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  I believe the future is the past again, entered through another gate.


  —Sir Arthur Wing Pinero
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  “The benefits of walking, especially up a hill like that one,” Dr. Deanna Cheung had said, “are inestimable.”


  Little did she know.


  Deanna was my blood pressure specialist at a clinic for such, attached to a hospital, and she insisted that I walk as much as possible, and that walking regularly would be even better than the lisinopril and amlodipine she’d prescribed and that I was taking for my moderate blood pressure issue.


  “Our distant ancestors walked five to six hours a day,” Deanna pointed out. “And they ate predominantly fruits, nuts, and vegetables.”


  I’m pretty good with produce, eat a lot. But I forebore from mentioning that our distant ancestors were three-feet-four tall, weighed sixty pounds at most, and lived until the age of about seventeen.


  But the hill was there. I lived two-thirds of the way up a steep hill in the West Hollywood Hills, and it went all the hell the way up, a corkscrew road, with, once you got to the top, absolutely dizzying views.


  Dizzying: that was the exact and actual word used by a visiting friend from the East whom I drove up to the top to show the view. As we were circling down, he closed his eyes tightly and said, “Tell me when we’re out of the clouds.”


  I found it not so much dizzying, as expansive. Being so high above West Hollywood that I could take in all of that town, some of Beverly Hills, lots of Hollywood, all the way down across the basin to the Baldwin Hills and on clear days the airport and ocean even… It broadened my view of the world during a period when it seemed walls had begun closing in: Career walls. Financial walls. Personal walls. Stuff that happens when you reach retirement age and don’t (or can’t) retire as comfortably as you’d like to. So I walked up the hill three times a week—up to the top and back to my house: half hour or so. Great cardio exercise.


  How can I better explain this hill?


  What I told people was that it was ten minutes up the hill and three minutes down in a car.


  By now you’ve got the idea of how steeply I was walking.


  Which is how I came upon the friendly Bedlington terrier—Ralf.


  Which is how I met the Bedlington terrier’s master—I call him Mr. Morgan.


  Which is how I ended up back in—but wait, I’m getting ahead of myself here.


  Let’s start with Ralf.


  Rowf? Ralph? I never saw it spelled out.


  Ralf was your ordinary gray-haired and unattractive wire-haired Bedlington. I’ve known three people in my life who have liked this breed and constantly kept them around. Margaret Darrieluex, our “house mother” and drug dispenser during the mid to late 60s in the West Village commune I hung out with. A neighbor of Boy Ondine, star of Andy Warhol’s Chelsea Girls and costar (at least he told me it was his bobbing head) of Blow Job. And then Mr. Morgan.


  Ralf would bark in a friendly fashion and wag his tail whenever I appeared, and then jump a funny little jump five inches into the air whenever I passed along the gated narrow strip of front yard before Morgan’s house while trudging toward the top, which he was pretty close to. Then Ralf would bark and jump again and follow me again, back a few minutes later, when I went down the hill.


  Which is why I finally saw Morgan, standing there through an open door, via a closed and locked wrought-iron fence. Morgan nodded. I nodded back.


  Until after maybe the twentieth nod and half wave, when Morgan called me over to his front door gate, still all locked up, behind which he remained, and he said hello and he introduced himself and Ralf, and asked what I was doing.


  “Oh! So you want to stay young?” he asked.


  “Too late for that. I would like to stay healthy into my old age.”


  “How old are you? Maybe fifty-five?”


  “Add ten years.”


  “No! Well, you are already healthy if you can get up this hill at that age. Guess my age.”


  “About the same. A little younger?” I said, generously. He looked older; wait, that’s not right, he looked odder, not older.


  “I’m actually over a hundred. A hundred and sixteen, to be exact.”


  “What’s your secret? Armenian yogurt?” I’d heard people in some Armenian mountain town who ate a certain yogurt all lived long.


  “I have a little time machine,” he said with a straight face.


  “Yeah, and…?” I was waiting for the yogurt—or the other shoe to drop.


  “Yeah, and I’ve come back in time. I was born in 1995. In the year 2061, I used my time machine to come back a century. To 1961.”


  “That still doesn’t explain how you are a hundred and sixteen.”


