeze too tight.

      The air remained oven-hot and would likely stay that way most of the night. She unlocked the gate, and we walked in. Inside, there was an office, which was closed, a kind of un-stocked bar set-up for guests to put their liquor on if they decided to do their drinking at the hotel and, scattered around the pool, a half-dozen lounge chairs for tanning.

      Shelly led me around the pool to room 107 on the far side of the building. The place was dead quiet, so it was no surprise when she said, “There are no other guests. Most of the other buyers are queer. They’re all staying at the same hotel. Won’t even tell me where it is. I can imagine what they’re up to.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. It wasn’t the kind of thing I talked about with a pretty girl. Actually, it wasn’t the kind of thing I talked about period.

      She dug her key out of her purse and opened the door. “I don’t mind queers,” she continued. “I figure if it feels good, how can it be bad? But I don’t think they should have all the fun. You know?”

      The room was dark and stuffy. She walked over to the air conditioner and turned it on. Then she looked at me like she was expecting me to say something, so I said, “You’re a funny girl.”

      A smile broke out on her face, and she said, “Thank you.” I guess I’d just paid her a compliment.

      “Do you want to go skinny dipping?” she asked.

      “Now that you mention it, I did forget my bathing suit.”

      She flipped on the light. The room was standard, mid-range hotel. Not much to write home about. There was a double bed, a desk, a dresser with a portable black and white sitting on it, and a small cafe table with two chairs. The TV was probably frustrating as hell, since the mountain this close messed with reception. One of its rabbit ears was bent at a thirty-degree angle, most likely by a frustrated guest who actually wanted to watch something.

      Shelly’s confidence seemed to falter. She pulled a beach towel out of the closet and handed it to me. “How about I meet you out there in a minute?” She smiled and slipped into the bathroom.

      I stood there, a voice in my head telling me I should just leave. Ignoring the voice, I took off my clothes, folded them neatly and set them on the desk chair. Picking up the towel, I walked out into the courtyard. I sincerely hoped she’d told me the truth about the place being empty. The last thing I wanted was some middle-aged woman from back east popping out of her room and throwing a fit over my dangling prick.

      Just in case, I quickly jumped into the pool. The water was warm, having simmered all day, but it still felt good. I’d only been skinny-dipping a couple times in my life, but I enjoyed the feeling of water slipping between my legs, my dick floating around in front of me. I dove under the water a couple of times. Then swam on my back, staring at the stars. The sky was navy blue, and the quarter moon sparkled with a clean, bright white.

      Even though my ears were under water as I backstroked, I heard the muffled sound of a door closing. I stood up in the pool, which was four feet at its deepest. At the edge of the pool, Shelly hesitated in a fluffy bathrobe. She’d pinned her hair up on top of her head. When she was sure I was looking at her, she opened it up and let it drop off her shoulders to the concrete at her feet. Her skin was creamy white, and she glowed in the moonlight. She walked down the steps into the pool. She swam over to me and lay her hands on my shoulders.

      “Tell me the truth,” I said. “Did you invite me here because you’re scared all alone in this place?”

      She laughed. “No. I’m not scared. Not scared at all.”

      “So why’d you invite me here?”

      Biting her lip, she asked, “Do you have fantasies, Don?”

      “Sure, I have fantasies. Who doesn’t?”

      “I like to make my fantasies come true. Do you like to do that? Make them come true?”

      Not caring what she meant, I pulled her close and kissed her. Her lips tasted of lipstick, bourbon, and maraschino cherries. Every nerve in my body felt like it was on fire, I could barely breathe, it had been that long since I’d touched a woman this way. I reached down and pinched her nipple. She darted her tongue into my mouth, then ran her hands across my back, measuring the width of it.

      I wrapped my arms tighter around her, and she relaxed, seeming almost boneless. Her lips soft and loose, her body pliant. I pushed her toward the shallow end of the pool. When we got to the steps, I lifted her up and part way out of the water. I caressed her tits for a minute, and then she pulled away from me. She stood up and pushed me down onto the steps.

