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INTRODUCTION

 


The following is an adaptation of the Roman
playwright Plautus’s comedy Epidicus. Except for the setting, which
is San Francisco, and not Athens or Thebes (or Rome for that
matter), and the characters, who are mostly LGBT folk, and the fact
there are no slaves, war booty, female courtesans, sacrifices, or
public flogging in my novel, a great deal of what Plautus wrote
made it into what I have written, only slightly and somewhat
transmogrified by the cultural changes of the last 2,200
years.

At least that’s my opinion, but I’m a tad
biased, having just spent many, many months of my life working
on/with both. You’ll have to decide, of course, what your opinion
is of Parts is Parts and Epidicus for yourself.

Also – this is the BETA version of my novel.
It hasn’t turned out exactly, or even inexactly the way I thought
it would (but, really what in life ever does?) - so maybe I’ll
change it in the future. Or maybe I won’t. I just figure that if
BETA mode was good enough for Gmail for 5 years, it’s good enough
for my novel too.

Thad Says Parts Is Parts (And Thad Is Right)
is Book Two of Principal Parts, a set of stories about people who
live or come to live in The City, San Francisco (as San Franciscans
refer to the place they live in, or at least the editors of the San
Francisco Examiner always spell it - always capitalized – i.e. The
City). The characters in this novel continue the lives of some of
the characters of the book of short stories Spare Parts. Either
book can be read on its own. I would encourage you to do so. Read
them on your own, that is.

You could also choose to live in The City and
find out for yourself what your life would look like, were you to
experience San Francisco 24-7, as these characters do – but stay on
your toes – things on the edge of the continent are often not quite
what you were led to expect,

…at least, that’s the way it was for me, in
The City – the city by the bay.

 


 


 PROLOGUE

(A Few Weeks Before,

Eddie by a Body Shop in the Bayview
District)

 


Edward “Eddie” Stone is running from the law,
and he’s finding he’s not very good at it. His Vespa’s not nearly
as fast as he thought it was.

A San Francisco policeman, dark blue short
sleeves and a blue baseball cap barrels towards Eddie. He’s been
running alongside Eddie and his putt-putting yellow Vespa (which
Eddie calls The Great Banana) for a block now. Rush hour traffic
has all but ground to a halt and Eddie’s been forced to thread his
way between jostling cars. A lane to Eddie’s right breaks free.
Space! Movement! Eddie’s wild to hide someplace. He points his bike
through a tiny gap between bumpers, in the direction of the distant
sidewalk and bravely accelerates.

Eddie wheezes and gasps, pulls and parks his
bike on the curb, unclips his helmet and promptly trips on his
Vespa’s kickstand. Shit. Shit. Shit. He grabs his helmet, which he
notices is rolling towards the curb, twists and jumps over the
bike, and tries to escape into the nearest building. As he makes
the leap it registers in his adrenalin-hopped brain that this, the
nearest building, is turning out to be Alice’s Garage and Body Shop
in the Bayview. Not actually the biggest surprise to Eddie, as
this, Alice’s, was the very place Eddie had been zigzagging to get
to, through angry drivers for at least the last hour or
two.

Eddie lands on two feet this time and slows
and stops and thinks - he’s forgetting something, he knows he
is.

No, not the rain. It’s been raining on Eddie
lackadaisically, on and off for hours. And yes, it’s now started
raining on him again, deliberately, with a definite purposefulness
and an impressive depth of feeling, which Eddie can’t help but
admire. In fact, it’s pouring Olympic size swimming pools of pure
unadulterated wet on Eddie enthusiastically right at this very
moment. But no, the rain, that’s not it, that’s not what Eddie’s
forgetting.

And no, it’s not the Law. He looks up and over
his shoulder and sees the officer has almost caught up to Eddie and
to his bike, and Eddie’s mind blazes into a firestorm of panic -
“Fuck me. What in the hell am I doing? Why am I doing it? Why here?
And who do I think I am?” But, no, surprisingly, it’s not the
police he’s forgetting. He’s forgetting, what? Something or someone
else. It’s…

Bam! It hits him, of course, a solid punch to
his gut - the money! Where’s the money! He ‘s lost the
money!

No, he hasn’t. Eddie fumbles and unstraps his
favorite briefcase from the luggage rack, which, incidentally, is
packed chock-full of bundles of well-used twenties (not technically
his own property – the twenties that is, not the luggage), all the
while expecting wet policeman’s hands on his shoulders any second -
two hands dragging him off, bringing Eddie to judgment and to
justice and to a well-deserved retribution. But that doesn’t happen
to Eddie. At least, not yet.

