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  Praise for Backtrack





  



  “Joseph Hansen has written a brilliant piece. His characters are splendidly fleshed out.”


  — The New York Times Book Review




  “In the tradition of Chandler and Hammett, Joseph Hansen writes with gritty fluency of the sordid side of West Coast life.”


  — Washington Post Books




  “Hansen’s prose is lean: the dialogue relentlessly moves the story along and the novel teems with colorful characters.”


  — Stephen W. Breedlove




  “Backtrack is beautifully written with fully-realized (memorable) characters, exquisitely evoked mood, and biting humor.”


  — Drew Brainard




  “Backtrack is enriched by the judicious artistic effects that Hansen obtains through the use of his striking style.”


  — National Review






  




  



  




  Praise for Joseph Hansen





  “Hansen is an excellent craftsman, a compelling writer; he has a real gift for storytelling – for character, for scene, for pace independent of violence.”


  — The New Yorker




  “The most important pioneer in gay mystery writing.”


  — John Morgan Wilson




  “Not that he was just a good gay writer, but he is right up there with Raymond Chandler and Ross Macdonald in terms of being one of the great California mystery writers.”


  — Michael Nava
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  JOSEPH HANSEN


  





  

  Joseph Hansen was a pioneer in the homosexual mystery story, thanks to his Dave Brandstetter series, started in 1970. He developed a lean prose on par with Chandler, Hammett and Ross Macdonald, inspiring two generations of gay mystery authors since, many of whom pay homage today. His writing was published in a variety of periodicals including The Atlantic, Harper’s, South Dakota Review and Mystery Monthly.




  Born in 1923, his first work was published by the New Yorker in 1952. In the 1960s he worked for the gay magazines One and Tangents. He produced the radio show "Homosexuality Today" for KPFK-FM and helped found the first Gay Pride Parade in Hollywood in 1970. During the 1960s, he also wrote, under the pseudonym James Colton, erotic pulp fiction ... all this before Stonewall.




  Hansen produced nearly 40 books including mainstream novels, including Backtrack, A Smile in His Lifetime, and Job’s Year from the early 1980s reissued in 2025 by ReQueered Tales, and a series of semi-autobiographical works based on his early years as a struggling writer. His much praised mainstream novel. A Smile in His Lifetime (1981), was written on a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts.




  




  



  



  



  



  BACKTRACK


  



  by Joseph Hansen


  



  





  



  



  





  

  The ground cried my name


  Goodbye for being wrong


  Love helps the sun


  But not enough ...




  — Theodore Roethke


  




  



  



  





  now the room is big, with yellow rainstains on the ceiling, like maps of nowhere. Heavy surf shakes the house sometimes, and paint flakes off the ceiling and snows on me. The house is tall old frame. It faces a beach with dune-fences and a lonely steel and concrete fishing pier. I can see these in the mirror my savior and protector, Catch, has taken off a thriftshop dresser and rigged high on the wall, tilted to face the window. I can also see myself, legs in plaster casts, chest and shoulder bandaged, five feet four, one hundred ten pounds, almost eighteen but looking thirteen – in a funky bed with magazines, pizza tins, paperbacks, and Colonel Sanders buckets.


  But that I’m used to. What I’m not used to are flowers. And this morning, flowers crowd the room – chrysanthemums, white, yellow, dark gold, on the floor, the dresser, banked up the walls. Can it be that I am laid out for burial? No. I can move. I lift my head, blinking. It’s cold. The mirror shows me fog outside, so thick I can’t see the end of the pier. The room door is open. Coffee smells and the noise of hard rock radio comes up the staircase. The air is edgy with the smell of chrysanthemums, like a florist’s icebox. When Catch comes in, black and beautiful, wearing a Navy surplus turtleneck and Navy surplus dungarees. I say to him:


  “Somebody died before they could take delivery?”


  “Naw, baby.” Catch sets the mugs down under the bedside lamp that is a brown figure of Kwan Yin, the Chinese goddess of mercy, which Catch claims he found in a Beverly Hills trash barrel. The coffee steam trickles up past her face, that has a faint smile on it. Catch bends and kisses me. His mouth is cold with the cold of the house. Past his tight little black ear, I watch Kwan Yin smile. “Naw, baby – somebody got well and checked out.”


