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Epigraph


When you feel your song is orchestrated wrong,

Why should you prolong

Your stay?

When the wind and the weather blow your dreams sky-high,

Sail away—sail away—sail away!



NOËL COWARD
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A Royal Welcome

SHE WAS FIFTY-SEVEN YEARS OLD WHEN SHE SAW SAN Francisco for the first time. As her limousine pulled away from the concrete labyrinth of the airport, she peered out the window at the driving rain and issued a small sigh over the general beastliness of the weather.

“I know,” said Philip, reading her mind, “but they expect it to clear today.”

She returned his faint smile, then searched in her handbag for a tissue. Since leaving the Reagans’ ranch she’d felt a mild case of the sniffles coming on, and she was dashed if she’d let it get the best of her.

The motorcade veered onto a larger highway—a “freeway,” she supposed—and soon they were plunging headlong into the rain past lurid motels and posters of nightmare proportions. To her left loomed a treeless hillside, so unnaturally green that it might have been Irish. There were words on it, rendered in white stones: SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO—THE INDUSTRIAL CITY.

Philip saw the face she made and leaned forward to study the curious hieroglyphic.

“Odd,” he murmured.

“Mmm,” she replied.

She could only hope that they had not yet arrived in the city proper. This tatty commercial district could well be the equivalent of Ruislip or Wapping or one of those horrid little suburbs in the vicinity of Gatwick Airport. She mustn’t imagine the worst just yet.

Her original plan had been to arrive in San Francisco on board the Britannia—an operation that would have entailed the pleasant prospect of sailing under the Golden Gate Bridge. The sea had become quite treacherous, however, by the time she reached Los Angeles, and the same storms that had brought six California rivers to flood level would almost certainly have played havoc with her undependable tummy.

So she had settled on this somewhat less than majestic entrance via aeroplane and automobile. She would spend the night in a local hotel, then reinstate herself on the Britannia when it arrived in the harbor the following day. Since she was almost sixteen hours ahead of schedule, this evening’s time was completely unclaimed, and the very thought of such gratuitous leisure sent surprising little shivers of anticipation down her spine.

Where would she dine tonight? The hotel, perhaps? Or someone’s home? The question of whose home was a sticky one at best, since she had already received feverish invitations from several local hostesses, including—and here she shuddered a bit—that dreadful petrol woman with all the hair.

She dismissed the issue of dinner for the moment and once more turned her attention to the passing scene. The rain seemed to have slacked a tiny bit, and here and there in the slate-gray skies a few dainty patches of blue had begun to make themselves known. Then the city materialized out of nowhere—a jumble of upended biscuit boxes that reminded her vaguely of Sydney.

“Look!” crowed Philip.

He was pointing to a dazzling rainbow that hovered like a crown above the city.

“How perfectly splendid,” she murmured.

“Indeed. Their protocol people are more thorough than I thought.”

Feeling giddier by the minute, she giggled at his little joke. It seemed appropriate to commemorate the moment by a cheery wave to the citizenry, but public assembly was quite impossible along this major artery, so she ignored the impulse and set about the task of repairing her lipstick.

The rain had diminished to a drizzle by the time the motorcade descended from the highway into a region of low-lying warehouses and scruffy cafés. At the first intersection, the limousine slowed dramatically and Philip signaled her with a nod of his head.

“Over there, darling. Your first well-wishers.”

She turned her head slightly and waved at several dozen people assembled on the street corner. They waved back vigorously, holding aloft a black leather banner on which the words GOD SAVE THE QUEEN had been imprinted in silver rivets. It was not until she heard them cheer that she realized they were all men.

Philip smirked sleepily.

“What?” she asked.

“Poofs,” he said.

“Where?”

“There, darling. With the banner.”

She glanced back at them and saw that they were standing outside a building called the Arena. “Don’t be silly,” she replied. “They’re sportsmen of some sort.”





Mrs. Halcyon’s Scoop

TO COMMEMORATE THE COMING OF ELIZABETH II, THE Marina Safeway had run specials all week on English muffins, Imperial margarine and Royal Crown Cola. The Flag Store on Polk Street had reported a rush on Union Jacks, while no less than three bars in the Castro had set about the task of organizing “Betty Windsor” look-alike contests.

All this and more had been painstakingly documented by Mary Ann Singleton—and a thousand reporters like her—in the grueling days that preceded the royal visit. Mary Ann’s own quest for queenly minutiae had led her from tearooms on Maiden Lane to Irish bars in North Beach to storefront bakeries in the Avenues where rosy-cheeked Chicanas made steak-and-kidney pies for “Olde English” restaurants.

It was little wonder that Her Majesty’s actual arrival had come as both a profound relief and a disappointing anticlimax. Tormented by the incessant rain, Mary Ann and her cameraman had waited for almost an hour outside the St. Francis, only to discover (after the fact) that the royal limousine had ducked discreetly into the hotel’s underground parking garage.

Mary Ann salvaged the story as best she could, telecasting a live report from the entrance to the garage, then dragged herself home to 28 Barbary Lane, where she kicked off her shoes, lit a joint and phoned her husband at work.