Eddie, by the way, dearly loves this ancient
piece of leather – his briefcase. He’s had it for decades. It is a
lumpy, scuffed, brass-bound box with a handle on it which has a
tendency to pop open and disgorge itself and its contents at random
intervals. Eddie however has outwitted it this time. Anticipating
its deviant ways, Eddie’s tied it up with copious amounts of
multi-colored string. It’s been popping all day, but nothing’s been
disgorging. So far.

But it tries again. It’s relentless. The
briefcase pops in a disgruntled, defeated kind of way and Eddie
steps backward as it snaps at him. He tangles and untangles himself
from the kickstand again, balances, teetering on the curb for a
second, then slips and falls into the street. He misses a passing
bus by inches. Thinking quickly - as he tumbles in front of tons of
diesel powered steel steam-rolling its way towards him - he hurls
his briefcase to safety, up and over the bike, holds on to his
helmet, and manages to rip open the seam of the seat of his suit
pants in the process of not killing himself.

And no, Eddie’s not wearing his old pair
today, of course not, Eddie’s just ripped the seam out of the
expensive new pearl-gray pants he’d seen in GQ 2 weeks ago – that
special-ordered, tailored, credit card-destroying pair he’d
purchased just 7 days ago, taken possession of 2 days ago, and worn
for the first time today. Worn, of course, in honor of his criminal
agenda this morning. Now they flip and flap around his bare thighs
as would a Savile Row hula skirt, and the contents of his pants
pockets litter the gutter in colorful and embarrassingly personal
profusion.

While unsuccessfully trying to cover his
exposed derriere, and swatting at his bike, Eddie regains his
balance in time to dodge a glint of something silver flying through
the air in front of him. It’s a tarnished piece of Eddie’s front
fender trim - a scimitar of pitted chrome that just knifed him in
the butt, and it whirls and dances off past his face and into
oncoming traffic. Horns honk, cars brake and squeal, Eddie ignores
it all, hoping everyone else won’t extrapolate the trajectory of
the spinning metal sliver back to its origin and to this half-naked
man standing in the rain assaulting his very yellow
Vespa.

Eddie wonders if things could get worse. He
wonders if it is possible there could be an even higher ratio of
water to air in the space around him, in his immediate vicinity.
Eddie finds that, yes, it can, and yes, there could. The rain
becomes massy walls of water moving horizontally straight at him.
They flatten him against the parked car he’s standing next
to.

Meanwhile, his briefcase slides with a mind of
its own across the flowing mountain stream which is the sidewalk
now, farther and farther away from him. It spins and stops at the
feet of the running officer. Eddie pushes his glasses back up onto
his nose, pulls himself off the car trunk he’s been plastered to,
takes a long, shallow asthma-stunted breath, and listens to his
lungs whistle. His once-pressed suit hangs on him in moist bag-like
folds, and expensive, soggy rips. The officer, equally soggy, stops
in front of Eddie.

Eddie mentally braces himself. There’s going
to be a lot of rights-reciting and behind-the-back handcuffing
occurring in the near future. He puts on his helmet, to keep from
dropping it, to try and keep his head dry, and also because he
figures - thinking and planning ahead – the helmet ought to give
him sorely-needed protection should the officer decide to beat
Eddie into submission.

So, Eddie begins again. He moves carefully
this time over the bike, succeeds in exiting the Vespa, and looks
up to see the officer saying something to him. Eddie can’t hear a
thing. He smiles at the guy, who’s breathing heavily – the
uniformed man is a severe, professionally concerned, but
dramatically dripping face frowning at him as Eddie pulls and yanks
to get his helmet off. It’s a gigantic suction cup now on his very
wet skull. The officer finally helps him, and they unscrew it
painfully off of Eddie’s head.

Alice is there. Alice is waiting. In her
garage-repair shop, in a wide door, 10 feet away, hands on her
hips, standing under some dented, what looks like
military-ballistic-grade garage doors, Alice is watching. She’s
watching Eddie. As Eddie struggles towards her. Her eyes are
half-closed. She is motionless. Unreadable expressions are passing
over her face.

The officer yells through the monsoon right
into Eddie’s ear. It’s the only way you can hear somebody out here.
They are both leaning at a 45 degree angle into the
wind.

