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	For Frank Murray, our cats James and Wilma,

	and our life in the New Jersey countryside.
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	CHAPTER ONE

	NYC / NOW

	 

	 

	I’D CONSENTED TO a three year plan. He’d suggested five, but we both knew my age was a factor, accentuated by the ever-quickening passage of time. And then there was my cancer. It had been in remission for five years and counting, but life after a diagnosis like that always feels like it’s being lived on borrowed time with one eye on the future and one eye on the clock. The odds weren’t all that favorable for me making it another five years without a second, third or fourth shoe dropping, so we’d settled for three and that magic number was coming up fast. 

	My husband Boo, full name Buford McGibbon, asked me where I’d want to move when we finally left Hell’s Kitchen, and I said how about Queens. I’d been to Astoria a few times and liked the vibe. Between the historic Greek influence, waning but still palpable, and the mashup of cultures—hijabs and turbans and rainbow flags—it felt like New York City from a short but safe distance. He knew I was joking. Queens was a quick subway ride away, if you managed not to get shoved onto the tracks by a delirious homeless person or someone off their meds, but his idea of moving out of the city was somewhere requiring a car and an E-ZPass stuck to the windshield. 

	I hadn’t given any serious thought to leaving New York once I’d settled here over thirty years ago. The move from L.A. had been as much a culture shock as my move from Indiana to California three days after graduating high school. Once I’d fully acclimated to this strange, overwhelming place, it had become a part of me. New York seeps into your bones. It becomes the way you smell, and see, and taste. It’s as much an identity as anything can be, and it had never occurred to me to leave. Then came Boo, and marriage ten years later, and his desire not to spend the rest of his life (although I imagine it was more my life he was concerned with) living in a one-bedroom apartment across from the Port Authority Bus Terminal. He wanted out, and I was surprised at how little convincing it took to get me to agree with him.

	“Jersey’s not far,” I’d admitted. “It might as well be another borough.”

	“Hoboken, maybe,” he’d replied when we were having another conversation about it. “But that’s not far enough, Marsh.”

	He’d taken to calling me Marsh the past few months. I didn’t like it, but I would never tell him that.

	I knew where he had in mind. He’d been to Lambertville a few times and liked it there. It was a small artistic town—a city, really, but only in name—on the Delaware River just across from Pennsylvania.

	“It’s an hour from Philly,” he’d said, before realizing immediately I had no desire to go to Philadelphia ever again. Mac McElroy was there. My very own living ghost, calling to me over the decades until we’d met again. I had found him after forty years, and we’d ended it the way we should have all those years ago. We’d reached our resolution, and in its own way Philadelphia was now as much of a trip to the past as the stories I’ve told about Hollywood and my misspent youth there. As much of a trip into the past as the one I’m about to take you on now. But this is a different past—a past without Mac, without the LAPD and the killers who’d tried to hunt me down, without almost everyone I knew dying from AIDS. This is a story about New York City and the beginning of my long, tainted love affair with this place. A story about my escape from the graveyard Los Angeles had become, straight into the arms of a pitiless city where survival was a learning curve you either managed to climb or fell from to your death. It’s been over thirty years since I stared awestruck at that magnificent skyline, peering out from a plane window on a night flight to hell. Thirty years later and I’m still here, scarred and battered but alive. I can’t say the same for some of the people I’ve known over that time, including the ones I’m going to tell you about.

	“I hate driving, and we don’t have a car,” I’d said. 

	“So we rent one,” he’d replied. 

	We had been watching television on the couch, our usual evening activity. Our aging cat Critter was on a pillow next to Boo. You could tell he was getting old, just like you could tell I was. 

	“I’ll give it a try,” I replied, referring to Lambertville. “I don’t know what the attraction is, but we can go for a couple days.”

	“Great,” he said, as he reached for his phone on the coffee table. “I’ll confirm the reservation.”

	“A reservation you already made. You played me, Boo.”

	He shrugged and pulled up a contact from his call list. He’d been playing me for a decade, and I’d loved every minute of it. 

	I didn’t resist further. I knew he was tired of the City. I knew he was the last man I would ever love. If he wanted to live in some artsy-fartsy liberal enclave on the Delaware river, I was willing to at least check the place out.