  “Somebody with that many flowers was very sick.”


  “Famous.” Catch picks up the pillows I pushed onto the floor last night. He lifts me and stacks the pillows behind me against the wall and sets me up. I can do it, but I let Catch do it because he likes to. I shiver, and Catch finds me a sweatshirt and puts me into it, managing me as if I were a doll. “Hannah Brown, suffering from exhaustion.”


  “In the L.A. County General Hospital?”


  “To avoid publicity. With two maids, and a big male secretary that put the make on me in a broom closet.” Catch keeps a very straight face. “I said, ‘Sir, I am bespoken. I am to be a bride tomorrow morning. Please!’ But all the time he’s crowding me into the corner, breathing hot lust all over me. Hands everywhere. What a secretary! He must use four typewriters at once. ‘Please,’ I begged piteously, while he tore my fragile garments and forced me brutally to my knees among the mops. Whoo-ee!” Catch rolls his eyes, 1930s movie nigger style. He nearly cracks up laughing, but not quite. “‘Please,’ I implored, ‘what will my husband-to-be, the Senator from Alabama – what will he say?’”


  I laugh. “I can see you resisting.”


  “I did.” Catch’s eyes grow round with sincerity. “I silently struggled in that suffocating darkness. I clawed. I kicked. A young Southron lady’s virtue is all she has.” He lays a hand on his chest and bats his eyelashes.


  “Hannah Brown,” I say, “is doing a show in New York.”


  “She jetted here. For anonymity. Complete rest.”


  I try the coffee. “What was she exhausted from?”


  “All that heavy jewelry. She’s just too frail.”


  “How did you get out of the broom closet?” I ask.


  “I didn’t.” Catch shuts his eyes, hangs his head, drops his voice. “Not before he had his way with me. Oh!” This is a wail. He turns his back, hunches his shoulders, covers his face with his hands. “I am so humiliated. But what could I do? I am a delicate creature, gently nurtured, as easily crushed as a honeysuckle blossom.” He faces me, chewing his lower lip, clutching the turtleneck at his throat. “When it happened, I wanted to die. I snatched up a bottle of Lysol, but he dashed it from my lips. Oh, please …!” Catch falls to his knees by the bed, grabs my hands, looks up at me with tears in his eyes. “Dear husband, don’t condemn me, Senator, honey. I did all a weak woman could do. Don’t send me away to bear my baby in shame and sorrow.”


  “You want to take me to the bathroom, now?” I ask.


  Catch sighs and gets up. “You never believe me.”


  I grin. “I can’t wait to see that baby.”


  Catch laughs and throws the covers back and picks me up. As if I were made of styrofoam. Catch is thin. I don’t know where he keeps all the muscle, but it’s there. When Catch sets me on the john and starts to leave so I can empty myself in private, I say:


  “But those flowers didn’t get there till whoever it was was a corpse – right?”


  Catch turns, with the doorknob in his hand. “I brought them because I love you. If you don’t like the vibrations, I can throw them out.”


  “Don’t throw them out,” I say.


  It isn’t much, but it’s enough. Catch smiles as if I had given him flowers. He shuts the door.


  His shift at the hospital these days is from midnight to eight in the morning. It’s miles from here, and his Volkswagen is old – brown with rust on the outside, brown with dried blood, mine, on the inside – so he never wakes me till about a quarter to nine. Like this morning, he tips hot coffee into me to get my bowels working, then totes me to the bathroom. Totes is his word.


  After that, he feeds me. For years, I didn’t know there was anything for breakfast but Sugar Pops. These days, I get eggs turned over easy in deep butter, slabs of juicy ham, fried mush, porkchops, buckwheat cakes, country sausage, hashbrown potatoes. What I got yesterday was cornbread fresh out of the oven with melted butter and molasses. “You’d think you wanted to marry me,” I said, and Catch said, “You’d be right.”


  Next he bathes me. I could do it for myself, now, but at first I couldn’t. And I haven’t had the heart to stop Catch. How I feel is, Christ, if somebody wants to touch you naked, somebody who’s saved your life, for God sake, who keeps you alive – you let them. Then Catch sacks out till about four and I read. There is a monster television set, but once it’s turned on, there’s no way I can turn it off – Catch didn’t know where they kept the remote control switches in the store-room of the shop he ripped the TV set off from. Anyway, I like reading better than TV. I think of my mind as if it were an animal trapped under a bowl in the dark that has to be fed or maybe drugged to keep it from killing itself. With television on, after a while my mind starts making up crazy songs and singing them loudly and not paying attention.