  “Well, I lost some years I had aged when I came back. I was sixty-six when I left there. But when I arrived in 1961, I looked about eleven years old. I had lost a lot of my acquired age. Add up the two spans I’ve lived and they total a hundred and sixteen.”


  This was the most interesting conversation I’d had in months.


  “Did you bring anything from the future?”


  To back up that statement, I meant but didn’t say.


  “I did. Want to see it?”


  Ralf was barking his welcome too, so I stepped inside the now unlocked gate and into the house.


  It was oddly furnished, although what I saw was the one floor. Very bare bones. Handsome, you could say, with maybe six pieces of furniture in each large area.


  He sat me down at a Danish modern sofa and table and went away. When he came back he was holding out something that looked like a little transparent screen, something that you would put over the front of a BlackBerry.


  He held it up to the light where it was iridescent. Then he put it on the table.


  When I touched it, it spoke, and as it spoke it sort of went away and instead I saw a two-foot-high, pale, holographic video presentation of the U.S. Mint in Denver, and then the 3-D head of a young woman appeared in one corner and she said very clearly, “Mr. Fath Paul Morganna. You have seventeen hundred and ninety-nine thousand dollars on deposit at this location.” It then said, “This is an official message. May thirty-first, 2061.”


  “Terrif! And that little video is what, exactly?” I asked.


  “That’s my last financial statement,” he added calmly.


  “I see inflation continues into the future,” I said. “Or you are really well off?”


  “Inflation continues. A dollar then is equal to about a dime now,” he admitted.


  He’d brought me a glass of juice that looked like pomegranate or grape.


  “No banks in 2061?”


  “No banks. Everyone keeps their money in the U.S. Mint,” he said.


  I was looking out the window at one of those amazing—dizzying—views. He meanwhile was looking at me curiously.


  “So!” he said. “You keep walking up that hill and you’ll live to how old?”


  “Well, I’ve got longevity genes. My great-aunt is a hundred and six. Her brother died at ninety-nine and a half. My grandpa on the other side made it to a hundred and one. What do you think? Barring accident, maybe a hundred, hundred and five?”


  “You won’t like 2050,” he said.


  “I won’t?”


  “You’ll hate it. You’re too spoiled.”


  “War? Pestilence?”


  “Only the usual amount of those.”


  “Bad climate?” I tried.


  “Very bad climate. This area will be mostly unlivable.”


  “Because of jungle conditions? Wild coyotes and mountain lions and giant lizards?” I asked, thinking of global warming already evident.


  “No. Because of icy roads. Ice and snow even this low, how high is this hill? Six hundred feet above sea level? It’ll be impassable more than half the year. No one ever comes up this high anymore in 2050.”


  “Half a year of ice in the Hollywood Hills!? That’s the result of global warming?” I asked.


  “You’ve noticed our winters have gotten cooler? And our summers warmer? That trend will continue unabated. This used to be a temperate zone. A Mediterranean zone. Not anymore. And soon the cold will outdo the hot. Meanwhile, the rest of the country will heat up pretty well. Heat up. Melt down and drown lots of places. Become tropical and desert. But California gets a lot colder in the winter. The entire West Coast freezes up like Alaska is now. San Francisco becomes unlivable most of the year. Far too cold. Blizzard conditions three months of the year. Only the flatter parts of the Bay Area are at all doable. Ever been to northern Chile? That’s what it comes to resemble most closely.”


  “The Andes and the Atacama Desert?” I asked.


  “You’ve got it.”


  “And Manhattan?” I asked.


  “Ever been to Venice?”


  “Italy?”


  “Venice, Italy, is an underwater museum. Venice here—is ice skating heaven.”


  “Manhattan is underwater in 2050?” I asked.


  “Manhattan, Philly, D.C., Boston, the entire East Coast up to the foothills of the Appalachians.”


  “While Portland, Oregon, is frozen tundra?” I asked.


  “Huge packs of feral wolves up there. Caribou. Elk. Polar bear make a big comeback. Whales fill the Ess Eff Bay! My first dad used motorized sled-omnibuses to go up there with his buddies and hunt big winter game.”


  “Your ‘first dad’ because you had a second one when you came back in time to 1961?”


  “Had to. I looked ten or eleven. I was adopted. But…you catch on fast. Some people can never get their minds around it.”