	Change is inevitable, and things were about to change for us. I knew it. He knew it. Even Critter knew it. Where that change would take us was an educated guess, but I knew our days in New York were coming to an end. 

	And I can’t say I was sorry.

	
 

	CHAPTER TWO

	L.A. / 1991

	 

	 

	IN 1991, AMERICA danced to Madonna’s ‘Justify My Love,’ indulged in the luxurious self-pity of Mariah Carey’s ‘I Don’t Wanna Cry,’ and still had another eight years to wait before Prince’s ‘1999’ became a reality as well as a bust—it was not the end-of-the-world party the song had led us to expect.

	The Gulf War kicked into high gear following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait (something George H.W. Bush’s son would attempt to complete with a disastrous war of his own ten years later). ‘The Silence of the Lambs’ terrified the movie-going public and rocket-fueled the transgender panic we’re still living with. Freddie Mercury died from AIDS one day after admitting he had it. And serial killer Aileen Wuornos confessed to murdering six men in Florida—and that was just the year’s B-roll. It was an exceptionally busy time. It was also the tenth anniversary of my arrival in Los Angeles. I’d fled Indiana a decade earlier and only gone back twice to visit my alcoholic father, once to witness his accelerating deterioration, and a second time to bury him. Given everything that happened in the world, as well as in my own life, it made perfect sense to get out of L.A. 

	 Ten years seemed like a milestone to celebrate, for all the wrong reasons. Who among my friends and acquaintances wasn’t dead from AIDS by then? Butch, who’d saved me from a life on the streets when I was living in a bathhouse soon after my arrival in Hollywood, had managed to survive but had every reason to assume it wouldn’t be for much longer. Most of the men I’d known in my bartending years were gone—hell, most of them I’d known from anywhere in the city were gone. 

	Memories of the past were outnumbering any new memories I could make still living there. The Paisley Parrot bar, where murder had first entered my young life, had closed long ago and was now an Italian restaurant that offered no hint of the darkly lit, mob-owned gay watering hole it had once been. The other bars I’d worked at were either defunct or had changed hands and names. And the Morning Light Theatre had gone dark shortly after I'd revealed its director to be a sex trafficking monster. 

	I’d started drinking again soon after that, and Mac had done what he’d needed to, to save himself. His life as an LAPD homicide detective moved along smoothly, as far as I was able to gather from a grapevine that did not include a direct connection between us. I didn’t blame him. I missed him like I’ve never missed anyone or anything since, but I didn’t fault the man. He’d found himself in a burning building and gotten out just in time. 

	I drifted from job to job for the next six years. I’d worked as an office temp, a house cleaner, a car wash attendant, a waiter, and finally back to temping. It seemed like a convoluted but natural transition, from bartending to waiting tables, to sitting in an office cubicle knowing I’d only be there a day or two. At least I didn’t have a drink tempting me every time I slid it across a counter to someone. I’d managed to stay mostly sober since Mac walked out. I say ‘mostly’ because I was prone to relapsing every six months or so. They weren’t horrific relapses, but each time left me feeling like more of a failure, and each time I would start over, certain I was judged by the very people who insisted they weren’t judging me. I knew that what kept me making the effort was a burning desire not to die an alcoholic’s death like my father. It hadn’t been dramatic, just tawdry, and the thought of being found dead in my apartment, from too much booze or an enlarged heart that refused to beat one more time, was more depressing than I could stand or allow. So I kept going back and doing the relapse shuffle, and one day I decided to toss it all and leave California. 

	There was nothing there for me anymore. It had been ten years since I’d first arrived, foolish and eager and broke and willing. It was a decade that had not been kind to me: I looked at least ten years older. I had an arrest record. I was known as a murder magnet, even though no killers had entered my orbit after the Morning Light Theatre disaster and Mac’s escape from my clutches. L.A. was a ghost town by then, with dead people on every corner where I’d last talked to them when they were alive. John, and Harold, and Theo, and Bruce. Put thirty names in a hat, and each one you pulled out would be a dead man. That was the plague at its worst, that was Los Angeles, that was why I had to leave.