“Are you all right? Feeling O.K.? You aren’t
on any kind of medication, are you?” screams the officer, “Drugs?
You aren’t…” then he gives it up, stops speaking, slowly and
carefully hands back the briefcase bundle in the gusting wind. Both
Eddie and the officer stare at it. – the briefcase - the exterior
of which is mostly crazy-wrapped cord and fist-sized knots,
obviously not boy-scout caliber tying, more like what a bored cat
would do with a ball of twine and a long afternoon ahead of it.
Eddie finally gets a hold of it, it burps and pops once or twice,
the officer lets go of it like it’s a thing alive.

The officer looks at Eddie for a long moment
after Eddie gets it back, and even more closely as Eddie hugs it to
his chest. Eddie smiles encouragingly. He can’t think of a thing to
say. He forgets to thank him. The rain smashes the two of them
together, then drags them apart. By the time Eddie thinks to shake
his head - no, he is not on drugs - the officer is gone, jogging
madly down the street through the rain, plunging calf-deep into
puddles, bouncing off of walls, heading around the corner, and then
it’s just Eddie, Alice, the suitcase and the rain.

Eddie blinks for a second or two, trying to
figure out how he got free and why he remains free. He senses
movement out of the sides of his eyes. Alice is motioning him to
get in out of this downpour. He goes.

“So, do you have the money?” says Alice as
Eddie finally makes it over to her and the dry, oil-stained
concrete inside. It smells like honest work in here, grease and
metal, everything out in the open, it smells like Alice. His
glasses fog up immediately.

“Not exactly” says Eddie.

Eddie ducks before Alice can land a punch on
his shoulder. He takes off his glasses, cleans them badly with the
front of his shirt, which is also waterlogged, puts them back on,
yanks them back off again.

He takes in as big a breath as he can, which
isn’t very big. He lets it out. He takes in an even smaller
one.

“Alice...”

He blinks. Water’s dripping into his eyes. He
doesn’t want to say anything. He knows he’s got to say something.
He can feel her standing there, even though he can’t see her. He
busies himself rubbing and buffing at his glasses. It’s good for a
person to have something to do with his hands. He blinks and rubs
and buffs.

“Alice…”

A million fists drum the metal roof of the
garage. It’s going to tear this garage off its foundations. But
Eddie doesn’t want to move. Ever again. He wants to stand here.
Watch it happen. Be with Alice to the end. Wouldn’t that be great?
Just standing and being able to breathe and dying? He blinks, and
then he starts talking, saying something, even though he doesn’t
want to.

“Alice, I’m so close this time. So close. I
can taste it, I’m so close. The Yuba City land deal, well, it’s
going to make us all rich.”

Eddie stops. He realizes he’s been massaging
gravel and mud into his lenses. His shirt is splattered with it.
He’s probably destroyed them, he’s probably holding
precision-ground glass splinters in his hand now. As he tries to
inhale, through his ever-tightening chest, he wonders if they issue
new glasses to you when they put you in prison. Probably
not.

“So, Alice, what I’m trying to say
is…”

“What you’re trying to say is, you don’t have
the money.”

“Well, not exactly.”

It’s always “not exactly” with Eddie. Eddie’s
life is not an exact science. It’s not Art either. It’s more a
continuous comedic improvisation with a consistently tragic ending.
Repeated nightly. With a matinee on Sundays.

Eddie has stolen many thousands of dollars
from his employer. It’s all in the knotted briefcase. He was going
to pay back Alice with it, but now, on the way over, he got a phone
call. Now, he has to pay it back to someone else. Someone he can’t
refuse. Someone by the name of Ace.

Eddie rubs his fingertips together, feeling
for flakes of glass.

You know what? It is never like those posters
Eddie has all over his office – “Dream Big” “Work Hard”
“Opportunities Abound” “Dare to Succeed” – hah! Dare! Those posters
never mention doing jail time, and watching friend’s faces as you
lie to them and riding Vespas in the rain on dangerously slick city
streets transporting stolen goods in psychotic briefcases. They
never mention that, do they? No. It’s always the sunsets, and the
pine trees and the blue, blue lakes, and the achingly capable young
men walking beaches, pointing at mountains, climbing cliffs and
hang-gliding. Hang-gliding? Hang-gliding? Where the fuck is Eddie’s
hang glider? Eddie wants to know. Where is it? Eddie should have
had dozens of them by now. His flat should be full to the ceiling
with them.