  “So tell me how awful it is in sunny Southern California in 2050 again?”


  “Food supply is way down here, of course. Farms are gone. Ranches gone too. The Central Valley drowns and becomes glacial ice and taiga. The Rockies freeze over pretty well all year round. Huge glaciers the size of L.A. All those mountain cities and towns up there have to be abandoned. Boise. Salt Lake City. Even railroads can’t get through by 2061. Cargo planes come into Burbank airport with fruit and produce grown in eastern Colorado and Wyoming. LAX is drowned, of course. But food isn’t cheap. From Santa Fe over to what’s left of the state of Georgia it’s all desert. North of that, the Carolina plateau begins another green belt, mostly fed by the much-expanded Great Lakes and their inlets. Ashland is an island. Chicago, Cleveland, all drowned.”


  My cell phone rang and it was a reminder that I had to get home and shower and get ready to go out to dinner with an old pal who was in town for a few days.


  “Thanks for the juice.” I petted Ralf. “Gotta go.”


  “I hated it back then,” Morgan said. Then corrected himself, “Forward then. The population of the country was under fifty million and dropping annually. So as soon as this thing worked, I sent myself back in time.”


  “You invented it?”


  “I helped invent it. I’ve got to tell you, it was the best decision I ever made—coming here. I’ve loved living this second time, in this time. People here and now complain a lot. They’ve got nothing to complain about it. It’s the peak of Western Civilization.”


  God help us, I thought.


  “But won’t you live till 2050 and then have to see it again?” I asked.


  “Not me. I don’t have any longevity in my ancestry. I’ve got short telomeres on my genes. I’ve got maybe another five, ten years. Tops. And like I said, I’m actually a hundred and sixteen.”


  “So you did! O-kay! Nice meeting you. I’ll wave when I come by.”


  “Do more than wave. Ring my bell.”


  As I was stepping out and still petting Ralf, I figured he was a lonely old guy. So I said, “Sure. I’ll ring your bell.”


  “Do so. I’ve got a very interesting proposition for you!”


  “Bye, Ralf.”


  Refreshed, and pleased by the oddness of it all, I walked the third of the way down the hill in good spirits, enjoying the dizzying (wait! expansive!) views around houses perched on the roadside, until I was at my place again.
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  “I don’t get it. Why exchange houses? Yours is much better than mine,” I said. “Twice as expensive for sure, if not more.”


  We were in Morgan’s main room again, Ralf on the floor where I could pet him.


  “This house gets half knocked down and the other half gets covered in a mudslide a few years from now. While your house is on the other side of the hill and escapes the mudslide altogether,” Morgan explained.


  “Then why give me this at all?”


  “Well, if the time machine works for you, you will eventually arrive back here at 2010 and you’ll be what? About ninety years old? And you’ll find that you own a big house. You just might need a house! And if you don’t, sell it! Live on the cash!”


  “Okay, that makes sense. Tell me again how far can I go back?”


  “The fuel cell we used the first time I traveled back was more than halfway used up by my trip and I couldn’t fill it. So I’m figuring you have no more than eighty years. More like seventy-six or seventy-seven years.”


  “Back to the 1930s?” I asked.


  “Right. That’s why the year on the money you use will be important. There was a big new design and even a new paper-cloth mixture involved in the re-minting of U.S. money in 1935. 1935 bills were common for years, but now they’re hard to find.”


  “And then the next design was when?”


  “Not till 1960,” Morgan said. “So, it’s important. I managed to get in contact with a couple of numismatists and they’ve agreed to release some ’35 bills.”


  “Bills, because metal won’t travel back in time?” I asked.


  “Only natural materials, except some plastic types did make it back with me, as you saw. So maybe plastic will travel too.”


  “Tell me again about the money.”


  “Well, it’s a good idea to have cash in case something happens, so you’re not a bum, right? I’ve managed to gather seven hundred and ninety-eight dollars of 1935 bills for you,” Morgan said. “Mostly fives, tens, and twenties. They cost me more than double that.”


  “And that’ll last me what? A couple of months. Great!”