	The opportunity came in the form of a Christmas card. I don’t know how he knew my address, considering I’d moved since we saw each other the last time, or why he would send me a card out of nowhere, but a one-time fling named Trent Stoffer decided it would be a good idea to wish me happy holidays. It had been three years. I knew he’d gone through with his move to New York because he’d sent me a change of address. I’d never done anything with it. We hadn’t spoken. And yet, as Santa made his way to the southern hemisphere, ten years after my arrival in a deeply tarnished Tinseltown, there it was in my mailbox.

	“Marshall, just wishing you Merry Christmas. Thinking of you and hope all is well. The offer still stands. – Trent.”

	‘The offer’ was his invitation to move there with him. He’d obviously gone alone, but I stood in my kitchen staring at the card. ‘The offer still stands.’ What exactly did that mean? What would the price be of a move like that? Did he still have an interest in me? Was he just lonely, or sentimental? 

	I didn’t have a phone number for him, but his address was on the envelope. Clueless about the drastic direction my life was about to take but ready for a change, I wrote him a letter that night. Some of that change was for the better, and much of it was for the worse. But it set me on the path I took to getting old, to marrying Boo, to finding Mac and saying a proper goodbye, and to telling another tale of murder and madness, this time with the New York City skyline overhead. 

	I thought I’d left death behind me in L.A., but it beat me to town on the red-eye.

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER THREE

	NYC / NOW

	 

	 

	LAMBERTVILLE, NEW JERSEY, is a small blue island in a deep red sea. As much as I’ve disliked the red-blue dichotomy that’s been forced on us since at least the 2000 presidential election, with news outlets deciding to use a primary color code to separate Democrats from Republicans and neighbors from neighbors, there is no escaping it. Democrats are blue, Republicans are red, your uncle is a traitor to America, and ever shall it be. 

	I only knew this about the place because I did my research. I had the growing suspicion Boo had already decided we would move there, despite his pretense of being open to other options. I sat in front of my computer, typed in ‘Lambertville, New Jersey,’ and quickly learned as much as I could from an online search, complete with pictures and a few YouTube videos. That’s how I learned the border between the two states was smack-dab in the middle of the Delaware River! Few visitors to the area were unable to resist taking selfies with one foot in New Jersey and the other in Pennsylvania, as if they’d defied gravity or logic. It’s just a stripe on the bridge’s walkway with the state names on each side, but it makes for ten thousand excessively cute pictures.

	Cute. That’s a word you could apply to Lambertville. Depending on your level of cynicism, it could be complimentary or derogatory. I have Boo to thank for my own nihilism coming down several notches, from its high point when I was diagnosed with lung cancer and thought the universe had kept its only promise to me, to our marriage at City Hall several years later. Lowest to highest, and by now I was somewhere in-between.

	I had to admit Lambertville was charming, even beautiful. The Delaware Valley itself is spectacular, with its great winding river and its forested banks. There were several aerial images of the bridge depositing cars and pedestrians into the borough of New Hope, Pennsylvania, a sort of sister city that combined with Lambertville to offer a very artistic, eclectic, progressive, and welcoming tourist destination. When you thought of one, you thought of the other, with only a five minute walk separating them.

	If I sound like a tour guide, it’s because I am. I’ve been giving tours in New York City for the past twenty years, and I tend to think of new places like a map maker would: this happened on that corner, and over here a celebrity died with a syringe in her arm. People still lay flowers and sing her saddest ballad. That’s New York. I doubted I would ever give a tour of anywhere else, but it’s a skill set that had served me well.

	I read as much as I wanted to about Lambertville’s history, mostly on Wikipedia. The land it occupied was essentially stolen from the Lenape Indians and eventually named after John Lambert, a U.S. Senator and governor of New Jersey. I was surprised to learn it had been a factory town in the 1800s, manufacturing everything from underwear to rubber bands. There were canals running through town that allowed barges to carry products from Philadelphia to New York. The canals still exist as part of the Delaware and Raritan Canal State Park system. There were also freight and passenger trains stopping in town, and the old train station is still there, repurposed for use as a tourist haven and a large hotel/restaurant complex called Lambertville Station. (Once automobiles and locomotives came on the scene, the canals weren’t needed anymore and became part of the landscape, as well as being designated as historical landmarks).

	“So what do you think?”

