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  IT WAS A WEEK AFTER New Year’s, and city workers had taken down the holiday decorations. The city was under scaffolding, under repair. Even though the earthquake had done its damage a year and a half before, the insides had to be trussed up, and all the money in San Francisco was thrown at mending its backbone. Every building was surrounded by a jerry-rigged jungle of fitted metal pipes and warping two-by-eights, and the entire town seemed Closed for Repairs, See You Next Year!

  On the train ride in, Dennis noted where the money was being taken from: on the Muni bus, huge tarry smears of inscrutable gang names were jagged onto the windows. Old newspapers blew around pedestrian ankles. It would be years before the snazzy French self-cleaning toilets were installed, so the homeless, their infrastructure devastated as well, found a jungle gym wonderland of nooks and crannies. Dennis still followed his drought-era water-conservation habits by showering with a bucket at his feet and using the runoff to flush the toilet, and even then, observing the rhyme, “If it’s yellow, let it mellow; if it’s brown, flush it down.” It was a habit for life, despite the nonstop rains this winter had brought.

  Dennis saw Rigo first, when he walked into the clinic, framed at the receptionist desk, already hard at work. Dennis thought he had the loveliest, most girlish eyelashes in the history of beautiful men, but Rigo was into leather, and he wore chaps to work everyday. Mostly he sat behind his desk, so you would never know it. But chaps were not what he was remembered for.

  “Two nuns are traveling around Europe,” he told Dennis as he signed in. “And after they visit the Vatican, they head for the Balkans, and in Transylvania, a vampire jumps on the hood of their rental car! The driving nun asks, ‘What’ll I do?’ And the passenger nun says, ‘Turn your headlights on!’ And she does, and the vampire curses the light, but holds tight. ‘Now what should I do?’ asks the driving nun and the shotgun nun says, ‘I just filled our windshield washer fluid with holy water from the Pope, to bless our journey, so squirt that on him!’ So she squirts holy water on the vampire and his skin is burning and he’s shrieking, but he still hangs on. ‘Now what will I do?’ asks the driving nun, and her nun friend says, ‘Show him your cross!’ And the driver says, ‘Perfect!’ And she rolls down her window and leans out and yells at the vampire, ‘Darn it, I’m very frigging angry!’”

  Say fuck, thought Dennis, or even damn. But Rigo never swore. Dennis believed certain good and beautiful things in the world coexisted with – required – obscenity. Behind him, Sue the nurse breezed in. Her hello to Rigo and Dennis was sunny but vacant, a pretty, rentable apartment.

  This was the second time in his life Dennis had seen her. The first time was when he came in to have his blood drawn for the test. He felt as if they were intimate friends, similar to the feeling he got after telling a total stranger some terrible secret. Rigo, positive and proud, had cajoled Dennis to come in. “Knowing is better than not knowing,” he told him. “At first it hurts like h-e-double-toothpicks, but then it makes you stronger.”

  Sue went through the office door and the next thing they knew, she was standing next to Rigo with the clipboard. “James Thornton,” she said through the window of the reception area. Dennis looked over. How had he missed this only other, weeping guy in the room? Sue didn’t bother to usher James through the door. Dennis felt the press of time all around Sue – got to save lives here, got to get this man healthy again, got to make a grown man stop crying. She didn’t even put her purse away.

  Dennis watched Rigo weigh James Thornton like a flyweight, his lean body slouched over the little beaded weights. From the way Rigo stood close, Dennis could tell that the two men knew each other, were friends or something, a similar suitor-to-sister relationship Dennis shared with him. Probably, Rigo had talked Jimmy Thornton into the test, too, and here it was, hurting like h-e-double-toothpicks.

  Rigo escorted the man to an exam room. Sue followed. The door clicked shut.

  Dennis asked Rigo, “Bad news, huh?”

  Rigo said, “Yes, but he doesn’t know it yet.”

  “Then why was he crying already?”

  “Because he’s not stupid. Like I know you’re not stupid.”

  “You get to know the results of my test?”

  Rigo looked at him from a corner of his wan face. He’d been losing weight like crazy, sinking into his own frame. His dark eyes looked permanently surprised. He said, “I’m having a party tonight, will you come?”

  “A party? Is it your birthday? Did I forget your birthday?”

  “No, you didn’t forget. This is just a party I’m throwing.”

  Dennis had been to a lot of these no-occasion hoedowns recently. They’d ranged from modest – dinner for eight with strings of pearls for party favors found at the bottoms of goblets full of Chateau d’Yquem sau-ternes from the turn of the century – to the decadent –  a warehouse recreational drug blowout with go-go boys. “Of course I’ll come. What should I bring?”

  “No, sweetie, this party is to help you cheer up, too.”

  When Dennis joined Sue in her little room, he passed James Thornton, lingering, reading a copy of Time: “Countdown to War.” He looked as if he was reading a prayer there. “I’m sorry I’ve kept you waiting,” she said. “The whole city is torn up. My commute is twice as long.”

  “Everything is broken, isn’t it?” said Dennis. “I walked down the street and those guys who trim the branches around the trees so they don’t hang on the electrical lines had just been through. I saw a crazy homeless guy putting Band-Aids on the cut parts.”

