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Part I

"Technology is
neither good nor bad, nor
even neutral. Technology
is one part of the complex of relationships that people form with
each other and the world around them; it simply cannot be
understood outside of that concept."

Samuel Collins

 


Prologue 01, Age
10

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

 


“Dad! Did you see that?” The young boy
dogpaddles to the ladder with quite possibly the world’s longest
booger-string dangling from his chin. “I did a flip with a dive at
the end! I did a One-and-a-Half! Dad!”

He crawls out of the pool, rolls over the
concrete ledge and stands at attention behind his father’s
newspaper. “Just in time, too,” the child beams proudly as the
whistle blows, indicating the end of the public hour, and in fact,
the last open session of summer.

“Way to go, Justin!” The Dad crumbles the
sports page onto the bench and stands to walk away. “You want a hot
dog?”

Little Justin turns to sit
on the metal seat. “Ouch!” He jumps up abruptly. “Hot!” The booger
dislodges, slides down his shoulder and plops into the warm puddle
at his feet. It swirls into a straight line with a semi-circle on
the end. A stick figure. A diver.
He sits back down, this time on the very edge of
the scalding bench, stretches his big toe into the puddle and
glides it back and forth, forcing the shape into a One-and-a-Half,
tuck position.

The sound of a diving board breaks his
trance.

 


-----

 


“Look, Pop!” Justin grabs
the approaching hot dog and crams it into his mouth. “There’s a
whole team of kid divers over there!” Across the pool, a little boy
in a Speedo drops and slices through the water like a shiny new
penny. “Man, that’s so easy.”

A tan man in a raised lifeguard chair shouts
something from beneath a big straw hat.

A second kid does a head-first dive.

Justin taps his father on the newspaper that
had snuck back up between them. “You could do that,” he says as he
lowers the paper again.

“I know,” Justin smiles through ketchup
lips.

A third kid - this time a girl - does a
flip.

“You could do that, too.”

“I know!” Justin bangs his bare feet on the
hot concrete. “Why does it have to be over already? I want to do
more dives!”

“Come on,” says Justin’s father, pushing
himself off the bench.

As they walk across the deck, the boy looks
up at the guy they call his father: the faded blue jeans, scratchy
knock-off Polo shirt. He doesn’t know this guy very well, yet he
has a faint memory of standing beside him, selling novelties on the
Steel Pier in Atlantic City. “Get your pet hermit crabs! Invisible
dog collars! Costume jewelry!” Then there was the carnival on the
back of that pier. Every day this man would take Justin back to
where they’d set up an above-ground green fiberglass pool with a
ladder leading up to a platform. Every day Justin would watch as a
girl in sparkles waved to us from up above. Then they’d bring up
her horse, she’d jump on it, wave to us again, and ride it off the
edge. Splash!

Justin slaps his tender feet against the
pool deck, one at a time, louder and louder, as they turn the
corner.

“Yo,” his father bellows across the suddenly
silent pool deck. “How much for diving lessons?”

The coach with the straw hat looks down from
the lifeguard chair and stares directly at Justin’s belly. The boy
follows his gaze downward. A big glob of yellow mustard to the
right of his belly button. “This is a private team,” the man sighs.
“We only practice here occasionally. We rarely take on new divers.
I’m sure you understand. Brittany! Arms higher on the
take-off!”

Water drips from the fringes of Justin’s
cut-offs, tickling the tops of his feet. He looks up at his father
who now watches the divers even more intently and says, “Listen, do
you think you could at least watch my son and tell me if he’s got
any talent? He’s really into this diving thing. We’ve been coming
here for weeks.”

 


-----

 


Minutes later, Justin
sprints down the blue plank, eyes wide, belly jiggling, about to
catch some serious air. His plan is simple. He’ll take his new
trick, the Forward One-and-a-Half in the unknown position, and add
another half somersault. Yeah, that’s
right, he thinks with increasing
speed, this is going to be the fanciest,
coolest trick y’all have ever seen. I’m going to spin around so
fast that your eyeballs will get all twisted up just watching me.
I’m going to do…a DOUBLE SOMERSAULT!

A good take-off on the springboard requires
balance and control. It has nothing to do with how fast one can
run. Justin hasn’t grasped this concept yet. Blazing down the
bright blue plank at warp speed, his legs are unable to adjust to
the wobble. Even so, he lifts his feet, punches them down like a
jackrabbit, and whips his arms down past his belly.

Centrifugal force pulls his
head back as he spins forward into the air. Whoosh! The sound of
rushing wind indicates the first somersault. A pretty flash of
white light passes in front of his eyes. Sky. Water.
I’m flying! The skin of
his cheeks stretches back toward his ears, I’m flying!

WHAM! A jarring pain blazes across his neck
and shoulders.

The kids stare as Justin flops over like a
dead mackerel on the surface. His lip quivers as he dogpaddles to
the side. Brittany sits between the two ladder rails, blocking his
exit, giggling, whispering something to the girl next to her.

Justin scoots over a few feet, hoists
himself up over the gurgling gutter. He shuffles over to his dad
and buries his swollen face into the folds of the scratchy shirt.
“Come on, let’s go,” the dad says, tousling the boy’s wet mop. They
turn away from the team and trudge across the deck. “Those guys are
snobs,” he says. “Who needs ‘em anyway?”

The One-and-a-Face-Plant is not mentioned
again - except once, later that day, when Justin’s father picks up
a drippy orange chicken wing and says, “Summer’s almost over
anyway, Justin. You’ll be at that new school in a couple of weeks.
You’ll forget all about your belly-flop.”

But Justin can’t imagine forgetting about
it. Ever since he first heard about this water wonderland, he’d
been consumed with the notion of these majestic diving boards that
reach up to the heavens. And now, even today, once his face pain
had subsided, he was right back at it. If only he held onto his
knees a little bit longer. If only there was another public session
he would land that double. Now all he’d have is the monkey bars and
the dumb ballpark.

“So Justin,” his father reaches to wipe a
bleu cheese smear from his own chin but only ends up with a bigger
mess, “I might as well tell you now that I won’t be coming around
the house anymore. Your mother and I, well, we just-”

“I suppose my football bleacher back-flip
could use some work,” he says into his styrofoam cup. “My arms
should probably be higher on the take-off.”

“Justin, did you hear-”

“And my legs could be
tighter on the swingset sidewinder,” he
interrupts again, loudly, purposefully drowning out the news that
he knows is gonna hurt like hell if he pays too much attention,
“and I could probably add another half-turn to my 540
Vortex.”

Justin’s father puts down
the chicken wing and mentally prepares to explain
his version of the
irreconcilable differences. But instead, he stares his boy square
in the face, and says, “Your 540 Vortex is awesome. You could totally do
that.”

“I know,” Justin’s tears
retract into their ducts. He takes a deep breath, looks across the
table at his father. “I know.”



Prologue 02, Age 12

Ft. Lauderdale, Florida

The bell in the tower gongs importantly,
announcing the end of Justin’s first day at the new prep school.
Confused, he wanders amongst the money-scrubbed teens as they rush
out of classroom doors and zigzag between brick columns, through
the manicured quadrangle, and into a bottleneck leading into the
gymnasium.

Inside, folding tables are lined up against
the four walls. Above them, banners for the Debate Team, Science
Club, Spanish Club, Football Team, and so on. Justin stands at the
Football table, gripping a clipboard that says “Try-Outs” in one
hand and a heavy stack of textbooks in the other. He is about to
pencil in his name when he pauses, sighs, and looks around. His eye
catches a green and white flyer pinned to the center of an
overstuffed bulletin board.

Hayvenhurst Swimming and
Diving, says the sign in bold green
letters. The Tradition Continues.
“Diving?” His head spins around, not unlike Linda
Blair’s in The Exorcist. The pencil lead breaks. “They’ve got diving
here?”

“Yep,” says a burly man with a neck whistle,
“but they don’t have a try-out table. Apparently that team works a
little different.”

“Whaddaya mean?” Justin lifts the broken
pencil.

“Well, they hand-select kids,” says the man.
“Most of them come from other schools.”

“Why?” Justin feels the weight of heavy
textbooks bearing down on his chubby wrist.

“Liability,” says the man. “Most schools
can’t afford the insurance. Lots of accidents. Head injuries. So
they ship the talented ones in from all over Florida. The coach is
supposed to be real good, though. Guess he’s produced a lot of
state champions.”

“Where’s the pool?” Justin puts the pencil
back on the table, shifts the books to his right hip. The glossy
surfaces slide against each other and threaten to break free of his
grip.

“Sure you don’t want to sign up for the
football team?” says the man. “You look like a real bruiser.
Besides, no guarantee they’ll let you on those diving boards.
They’re pretty selective, you know.”

“Where’s the pool?” says Justin, hiking the
books onto his brown corduroy hip.

“Near the upper school parking lot,” says
the man, “Listen, come to the football office tomorrow if you
change your mind. It’s at the back of the field. Try-outs start at
four o’clock. We could use a big kid like you.”

 


-----

 


“Hayvenhurst is a private team. We rarely
take new divers.” The thin-jawed secretary in the green collared
shirt never looks up from her papers to deliver the news that
sounds eerily familiar to Justin. “I’m sure you understand.”

“Well, is there an open session or
something?” says Justin. “I used to go down to the Swimming Hall of
Fame and dive off the boards there last summer. I was getting real
good, too. I even almost did a double fl-“

“Sally, would you call Mrs. Littleneck and
ask her if she’s sent in her monthly-,” a man with thinning hair
and a brown moustache steps in from a back room.

Justin puts the textbooks down on a
chair.

“Who’s this?” asks the man.

“Not sure,” says the secretary, peering over
the spectacles that have slid down to the edge of her pointy nose,
“But he’s rather insistent about using our diving boards.”

“Yes, well you see it works
a little differently here,” the man looks irritated. “We don’t just
accept anyone.”

Justin follows the man’s gaze downward. His
shirt is untucked and the hand-me-down pants from his brother are
wadded up at the crotch. And then suddenly he remembers – the glob
of mustard! Coach Straw Hat! The dude from last summer! Brittany
and the gang’s coach! “Hey I know you!” he yells, thrilled by the
coincidence, “You’re that guy that was teaching those kid divers
this summer and I came over with my pop and-” He stops
mid-sentence, remembering the bellyflop.

The man’s face goes blank, “Well you see, we
have liability issues that-”

“Yeah, yeah, I already heard it from the
football coach,” says Justin, clutching his books. With his free
hand he points out the window at three long blue planks in the deep
end and flailing limbs of swimmers churning up the water beneath
them. “Those boards aren’t even being used. I could get on ‘em
right now. Come on coach, what’s the big deal? Move the swimmers.
I’ll be careful.”

The man looks at Sally the
secretary in mild horror while saying to Justin, “Look, I’m sure
Ms. Jenkins has already informed you that there are only two ways
to access these diving boards. One
is if you are selected to be a member of the
Hayvenhurst team. You did not make that team last summer. The other is if you are a
student here taking a P.E. class and-”

“I AM a student here now!”
Justin yanks the stack of textbooks in front of him.
Algebra slips loose, and
the entire stack of books tumbles down to the floor. “Look, since
last you saw me, my dad took off and my mom is paying big bucks to
take me out of that crappy school where I got egged by Niggers and
beat up.” Justin grabs his sore, red wrist and squeezes it. “My
older brother goes here too and all I know is that football is
boring and I don’t want to play it anymore. I want to dive, damn
it! What is the fucking problem?” Justin drops down to his knees.
He scoops up the big mess of books and papers, swings the bundle
onto his left hip, and opens the door. “I’ll see you in P.E.,” he
says, slamming the door shut. The blinds flap violently against the
glass door, jingling the bells.

 


-----

 


“Suck it in, Grace,” snickers Coach Straw
Hat from the poolside director’s chair.

“Yeah, suck it in,” parrots a stocky
brunette in a purple one-piece, “Grace.”

Turning the fulcrum wheel with his right
foot, Justin clasps his left hand around his balloon-shaped belly
and takes an awkward step down the one-meter board.

“Look natural,” says Coach Straw Hat,
“They’ll laugh you off the deck if you walk like that.”

“I’m trying!” Another step. Justin’s
pre-pubescent penis snaps into an unwelcome friction erection. He
tugs at the nylon Speedo that bunches around his waist like a
wadded up paper towel.

“Look at that farmer tan,” barks a skinny
kid into the back of Justin’s head.

“Just walk down the board
like you’re walking down the street,” says a frustrated Coach Straw
Hat. “You can walk
normal, can’t you?”

“I am walking normal!” But really, Justin
has no idea how to walk normal. All he knows is how to run
spastically away from his bullying brother. He takes another step,
praying to God that nobody can see the insistent little stick that
pokes up against the blue nylon.

When Justin approaches the end of the
wobbling board, he jumps up with both feet and then stomps down
hard. Too hard. Flailing his arms toward the water, his hands graze
the surface and his feet fly over his head, past vertical.

FWAAK! His Achilles tendons slap against the
concrete water. It stings and burns and Justin blows a jillion
scream bubbles before returning to the surface. He sputters to the
edge, red-faced and red-heeled.

“Interesting,” the purple suited girl’s
voice echoes through the concrete gutter. “More than a dive but not
quite a flip! What is it? A three-quarters?”

“Jesus, your feet are like this!” Coach
Straw Hat kicks off his sandals angrily, spreads his feet apart,
and fans out his hairy toes. “Not pretty!”

“Nice try, Grace!” yells a
scrawny curly-haired kid, who is actually a bigger spaz then
Justin. But it doesn’t matter. They’re all laughing now.
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Chapter One

Age 18

Boca Raton, Florida

For the ninth of ten dives, I grip the edge
of the platform and kick my right leg into space, somewhere above
my head. This forces my left foot to rise, creating a weight, a
counter-balance, a see-saw of sorts.

My fingers flex and
release, nudging my center of gravity ever so slightly. I don’t
want to topple forward into the abyss - that would mean all zeros.
Nor do or want to fall back onto the platform - that would mean two
points off of every judge’s score. What I need to do is hold this position for
three seconds. So I tighten my abdomen, willing my scissored legs
to slowly, sloooowly, close in on each other. The gap between my
feet disappears and I’m rigid like a spike, thirty-six feet above
the water’s surface. I stare down at my pinkies as they pass
portions of my body weight to my thumbs and back again. Like a
steam engine, air escapes my lips in small bursts.

One one thousand.
My eyes dart to the right. The podium where CJ announced his gayness to the press,
thanking me, Justin Jones, for being SO wonderfully supportive
during his journey of shame and self-discovery.

Two one thousand.
My eyes dart to the left. The place where Coach Buttwipe threw a chair into the water,
screaming that bull about how CJ gave me AIDS.

Three one thousand.
My eyes settle back to the small X on the bottom
of the pool, sixty feet down. I never even
had sex with him, for Christ’s sake. I only listened to him -
accepted a gift - an Erasure mix tape - from him.
I bend my elbows and hips and kip forward. Gravity
and muscle memory take over. I whip my head downward and fold into
a falling double somersault.

Sevens and Eights. Solid. The crowd goes
wild. My mom, a tiny Middle Eastern woman, ululates in the
bleachers. She really has no idea what’s going on, but still, she
is louder than anyone else. Part of me wants to wail along with
her, wants to splash across the puddles, give her a big wet hug,
and shout, “Everything’s gonna be alright!” But instead I tighten
my jaw and march across the deck, just like an Olympian.

“Okay, Justin,” says my coach, “do you
realize what place you’re in?”

“Um, no.” I bite my yellow chamois,
squeezing warm pool water into my androgynous, sandpaper-dry
mouth.

“You wanna know?” says Coach.

“Hell no,” I say.

“Okay then.” The sound of
another diver’s splash makes him pause. “I won’t tell you.” Coach
turns to look at the scoreboard. Sixes and sevens. He claps his
hands slowly, obligatorily, before shifting his eyes back toward
me. “But I will tell you this, boy,” he says, “if you land anywhere near
vertical, you WILL BE on the U.S. national team.”

I have no words. Only terror. My eyes open
wide. So wide, in fact, that air rushes in between the actual
eyeballs and surrounding skin, which makes me blink a bunch of
times.

Final round. The Back Two-and-a-Half in the
Pike Position. Code Name 205B. I’ve only practiced the dive a
handful of times, never landing any better than flat on my back,
arched like half a McDonald’s sign. I make an odd little laughing
sound, not because anything is funny, but more like because the
whole situation is utterly insane. I really don’t belong here. Not
yet anyway!

CJ, the Olympic idol from my childhood TV
screen, whips downward and disappears into the water. There is
thunderous applause but no scores.

“What’s taking them so long?”

“Commercial break,” says Coach. “The last
round is televised.”

The eye thing happens again.

 


-----

 


“And now back to ESPN’s coverage of the
Phillip’s U.S. National Diving Championships,” the MC’s voice
echoes over the water as I stand at the base of the tower. “We’re
in the final round of the ten-meter competition and boy is it ever
a great meet were having today!”

The corner of my dry eye picks up a blur of
flesh whizzing downward and I scramble up to the three, then five
meter platform. I look down for reassurance, but from this height,
Coach looks like a mouse in a laboratory maze, navigating through
duct-taped camera cables and power lines.

Another diver hits the
surface. I step up the small ladder to the seven-and-a-half meter
plank and look over the railing. Coach is getting smaller and
smaller, moving faster and faster. I’m up next. I look down one
last time, holding fast to the illusion that at any moment he will
give some kind of sign, some sort of magic signal that will somehow make sense of my
entire life. Why am I even up here in the
first place? I mean, I was perfectly happy competing on the
one-meter and three-meter boards, almost making the finals year
after year. Then HE shows up, my new young
coach, just out of Olympic Trials himself, this short little
surfer-diver-dude, challenging me with the whole “You’re a big
strong guy - don’t be a pussy - get on up there!”
thing.

 


-----

 


“Justin Jones,” says the announcer,
“205B-”

Fuck fuck
fuck. Blink blink blink.

For a backwards take-off,
most divers walk out to the edge and simply turn around. I,
however, have a slightly different technique, a product of my
wildly inappropriate fear of heights. First, I march forward like a
zombie and stop about two feet from the edge. Then I twist my left
foot backward. While lowering into a squat, not unlike a girl who’s
peeing on the side of the highway, I nudge said foot back toward
the drop-off. As the heel peeks over the edge, my groin sends a
tickle, a tiny warning pulse, to my brain, which is translated into
a silent shrieking, Stop, You Fool!
Vomit rises from within as I shimmy my right foot
back into place and slowly upright myself, one quivering spine bone
at a time.

Thank God they can’t see
this from the deck, I think as search the
platform for the notch in the back railing that’s been serving as
my anti-vertigo focal point throughout the meet. To my horror, the
notch is covered up by- wait - what is this? - a giant TV camera
and mini-monitor displaying of a live image of - ME! I immediately
sway off balance. My eyes dart around in a panic for a new
something, a new anything
to keep me from tumbling into the void. My pelvis
sends another electro-panic signal and my eyes rest, illogically,
on the hanging, swinging microphone.

“Justin is doing very well in this meet,
Sandy-” Television voices echo into my jumbled head.

“This is the first time we’ve seen him
competing in this event.”

Not hearing this! La la la la-

“He’s become a crowd favorite today. Not
only is he back from his first year at UCLA to compete in his
hometown pool, he’s also one of the youngest competitors, and he’s
only been training at this height for a year.”

“Wow, what an amazing story, Jim. And here
he is now, just one dive away from representing our country as a
member of the United States National Team. It all comes down to
this dive.”

“Could be tough, though, Sandy. He was
having a rough time with this dive in the warm-up before the event.
Couldn’t seem to pull it off. He’s got to be feeling so much
pressure, putting it last in the line-up like that.”

Nope, can’t hear nuthin’ - la la la la -
nuthin’ at all.

“Wow, he sure does take a long time to get
off that platform. What’s he doing up there, Sandy, checking the
wind?” Jim is referring to a habit that I’ve picked up over the
last few months: one where I rub my thumbs and index fingers
together while standing in the Y-position, just before take-off.
The motion had started innocently enough: a simple attempt to
distribute the hand moisture so I don’t slip out of position
mid-air. But it had quickly grown into a nervous tick that
apparently looks quite strange from the television monitors.