	I was startled by Boo’s voice. He’d come up behind me and may have been reading over my shoulder for the past few minutes.

	“Quaint,” I said, knowing not to call it cute. “I’m trying to remember the last time I did quaint.”

	He punched me playfully on the shoulder. We had taken quite a few trips outside the city in our years together: Jim Thorpe, Gettysburg, the Poconos. Spending a weekend in a quaint environment was not new to me.

	“I rented a car,” he said. “We’re going on Wednesday.”

	“You work on Wednesday.”

	“I took a few days off from the bookstore.”

	This was news to me, and not all that welcome. It had the sense of a bum’s rush. Was he making it all happen so fast I’d lose my balance and just surrender? Resistance may be futile, but it’s my nature.

	“If you don’t like it there, we can consider someplace else,” he said, reading my body language.

	“I don’t suppose you mean Brooklyn.”

	No response.

	“Where’s the hotel?” I asked. “It doesn’t seem big enough to have any, except that huge one on the river. It looks expensive.” 

	“I booked us into a bed and breakfast. And check this out, it’s called Passion House.”

	“I turned a few tricks in a motel with that name when I was twenty,” I said.

	He punched me again, this time harder. 

	“Bruises are evidence,” I said. “So what’s the place like? It sounds like a brothel.”

	“It’s run by an older gay couple, Kyle and Danny. Nice website, good looking rooms, not a hustler in sight.”

	“They may not be in sight, but they’re always there somewhere,” I said, sounding as jaded as I felt. It’s not what either of us wanted.

	“You’re just afraid of change,” Boo said. “But it’s the only thing we can be certain of.”

	“You got that from your wise-sayings calendar,” I said. He really did have one, and he started each day reading a quote from it. “Try harder.”

	He leaned over and draped his arms across my chest. He kissed my cheek.

	“You’re not the hard-ass you pretend to be, Marshall James. Maybe you’ll finally accept that when we spend some time there.”

	“Is there a TV in the room?” I asked.

	He knew I had to have a television. We slept with it on, the volume turned just high enough to hear it. It was my white noise machine.

	“Of course, I made sure of that,” he replied. “I called to check. Kyle was very nice. He’s looking forward to meeting us.”

	Of course he is, I thought. He owns a bed and breakfast. He looks forward to meeting anyone with a credit card.

	“They used to live in the city,” Boo said. “It’s on their ‘about’ page. And Kyle’s husband Danny ran a restaurant in Gramercy Park, Margaret’s Passion.”

	“That’s probably where the name came from.”

	“My thoughts exactly. They’ll be a good resource for us if we move there.”

	“If we move there,” I said, knowing that battle had already been lost. I had to admit I felt the beginnings of something close to excitement. Was this old, mangy, flop-eared dog about to learn some new tricks?

	Critter had grown tired of being ignored, or he may have just been jealous. He meowed, reminding us both it was time for one of his humans to feed him. Boo quickly kissed me again, then shuffled off to the kitchen pantry for a can of cat food.

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	L.A. / 1991

	 

	 

	LEAVING LOS ANGELES was surprisingly easy. Pretty much everyone I really wanted to say goodbye to was dead, except for Mac, who’d made good on his promise to remove me from his life, and Butch, who was on his way out, one emergency room visit at a time. I think it’s one of the reasons he encouraged me to leave: he knew only one of us had a future, and it wasn’t him.

	“Is he hot?” Butch asked me one night, when we were having Mexican takeout at his apartment. We’d been talking about Trent and his offer for me to move.

	“Some people think so,” I replied, before shoving an oozing helping of nachos in my mouth. 

	I didn’t want to talk about it. He waited anyway while I chewed and swallowed.

	“We had sex a couple times,” I said.

	His eyebrows shot up in a show of disbelief.

	“Okay, six or seven times. Maybe ten. It wasn’t remarkable.”

	“So unremarkable he’s asked you to relocate your life to New York.”

	“Such as it is,” I said. I had a way of downplaying my own existence. “We’re not getting married. It was an offer to start over, that’s all.”

	“With him?”

	“No!” I protested, a little too forcefully. I didn’t know why Trent had sent me the card or what his motives were, ulterior or otherwise. “We will not be rekindling anything. That fire burned out, if there ever was one. He knew I was having trouble here three years ago. Maybe he assumes I still am.”