They made a date to see Gandhi later that night.

She was warming up a leftover pot roast when the phone rang.

“ ’Lo,” she muttered, through a mouthful of cold roast.

“Mary Ann?” It was the crisp, patrician voice of DeDe Halcyon Day.

“Hi,” said Mary Ann. “Don’t mind me. I’m eating myself into oblivion.”

DeDe laughed. “I saw your newscast on Bay Window.”

“Great,” said Mary Ann ruefully. “Pretty insightful, huh? I figure it’s all over but the Emmy.”

“Now, now. You did just fine.”

“Right.”

“And we all loved your hat. It was much prettier than the mayor’s. Even Mother said so.”

Mary Ann made a face for no one’s benefit but her own. That goddamn hat was the first hat she had worn in years, and she had bought it specifically for the royal visit. “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” she said blandly. “I thought it might have been a bit much for a parking garage.”

“Look,” said DeDe, “why aren’t you down here? I thought for sure you would be.”

“Down where? Hillsborough?”

DeDe uttered an exasperated little sigh. “Trader Vic’s, of course.”

Most rich people are annoying, Mary Ann decided, not because they are different but because they pretend not to notice the difference. “DeDe,” she said as calmly as possible, “Trader Vic’s is not exactly a hangout of mine.”

“Well, O.K., but … don’t you want to see her?”

“See who?”

“The Queen, you ninny.”

“The Queen is at Trader Vic’s?” This was making no sense whatsoever.

“Wait a minute,” said DeDe. “You didn’t know?”

“DeDe, for God’s sake! Is she there?”

“Not yet. But she’s on her way. I thought for certain the station would’ve told you….”

“Are you sure?”

“Somebody’s sure. The streets are crawling with cops, and the Captain’s Cabin looks like opening night at the opera. Look, Vita Keating told Mother, and Vita heard it from Denise Hale, so it must be the truth.”

Mary Ann’s disbelief lingered like an anesthetic. “I didn’t think the Queen ever went to restaurants.”

“She doesn’t,” DeDe laughed. “Vita says this is her first time in seventeen years!”

“God,” said Mary Ann.

“Anyway,” DeDe added, “we’ve got a ringside seat. I’m here with Mother and D’or and the kids, and we’d love for you to join us. You and Brian, that is.”

“He’s at work,” replied Mary Ann, “but I’d love to come.”

“Good.”

“Are there other reporters, DeDe? Do you see any television people?”

“Nope. If you haul ass, she’s all yours.”

Mary Ann let out a whoop. “You’re an angel, DeDe! I’ll be there as soon as I can grab a cab!”

Seconds after hanging up, she phoned the station and alerted the news director. He was understandably skeptical, but assured her that a crew would be dispatched immediately. Then she called a cab, fixed her face, strapped her shoes back on, and scrawled a hasty note to Brian.

She was striding through the leafy canyon of Barbary Lane when she realized what she had forgotten. “Shit,” she muttered, hesitating only slightly before running back home to get her hat.

As she climbed from the cab at the entrance to Cosmo Place, she marveled anew at the enduring mystique of Trader Vic’s. When all was said and done, this oh-so-fashionable Polynesian restaurant was really only a Quonset hut squatting in an alleyway on the edge of the Tenderloin. People who wouldn’t be caught dead amidst the Bali Hai camp of the Tonga Room on Nob Hill would murder their grandmothers for the privilege of basking in the same decor at Trader Vic’s.

The maître d’ seemed particularly formidable tonight, but she placated him with the magic words—“Mrs. Halcyon is expecting me”—and made her way to the banquettes near the bar, the holy of holies they called the Captain’s Cabin. DeDe caught her eye with a sly Elizabethan wave.

Striding to the table, Mary Ann slipped into the chair they had saved for her. “I hope you went ahead and ordered,” she said.

“Just drinks,” answered DeDe. “Is this a zoo or what?”

Mary Ann looked around at the neighboring tables. “Uh … who exactly is here?”

“Everybody,” shrugged DeDe. “Isn’t that right, Mother?”

Mrs. Halcyon detected the irreverence in her daughter’s voice and chose to ignore it. “I’m delighted you could join us, Mary Ann. You know D’orothea, of course … and the children. Edgar, don’t pick your nose, dear. Gangie has told you that a thousand times.”

The six-year-old’s lip plumped petulantly. His delicate Eurasian features, like those of his twin sister, seemed entirely appropriate in a room full of quasi Orientalia. “Why can’t we go to Chuck E. Cheese?” he asked.

“Because,” his grandmother explained sweetly, “the Queen isn’t eating at Chuck E. Cheese.”

D’orothea rolled her eyes ever so slightly. “It was her first choice, actually, but they wouldn’t take a reservation for a party of sixty.”

Mary Ann let out a giggle, then squelched it when she saw the look on Mrs. Halcyon’s face. “I would think,” said the matriarch, casting oblique daggers at her daughter’s lover, “that a little decorum might be in order for all of us.”