“Ha! It looks like he’s putting on a puppet
show, Jim!”

I rub my fingers together, faster and
faster, painfully aware of its absurdity yet unable to make it
stop. I quickly approach the point of no return.

“It’s as if his hands are talking to each
other.”

Don’t hold balls…Out
back… Wait. That’s not it.
My eyes – blink blink - struggle to stay on the
black spongy microphone that shakes and jiggles in the wind.
Back out balls…Don’t hold…My head is scrambled eggs. I bob my arms ever so slightly,
preparing for the swing and lift off.

Don’t hold back…Go for it… Balls
ouuuuuuttttttt!

Horror sucks my remaining thoughts into a
vacuum of silence.

 


 



Chapter Two

Age 30, San Francisco,
California (circa 2000)

I feel like the Sultan of
Brunei as I drop down into the Marina in my sporty green Rav4,
steam from my double latte swirling up toward the sunroof. I open
wide, preparing to shove back my second healthful cranberry scone, when I
catch a glimpse of my crumb-dusted goatee in the rear view
mirror.

It was the tail end of the
high-tech gold rush. Several months ago, the CEO of the San
Francisco-based internet Portal for
All Things Dance hired
me as her marketing director after a surprisingly brief telephone
conversation. And since San Francisco is as cool as it gets, I’d
immediately stuffed my surfboard and rollerblades into my trunk and
high-tailed my sun-splashed tail up from Venice Beach.
Why me? Was it my Cum Laude Bachelor of Arts in
Psychology? My six years as a fresh-faced
furniture salesman? Or was it after I
turned in my 401k and struck out on my own, hand-coding an online
rave gear and novelty shop? Could it have
been the library of electronic music I’d created? Or maybe it was
the seminar series I launched when my Peek-a-Boo Surfer Dude Webcam
Site ran out of steam. Creating Your Virtual Identity and
Broadcasting it to the World, I’d called
that series. For three months, I packed a dingy, Culver City
conference room with chesty porn stars nodding off in chairs as I
scribbled HTML tags on a whiteboard.

I look over at the Golden
Gate Bridge in the distance and wonder just how many consecutive
somersaults I could do if I jumped. Wait-a-minute! Is it the diving? Could it be that springboard
and platform diving, a toe-point sport, is, in fact, one of the All
Things Dance? Could these elegant swans
see me as a close cousin?

I park in the pay lot and
make my way into our small office, located just up the stairs from
a trendy, Union Street Japanese restaurant. It had been clear from
the get-go. My mission was to flip the artsy dot-org into a
profitable dot-com and send us all pirouetting to the bank to cash
in on stock options, just like the people we’d heard about in the
news. I really don’t think anybody realized how long this sort of
thing might take. And with a salary of $85,000 per year, who was I
to mention that, though I owned and operated one of the first
e-commerce stores in existence, the only real money was generated by my
pioneering “Watch the Naked Surfer Jack Off!” website?

When I sit down to boot up
the system, my chair bumps down a notch, and for a second I think
the whole thing is going to fall down. I look in the mirror across
the hall. My ass appears to be squeezing through the elastic band
seat. My feelings of grandiosity are immediately replaced with a
sense of dread. Clearly it’s one thing to be a muscle-toned, toe-point athlete
and quite another to be uploading photos of muscle-toned, toe-point
athletes all day in an office. I haven’t surfed or rollerbladed in
a month. I miss the beach. I click into the global dance database -
the one that I’d been building in that chair for months - and drill
down to San Francisco. I take a moment to reflect on all of the
false starts I’d had while searching for a new sport over the past
year.

First, I enrolled in a
Capoeira class in the Mission. Capoeira is a blend of Brazilian
martial arts and dance. “That is ENOUGH!” yelled María, the
wild-eyed instructor as I turned cartwheels in place, “Joo look
like a giant Ferris wheel. Joor confusing joor opponent! And joor
confusing me!”

Next, in search of an
activity that placed more importance on being upside-down, I
enrolled in a Bharatanatyam class. (I did this mainly because I
couldn’t pronounce the word and thereby assumed that it was some
bizarre, otherworldly activity.) Classical Indian dance is a series
of delicate moves in painted skirts and ankle bells. Not quite what
I had in mind. “This dance was inspired by the ancient whores of
India,” the jeweled guru announced, “who were perceived as being
closest to God.”

“Interesting,” I mumbled,
standing in the center of a jam-packed yoga studio, foot on knee,
desperately avoiding my jingly, cross dressed reflection in the
mirrored wall.

I close the window of the
database and put my head into my hands. That’s when I notice a
bright yellow flyer peeking out from beneath my keyboard.
Hmm, must have missed this one.
Suddenly a sharp pencil tip appears over my
shoulder and jabs the tip of a clown’s big round nose.

“That place is cool,” says
Bessie, the modern dancer/part-time content editor as she sits back
into an adjacent chair and stretches a bare, milky white foot in a
circular motion.

“Clown school?” I say
rolling my eyes. “LOL, Bessie.”

“No, seriously, look at the website,” she
says. “You can totally take trapeze lessons there.”

“Trapeze? No shit?!” I
light up, not unlike the Lucite platform shoe that she kicked off a
minute ago. “As in flying? Sign me up!” My voice sounds crackly.
Talking really hasn’t been necessary at this new job, and since I
have less than zero friends, these are the first words I’d spoken
in well over a week.

“Yeah, you’d probably like
that,” she winks, stretching a thin, muscular leg diagonally down
toward the floor. “Have fun.”

 


Three Weeks Later

As it turns out, the flying
trapeze is just what the doctor ordered. I proudly march into the
Hayes Valley gymnasium for the third week in a row, already feeling
like my old Olympic self again.

Moments later, I am
puffing out my chest and standing on the highest square looking
down on my new people: cowboy thrill-seekers and tattooed freaks on
ropes. I grab the swing, take a jump, swing toward the center,
release, and somersault backward through the air. WHOOSH! Letting
my massive body float into an even bigger white net, I smile
peacefully. Ah weightlessness, my old
friend.

I am crawling over to the
edge, knees awkwardly jamming my hands and knees into the net
holes, when I feel a sharp pain. I lift my stinging hand to blow on
it which makes me fall forward onto my face. I roll onto my side
and take a closer look. The skin is already starting to break and
there is a crescent moon of blood. I peel the skin back. I see
stars. It looks like Chinese flag, which of course sends me into a
tailspin. At an unusually large six feet, one hundred and ninety
pounds, I’d barely managed to make the U.S. Diving Team back in the
day, let alone compete with the itty-bitty Chinese divers. Now, ten
years later, my size poses yet another challenge: shredded palms.
“Get off the net!” shouts some pipsqueak from the platform above.
“Fuck you, shrimp,” I mutter under my breath. I press the skin flap
down and stumble toward the side. “Bloody hands won’t stop
me from
flying.”

I grip the net’s edge in
the crook of my left elbow and flip diagonally down to the
gymnasium floor. I topple sideways, nearly squashing a short, round
Asian man.

“Excuse m-”

He barks a loud string of
militant commands in his native tongue.

I stare blankly forward
like a deer caught in the headlights.

A tall, thick teen in a
green leopard-print leotard and blonde mussed hair appears beside
him and says, “He wants you to be the bottom.”

“Huh?” I look back and
forth between them, chest heaving from my palsied
dismount.

“He wants you to be the
bottom in our Christmas show,” says the teen, “This is Jao, the
Chinese acrobat coach. He says he needs a kid-catcher that can also
do flips for the crowd.”

The coach pokes a stubby
brown finger into my right arm, then my right leg, knocking me off
balance again.

“He says you’re a big strong man,” says
Leopard Boy. “He wants you here this weekend for rehearsal.”

 


-----

 


On Saturday I walk into the
gym to find the trapeze rig strung up to the ceiling and at least
twenty young children running around in bright blue shirts with the
orange word ACROBITS splashed across their chests. I drop my duffel
bag and stare into the kiddie-chaos.

“You! Bottom!” Out of
nowhere, Coach Jao appears and jabs that same stubby little finger
into the soft indent of my chest. “You go teeta-bode!”

“What?” I stumble back onto
the mat, bumping into Leopard Boy.

“Okay dude,” says Leopard
Boy without missing a beat. He points to a see-saw that rests in
the dead center of the room. You see that teeter board?”

“Oh, the
teeter-board!” I
shout. "Yeah, I see it! I’ve seen those on
TV! It’s how big people launch little people into the
air!”

“Um, yeah,” Leopard Boy
looks at me curiously, “that’s right.”

I bend my knees and clap my
bandaged paws together, ready for action.

A dozen kids swirl over to
surround us in a circle. Three of them break away and position
themselves in a triangle around the grounded end of the
teeter-board. One jumps up onto a second’s shoulders and the third
steps onto the board, waiting to be launched up to the top of the
other two.

“So basically we’re gonna
run real fast toward that thing,” he yells, “and when I say
Now, we jump up, turn
towards each other, grab hands, and land sideways on the board. Got
it?”

“Yeah,” I say, too proud to
mention that I feel dangerously rushed.

“Ready set GOOOOO!” He
bolts down the mat. I sprint forward into his invisible wake until
we are running side by side.

“NOW!”

I jump up, turn toward
Leopard Boy, and reach out.

Arms secure, we float through the air.

Our eyes lock.

Time stops.

Real time starts again and
together, we drop down onto to the board.

CRACK!

I tumble onto my back, and
through a layer of liquid stars, I see the lone Acrobit standing on
the far end of the teeter board. He hasn’t budged an inch. The Bits
behind him disassemble, neatly filing away from the accident
scene.

I’m woozy. My right foot
feels like a cement block. I hear the distant warble of a Chinese
echo. Leopard Boy’s blonde head pops into frame. “Whoa man,” he
says. “I heard a crack and I wasn’t sure if it was you, me, or the
teeter-board! Your ankle is fuuucked up, dude. Do you have
insurance?”

“Uh, yeah,” I say, lifting my head. “I’m
pretty sure I-”

The room goes black.

 


-----

 


The right side of my head
bumps against a hard, flat surface. I open my eyes and see my
passenger side dashboard. Just beyond that, a weaving Hyundai. I
squint, narrowing in on a bumper sticker: Sorry I missed church. I’ve been busy smoking dope, practicing
witchcraft, and becoming a lesbian. “Oh
yeah,” I say groggily, “I’m in San Francisco.”

“So I’m the juggler,”
Leopard Boy says cheerfully from my driver’s seat. “That’s what I
do. I just like to help out the Acrobits in the Christmas show ‘cuz
it’s fun.”

“Yeah,” I say as my head
shoots pain down the side of my body, just in time to meet up with
the pain from my ankle. “Fun.”

“I grabbed the car keys
from your bag,” he says. “Hope you don’t mind. Had to get you home
somehow.”

“No problem,” I say.
“Thanks.” I look over at him. He’s still wearing the leotard, but
now he’s got a pair of jeans over it.

“By the way,” he whips
around a corner, “Driving is cool. I don’t have a car myself. Where
do you live, anyway?”

“Clipper,” my cheek
squishes against the glass as the car lunges to a halt at a traffic
light. “Just keep going up Market. Damn, why am I so out of
it?”

“We gave you some of Jao’s
herbal painkillers,” he says, eyebrows arching. “You don’t remember
that? Good shit, eh?”

When we get to my building,
Leopard Boy lugs my arm around his shoulder and guides me up the
elevator to my fourth floor apartment. On our way inside, the
elastic from his leotard catches the door handle and snaps against
his pale flesh.

“Ouch,” he says, and then,
“Whoa, killer view.” He lowers me onto my new Ikea earth-toned
couch, and suddenly, for the first time since my arrival in San
Francisco, the mania that is my life comes to a screeching halt.
Sometimes it takes a sudden perspective shift, like an accident, to
make me slow down and see things as they really are. As the front
door clicks shut and Leopard Boy leaves, the truth creeps up and
pounces on me like a panther: I am completely alone.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Foot-in-splint, I begin my
search for human contact. Wow, the
internet sure has come a long way, I think
as I browse my hard drive for a photo. Over the years I’d dated
lots of girls and several guys so I figure I’d remain open to
possibilities by working both sections. I find my most recent shot,
a super-posed Surfer Boy pic from Venice and hit upload.

The next day I log back on
to browse my matches, only to discover that an invisible
administrator has posted my photo on the home page of the Men 4 Men
section with the caption: Fantasy Man of
the Month.

In the Men 4 Women section
there is nothing. Dust. Tumbleweeds. Crickets. In the Men 4 Men
section, however, my inbox is jammed like the Bay Bridge at five
o’clock. I suppose a small part of me enjoys the nostalgic ego
boost from my webcam days, but a bigger part wishes I had
some normal photos, like maybe a group of guys holding up beer bottles
after work, or maybe martini glasses at a drag show, or maybe
me-and-a-girlfriend, whose head I have to chop off for the sake of
her anonymity. I scroll through the mail wondering how the heck I’m
going to get back to all these dudes.

 


Three Weeks Later

After many wildly
unsuccessful dates, I follow a link into a more risqué website and
I am barraged again – and this time it’s not by nice, polite emails
asking me where I’m from and why I’d moved to the Bay Area.
Instead, I am staring at a long column of little pink holes. I
squint my eyes like I’m watching a scary movie. It’s as if with
each new photo, the killer is about to jump out of the butthole and
attack me with a knife. Why am I so freaked? I had no problem
stripping out of my wetsuit and wanking on a webcam, no problem at
all watching all the 70s porn that my webcam voyeurs sent me, where
guys would wrestle around and sometimes blow each other. But what
does one say to an anus? I scroll down a bit more, about to give up
on this homo nonsense when suddenly, involuntarily, my finger lifts
off the mouse. I stare blankly forward.

There are only a few words
next to the candid action Rugby photo, and that’s fine by me. His
intense green eyes, scruffy face, and chunky sports watch are
enough to tip my scale back towards Gay.

 


-----

 


I spend Saturday morning
crutching behind Ryan, who is being pulled forcefully by his
Rottweiler through Dolores Park. He makes a comment to every person
in every direction but because he is in constant motion, nobody
gets a chance to respond. I give up trying to be witty or charming.
I also give up trying to keep up. I hang back, tune out, and wedge
my crutch into the grass, reveling in my own private fantasy of
what’s gonna happen next. First, he’ll
invite me to his place for an afternoon hot tub. We’ll have a few
laughs, comparing equipment. Then we’ll, uh-

“I have a Rugby game at
two,” he says as he barrels toward me. “You wanna come? You can
guard my beer cooler and watch the dog.”

“Sure” I say, shaking away
my naughty thoughts. I’m super-psyched to know that Ryan’s into
sports. Like me.

 


-----

 


That afternoon, there’s a
floppy dog head resting on my good leg and I’m straining to see
Ryan’s numbered jersey. Unlike my
plight of being too big and bulky to fly, Ryan is
by far the shortest guy on the team – too short, in fact, to be
easily seen from where I’m sitting. In about ten minutes I spot
him, swaggering across the far end of the field. My eyes lock onto
his bright red shirt. Something seems odd about the way he stands
in the field, dead center, turning about in a circle, kicking
wildly at the air. I look over at his teammates who gather in a
clump about fifty yards away. “What’s he doing?” I shout, “Is
he supposed to be
kicking everyone like that?”

A few of the guys silently
shrug their shoulders without taking their eyes off the
game.

A whistle blows, the ref
holds up a yellow card, and Ryan is escorted to the Sin Bin at the
far end of the field. Now he’s just the tiniest of dots, so I give
my eyes a rest, gaze down, and stroke the pooch’s head. Another
whistle blows. Ryan the speck zips back out to the center of the
field, where he repeats his Tasmanian Devil maneuver, gets binned
for another ten minutes, and then another.

A few guys from the team
turn and stare at me. What?! Am I supposed
to be embarrassed? Angry with the ref? Who am I supposed to be,
anyway, the gimp-legged dog-sitter? Guardian of the Beer?
I’m quietly posing these questions to myself and
the sleeping, twitching dog, when out of nowhere, my dirt-smudged
date tromps up. “Come on, let’s go!” He snaps up the chain that has
somehow slipped around my ankle. He yanks hard, pulling my only
functioning foot into the air.

“Whoa!” I fall backward and
shake myself loose calmly, coolly. “What’s going on,
dude?”

“I don’t want to talk about
it,” he barks. “Come on!”

He jerks the dog over next
to him. I prop myself up on my crutches and follow them out to the
parking lot. The dog jumps into the back seat of the convertible. I
wedge my way into the passenger seat.

What a dork,
I think to myself as we screech out of the
lot. I can’t believe he’s freaking out
over- and at the exact moment that I start
thinking these thoughts, something else starts fluttering deep
inside of me. It starts at the base of my heart and reaches down
toward my pelvis, and there it just festers. Yup, I am getting
completely and totally. Turned. On.

“Come on you fucking
bitch!” Ryan screams at nobody in particular as we turn onto an
on-ramp. “Move it!” I can barely make out his wind-muffled road
rage as we fly down the freeway in his convertible but I’m happy as
a clam. “Get off the goddamned road!” By the time we’re at the
bridge, I’ve got a raging hard-on, even as my logical brain
silently begs for mercy.

He pulls off the freeway.
I imagine he’s finally heading home to relax and blow off some
steam with me. I’m finally gonna cash in
on the hot tub, I
figure, it will be nice to see him chilled
out for once. But instead Ryan pulls off
the road and jams the car into a parking lot. “You wanna get a
drink?” he says, his eyes lighting up, like we are old friends
bumping into each other for the first time in years, at, say, a
shopping mall.

“Well, I really should get
going,” I say. “Bars really aren’t my thing. You go, though. Have
fun. And hey, do you know how I get to BART from here?”

“Come on man,” Ryan slaps
my thigh, “just one drink.” Pain shoots down into my splint. Just
above that, my dick jumps in my jeans.

“Oh, okay,” I say. “What
the hell?”

Walking into the bar, it
takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. It’s fun and wrong to be
inside this dark bar on such a sunny day.

Ryan orders a round of
drafts, sits me down on a stool by the pool table, and starts
saying something about his boss. It’s as if the Rugby game never
happened. Slamming his brew in five seconds flat, he zips off for
another. I sit on the stool, staring at the knotted wood walls, the
posters, more guys in uniforms. Sports.

 


-----

 


It’s taking Ryan way too
long at the bar so I hobble toward him. He’s talking to some dude
in an orange Giants shirt. They’re getting closer and closer. It
looks like - they are - about to - make out! A brick drops into the
pit of my stomach and in a split-second I am crutching toward the
exit. By the time I get there, Ryan and his red jersey are blocking
my path to the door. “Please don’t go.” He grabs my arm and locks
his big green eyes onto mine.

“Look, dude,” I say.
“Nothing personal. This is really not my scene. I mean shit, I’m a
pot smoking candy raver from Venice. Bars, Beers, and Big City
Queers are totally foreign territory.”

He cocks his head to the
side. “Please don’t go,” he says, his voice cracking like an
adolescent Peter Brady. “Come on, I’ve had a really rough week.
Just one more round. I’m buying.”

I look down, sway dizzily.
I’m drunk and my splint is thrashed. One
more round with a cute guy has got to be better than hunting down
public transportation and going back to my empty
apartment. “Rock Lobster” blares from the
jukebox behind me, and for a brief moment, I am transported back in
time - years before I became this California computer-pansy - back
to a time when I lived in Florida and didn’t care so much about
every little thing - back when I filled an entire legal-sized
notebook with angrily stenciled phrases like-

 


I don’t need you.

I don’t need anyone.

 


“No wait,” I reach into my
hoodie pocket for a ten dollar bill. “Let me buy you a drink.”

Ryan flashes big white
devilish teeth and jets off to the bar. There’s a sudden bounce in
his step, and as he approaches my stool, he’s half-way into a
story. “So I’m out walking the dog the other day,” he says as he
sloshes froth onto his wrists, “when this old woman tries to run me
down in her Cadillac.”