  Sue seemed both pleased and alarmed with that –  she told him that she recognized the impulse in herself, as a nurse. Then she said to Dennis, “You know Rigo.”

  “We go back,” Dennis said, and he hoped his curt reply might be interpreted in only two ways: embarrassment by the association and the fact that his mouth was wrapped around a thermometer.

  “You into leather?” she smiled. She checked the thermometer so he no longer had an excuse. Ninetyeight-point-six, perfectly fine.

  “Oh no, too expensive. And pain? Not into it.”

  “I promise I’ll never inflict any pain.”

  “You’re really good at drawing blood,” Dennis said. She was. “I love your technique. Rigo says you’re better than any doctor. Rigo loves you.”

  “Now see, how am I supposed to read that? A guy who’s into pain says he loves me.” The Velcro rip of the blood pressure band, the wheeze of the pumping bulb. Everything to investigate bodily filth and corruption must be spick-and-span.

  “Rigo says you’re going to become a nurse practitioner.” From the way she used the tool and penciled checkmarks on a sheet, he knew: ears, normal, eyes, normal.

  “God, doesn’t anybody get a private life?” she said, but she seemed pleased to have been talked about.


  ■ ■ ■


  And outside the clinic, Dennis sat in a garden created by a green between two office buildings. The tulips surrounding the benches were pretty, but he couldn’t allow himself to enjoy them. He knew the connectivity of things, the roots of things. These corporate gardens were diabolical, a thousand daffodils landscaped into an artificial meadow, only to be ripped out two months later for a completely landscaped makeover. The tulips, still in ragged bloom, were already half-ripped-up in one corner, left to dry and die in the sun on the sidewalk.

  Rage’s flush distracted him, but that only contributed to this terrible shortness of breath, which could be psychosomatic, but felt real. As if his lung sacs could not fill up, as if he had the terrible pneumocystis, the first of the full-blown symptoms.

  “Conversion,” Dennis let himself say the word out loud, on the bench; let passersby think he was a nut, he didn’t care. At the moment. He needed to say the word aloud because he was Catholic, and things didn’t exist until they’d been named.

  A little girl’s mother let her toddle up to the uprooted flowers piled in a sheath. What more harm could she do? Grabbing a stalk, the girl held it to her mother. “Pretty?”

  Her mother nodded. “Pretty.” Although Dennis could think of a hundred and one arguments against this confirmation.

  The little girl touched her nose with her tongue and decided for herself – for the world must be reinvented every day by the thousands of people born into it –  “Pretty.”

  Then she did a shocking but, Dennis thought later, inevitable thing: she pulled the blossom from the stalk.

  Delighted at first, she held the daffodil head to her mother. “No, Sage, put it down now.”

  But Sage immediately set herself to the task of reassembling blossom and stem, chanting, or inquiring incessantly (for it had become a question again), “Pretty? Pretty? Pretty? Pretty?” But she could not get the flower to stay on its stalk. The planet: full of hard lessons. She began to cry desperately.

  Dennis began to breathe again, deep gobbets of breath, the air palpable and nourishing: bread. He didn’t in the least feel as if he had pneumocystis. This fact made him giddy, then laugh – now he had too much oxygen. Sage’s mother, deeply conciliatory toward her heartbroken child, glared at Dennis, but then looked down. They were near a clinic, after all; maybe he was waiting for his lithium.

  He’d stopped laughing, for Sage’s sake, when Rigo and the guy named James came out into the corporate garden in a classical grouping, like The Annunciation or Job and a Comforter, only with leather chaps. They took over the bench among the daffodils, and scared Sage and her mother away.

  “Dennis, Jimmy was just like you, he completely foresaw his results, so he was ready.”

  The fact was, however, Dennis had not anticipated the positive test. Or rather, believed that he was just naturally immune, he’d been let off the hook by some fabulous escape clause, as the angel of death took only the first-born. Without the word, the virus was invisible –  “not being positive” meant “being negative.”


  ■ ■ ■


  Rigo’s party was held in the penthouse apartment of a grand old building, part of the edifice parade along Van Ness Avenue. It belonged to yet another Rigo lover Dennis had met years ago, a southern lawyer who’d had it since the early 1970s and paid ’70s rental prices for an entire labyrinthine floor, with rooftop access. Since nature abhorred a vacuum, Rigo had invited every acquaintance, ex, and friend in town, or at least the interesting ones. Dennis took part in a conversation with a man named Art DeBris, shared cheese and crackers with a guy employed to compose an opera commissioned by and about the life of a rich, ailing opera lover, and discussed the challenges of painting with mascara and blush tones with a painfully skinny artist clad only in women’s lingerie. Dennis would remember the garters, nagged up the unwilling legs of that beauty.

  Because this was not carnival enough, the southern lawyer requested every guest to wear a wig from his vast drag wardrobe kept in a walk-in vault.

  Wigs were not Dennis’s thing. Drag didn’t make him look feminine, it just made him look older. But in order to blend in in San Francisco, Dennis held, it was necessary to wear outlandish outfits, wigs, Easter bonnets.