D’orothea’s eyes ducked penitently, but contempt flickered at the corner of her mouth. She realigned a fork, waiting for the moment to pass.

“So,” said Mary Ann, a little too brightly, “what time does she get here?”

“Any minute,” DeDe replied. “They’re putting her in the Trafalgar Room. That’s upstairs and it’s got its own entrance, so I guess they’ll sneak her in the back way and …”

“I have to piss.” Little Anna was tugging at DeDe’s arm.

“Anna, didn’t I tell you to take care of that before we left home?”

“And,” added Mrs. Halcyon, with a look of genuine horror, “little girls don’t use such words.”

Anna looked puzzled. “What words?”

“Piss,” said her brother.

“Edgar!” The matriarch gaped at her grandson, then spun around to demand reparation from her daughter. “For heaven’s sake, DeDe … tell them. This isn’t my job.”

“Oh, Mother, this is hardly …”

“Tell them.”

“The French say piss,” D’orothea put in. “What about pissoir?”

“D’or.” DeDe discredited her lover’s contribution with a glacial glance before turning to her children. “Look, guys … I thought we settled on pee.”

“Oh, my God,” groaned the matriarch.

Mary Ann and D’orothea exchanged clandestine grins.

“Mother, if you don’t mind …”

“What happened to tinkle, DeDe? I taught you to say tinkle.”

“She still does,” said D’or.

Another glare from DeDe. Mary Ann looked down at the tablecloth, suddenly afraid that D’or would try to enlist her as a confederate.

“Come along,” said Mrs. Halcyon, rising. “Gangie will take you to the little girls’ room.”

“Me too,” piped Edgar.

“All right … you too.” She took their tiny hands in her chubby, bejeweled ones and toddled off into the rattan-lined darkness.

D’orothea let out a histrionic groan.

“Don’t start,” said DeDe.

“She’s getting worse. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but she is actually getting worse.” She turned and addressed her next remarks to Mary Ann, shaking a rigid forefinger in the direction of the restrooms. “That woman lives with her dyke daughter and her dyke daughter-in-law and her two half-Chinese grandchildren by the goddamn delivery boy at Jiffy’s …”

“D’or …”

“… and she still acts like this is the goddamn nineteenth century and she’s … goddamn Queen Victoria. Grab that waiter, Mary Ann. I want another Mai Tai.”

Mary Ann flailed for the waiter, but he wheeled out of sight into the kitchen. When she confronted the couple again, they were looking directly into each other’s eyes, as if she weren’t there at all.

“Am I right?” asked D’orothea.

DeDe hesitated. “Partially, maybe.”

“Partially, hell. The woman is regressing.”

“All right … O.K., but it’s just her way of coping.”

“Oh. Right. Is that how you explain her behavior out there in the street?”

“What behavior?”

“Oh, please. The woman is obsessed with meeting the Queen.”

“Stop calling her ‘the woman.’ And she isn’t obsessed; she’s just … interested.”

“Sure. Uh-huh. Interested enough to hurdle that barricade.”

DeDe rolled her eyes. “She didn’t hurdle any barricade.”

D’orothea snorted. “It wasn’t for lack of trying. I thought she was going to deck that secret service man!”

The air had cleared somewhat by the time Mrs. Halcyon returned with the children. Mary Ann submitted to polite chitchat for a minute or two, then pushed her chair back and smiled apologetically at the matriarch. “This has been a real treat, but I think I’d better wait out front for the crew. They’ll never get past the maître d’ and I’m not sure if …”

“Oh, do stay, dear. Just for one drink.”

DeDe gave Mary Ann a significant look. “I think Mother wants to tell you about the time she met the Queen.”

“Oh,” said Mary Ann, turning to the matriarch. “You’ve met her before?” Her fingers fussed nervously with the back of her hat. Being polite to her elders had been her downfall more times than she cared to count.

“She’s perfectly charming,” gushed Mrs. Halcyon. “We had a nice long chat in the garden at Buckingham Palace. I felt as if we were old friends.”

“When was this?” asked Mary Ann.

“Back in the sixties,” said DeDe. “Daddy used to handle the BOAC account.”

“Ah.” Mary Ann rose, still gazing solicitously at Mrs. Halcyon. “I guess you’ll be seeing her later, then. At the state dinner or something.”

Wrong. The matriarch’s face became an Apache death mask. Aflame with embarrassment, Mary Ann sought DeDe’s eyes for guidance. “The problem,” explained DeDe, “is Nancy Reagan.”

Mary Ann nodded, understanding nothing.

D’orothea’s lip twisted wryly. “At least, we all have the same problem.”

DeDe ignored the remark. “Mother and Mrs. Reagan have never been the best of buddies. Mother thinks she may have been … blackballed from the state dinner.”

“Thinks?” snapped Mrs. Halcyon.

“Whatever,” said DeDe, handling Mary Ann’s mortification with a sympathetic wink. “You’d better scoot, hadn’t you? C’mon, I’ll walk you to the door.” She rose, making it easier for Mary Ann to do so.

“Good luck,” said the matriarch. “Look pretty, now.”