Eddie does a poor imitation of inhaling. Then
he does it again. And then he exhales.

But, still Eddie believes in it. Success. It’s
his drug of choice. He believes in its unlimited
happiness-generating powers, in the fact that Success (and it’s
always capitalized in Eddie’s mind) is the solution to every
problem, the medicine for every ill. Success succeeds. Eddie
believes in it. With all his strength, with his whole heart, with
every particle of willpower he has. Eddie believes. He believes it
works.

It’s just that, apparently, it’s always worked
for other people over the last 20 years, and never for Eddie, at
least that’s been Eddie’s experience. But Eddie’s turn is coming
up. He knows it. It has to be. It’s time. The time is
now.

“Do you hear that, universe?”, he directs an
earnest inquiry towards the ceiling, where the universe lives.
Eddie is probably mumbling to himself again, he does that quite a
bit, but he doesn’t care all that much. Usually. And especially
now. He’s too wet and too broke to care. “Universe? You hear that?
Now. This year. It’s Eddie’s year this year. It’s hang glider time.
If there is any leftover luck out there….”

Eddie ruffles his hair back and forth with one
hand and tries to get some more of the water out of it. He sees
Alice eyeballing his briefcase on the floor. Eddie scoots it and
its knots between and behind his feet. At the same time, he ruffles
his hair some more, hoping he’s distracting her. Then he pauses,
biting his lip.

He’s wet, cold, depressed, and can’t breathe.
What is he doing here at Alice’s? This is never going to work. Why
did he come? He’s such an idiot. What would Mr. Periphanitides, his
soon-to-be-former boss, do in Eddie’s situation? What? What would
the fabulously rich Mr. P., the man he’s just stolen from, what
would he do?

The more Eddie ponders this, the more Eddie
starts getting the uncomfortable sensation he’s being examined.
He’s being evaluated and he’s being watched. The way a plump
lemming munching a grass stem in the morning sunshine knows somehow
it’s being watched by an invisible hovering hawk.

It’s Alice. Alice is watching him. Alice is
patient that way. She’s going to give him time, she’s going to let
him think. She’s going to let him stew and brew and boil and
eventually blab everything to her. She knows Eddie. She knows she
just has to give him enough space and time and Eddie will
self-destruct all on his own. That’s Eddie’s forte.

Eddie decides to grab the bull, or in this
case, the cow by the horns. So to speak. That doesn’t sound right
somehow, no matter how he re-phrases it. He hopes he’s not
muttering out loud again. He sucks in as much breath as much as he
can, which isn’t much, and starts talking.

“But, uh, Alice. Alice, that land and the
mobile home by the reservoir, the one I was wanting for myself, if
you could help me with that money, if you could see your way clear
and give me some more time and maybe then possibly, if there was a
way to…” He runs out of breath before he can really finish. His
sentence ends unexpectedly with a dying sigh.

Alice is silent. Maybe the slightest hint of
disgust in her eyes now. Or maybe she’s squinting because it’s so
dark in here. And loud. The storm is getting worse.

He puts on his glasses again. Nothing but
streaks. And scratches. He looks to the left and to the right, at
cars in various states of disrepair, at benches and shelves,
there’s no tools out really, they’re all put away, Alice is very
organized. Eddie likes that about her. Eddie looks here and there,
he examines a dusty Pepsi machine, the ceiling light fixtures,
anywhere, everywhere but Alice’s eyes again. And Alice is so quiet,
he can’t tell if she’s in the same room with him still.

He waits for a period of time – he estimates
it conservatively at a few hours. Then, tries to clear a
bucket-load of phlegm out of his lungs, inhales, and in a scratchy,
husky voice he says “So what are you thinking?” This uses up all
the breath he’d just pulled in.

Alice looks him over, up and down, from soggy
Italian loafers to the top of his thinning blond hair, up and back
down again. She even shakes her head at his ripped pants flapping
in the breeze.

Eddie meanwhile, pats down all his pockets,
remembering now he just got a new inhaler. He better find it soon,
or he’ll collapse right here, into a big pile of gasping Eddie and
let 911 take care of the aftermath. Which actually, the more Eddie
thinks about it, seems like one of his better ideas. It would feel
so good to lie down right now, just for a second. He’s so tired.
Eddie looks around the floor for a likely spot.

“Well, Eddie...”

He snaps his neck back and jumps a few steps
when Alice’s voice booms out into the garage. .