“Yeah?” I put down my glass
and sit at attention.

“So I reach into my
pocket,” he continues, “and whip a quarter at her car and it
accidentally - well, sort of accidentally - goes through the window
and smacks her on the face.”

I laugh, spitting beer
down the front of my T-shirt. I love being Ryan’s audience of one,
even if he is a
dumb ass. “So what happened?” I can barely hear my own words. My
ears are ringing with the white noise of my big gay crush.
Maybe he’s not so bad. I
think as I rub my dirty, grass-stained gauze across the stool’s
metal rung. He fascinates himself – kinda
like me. And he laughs at his own jokes – also kinda like
me.

Three jokes and three
beers later, Ryan is hotter than ever. I wobble toward the bathroom
and gaze into the mirror that hangs above the giant pee
trough. I have a friend in the
city. A dorky grin crawls across my
blurred face, matching the crack that stretches across the center
of the chipped glass. A HOT
friend.

I crutch out of the
bathroom and my happy white noise suddenly turns red. Ryan is
talking to the guy in the orange Giants shirt. Again! Jealousy
pierces my buzz and I gimp past the two of them, fuming. From the
corner of my eye they look like a couple of Starburst candies with
their goddamned orange and yellow jerseys. “Fucking reverse-drag
fairies,” I mumble bitterly, “Might as well be dancing around in
dresses. At least it would be more honest.” I motor through the empty bar and out the front door in a
self-pitying huff.

“Okay, Okay!” Ryan yells as
he follows me out to the parking lot. “I’m here!”

I’m shit-faced but still
reluctant to blurt anything out that I might regret later. After
all, I’d hate to lose my only friend. My only hot friend.

I take a deep breath and
lean against the car. Ryan grabs my wrist, looks into my eyes with
a vengeance. He’s killing me, this little green-eyed Napoleon. The
dog leans over, licks the side of my head. He’s killing me, too. I fucking love
this beast. I almost crack a teary smile.

“Come on,” Ryan slurs as he
reaches over and tousles my hair. And like brothers who beat each
other up until they are too exhausted to do anything but go home,
we open the car doors.“Let’s go,” he says.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


“Dani?” I fumble with the
receiver. It’s been two years since I’ve heard my soulmate’s voice.
“I can’t believe it’s you! Where are you? Are you back from
India?!”

“I’m back,” she says, dead
calm and clear as a bell. “But I’m not in L.A.”

“Well, where the hell are
you?!”

“Nearby,” she says, “Just
drive north on the 101 and call me in an hour. I’ll explain
later.”

I met Dani in college
through a mutual friend. She was on her way to Africa after a
semester of International Relations at the University of Minnesota.
A Midwestern JAP with sparkly hazel eyes and the sharpest tongue
on either side of
the Mississippi, Dani has the sort of insatiable lust for life that
leaves us slower-moving folks in the dust. She’s the kind of person
that, when given the smallest bit of information, relates it
directly to something in her own globe-trotting, in-the-moment
life. And this, I imagine, is the thing that makes us all feel
connected to her. This is the thing that makes us all want more.
This is the thing that makes us all want to be just like
her.

When Dani says jump, I say
“how high?” so exactly sixty minutes and zero seconds later, I find
myself pulling over on the freeway beside the rolling hills of
Petaluma. “Okay, I’m here.” I stretch two fingers down toward my
ankle, clawing at a dry, itchy spot beneath the gauze. “What
gives?”

“Listen, there’s been a
little trouble,” she says sharply. “Nobody really knows where I am
right now, and I’ll tell you more when you get here. I’m gonna give
you directions now. Got a pen?”

I grope around my glove box
until I extract a chewed up pen and my registration slip. “Yeah,” I
say, scribbling until ink appears.

“Okay,” she says, “continue
on the freeway. In about seventeen minutes you’ll want to exit on
Stone Mountain Road. From there, from there go thirteen minutes and
make a left at marker two twenty-three. If you get stuck behind a
slow moving car, just subtract the time in your head. At the
turn-off, set your mileage gauge. In exactly twenty-nine point nine
miles, there will be an abandoned car next to a small dirt road.
Turn left and-”

“What is this, a rave?” I
whine. “I have to work on Monday. I have a job now, you know. Not
to mention I sprained my ankle and I’m just starting to get around
without crutches again.”

Her pregnant pause
highlights the fact that I have, in her absence, become the biggest
dork on the planet. Who do I think I’m talking to? Have I
lost all perspective? Dani is my partner in crime, not my mother! I
mean, the girl just got back from creating God-knows-what kind of
trouble with Allah-knows-who. I have no idea what she is doing out here
in the Northern California wilderness, and I go and say something
like I have a job now, ya’
know. Fool!

Three hours later I am
sitting obediently on the ticking, sighing hood of my Rav4, staring
at a metal gate that is sculpted into a fire-breathing dragon. For
a while, I swing my legs in time with chirping of a thousand
crickets. For a while, blood pounds down my leg, into my ankle
bandage.

Then I hear leaves
crunching.

Footsteps.

The gate slowly swings
open. Two shadows walk through.

“Dani?” I say into the
dusk.

The hooded figures hush me
in sync. I know Dani is one of them but she’s not saying anything.
Instead, she and the other shadow hover back through the gate,
leading me by flashlight through the darkness. We walk for a half
mile, crossing a hilly, wooded trail and a long meadow. Eventually
we come upon a violently rushing stream. Ten feet to our left, the
moon lights up a tattered blue tent.

Dani pulls back the hood of
her parka. Her long-lost ivory smile shoots through me like
lightning and I blush. She stands, unmistakably proud, next to a
slightly taller brown-skinned woman who peels off her colorful head
scarf to release a bundle of jet black loops. Dani has always
surrounded herself with the most exquisite of creatures. This one
is no exception.

“What the fuck?” My eyes
dart wildly between the two girls. “I don’t think I’ve EVER been so
far off the grid. Whose tent is this?"

“It's ours,” the new girl
delivers the news through full lips, in a soft and musical accent.
“We live here now.”

 


-----

 


The two o’clock stars sear
through the black nothing above and the stream’s power-gurgle mixes
into the quiet sitar music that floats out of a well-worn boom box.
Dani fixes a puff of smoke.

“Leila is virtuoso
didgeridoo player,” she says as she passes me the pipe. “A living
legend of the Melrose neo-hippie set. You must have seen her at one of those
Mojave Moontribe Gatherings.”

“Maybe,” I say, bending my
leg, stretching out my good foot. “I’m usually pretty out of my
head at raves, though. Pretty much keep to myself, hug the speaker.
You know, like that.”

“Yeah,” Dani says
thoughtfully, “I forgot, you’re a space ball. Anyway, Leila got
tired of the struggling artist bit in L.A., so she stole a car and
set out for the Great Green North. And get this: this all went down
on the exact same
time I was touching down from India.”

“Zora told me what was
going on,” Leila giggles. She lifts the tent flap and crawls into
the space between us. “So when I pulled up to the airport, Dani
jumped into the passenger seat, ripped off her turban, and said
‘Floor it!’ You should have seen the look on that nun’s
face.”

“Nun?” I say.

“Well, more like Prison
Guard,” says Dani. “That whole thing was getting way too weird.
India was torturous enough, let alone whatever hell they were gonna
put me through back in the states. I’ll tell you one thing. All
religions are the same.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well,” she sighs,
collecting her thoughts, “let me try to explain. The teachings were
great at first. Yogi Paraja really seemed to have all the answers.
And you know how badly we want answers, right?”

“Right,” I say,
remembering the day her poor mother called me, sobbing in horror
after witnessing her strong, independent daughter washing
some fat holy slob’s feet
at an ashram in New Mexico, days before she was
sent off to the Himalayas. “So what was the problem?”

“Well, I got into a bit of
hot water,” says Dani. “Had a little indiscretion with a local
village boy...”

Leila hums, crawling around
in the colorfully quilted den that somehow feels homier than my
slick city pad.

“Apparently my little
shwing diluted the integrity of his
teachings. You see,” Dani continues, “Yogi
Pajara sent me to India to live with this woman. We were sort of
like missionaries. We lived together in an outpost ashram, kept it
real nice, held Satsang in the village. And when he came to visit I
would accompany him at some of the bigger cultural
events.”

“So you were his
spokesperson when he wasn’t around,” I say, trying to wrap my brain
around the story, “and his companion when he came to meet with the
local dignitaries.”

“Companion. Ha. More like
one of his silent wives,” says Dani.

“Dang, Yogi had it made!” I
laugh, “So what was the airport nun’s damage?”

“Oh God,” says Dani,
loading a fresh bud into the back of a small glass elephant-shaped
pipe, “she was a stick in the mud from the second I moved in. Guess
she was jealous that I was gettin’ some.”

“Hey Justin,” says Leila as
she turns down the music, “do you feel like going on an adventure
tonight?”

“Aren’t we on one?” I
say.

“Shall we tell him first,”
Leila says to Dani, “or just take him there?”

Dani pulls a long, slow
toke through the glass elephant’s trunk. “Let’s just take him,” she
says through a smoky exhale. Leila blows out the candles, and
suddenly, in a blissfully dark daze, the two shadows guide me back
through the forest, straight toward what I will soon come to know
as the main event - the springs of Axis Falls.

 


-----

 


Axis drops its magic five
hundred feet down – from an invisible mountain river to a huge
catchall in the valley below. Tourists come from all over to
photograph this spectacular site, but this really doesn’t matter
because the falls are on the opposite side of the mountain, five
ruggedly impossible cliff-side miles from where we are
now.

Three springs: large pools,
each bubbling up from the Earth with a different core temperature,
are cut into a black rock bluff that overlooks a dark and seemingly
bottomless valley.

“We are worlds away from
any other civilization,” Leila whispers like music. “Axis Falls is
its own self-sustaining world. You can’t see it now, because it’s
so dark, but we are surrounded by life. An organic garden, a
communal kitchen, a universal temple, a library, tents, trailers,
tipis. Everyone works to keep up this land, and there is a system
in place where people are voted off if they don’t contribute or if
they bring bad energy. I was invited here by my cousin from
Israel.”

I watch as
Dani drops her towel, dips her milky white toe
into the pool on the left. “And I came along.”

I lower myself into the
center pool, secretly thinking, Well, if
Dani’s here, this must be the place to be.

Leila steps into the pool on my right.

Then we are quiet.

The silence is deafening.
It takes me a few minutes to acclimate. There is nothing to say and
nowhere to go, except further into the warm water. Sinking down
with a naked girl on each side of me, my thoughts quickly drift
from a snickering, Sorry, Yogi P, your
loss is my gain, to much stranger planes
like, I wonder where my skin ends and the
water begins.

Dani cocoons in the pool
to my left. In the silence, I imagine she is undergoing one of the
miraculous transitions I’d witnessed countless times before. I
imagine the water washing over her freckled skin and mingling with
the underarm hair that has probably grown to surprising new lengths
in that get-up. I imagine that she is, once again, letting go of
her past, releasing her attachment of being a Good Girl, freeing herself from
being accountable to anyone that dares to put a limit on her high
octane spirit - even a big fat Yogi.

 


-----

 


Two hot springin’,
drum-bangin’, tree-huggin’ days later, the radical blue sky above
my surf racks seems especially clear as I blaze back down the
freeway to San Francisco. It isn’t until I approach the Golden Gate
Bridge, however, that I look up at my face in the rear view mirror
to see that my relaxed smile has been replaced by a look of
clenched determination. As I drive through the whipping wet fog, a
protective shell instinctively, intuitively hardens over my skin to
seal me from the hardcore sex and powdery drugs that buzz in the
air, just beyond that massive wall of rolling fog.

Nope, I am no longer
drinking mint tea by a rushing river and gazing at a fawn. I am now
being magnetized, sucked right down Lombard Street by a sinister
vibration that jiggles my guts and whispers a promise of some sort
of sexual liberation.

I haven’t checked my email
all weekend. Didn’t even think of it. I’m sure my inbox is loaded
with offers to meet up with more guys like Ryan. I imagine there
are fantasies articulated in graphic detail, pictures and offers
from guys with big penises - bigger than mine, even! I bang on the
steering wheel like an animal banging on a cage. I can’t fucking
wait to log on. I WILL be set free, damn it.

But all
that will have to
wait.

It’s Monday morning. I have to go to
work.

 


-----

 


I park the Rav, don my
Happy Efficient Guy face, and march into the office, five minutes
late for the weekly meeting. On the floor, six dancers sit in a
semi-circle. Strawberry scented pads are carefully placed between
their long, stretching legs. I slip into the empty chair beside my
boss.

“Sorry I’m late,” I
whisper.

“Justin. We were just
talking about you,” Linda says coldly. “We need to know about the
traffic. I told you before - we need
more traffic.”

The hair on the back of my
neck stands on end. For Christ’s
sake, last week
she didn’t even know what the word traffic meant! Why all of the
sudden- I breathe deeply and try to calm
myself. I spot a triangle - three beads of sweat - on Linda’s
forehead. I imagine that they are the three springs of Axis Falls.
Can she feel it? Can she feel the ancient waters bubbling up from
her furrowed brow?

“The traffic’s improving
nicely,” I say calmly, “The results are a little complex to go
through right now, but I’d be glad to show you the reports after
the meeting.”

 


After the Meeting

“We’re at the top of every
search engine for every dance-related keyword, Linda,” I say,
pointing at a bar graph on the easel of her private office. “But
the fact is, teenagers account for nearly ninety percent of our
viewers, and most teenagers don’t have credit cards. But there’s a
way around this. We can totally trouble shoot this by-”

"We need more traffic.”
Her eyes glaze over and her left eyebrow twitches. “That’s
your job, Justin.
Your concern."

“Well yes Linda, and that’s
why I want to show you this.” I pull out a stack of papers: flow
charts and graphs that I’d been working on for months. “We can
totally turn this whole thing around if we just address the basic
business plan and-”

"Your concern," she shakes her head from side-to-side. Her hair
frizzes out into a savage blonde mane.

“My concern,” I sigh. “Well
okay, that’s why I drew up these plans. Let me explain it to the
board members at next week’s meeting,” I say. “I’m sure the
investors would like to hear-”

“There’ll be no board
meeting next week. Good day, Justin.” She picks up her ringing
phone and smoothly, sweetly, coos “Dance Daze, this is
Linda.”

I walk out of the office
and amble down Union Street, passing a couple of jewelry shops and
ladies in various stages of cosmetic surgery. Cow Hollow is
completely out of place in San Francisco, and I am completely out
of place in it.
My stomach tightens into a knot. “I can’t believe this.” I grab my
stomach and prepare to hurl. “I think I’m about to be
canned.”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


“San Francisco has been
devastated by the overspending of entrepreneurial dreamers,” Corva
Coleman delivers the bleak news as I turn circles through the one
way streets of SOMA. “The high tech boom and bust,” she continues,
“has displaced thousands of local artists while leaving sky high
property values in its wake.”

“Yuppie pigs!” I scream,
pushing a Frontline Assembly CD into the slot. “You
suck!”

Harrison Street is eerily
empty, but that’s good news for my parking karma. I spot the cobalt
blue address on a corrugated steel awning and glide smoothly into
the large space.

The gutted loft that
probably buzzed with pseudo-hipsters a month ago now looks like the
aftermath of a twelve-year-old’s birthday party. “Our budget was
just cut again,” says the forlorn CEO as he kicks a yellow
skateboard across the echo chamber. “I really thought I could hire
a marketing guy, but I just can’t do it.”

As I walk across the hollow
room to the sectional, he moves aside the tangled, rubbery wires of
a Playstation console, shaking his head despondently.

“Is it my salary?” I say,
“I’m willing to come down, you know. I really think I can help your
online music community. I’m a musician myself. I know I didn’t put
that on my resume but I’ve been making and marketing music on my
laptop for years and really have a handle on the pulse
of-”

“No, it’s not that,” he
says. “You know
what you’re worth. And you should get it. Seriously, Justin, I just
got the news last week but I’ve been so spaced out that I forgot to
call you. I can’t hire anyone. In fact, I’m gonna need to downsize
again. Immediately.”

A long-haired rocker with a
dolly pushes a glossy red hard drive across the room. He pauses in
his tracks, looks over at us, and continues listlessly
on.

 


-----

 


I need to downsize as
well, I think to myself as I twist into my
shiny green Rav4. There’s no way out of
this car lease, but I bet I can reduce my expenses, maybe find a
roommate or two.

I turn right on Sixteenth
and head back through the Mission.

That’s it,
I decide, it would
actually be good to have a couple of roommates, maybe even a dog or
two. I suppose when one moves to San
Francisco, one naturally thinks these sorts of thoughts, even in
(or especially in) the aftermath of a gold rush.

Back at home I post an ad,
being as candid as I can be about who I am and what I’m looking
for. I wind up with three choices.

 


Possible Roommate One

The ditzy-cute blonde ushers me into her
pink and pillowy, I-Dream-of-Jeannie-bottle studio. She hands me
her toy poodle Keoki, and pulls out a big bong that also looks like
a Jeannie bottle. Throwing on a Euro trance set, our conversation
quickly turns from rental logistics to more ethereal topics like
music, love, and candy raving. We sit side by side on her purple
loveseat, our arms outstretched with phantom glow sticks. I feel
her soft, white arm brush against mine. Not once but twice, three
times, four. I open my eyes as a huge hyper-emotional break in the
music explodes, raining electro-drops down all over us. We turn
toward each other and say “Oh my God!” both with the intrinsic
understanding that we are indeed having an independent yet
identical Ecstasy flashback. I’m about to French kiss her because
that’s what you do, when she says, “My boyfriend is on his way to
pick me up. I better not.” I quickly gather my belongings, “Let’s
be in touch, eh?” She hands me a club flyer and I am out the
door.

 


Possible Roommate Two

A handsome black man in the Excelsior
district throws open his door and I am immediately blinded by white
lacquer furniture and black-framed Nagel prints. He wants me to
move in immediately and to prove it, he releases three small
Whippets from their kitchen kennel. The dogs click across the white
tiles, make a beeline for my right shin, and claw off the first
layer of skin. As I limp out the door holding a paper towel to my
leg, he attempts to cement our fledgling bond by talking faster and
faster and faster. I can’t be sure, but I think he is saying
something about how his last roommate failed to provide him with
the companionship he is seeking. And about how nobody understands
him.

 


Possible Roommate Three

The front door of the yellow house in the
Sunset swings open, and a round, rosy-cheeked woman greets me with
bright blue eyes and a warm smile.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi.”

“Well, don’t just stand
there,” she gives me the once over before swinging the door open,
“Come on in!”

It feels strangely familiar
here. She leads me to a small kitchen table and puts on a kettle of
water while we go through the basics - where I’m from, why I’m
here, and so on.

“I used to broadcast live
jack-off shows and sell mail-order body fluids over the internet,”
I inhale sharply and hold my breath, suspended in the nightmarish
embarrassment of over-share. I hadn’t planned on spilling my guts
so quickly but there was just something about the warmth of her
face, her fun questions, and her chewed-up metallic fingernails
that pretty much de-activated any self-censoring abilities I may
have possessed.

Zap Schwartz ponders my
news in silence, so I fill the air with desperate chatter. “What I
mean to say is, I’ve had my share of struggles but I always manage
to pay the rent and keep up my credit. You see, I was dot-commed
here and then laid off, but I’m sure I’ll get another job soon. I
really want to stay in San Francisco. So many cool artists lived
here. And writers. I mean, Jack Kerouac. Come on! By the way, what
is that amazing smell?”

She scoots her chair back
and walks over to the windowsill. “Fresh pie,” she says, twirling
around to place it on the table between us. I’ve been baking. You
like apple pie?”

“Yes?” I ask, pointing to the word YES that
is drizzled in big, bold caramel letters across the crust.

“Yes,” she says with a wink
that tickles.

“Well then, of course.
Yes,” I say. “I totally love apple pie.”

A big, lumbering Chocolate
Lab trudges in from the living room. She lies down on the linoleum,
stretches out her big pink tongue and plants it, buds down, on my
hiking boot.