  After Catch gets up and splashes around in the bathroom, we have drinks. Catch’s are ladylike – Daiquiris, Margaritas, Silver Fizzes. I am into Bourbon. It reminds me of the smell of the dark, padded leather places Babe used to work, and I like remembering Babe. She’s about all I do like remembering now. Then Catch rattles off in his car for take-out dim sum or burritos or burgers and fries, and we eat supper. Nights, we play gin or double solitaire, Catch sitting cross-legged on the bed with me, cards laid out on the blanket over my casts, the radio tuned to the top forty hits, and Catch’s shoulders moving, and now and then his fingers snapping, to the beat. Oh, if I’ve been reading something exciting in Scientific American or Newsweek or Psychology Today, I may talk to Catch about it. He looks alert, nods and shakes his head, and says things like Yeah? and No shit? and Out of sight, man. But I can see he’s really only being polite, and pretty soon his eyes glaze, and I give up.


  On his day off, he gets up early and goes out and does the wash at the coin laundry and shops – or shoplifts. He is always bringing me expensive gifts. Like the Kwan Yin lamp, which is ironic because of my homicidal future plans that Catch knows nothing about. Or the radio. Or an electric razor when I hardly shave at all, being too young and too blond. His last present to me was a wristwatch that bristles with fancy stops – so I can see the seconds dragging into hours, into days, and, maybe, finally, into enough weeks so I can get out of these miserable casts.


  Unless Catch gets busted. He’s smart, and he moves quickly and quietly – like when he got me out of that nightmare hospital – but he’s outnumbered, like anybody black in this country, and, worse than that, he’s too kind. It makes me nervous. Catch rips off pills from the hospital and gives them to crazies – not sells, gives. All somebody has to do is whine to him, cry a little, freak out, and Catch saves them with whatever they want. Black Jesus on the beach. Only sometime one of the ones he performs his miracles for is going to babble to The Man where they got what sent them up or down or into space – and that will finish Catch. Or a paunchy rental cop in the local discount supermarket will hit on him when he has an economy half-gallon of whisky under his poncho. I hope it never happens, but mainly I hope it doesn’t happen soon. I’ll lie up here and starve to death in my own mess.


  Catch swears he never takes chances. If he can’t steal something easy, he pays for it. But I know he can’t pay for much. Orderlies hardly make enough to keep themselves alive, let alone someone extra. Like, he doesn’t rent this place. It belongs to Doc Gallo’s crazy old mother who is up in Camarillo State Mental Hospital, dying of memories. Doc hardly comes near this house, hates it. It was just standing here, collapsing. So Catch got it free. I know that if nothing happens to Catch, he won’t desert me, never. He doesn’t even know my name, but I am it. He lives for me. He’d die for me. Which makes me sad and ashamed.


  Now Catch is walking out of the room, carrying the red molded plastic pan of soapy water from my wash, when somebody rattles the downstairs door. Catch almost drops the pan. He sets it on the dresser and, in the hall, squats to look through the broken bannisters. The door at the foot of the staircase has a big oval of glass in it. I have only seen it once – the night when Catch brought me here, along the hall from the back of the house, which is the way Catch always comes and goes – through the kitchen. I was nearly dead from loss of blood and from the painkillers they gave me after they set my broken legs, but I remember that glass in the front door. It is white with sea salt, like a cataract on a giant eye. I don’t know how Catch expects to see through it now. But evidently he can. Maybe daylight makes the difference.


  “It’s Dame Myra Hiss,” he says.


  So. It isn’t Sage come to kill me, and my heart quits being a fist in my throat, and I listen with a grin as Catch skitters down the stairs, opens the door, and the giddy birdcries start. Dame Myra Hiss is a male nurse named Howard Williams. That hospital swarms with faggots. I hear this one ask:


  “How’s your mother?”