“Eddie, helping you depends on what ‘not
exactly’ means. So, why’d you show up at all?”

He’s so grateful to hear her speak, so
grateful for a little human companionship, that it all tumbles out
of him, before he can stop it, before he can close his mouth. It’s
a torrent of words tumbling and running over each other, pouring
out into the empty air between them. Eddie tries, but it’s just no
good. He spills it all. Alice brings that out in him. He’s gasping
for air at the end.

“Alice, give me a break. I spent it. I spent
the money. What I needed for the down payment on the land – well, I
spent it on Ace. My boss, Mr. Periphanitides’ son – yeah, I know
that you know who Ace Periphanitides is, and I know you know I know
you know.”

“Hey, c’mon, Alice. We all know. Listen,
Alice, this time, he really needed the money. This time it was an
honest-to-God emergency. This time his dad, Mr. P. is fed up with
him. He’s sick of him. He won’t help Ace. He wouldn’t piss on Ace
if Ace were on fire right in front of him. Well, maybe he’d piss on
him. I don’t know. Mr. P. can be pretty severe. But…”

Eddie pauses, Alice’s face is a masterpiece of
blankness. Alice is great at poker. Eddie’s wallet has been emptied
many a night because of it.

“Look, Alice. Alice, please, I had to do it.
Someone has to do it. You know I practically raised Ace myself. God
knows his mother and father didn’t exert much time or energy in
Ace’s direction. Left Ace up to me. Yes, me, Alice. Ace comes to me
with his messes.”

Eddie stops and carefully surveys Alice’s face
for emotion. It is a less than useless effort. He sighs. He
continues. First, he sucks in more air.

“Ace says he’ll pay me back. Quick. No,
really. I know he will, Alice. This time, he promised. Fast. Quick.
This time I believe him. Alice? Alice? Hey, Alice?”

Eddie slows down and stops and concentrates on
trying to breathe and watches again, wheezing, for Alice’s
reaction. But Alice is too quick for him. She’s already walking
away towards her back office, motioning Eddie to follow. Eddie
can’t see her face. And now she’s using her businesswoman voice on
him. Which could mean anything or nothing. It drives him crazy. She
knows it too.

“When are you ever going to learn, Eddie?
Well, I think this time, you’re up shit creek without a paddle, my
boy.”

Eddie waits, knowing there’s more. He stays
outside her office. He tries to cough, tries to breathe. He looks
around for a soft place to fall.

“I’m going to have to put a stop-payment on my
check, Eddie.” Her voice torpedoes out her open door.

Eddie bites his lip, wills himself to silence,
doesn’t move forward.

“I’m picking up the phone, Eddie, I’m dialing
my 24-hour courtesy services line, the check will be no good in a
matter of seconds.”

Eddie shuffles forward, dripping, gripping his
helmet, brandishing his briefcase, to find Alice leaning back in
her chair, feet on her desk, her hands nowhere near her
phone.

“Why should I bail out that spoiled, stuck-up,
good-fer-nothing one more time? Just because you like him doesn’t
mean I have to. Eddie, this has got to stop.”

“Maybe Alice, because, you know, I’d do the
same for you, if you needed me to, without thinking
twice.”

Alice glares at him, but Eddie can see she’s
working at it, the glare isn’t coming easy. She’s shaking her head.
Eddie closes his eyes. He’s miserable. He’s wet. He’s a bad friend.
When he draws his breath in, it’s like he’s breathing through the
lungs of a hamster.

“Yeah. Yeah. Well, next week, Eddie. Next
week. At the latest. But this is the last time, you hear? The well
is dry now Eddie, dry as a bone. You hearing me? Eddie?”

Eddie’s looking down, concentrating on pumping
oxygen around the few bronchial tubes that are still bothering to
inflate and feels something small and sharp hit him in the chest.
It’s his inhaler. Alice is closing her top desk drawer. She’s
smiling her small, satisfied smile. It’s a ray of sunshine to
Eddie, a blast of sunlight after a violent storm.

“Next week, thanks, Alice.
Thanks.”

“Help each other through it, it’s why we’re
here Eddie. It’s why we’re here.”

 


 



CHAPTER
1

(Saturday Morning 9:15
A.M.,

Eddie in The Castro)

 


“Hey Alice.” Eddie speaks into his cell. His
voice is clipped, tense, and whiny. He hates it when he sounds like
that, he just can’t help himself.