  “You look beautiful!” said somebody in a tall bouffant wig, somebody Dennis was supposed to know, but didn’t.

  “No, I don’t,” Dennis said, more annoyed at being called out than being called beautiful.

  “You don’t take compliments well, do you?”

  “I’m spooked by generosity,” said Dennis. “Do I know you?”

  “You don’t know?” The wigged guy was in an incredulous snit for a moment, but then Dennis could see his face rearrange itself into confidence – he was going to take advantage of the disadvantage. He said, “You seem perfectly comfortable with the generosity of our host –” and clinked the base of his champagne flute against Dennis’s own – full, a third refill, in fact.

  “And the lawyer has been very free with his outfits,” Dennis agreed, and took a long sip, in honor. On cue, Rigo stepped forward, wearing his chaps, boots, and a fright afro. On his arm, he explained, was Billy, he of the penthouse view.

  “Billy, this is Dennis and Jimmy,” he pushed the two of them together. “And God Bless America, they’re too dense to know that they ought to be lovers!” Jimmy didn’t look the same without tears rolling down his cheeks.

  Dennis said, “And I’m too drunk to be embarrassed when you say things like that – aren’t we, Jimmy?”

  “And Rigo, just think what the babies would look like,” Billy drawled. Dennis thought Billy was extremely sexy, but Dennis felt supremely unsexy, what with his not going to the gym much lately, what with his wig, what with this nasty virus. He felt the shortness of breath again. This penthouse, so high up, stratospheric.

  “May I have your attention!” It was Sue the nurse, transformed – a spiky-haired toughie standing on a footstool, clanging her own champagne glass. How did she get her hair to do that? Why didn’t she have to wear a wig? “As you know, tomorrow Rigo checks in for surgery.”

  Dennis was aghast. “You are?” he hissed, knocking Rigo in the upper arm.

  Rigo nodded. “Lymphoma,” he said, and the way he said it was so very typical; you couldn’t tell if a man was being serious or if it was gallows humor or a little bit of both. He walked casually away from Dennis as if he’d just unloaded the hot potato at a children’s birthday party.

  Stranded. Oh no, oh no, oh no, Dennis thought. He had entered the kingdom of the sick and surrendered all. Yet relinquishing it all, he felt more like a terrorist. Terrorism was a kind of freedom, at least for this moment, especially when one let the champagne go to one’s head, and felt the easy fact: well, this is new, I must eat rich fatty foods, I must throw my own party, I must kiss everybody good-bye, I must leave a good impression.

  Dennis reached out and held Jimmy close. Scrutinizing Jimmy under this wig made him work harder to evaluate afresh, without the first eye, say, of the tracker, the lover; this time, he noticed how wolfish were Jimmy’s features, as Richard III was said by Shakespeare to have his teeth before his eyes; there was that upturned nose, too, and his eyes bright and big: the better to see you with, my dear. He made restless, deliberate lupine movements too, as if he wished to roam alone, but knew himself a pack animal with grudging social ties to family and food. And then Dennis saw the wig for what it was: the fleece of a sheep.

  “Leave something on me,” Jimmy said, recognizing Dennis’s undressing eye, “or I’ll catch cold.”

  Caught, Dennis hugged him a second time, though he was a stranger, and he had trouble taking in a gulp of air and thought again, it’s pneumocystis. The panic for oxygen made his eyes bulge, and he pulled away, so that Dennis saw the look as a question: “How are you doing now?”

  Jimmy calmed Dennis by explaining how he could quickly purchase a life insurance policy and sell it off at an advantageous moment, when Rigo returned to see how his bad news had sunk in. Dennis studied those chaps, and big black boots, too, spit-shined ones. “Counting your phages before they’re hatched?” he asked, somehow managing to tap a shit-kicking toe in a motherly way. “You two are not keeping up with the champagne.” He topped them off.

  Up on the footstool, Sue, still wigless, was saying, “I’m Zoe –” (Zoe?) “– and as you also know, Rigo has been one of the biggest boosters of the men’s health crisis clinic. We’ll miss him down there.” Some clapping, some champagne tipping. People who’d been out on the balcony and up on the roof had straggled in to see what all the noncommotion was about.

  “So tonight we have a big surprise! Rigo –” and here Sue-Zoe pulled a trophy up with her, an acrylic arm flexed to show a biceps, mounted on a golden standard, some sort of magic scepter. “We would like to announce the winner of the First Annual Rodrigo Dominguez Booster Award – Rodrigo Dominguez!” Huzzahs all around. Sue-Zoe handed the statuette to Rigo, whose fright wig was suddenly appropriate, the stopped clock, telling the right time for the second time that day. “Oh, fudge,” he shouted at them all.

  “Given each year,” Sue-Zoe shouted, “to the person who does the most to help infected men in our community through new drug studies!”

  Rigo returned to Dennis’s side a tearful blur. Dennis was feeling his own insides open up, becoming soft, like a sea anemone, something nourished by making itself vulnerable.