  And I have to laugh, because that’s me. Catch tells whoever comes to the house that his old mother is up here very sick. Terminal. It’s a good cover. Who’d want to look at some rotting old lady? And when he has parties, he locks the door to my room, so no one stoned or juiced can stumble in by mistake. But he doesn’t neglect me. He checks me out pretty often. And I don’t miss much, because the sound comes up through the floor, laughter, shrieks of travestied female outrage, booming reggae or rock or disco. There’s almost always pot, and he smuggles that in to me too, and I lie quietly blowing my mind and spinning the radio dial trying to find Bach. I like Bach because it doesn’t remind me of anything.


  And I don’t need to be reminded …


  



  





  then Babe was asleep and I was pouring milk over a bowlful of Sugar Pops when I noticed the folded copy of Daily Variety on the kitchen counter. One paragraph had a lipstick circle around it. It was headed these DIES. Actor Eric Tarr, it said, was found dead outside the building where he lived in Hollywood. His neck was broken and his skull fractured. He had apparently jumped or fallen from the window of his fourth floor canyon apartment. His latest film, still unreleased, was –


  I stopped reading because I’d slopped milk on the Formica. I got a yellow square of cellulose sponge and wiped it up. I put the milk carton away, found a spoon, sat down. I ate, but I didn’t taste. I felt numb. Eric Tarr was my father. I’d never met him, never seen him, except on television in old movies, and now and then in episodes of cop shows. He looked like me – small, and fair haired, and on the pretty side of handsome.


  Babe never said much about him except That son of a bitch. But she didn’t make me change channels when he was on the box or, like the books say, try to turn me against him. She didn’t miss him. She had more men around than she could use. What she talked about when she talked about Eric was how he walked out on her when I was six months old. It was really all I knew. But I couldn’t ask her to tell me more now. She was asleep.


  She’d be asleep till noon. She played piano in bars. This kept her out late. Babe was good at what she did, but she never kept gigs long, mostly on account of men. Oh, once, when I was seven, eight, nine – she played one place. The Cove, in Oxnard, for three years. We even lived in a house. She’d married the bar owner, a nice fat guy named Cliff Stein. But it didn’t last, and she never got another gig like it. She and I kept moving. We lived in a trailer. A kid switches schools a lot, that way. I never had time to make friends before we were on our way to another town.


  



  





  When I got home from school, Luther Schlag, six feet three, two hundred fifty pounds of local law enforcement, was standing under the tin awning beside the trailer, drinking Coors from a tall can. He nodded and tightened his mouth in what he thought was a smile. He and I are from different planets and we both know it. Inside the trailer. Babe was steamy and perfumy from a shower, and sitting there in her bra and pantyhose, putting on her face to take to the Casa Camino. Luther would drive her there in his pickup with the giant tires and the rifle racked up in the cab, have dinner with her sometime, drive her home. I said:


  “Will Eric be all right? Will somebody bury him?”


  “He’s had his own life for ages and ages,” she said, “and I’ve had mine. I can’t worry about him now. If he doesn’t have anybody to bury him, that’s his problem.”


  “I was going to ask you to tell me about him.”


  “You wouldn’t enjoy it,” she said. “Anyway, Luther’s waiting.”


  “I’d like to go to the funeral,” I said.


  Babe had a brush in her hand for smoothing makeup. The hairs of it were kind of orange color. She laid it down and looked at me in the powder-dusty glass of the special, light-bulb-framed mirror she’d set up on the little built-in dressing-table. One of her eyes had its false lashes on, and the other didn’t. The one without them looked naked. She blinked, and the sparkly stuff on the fake lashes twinkled. That eye seemed friendly. The other one looked cold and surprised.


  “What? What in the world for?”


  “You don’t kill yourself if anybody cares about you,” I said. “He was my father. I better go.”


  She shrugged and picked up another eyelash from the table that was strewn with Q-Tips, nail polish bottles, wads of Kleenex. She dabbed glue on the lash, leaned toward the mirror as if she were going to kiss herself, shut the naked eye in what looked like a slow, drunken wink, and stuck the thing into place. She blinked and carefully finger-tipped away a tear.


  “Suit yourself,” she said. “How are you going to get there?”


  “It won’t cost much by Greyhound,” I said.


  “It will cost more than it’s worth.” She stood and pulled a green dress over her head, and I helped her smooth it down, and I zipped it up the back for her.