      Water tickled my hips, and my semi-flaccid cock bobbed in the water. Shelly took hold of me and slipped the end of my dick into her mouth. Her tongue made a trail around my mushroom head. I began to stiffen. In the moonlight, I watched everything she did. I liked the way my fat dick looked in her tiny mouth. As I thickened, her small hand seemed like it barely made its way all the way around my shaft.

      With my dick still in her mouth, she looked up at me, her eyes clear and playful. My mouth hung slack. I’d had girls give this a try before, but none of them had been much good at it. Suddenly, Shelly moved her hand to the base of my cock and slid nearly the whole thing into her mouth and down her throat.

      “Holy shit,” I couldn’t help but say. It felt amazing—a hot, velvet sensation. She withdrew, then dove onto my cock again. I jumped with pleasure and pulled her off me. If she did that too many more times I’d be coming before the main attraction.

      “Wasn’t I doing it right?” she asked.

      “You were doing it too right.” I smiled. “I just thought I’d like to do more than just that.”

      I pulled her close again and kissed her deeply, and as I did I slipped a finger down her slit and inside of her. She was wet and not from the over chlorinated pool. I pulled her up the rest of the steps and pressed her down onto the concrete.

      “Are you on the pill?” I asked. She nodded, and before she finished I guided my stiff prick into her.

      She gasped. “Oh, my God.”

      I gave her a moment to adjust, a long moment. When her hips began to buck forward, I knew she was ready for me to start fucking her. As I screwed her, her little hands squeezed and pinched her breasts. Then one of them trailed down her belly to find her clit.

      Water slapped around my knees, and we were probably making a ruckus, but all I was aware of were her strange, almost invisible eyes, following mine. They were full of emotion: delight, hunger, lust. They seemed familiar somehow, as though I’d known her before. Maybe in some past life, but then I didn’t believe in reincarnation.

      My knees got sore, scraping against the steps of the pool. I worried that lying there on the concrete might be just as uncomfortable for Shelly. I helped her up out of the pool and led her over to a canvas lounge chair. I bent her over, so that her ass was looking up at me, and started fucking her doggie style. When I slid back into her, she said, “Oh God, you’re inside of me. Jesus.”

      I cupped my hands loosely around her breasts, letting her hard nipples rub and bounce against my palms. She reached underneath and took my balls into her hand, making me gasp and fuck her harder. Shockwaves rippled through her ass with each thrust. Her hair began to fall out of its bun. I reached up and slipped my fingers into it, making it spill over her shoulders.

      “There, yes, there,” she said, and pushed herself back onto me. I could feel her fingers around the base of my dick each time I pulled back. I pumped her as viciously as I could. Her moans increased, her breath came in ragged bursts. She looked over her shoulder, face flushed, mouth open. Then she squeezed her eyes shut, and I felt her contract around my dick, again and again. I practically burst. My muscles spasmed all the way down to my toes, and I felt like I lost consciousness for a split second.

      Pulling off of me, she caught her breath and giggled. Then she picked up her bathrobe and put it back on. She put her hand in mine and led me back to her room. The air conditioning had made the room almost comfortable. We pulled the bedding off the bed and lay on the sheet.

      “So, was that okay for you?” I asked.

      “That was great.” Slipping her hand around my stomach, she bit her lip. “I have to tell you something.”

      “What?” I asked. I was getting drowsy and hoped she wasn’t a talker. I wasn’t in the mood for a critique.

      “I know who you are.”

      That woke me up. “Oh yeah, who am I?”

      “You’re Ricky D’Amico from Chicago. You grew up on Thirty-Sixth Street in Bridgeport. Your mother works at Jewel as a checker. And your best friend growing up was Vince Ryan.”

      I sat up and stared at her. It took a moment for me to remember to breathe. “Who are you?” I asked.
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      Friday night was date night for suburbanites, and they descended on Rush Street like a rag-tag army. For once, the Chicago winter had ended before the middle of May, and though it was cold on the first day of April, the ground was free of snow and the sky was clear. I stood in front of a club called Faces waiting for Vince to come by with his girlfriend, Connie Abnatti, and this girl they wanted to fix me up with. It was my twenty-third birthday, and Vince had promised the girl would put out. It embarrassed me, but I suppose she was some kind of present.