  Rigo used the muscle-arm scepter to knight Dennis, then kissed him wetly on the cheek. “It’s hard to believe today,” he said, “but when you just decide that all your life is gone, every extra minute feels like a Crackerjack surprise.”

  “Oh, shut up,” said Jimmy, and Dennis couldn’t have said it better.

  But: dizzy. Dennis could suddenly breathe. As if he’d been too worried that his lungs could not take in any oxygen, and he’d suddenly realized that he’d been hoarding it and keeping it from other people. Not deprivation, but surfeit had caused the head to swim.

  “Next year,” Rigo said, turning to Jimmy, “I want you to be the winner of the Rigo Dominguez Award.”

  Jimmy wept. “I won’t take it,” he vowed, “unless you present it to me.” These days, vows were made all the time: to-the-end, til-it’s-gone, not-without-you: these vows were easy. Dennis thought of tougher ones, even then.

  And then Rigo began to cry, and all three of them, so newly close to the grave, exalted, refreshed themselves in tears.

  Dennis said, “I think I’m having a revelation.”

  Jimmy said, “It’s the champagne.” He looked even more sarcastic when saying this in a wig. A fire-eater and a snake charmer, hired for the party, were about to perform up on the roof. Everybody was going up.

  “No, it’s more than drug induced,” said Dennis. “It’s poverty induced.” It felt absurd to say it, what with having a roof over his head, money in the bank, champagne in his hand. He pointed at the champagne for Jimmy. “Why be stingy with what’s left? Just look at Rigo.”

  “Or,” said Jimmy, “or you could do what I plan to do, and indulge yourself for the rest of your life.” He also pointed to the champagne glass in his hand.

  “I’m rich! I’m poor!” shouted Dennis. In ten days, President Bush would declare war in the Gulf, and the whole world would feel a little of Dennis’s zeal. Somebody would steal his car that night, the ’84 Honda Civic that he’d driven down here, and crash it into a bunch of bushes two neighborhoods away, and Dennis would never report the business to the police, and never buy another car again.

  The windows were open and the doorway to the rooftop was left open, and oxygen came through, a whole wind tunnel of it. And Sue-Zoe, the spiky-haired nurse-practitioner-to-be, shouted from the bathroom, “People, hello! Drought’s over! It’s okay to flush the damn toilet!”
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  EUROPE SACKED!

  That’s what Dennis thought when he looked out onto the platform and saw another American with two bags loaded down with ceramics, cheeses, bolts of fabric, religious figurines.

  Dennis, on the other hand, felt himself paring down: his body, physically, and his possessions, specifically. It felt great. He saw himself as a sleek weasel, or one of those animals that lay in brush on a riverside and, at the least hint of trouble, could slip into the water like another kind of liquid.

  However, this train trundled – first through Spain, then French countryside – like an overdressed matron with too many suitcases. He’d been on a bicycle for over a month, beginning in mid-France, crossed a pass in the Pyrenees, and peddled through Spain to the pilgrim cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. Now, even the bicycle was gone, sold to a vagabond German boy for a song. Disabused of it, all that was left for Dennis to do was carry his single pannier to Paris for a flight back to the States. Sitting in the compartment of six seats, shared only with a taciturn yet smiling Dutch couple, he was watching the Basque-French countryside roll by.

  The train stopped again – could it have been only twenty or so meters from the last village? More obscure places that existed only because of the train tracks. Dennis reminded himself to like these open expanses. Out on the platform, he saw a girl get on, maybe twenty years old at most, in a short skirt that was pink with white polka dots. She had no hat, but she should have had one, to match her little brown suitcase. She was not sacking Europe.

  Just as the train chuffed twice, four lanky soldier boys, all with big flattened French noses that their faces might grow into the way dogs did their paws, raced to the doors – wait! Wait! They piled in. Dennis could just take in the action from his window. If he craned his neck too much, it might look like desire to the Dutch couple. Longing, Dennis maintained, has a uniform look that transcends cultures, as did any uncontrollable urge of the senses: pleasure, frustration, fear.

  Down the narrow passage, examining compartment after compartment, the girl with the small suitcase came. She looked in on Dennis and the Dutch, smiled, and entered.

  Why? Couldn’t she find another seat? Dennis wondered. The train was nearly empty. Perhaps she could smell the clean air in here, and surmised that the three of them didn’t smoke, or would mostly be quiet. She pushed her luggage in the rack up next to Dennis’s lone pannier and said, in French, “But you have been to see Saint Jacques?!”

  She’d figured this from a patch he’d sewn on the small pack, one of a gold scallop shell on a red field, the emblem of the pilgrim, and an easy way to get cheap accommodations in gîtes and refugios. “Yes,” he said, in English. Not oui. If he made it clear he couldn’t (well, wouldn’t) speak French, maybe she’d leave him alone.

  “And you are English?!” she said in English.

  “American,” he said, which made the Dutch couple frown; evidently this was bad news to them.

  She plopped down in the seat beside him, and Dennis thought momentarily of a black-and-white era child star, the way her dress spread and settled like a dropped handkerchief. She could have chosen the seat by the door. That’s okay, he assured himself, personal space is an unnecessary possession too, one eschewed by right-thinking Europeans.