“Thanks,” she replied. “Bye, D’orothea.”

“Bye, hon. See you soon, O.K.?” Away from the old biddy, she meant.

“Where is she going?” Edgar asked his grandmother.

“To be on TV, darling. Anna, precious, don’t scratch yourself there.”

“Why?”

“Never mind. It isn’t ladylike.”

“The kids are looking great,” Mary Ann said. “I can’t believe how big they’re getting.”

“Yeah … Look, I’m sorry about all that squabbling.”

“Hey.”

“D’or hates these scenes. She’s O.K. when it’s just Mother, but when Mother’s with her friends …” She shook her head with weary resignation. “D’or calls them the Upper Crustaceans. There’s a lot of the old radical left in her still.”

Maybe so, thought Mary Ann, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to remember that the woman in the Zandra Rhodes gown with the understated smudge of purple in her hair had once toiled alongside DeDe in the jungles of Guyana. DeDe’s own transition from postdebutante to urban guerrilla to Junior League matron was equally rife with contradiction, and sometimes Mary Ann felt that the embarrassment both women suffered over the monstrous inconsistencies in their lives was the glue that held their marriage together.

DeDe smiled gently at her own dilemma. “I didn’t plan on having a family like this, you know?”

Mary Ann smiled back at her. “I certainly do.”

“Anna called Edgar a faggot the other day. Can you believe that?”

“God. Where did she pick that up?”

DeDe shrugged. “The Montessori School, I guess. Hell, I don’t know…. Sometimes I think I haven’t got a handle on things anymore. I don’t know what to tell myself about the world, much less my children.” She paused and looked at Mary Ann. “I thought we might be swapping notes on that by now.”

“On what?”

“Kids. I thought you and Brian were planning … God, listen to me. I sound like Mother.”

“That’s all right.”

“You just mentioned … the last time I saw you …”

“Right.”

“But I guess … the career makes it kind of difficult to …” She let the thought trail off, apparently shamed into silence by the realization that they sounded like a couple of housewives pounding a mall in Sacramento. “Tell me to shut up. O.K.?”

They had reached the door, much to Mary Ann’s relief. She gave DeDe a hasty peck on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re interested,” she said. “It’s just that … things are kind of on hold for the time being.”

“I hear you,” said DeDe.

Did she? wondered Mary Ann. Had she guessed at the truth?

The rain was clattering angrily on the canopy above the restaurant’s entrance. “Are those your people?” asked DeDe, indicating Mary Ann’s camera crew.

“That’s them.” They looked wet and grouchy. She didn’t relish the thought of making them wetter and grouchier. “Thanks for the tip,” she told DeDe.

“That’s O.K.,” her friend replied. “I owed you one.”





The Baby Thing

BRIAN HAWKINS FOUND HIS WIFE’S NOTE WHEN HE GOT home from work, and he went up to the house on the roof to await her appearance on television. The tiny penthouse had been his bachelor pad in the old days, but now it functioned as a TV-room-cum-retreat for all the residents of 28 Barbary Lane. Nevertheless, he still seemed to use it more than anyone.

He worried about that sometimes. He wondered if he qualified as a full-fledged TV junkie, a chronic escapist who needed the tube to fill a void he was no longer capable of filling himself. When Mary Ann wasn’t home, he could almost always be found in his video aerie, lost in the soothing ether of the Quasar.

“Brian, dear?”

Mrs. Madrigal’s voice startled him, since her footsteps on the stairway had been drowned out by Supertramp singing “It’s Raining Again” on MTV. “Oh, hi,” he said, turning to grin at her. She was wearing a pale green kimono and her hair hovered above her angular face like random wisps of smoke.

Pursing her lips, she studied the television, where a man in his underwear was threading his way through a forest of open umbrellas. “How very appropriate,” she said.

“Really,” he replied.

“I was looking for Mary Ann,” the landlady explained.

It was a simple statement of fact, but it made him feel even more extraneous. “You’ll have to wait in line,” he said, turning back to the set.

Mrs. Madrigal said nothing.

He was instantly sorry for his pettiness. “She’s got a hot date with the Queen,” he added.

“Oh … another one, eh?”

“Yeah.”

She glided across the room and sat down next to him on the sofa. “Shouldn’t we be watching her channel?” Her huge Wedgwood eyes forgave him for his irritation.

He shook his head. “She won’t be on for another five minutes.”

“I see.” She let her gaze wander out the window until it fixed on the intermittent blink of the beacon on Alcatraz. He had seen her do that so many times, as if it were a point of reference, the source of her energy. Turning back to him, she shook his knee playfully. “It’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Being a media widower.”

He came up with a smile for her. “It isn’t that. I’m proud of her.”

“Of course.”

“I had just … counted on being with her tonight. That’s all.”

“I know the feeling,” she said.

This time he was the one who looked out the window. A small pond had formed on a neighboring rooftop and its surface was being pitted by yet another downpour. It wasn’t night yet, but it was definitely dark. “Do you have a joint?” he asked.