“That’s the tongue trick,”
says Zap, matter-of-factly, as she pours two small cups of milk.
“Means she likes you.” Pie steam swirls between us.

“So,” I say, careful not to
move my foot, “is that webcam stuff weird to you or
what?”

“Nah,” Zap slices through the center of the
E and sits down. “I know lots of people who have done sex
work.”

Sex work?
My eyes scan Zap’s face.
Is that what I was doing?

I sink back into the
kitchen chair and I am suddenly aware of my shoulders dropping. And
my jaw relaxing. I had no idea how much tension I’d been holding
onto. Nobody knows about my scandalous
past. I watch as she munches contentedly on
a forkful of pie and get increasingly excited. She’s totally unphased! It’s like I’m coming out of the closet
to a totally accepting parent, or big sister, or something! I mean,
nobody knows about the ways I survive! This is nothing short of a
miracle! I love San Francisco! My spirits
soar and I jab the fork deep into the pie, gobbling up yummy
compote in three massive bites. “You’re an awesome person!” I
exclaim through stuffed cheeks. My fork falls to the
table.

“You are too!” she shouts and stands up.

“Right fucking on!” I pop up to my feet and
face her head-on.

Pantz slowly removes her tongue from my boot
and, as if in slow motion, I fall forward into the hug of the
century.

 


-----

 


“Come on,” says Zap. “Let me show you around
the place.”

I follow her out to the living room. There’s
a comfortable, lived-in feel to the old Victorian, mainly due to
the collection of wooden statues, exotic drums, colorful throw
rugs, and books. “Psychology, philosophy, sexual politics, and
classic literature,” I say as I peruse her dusty bookshelves. “Very
cool. Dig your taste. I’m sort of eclectic myself.” I turn back
around but Zap is already walking toward the back of the house.

“Hmmm, smart boy,” she says over her
shoulder as she breezes past the kitchen. “Those are the bedrooms,”
she points to two doorways at the back of the house. “They’re
adjacent, is that okay with you?”

“Sure,” I poke my head into the empty room
on the right. “They’re big!”

“Yup,” she moves toward a third door, light
and bouncy, like a marshmallow angel. “Everything’s big here. And
ooh, and watch this.” She jiggles the knob. Pantz appears from
nowhere and shoves herself into the forest of our thick legs,
waiting. Zap pushes the door open and Pantz trots down the steps
into the darkness.

“Come on,” says Zap. “Lemme
show you the rest.”

“I can’t see anything,” I say, clutching the
sleeve of her bomber jacket.

At the bottom of the stairs, she throws open
a door. Light floods the tiny stairwell. Pantz pushes past her,
plops down in the overgrown backyard, rolls over, and shimmies
blissfully.

I follow her out and lean over to rub her
belly.

“Psst…hey Justin,” Zap whispers playfully.
“Over here.” She disappears into a small basement door, clearly
accessible only through the yard.

I poke my head inside. The walls are cement
blocks and in the corner there’s a black leather contraption
hanging from chains.

“Cool hammock,” I say. “Very industrial.
Very Chris & Cosey.”

“It’s a sling, silly,” she says.

I cock my head to the side, trying to
imagine the sort of things that could possibly be catapulted from
such a massive slingshot - bowling balls? whole cooked turkeys?
“You put your tuchus here,” she says, patting the black leather.
“Then you lie back and grab these chains. That way people can fuck
you from every side.”

My eyes flutter involuntary. I turn my head
abruptly and look at the far wall to avoid her penetrating gaze.
But that does me no good. My eyes rest on wooden shelf sporting a
world class collection of Lucite dildos, feathery handcuffs, and
vibrators. The word “OUCH” flickers on a pink neon sign.

“Wow,” I mutter. I feel exposed, like the
time when I was five and my great aunt walked in and made fun while
I was peeing on myself in the bathtub. I look around the basement
nervously for something to ground me. My eyes land on the only
non-sexual thing in the room, a framed scroll with the word NEGOZII
written in calligraphic text.

“What’s this?” I run my fingers across the
bottom of its frame.

“Negozii,” she says thoughtfully. “It’s
Italian for ‘Negotiate’.”

“Oh,” I say nonchalantly. “Cool.”

“I can take down the sling
no problem,” she says. “I’m really not using the playroom much
these days since I have a girlfriend. You know how
that goes. Anyway, I was
thinking that this can be your music studio. You mentioned you make
music, right?”

“You’re shitting me.” I grab the sling
chain. “A whole separate room?”

“Well, yeah, sure.”

“I can see it now,” I say excitedly. “Neon
lights, strobes, headphones, and me. A basement techno producer!
Exactly what I’ve always wanted to be, Zap! Seriously, though, all
this for five hundred a month? Why so cheap?”

“Well I’ve been here for fourteen years,
Just-A-Boy,” she says, creating a nickname for me with the
comfortable familiarity of an old friend. “There are benefits that
come with that sort of longevity.”

 


-----

 


Two days later, I am clicking at my inbox
like a stenographer on diet pills. There’s just something about
Zap, that dog, that place! The end of the month is quickly
approaching and I am chomping at the bit. Barbara Eden and the
clicking Whippets are eager as well. They email me twice each,
asking if I want to move in. Each time I react by pegging Zap with
another note.

She finally calls.

“Before we go any further,” she sounds
strangely aloof, not at all the girl I met, “my girlfriend wants to
meet you.”

-----

“Was that sauce from a bottle?” Joanna’s
sharp British accent stabs into my temple as she tosses a shock of
blond hair from her forehead.

Heading toward the kitchen, I lob back a
fake and cheerful, “Yes it is. Good, huh?”

“Joanna’s working on her Ph.D.,” says Zap.
“She’s a smarty-pants.”

“These dot com yuppies have ruined the
city,” Joanna says to no one in particular. “Do you know that my
Elizabeth the muralist is being forced out of her studio? I swear
this gold rush mentality is so vile, and so uniquely American.”

I grab the faggy French
Coffee Press my mom sent me and set it on the counter, craftily
pour in some hot water, and push down on the tiny silver ball. As
the water pushes through, I stay focused on Joanna.
Is she talking about me? Does she think I am Corva
Coleman’s original yuppie capitalist, single handedly responsible
for displacing Elizabeth the muralist? I am from Venice Beach,
dammit! I am of the street! Down with the peeps! Look at my French
Press! Totally international. Look at it!

Joanna never looks up, so I
am forced to pull out the big guns. I pour three cups of steaming
coffee, saunter over to the living room, and nonchalantly throw
on Empire State Human, an obscure Human League B-side circa 1979.

Joanna’s blond head snaps upright.

“How could you
possibly have this
record?” she says, an adorably pointy chin jutting down into her
coffee cup.

“What?” I
say, pretending not to have heard her the first
time.

“I wanna be tall tall tall, as big as a wall
wall wall,” Joanna sings along with the ridiculously ingenious
lyrics, bobs her head to the discordant melody from her distant
past.

I knew it!
I look into her eyes, start feeling something
creeping up inside me. She looks at me differently now, softer. Her
face is relaxed. She sure is cute,
I think. I wonder if she
likes guys too. I wonder if-

“Okay,” Zap suddenly pushes her plate aside,
“Time to go. Thanks for supper, Justin. We’ll be in touch!”

“But I was just starting to-” starts
Joanna.

“Let’s go, you!” Zap leans over and
playfully pinches her girlfriend. “We have another party to
attend.”

“Oh, okay,” pouts Joanna.

I turn down the music, disappointed. It took
me a whole hour and a half to get her to stop busting my balls and
then - Poof! Gone! I fall back onto my Ikea earth-toned sofa and
watch the two girls flounce out the door. It clicks shut behind
them.

 


-----

 


The phone rings.

“I’m pregnant,” Dani says before I have a
chance to say hello.

I down the last of the cold, pressed grounds
and limp around the kitchen to spit into the sink. “What the
hell?”

“You heard me.”

“The village boy in India?”

“No,” she sighs. “Haim.” Apparently Dani had
given in to the handsome L.A. mensch, the neighbor who’d been
steadily pursuing her for years - the way good men do.

“Okay,” I say, “well, where is he now?” I
walk over to the balcony. Wispy strands of faint white clouds
stretch across city lights.

“Back in Israel,” she says, her voice
smaller than usual.

I walk back toward the kitchen, grab the
French Press beaker, and add some cold water. “Well, what’s next?”
I swirl the remaining grounds around and dump them out. They
splatter onto the sides of the white ceramic basin.

“Not sure,” she says. “I’m thinking of
keeping the baby, actually.”

“Really?” I say, thinking of all the
abortions that we’d been through. I flick water around in the
sink.

“Well I’ve done everything else in the
world, ya’ know?” she says, sounding strangely fragile. “I figure
why not, right?”

“Can’t argue with you
there,” I say. She truly had
done everything. At
twenty-nine, Dani had already blazed an impressive global trail.
After establishing shelters for battered women in Africa, she
returned to the U.S. just in time to grow purple dreadlocks and
help launch Yo! MTV Raps
in New York City. From there she scaled down to
manage the tour for a Minneapolis-based folk singer; launch a
photography program for the children of an impoverished Mexican
border town; start an A-List celebrity doggie day care in
Hollywood; spread the teachings of a turban-clad cult in
India-

“I guess I just figure that
maybe taking care of my own family is more manageable than trying
to save this fucked up world.”

“Well then,” I say after a
short pause. “I’ll help out however I can. I mean it. I’m just glad
you’re back in the states. I’ve been pretty lost without you, ya’
know.” But the moment I hang up the phone, I am back to my own big
city moment. Removing the big empty pasta bowl from the table, I
look over at Zap’s empty plate. Then I look at Joanna’s barely
touched mound of spaghetti. I get caught in a stare, lost in an
inexplicable longing to be accepted by the hippest of the hip, the
smartest of the smart, the toughest of the tough - this exclusive
little club of neo-feminist pagan philosophers. The
Inner Circle of San Francisco, whatever that means.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


“I love Golden Gate Park. I had no idea that
there were so many trees here. It’s like we’re not even in the
city.”

“Nice, huh?” Zap throws the squeaky mini
soccer ball, surprisingly well for a girl. It lands in a hill of
brown leaves. “Glad you like it,” she says, and then, “Hey, can I
ask you something personal?”

“Sure,” I say. Pantz lumbers off the path
and drops into the leaves with a crunchy thud. I jog toward the
pile, still favoring one leg after all this time.

“You mentioned in your
roommate search ad that you prefer men sexually but don’t really
have a Gay Identity. What’s that
about?”

Embarrassed by her directness, I bend over
to reach toward Pantz. Brown, furry muscle lines move around like
snakes on her skull. I hold my hand out beneath her slobbering
mouth, but instead of the squeaky soccer ball, a chewed up pine
cone plops out. She looks up at me, flecks of dirt and nature
coating her white fangs. The squeaky toy lies untouched, an inch
from her paw. When I reach for it, she drops the pine cone and
snatches it up. “I know, Pantz,” I say, rubbing her head. “It’s
only interesting if somebody else wants it, huh?”

Pantz hoists herself out of the leaves and
starts her proud, ball-squeaking trot back toward the path.

“I don’t know,” I say to Zap as I step back
onto the trail, “I just don’t seem to get along with normal gays so
much. I tried once – lived in West Hollywood for about a year, but
I didn’t like it so much.”

“How come?”

“Well, the couples always
wore matching clothes, like tourists at Disneyland. Either that or
one was way older. And the younger one usually looked freaked out
or bummed out or something.”

“Dude, you pretty much just described any
and all relationships everywhere,” Zap chuckles, starts walking
again. “Not just gay.”

“And the single ones,” I continue, “well,
they just looked pissed off, like they’d just bitten into a lemon.
Either that or they always acting crazy – like they are on stage -
stuck in some sort of endless performance.”

“Well, you
do know that flamboyant
thing was originally created as a mode of resistance to Stonewall,
right? I mean, it was just a way of throwing camp at the
cops.”

“Oh,” I say, ambivalently. “Still not
hot.”

“You must have been too busy rummaging
around in that closet of yours to know these things, huh? Didn’t
you ever read about Harvey Milk?” she sighs. “I tell you what. I’ve
been in San Francisco my whole life and I love gay men. They’re
smart and kind and fun…and yummy!”

“Well I hope you’re right. I mean, this is
definitely the spot. I’ve never seen segregation like this - all
these homos in one place. What is it, like 400,000 in the Bay
Area?”

“And here you are being Picky Patty.”

“But Zap,” I say as I whack
a tree with a branch, “most of these guys seem traumatized from
being last one picked for the Dodgeball team. It’s really not what
I had in mind.”

“Harsha Brady!” she says. “Fags are Fab!
Besides, didn’t you ever stop to think that they might have been
neglected and abused, like the runts of the pack?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I only thought it was
hot for two guys to have sex together, but I guess if I think about
it hard enough-”

“Yup, if you think hard enough you might get
somewhere, might even learn something about yourself. Then again,
you could just have fun with it and go get laid!”

“I tried that,” I say. “I was doing a bunch
of online dating, but really didn’t fit in enough to even get to
first base. It’s like I missed out on the rites of passage or
something.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when I try to make conversation, like
at a bar or something, it’s like I’m speaking a different language.
All these guys are all bunched together and bonding over the same
things: an unrequited crush on a straight guy; diva-driven house
music; renting lots of videos; shopping at Restoration
Hardware-”

“What’s the matter with house music?” Zap
snaps.

“Nothing.” I kick the soccer ball that’s
fallen out of Pantz’s mouth. It squeaks and rolls down the path. “I
guess. It’s just that none of these things ever did it for me. I
never felt wounded or shamed about my sexuality, so I never reaped
the rewards of all this camaraderie and togetherness. Hell, I never
even marched in a parade.”

“Because you’re a jock, right?” She rolls
her eyes.

“Look,” I say. “this isn’t
easy to explain but I’ll try my best. I grew up in the eighties. I
aspired to bisexuality even before I hit puberty, thought it would
be totally New Wave to fuck around with both boys
and girls. So I did. And I
liked it – felt evolved, even. Why choose, right? Problem is I
wasn’t dressing or acting the part. Instead I bounced around on a
diving board, stood up straight, learned discipline,
composure-”

“Ah, so you’re
politically bisexual,” she
says, “Goth, even! Who woulda thunk?”

“I guess,” I pick up the ball and toss it
into the air, catching it with one hand. “The chlorine kept washing
away the white make-up.”

“Great, Surfer-Diver-Goth Boy, now that
we’ve got that settled,” she says, “do you mind if we speak frankly
about sex?”

“Sure,” I say, feeling strangely indulged,
like I’m being interviewed for a television show. I imagine that
Zap is going to ask about my sexual history with women next, since
that’s what girls usually want to know.

“What kind of limits have you explored?” The
sharp turn in our conversation mirrors Zap’s sharp turn on the
trail. She leads Pantz and me due west, straight toward the giant
windmills near the ocean.

A beagle ambles toward us, heavy chains
dangling from a thick, brown collar. Pantz stops, wags, and sniffs
his hole. A lanky man in a yellow collared shirt bustles around the
corner. “Sorry about that,” he says nervously clipping a leash onto
the beagle.

“No worries,” Zap says playfully. “They’re
just having a little morning sniff.”

The man pulls his beagle off down a side
trail, neurotically apologizing.

“Whaddaya mean by limits?” I ask Zap.

“I mean,” she stops and winks, “what do you
do with other guys?”

“Well,” I snicker like an adolescent,
thinking about the dirty pictures on my computer screen, “I’m into
really big dicks.”

“Isn’t everybody?” she smiles. “So you like
to suck cock?”

Her boldness jars me once
again. I feel a blush creeping up my cheeks. “Uh, yeah, I guess,
sometimes.” I reach down to pick up another big stick and wave it
in back and forth in front of Pantz’s face. “But it’s gotta be a
nice big white one. Like mine.” I stand up and puff my chest out,
my own version of Gay
Pride. “And there just ain’t a lotta those
out there.”

“Yeah,” she says. “It sounds like your
dating pool is pretty small: white, hung, masculine. Sounds kinda
like you…dude,” she teases.

“Babe,” I say cockily, “If
I could get down there, I’d never
leave the house.”

“Seriously though,” says Zap, “seems like a
needle in a haystack, and sort of inconvenient.”

“Tell me about it.” I say.

“Ever heard of Blow Buddies?” she asks.

“No.” I pick up a rock, about the size of
the squeaky soccer ball, and throw it into the brush. But instead
of fetching it, Pantz looks up, sniffs the salty air that drifts in
between the trees and trots west, toward the ocean.

Zap takes a few large strides. “It’s a
labyrinth of glory holes,” she calls back over her shoulder and
clasps the leash. “Private club. You should check it out
sometime.”

“Oh!” I’d seen a glory hole in a porno once.
Some Army guy had drilled a hole in a bathroom stall behind the
toilet paper holder. The guys took turns giving and getting relief
without having to talk to each other, or even look at each other
for that matter. Hell, at the end of the day, they didn’t even know
who was on the other side. Seemed awfully convenient – and terribly
hot. “A whole maze?” I say.

“You should go plant yourself in front of
those holes and suck everything that comes through,” she says,
matter-of-factly. “Big ones, small ones, black ones, brown ones,
straight ones, curved ones.”

“You’re on glue!” I laugh nervously. “Not to
mention disgusting.”

Zap turns around and puts her hands on her
big round hips. Pantz stops beside her.

“What?” I say in response to her silent
stare. “Are you challenging me?”

“Well, if you can’t handle playing with the
big boys…” she says.

“I’ll think about it,” I say. “I guess.”

“Ever get fucked?” she remains firmly
planted in the dirt path.

“In the butt?” I walk past
Zap and the dog. “Hell no, I’ve never done that!” I look up. In the distance, a
giant wood plank slices through the clear blue sky. “Cool! We’re
almost to the windmills. I’ve always wondered what those things
look like up close.”

“How old did you say you are?” she teases. But her voice seems far
away. I spin around to see that she is heading back toward home
with Pantz all leashed up and held tight. I scramble behind her.

“Thirty,” I say. “But I guess I’m still kind
of an embryo in terms of Gayness. But funny you should mention, I
met this really hot guy named Ryan. He just started bugging me
about that.”

“About what?”

“About getting - you know,
what you said earlier - in the butt.” A day earlier I was at the
movies with Ryan. Five minutes before the feature, he blasted into
the restroom while I was taking a leak at the urinal. “Bam! Nailed
the bitch!” he yelled as the door slammed into the wall. “Remember
the cunt that cut in front of us in the ticket line?”
With my jeans pulled down to my thighs, I listened
as his snickering words bounced around the cracked white tiles. “I
just poured half my Pepsi over the balcony - doused her right on
her fat head!” I only half believed him so I laughed reluctantly. I
started pulling up my pants and- “So when are you gonna let me in
there?” he said as he pegged my ass cheek with a clump of crushed
ice.

“Well, when
are ya’ gonna let him in
there?” Zap takes a drag off of the small wooden pipe she’d
extracted from her jeans pocket and strides down the slope to
Lincoln.

“I don’t know,” I say, scrambling to catch
up. “I suggested a trade. Told him that if he let me record some of
his stories and make a song out of them, that maybe I’d let him
take my cherry.”

“Really!” she said. “Pretty interesting
trade there, Just-A-Boy.”

“Yeah I know, right?” I
say. “The things I do for art. But he’ll never go for it. Way too
paranoid. You wouldn’t believe the crap that comes out of this
guy’s mouth. I swear to Christ, it would make the
best samples.”

“Ah, not as innocent as you look, are you?”
She jabs my side with the pointy end of the pipe. “Evil in your own
little artist way.”

It tickles.

 


-----

 


I can’t sleep. It’s not that my new room
isn’t fantastic. It’s big, and bright with super high ceilings and
a huge yellow and purple painting that I made myself.