  One army boy pushed a second down the aisle. They were surpassingly handsome, in a skinny way. Everything they needed was in one big duffel bag. He had that in common with them. But Dennis was thirty-five. He consoled himself thinking they were probably terrible in the sack. Not that he was interested in that, either. A forty-day pilgrimage on bicycle had been mostly one of moving and sleeping. No privacy, no chance for nooky, although he’d bought a porno magazine at the Gare du Nord with cheesy photos of too-skinny underaged French boys, eyes straight ahead, the look of those who can recognize destiny, or a trick. He’d picked it up all those weeks ago and pawed it so many times in various bathrooms throughout the journey that he’d come to memorize every crevice of the boys on the pages, and it became pointless to carry smut. But this he had hung onto, while he had jettisoned various items of clothing instead. Even now, the magazine was folded up like historical parchment in the bottom of the pannier.

  She leaned close to him and grasped his leg. “Do you feel feet?” she asked.

  “No, I went by bicycle, I didn’t walk, so my feet are all right.”

  “No – do you feel feet?” she repeated, squeezing the leg muscle, which was indeed fit. Feet.

  “I do,” Dennis said, and didn’t see himself as bragging when he added, “I lost twenty pounds, too.”

  For years he’d been terrified by weight loss, watched friends fall ill and shrivel, which reminded him of the way his forlorn grandmother had caught “the dwindlies” after her husband had died, and evaporated over years until she was a tiny brittle thing in her coffin. But he felt well, strong, feet; he was actually proud of his new lithe self.

  “Incroyable,” she said, “I must make this pilgrimage too, so I may lose such weight.” Oh sure, like she was fat! She was a slip of a thing, very pretty if you liked girls, Dennis thought, and noted that her hand was still on his leg. “But first I will shop in Paris,” she smiled.

  The Nederlanders had closed their eyes in tandem, and rested their heads against each other, Tweedledee and Tweedledutch. Probably faking it, to escape the conversation. Dennis wished he had a book. He’d brought with him a copy of The Portable Dante, but left it in a hostel early on, for it was definitely not portable enough. Here, all the papers were in French, and he was better with Spanish.

  She let the hand slip off when another of the soldiers sauntered by. Probably she wanted to look available. “My name is Isabelle. Will you let me practice the English so that I may come to your country for adventure?” Isabelle was looking for adventure.

  Was Dennis? Was adventure a kind of personal possession, sacked from Europe like tapestries or antique books? Did experience accrete on the soul literally, like mother-of-pearl, or lime, or moss? Well, longing did, he thought, as a French soldier passed once more, this time a little unbuttoned. Yes, Dennis wanted, of course he wanted, but he was older and poisonous and even if the soldier liked men, he wouldn’t like this man. Traveling so light, unwilling to encumber himself with even an assignation with a soldier, he felt free. There’d be nothing to leave in his will, he thought – but then, there was nobody to leave a will for. No, if Isabelle was looking for adventure, Dennis was hoping to melt away.

  “What do you want to talk about?” he asked her.

  “I will tell you about me and then you will tell me about you. I am first.” And so she did, so she was: just twenty years old, her mother rented guest rooms in their home, which was blue and too big and old. The patron saint of their town was Saint Roque, a pilgrim himself, one who cared for plague victims along the road and caught the illness too, and when he went into the forest to die alone, the Lord sent him a little dog with bread in his mouth, isn’t that a pretty story? Some time ago her mother lost interest in this sort of innkeeping, and Isabelle would have to cook dinner for the guests, but she knew how to impress foreigners with simple, expensive things like smoked salmon from the grocer and white asparagus from a jar. If she put out enough wine, she told Dennis, the guests hardly noticed she’d served them boeuf bourguignon and store-bought sorbets.

  Truth was, her English wasn’t shabby, in a thick French accent sort of way. She got all the words, now and then an adjective leaped a noun, but she got herself across, and Dennis even laughed about the boeuf bourguignon.

  That pleased her, making him laugh. “Now it is your time,” she said, and promptly opened her little purse and began applying makeup.

  He must have looked abashed, because she had to say, “I am listening.”

  What was there to say? He tried to tell her what there was of it simply, and without contractions; he cleared off the bracken of language that Nothing is often hidden in. “I have a room that I rent in San Francisco. There has been only a jar of mayonnaise and two Coca-Colas in my refrigerator for two months. I am an editor and it is easy for me to get different kinds of work, but I do not have a job that I go to every day. I usually travel with a man named Jimmy, but he had lots of work and hates bicycles. I once wanted to be a train conductor, but now I want to be a monk. I have never been in love.”

  He knew she’d say, “Neh-vair?” and he might’ve gambled that she’d click her compact mirror shut and snake the mascara wand up into its snug tube. “But I have been in love at least ten times and I am only half your age.”

  “I know,” he smiled.

  She took his hand and looked into his eyes. He couldn’t tell where she had applied that makeup. And anyway, she didn’t need it. That was the thing about makeup. “Then you must fall in love with me,” she said, earnestly. All that work in the bed and breakfast business had made her gregarious!