She cocked her head and mugged at him—a reaction that said, “Silly question.” ‘Then she foraged in the sleeve of her kimono until she located the familiar tortoiseshell case. He selected a joint, lit it, and offered it back to her. She shook her head, saying, “Hang on to it.”

He did so, without a word, for almost a minute, while Michael Jackson minced down a make-believe street protesting that “the kid is not my son.” It wasn’t all that hard to believe him, Brian decided.

“The thing is,” he said at last, “I was going to talk to her about something.”

“Ah.”

“I was going to buy her dinner at Ciao and take her to Gandhi and talk to her about Topic A one more time.”

She was silent, so he glanced at her to see if she knew what he meant. She did. She knew and she was pleased. It made him feel a lot better. If nothing else, he would always have Mrs. Madrigal on his side.

“You can still do that,” she said finally.

“I don’t know …”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean … it scares the hell out of me. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to make her say no one more time. This time … it might sound like she means it.”

“But if you don’t at least talk to her …”

“Look, what good would it do? When would she find the time, for God’s sake? Tonight is so fucking typical, you know. Our private life has to take a back seat to every dumbass little news story that comes down the pike.”

The landlady smiled faintly. “I’m not sure Her Majesty would appreciate that description of her sojourn.”

“O.K. Maybe not tonight. The Queen is excusable….”

“I should think.”

“But she’s done this half a dozen times this month. This is always the way it is.”

“Well, her career is terribly …”

“Don’t I show respect for her career? Don’t I? That can be her career, and the baby can be mine. That makes a helluva lot of sense to me!”

His voice must have been more strident than he had intended. She stroked him with her eyes, telling him to calm down. “Dear,” she murmured, “I’m the last person who needs convincing.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I guess I’m practicing on you.”

“That’s all right.”

“It’s not like we have that much time. She’s thirty-two and I’m thirty-eight.”

“Ancient,” said the landlady.

“It is for making babies. It’s shit-or-get-off-the-pot time.”

Mrs. Madrigal winced, then arranged a fold in her kimono sleeve. “Your metaphors need work, dear. Tell me, when exactly did you last talk to her about this?”

He thought for a moment. “Three months ago, maybe. And six months before that.”

“And?”

“She keeps saying we should wait.”

“For what?”

“You tell me. For her to become an anchor, maybe? That makes a lot of sense. How many pregnant anchors have you seen?”

“There must have been some.”

“She doesn’t want to,” he said. “That’s the bottom line. That’s the truth behind the excuses.”

“You don’t know that,” said the landlady.

“I know her.”

Mrs. Madrigal peered out at the Alcatraz beacon again. “Don’t be too sure about that,” she said.

That threw him. When he looked for clues in her face, her brow seemed to be furrowed in thought. “Has she talked to you?” he asked. “Has she said something about … the baby thing?”

“No,” she answered hastily. “She would never do that.”

He remembered the time and reached for the remote control. At the slightest touch of his finger, Mary Ann’s face appeared on the screen, only slightly larger than life. She was standing in an alleyway behind Trader Vic’s, smiling incongruously in a deep blue sea of cops.

“My goodness,” beamed Mrs. Madrigal. “Doesn’t she look just splendid?”

She looked better than that. A rush of pure affection swept over him. He smiled at the set for a few proud moments, then turned back to his landlady. “Tell me the truth,” he said.

“All right.”

“Does she look like a woman who wants to have a baby?”

Mrs. Madrigal’s forehead wrinkled again. She spent a long time scrutinizing Mary Ann’s face. “Well,” she began, tapping a forefinger against her lips, “that hat is deceptive.”





Volunteer

MICHAEL TOLLIVER HAD SPENT RUSH HOUR IN THE Castro, the time of day when the young men who worked in banks came home to the young men who worked in bars. He watched from a window seat at the Twin Peaks as they spilled from the mouth of the Muni Metro, stopping only long enough to raise the barrels of their collapsible umbrellas and fire at the advancing rain. Their faces had the haggard, disoriented cast of prisoners who had somehow tunneled to freedom.

He polished off his Calistoga and left the bar, then forked out three dollars to a man selling collapsible umbrellas on the corner. He had lost his last one, and the one before that had sprung a spoke, but three dollars was nothing and he embraced the idea of their expendability. There was no point in getting attached to an umbrella.

Deciding on a pizza at the Sausage Factory, he set off down Castro Street past the movie house and the croissant/cookie/card shops. As he crossed Eighteenth Street, a derelict lurched into the intersection and shouted “Go back to Japan” to a stylish black woman driving a Mitsubishi. Michael caught her eye and smiled. She rewarded him with an amiable shrug, a commonplace form of social telepathy which seemed to say: “Looks like we lost another one.” There were days, he realized, when that was all the humanity you could expect—that wry, forgiving glance between survivors.

The Sausage Factory was so warm and cozy that he scuttled his better judgment and ordered half a liter of the house red. What began as a mild flirtation with memory had degenerated into maudlin self-pity by the time the alcohol took hold. Seeking distraction, he studied the funk-littered walls, only to fix upon a faded Pabst Blue Ribbon sign which read: DON’T JUST SIT THERE—NAG YOUR HUSBAND. When the waiter arrived with his pizza, his face was already lacquered with tears.