  “I can hitch-hike.” I said.


  She put on beads and bracelets. “Suit yourself,” she said again, and leaned to the mirror to fit on her wig. It made her a redhead, and matched her lipstick and nail polish. She looked beautiful. She said, “I don’t understand you, with your brains, being sentimental about a man you’ve never even met.”


  My brains were always a marvel to Babe. She mentioned them almost every time we talked. She admired my brains the way I admired her looks. I am a freak. My scores go off the top of the IQ tests. They get thrown out because they wreck the norm curves. Sometimes the no-chin hick teachers who administer the tests tell Babe I’m a genius. But you have to be a genius at something and there is no something I know about that I want to be a genius at.


  “I don’t understand it either.” I said. “But I want to go.”


  “So go,” she said. “I think it’s sweet.” She could say things like that and mean them.


  We both heard Luther Schlag crumple the empty beer can in his fist outside.


  “I’ll see you when I get back,” I said.


  Babe kissed my forehead. “Bye,” she said, and went.


  That was how she was. She always left me on my own. It wouldn’t have worked well with most kids. But if all you really care about is reading, you don’t get into a whole hell of a lot of trouble. Because I’d pestered her, Babe had taught me to read herself, when I was two and a half, using old copies of Current Smash Hits and The Enquirer. Reaching my teens didn’t change me. I never ached to play football the way most jockey-size kids do. I didn’t yearn to ride surfboards or steal cars. Athletics made me yawn. When the highschool coach made me run around the track, I read books while I ran. So Babe had no reason to worry about me. Maybe she was selfish and irresponsible and wouldn’t have worried about me if I’d been a werewolf, but I wasn’t, and she didn’t, and that was great.


  But she never gave me money. This didn’t matter if we were in a town with a public library, but it did if I had to buy my own books off the paperback rack at the supermarket on the highway. Then I had to scrounge for bread. Not bread literally. Babe fed me well – mostly with take-outs from the restaurants where she played. And she bought me new clothes a lot, because buying new ones was less trouble than laundering the old ones. She wasn’t domestic. But if I wanted books – it didn’t matter how awed she was by my brains – I had to buy them myself.


  I started pretty early, writing other kids’ papers in school, drawing their maps, doing their arithmetic homework. Lately the money was better because I was doing it for clods at the local two-year college. Still, as I counted it my private hoard that afternoon was fourteen grubby dollar bills. It was two hundred fifty miles to L.A. I stuffed the bills into a pocket of my white Levi’s, dragged down from an overhead storage compartment a dimestore suitcase, dusted the spilled facepowder out of it, and folded into it my suit and black shoes, a shirt, tie, shorts, t-shirts and socks. I’d had a shower at school. I guessed I was ready. I shrugged into my new red windbreaker jacket, pushed the paperback of The Mind of the Dolphin into a hip pocket, and locked the trailer after me.


  



  





  I got rides, but none of them took me more than twenty miles at a hitch, so that by two thirty in the morning I had only reached Goleta. Sitting shivering on the suitcase at the side of the Coast Highway with the ocean breathing cold on my back, I began to think the manufacturers had called in all the cars in California for dangerous defects. L.A. was still a hundred miles off. I looked for the moon. Nowhere. I looked up the highway, and a car was coming.


  I stood up, and it slowed down. I sprinted after it and then, when I saw it close up, I didn’t know whether I was happy or not. It was an old, beat-up van painted with tangled designs in bright colors – not well-painted, very amateurish, in what looked like kindergarten poster paint. Words were twisted among the vines and flowers. LOVE. DOPE. A side door slid open. Loud rock music came out. I climbed into smoke. So thick it made me cough.


  “Shut the door,” somebody said.


  I shut it, and the van jerked, and I fell onto the seat. There were three people in the front. They all had long hair. I couldn’t tell what sex they were. Then the driver turned me a grin, and shouted that his name was Hughie, and that this was Margaret and that was Fran. I shouted back that my name was Alan, and thanks for the ride. No one turned down the radio or tape cartridge, or whatever it was – so conversation wouldn’t work.