      You couldn’t get into the club without a membership, but Vince claimed to have one. Even so, a long line outside wound down the street and around a corner. Heavy traffic choked the narrow street. People were everywhere, voices clattered, cabs honked—the chaos made me sweat even in the cold. I’d been back from Vietnam about four months, and I was jumpy as a stray cat. That’s the thing, while you were in country you had to be jumpy or you didn’t get to come home—but once you got home, how did you stop being jumpy? It didn’t matter that I was smack dab in the middle of downtown Chicago; part of me was still in that stinking country.

      I walked down the street, trying to find a quiet spot; in my head I was trying to make some sort of logical story of my life. I was born Richard Alfonso D’Amico on April Fools’ Day 1948. I guess my dad was what you’d call a smalltime hood with ties to the Outfit. My mom sang in a jazz club on the near north side. They must have been in love, because I can’t imagine any other reason for these two people to be in the same room with each other. They were that different.

      Carlotta Simeone had two years of college. She’d studied music, mostly opera, but her voice was too thin for the classics. Her nickname when she worked the jazz clubs was Nightingale, and that made sense to me even when I was a kid, because she was tiny and small-boned like a bird. I suppose the warble in her voice was a better reason for the name, but that didn’t occur to me until later. After she married my father, she became a housewife, and the Nightingale only sang around the house she kept spotlessly clean.

      Francisco ‘Fran’ D’Amico, on the other hand, was coarse, sweaty, and tended toward overweight. He died when I was nine. My mom told me he died in a car accident, but I got the real story from Vince when I was fifteen. What really happened was some joker on the West Side decided to start his own floating crap game. This was a no-no, so Momo Marchetti sent my father and a couple other guys over to put an end to it. After a disagreement, my father took three twenty-two slugs to the chest. Within a couple weeks, the thugs who ran the game were dead and everything was set right. Except, of course, that my father was dead.

      There was a gleam in Vince’s eye when he told me the story. He loved anything about the Outfit and collected any story he heard about them. Other than what he heard around the neighborhood, he didn’t have much first hand knowledge. He was an Irish kid with a dry cleaner for a father. Vince put together stuff he learned in the Jimmy Cagney movies shown on the Sunday Matinee with what he heard from kids at school. If your last name was Italian, he made a friend out of you. Which I suppose is what he’d done with me, and then he popped out the story about my dad. I hadn’t wanted to believe it. I figured it was the kind of thing he’d make up, but after I took the train into the Loop all by myself and looked up some newspaper articles they had on microfilm at the big library, I had to accept his version.

      My mom got on as a checker at The Jewel when I was around twelve. I figured she did it out of boredom, since an envelope full of cash arrived at the beginning of every month from Momo. About that time, I told her I wouldn’t take any more piano lessons. She fought with me about it every day for a month. Screamed at me that I was throwing myself away, I was wasting seven years of hard work, I was an ungrateful little son of a bitch. Finally, she gave up and let me quit.

      Since I had a lot more time on my hands, I put it to good use by hanging out with Vince and some other guys. Between the time school ended and the time we had to go home to bed, we got into just about every kind of trouble a teenager can find. Smoking, drinking, fighting, petty theft, and vandalism.

      Somehow my mom managed to keep me out of juvenile detention—though each time she threatened to let them lock me away. And that was pretty much how things went until I got myself drafted. Along the way I’d neglected to finish high school, so I couldn’t just jump into some college course to get myself a deferment. When I told my mom about it she surprised me by saying, “Good. Maybe it’ll make a man of you.”

      “I am a man,” I said, red-faced and angry.

      She gave me a doubtful look. “No, Ricky, you’re not.”

      I stood partway down an alley that smelled of piss and week- old puke. I could barely see the cars going by, but it was quieter, and I could deal
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