  For a moment, he did not answer. He wondered whether she too noted that the train – that trains in general – waltzed: one-two-three, one-two-three, one-two-three, with the bumptiousness of a friendly peasant girl, all dressed up and happy to be on the dance floor.

  “Well, you see,” Dennis smiled, “I don’t fall in love with girls.”

  She kept staring at him and he thought, she doesn’t understand, she thinks I mean I prefer women, and she’s only a girl. But more words, he didn’t extend. Then she smiled without showing her teeth, and patted his hands, letting them go. “Now I understand.”

  She got up and went to the bathroom, or somewhere like that. When Dennis leaned forward, he could see that one of the soldiers had pulled down a seat in the aisle so that he could smoke. He spotted Dennis and gave him a wink.

  Dennis was aghast. Was that cruising? Should he act on it? How?

  When Isabelle came back in she threw her purse up into the luggage rack and plopped down next to him. Her presence was a vague distraction, irritating, like not being able to find the teaspoon to stir the coffee when he’d just put that teaspoon down a second ago. The Dutch woman stirred against her husband. Somewhere in the effort to fake sleep, they really did fall asleep.

  Isabelle looked at Dennis. “I’m sleepy too,” she said, and, snuggling up next to him, she closed her eyes.

  He shifted a little, looked out the window at pretty much nothing. He cleared his throat, but throat-clearing did not translate for Isabelle.

  The position wasn’t uncomfortable. Her head was light and since the car was just a little chilly, he liked her warmth. It must have pleased Isabelle, too, for a few minutes later, she put her feet up onto the third seat and crossed her arms, using Dennis’s as a pillow. She said, without opening her eyes, “Tell me a story, in English. For sleeping.”

  Dennis looked down and giggled. He’d tell her a story in soft low tones that would be drowned out by the waltz of the train. He’d use fancy words so she’d never understand the secret of his story.

  He said, “There once was a man who loved to eat delicious food and experience the other pleasures of life too, and he wanted to talk to God –”

  “He should pray,” she said without opening her eyes. She startled him.

  “Well, he talked about praying a lot, but he did not pray on his knees with his head lowered and his hands together.”

  “Sometimes when I am cooking, I pray.”

  “How are you going to sleep when you keep talking?”

  “I pray when I put on my lipstick, so the words will be red and pretty. What did the man look like?”

  “He was not pretty.”

  “So it is not a story about you.”

  “Shh. No, the man had fruit punch mouth. His mouth was red, blood red, because he was always enjoying something good to eat or drink. Every Christmas, all of his friends would give him bottles of wine or perfect cuts of meat, because he loved these fine things and they loved to watch him enjoy such pleasure. Anyway, the man decided to go to a place where God was easier to reach, to one of those places where people go. Like a special phone booth. He bought a bicycle and two panniers, one for each side of his bicycle, to hold his things. Forks and knives, the good ham and cheese he might find along the way. He knew that in Spain, where he was going, the people did not like to put spices in their food. So he brought for himself a small bottle of cayenne pepper, which he could use on all of his food.”

  “In English. Panniers in English.”

  “Shh. In English, they are called panniers.”

  “What a silly language.”

  “He put the bicycle and the panniers in a big brown box to carry them to Paris and Le Puy.”

  “Why didn’t he simply buy a bicycle in Paris?”

  “Because he wanted to break the bicycle in, and he wanted to get to know it, how to fix it if it broke,” he said, hoping the idiom would confound her; she needed confounding. “Besides, it was cheaper to buy a bicycle in his own country. His country was the land of nice things of all kinds.”

  She opened her eyes. “What a wonderful country.”

  The waltzing peasant lady suddenly hit a rough patch of iron, and began to teeter and sway. Dennis grabbed Isabelle by the shoulder to keep her from slipping to the floor. He let go of her soon enough and said, “If you do not remain silent, I won’t continue the story.”

  He looked across to the Dutch couple. They hadn’t stirred. Perhaps they could sleep through bombs, or perhaps they’d had something to drink at the station in Bayonne. He looked out at the cropped head of the handsome smoking soldier. He was standing now, fumbling with his luggage for something, but looked over at Dennis as if he too were listening to the story, waiting for it to continue. And Isabelle had her head in Dennis’s lap now, eyes shut tight. She made the sign of somebody zipping up their lip.

  “Along with his cayenne pepper and his clothes, the man had a book of Italian poetry, a camera, a journal, special gloves for his bicycle, fancy shoes, a coat made from the skin of a fabulous animal, super vitamins to make him strong.”

  He pulled his own hands off of her. Where his fingertips had touched her skin, he felt a burning sensation, the kind of burning he felt when his hands had been cold for a long time.

  “But the train for Le Puy was a train that was just like this one, only going south, only more disorganized, only with not so many handsome soldiers roaming the aisle. And the man was afraid for his self and his things, that somebody would pick his pocket or that one of the big green floor polishers in the Gare du Nord would run over his feet and injure him. He was glad that his bicycle and panniers were sealed in a big box and locked in the storage car of the train.”

  Out in the aisle, the soldier was still fumbling with his luggage. When Dennis looked directly at him, he noted that the cheekbones turned away but betrayed a tiny smile. What should Dennis do? Nothing. He didn’t need this kind of trouble.