  I sat back and checked who was next to me. He was middle-aged and very fat, with a bushy black beard, steel-rimmed glasses and a derby hat with a flower decal pasted over its dome. He was asleep, slumped down with his hands in the pockets of greasy corduroys, and his feet up on a duffel bag. Beyond him, a frail-looking teen-age girl held a stick of burning incense in her fingers and a cloth bundle in her lap. Her face was pale and framed in long, straight, dark hair. Her nose was thin and beaky, but she had big, shiny black eyes. They were watching me, and she smiled.


  “Hi,” I yelled. “What’s your name?”


  “Gus,” she screamed. “Gus.”


  The fat man didn’t wake up. He twitched a little and started to snore. His puffy lips inside the beard made soft, exhaust pipe sounds. Gus sat there smiling at me across the dirty plaid flannel mountain of the man’s belly while miles of black nothing unrolled past the windows. My face got tired of smiling back at her, and I finally shouted for her to come over to where I was. She slid her window open a crack and poked the incense out. She dug something from her bundle, jammed the bundle into the seat-corner, and climbed over the back of the seat into what looked in the dark, at a guess, like instrument cases and loudspeakers. She crawled over the seat back, the truck lurched, and she fell on me, giggling.


  By reflex, I grabbed her. It felt good. I’d never hugged anybody in my life but Babe. This girl was different, very fragile and small and warm. It was probably like holding a child, only she wasn’t a child – she was old as me, maybe even older. She gave me a quick little kiss and wedged herself between me and the door. The fat man didn’t move. When I nudged him he only grunted. Gus had a little leather pouch and a pack of Zigzag papers. She made a cigarette, lit the ragged end, dragged off the other end, deep and slow, held the smoke, and passed the cigarette to me.


  It wasn’t any long reach. We were practically glued together. We only fit into the space the fat man left us because we were both so small. I dragged at the cigarette the way she had, only it was raw smoke, and I coughed it out fast at the first try, and my eyes watered. She watched me with her big, glossy eyes, and I tried again, and got a lungful this time, and held onto it a while. I could feel her little breasts nudging my upper arm like soft fists. We smoked the thing down till everything began to seem like a dream. When the cigarette was too short, she slotted it out the window, and snuggled down with her head on my shoulder.


  Her breath made little feathers of warmth against the side of my neck. I looked. Her eyes weren’t closed. They were watching me like before, and she was smiling like before. So I kissed her smile. She clamped a hand on the back of my neck and held onto the kiss the way she’d held onto the smoke. Her tongue pushed at my teeth. I opened them, and somehow my tongue was in the smoky, soft dark of her mouth. Her hand found the tab of my jacket and zipped it down. She tugged out my T-shirt and ran her hand up under it on my skin. It felt very nice.


  She was wearing something shapeless and long. I guess it was made out of cotton and it seemed to be printed with little flowers. She wriggled her small self inside it and mumbled urgently without taking her mouth off mine, and I guessed what she wanted and stretched a hand down as far as I could reach and worked the cloth up along her legs until my fingers found the hem. Hell, she wasn’t wearing anything under it. I was startled. Things were moving a little fast for me. I’d never done any of this before. I really hadn’t thought too much about it. Not the way some of the boys my age I’d met in different schools seemed to –  they never thought about anything else. I wondered if I was undersexed. But I took a breath and moved my hand on up and squeezed her little breasts gently. They felt very soft and tender.


  But there was nothing soft and tender about the way her fingers were fighting the brass button at the waist of my Levi’s. It startled me. For a second I turned numb. Then I felt sorry for her trying so hard and getting noplace and I worked the button for her. She didn’t let me slide the zipper. She did that herself. And her hand seemed to know a lot about jockey shorts. And a tire blew out.


  The van slewed and went sideways along the highway for a while, screaming and throwing sparks. Then it rolled over, while everybody shouted and fell on top of everybody else and the junk in the back clanked and thumped, and the radio went on blaring rock. The van hit the beach and stopped on its side, and we crawled out through the top doors. No one was hurt. Everyone was laughing. Mainly at me. I stood there on the four A.M. sand, bare-assed. My pants and shorts had peeled off when the fat man dragged me up out of the van. I didn’t care. What had happened, or almost happened, had felt sensational. And I’d found Gus. I just grinned.