“Uh … are you O.K., hon?”

Michael mopped up quickly with his napkin and received his dinner. “Sure. I’m fine. This looks great.”

The waiter wouldn’t buy it. He stood there for a moment with his arms folded, then pulled up a chair and sat down across from Michael. “If you’re fine, I’m Joan Collins.”

Michael smiled at him. He couldn’t help thinking of a waitress he had known years ago in Orlando. She, too, had called him “hon” without ever knowing his name. This man had a black leather vest, and keys clipped to his Levi’s, but he reached out to strangers in exactly the same way. “One of those days?” he asked.

“One of those days,” said Michael.

The waiter shook his head slowly. “And here we are on the wrong side of town, while Betty is having dinner at Trader Vic’s.”

Michael skipped a beat. “Bette Davis?”

The waiter laughed. “I wish. Betty the Second, hon. The Queen.”

“Oh.”

“They gave her a fortune cookie … and she didn’t know what it was. Can you stand it?”

Michael chuckled. “You don’t by any chance know what the fortune was?”

“Uh …” The waiter wrote in the air with his finger.

“‘You … will … come … into … a … great … deal … of … money.’”

“Sure.”

The waiter held his hands up. “Swear to God. Nancy Reagan got the same thing in hers.”

Michael took another sip of his wine. “Where did you get this?” This guy was awfully nice, but his dish seemed suspect.

“On the TV in the kitchen. Mary Ann Singleton has been covering it all night.”

“No kidding?” Good for her, he thought, good for her. “She’s an old friend of mine.” It would tickle her to know he had bragged about that.

“Well, you tell her she’s all right.” The waiter extended his hand. “I’m Michael, by the way.”

Michael shook his hand. “Same here.”

“Michael?”

“Yep.”

The waiter rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I think that half the fags in the world are named Michael. Where did they ever get this Bruce shit?” He rose suddenly, remembering his professionalism. “Well, you take care, hon. Maybe I’ll see you around. You don’t work in the neighborhood, do you?”

Michael shook his head. “Not usually. I did this afternoon.”

“Where?”

“Across the street. At the switchboard.”

“Yeah? My friend Max worked there for a while. He said it was exhausting.”

“It is,” said Michael.

“This one guy called every other afternoon, while his wife was at her Dancercise class. He usually wanted Max to be … you know … a butch trucker type. Max said it took him ages to come, and he said the same thing over and over again. ‘Yeah, that’s right, flop those big balls in my face.’ Now, how the hell you can flop your balls in some guy’s face over the telephone …”

“Wrong place,” said Michael, feeling a faint smile work its way out.

The waiter blinked at him. “Dial-a-Load?”

Michael shook his head. “The AIDS hotline.”

“Oh.” The waiter’s fingers crept up his chest to his mouth. “Oh, God. I am such a dipshit.”

“No you’re not.”

“There’s this phone sex place upstairs from that new savings and loan, and I thought … God, I’m embarrassed.”

“Don’t be,” said Michael. “I think it’s funny.”

The other Michael’s face registered gratitude, then confusion, then something akin to discomfort. Michael knew what he was wondering. “I don’t have it,” he added. “I’m just a volunteer who answers the phones.”

A long silence followed. When the waiter finally spoke, his voice was much more subdued. “My ex-lover’s lover died of it last month.”

An expression of sympathy seemed somehow inappropriate, so Michael merely nodded.

“It really scares me,” said the waiter. “I’ve given up Folsom Street completely. I only go to sweater bars now.”

Michael would have told him that disease was no respecter of cashmere, but his nerves were too shot for another counseling session. He had already spent five hours talking to people who had been rejected by their lovers, evicted by their landlords, and refused admission to local hospitals. Just for tonight, he wanted to forget.





A Hard Time Believing

IT WAS ALMOST MIDNIGHT WHEN MARY ANN GOT HOME. A winter full of rain had left a moss-green scum on the wooden stairway to Barbary Lane, so she climbed it cautiously, holding fast to the rail until she felt the reassuring squish of eucalyptus leaves under her feet. She noticed that Michael’s lights were still on when she reached the lych-gate at Number 28. For some reason, that worried her, activating an instinct that might roughly be described as maternal.

She hesitated on the second-floor landing, then rapped on his door. He appeared moments later, looking rumpled and a little discombobulated. “Oh, hi,” he said, raking his hair with his fingers.

“I hope you weren’t asleep.”

“No. Just lying down. C’mon in.”

She stepped into the room. “Did you catch my little coup, by any chance?”

He shook his head. “I heard about it afterwards, though. The Castro was all abuzz with it.”

“Really?” The upward inflection of her voice was a little too girlish and eager, but she was hungry for reinforcement. Her secret fear was that her performance had been clumsy and sophomoric. “What exactly were they saying?”

He smiled at her sleepily. “What exactly would you like them to say?”