  “No. No, it’ll last more than half a year, even if you never supplement it. Remember, all prices are much cheaper back then. You can rent a one-bedroom flat for about nine dollars a month. You can eat out for a dollar a day. A car’ll cost you maybe five hundred dollars. A house maybe two or three thousand, even in a good neighborhood. What I’ve collected for you would be about equal to fifteen thousand dollars today. So, I’d suggest you lay low, open a bank account, be thrifty, and look for work. It was still the Depression in ’35. There was lots of unemployment, although the movie industry was thriving and using many different kinds of workers then. You should arrive there aged somewhere in your early twenties. In that time period, with all the poverty and displacement going on in this country, you’ll be able to live on your own without too many questions being asked. Unlike myself. When I got back to 1961 as a kid, I arrived into a tightly ordered society. I had to hide money, equipment, everything, for almost a decade.”


  “You really expect this thing to work, don’t you?”


  “I don’t see why not. I repaired every part of it that was in any way frayed or not completely perfect. Had to wait until the invention of microchips to get it right. Then had to wait again for platinum anodization to get some stuff really miniscule. Remember, you won’t be able to fix it until the mid 80s or 90s. I’ll leave the mechanism in this house with your name on it, in case you want to use it again.”


  “But you don’t advise it.”


  Morgan said nothing.


  “My cell phone?” I asked.


  “You can take it, but there’ll be no towers. No satellites. It won’t work.”


  “What about music?” I showed him my tiny MP3 player.


  “That could go with you. What’s the storage?”


  “Up sixteen gigabytes with storage chips I can slide in.”


  He pried open the back. “I’ve got a battery half the size of a dime to go in here to keep it charged. It’s made from exotic minerals. It will last eighteen, twenty years.”


  “By all means put it in!”


  “First let me extend the storage to about twenty-four gigabytes. That’s about a thousand hours of music. Download all that, and then I’ll seal the USB port connection and use the battery. It’s made of something that decays really slowly. Also, I’m noticing that this player’s tuner is FM only. You’ll need an AM bandwidth for the 1930s. FM only goes commercial in the late 1950s. I can fool around with it. Take a few tiny ear buds with you too, black ones. The only headphones they have are bulky things for crystal radio sets, and the plugs won’t fit. Remember that is for private listening only. If anyone asks, they’re earplugs. Oh, by the way, it’ll probably be quieter most of the time.”


  “How quieter?”


  “Well, cars are louder but there’s a lot fewer. Ditto for trucks and busses too, which are smaller and fewer. Streetcars are noisy but they’re limited too. And there are no commercial jets, which provide a lot of noise we no longer even consider in cities. So I believe it will be great deal quieter.”


  “Okay. To recap,” I began, “I shouldn’t carry metal, and I should wrap well any plastic like the MP3 player within clothing. I can carry a small duffel bag, made of canvas or cloth. Put what I need to wear inside that. What? A couple of changes of clothing. The cash. What else can I bring?”


  “Clothing is crucial. I had to hunt vintage shops all over for my clothing once I knew I was headed back to the 1960s. I suggest wearing your windbreaker, because we don’t know what time of year you’ll arrive. It could be cold and raining, and if you need to you can fold it to the size of your hand and easily stash it. You’ll need a cap of the era. A newsboy cap, maybe. Beaked. Not a baseball hat. Only baseball players wore those. Make sure it’s got no logos. Cloth printing of that kind was pretty primitive back then. A short-sleeved and a long-sleeved cotton shirt with buttons down the front—and regular collars. No Izods or Ralph Lauren or Polo shirts. Maybe a white undershirt. Unprinted! Cut out all labels on your clothing, unless they’re American made. A pair of light or dark chinos. Maybe work pants. And sturdy, all-leather shoes. Two or three neckties. No running gear. No denims: only farmers wore them then. When you arrive, buy yourself a good sports jacket. Take simple white briefs, or better yet, cotton shorts. Cotton socks above your ankles. This way, aside from the windbreaker, you won’t stand out. Cut its label out too. The tighter the jacket, the better because you’ll be younger and smaller.”


  “You’ve done a lot of research,” I said.


  “At one point I thought I’d go back again.”


  “But not now? Why not?”


  Morgan shrugged. “You get tired.”


  “Tired of being alive—after 116 years?”


  “The Hindu Vedas give a life span as 114 to 120. So maybe that’s enough for me. Now! Don’t forget medicine. Do you take any?” Morgan asked.