  Hughie went away in his fuzzy brown natural haircut and cowboy boots, to find a pay phone and get somebody to come pick them up. The fat man and the girls took off their clothes and went into the dark morning surf and laughed and splashed each other and played tag. I climbed up the van and fell inside and dug around in the dark for my pants and shorts and suitcase, threw them out, and climbed out after them, getting a grease smudge from the door-latch on my red jacket. I shook the sand out of my jockeys and put them on. I walked down the dry sand to the wet sand, dragging the Levi’s, stepping over their dropped clothing. I stood and watched Gus play, a shadow child. When she noticed me, she stopped and tilted her head. Then she came out of the surf, dripping, shaking back her wet hair.


  “Aren’t you coming in?”


  “I have to get to my father’s funeral.”


  The fat man came up. He was matted all over with mangy-looking hair. When he ran, he bruised the sand and made it shake. He wrapped his arms around Gus from behind and held her, laughing, rocking her a little, nuzzling her hair, while I hated him, and Gus stared at me with big, serious eyes.


  “What time is your father’s funeral?”


  “Eleven.” I flapped the Levi’s to put them on.


  She took my wrist and brought it close to her face to see the dial of my watch, because it still wasn’t very light. Her thin little fingers were cold with sea wet but I liked her touching me.


  “It’s only a little after four,” she said. “And it’s not all that much farther to L.A., is it? Somebody will come out to get us. Hughie knows a lot of musicians with cars.” I didn’t know what the fat man did, but now she noticed him and jerked away from him. “Go play with Margaret,” she said. “Go play with Fran.” He laughed, grabbed her, kissed her, and jogged back into the surf, plowing it up.


  “Hughie might run out of dimes.” I jerked my Levi’s up one leg. “I better try to hitch with someone else.” I kicked into the other leg. “Where can I find you later?”


  “Do you want to?” She sounded surprised.


  I tucked in my T-shirt and zipped my fly. “I love you, Gus,” I said.


  “Oh-oh,” she said.


  “Just tell me the address,” I said. “I have this freak memory. I won’t forget.”


  “Stay now,” she said, and took my hand. Down the beach were dunes and clumps of tall grass. She led me there.


  



  





  It was hours before one of Hughie’s friends came in another battered van to pick us up off the beach. To save time, I changed into my suit and tie while we rattled down the coast to L.A. And the time they were making wasn’t bad until they swung off the Coast Road at Santa Monica and hit traffic. Getting to Hollywood was a drag. And it was twenty past eleven when I jumped out and Gus and the rest yelled goodbye at me and the van ground its gears away into the sunbaked smog.


  Inside the fake adobe mission that was the funeral chapel, under artfully charred beams, among plastic flowers, muted organ music, stained glass, and leaky sinuses, the wrong cadaver was being told by a bored minister in a this-is-a-recording voice, I am the resurrection and the life, and lying there stiff in bronze and pale blue tufted satin, and not believing it.


  An usher stood by the carved doors – pinstripe pants, grey silk foulard, shiny rimless glasses. Mint mouthwash blew at me while the usher whispered that my father’s funeral was over. The procession would be at the cemetery now. In a dim little room full of dank ferns and caged canaries, I phoned for a taxi. A new funeral every half hour! I didn’t let the canaries out, but I thought of it.


  



  





  By the time I found my father’s grave, a pair of Mexicans in starchy brown work clothes was covering it with squares of sod so green they looked dyed. I climbed a slope between new little trees in bandages and splints. Bronze plaques lay in the hungry grass. I set my suitcase down by some discarded flowers and felt futile and guilty. It wasn’t my fault I hadn’t made it on time. It was just bad luck. And anyway, Eric wouldn’t know it. I still felt like crying.


  Then I saw the bald man again. He’d been opening a new Bentley when I was paying off the taxi at the foot of the hill. The bald man had half bent to drop onto the genuine cowhide seat. One foot was inside the car, one hand on the steering-wheel. It was an awkward position to pause in, but he’d paused, dead still, staring at me with his mouth half open. I hadn’t paid attention. I paid attention now. The man stood on the other side of the grave, wearing a beautiful suit. Dark glasses made it hard to be sure, but the lift of his chin and his stillness made me think he was staring again.


  “My God,” he said, “it’s not possible.”