It’s more that my new
friends’ challenges pop like fire crackers in my brain.
A thousand dicks poking through holes? A huge
boner up my ass? Are these good people in San Francisco finally
giving me something real and not just online or a fantasy in my
head? Will I finally be able to burn off all of this extra energy
once and for all? Seems like they’ve got an alternative to the back
two-and-a-half pike here in the ghetto by the Bay! It’s all about
pushing limits, baby, taking on the next big perv-ball challenge.
After all, We Are All One, right? Isn’t that what they say? So why
not merge on the physical plane to prove it? Why not stretch the
body, modify it to accommodate the truth? Who needs diving? Who
needs the flying trapeze? These new hobbies won’t cost me a dime!
Full Throttle Sensory Overload, baby, here I come!

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


“Do you like dogs?”

“I love dogs.”

“Do you like kids?”

“Sure.”

Hope fizzles like a slow
leaking balloon. As I cut and paste Ryan’s interview into a new
track, it becomes clear that my idea of capturing his brilliant
belligerence has flopped. Last night, with my headset microphone
clamped over the top of the little bugger’s head, he’d slid from
grumpy to uncertain, and then, quickly, all the way down to shy,
his unconscious Jackassism instantly replaced with G-rated
milk-toast stories so contrived that I have absolutely no use for
them.

“Do you like women?”

“Women are okay.”

I drag a drilling beat
across the screen, but even that
won’t add life to his flat responses. Where is
the quarter-pelting, Pepsi-dumping misogynist that I fell for? Even
NPR would yawn at this.

“How do other people see you?”

“Most people think I’m pushy but it really
depends on who they are. And what they’re looking for.”

Yup, he’s pushy alright.

I lean in closer to the laptop.

“What is love?”

“Love is-” he pauses
thoughtfully, “wanting to take care of someone-” My hand slips on
the mouse and accidentally drops a sad-sounding oboe into the
track. “-and allowing them to hurt you.” I’m about to replace the
melancholy sound with perky little cyber-blips when I suddenly
remember something.

Last week, just after Ryan
and I were booted from his neighborhood pub, I pulled over and
tried to calm him down. I handed him a mix CD that I’d burned for
him. He looked at me funny, then started talking, unloading his
past, which mainly consisted of a failed ten-year relationship on
the East Coast. As he spoke, his big Rugby tears splashed onto my
dashboard. I didn’t say much, just sat there watching his sadness
escalate into anger, then fury. I couldn’t believe it. I tried to
stay cool, but something in my heart flared up and started to grow.
And then it just kept expanding, in direct proportion to his loss
of control. His right fist clenched and cocked backward. I didn’t
move. Would he snap? Would he clock me? Could I take it if he did?
My face was calm but on the inside, I was on the edge of a ten
meter platform. But then he lowered his arm and cried some
more.

“-and allowing them to
hurt you.” I paste the sample twice, three times, Wham! Out of
nowhere I am socked in the gut with a thousand more
questions. What’s he talking about? Who
won’t allow who to hurt who? Is he talking
about me? Us? His last relationship? ALL relationships?
Either way, I am sucked in. Ryan’s pain is now
mine. I paint another layer of oboe with my electronic brush,
and, Holy fuck! This guy’s totally vulnerable! Three-dimensional! Human,
even!

I dip the volume on the
track and delete some layers before starting to select the beats
for the painstakingly detailed build to crescendo. I have a rough
idea about what will happen at the end of this sonic climb. Yep, in
a few hours I’ll be at the top of that mountain, at that glorious,
all-inclusive break - the part of the song where everybody jumps up
and down, throws their hands up in the air, and howls at the moon.
Ryan will be healed! Fixed! Happy!

I throw up my own arms,
head over heels in love, not so much with Ryan but with Ryan II,
the sensitive, misunderstood little guy who lets me fix him all up
with my computer and make everything okay. Ryan II, everything my
bleeding, codependent heart has ever wanted or needed! I can’t wait
to play the track for him. For everyone! I whip off my headset,
bounce up from my chair, and catch my shoulder on Zap’s sling
chain, which hadn’t ever been put away, just sort of haphazardly
nailed to the wall.

I spin on my heels to
steady myself and suddenly, for the first time in two
electro-symphonic hours, I am aware of the impacted feces that have
been collecting like a brick in my lower intestines. I’d completely
forgotten about my body, my little problem
down there. I wobble to the bathroom
holding my knotted stomach, praying that I am finally ready to
evacuate everything I’d eaten since Ryan fucked me senseless twelve
hours earlier.

A thousand tweezers pinch
my rectum walls as I sit on the can, terrified to give even the
slightest push. My eyes tear up. I am in a total panic. I can’t
take it anymore. I finally go for it.

Liquid squirts down into
the toilet water. Three blasts! I stand up and turn around,
horrified. Blood.

I use up a half a roll of toilet paper,
dabbing, flushing. Then I lie back on the cool tiles. My head falls
to the side and I stare dizzily at dust balls and dog hair. I am
permanently damaged. Doomed to an embarrassing life of carrying
around a poop bag everywhere I go. I crawl back out to my studio,
tragically, and reach for the phone.

“Hi, Ryan?”

“Yeah?”

“Um, I need to talk to you about
something.”

“What is it?” he says. “I’m busy. Make it
quick. I’m at work.”

“I can’t walk,” I whisper, “and there’s
blood. Do you think I should, um, see a doctor?”

“What?” he snaps. “Why are
you asking me?”

“Well I’m just worried, that’s all.” I roll
over onto my stomach. “Is this normal?”

“How should
I know?”

“Well I just figured you’ve done this before
and-“

“Look, I have no idea what to tell you. I’m
working. I gotta go.” Click.

I amble like a bull rider up the stairs and
into the living room but the house is empty as usual. No Zap. No
Pantz. I suddenly feel cheated, more alone than ever.

I lie on the hardwood floor and gaze up at
the ceiling fan. My butt burns, like it’s been turned inside out.
Popping a couple of orange ibuprofens from the top of the
magnet-clustered refrigerator, I bowl-leg it down the dark stairs
to my studio.

I pull on my headset, praying that my music
will take away this pain. I open up my digital sound editor and
instantly, magically, faster than Advil, my throbbing rectum takes
a backseat to the song that lies before me. But before diving into
my opening arpeggio. I catch a glimpse of that Italian word, that
damned scroll on the far wall.

“Negozii,” I say out loud.

It’s Italian for
Negotiate, Zap’s voice echoes in my
head.

“What the fuck does
that mean?” I
yell.

I crack open the file for Ryan II and get to
work.

 


Axis Falls (Two days
later)

I step off the black rock
bluff and dip my foot into the hot pool. My still-swollen ankle
haunts me with the memory of my Circus School Accident. This is a
big one. It feels different from all of the fingers, the noses, and
the wrists I’d broken over the years doing similar things. Maybe
it’s because I’m thirty. Or that I’ve gained so much weight working
at this job. In any case, somehow I just know I’ll never again
launch into endless back handsprings on the grass or standing back
tucks on the beach. I step down onto the craggy ledge. Burning
crawls up the fading Whippet scars and rises up to sear the naked
flesh of my thighs.

I step down another level.
Hot liquid minerals singe my balls and swollen butt. I inhale
deeply and fight the urge to flee. Boiling water creeps up to scald
my tender belly and underarms. I acclimate to the inhuman one
hundred fourteen degree temperature and force my twisted face into
unreadable non-reaction. Solid like a
statue. I clench my jaw.
Just like the Olympians. Just like the
Buddhists.

Across the surface of the
water, two girls embrace. Face to face. Eye to eye. In
silence. How did they meet? How can they
be so intimate? How did they learn to trust each other?
Hell, I’d been hobbling around the city for
months, my evenings and weekends dragging on as the initial
excitement of my fat paycheck was slowly replaced by a terrible,
numbing isolation.

Stone-faced commuters,
buried in newspapers with not so much as a Hello Stranger! or
Howdy Do? I was
invisible all year. Nobody spoke except for once, a retarded bagger
and twice, a beggar hounding me for a quarter. And now, even here,
even naked, I can’t break in, can’t connect, can’t melt this fear
that divides me from everybody else. This thick, invisible wall
that needs a good stick of dynamite to blow it to fucking bits.
There’s got to be purpose for people to be together,
I decide as I climb out of the hot water onto the
black rock bluff. But what would that be?
Loneliness?

The cold wind bites at my
steaming skin as I shuffle a few feet over to the next pool.
There’s a bump on the surface of the cold spring, a liquid pinnacle
of a submerged fountain. I’ll never
make it down into this ice-melt.

Go for it.
I stand motionless, waiting for my old diving
mantra to move me off the bluff’s edge.

A tongue of icy wind licks
the length of my back. A distant, chlorinated Go! echoes in my brain. I inhale,
toppling like a carcass into the frigid water. The plunge shocks my
nervous system and I quickly right myself on the bottom. Then,
popping my head up, I open my eyes, gasp, whimper, and
shiver.

I stare out over the lush,
green valley below and will my tortured expression away. Inhaling a
thousand pine trees through my nose, I command my lower body to be
still, relax, while I lift my chest to the sky. Spreading my legs
and toes, the water rushes in to greet – cover – soothe - my city
wounds. Dani and Leila are right.
I think. This must be
good for me. I’m being cleansed, as they say, good and
hard.

I exhale. My body convulses
madly in the cold and then WHAM! it suddenly stops. I stare
straight ahead at the immense mountain beyond the valley. A grey
cloud rushes over the peak. It floats down into the huge green
chasm, time-lapse style.

My body finally acclimates
to the cold.

I am still.

 


-----

 


A redwood tree-sized man
with wild brown hair steps up to the edge of the black rock bluff.
He dips his toe into the water near my arm. “Cold!” he grunts the
obvious as he yanks his big hairy foot from the spring. A tiny,
shivering woman clutches his waist from behind, her face buried in
his back hair.

What is their purpose? Why
is she clinging to him so desperately? But
before I can answer yet another unanswerable question, my own city
memories resurface, demanding my immediate attention.
In cyberspace, each guy’s dating profile more
desperate than the next, each posing in a idealistic setting, like
on top of a Tahoe mountain, or maybe the Grand Canyon. What can we
possibly be looking for besides ourselves? I sink further into the icy water, staring at Bigfoot and his
concubine with beady, lurking, crocodile eyes. Ucch, humans. What happens if we give up this fucking
illusion? Do we die?

Bigfoot turns and walks
back toward the center pool. His accessory follows. She doesn’t
dare feel the water for herself, doesn’t dare to dip her own toe
into the pool.

Wait a minute, do I follow
Ryan around like this? My thoughts, once
again, slam back to my recent past. Aside
from a bunch of men with cats, my online efforts had indeed
eventually produced what seemed like a couple of Quality Gays.
Dudes that had also, for whatever reason, slipped into the
disembodied underworld beside me: a doctor, a lawyer, both strong
and confident with great genes - both a good match for me in the
sack, both eager to play around and then scoot home to invisible
partners. “I’d scoop you up if I could,” the good doctor said once,
cheerfully, “but I gotta run. Dinner’s on.” And there it was, week
after week, a different version of the same thing. And then I met
Ryan - a single guy - and got side-tracked.

Just outside of the
freezing pool, I bring my brittle hips, one by one, toward the
body-temperature pool. My legs give out and I fall into the spring,
disguising my tumble with a clever half-turn. When I stand up, I am
waist high. The water settles and there is no sound except for the
occasional pat of
a leaf landing on the surface. Slowly, slowly, a thick, imaginary
blanket lays over my neurotic ruminations - calms them to a simmer
- while another urban memory cuts a hole into the fabric of my
consciousness. Ryan - or was it Ryan II?
Last time I saw him, let’s see…It was pretty old-school romantic
the way he banged on my studio window at two-thirty am. He was so
helpless, falling down drunk like that, passing out under the
sling; so cute lying there with drool hanging out of his mouth. I
put a sleeping bag on top of him, left him lying there at my feet
while I remixed him - reconstructed him - on my computer -from the
inside out - until well after dawn. I remember looking down,
forgiving him for being such an ass. Work stress, I figured, he
must be under a lot of pressure. I pulled a blanket over his dirty
shoes and stared at him. If only he would come up to Axis Falls
with me, the great outdoors might be just the thing to fix him. God
knows it’s fixing ME right now!

With the most recent
memories releasing themselves, my thoughts slow down and silence
becomes peace. Layers of nothing lift from the top of my head. I
must have been sitting here for about five minutes with no thoughts
at all! I feel weightless and alert. My
body is still and alive and I feel like a million bucks.
That’s it! I’m going to invite Ryan on a camping
trip. He’ll love it. Hey, what the heck is in this water, anyway?
Why am I so happy? I climb out onto the
black rock bluff, pull up my jeans with pruned fingers, and set out
into the woods.

I walk through the forest
with a spring in my step. A couple miles down a winding, deserted
road, I hear a didgeridoo mixed into the stream.
Leila? I veer off the main
road and trudge down a winding path to a clearing.

The scene is beyond surreal. Dani is sunning
herself on a boulder. Sure, Dani Moss has always been a
freckle-faced fox, but now she’s is glowing like freaking Saturn. I
can’t help but wonder if that’s a side effect of Axis Falls, or if
it’s more about the bun that’s started baking in her own little
oven. I drop my backpack and grab Leila’s hand-carved drum from
beside the rock.

I strum my fingers softly
against taut goatskin while Leila pushes her black curls to one
side. She winks at me with a big brown eyelash, smiles from the
corner of her didge-engaged mouth and shoots an electro-dart
straight into my heart. Tikka-Dum,
Tikka-Dum, I beat out a pattern with my
palm and four fingers. Tikka-Dum-Dum-Dum. Leila synchs up and
we serenade Dani, who lies back, closes her eyes, and gently rubs
her belly-to-be.

 


-----

 


“Okay, I’ve got to get back to the city to
send out more resumes,” I say, killing the moment. “I’ve only got a
few hundred bucks left.”

“Why do you have to go back for that?” says
Dani, “You have your laptop, don’t you? There’s a little town about
twenty minutes from here with a copy center. You can get your work
done there and come back for another soak.”

“Hmmm,” I say. “Not a bad idea.”

“Pick up some ginger root and red wine while
you’re out, will ya’?” she says. “Oh wait, we need bread too. Here,
hold on, I’ll give you a list.”

As I hike down the
mountain, one boulder at a time, I am socked with a sudden sense of
purpose and pride. I’ll hunt for my
gathering goddesses any day of the week!

Thirty minutes later, as I drop to the other
side of the mountain, my cell phone starts beeping. Seven new
messages, all from Ryan. “Hey, I’ve been trying to reach you,” he
says when I call him back. “What are you doing?”

“Not much,” I say. “Actually I’m on a
camping trip. I think I’m going to interview my friend Leila. She’s
a really amazing didgeridoo player. I can layer her music on top of
her words. I’m thinking it will probably make for a great
track.”

“Oh,” he says. “Well, some of us work, you
know.” If it was his intention to feign interest in my art, he
failed.

“You should camp out with me this weekend,
dude,” I say. “I’ve got gear so you don’t have to worry about
anything. We can light a fire and chill out under the stars, bang
on a drum. Seriously, it does wonders.”

“Well actually no,” he says. “I’ve got a
Rugby game on Saturday morning up in Guerneville.”

“Okay,” I say. “Guerneville’s not far from
here. I saw the sign for it while I was driving up the mountain.
Maybe I can meet you there and set up a tent before you get
there.”

“Well I have to bring the dog,” he says. “I
have responsibilities you know.”

“No problem,” I say, smiling, “I’m sure
you’re dog is gonna love the country too.”

“I don’t know,” he says reluctantly. “We’ll
see.”

Deep down I know that camping is a fantastic
plan. It just makes sense. For him, for me, and for everyone. “I’ll
head over early,” I say, “and secure us a good campsite and collect
some firewood. Then I’ll meet you at your game on Saturday.”

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Axis Falls

After five days of soaking,
smoking, and lazing about, I’m clear as a crystal, ready to tackle
some real neo-hippie introspection. “I forgive myself for judging
myself,” I say quietly to myself, my Louise Hay workbook open
before me. “For all of my darkness. I forgive myself for judging
myself,” I say as I write on the thin lines, “for doing something
taboo, for participating in an act that disgusts-” A thick beam of
light shines across the hippie movie house, over the sea of
pungent, paisley pillows, across the crack of my pillaged ass, down
onto my half-completed worksheet. I ignore the voice, keep writing,
but stop speaking out loud, or at the very
least strikes fear into-

“Sorry,” says a voice. I crane around to see
the silhouette of a massive woman. Sunlight frames her big, round,
naked body. “Is the movie over?”

“It ended about a half hour
ago,” I say flatly before turning back to my workbook.
Life is perfection I write
into the space. The door clicks shut and the room goes black. I
scribble the rest of the sentence as my eyes adjust to the dimly
lit room. Even though I sometimes can’t see
it.

“Besides,” I say as I snap the book shut,
“tomorrow’s the day that Ryan will be fixed!”

 


The Next Day

I’m so used to being outdoors now that the
transition from one campsite to another is seamless, even in the
dark. I bounce down a dirt road, blaze beneath an underpass, and
fly across the Russian River bridge before entering the back woods
to scope out a site. I whip out my pup tent, start a fire and lay
out my supplies on a blanket. In the white spot of my headlamp are
my laptop, headset, and a bottle of cheap Merlot.

“I was a fag hag long
before it was fashionable,” the girl sasses into my headphones as I
open the first sample into my sound editor. I chuckle, think to
myself, When was being a fag hag
fashionable? and glug down some wine. It
spills down the sides of my face but I’m way too caught up in
the World According to Laurel
to give a fuck. I remember the time I first
introduced my new assistant, the stacked, leather-clad stoner-rock
DJ, to the Dance Daze crew. “You’re all so SKINNY,” she bellowed
through big, cherry-red lips. “What’s THAT about?”

“It’s the people!” barks Laurel through my
headphones in a manic rant about Los Angeles, “the people and, um
the adults and the kids are just stupid!” I drop a crunchy,
distorted beat and laugh out loud into the dark, starry night.

 


-----

 


Out of battery juice, I
shut down the system, crawl into the tent, zip up the flap, and
wedge myself into my crappy old sleeping bag. A jean button pokes
my hip bone and my socked feet push against the bottom, but I don’t
dare remove an ounce of clothing. I am a frozen, love-struck goon,
shivering, smiling, in the middle of the forest. I squeeze my legs together tightly
and pin my arms to my sides. Tomorrow I’ll have my favorite things
all in one place: a campfire, my music, and Ryan.

 


-----

 


“You just missed it, dude,” a guy with a
yellow number-shirt says as I walk down the sidelines.

“Just missed what?”

“Ryan’s patented foul-out frenzy.”

“Oh fuck,” I say. “Just
like last time. Does he always
do that?”

“Pretty much,” he says. Over his shoulder, I
see Ryan tromping toward us from across the field. “He really went
balls out today. Got himself booted from the game as the opening
whistle blew. The ref just told our coach that if we don’t kick him
off the team, we’d be banned from the league.”

“Ah shit,” I say. “Does he know yet?”

“The traffic sucked coming up here, you
know!” Ryan hollers as he storms past me. “I told you!”

I scurry after him, waving
goodbye to his teammate. I’m so relaxed and rejuvenated from my
week at Axis that I don’t feel Ryan’s anger like I did before.
Instead, I see it as one more reason to bring him into my magic
hippie wonderland. Paternal anticipation swells in my chest.
I’m gonna turn your frown upside, down, little
guy! I imagine the two of us by the fire
toasting marshmallows. Maybe Ryan’s first marshmallow will be too
burned so I’ll hold out my skewer with a perfect golden one. Maybe
he’ll light up and gobble it down. “I told ya’ so, little guy,”
I’ll say as I wipe his chin. “Told ya’ you’d like
camping.”

“I’m parked the far lot,” snaps Ryan. “I
need a drink. You can follow me to the bar.”

“But we’re in the middle of nowhere,” my
words quietly trail off.

“I’m not going anywhere until I get a beer,”
says Ryan. “Guerneville is right across the bridge and there’s a
bar that I like there. Come on.”