  “But when the train arrived and the train men unloaded the bicycle box, somebody … somebody had taken a knife and slit a square and stolen one of his panniers, so that there was only one left. The pannier that was stolen contained his pants and the coat of a fabulous animal, and other nice things. So there were not enough of his things that he thought he needed. The man looked at the train conductor who had unloaded the box. ‘Look at this,’ the man said in his own language. ‘Who did this?’ But it was clear that the two people didn’t speak the same language.”

  That’s when Dennis saw it – the military guy’s hard-on! An erection pressing out in his pants, raging, large, as clear a gesture of desire as his own neck-craning earlier. Up to now, Dennis had a little bit of fear of the French soldier. He had suspected there might be foul play in the guy’s handsome head, or at least a practical joke, some humiliating scenario in which the other military boys lay in wait to burst out of a hiding place to see Dennis down on his knees, worshipping at the fount.

  But no longer did he fear. Desire like that was vulnerable and unfakeable. He was embarrassed by it, look!, Dennis thought to himself, now he’s trying to conceal it.

  It was the sexiest thing Dennis had seen in months. In years. He took one of his hands and pressed it to his own groin, to awaken himself, a pump-priming gesture. He had forgotten, momentarily, Isabelle’s head so close by, and he suddenly felt terrible, to have her lips so close to his penis, raging for the attention of François or Michel or whatever the hell the soldier’s name was. Desire was for men, Dennis thought, and caught his own sexism in action – girls were ornamental, and ought to be protected from carnal acts. He tried to get the attention of the soldier, but now he wouldn’t look.

  Look at me!, he thought, but what he did was resume his story, in the superstitious belief that it was the tale-telling that had woven his erotic spell, a reverse Scheherazade, and if the story went on, the soldier would want Dennis more.

  “The man could say a few words to the train conductor, because he knew how to say, ‘I have’ and ‘I want,’ in practically every language. They were the words he knew the most, said the most.

  “But still the train man shrugged and walked away, leaving the pilgrim with his ransacked box. There were no shops in the town to sell more panniers. How would he enjoy the beautiful food without his fine utensils? And he thought in that moment: despair.”

  But the soldier did not turn around. Perhaps he was too nervous that Isabelle might awaken amid the semipublic seductions. Damn this French girl. How could Dennis ditch her? How? He cleared his throat again. He jiggled his knee as if he were dandling an infant –  ugh: which he was.

  She did not awaken, but her short little skirt fell away so that Dennis could see what the soldier had seen all along. Isabelle was not wearing any underwear.

  The movement of the pretty flowered material caught the soldier’s attention again, for bulls see red and charge. He turned to get the new, improved view, and Dennis was looking right along with him. The soldier winked at Dennis again. It was the same wink, but Dennis thundered at the mistranslation. But still, the ricochet of ardor benefited Dennis, too, for he also got a full frontal view. The now un-shy soldier had unbuttoned his fly.

  What did the guy think? wondered Dennis. That Isabelle and he were into some kind of weird scene? But now that the soldier was in on the imaginary scenario, he was getting bolder and bolder. Isabelle stirred, as if her lullaby had been cut short.

  “But just as he despaired,” Dennis blurted – and continued in a murmur that perhaps the soldier mistook for something sexy – “a man appeared on the platform with a dog eating old bread. The man had a sore on his leg, which he exposed to let the air breathe over it. In a situation like this, the pilgrim usually avoided such people, the city’s lowlifes, the semicrazed. But the man with the dog was clean and kind and spoke the pilgrim’s language. He said, ‘Somebody has taken things from you.’”

  Should he cover Isabelle? God, does he think I’m her boyfriend? And with that thought came the strangest sense of possessiveness: how odd, to consider his that which he did not want.

  “‘I don’t think I can go,’ said the pilgrim, ‘not with just one pannier.’ ‘That’s nonsense,’ said the man, and he showed how, with a small backpack, the pilgrim could bring just the bare essentials, two shirts, two pairs of socks. He said this all with gentle authority, and then he said good-bye.”

  The soldier appeared selfishly handsome, now. His wanting Isabelle, his unfazed gaze at her cho-cho, it made him fearless, reckless. The hand twiddled with a third button on his pants. Dennis wanted, and did not want.

  “And the pilgrim decided to go with just one pannier. He gave up his corkscrew and cheese knife and all of the accoutrements of pleasure. He did not take his little journal, but carried only maps, which, when he had passed over the described land, he discarded. For a few days, it’s true, he took photographs of beautiful places, but because he was alone, the photos were always of unpeopled landscapes, shabby versions of postcards he found in any shop along the way, and because he would not appear in any of his own photos, what kind of record was he trying to keep? So he left the camera one day in a little hostel, half of the role shot.”

  Dennis now decided to look at her naked flesh. The complicated folds of women were something he’d rarely – no, never – seen in his life. Look at the mystery of her, he marveled, look at her difference! How could she be so different? Who could be sexually excited when there was so much enigma to puzzle over?