	“He would be right. This place is no good for you, Marshall.”

	I glanced away. One of the things I’d had so much trouble with was the mounting death toll, from AIDS and from the murders I’d reluctantly been involved with. Of the two of them, AIDS was by far the worst, and Butch was living proof of it.

	“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re not going to hurt my feelings. And I won’t feel abandoned. That’s already happened.”

	I turned back to him. “How many?”

	“Twenty-six last count,” he replied, referring to the number of friends he’d lost to the disease. “And those aren’t even the acquaintances. You need to get out of here. You have a lot of life ahead of you, and it’s not in Los Angeles.”

	I was suddenly aware of what he looked like, really looked like: thirty pounds thinner, maybe forty, than when we’d met ten years earlier. His hair was thin and white. He had the wasting away so common in AIDS patients, giving him sunken cheeks and eye sockets. But the smile was as fierce as ever … when he smiled.

	“But is it in New York?” I asked..

	“You won’t know if you don’t try. L.A. will be here if you change your mind.”

	But I won’t be …

	I was as if he’d spoken mind-to-mind. I heard what he said, but I knew he hadn’t said it. 

	“I’m going to smoke a joint,” he said. “It helps with … things. Do you mind?”

	I’d been sober for two years by then, the best I’d done in my life. As much as I wished Mac knew, it wouldn’t have changed anything. “I don’t mind,” I said. “I’ll just go out outside while you enjoy yourself.”

	Butch’s second-floor apartment had a balcony overlooking the back of the building. I’d spent plenty of time there, sometimes alone while he toked up in the living room, and sometimes with him while we talked about life.

	I settled into a wicker chair and stared down at the hedge row separating his building from another. I could smell the ganja, wafting through the screen door. I didn’t want any—weed was never my thing. What I wanted was to hold Butch and tell him I would never leave, and we would live to be old men telling stories about our lives back then.

	Watching the sunset, I knew I would be lying to us both.

	 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	L.A. / 1992

	 

	 

	BUTCH HAD BEEN right of course. He always was. He’d known I needed a helping hand when he’d first discovered me living in that bathhouse in 1983, shortly after I’d moved to Hollywood. My only plan had been to get as far away from Indiana as possible, just days after my high school graduation. I’d piled my belongings into my orange Gremlin, and headed for the only place I thought I might belong: a diner called the Gold Cup that had been featured on a 60 Minutes segment about drugs and male prostitution in Hollywood. To me it appeared like a seedy Emerald City in the distance, where misfits and miscreants roamed freely, and I headed there with no idea what would happen once I arrived. Hustling for food, a couch to sleep on, and spare change is what happened. A room at the baths, where Butch showed up one night with the thoroughly strange idea of saving me from a life like that.

	It wasn’t surprising, then, when he knew ten years later I needed to start my life over somewhere else. That Mexican meal we’d shared in his living room turned out to be the last we would ever have together, but maybe he knew that, too, and he wanted to push me out before his own final decline.

	He was really the only person I had trouble saying goodbye to. The rest were ghosts, and a man who’d made that kind of farewell impossible. I won’t say closure. Closure is for people who believe in fairies and heaven. Everything we close can be opened again, and often is, but it’s a comforting sentiment.

	I’d kept working as an office temp on and off ever since my last run-in with murder. There was something real about being temporary. It reminded me that everyone’s life was on loan. It also made forming attachments pointless: I’d be moving on in a few days or weeks, or maybe a couple months if I was filling in for someone on maternity leave, but I would be leaving. New co-workers. New offices. New beginnings. New chances to interact with people on a need-to-know basis, and what they needed to know about me was nothing. 

	When I decided to take Trent up on his offer, I was working at a downtown life insurance company. I’d sold my car the year before, which isn’t as crazy as it sounds for someone living in Los Angeles. I’d taken the bus many times over the years, and I’d decided to save the cost of gas and the frequent repairs I’d gotten used to—I wasn’t someone who could afford a new car, and the ones I’d bought over the years seemed cursed. So there I was, taking the bus from my cramped studio apartment to my cramped office on N. Hill Street, two blocks from the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	images/image.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg
MM

MadeMark Publishing