  “Nothing besides my blood pressure pills.”


  “You probably won’t need those. You’ll be much younger. But take a ninety-day script if you want to play it safe. I’d include some antibacterial ointment, and non-steroidal pain pills. They’ve got aspirin back then. But you’d better bring antibiotics—I’ve got a hundred Keflex I’ve stashed. Remember that people died of simple infections back then. All they have is sulfa drugs to combat them, and you might be allergic. Coming back here, I got minor infections from germs that I guess didn’t exist in my time and had to see a doctor. Good thing I was a kid; kids get everything that’s out there. That old Timex, wind-up wristwatch you’ve got on now is fine. Nothing digital and nothing with quartz or a battery, right?”


  “Are you going to show me what it looks like? Your time machine?”


  “It looks like a double mattress on the floor with electrodes all over your body attached to the mechanism, which is small. However, it uses a lot of electricity in one punching volt. So the neighborhood will have a blackout when it works.”


  “I still don’t understand why you chose me.”


  “I didn’t. Ralf did.”


  Almost asleep, Ralf looked up and barked twice.


  “Why did Ralf choose me?”


  “Ask Ralf. Listen. How many people will you need to sit down to explain that you’re going away for a very long time, possibly forever?”


  I thought so long that he interrupted me.


  “You told me your partner died and you moved out here from the other coast. Since your partner died and you moved up here, you have no real connections down there, do you? No people who’ll really miss you?”


  “Not really. No.”


  “That’s what Ralf thought…We’ll work something out to make it look like you died here in an accident…I’ll give you three weeks to get everything you need ready.”
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  The last thing I remember Morgan saying was “Close your eyes tight. There’s going to be a big flash.”


  He’d told me that ten minutes earlier and I’d said, “So that was you, making the big flash? I always thought it was some photographer who lived up this hill!”


  No, it had been him, Morgan confirmed, trying to see if it the machine was up to speed before he used it on me.


  I was on my back, fully dressed, with the duffel bag held tight in both of my hands, with all the electrodes on me: face, hands, torso, legs, feet, lying on the double mattress he mentioned before, the wires going into a bureau with a few dials and lights.


  I remember thinking, “So this is how I die? Electrocuted by the maniac at the top of the hill who says he’s from 2061. Well, it’s different!”


  There was a big flash even with my eyes closed, so I closed them tighter. Then I felt my body drop, like it sometimes does when you’re in bed about to nod off and suddenly your body relaxes totally and you feel like you’re falling and you try to catch yourself but you’re not going anywhere, not really.


  But this time I did drop, maybe four or five inches, and I grabbed both sides of the mattress and I felt—grass!


  We’d been in his garage, I’d been on a mattress laid upon a concrete floor.


  I reached out gingerly a little farther on each side. More grass, tufts of hard, wild grass.


  I slowly opened my eyes. I wasn’t in a garage. I was lying on grass and it was nighttime. I sat up and looked around and I zipped up my jacket including the extensible collar. It was chilly, and wet. Not raining but foggy or…


  I tried to see where I was in the dark, in the light rain. It had been three in the afternoon when I lay down in that garage. Now it was definitely night.


  The fog parted a bit and I could make out dim light far away and way down below.


  Step by step, I told myself. Step by step.


  I stood up. Looked around. Reached into the pocket and pulled out my phone and turned it on to operate like a little plastic flashlight. I moved it around.


  I was on a hilltop. Well, not at the top. But twenty or so yards below it. All around me was grass. I tried peering down on all sides. Just hillside. But below, wasn’t that glow from old-time streetlights down there? I was almost sure that’s what it was. But the lights looked impossibly far away. No houses. No nothing. Just hilltop.


  I had been facing what had been the garage door: that meant a street had been put through here later. I closed my eyes and walked as I would do if I were walking out Morgan’s garage and onto the narrow street. I stopped.


  I looked around myself and it was still hill, but maybe a bit less hummocky here. I closed my eyes again and turned right, as I would do going down the hill from Morgan’s house on my walks up the hill, and then after about twenty-five steps, I stopped, and closed my eyes again. I was assuming that the developers had taken the most natural route going up the hill when putting in the road. I knew this route by heart, having trudged up it so often. Next would be a left-hand turn down. Sure enough, the flashlight’s tiny light on and off confirmed my footing, then after another fifty feet there would be a wide right turn, and here the fog parted again and I could see how very high up I actually was. Without a road and houses on either side, I was very high on a hill above what would later be West Hollywood.