“Hey right back at you, Eddie. Eddie, what’s
wrong? You sound like someone just sat on your birthday
cake.”

“Well, it is my birthday.”

“Forty-two isn’t all that old, buddy. My
girlfriend’s forty-three. She’s still wet behind the
ears.”

“So, how’s Janey doing, Alice? She found a job
yet?”

“Good, and no, and don’t try and change the
subject, birthday boy. ‘Fess up, Eddie, what’s eating
you?”

“Oh Alice…” Eddie slides into a whine before
he can stop himself.

“Don’t ‘oh Alice’ me, C’mon, Eddie. Stop
teasing. Tell me everything, boy.”

“Jesus. Well, Alice, it’s just the same old
same old. Ace and his father. It’s not a job. It’s a vocation, like
joining a monastery. I may be Mr. P.’s personal assistant, but
since his wife died, it’s like, well, like I’m the glue that’s
holding that family together. And it’s not even my family. And it’s
not even holding together all that well. I’m just worried about
Ace, is all it is.”

“What you see in that boy baffles
me.”

“Alice, I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t
know what I am, anymore. I thought I’d be rich by now, working for
the Periphanitides. Hah! They treat me like shit. I’m going to wake
up when I’m 65 Alice, and be used up. Then I’ll be thrown away.
Trashed. I’m trash, Alice, just trash.

“Eddie, you’re working, that’s something at
least.”

What do I have to show for all these years of
work? What? Who am I kidding? It could happen tomorrow. Pink slip.
Trash. Then what?”

“And you wonder when you’ll ever get the time
to get yourself a family of your own?”

“Yes, Alice. I do wonder sometimes.

“Well, stop wondering, Eddie, and start
dating. You’re going out with us for your birthday tonight, come
hell or high water. We’ll get you a boyfriend. Or at the very least
get you laid. You in? Eddie? Eddie?”

“Eddie?”

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“So what else? C’mon… spill,
Eddie.”

“Yeah, I not only used my own money, I had to
steal even more money from Mr. Periphanitides to get Ace out of his
troubles. I’m going to jail this time. It’s more than little. It’s
a lot. So it’s jail. I know it. Jail. Oh, crap. Wait a second,
Jesus! I’ve got to grab my inhaler. There. Sorry.

Eddie can hear Alice waiting, a companionable
silence on the phone. He tries to smile, even though she can’t see
it. Eddie has to admit, it’s not a very convincing
smile.

“Alice, I’ll never get some land and a trailer
and a creek and a dog and oh it’s all just getting farther and
farther away. Some days, I just don’t know Alice. I just fucking
don’t know. What am I going to do, Alice?”

“Now you listen here, Eddie Stone, and you
listen good. No, no pissing and moaning. Nah, just pipe down and
listen. Farm land’s not going anywhere. The country’s full of it.
You’ll get there. You’ll get that rancho, or whatever it is they
call a farm here in California. You will, you’ll see. You just
listen to momma Alice.”

“I’m at the end of my fucking rope,
Alice.”

“I know, Eddie, I know. Eddie, you’re one of
the most stubborn people I’ve ever met - no, there’s more, just be
quiet, I’m not done yet - and one of the smartest people. If anyone
can get from San Francisco to wrestling cows in central California,
or wrestling men or whatever the hell it is you’re setting your
eyes on wrestling, well, you can Mr. Stone. I believe in
you.”

“Well, that makes one person.”

“Self pity isn’t going to get you a mortgage.
Or a dog.”

“And no one remembers my birthday either,
Alice. It’s like I don’t exist.”

“This is just your day for complaining isn’t
it, Eddie? Well, listen real careful to what I’m about to say to
you, Edward. Happy birthday Ed. Happy birthday to you.”

“Yeah, happy birthday to me.”

“That’s better. Now, Eddie, listen up! You are
not allowed to forget this – we will be going out tonight
celebrating. You’re dead meat if you cancel on all of us again. You
hear me, Eddie? Dead meat.”

Eddie doesn’t say anything, he doesn’t have
to. He knows Alice. She doesn’t make empty threats. Alice gallops
on.

“Now, go out and have yourself one hell of a
nice day. Forget the Tragic Endings. Make yourself a Rosy
Beginning, for a change. You can do it Eddie. I know you
can.

Eddie smiles at the phone again. He makes the
smile count. He figures Alice can see it this time, on the other
end of the line.