“Mouse!” After seven years of friendship, she still couldn’t tell when he was kidding.

“Relax, Babycakes. My waiter was raving about you.” He withdrew from her slightly and gave her a once-over. “I’m surprised he didn’t mention the hat, though.”

That stopped her cold. “What’s wrong with the hat?”

“Nothing.” He stayed poker-faced, teasing her.

“Mouse …”

“It’s a perfectly nice hat.”

“Mouse, if every queen in the city was laughing at this hat, I will die. Are you reading me? I will crawl under the nearest rock and die.”

He gave up the game. “It looks fabulous. You look fabulous. C’mon … sit down and tell me about it.”

“I can’t. I just thought I’d stop by … and say hi.”

He regarded her for a moment, then leaned forward and pecked her on the lips. “Hi.”

“Are you O.K.?” she asked.

He made a little circle in the air with his forefinger, giving her a rueful smile.

“Me too,” she said.

“It’s the rain, I guess.”

“I guess.” It had never been the rain, and they both knew it. The rain was just easier to talk about. “Well …” She nodded toward the door. “Brian must think I’ve dropped off the face of the earth.”

“Hang on,” said Michael. “I’ve got something for him.” He ducked into the kitchen, returning seconds later with a pair of roller skates. “They’re ten-and-a-halfs,” he said. “Isn’t that what Brian wears?”

She stared at the skates, feeling the pain begin to surface again.

“I found them under the sink,” Michael explained, avoiding her eyes. “I gave them to Jon two Christmases ago, and I completely forgot where he kept them. Hey … not now, O.K.?”

She fought back the tears, to no avail. “I’m sorry, Mouse. It’s not fair to you, but … sometimes, you know, it just creeps up without any … Christ!” She wiped her eyes with two angry sweeps of her hand. “When the hell is it gonna stop?”

Michael stood there, hugging the skates to his chest, his features contorted horribly by grief.

“Oh, Mouse, I’m so sorry. I’m such a turkey.”

Unable to speak, he nodded his forgiveness as the tears coursed down his cheeks. She took the skates from him and set them down, scooping him into her arms and stroking his hair. “I know, Mouse … I know, baby. It’ll get better. You’ll see.”

She had a hard time believing that herself. Jon had been dead for over three months, but she suffered the loss more acutely now than ever before. To gain distance on the tragedy was to grasp, for the first time, the terrible enormity of it.

Michael pulled away from her. “So … how about some cocoa, media star?”

“Great,” she said.

She sat at his kitchen table while he made it. Still pinned to the refrigerator door by a magnetized seashell was the snapshot she had taken of Jon and Michael at a pumpkin patch in Half Moon Bay. Averting her gaze, she commanded herself not to cry again. She had done quite enough damage for one night.

When the cocoa was ready, Michael removed a blue Fiesta cup from the shelf and placed it on a gray saucer. Frowning slightly, he studied the pairing for a moment, then substituted a rose-colored saucer for the gray one. Mary Ann observed the ritual and smiled at his eccentricity.

Michael caught her reaction. “These things are important,” he said.

“I know.” She smiled.

He chose a yellow cup for himself and set it on the gray saucer before joining her at the table. “I’m glad you came by,” he said.

“Thanks,” she replied. “So am I.”

While they sipped their cocoa, she told him about DeDe and Mrs. Halcyon, about her rebellious crew and the rude police, about the few brief moments she had actually laid eyes on the Queen. The monarch had seemed so unreal, she explained, unreal and yet totally familiar. Like the cartoon image of Snow White, walking amidst ordinary human beings.

She stayed long enough to make him laugh out loud several times, then said good night to him. When she reached her own apartment, Brian wasn’t there, so she left the skates in the living room and climbed the stairs to the house on the roof. There, as usual, she found her husband asleep in the flickering light of MTV. She knelt by the sofa and laid her hand gently on his chest. “Hey,” she whispered. “Who’s it gonna be? Me or Pat Benatar?”

He stirred, rubbing his eyes with the knuckles of his forefinger.

“Well?” she prodded.

“I’m thinking.”

She smoothed his chest hair, following the lines of its natural swirls. “I’m sorry I broke our date.”

He smiled drowsily at her. “Hey.”

“Did you see me?” she asked.

He nodded. “Mrs. Madrigal and I watched.”

She waited for his reaction.

“You were terrific,” he said at last.

“You’re not just saying that?”

He raised himself slightly on his elbows and rubbed his eyes again. “I’m never just saying that.”

“Well … the fortune cookie stuff was pretty fabulous, if I do say so myself. Of course …” She was silenced when he reached out and pulled her onto the sofa next to him.

“Shut up,” he said.

“Gladly,” she replied.

She kissed him long and hard, almost ferociously, in direct proportion to the intensity of her workday. The more public her life became, the more acutely she relished such moments of unequivocal privacy. Within seconds, Brian’s hands had found the hem of her tweed skirt and pulled it up over her hips. Lifting her gently under the arms, he propped her up against a nubby cotton bolster and began kissing her knees. She felt faintly ridiculous.