  The careful trek took me more than a half hour, with occasional stops to check my memory of the path with my eyes closed, and then to readjust and open them and move on. There was more chance for mistakes as the hill widened. At one point I was sure I was passing by the site where I had lived for years. It should have been the spot, and the terrain I could make out looked like it, although it was just trees and bushes. None of the tall eucalyptus that would grow later on, and of course there was no scooped-out section for the parking area.


  Ten minutes later, the first sign of a house arrived suddenly. There was a paved road and a streetlight, and I knew exactly where I was: where North Crescent Heights Blvd. had joined Hillside Road right here in my time. Four or five houses were being built on what was now a cul-de-sac—barely a quarter of the way up the hill, but no street signs were up yet. It wouldn’t remain a cul-de-sac for long. That house on the corner would become the green and white, half-timbered place that I’d driven past every day, and where Aldous and Laura Huxley had lived until the writer died of cancer, while taking a massive dose of LSD-25, in 1963. Another few sites down the road on each side, very widely spaced, and I knew now that this really was my road back in 2010: this was North Crescent Heights Blvd.


  I was strolling quickly down that paved road and onto where it met Hollywood Blvd. where that famous road ascends and twists into the western hills only to peter out after curving around a few bends, a half mile later.


  Proof, if any was needed, was here: Frank Lloyd Wright’s Storer House, dully lit behind his carefully designed, tinted stained glass. So I now knew two things: 1) I had gone back in time because what else would explain my hill without houses and roads but an earlier time? and 2) I had gone back in time to sometime after 1924, because that’s when this house was completed, when it had been the highest house on the hill.


  Another residence far away on the same side, big and old, then the hill I drove down daily that curved down to cross Laurel Canyon Blvd. before it headed north to the Valley. I walked that familiar down-slope, and it was far less foggy down here although sheets of mist would blow across my view every now and then. It was cool and chilly—what season was it?—I was glad for the windbreaker.


  What I saw looked familiar: the streetlights of Hollywood Blvd. level down there and moving directly eastward eventually into a lighted-up area of town. Palm trees eighteen feet tall, not sixty, as I knew them. Well, a dully lighted-up area of town, really, whether because lights were dimmer or it was later or who knew. I didn’t care, I was suddenly ecstatic!


  Fucking Morgan, I thought. That crazy motherfucker from the future Morgan had sent me back in time! He’d done it!


  Even though Morgan had said it was “period-anomalous,” I’d hooked a strap to my duffel bag and had it slung across my back and shoulder. I was able to lope down the road and onto the first level road, only two lanes wide, of course, and then across it and onto Hollywood Blvd.


  All the two-story apartment complexes I knew were gone—or rather not yet existent. Instead, there were scattered little shanty-like cottages spaced apart. Not the “upscale neighborhood” I knew.


  No one on the street, but then there, there was my first car.


  It was a Studebaker pickup truck and it was black and it was old. Really old, but it looked brand new. The license plate—only one, and on the front bumper, next to the curved radiator grille—had three digits and a letter! How cool was that? I looked around and took out my phone again. No bars. No shit! I thought. But the camera worked. I shot the car. Front, back, and sides. And thought I heard a house door slam and someone coming, so I hightailed it around the corner, down Hayworth to Selma Avenue. Again, a few little houses here, and then I saw the streetlights of Sunset Blvd. slanting down the hill ahead, and that’s where I headed.


  I stood on the northwest corner maybe ten minutes—just looking around.


  Only one building, a four-story apartment building on the opposite, south, side of the street, along with two little storefronts attached, was recognizable from 2010. But looking down Fairfax Avenue, the two—not five—laned road curved down just as it was supposed to.


  What time was it? I had no clue. My watch read 4:06. My phone’s clock was out, of course, flashing and useless.


  Then a car went by. A big old sedan, maybe from the 20s, speeding along Sunset, headed east.