“Hell, it’s your birthday, Eddie, and it’s
your life. Goddammit, if you don’t do something with it, who’s a
gonna?

 


 



CHAPTER
2

(Saturday Night 9:03
P.M.,

Eddie on the Corner of Castro and
Market)

 


Eddie’s been hanging out in the Castro all
day. He’s sick of it. Eddie tries to call Alice again, but her
cell’s charging or some shit like that. Eddie swipes his cell off
for the fourteenth time and slouches back into a waiting posture.
Eddie frowns at the San Francisco crowds ebbing and flowing past
the corner of Castro and Market. Eddie’s not a happy guy right now.
His stomach is doing flip-flops. Something’s about to happen.
Something bad. Eddie knows it. His stomach never lies.

A police car rolls by Eddie. It slows down.
Eddie’s heart skips a couple of beats and he holds his breath,
trying to become as small as possible. Eddie pushes himself
nonchalantly away from the street, backing deeper and deeper into
the shadowy entrance alcove he’s waiting in front of. The police
car turns, drives slowly down Castro, disappears. Eddie
exhales.

It’s the fifth one he’s seen this afternoon,
well, now it’s evening. And the cars always slow down. Almost to a
crawl. Of course, they are making a left turn onto a neighborhood
street. You don’t make left turns on two wheels at sixty miles an
hour. At least, Eddie doesn’t. But maybe the reason they’re turning
onto Castro all the time today, maybe, just maybe the reason
they’re turning is because they’re very, very interested in this
suspicious guy in black (Eddie) who’s been loitering on the corner
all afternoon, doing nothing but make dozens of phone calls, for
hours and hours. Eddie looks like a drug dealer. It all makes
sense. Terrible sense. Eddie’s in trouble.

Someone squeezes and pushes past Eddie to look
at the hours on the closed doors of the closed and darkened shop
Eddie is using as his shadowy hideout. The guy bumps and pushes at
Eddie. The guy doesn’t apologize for it, even though Eddie scurries
back and forth to get out of his way. Eddie’s amazed at people
sometimes. The guy seems so angry.

Eddie can’t tell anymore – what’s real, what
isn’t. He can’t remember a time when he wasn’t stressed and nervous
and a little crazy and feeling like he was tightened and thinned
and way too taut – an old stretched-out rubber band about to snap
in two, rip apart, rupture and disintegrate. Eddie works all the
time now. Office and home, day and night. He’s even thinking of
himself as office supplies. He needs help. He needs to talk to
someone. A real person. A real voice. Interface with something
other than a spreadsheet, or a website. His heart starts beating
faster again.

He feels his chest tightening. He feels his
breath getting shallower and weaker. He moves his hands over his
pants and shirt feeling for his inhaler. It turns out the inhaler’s
tucked away in his inner coat pocket. Good. Good. He’ll puff
himself in a minute, although he’s already had to do it once today,
early this morning. He tries to slow his breathing down, do it by
willpower alone and it just makes him dizzy.

He calls Alice, but hangs up before the call
is connected. He closes his cell phone and hits it hard against his
forehead a couple of times. This is ridiculous. He’s a grown man.
Acting like a teenager.

He calls Alice again, but gets the same
out-of-service junk. He’s lonelier than ever. He blinks and watches
the stoplights change. He’s scared. He watches for police cars. He
thinks of texting, but Alice never looks at her texts. She barely
remembers to look at her new messages. Eddie on the other hand,
always looks at his messages. He even answers Alice’s phone for
her, to keep it from ringing endlessly when they’re out together.
Alice thinks it’s cute. Eddie does it to preserve his
sanity.

Ace Periphanitides sent Eddie one of his
mysterious text messages this afternoon: to meet him on “The
Corner” - one of their code phrases for Castro and Market - so
Ace’s father can’t discover where Ace is hiding out. Eddie has to
be crazy to be doing this cloak and dagger bullshit still, for so
many years now – is it twenty? No, it has to be twenty two if it’s
a day. Eddie can remember covering up for Ace’s stealing cookies -
now what’s Eddie going to be covering up for? Grand Larceny?
Kidnapping? Murder? Although with Ace it’s usually man troubles.
Ace has a good heart, but bad instincts when it comes to finding
boyfriends. Real bad. It frightens Eddie how poor Ace’s judgment is
sometimes.