 


-----

 


Five beers later, I return
from the bathroom of the crowded bar to Ryan and some dude
dry-humping each other against the pool table. Jealous rage ignites
a flame that puts any campfire I’d planned to shame.
I am above this, I think
quickly. If I can tolerate the heat of that
hot spring, I should be able to handle this, god damn it.
As I walk toward them I force my beer buzz aside
and strategize. Let’s see, the last time
this sort of thing happened I hobbled out of the bar like a big
pouty girl. But I’m gonna try something
different today. After all, getting jealous is Gay, and being Gay
is way worse than occasionally taking it up the ass,
right?

“Hi guys,” I smile, donning my Happy Fun Guy
Face. Maybe if I am super pleasant and unphased, like an Olympian -
or a Buddhist - I just might be invited to join in the fun. Maybe
I’ll even be the center of attention again.

Ryan looks over the guy’s shoulder and
stares at me blank-faced.

Hold your ground, Happy Fun Guy. You can
take it. You can do this.

Ryan stares. I am clearly invisible to him.
A stranger.

One one thousand, two one thousand…Come on,
Happy Fun Guy, just a few more- No! It burns! It burns! I am about
to blow!

SNAP! goes something inside
me. I hold my breath, push past them
through the crowd. Jumping into my car, I fumble with the keys, my
lip quivering beneath my five-day stubble.

I jam on the gas, peeling
out of the parking space. “WHY ME?! WHY?!” I scream, not unlike
like a kneecapped Nancy Kerrigan. Picking up and hurling half-empty
water bottles against the windshield, I churn down the mountain
toward the campsite. “Damn!” I look in the rearview mirror to see
silhouettes of Ryan and his big dog bouncing up and down in the
moonlight. “Why in the hell
are you following me?!” I scream. “Be my friend or
leave me alone!”

I screech around the corner, jam into the
campsite that had been lying dormant all day, pulsating under the
trees with silent potential. But now it’s flat. Dead to me. Just
like everything else. I step out of my car onto a patch of gravel
and make my way toward the tent. I jump inside and bury myself
beneath my sleeping bag.

Ryan pulls up behind me and turns off the
ignition. I hear the crunching of footsteps followed by the sound
of my tent zipper flying open.

Ryan and the pooch squeeze in. Nobody says a
word. Instead we all just get under the covers.

 


-----

 


The silence is deafening
but I don’t know what to say. There are just no words for this.
Maybe he’ll say
something. Maybe he’ll lean over and say that he’s sorry. But even
if he did, would I believe him?

-----

 


The snoring begins. I toss and turn into my dirt-smudged pillow,
my restless moans answered only with fog horns, now coming from
both Ryan and Rottie. I nudge the dog with my knees and he pushes me back
with big dirty paws. I shove Ryan’s shoulder and he stops for a
second, mumbles something, then starts up again. I scoot as far
away as possible, pressing my forehead into a tiny spot in the
corner, where the tent floor meets the ground. I inhale cold
plastic. A few inches away, a fly frantically buzzes against the
net, desperately trying to get out. I don’t blame it.

 


-----

 


At a bleary-eyed dawn, I can’t take it
anymore. I rattle my guests awake. “Go,” I say, reaching over his
head to unzip the back flap. “Leave. I want to be alone.”

“You’re too sensitive,” Ryan barks as he
opens his car door. His voice echoes over the campgrounds, into the
holes of the groundhogs and the tents of the happy, Yahtzee-playing
families. “That guy was totally hot,” he says bitterly. “We could
have had fun. For someone who claims to be so open-minded, you’re
really just a big baby.”

I kick fire pit ashes as Ryan and Rottie
pull away.

 


-----

 


Feel like shit.

Must escape this world.

I crack open my laptop on
the picnic table, adjust my headphones, but in fifteen frustrating
minutes it’s clear that neither my fag hag assistant Laurel, nor my
little buddy Ryan II, can save me. No laughter. No love. No escape
this time. Fucking ass-wipe makes me
sick. I toss the headphones down onto the
table. It lands next to a glossy postcard. Ryan must have dumped
it. The flyer: a handsome, hairy man with a backwards ball cap. The
bubbly brown font beneath him: Lazy Bear Weekend.
Oh, that explains the crowd last night. It’s like
a whole gathering thing! I turn the flyer
over in my hands. Maybe I should try to
relax. Maybe that will make me feel better. Maybe Ryan’s right. I
should just let it all hang out with the Gays once and for all.
After all, the guy on this card seems to be having a good time!
Maybe I should try to be more like him.

 


-----

 


“Haaay stuuuud!” lisps what is quite
possibly the largest and hairiest man on Earth, floating on a raft.
“Why don’t you come on in?”

“Yeah, the water’s fine,” chimes a bald man
in waist-deep water grabbing the corner of the raft, which is
actually three strung-together pink-and-blue kiddie-floats, “like
you!” He rocks the structure back and forth to the beat of a Donna
Summer track, which cracks out of a half-blown speaker in the
corner.

“Ooooh! He
is cute!” squeals a third
guy, whose smooth white paunch serves as an awning, shading his
bunched up nylon Speedo, “Come on, honey. Take it off!”

“Um,” I walk toward the pool bar. “I think
I’m gonna get a drink.”

“Seems like the attempt to counter
youth-obsessed Gay culture has really only created more
conformity,” says a squirrelly man with a long cigarette and dark
glasses in the shadowed corner of an otherwise sun-splashed patio
bar. “Not to mention an excuse to get horribly obese.”

I throw back a shot of Cuervo. Sure, I’d
probably benefit from commiserating with another existentialist,
but all I can manage is a worn out, “Can I bum a cigarette?”

He hands me a
Newport. Good Gay God, a Newport.
I light it, down another shot, and walk across the
pool deck, wincing as I inhale the nauseating mint
smoke.

Twenty minutes later I have a pounding
menthol headache while I tear down my tent, load my car, and take
off toward San Francisco, which now looms in the south like a
dangerous minefield. My phone beeps with messages from Ryan. As if
nothing happened. As if he didn’t completely destroy me last night!
WTF?

I shake my head and drive slower and slower
down the long country road toward the freeway. Cars blare horns and
weave around me. I finally pull over onto the shoulder and drop my
head onto the dashboard.

 


-----

 


I sit on the side of the
road and watch my digital clock tick off sixty-minutes, my thoughts
becoming more oppressive and scrambled as darkness falls. A car
approaches. Its headlights burn holes into my eyes. Then it whizzes
by. It is silent again. I wonder what would happen if I lay
down right out there on the road
with my head resting on one of those little
reflectors. I wonder if the next car would
put an end to all this. Or would it see me and swerve, robbing me
of my only opportunity to DIE NOW?

I numbly start the car and pull out onto the
road. At the freeway junction, I make a left instead of a right.
The road winds me straight back over the mountains, back into Axis
Falls.

 


Midnight

The twisting knife has, for
the moment, settled into a dull ache. I’ve been soaking in the
womb-like warm spring for nearly three hours, trying to decide if
I’d over-reacted in Guerneville, trying to determine just how big
of a pussy I really am. After all, nothing really happened, right?

“Hi Justy,” says Leila,
gliding up beside me in a bright beam of moonlight. Jet black curls
tumble over her small brown shoulders and rest on the water like
lily pads. She glides into my arms, presses
her upper body against mine, so soft, so fragile. Next to her I am
a barrel-chested buoy: a man again.

“How are you doing?” she asks. We’re
physically closer than we’ve ever been and we’re butt naked. I can
feel her smooth leg brush against mine. As I fumble to wrap my
brain around this non-sexual intimacy, a handsome boy with blond
wavy hair pops up out of the water beside her.

“I’m Jeremy.” His big eyes dart anxiously
between Leila and me.

“Hey,” I say to the boy, and then turn back
to Leila, “I’m okay.”

“Justin is Dani’s oldest friend,” says
Leila.

“Oh.” Jeremy’s eyes shift between us,
suspicious, paranoid. But it’s dark and our bodies are submerged,
so at this point he’s going to have to wave his hand down in the
space between our genitals to be sure they’re not touching.

Leila lets go and floats back against the
wall. Jeremy joins her.

Suddenly, about four feet in front of me,
two fingers in the form of a peace sign break the surface of the
moonlit water. Like shadow puppets, the fingers close, turn
sideways, and become the dorsal fin of a shark. The fin slices
through the water toward us. Leila giggles.

“Hippie shark,” says Jeremy. “Incoming.”

“Dani?” The left corner of my mouth turns up
into the beginnings of my first smile in quite a while.

But it’s not Dani. Instead, an olive skinned
girl with straight dark hair and a small mole on her left cheek
pops her head out of the water and floats toward the three of
us.

“Hippie shark,” says Jeremy, “incoming.”

“This is Ayla,” Leila says to me. “She’s a
very old friend of mine.”

“Really?” I say, “From where? L.A.?”

“Actually,” says Leila, “she was my
commander in the Israeli army.” Even before she finishes the
sentence, the girls’ laughter, somewhere beneath the English words,
is bouncing off each other like exotic musical instruments. “But
that was a long time ago.”

“Hey man,” Ayla whispers to me.

“Hey,” I say.

“Justin is a techno artist,” says Leila. “He
makes really great music.”

“Yeah?” Jeremy pushes off the wall and
floats into the center of the dark spring.

His wake sloshes into Ayla and me.

“See you guys later,” says Leila as she
floats backward into his arms.

Ayla eases back onto the wall beside me.

A few beats of silence, and, “So you’re from
Israel?” I whisper.

“Well,” she whispers in some unidentifiable
hybrid accent, “Actually I just arrive from Costa Rica.”

“You’re kidding,” I say, a little louder,
“What part of Costa Rica?”

“Ssssshhhhh!” hisses an invisible head from
the far end of the pool.

“The Guanacaste Peninsula,” she whispers.
“Why? You know Costa Rica?”

“Do I?!” I whisper back, “When I was
twenty-seven I went backpacking there for a month!”

“Really?” she smiles. Her voice mixes with
the clear air and mineral-infused water. I feel light-headed, but
in a good way - a very good way.

“It actually started out as a nightmare,” I
begin to explain. “I got stranded. Was a rookie traveler.”

“Really?” she says again.

“It’s a long story. But the point is, it
turned into the most incredible experience. The Guanacaste
Peninsula of Costa Rica changed everything for me. Seeing how
peaceful and happy people could be. I quit my job the minute I came
back to the States. Cashed in my chips. Moved straight to the
beach.”

“Well of course,” Ayla says, unphased.

Of course, she
says. I scan the
side of her face, the straight black hair pasted behind a perfect
little ear. Guerneville, Ryan, and the Girly-Bears swirl out of my
ears and collect into a cloud above my head. The cloud drifts,
across the black rock bluff, into the valley below, over the
mountain.

A half hour of almost
comfortable silence passes while we sit together, in water, under
the blanket of stars. I fake a yawn, stretching my eyes to the far
left sides of their sockets so I can sneak another peek at her
face. She’s really pretty.

She smiles.

Busted. I look straight ahead, embarrassed.

Another fifteen minutes pass.

Another ten.

Another five.

Another four - three - two - one - and
Shazam! A jolt of electricity surges through my body, just like it
did on that remote beach of the Guanacaste Peninsula, the first
time I’d experienced something like this. And that’s when my mouth
starts moving - nonstop.

“You see,” I start. “I was lying there on
the sand, half submerged in this shallow stream that poured from
the jungle behind me. I was with this Italian traveler. We’d been
backpacking for weeks but unable to communicate. I’d never been
silent for so long, and as I sat there on the beach with him, there
were things I wanted to tell him, like how beautiful everything was
around me, and how I was so worried about the friend I accidentally
stranded back in Quepos. But all I could do was give him my headset
and have him listen to this insanely uplifting Barbarella trance
mix.”

“Ahh,” says Ayla, her brown chin hovering
just below the surface of the water.

“Anyway,” I continue, “at first it was
really uncomfortable because I couldn’t communicate with him, but
then something inside me blew open and I started processing
information on this entirely different, wordless level. Things fell
away, my priorities and values shifted. Attachments released
themselves and I suddenly grasped the immensity of it all: the
rainforest, the locals that lived in reverence to the earth and
ocean.”

“Ahh?” says Ayla. Her shoulder touches mine.
It’s the softest thing I’ve ever felt. Besides Leila.

“Then I got this feeling that I didn’t have
to worry about life on other planets anymore because - you see -
I’ve always been really into outer space and aliens, ever since I
was a kid. But truth is we haven’t even made it to the bottom of
the ocean yet and there are other forms of life, the origin of
life, all of it, under our noses; here with us right now!”

“Uh-huh,” Ayla holds her
gaze across the pool. The calm line of spring water cuts across her
delicate profile, just below her lips. Her gold-flecked eyes - at
least I think they’re gold - stare out into the darkness.

“So anyway, I tried to
explain all of this stuff to my friend but when I looked up at him
I saw that he really couldn’t understand a damned thing I was
saying.”

Ayla reaches back onto the ledge of the
black rock bluff and takes a long, slow sip from a water bottle
with a hemp-braid handle. I continue to gush. All the things I
never get a chance to say to Ryan.

“And then,” I continue,
“get this – because my friend couldn’t understand my language, my
words and thoughts recycled themselves back into my brain and suddenly I realized
that the thoughts were mine and mine alone, never to be heard or
comprehended. But that was okay. I didn’t need any feedback for my
thoughts to be complete. For the first time in my life, I GOT IT.
We are all alone and that’s totally okay because we are together in
our solitude!”

As memories of my long-forgotten rainforest
epiphany wash over me, I smile and lie back on the cool black
stone. I want to say a thousand more words to this beautiful
stranger, but I don’t even know where to begin.

Laughter wells up and
presses against my lips from the inside, mirroring my experience in
Costa Rica. I just know that the same thing is happening to
Ayla. This chick gets me, I think in the darkness. My palm rests on the back of her
hand, which is as soft and silky as her shoulder. I lay my hands
between her fingers.

“Pura Vida, man,” I whisper.

“Pura Vida, man,” she whispers back.

“Sssssshhhhh!” hisses an invisible head from
the shadows.

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


San Francisco

Being alone in raw nature makes me love. Not
the kind of love that puffs me up like a caveman in the name of
protection. Nor the kind that melts me into compote and renders me
useless. I’m talking about pure, baby love. The kind that lasts
forever like the oak trees that twist up into the ridiculously
clear blue sky. The kind that reminds me that swallows flit in the
branches the same way the bluefish hover in the kelp stalks that
stretch down ninety feet to the ocean floor. The kind that makes me
rich with nothing but dust in my pockets and grateful with no
pockets at all. The kind that makes me dig my heels into the dirt
and scream, “I belong!” even if I don’t. Being alone in raw nature
creates a pathological opening of my senses, a forgiveness that
will ripen me for the pain that is about to be dished out, once
again, by Ryan.

Three days after the
Guerneville incident, I run into an old L.A. friend, Chip, at the
Castro Safeway. He offers me a bump of crystal meth and I
accept, for old time’s
sake, I think innocently, as he shoves the
pen cap under my nostril. I shadow Chip in a brain-scrambled bar
crawl until I run smack into Ryan with - yep, you guessed it.
Another guy.

“Hi guys.”

Blank stare.

Something deep inside of me
breaks, cracks, disintegrates into dust but I can’t feel it.
Hooray! I’ve finally grown up into a full-fledged,
soulless urbanite. No wonder people like this drug. I am
impenetrable! An android! I wander through
the bar on chemically padded robo-feet. My face feels frozen. Ryan
doesn’t follow. We didn’t come here
together tonight so it’s okay. It makes sense. Really,
I recognize my own muffled voice as it echoes
inside my frozen head. I had no
expectations. I turn in a circle, looking
around. Wait a minute! Where’s
Chip?

 


Three Hours Later

I’m in bed, forcefully squeezing my eyes
shut, trying to convince myself that I am sleeping. Memories of
Ryan and his bar dates display like a flash-cards on the back of my
eyelids. First slower, then faster. My chest hurts. The speed is
wearing off. I open my eyes and stare at the shadow of my purple
and yellow painting. Not even close to sleeping.

At three-thirty, I get out
of bed and walk down to my studio. My body feels strange, stiff. I
sink into my chair and click at my inbox, desperately trying to get
some attention from one of the other urgently catatonic powder boys
in the city. At least I’m not alone,
I think as I scroll through at least a hundred
ads. Here it is, Justin, the community
you’ve always wanted. Desperate, invisible, unable to satisfy its
own collective insatiability, unable to string together a sentence.
These are your people, Justin. This is your big liberation. Live it
up.

At six, my neck is stiff and I am a jittery
wreck. The unwelcome morning light shoots through a small sliver of
open window, just above the Negozii scroll. At nine, I am
chain-smoking in the backyard when I hear Zap rustling upstairs.
Dragging my half-dead body up the musty stairwell, I pass the
kitchen and make a beeline for the living room sofa, where I plunk
down and shield my eyes from a dusty beam of sunlight.

“What’s wrong with
you?” Zap tosses an orange
throw pillow at my gut.

I crush it into my face. A dog hair gets
into my mouth. “Guy problems,” I mumble. Zap stands over two
suitcases. Clothing and trash bags are scattered about the floor.
Pantz performs the tongue trick on an errant shoe and looks up with
big, sad eyes.

“Ah,” says Zap. “More Ryan crap?”

“Yeah.” I fish a dog hair from the corner of
my mouth.

“Well that sucks.” Zap folds what looks like
a full-body pink Bunny suit into the smaller of two
suitcases.

“Where’re you off to?” I ask. My voice
sounds strange and distant. My ears are clogged. I flick my fingers
but the hair clump won’t come off.

“A pansexual S/M gathering,” she says. “I’ll
be gone for a week.”

I have no idea what she’s talking about, but
I sure am bummed that she is leaving. Again. She just got here!
“Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” she says. “What’s up?”

“Well I just feel like I need to get my mind
off of this whole Ryan thing,” I say. “-and I see all of your cool
books here-” I point to the shelves against the wall, “- and I
think maybe I should read one.”

“Sure,” says Zap as she feeds a line of
stainless steel chain into a black bowling bag with the letters PPS
engraved onto the side. “What interests you?”

“Well to be honest with
you,” I struggle to take a deep breath into my tight, polluted
lungs, “I’m looking for something that blows my mind about sex and
love.”

She snaps one of the suitcases shut. A bunny
ear hangs out.

“I’m just so tired of jealousy,” I continue.
“So damned sick of it. I really don’t think I can do this love
thing again, Zap. I’m ready to move on to something bigger.
Something that satisfies everybody. Something that doesn’t involve
lying.”

Zap slides over a plastic bin. “Well that’s
a tall order you got there,” she says, “Most people in
relationships lie all the time, and for a million different
reasons. To protect the other’s feelings, keep the peace, you know,
stuff like that.”

“I know,” I say. “But I’m not most people.
It’s like I’ve been lied to all my life and I just can’t take it
anymore. I really think I’m ready for something different.”

“I think I might have something for you,”
she says, “but I’m not sure if you’re ready, what with all that
moping around you do.”

“Whaddaya mean?”

“Well, this is big league stuff,
Just-A-Boy.” She reaches down toward the bin. “It requires you to
actually get off the computer, out of your online fantasies, and
join the real world.”

“I know,” I mutter, embarrassed. “I’m a
little addicted to the internet.”

“No doubt,” she says. “You never get off
that thing.”

“Well I do make music, too,” I retort
defensively, “but either way, I’m definitely ready for a change.
Hell, I even just went to an Al-Anon meeting.”

Zap removes a thin black strip from the bin,
loops it around her wrist like spaghetti, feeds a handle through
the center, and ties it into a perfect slipknot. “Al-Anon?” she
says, “For your internet addiction?”

“Actually, Al-Anon was about Ryan,” I say.
“I’m pretty sure he’s an alcoholic.”

“Really?” Zap drops the tight black coil
into the bowling bag. “Yeah, heavy drinking can be pretty
exhausting. And it’s so socially acceptable! How’d the meeting go
for you?”

“Well I learned a few things that helped.” I
say, “Ryan is powerless to the alcohol. I’m powerless to his
powerlessness. Stuff like that. I pretty much agreed with all of
it.”

“Hmmm.” Zap stops packing and looks at me
thoughtfully. “Addict-Enabler is one of the strongest human bonds.
I’d say it makes up nine out of ten relationships.”