  Another, newer, car came down Fairfax and turned on Sunset, and began going east too, but then pulled to the side of the road in front of the apartment building. The guy driving looked out his window. Then he waved at me.


  I gestured at myself—“Me?”


  He nodded—“Yes.”


  So I crossed Sunset. It was the first wide double-lane street I’d seen so far here, with a single two-color street light dangling high, hung in the middle of the road by a cross wire. All of Sunset as far as I could see in either direction was lined every fifty feet or so with tall, wooden street poles. I went over to the driver side window.


  This was a tan coupe with a darker tan or brown roof, very nice-looking, with swoopy side fenders, and it was shiny, possibly new.


  “You were gesturing at me?” I asked.


  The guy inside was wearing a felt brimmed hat and black overcoat with the narrow cloth collar up. His profile reminded me of the old-time actor Edmund O’Brien, but when he was younger; sharp and yet soft in places too.


  “You lost?” he asked. Surprisingly high voice. “You look lost.”


  “Kind of,” I admitted.


  “You jump ship?” he asked.


  Because of the duffel bag and the jacket.


  “No. Nothing like that.”


  “I thought I saw you coming out of the canyon. You lose your ride there? He go down Crescent?”


  He had looked toward and thus he must mean down Fairfax Avenue. Note to self: it’s called Crescent. I lied, “Yes.”


  “Well, I’m headed this way,” he said, pointing east. “If you’re looking for a berth for the night, downtown’s your best bet.”


  “Downtown where?”


  “Geez. You really are lost. Downtown Hollywood. Unless you need to go to downtown Los Angeles?”


  “No. Hollywood’s fine.”


  He gestured and lit a cigarette. “Get in!”


  Once I was inside the car, it was odd. The cloth on the seats was thick and nappy and the Bakelite on the dashboard was amazingly smooth and gleaming.


  “It’s a Chevy Six.” He shrugged. “New.”


  “It’s neat.”


  He laughed, offered me a cigarette, and I declined. I noticed he didn’t start up the car yet.


  “So what’s your story?” he asked.


  “You mean because I’m walking alone on Sunset at what time is it, even? I think this watch stopped!”


  “It’s just after one a.m. But…you were on a boat, right? I’ve picked up enough hitchhiking Merchant Marines and sailors to recognize an ocean brat when I see one.”


  I thought fast. “Right again. I signed off some bucket up in Santa Barbara, and I hitched down the rest of the way. Took all day,” I added, I hoped, for verisimilitude.


  “So, now what?” he asked. And I thought, is this guy gay or is he just bored or interested or what? I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t read his signals at all, and that stopped me. Really stopped me. What if that would be what tripped me up here in this time? Not knowing the intuitive gestures and language of the era?


  “I mean a kid your age and looks, nine out of ten come down here and try out The Pictures. Was that your idea?”


  And now I resisted, I mean seriously resisted, getting up in the seat and looking at myself in his dashboard mirror, to see what I looked like.


  “I don’t know. The way you say it, it sounds like probably I shouldn’t do that.”


  “I didn’t say anything of the sort. It’s just, well, I’ve seen some good kids go bad fast once they hit this place, you know? Especially when they get hitched up to pictures.”


  “Relax. I’ve got no illusions,” I said. “But I did hear there were a lot of, what do you call ’em, craft jobs, around all the studios. You know: Electricity? Carpentry? I’ve done some of that.”


  “On board?” he asked. “Well, that’s more sensible.”


  He threw his cigarette butt out the window and I resisted the urge to tell him it was a thousand-dollar fine.


  “So where to?” he asked. “The Hollywood Y is closed until seven a.m. tomorrow morning. I’m guessing you’re not terrifically loaded, and you didn’t plan on staying in the Roosevelt or the Knickerbocker hotel.”


  I turned to look at him and smiled. I liked him. But he was totally serious looking back and I now noticed he somehow had large soft eyes. Light eyes, maybe gray or green. But soft because of the heavy eyelashes top and bottom, and those were the only soft features in what was an otherwise masculine face. Thin mustache too. A 30s mustache, I remembered, from old black-and-white movies I’d seen.


  “You got that right,” I said.


  He sighed. “Well, you should go to the Y tomorrow. But you won’t. And I don’t blame you. They lock the doors at nine. Tell you what…I know a place not too far away that some kids told me about. It’s cheap and they’ve got someone at the desk all night who’ll let you in.”