Eddie shakes his head. Having Ace in his life
- it’s holding one grenade after another in your hand and watching
the pins falling to the ground. The next explosion is always on its
way. Following right behind the previous explosion. It’s never a
matter of if with Ace’s commotions and disorders – it’s always a
matter of when. Ace’s problems detonate in Eddie’s face with
disturbing regularity. Eddie’s not sure how many more last minute
rescues he has left in him. He tries to inhale.

His breathing is getting no better. In fact,
it’s worse. Eddie pulls out the inhaler and blasts himself. There’s
the familiar rush, and a flush of anger and aggressiveness, he
feels warm all over. Then his lungs begin to open up. Eddie has his
eyes closed. Breathing is so pleasurable. Eddie loves the first few
moments of the inhaler when everything and anything seems possible
in his life. This must be what hope feels like.

When he opens his eyes, someone walking by is
looking at Eddie strangely. Eddie feels his jaws snap shut. He’s
been talking to himself again. Eddie gives the guy a blindingly
harmless smile and waves his hand in a friendly way. He can afford
to be friendly, now that he has a supply of oxygen again. The guy
quickly moves off. Ah well. Maybe the wave was a little much. Maybe
he’s mumbling all the time now. Maybe he’s falling apart. Piece by
piece. Right here on a public sidewalk. Who would care if he did?
Would anyone collect all the Eddie-pieces and put them back
together again? Eddie wonders.

Anyways, these are the cheerful thoughts
Eddie’s experiencing now that Eddie’s been trapped on the corner of
Castro and Market, pinned down next to the entrance to the
underground, for most of a Saturday afternoon. And, Eddie reminds
himself, the better part of the evening. In fact, soon it will be
night, then it will be morning. Amazing how that happens. Would
Eddie wait that long? Will he be waiting here weeks from now, a
long beard covering his face, stretching towards his shoes, his
clothes in shreds? Who would feed him?

Then Eddie has an epiphany. Of sorts. He hears
two guys talking as they exit the Muni – one says “Never?” the
other says “Not in my lifetime”, and Eddie knows, knows with a
certainty beamed down into his head from the perfect, ideal heavens
above, that not only has there been no sign of Ace this afternoon,
there will be no sign of Ace this evening either. Ace is not
coming. Ace was never going to come. Eddie’s beginning to put two
and two together. And for once he’s not coming up with five. Ace
has done it to him again. Ace has set him up.

Well. Fuck Ace. Fuck Ace and his bag upon bag
of troubles and suffering and mayhem. Eddie’s been helping Ace with
his baggage all his adult life. And guess what? Eddie’s tired. It’s
been a little too much lately. Too much with the baggage. Way too
much.

Eddie may have been fooled up till now. But he
doesn’t have to stay fooled. It’s his fucking birthday. Like Alice
said. Eddie’s punching out. He’s off duty. He’ll get together with
someone and the two of them will head over to see Alice. After all,
Eddie promised Alice he’d come. And while the wrath of Alice is one
of the Seven Wonders of the World - truly a marvel to behold -
Eddie would rather it was directed at someone else. No, he’d rather
not be on the receiving end of Alice this time.

Eddie gets a strange, painful grin on his
face. He’ll call Thad. It’s Eddie’s birthday. Even the evil Thad
will be nice to him today. Right? Eddie tries to get Thad. He has
to call three numbers. Only the third one works. He gets Thad’s
voice mail. Thad is in Los Angeles. Duh!

Thad’s gone down there to be with Ace, Thad’s
best friend. Besides, what was Eddie thinking? Thad is handsome and
rough and slick and sleazy as a used car salesman, and, oh yeah,
twenty years younger than Eddie. The last thing Eddie needs is to
be tailing Thad all Saturday night, whining and wide-eyed and
grinning vacuously and lousy with infatuation. He’s done it before.
Thad just pushes him away. Literally. Into the gutter.

Get a grip, Eddie. Besides, Thad’s safely in
Los Angeles. Far from Eddie. Too far to be of any help to Eddie
tonight. Eddie will just have to find some other way to humiliate
himself on his birthday.

Eddie taps his foot and clicks his tongue
against his teeth and scares a few more pedestrians with his
muffled murmurings.

Eddie pulls out his cell phone again. He’ll
call Derrick. It rings and rings and Eddie gets a message. When did
Derrick fly down to Australia for training for a new job? What new
job? It hasn’t been that long, has it? No, they just talked. Eddie
and Derrick, you wouldn’t exactly call it dating, but
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