  The soldier was now looking at her as if he might take her from Dennis, as if that were the secret goal he had hiding in his unbuttoned trousers. But Dennis wondered, Would he take something else out of the pants, too?

  “The pilgrim made the journey. As he went along, he lost weight and became something like a machine that functioned only to move a bicycle across mountains and plains. With only a pannier, there was a little imbalance and so one arm grew stronger than the other. And see how the sun tanned his hands only where it shone through the air holes in his gloves? It is as if he had received the stigmata.”

  That’s when Dennis took one of the hands he tried to show a sleeping Isabelle and pulled up part of her skirt and tucked it gently between her legs, hiding the girl’s vagina and bit of perfect ass. She frowned a little –  probably the cool breeze from the window had felt good on that unleashed place.

  The soldier frowned, too. He had also misinterpreted somebody else’s desire and pleasure. And Dennis put a single proprietary arm around Isabelle’s shoulder, as if to say, “Hands off, she’s mine.”

  The soldier made a menacing French word with his mouth, and slunk off to the compartment, probably to trump up the story as he told it to his friends. At least he had a story to distort. That was usually enough to have of such stuff, the better part. Someday, Dennis thought, the boy would discover that pleasure was nothing more than a momentary denial of tribulation, like deciding which hand to treat to a pocket while walking in a biting winter wind and holding a dog’s leash, or a cigarette.

  Dennis waited a minute, listening to the chug and shift of train wheels, and went on. “When the pilgrim got to the shrine, the big phone booth to God, he was asked to fill out a questionnaire. The questionnaire was available in every language and multiple choice in nature. Why do you pray? One, to ask for something, two, to ask for something for somebody else, three, to improve yourself, like that. The pilgrim didn’t fill out the form, and he did not go into the shrine, though he marveled at its grand exterior. Why? Because to want like this – to speak of desire is not a conversation, but solely a piercing one-way ray: I have, I want. A thousand voices in this same place, constantly proclaiming those two things. How could God ever get a word in edgewise? We want, but the curse of wanting is that it deafens us. Does God speak?” Dennis shrugged, trying to answer his own question. “I cannot hear him.”

  And did Isabelle hear him? He shifted a little. “But he left his little vial of cayenne pepper on the steps of the big shrine, because he had become accustomed to the blandness of things.”

  As if she could hear the ending of the story by the sounds of his finality, Sleeping Beauty woke up. Dennis smiled at her but found it more comfortable to study the landscape out the window. He thought, no, experience doesn’t accrete like mother of pearl, for look at this French girl, who remains unchanged by the adventure she had just had. “No person in Spain would ever take such a thing, for it would give no one any pleasure. It did not fulfill anybody’s desire, not for miles. The pilgrim imagined it would sit on the steps for all eternity, like an unwished-for miracle.”
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  THE CITY SPARKLED, unveiled like a new statue, cleaned up for the United Nations rededication. Some of the scuzziest streets in town were tidy and bright for the ceremonies. The homeless were, for the moment, maybe squirreled away somewhere like the czar’s peasants during European state visits. Ground had been broken for the grand edifice of the new public library, and stately rows of full-grown palm trees had been planted in the greens dividing Market Street.

  “Conversion,” Dennis said out loud, because he wanted to simplify it, or isolate it, or God, even convert it into something new or else.

  But really, he conversed with himself as he tromped toward Muni, he was thinking about that flat in his house, which was being converted into a condo, and did he want to buy his own place?

  But when somebody converts, or something converts, to condos, or Christianity, or compost, there’s that going to place, but a coming from place as well, and just last month, his sister had left her husband of seven years for an Austrian medical student and moved abruptly to some Tyrolean ski town to serve après-ski hot toddies while her new boyfriend spent his off-hours giving ski instructions to rich girls (which was how they met, his sister and the ski instructor med student, for she said he looked sexy in lederhosen but who could look sexy in that stuff? But that wasn’t the point, though, was it? – the point was that she was happy and in love).

  The point, actually, was that his sister had converted, passed up her admittedly frumpy and way-sexist husband Matt, that pig, and she was having a ball while Matt was feeling betrayed. He’d called Dennis and said his sister was a “fucking renegade, and while it might be okay for you gays to act that way, it was different with straight people.” What one person might call conversion, another could call betrayal.

  After Rigo dressed Jimmy and Dennis in shirts and trousers far too big for their bodies, Jimmy did Dennis’s face. Jimmy was doing a good job. Jimmy had already done his own face, and maybe it was his sharp rosy complexion that made him a shape-shifter. But where had he learned to make Dennis look real, too? He caked a pale, waxy makeup to simulate huge cartilage deposits, and had ready a case full of little inserts for the nostrils, made of gray splayed hairs that looked like fly-fishing lures. He used some kind of thin syrup that puckered his skin when it dried. Rigo had found toupees that made them all look like they were balding and unkempt, and while Rigo finished with Dennis, Jimmy practiced hobbling around with a cane.

  “This is all so very freaking Fall of Rome,” said Rigo.

  Dennis agreed. The difference between them was that Rigo liked the idea of decadence. Dennis waited for Jimmy to weigh in, but if there was one thing Dennis
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