  He pulled out a silver flask and offered it to me, but I nodded no, so he took a few sips and then looked at me. As if to ask, really, no hooch?


  I remembered: this was Prohibition. He was just being friendly. So I nodded no again.


  “You hungry?” he asked. “I’ve got half a baloney sandwich.”


  He reached behind us and took that off the shelf that was there in place of any backseat, and he handed it to me. It was wrapped in waxed paper, of all things, inside a brown paper bag, and it consisted of two slices of white bread, baloney, and maybe a smear of yellow mustard. Nothing else. I wolfed it down.


  “What I oughtta do is turn around and drive you up the other end of the canyon and send you back home.”


  “I told you I don’t come from there. Anyway, I’ve got no family.”


  “Oh, geez.” He took another sip from the flask and this time I could smell it and guess it was rye, and he lit another cigarette. “Then I oughtta bring you over to Father Flint at Immaculate Heart. Let him put you up and send you home on a bus.”


  “You’re a nice fellow,” I said through my eating. “But one: I’m not Catholic, and two: I’ve got no home to be sent home to.” I remembered that this was the Depression, and so I added, “I’ve been on my own a coupla years already.” What I wanted to say was: hey, cool off, not only that but I’m an old guy of sixty-five.


  “Okay! You win!” he said, taking another few puffs. He reached behind me and opened one of the fake leather cases I’d seen back there and he took out a fountain pen and a little pad. “I’ll drop you off at the Alsop House. But I want you to have my address.” He wrote on it and tore it out. I read, Lawrence Allegre. Free-lance Jewelry Jobber. There was a business address on Wilshire Blvd. and a phone number that began Aldine 6, with four more numbers.


  I folded it up neatly and put it into my shirt pocket.


  “Anything at all goes wrong, you ring me. Okay? By the way, my name is Larry.”


  The name I’d prepped with Morgan before had gone clear out of my head. I did notice his Saint Christopher medal, and I thought and then said, “Christopher.”


  We awkwardly shook hands.


  “That’s unusual. Sounds British and all that. Okay, Christopher.” He took my hand in his large, meaty paw of a hand and released it reluctantly. “You trust me, right?”


  “What, are you kidding? Why would I trust you, Larry? I just met you!” Then I added, “But I will phone you if I’m in trouble.”


  “Okay. I can see you’re no pushover. That’s good!”


  He threw another butt out the window—the fine was up to two thousand bucks—and he turned on the ignition, engaged the clutch, released the brake, and we took off.


  We only stopped twice before we hit Cahuenga Blvd. and he veered left. We went up a block and he stopped and parked in front of a five-story building that dominated one side of the street. Maybe five cars total were parked on the entire block, all of them old.


  “Let me go in with you,” Larry said.


  Fine with me. I wondered if he got some kind of kickback for bringing in strays.


  He had to knock on the glass pane until someone looked up from a desk a few feet away where he’d been snoozing. Old guy, very thin, lots of messy hair. Wearing pants too big for him, held up with suspenders over a long-sleeved shirt I wouldn’t want to get too close to.


  “Yeah!” he mumbled as he opened the door an inch.


  “Evening, Pops! Got a young sailor wants to check in.”


  Pops looked at me and turned around to go back to the desk. Larry caught the door before it slammed shut, and I followed him in.


  Behind the desk was a curtain that I guess led to another room, possibly a daytime office. We were in a small, stepped-down lobby. Two chairs with Braque-like tubular metal of some indeterminate alloy on its arms and legs and a green, plasticky-looking leather seat and back. Between the two stood a table—high metal ashtray with what looked like a much-stained yellow plastic tray and cigar or cigarette marks on it. Completely out of place was the third piece, a faux–Queen Anne side table, completing the lobby furnishing. It was covered with a soiled doily and held two magazines. I longed to pick one up to check the date.


  Pops slid over a register. “Half-month rate is three dollars.”


  “I’m not sure how long I’m staying.”


  “He’ll stay the two weeks,” Larry said for me. And when I looked at him for explanation, he said, “It’ll take you that long to settle into that job.”


  “Oh, right!” I said, playing along.


  “Always glad to have residents
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