“Let’s go downstairs,” she whispered.

He looked up from his single-minded mission. “Why?”

“Well … so I can get out of this hat, for one thing.”

A boyish leer transformed his face. “Keep it on, O.K.?” His head went down again, and his sandpapery cheek scraped against her pantyhose as he moved his tongue up the inside of her thighs. “What is this?” she asked. “Your Evita fantasy?”

He laughed, enveloping her in a wave of warm breath, then yanked off her pantyhose in a single, efficient movement. She laced her fingers through his chestnut curls and pulled his face into her groin, warmth into warmth, wetness into wetness. Moaning softly, she arched her neck and fell back into the embrace of the sofa. At a time like this, she decided, ridiculous was the last thing that mattered.

They were back at the apartment when she finally took off the hat. “The skates are from Mouse,” she said. She tried to sound matter-of-fact about it.

“What skates?” He was sitting on the edge of the bed in his boxer shorts.

“In the living room.” She avoided his eyes by pretending to arrange the hat in its box.

He rose and left the room. He was gone so long that she stopped brushing her hair and went to look for him. He was seated in the wingback armchair, staring into space. The skates were at his feet. He glanced briefly in her direction. “They’re Jon’s, right?”

She nodded, but moved no closer.

He shook his head slowly, a thin smile on his face. “Jesus God,” he said quietly. He brushed a piece of imaginary lint off the arm of the chair. “Is Michael doing O.K.?” he asked.

“O.K.,” she replied.

Brian cast his eyes down at the skates. “He thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”

“Uh-huh.” She moved to the chair and sat on the floor between his knees. He stroked her hair methodically, saying nothing for almost a minute.

Finally, he said: “I almost lost my job today.”

“What?”

“It’s O.K. I didn’t. I smoothed things out.”

“What happened?”

“Oh … I punched out this guy.”

“Brian.” She tried not to sound too judgmental, but this had happened before.

“It’s O.K.,” he said. “It wasn’t a customer or anything. It was just that new waiter. Jerry.”

“I don’t know him.”

“Yeah, you do. The one with the Jordache Look.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“He shot off his mouth all day about one goddamn thing or another. Then he saw me eat a french fry off a plate that had just been bused and he said, ‘Shit, man, you’ve played hell now.’ I asked him what the fuck he meant by that and he said, ‘That was a faggot’s plate, dumbass—your days are numbered.’”

“Great.”

“So I pasted him.”

She wrenched her head around and stared at him. “Do you really think that was necessary?”

He answered with a shrug. “I got a big kick out of it.”

“Brian … they told you if it happened again …”

“I know, I know.”

She kept quiet. These half-assed little John Wayne scenes were simply a reflection of his frustration with an unchallenging job. If she didn’t tread carefully, he would use her disapproval as an excuse to remind her that fatherhood was the only job that really mattered to him.

“Did you ever read Nineteen Eighty-Four?” he asked.

The question made her wary. “Years ago. Why?”

“Remember the guy in it?”

“Vaguely.”

“Do you know what I remember about him the most?” She shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know. They put rats on his face. What?”

“He was forty,” he answered.

“And?”

“I was sixteen when I read it, and I remember thinking how old the guy was, and I realized that I would be forty in nineteen eighty-four, and I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be that far gone. Well … nineteen eighty-four is almost here.”

She studied his expression for a moment, then took the hand lying on his knee and kissed it. “I thought we agreed that one menopause in the family was enough.”

He hesitated, then laughed. “O.K., all right … fair enough.”

She sensed that the crisis had passed. He seemed to know that this wasn’t the time to broach the subject, and she was more than grateful for the reprieve.





Anna’s Family

WHEN MICHAEL WENT DOWN TO BREAKFAST, MRS. Madrigal’s kitchen smelled of coffee brewing and bacon frying. The rain that streaked the long casement windows above her sink only served to heighten the conspiracy of coziness that ensnared even the most casual of visitors. He sat down at the landlady’s little white enamel table and sniffed the air.

“That coffee is heaven,’’ he said.

“It’s Arabian Mocha,” she replied. “It’s the sinsemilla of coffees.” She tore off a length of paper towel and began laying the bacon out to drain.

He chuckled, but only because he understood exactly what she meant. If he was a true pothead—and sometimes he thought that he was—this fey sixty-year-old with the flyaway hair and the old kimonos was the fiend who had led him down the garden path. He could have done a lot worse.

She joined him at the table, bringing two mugs of coffee with her. “Mary Ann was up awfully early.”

“She’s in Silicon Valley,” he said. “Mr. Packard is showing the Queen around.”

“Mr. Packard?”

“The computer man. Our former deputy secretary of defense.”

“Ah. No wonder I forgot.”

He smiled at her, then picked up his mug and blew off its halo of steam. “He’s giving the Queen a computer.”

She made a quizzical face. “What does the Queen want with a computer?”

He shrugged. “It’s got something to do with breeding horses.”

“My word.”

“I know. I can’t picture
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“Maupin’s San Francisco saga careens beautifully on.” —New York Times Book Review
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