  The Mexicans on their knees looked up. “Señor?”


  He shook his head at them and stepped around the grave for a closer look at me. Not really close. He kept a yard between us, like a man who’s always told himself he isn’t afraid of ghosts. He took off the dark glasses. He’d been crying. He shook his head again, and a corner of his mouth smiled.


  “No,” he said. “Eric was never so young.”


  “He was my father,” I said.


  “Unmistakably. That would make you – Alan?” I nodded, and the bald man held out a hand. It was long and bony, and the grip was strong. It was also gritty. Was he the one who’d tossed the first handful of dirt into the grave?


  “I’m Glen Thornton,” he said.


  The Mexicans laid the wilting flowers on the new sods and went away with an empty wheelbarrow, green metal, with a thick rubber tire. Thornton watched them with bleak, pale blue eyes.


  I asked, “Are you the only one who came?”


  “No. Day players thrive on funerals.” Thornton crouched and pushed at a brown seam between sods, trying to close it, to make it green. “They gloat. One less among the competition. Improved odds on working next week.”


  “Didn’t he have any friends?”


  Thornton stood up quickly. “Ah, don’t pay any attention to my bitching. Of course he had friends.”


  “You don’t have to stroke me,” I said. “I’m older than I look.”


  “But still sentimental about friends.” Thornton brushed the grave dirt off his hands.


  I didn’t think I was sentimental about friends. I’d never really had any. “Maybe about my father. That’s what my mother claims.”


  “Babe.” Thornton gave the new sods a sad smile. “How is Babe?”


  “Beautiful,” I said. “Do you know her?”


  “She worked for me once. Why does she call you sentimental? Did you write to Eric? Did you see him?”


  “Never,” I said.


  “But you came to his funeral.” Thornton hooked the wire loops of the dark glasses over his ears. I saw myself reflected in the lenses. Thornton said, “She’s right.”


  I shrugged. “I’d like to know about him. Can you tell me about him?”


  “He could have. Why did you wait till he was dead?”


  “It was the first thing he did to attract my attention,” I said. “The movies weren’t that good.”


  “And your mother said he was a faggot, and to stay away from him – right?”


  “She said he was a son of a bitch,” I said. “Was he a faggot?”


  “Would I be likely to tell you?”


  “You already did, didn’t you?”


  “And you want to hear more,” Thornton said, “from me?”


  “You didn’t hate him,” I said. “You stayed here while they filled the grave. You cried. I’d believe what you told me.”


  “Find someone else.” He walked away.


  “Wait.” I picked up the suitcase and jogged after him. “Just let me hitch a ride with you. To someplace where I can eat.” All I’d had was a wedge of pizza in Lompoc, and a few sunflower seeds from a dime cellophane pack Gus had dug out of her bundle. I told the bald man, “You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to.”


  He didn’t talk. He tooled the Bentley down out of the hills and onto a long white curve of freeway with mountains lost in brown murk to the right. A blue hole was overhead, where it looked as if you could breathe if you could get up there. I said:


  “Why I mentioned friends was because he must have been lonely. You don’t commit suicide when people care about you.”


  “Actors,” Thornton said, “don’t commit suicide when they have a film about to be released. They want to see their performance. They want to read the reviews. It was quite a big part for Eric, best he’d had in years. He’d made money from it. He wasn’t worried about money, for a change. He had a new lover. No – he didn’t commit suicide.”


  “Did he fall?” I asked. “Was he a drunk?”


  “He wasn’t a drunk.” Thornton said.


  



  





  He slanted the Bentley down an offramp and we wheeled south for a while on a broad street between decorator showrooms and art galleries. Then there began to be only restaurants. I knew a couple of the names but I didn’t know the name of the one whose parking lot we drove into. It was stone, with a deep-eaved shake roof, thick beams, stained glass, and landscaping that looked as if it got replaced every morning.


  It was lunchtime. The lot was full of polished Porsches and waxed Aston-Martins. Under an ivy-draped porte-cochère, a tall kid in forest green uniform with loops of gold braid at one shoulder, and whose face said he’d come to Hollywood to get into films and was auditioning right now and all the time, touched his cap, grinned and said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Thornton,” when we passed. Thornton didn’t look at him. He parked back of the place, opened his door, and stepped out.
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