I laugh nervously.

“So,” she says, “you gonna stick it out with
your lush?”

“Probably not.” I prop myself up on my left
arm, then slowly haul myself up to my feet. “I really don’t think I
have the strength to be a full-time codependent. The people in that
meeting looked worn-out.”

“Well, relationships are tough.” she snaps
the bowling bag shut.

“Tell me about it,” I run
my index finger over the books on the top shelf until it lands on
the spine of Stranger in a Strange
Land. “Hey, I’ve read this. I love this
book.”

“Ok, Justin, listen.” she stands with her
legs shoulder width apart, hands on hips. “I can show you
something, but only on one condition.”

“What condition?”

“You take care of Pantz while I’m gone.”

Pantz strains her eyeballs to gaze up at
me.

“Sure.” I drop to my knees
and rest my head on her big furry back.

“Alright then, come with me.” Zap walks
across the kitchen toward the back stairwell.

 


-----

 


In my studio, Zap reaches up, takes the
Negozii scroll off the wall. Underneath there’s a small steel plate
with a digital touch pad. She punches in a combination and a panel
pops open. She reaches in, pulls out a black three-ring binder
stuffed with paper.

The binder has the same word - Negozii –
burned into its plastic cover. I rub my hand over the charred
plastic before opening it to the first page.

“Pan·sex·u·al
(pān-sěk'shōō-əl): adjective, relating to, having,
or open to sexual activity of many kinds.”

“Yup,” she says, looking
down at me. “Keep going.”

I turn the page. A blank
page with one boldface word: ASK.

“Ask?” I ask. Suddenly, a bitter, soapy
taste covers my tongue. I look up at Zap, confused.

“Read the fine print,” she says.

My eyes follow down to the bottom of the
page and read the words out loud. “When did you first stop asking
for what you wanted?” My mother’s face flashes in my head, then
disappears.

“I feel dizzy,” I
say.

“Yeah, this mold is making me sort of
nauseous too,” she looking up at the growing green blob in the
corner of the ceiling. I better get going,” she says. “You gonna be
okay?”

“I think so.”

“So listen, you’re welcome to the manual
while I’m gone, but don’t let it leave the house, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree, snapping the book shut on
my lap.

“Oooh, I
so need these!” Zap
unhooks a pair of pink fuzzy handcuffs from the sling chain and
flounces up the stairs. Pantz leans her butt against my legs and
cranes her neck around as if to ASK, Would
ya’ mind scratching my ass,
Just-A-Boy?

I re-open the manual and plunk down in my
chair beneath the chained-up sling.

 


-----

 


I flip through the pages of the Negozii
manual. After the “Ask” page, there’s some sort of flow chart of a
sex tribe called a polyamorous collective. After that, a section on
rites and rituals, and after that-

“Okay, Just-A-Boy,” Zap sing-song’s a
goodbye into my dark, moldy studio. “I’m outta here! See ya’ next
week!”

“Bye,” I say with a cracking voice, never
lifting my eyes from the page.

The next few hours fly by
as I attempt to wrap my brain around the immensity of the Negozii
manual. Sex without attachment. Multiple partners without jealousy.
Permission. Negotiation. Communication. Consent. I’d thought of
some of these concepts before, often wondered if monogamous
partnering was a learned pattern, rather than innate.
How is this possible? I
flip back to the first section: a flurry of Post-Its, diagrams,
scribbled illustrations of Zap and her secret community.

I blaze through the pages, feeling like I’d
discovered a buried treasure, a bible of unparalleled psychosexual
exploration. I sit and stare at the pages until a broader picture
emerges: sex doesn’t have to be all about possession and
abandonment. It can actually be enlightening, with all roads
leading to communication and self-awareness. I used to think sexual
alternatives only existed in the realm of fantasy, or were reserved
for perverts in dark, shadowed rooms. But my very own roommate - my
sweet, smart, apple pie Zap is at the helm of this thing. “Eureka!”
I shout dorkily. “These are answers the entire world has been
waiting for, Pantz. No more looksism, ageism, racism, sexism.”

Pantz startles when I say her name, then
licks the top of her paw, slowly, methodically, as if she’s known
these things all along - even before Zap. She stretches out her
tongue, and lays it, buds down, on my socked foot. “Turn your
friends into lovers and your lovers into friends. No more
loneliness. No more jealousy. Only laughter, sex, and good times.
We are one, Motherfuckers! We are one!”

Pantz, without budging her tongue, looks up
at me diagonally.

 


One Week Later

“Look, Just-a-Boy!” Zap
stands, whips up her shirt, exposing two red marks above her big,
milky balloons. “You missed the Energy Pull. It was amazing! We
were connected by ropes and hooks in a hexagon pattern on the
mountain and-”

“Wow,” I say, but my head
is so filled with information from the Negozii manual that I can’t
even begin to process something new! While Zap was away, in the
midst of my epic crystal crash, I’d exercised every ounce of will
power to ignore Ryan’s calls. No doubt I was as lonely as he was.
No doubt each time he left an increasingly desperate message, it
ripped my heart out. But I eventually turned off the phone and
buried myself in the Negozii manual, committing to reading every
last page. How can I possibly let him in again? How
can I choose this when there are so many other options?
Yes indeed, I’d undergone a major belief system
re-programming, and by the third day, I sublimated my lonely
despair by running around the city like a nut-job, clutching a
flyer that I’d pulled from the back flap of the Negozii
manual

 


Slave Camp

Why make your own
choices?

For thirty days, our team of masters will
lock you in our patented puppy cage and only feed you when they see
fit. You will learn to serve and obey like the good little boy that
you are.

$2,500

Cage rental and meals not included

 


The ad made sense! Having
lost my other male friends to wives, babies, and overdoses, it only
seemed natural that I needed some outside force to step in to
limit my choices!
And since it wouldn’t be Ryan, I was just certain that the Slave
Camp would do me right. But hell, who has twenty-five hundred
dollars? Luckily, by the time Zap pulled into our rain-soaked
driveway, I’d distilled my thoughts into a single, much more
manageable, intention.

“I need a Daddy!” I
shout.

Zap yanks her blood-dotted
shirt back down over her boobs.

“Somebody’s been reading,”
she sings, glancing at the binder beneath my feet. “The Daddy thing
struck a chord, huh?” She opens her bunny suit bowling bag, plucks
out a Palm Pilot, and pokes the touch pad with a small plastic
wand.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


I pull back the white curtain and to make
sure that Zap is really gone before I pick up the phone.

“Ryan?” I suck air into my lungs and pull my
shoulders forward, creating a tortoise shell effect, momentary
relief from the pain of the lashings that criss-cross down the
center of my back.

“Hey!” says Ryan. Having blown him off for
two straight weeks, I’m surprised that he takes my call. “What’s
up, Justin?”

“Not much,” I say coolly, nonchalantly.
“Keepin’ it real. What do ya’ say we meet up for coffee?”

“Yeah?” he says, surprised.
“Sure. We can meet at that one near my place. I think it’s called
Java House. I get off work at six. I’ll be there after that.” Ryan
always figures everything out so quickly, so far in advance. Like
most Gays, he’s hyper and his brains are too big. Only this one’s
dominant, and a drinker, so I never
have to think.

But now I’ve been flogged at Zap’s party and
my head is clear. I know myself better than I did before. Ryan WILL
NOT overtake the newfound strength and independence that I earned
on that cross. He CANNOT fuck with me now. I see it all too
clearly, for the first time ever.

“Sure,” I say. “Sounds good.”

I hang up the phone and exhale.

 


Later that Day

“Fuck off!” Ryan yells over his shoulder as
Ryan II, cute as an angry little button, storms into the quiet
coffee shop.

“What’s going on?” I look up from the small
round table.

“Ah, some bitch honked at me when I took her
parking space,” he says, adjusting his semi-casual work shirt. He
blazes past my table and makes a beeline to the back of the
café.

“You want anything, sweetie?” he yells from
the counter.

Sweetie?
I furrow my brow. Sweetie?! My mom doesn’t even call me that.
“I’m covered,” I say, holding a chocolate biscotti
over my head.

In a few minutes he approaches with a
cappuccino in one hand and croissant in the other.

“So listen,” I launch into conversation
immediately, “I want to tell you about something.”

“What’s that, Justy?” he lifts the cup to
his face. It leaves a tiny speck of white froth on his
moustache.

“My roommate Zap gave me a book about
Masters and Slaves and a bunch of other stuff,” I say. “And I have
to tell you, it blew my mind. Very interesting stuff.”

“Oh, great,” he moans and rolls his eyes.
“Not again.”

“As a matter of fact,” I say, “I think we’ve
been doing some of these things and we didn’t even know it!”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“Well the way I see it, you’re a Dominant,”
I dunk the biscotti, sink my teeth through a thick layer of melted
chocolate, and crunch, “and there’s a part of me that really likes
that - really needs it, in fact. It must have something to do with
the fact that my dad left and my brother bullied me - or something.
Anyway, I figure that’s why I’m drawn to you. I guess I’m kind of
looking for a Daddy or Big Brother. You know, to discipline me and
stuff.”

“What?” He pushes his chair back from the
table and stares at me coldly. “That’s sick, dude!”

“I know!” I say. “I thought
it was weird too! But then I read this chapter and somehow it all
makes sense. What we have here is an un-negotiated S/M
relationship. It’s finally clearly why I’m so hooked. Essentially
you are the Master, I am your Slave, and this dynamic mirrors my
earliest childhood experiences. At least I’m pretty sure that’s what’s going
on.”

“Huh? I still don’t know what you’re talking
about. But what I do know is that I need a drink.”

“So lemme ask you,” I
barrel on. “Is there anything about your early childhood that
relates to what I’m talking about, like maybe you have a little
brother that you picked on?”

“What?” he says. “That’s ridiculous. You
need to move out of that house. Those fucking dykes are messing
with your brain.”

“Aw, listen, dude, this isn’t just about
lesbians, it’s about all of us: our power dynamics, our sense of
selves.” I put down the biscotti, not unlike a lesbian would. “Sure
some people are just decidedly gay, I guess, but for some of us
it’s not so simple. I like you a lot, dude, and I’m totally willing
to keep this thing going between us, but now that I’ve read this
manual, I’m pretty clear that we have to put some parameters on our
friendship. You know, negotiate a little so our power exchange
doesn’t leak over into everything else.”

“What problems?” he asks, “Are you talking
about all that drama in your head?”

“What do you mean?” I say,
but as I look down into my mug, I know exactly what he means.
Jumping to dramatic conclusions, pushing the panic button, leaving
people and places behind, over and over again. But how does he know this? Am I that obvious?
I feel a lump rising in my throat.
Am I that cowardly?

“Nothing happened with the guy at the bar,
Justin.” he says.

“What?”

“I called you for a week,” he says softly.
“Then finally gave up. Figured you needed some space.”

Nothing happened?
I don’t know where to put this information. I’d
already convinced myself that he’d been sleeping with that guy from
the bar and a million other guys for that matter. Why else would he
treat me like a stranger? Either way, I can’t stop now. The Negozii
train has pulled out of the station, and I demand communication as
precise as that of my sexually liberated roommate Zap
Schwartz.

“Even so,” I say, shaking
off his last comments, “I’ve figured it all out. I’m willing to see
you two nights a week and you can do anything you want. You can
yell at me, treat me like shit, bang my face against your headboard
- whatever! But when I’m not around, you don’t call me or email me.
We’ll play it like a sadomasochistic Last
Tango in Paris. That way I can have some
time to myself to regroup and recover. That way we can be in the
moment while we’re together. You’re intense, Ryan. I like you but I
also need to retain my sanity and individuality.”

I sit back and revel in the
self-satisfaction of getting my point across.

Ryan sips his beverage, doesn’t say a
word.

“Isn’t negotiated abuse interesting to you
at all?”

“For Christ’s sake,” he
screeches his chair back. “What do you think I am, a pervert? I
mean Jesus Christ, I’m Catholic!” He throws his napkin into his
coffee cup. “I spend my weekends in an orphanage with kids that
have been molested. Nobody I fuck is gonna call me Daddy. Not after what I’ve seen in
there! I’m so sick of you San Francisco freaks who don’t know what
love is! I’m outta here!” He gets up and storms toward the door.
“I’ve been working all day. I need a beer.”

“I’m at a loss, dude,” I follow him out of
the café, refusing to give him the last word. “Either we negotiate
a little or, or-”

“Or what?” he says.

“Or I don’t know what else to do.”

He bends over to untie the dog from a
parking meter. I sink to the curb between two parked cars, then
reach back to scratch Rottie’s thick neck. “I just feel like the
rug is being pulled out from underneath me when I’m with you, dude,
and I need to figure out a way to cope with it.”

“Well, I’m not playing your dumb ass role
play games so you can just forget it.”

The book bag rattles my shoulder. I swing it
around, pulling out the white plastic Negozii manual. It feels warm
in my lap, then hot. It knows the truth - the impossibility of
love. “And I don’t want to drink with you!” I yell. The parked car
to my right blasts a cloud of black smoke into my face. Leaning
back against the meter, the cool grey pole bumps up against my back
bruises.

Ryan doesn’t say a word. The silence is
deadly. I don’t want to stop fighting. If we stop fighting then
it’s over. I’m so confused. A photo slips out of the manual in my
lap and lands face up in the gutter. A man, big like me, being
shackled and flogged.

“What the hell is that? Did you do that
stuff you were talking about? Did someone whip you?”

I pull up my shirt, from the back, show him
my bruises.

He leans over and touches the marks, gently,
then, as if in slow motion, falls down to his knees.

For a second my heart starts to open, starts
to bleed. I need to rush in and help. But I stand my ground and
stare down at him.

“I feel sick,” he says into the gutter. Then
he cranes his head back around toward me and says, “but I also want
to fuck you. Come home with me now.”

 


-----

 


I lie in Ryan’s bed, half
covered by his scratchy wool rainbow flag blanket, wondering which
hurts more, my back or my ass. I reach into my bag beside the bed
and pull out the Negozii manual. It falls open to the ASK
page. When is the last time you asked for
what you wanted?

“Let me ask you one thing,” I say,
half-aware that I am about to sever the strongest bond of my adult
life by asking the one question that one should never ask a guy.
Especially not a guy like Ryan. “Do you want to work on this
relationship with me?”

“Work?” Ryan hovers at his bedroom desk,
clicking away at his computer. “I already have a job.”

I bite my lower lip and stare down at the
notebook. Two letters, the N and the O, glow as brightly as the
letters in the neon OUCH! back in my moldy studio.

“No,” he says flatly.

The N and the O flash in synch before
retreating back into the plastic cover.

 


Axis Falls, The Next Day

“It’s just not working with me and men,” I
whisper into the nape of Ayla’s soft, brown neck. She puts her hand
on the small of my back and suspends all two hundred and ten pounds
of me, horizontally at the surface of the water.

A drop of dew from an overhead leaf lands on
my forehead and drips down, tickling my left temple.

“Oops,” a fleshy arm squishes into my
floating shoulder. “Pardon me.”

“No problem,” I mumble into
the darkness. “So anyway, Ayla, I’ve tried everything but it always
just turns into some sort of power struggle, and nothing seems to
work. Either I turn
into jelly or they turn into jelly and it’s just never equal and I want it to be
equal.”

“What the matter with jelly?” she laughs
softly into my ear. “You jelly now!”

“Well yeah, now, But when I turn into jelly
full-time,” I say, “I lose my survival instinct, and God knows I
can’t afford that!”

“Ahhh.” she positions me over the cool stone
bench. “You an orphan too, huh?” Cradling my neck and thighs with
one arm, she lowers my legs and butt with the other. “Maybe men are
too much competing with each other. Male ego is big, dude, and when
desire and wanting to be desired is equal, maybe it’s just too
complicated.”

She’s right,
I think to myself, Man
plus man equals disaster. If I were in the city I’d be spinning out
right now, desperately searching to replace Ryan with some other
form of stimulation. Maybe I’d go on a flesh rampage and become
infected with a thousand STDs that I can’t even pronounce. Maybe
I’d start drinking and sticking needles in my arms or snorting a
bunch of speed. But not here. Not with
Ayla.

I look up, moon-faced at
her beauty. This chick doesn’t even have to
say anything. She’s roto-rooting my sadness just by being
here. As she floats me around and my
rambling thoughts disappear and I become totally
relaxed.

I am calm. Neutral. Better than jelly, jam,
or preserves.

And then, about a half hour later, I am
overtaken by that thing again, only this time it’s sweet, sparkly,
and packed with microscopic explosions. I breathe it in and breathe
it out. I’m smiling again!

My eyes are still closed when Leila and
Jeremy’s whispers float in from across the top of the water. I
can’t make out their words but it’s pretty clear what’s going on.
Call and response. The mating dance. One speaks, the other
giggles.

Ayla sighs a puff of sweet breath into my
forehead.

“What?” I say. “What is it?”

“They two,” she says, “they baby talk
annoying. I love them each apart, but together? Pffft.” She flips
her little brown hand up beside her face in a dismissive
gesture.

“I know what you mean!” I
upright myself and grab her hands. “You do understand, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

The sandpaper scratch of a man’s shaved back
rakes across my side. “Sorry.” A gym-sculpted man pulls another
gym-sculpted man across the pool.

“Look. Iz your people,” she says, poking me
in the side. “They kip bumping into you.”

I laugh. Then she laughs. Then we laugh so
hard that we have to dip underwater.

When we come up for air, Ayla is staring
straight ahead, dead serious. I follow her gaze. Just beyond the
floating gym bunnies, in the far corner of the pool, it’s Dani.
Levitating. Three women hold her up, turning her around in a slow
circle. Dani’s petite white foot kicks one of the muscle guys, who
drags his sputtering partner to the side. Ayla and I sit against
the wall, watching silently. Dani’s pregnant belly floats above us
all. A big white moon. New Baby Island.

 


Later that Day

Ayla’s well-worn combat boots slam down in
front of my face. I drop my tangle of wires and look up past the
thick laces, past her billowing cargo pants. The words “Truth
Seeker” are sewn into her brown zip-up hoodie with yellow patchwork
letters and her jet black hair flows like the night sky over her
shoulders. Ayla, my new superhero. Ayla, all that and a bag of
Tapuchips. “What you gonna listen to?” she exclaims.

“Ah, just a new track I’m working on.”

“Lemme hear, dude!” she says. Sharing my
marginally accessible electronic music with friends has always
fallen flat so I am naturally reluctant. But there we are, walking
back toward the black rock bluff when I pop my headphones onto her
perfect little head.

Ayla smiles as she walks
down the hill. Making a circular motion with her hand, she hums
along with one of the subtle melodies, a string of notes that I’d
repeated deep inside the track. How can she possibly
hear that? I blush and
kick a pebble. I synchronize my walk to the barely audible beat.
With each step, I steal a glance at her neck, her ears, her smooth
olive skin. I think of my beautiful Lebanese mother, whose
ancestors live just on the other side of the Gaza strip. I wonder
if this has anything to do with our connection, the way she taps
into my music. That must
be it. Or maybe we just took the same kind of
Acid.

Dark clouds blow into the
valley, sending huge, cargo ship shadows across the mountain. Ayla
and I sit on her hand-woven blanket at the edge of a stone
labyrinth.

“Justin, I was wondering,”
she says, gently smoothing out the white fringe. “I am illegal to
stay here any more. They tell me I must marry an
American.”

“Oh?”

“You tell me earlier that it don work for
you and mens,” she continues, “so I thought I ask you. No worries
if you don wan to, dude.”

My eyes follow along the
path of the ancient maze from the outermost edge. I slowly turn the
request over in my head. Ayla can say just about anything to me
right now. Her voice grounds me. Her thick accent tickles my
insides. Her attention strokes my musician-sized ego.
But marriage.
Buried in the word is my parent’s divorce, and
even worse, the relationship itself. Marriage. The word cuts right into
my Axis-inspired thoughts of truth, impermanence, and God. It is
the polar opposite of what I have come to accept as
Love. I have no idea how
to answer.

“I can’t promise you
anything, dude.” She pulls back the sleeve of my favorite, worn
grey sweatshirt and squeezes my wrist. “I don have no money-” Her
hand is cool and small, like that of a little orphan girl that
needs me. Her fingers have brown-green stains on them, probably
from clipping marijuana in the harvest. I am instantly aware of the
perfectly muffled quiet, the thick clouds, the thunderless dusk.
“But I give you bodywork and heal you every day.” She smiles up at
me innocently.

“I’ll think about it,” I
start to get up with the intention of walking the outer circle of
the labyrinth, but she grabs my arm, pulls my head down, gives me a
gentle kiss on the forehead. “You do think.”

 


-----

 


My cold, wet drive to the
city is being warmed by sweet thoughts of Ayla when my gas gauge
clicks into the danger zone. I pull off at the next exit. Digging
eight sticky quarters out of the ash tray, I pump two bucks worth
of unleaded gas into my gasping tank. Just enough to get me back to
the city.

When I get home, Zap and
Joanna are sitting upright on the sofa.

“Hey,” I say, pretending
not to notice the worried look on Zap’s bakery fresh face. “What’s
going on?”

“The owner of this house is
moving back in,” she says. “We’ve got to move out.”

“What?” I say. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No.”

“But I just moved
in!”

“Zap and I have discussed
the matter and we’ve decided that Zap needs to be closer to the
Mission,” Joanna interrupts. “It’s simply too far for me to pedal
across the city on my bike.”

“But what about the park?”
I bend over to scratch a sleeping Pantz’s rear end. “Pantz loves
the park!”

“There are plenty of parks
all over the city. I’m sure she’ll be fine.” Joanna slides off the
couch and runs her thin white fingers over Pantz’s belly. “You’ll
be fine, won’t you, Pantz?”

The dog cranes her head
around and tongues Joanna’s blonde head into a cowlick before
collapsing back down. The three of us sit in strange silence. I
stare at Pantz. Her paws twitch. She’s probably dreaming of her new
life as a hip urban canine, hobnobbing with the beatnik city mutts
at a groovy sidewalk café - or perhaps enjoying a pile of
deliciously spoiled Mexican food from a Mission gutter.

“Are you sure you won’t
consider staying on this side of the city?” I say to Zap. “It’s
gonna suck for me not have quick access to the bridge. Hell, half
my life is up north at Axis. Dani’s about to have a baby, and
Ayla-”

I stop myself from saying
any more. Why would they
care?

“We understand if you need
to find new roommates,” Joanna says curtly, “but you need to let us
know as soon as possible”.

 


-----

 


I spend the evening sifting
through online ads for new roommates and the process seems as
random and artificial as my indiscriminate job hunt. I just know
there will never be another Zap, even if she does come with a
cantankerous appendage.

“While it’s true that I
want to stay close to the park,” I announce later, blocking the
snuggling girls’ view of the television, “how could I ever leave
Zap and Pantz? I’m going wherever they go. If they’ll take me, that
is.”

Zap lifts the remote
control over Joanna’s head and presses Pause. Joanna doesn’t look
up. If she wasn’t so fucking sexy - and I wasn’t so freaking
submissive - I’d probably smack her bony ass across the room. But
instead, I extend my arms and wait for a family hug in the
flickering light.

Zap smiles up at me from
behind Joanna’s head.

Joanna grabs the remote and
presses Play.

Pantz farts.

Hug or no hug, I take all of these signs as
a big, stinky YES.

 


 



Part II

And, for an instant, she stared directly into
those soft blue eyes and knew, with an instinctive mammalian
certainty, that the exceedingly rich were no longer even remotely
human.

William Gibson

 


 



Chapter
Eleven



Whisper Creek

Family is happening whether
I like it or not.

Dani Moss recently parlayed
her WIC government checks into a small, tucked away cabin with
plans to give birth as far away from “dehumanizing twentieth
century hospitals” as humanly possible. “They can kiss my fat ass
if they think I’m going to be drugged and cut open by some dip-shit
mama’s boy,” she says as she waddles across the living room. “Birth
is a natural process. I refuse to be treated like a patient, and I
certainly don’t need my child’s first moments to be fluorescently
lit and passed around by strangers.”

“Where does this go?” I ask, holding up a
small plastic container.

“Where do you
think it goes?” Dani
snaps at the back of my head as thunder claps outside the small
kitchen window. “You know something? I never knew how
useless you really are.”
Her words sting like hornets. Insults like these are normally
reserved for the rest of the fucked up world. Not me.

Ayla and Jeremy, who have
been taking shelter here since the first winter storm, hold their
dish towels and shrug their shoulders. I hand the Tupperware off to
Jeremy and push past both of them.

“You know,” I whisper to
Dani as she plops down, spread-eagle, on the ramshackle loveseat,
“I’m doing my best here. It’s hard to live in more than one place,
and I just have to take issue with something. Please don’t call me useless again,
especially when I’m doing your
dishes.”

“Oh, did I say that?” her
eyes narrow as she yanks her swollen breasts out over the top of
her T-shirt.

“Yep.”

“Well I’m sorry,” Dani
swigs water from a giant pink tumbler and glances over toward the
kitchen. “Sometimes I forget that I have more to lose with you than
these other IDIOTS around here!” She whips the cup across the room
and it slams against the wood-burning stove and bounces against the
wall before falling onto the craggy floorboards. Ayla quietly
shuffles over to pick it up. Jeremy tiptoes out to the back deck to
smoke a butt.

I sit quietly next to Dani,
the poverty princess, satisfied. I am still the chosen one.
Protected.

 


San Francisco

Zap and I have pooled our
efforts to find a decent space in Bernal Heights, close enough to
the Mission to almost satisfy Joanna. There’s way too much concrete to please Pantz
and me, but I guess we’re not the ones that got sling-fucked by Zap
so we have less of a say in the matter. Besides, it’s
almost affordable, which
I suppose is what counts most at this juncture of our unemployed
lives.

We have one day to move and
I’m sitting at the dining table waiting for a slumbering Zap to get
up.

“Nice teamwork finding the
new place,” Zap disco-bumps my shoulder, making me spill my coffee.
“You know what Just-A-Boy, I really like having you as a
roommate.”

“Feeling’s mutual,” I
smile. “It’s totally working out for me as well. I’m surprised you
didn’t just move in with Joanna, though.”

“Are you kidding? Moving in
together is a death sentence for couples. Love her a lot but come
on! We’d kill each other.”

“I hear ya’,” I say. “I
can’t imagine living with someone I’m doinking, either. Been
down that road
before. Best to keep these things separate.”

“Oh hey, I’ve been meaning
to tell you,” she swings through the kitchen door and latches it
open, “The U-Hauls were all reserved and I spaced on telling you
yesterday. Also, my back has been sore so I’m really not going to
be able to help you with the move today.”

“Are you serious? But
there’s a whole house to-”

“But there’s good news too.
I’m making breakfast!”

 


-----

 


“So,” I say as I dig into
the Y of a huge stack of YES pancakes, “I’m all packed up and ready
to start loading. How’s everything on your end?”

“Well, I put
most of my stuff into
boxes,” she says in a suspiciously cheerful tone, “but there’s
still a whole garage full. It’s a big job. Fourteen years of fun.
People have come and gone and left things behind. Things that I
have yet to attend to.” Her words, light and airy as they are float
out of her mouth, strike terror into my heart. Why hadn’t she
packed while I was at Axis? Why is she so non-chalant? Why isn’t
Joanna helping? We only have one day for all this. I’m
F.U.C.K.E.D.

“Where’s Jo-”

“Hi all!” The door flies
open and Joanna’s bright teal sneakers squeak across the hardwood.
Leaning her sticker-filled bicycle against the wall, she pops off
an army green helmet and hangs it on the handlebars.

“I only have a Rav4,” I say
in a panic. “I can barely fit my own boxes in there. How can I
possibly-”

“You’ll be fine,” says Zap,
“You’ll figure it out. Joanna is gonna help me pack the rest of my
stuff into boxes and you can be the delivery boy.”

The front door slams open
again. “I can’t believe I just drove three hours with my kid
pressed up against a steering wheel!”

“Dani!” Zap sings from the
kitchen. “Nice to see you! Wow, look at that belly!”

“You guys have any almond
milk?” Dani, holding the small of her back, steps between two big
boxes before squeezing into a dining chair.

“I’ve never figured out
what would possess someone to have a baby,” says Joanna from the
sofa. “What in the world is that
about?”

“Um, I don’t know,” says
Dani, visibly thrown off by Joanna’s rhetorical insult, “I guess I
just figured ‘Why not?’”

“No almond milk, Dani,”
Zap calls from the kitchen, “but we do have soy. And don’t mind
Joanna. She’s just trying to make conversation. That’s her way of
being nice.”

I walk toward the kitchen
with my empty plate.

“Well I’d never allow myself to be robbed
of my own life like that,” says Joanna. “So are you here to help us
with the move?”

“God no,” laughs Dani as
she rubs her giant belly, “Ayla and Jeremy went to the Harmony
Festival and I can’t possibly
be alone right now in my state. I could pop any
minute!”

 


Thirty minutes later

My car is idling in the
driveway and I am wedged in the doorway by a twenty-six inch
television.

“Justin’s problem,” Dani
says to the room, “is that he has such a huge ego.”

“Hey!” I
yell through pounding arteries, “don’t poke the
minion!” Maybe I do have a big
ego, I think as I quickly shift my hand
from the side to the bottom. After all, I
am kinda hot. But what the hell? Don’t they see that I am about to
be flattened like a YES fucking pancake? I
turn out the door and glance back towards the living room. Zap
folds a towel on the floor. Dani fans herself on the sofa, savoring
her soy.

“Really?” says Joanna, as
she flips pennies and paper clips into a half-packed box, one at a
time, “I hadn’t noticed. He seems rather shy to me.” Her thin white
legs are thrown up extravagantly onto the arm of the sofa. She
looks just like she did that night at the PPS party. I remember it
well. I was in the middle of a self-conscious jock-strap scamper
across the Dionysian scene. My flogger was late and I didn’t know
what to do to with myself. And that’s when gorgeous, naked Joanna,
posed perfectly on the back of the worn out sofa in a cloud of
hookah smoke, generously called out my name and motioned me over.
I’d reluctantly squished my left butt cheek onto the far edge of
the sofa cushion, joining the ranks of her other admirers. Men,
women, MTF’s, FTM’s, the works - were scattered about the wicked
vamp, hanging on her every firmly articulated, sharply accented
word.

Women. I dislodge the television in a sweaty grumble and lug it down
the front steps. Why am I so powerless to
these chicks? I should move to Texas where women know their
place. I lower an edge of the TV to the
curb. Standing up to straighten my sore back, I stare at the
impossibly small trunk of my Rav4.

 


-----

 


“OK, bud,” the man says as he screeches away
from the curb of my half-moved-into house across the city, “you’re
on your own.”

I’d managed to get this
one dude’s help unloading a few boxes by placing a series of
Craigslist ads, but even that
didn’t come easy. It took three separate attempts
and thirty dollars at the Starbucks T-Mobile hotspot.

Post One: Subject: Guy
Needs Help Moving. Responses: Zero

Post Two: Subject: Hot Guy
Needs Help Moving. Responses: Zero.

Post Three: Subject: Big
Dicked White Dude Needs Help Moving. Responses: Three very young
Asian boys and a shifty-eyed ball-capped divorcé from the South
Bay. The latter seemed eager to help until he realized the
immensity of the job and my disinterest in christening my new pad
with a fraught quickie. “Look,” I say as I cradle the box in one
arm and fumble with my keys, “I’ll give you some bone later if you
just help me out here. We’re on a serious schedule. We’ve
got to finish this move
today.”

“We?”

“Well, my roommate and
me.”

“Well why isn’t
he helping
out?”

“Well, it’s a
she,” I say. “I guess
she’s not the moving kind.”

“Ha! Been there,” he says.
“You’re on your own, buddy. Call me when you want to mess
around.”

Hours later, my body is
aching and my head is about to explode. “You know the problem with
Justin,” I mimic Dani into the dashboard, “is that he’s got such a
big ego!” I turn off Lincoln, blazing toward the old house. “Sorry,
my back’s out,” I mimic Zap. “I can’t help with the move today.” I
screech to a halt, put the car in reverse, and start to back it
into the driveway when-

CRUNCH!

I pull a few inches
forward, pull up the E-brake, and get out of the car.

Oh fuck-

As I walk down the
sidewalk toward the back of the Rav, tiny pieces of red and gold
plastic shine up at me. This did NOT just
happen.

Chunks of reflector get
larger and larger as I inch forward, step by dreadful step. Then,
the sickening realization overtakes my body like the onset of the
twenty-four hour flu.

“Dude!” Zap yells from the
stairs, her eyes wide like giant chips on a cookie-fresh face. “You
just hit the neighbor’s car.”

 


 



Chapter
Twelve

 


San Francisco

“Eight hundred dollars,” I
stare at the estimate for my neighbor’s Acura, “How in the hell am
I gonna pay for-” And that’s when it hits me. A thirty year old white male with eight inches between his
legs has more marketing power than tap shoes for a dance portal,
glow sticks for a rave site, or just about anything else for that
matter. At least in this town!

I log onto craigslist to
take my “Help the Hung Guy Move” post to the next level. My new ad
starts off the same as any other ad in any other city: “Six feet,
two-hundred pounds, masculine, athletic, blah, blah, blah.” But
then I add a short, heartfelt anecdote:

 


Okay, so here’s the deal. I
had a little accident while I was moving last week and I am now
suffering from a little cash flow issue. Guys love blowing me and I
love getting head, but there seems to be more of you than me out
there. So I’m suggesting a donation of a hundred dollars. That way,
if I get enough people to donate to the cause, I can stay in San
Francisco. I really like it here.”

 


The ad works! It’s an electronic frenzy.
That night I hammer my pillow to an ecstatic pulp in anticipation
of the next day’s work. “Yeeee-hawww!”

“This is amazing,” I say,
thumbing through the bills in Zap’s bedroom doorway. “One hundred,
two hundred, three hundred,” I count the bills into my open hand.
“A business man with a wedding ring, some old dude in Twin Peaks.
I’ve been covering more ground than the pizza boy on Super Bowl
Sunday!”

“Really?” she says. “Wow. And how are you
holding up?”

“Pretty good. Actually,
great. I’ve got a one-BJ-a-day limit,” I say proudly. “Four
hundred, five hundred, six- I swear, Zap, I’ve been all over this
city, and, I don’t know, I just feel so alive. So
relaxed!”

“That’s great,” she says
unenthusiastically.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“I’ll be fine,” she sighs
and looks up from her open book bag. “Just relationship
problems.”

“Ah,” I say, vaguely
remembering how hard it was to hang out exclusively with Ryan. “I’m
sorry. Do you feel like taking about it?”

“Nah.”

“Oh,” I pause and look
down. “Do you need me to shut up now?”

“No, silly,” she smiles. “I don’t mind the
chit-chat. As long as you don’t mind my packing. I’m just on my way
out the door.”

“Okay,” I say. The oven
timer beeps. “But hold on a sec.” I run to the kitchen, pull a big
purple mitt over my right hand and grab a batch of ready-mix
blueberry muffins. Shaking them out onto the chopping block, I rip
a paper towel off the caddy and pick one up. “Here,” I say walking
back toward her room. “I got inspired and baked these this
morning.”

“Where’s the
butter?”

“Hold on.” I zip back into
the kitchen to grab a tub of butter and two knives. I throw them
onto the dining table. “So hey, you know what else is so
interesting about this whole thing?”

“What’s that?”

“Well the guys that I’m
meeting are more direct and honest than guys my age.”

“Maybe it’s because they’re shelling out
cash,” Zap says listlessly as she zips her book bag, “Money always
brings intention to otherwise ambiguous situations.”

“I guess,” I say, “but I
really don’t know what’s so ambiguous about knob-gobbling. Oh well,
ain’t no big thing.” I rip open the steaming muffin and dollop the
butter. “Hey, by the way, I’ve only got two more appointments to go
and I’m all paid up.”

“Cool,” she says as she
makes her way over to the table. Still clearly preoccupied, she
picks up her muffin, stashes it in her backpack, and walks out the
door.

 


Craig’s List Blow Job #7

“You know, I changed my mind,” he says. “You
can keep the hundred bucks. I’m sorry.” Steve is my age. Like me,
he was imported to the Bay Area during the boom and now has been
floundering around the city for weeks with a declining severance
package and way too much free time on his hands. During a brief
conversation we just had on the couch, we discovered that we had
even more in common. We both worked in furniture. Then in
high-tech. Then laid off. For me, anonymity was flying out the
window and we were becoming fast friends. Maybe even partners in
crime like Dani or Zap. But as each similarity presented itself,
Steve’s enthusiasm visibly waned. Until it finally began to dawns
on me that I was supposed to be Someone Else. Someone Different.
Someone Not Him. Someone Not Real. Someone like…Cole.

“Really,” says Steve,
holding out a crisp $100 bill, “I can’t do this now that I know so
much about you.” My shoulders drop and I stare down dejectedly at
my worn sneakers. But then I remember something. Seven blow jobs
ago, my friend Chip, the reigning king of meth and lies, told me to
use the name Cole Scott while I was out there hustling up my car
accident money. I hadn’t used it before now – hadn’t really needed
it – but now I get it. For Cole, self-doubt does not exist. Cole
knows exactly what this laid off white boy needs. Cole knows that
having things in common isn’t what Steve wants. Being
human isn’t what Steve
wants. “Look dude,” says Cole, grabbing the bill, stuffing it into
his pocket, “you and I both know you wanna blow me.”

Steve’s mouth blasts open in shock before
settling into a naughty grin.

“Come on,” Cole pulls him
off the sofa by the arm and leads him to the bedroom. “You know the
drill. On your knees.” Power trumps
attraction, Cole thinks as he guides
Steve’s face into his crotch. Power trumps
everything. I can seduce ANYBODY.

 


Craig’s List Blow Job #8

Only a hundred dollars to
go and the accident is paid for in full. The fog mixes into the
heavy clouds creating a new kind of darkness over the city. I look
up at the deserted two-story office building. Can this be it? Lightning strikes –
the rarest of occurrences in the Bay Area. It’s as if I’m in some
sort of horror film. Adrenaline pumps through my veins. I pull over
to the curb and dial the number again.

“The door’s unlocked,
Cole,” says the stranger. His voice is deep and calm. Sexy, even.
“Come on in.”

Wouldn’t it be ironic to
die on my last gig? I think as I walk past
the dark shadow of a reception desk. Running my hands down a narrow
hall, I turn through the first door on my right.

It’s pitch black in the room. My hip bumps
against something. I stop in my tracks.

“Hello, Cole,” says the
voice.

“Frank?”

“You’re standing beside a dentist’s chair,”
he says. “You just hit the tool tray.”

“Oh! That explains
it.”

I extend my arms, feeling
around blindly, but the back of my hand jams into cold steel. I
pull back again and wait.

“Would you like a beer?”

“Sure,” I say. “Was there a power outage
from the storm?”

He doesn’t answer.
I should really stop asking questions. If I’d
learned anything during yesterday’s appointment, it was to stop
asking so many damned questions. “This is
cool,” I nervously change the subject before he can answer. “Sorta
like a parlor game.”

“Did you see the reception desk out there?”
he says.

“I think so,” I say, recalling a muted light
shining onto a countertop.

“Well, there’s a
mini-fridge beneath it,” he says. “Why don’t you go grab us a
couple of cold ones.”

I feel my way back down the
hall and pull the handle on the fridge. The tiny bulb illuminates a
six pack of Pacifico. The sight of bottled beer puts me instantly
at ease. Beer always reminds me of sunny, sudsy, summer days filled
ball games and barbecues - the ones on TV commercials.

I step carefully back into
to dark hallway with the two bottles. As I turn into the room,
lightning shoots through the blinds and floods the room with light.
The dental chair is empty but just before the light fades to black,
I catch a glimpse of a large man standing against the wall on the
far side of the room.

“Why don’t you get into the
chair?” he says in the dark. “Take a load off.”

I walk around the residual
light imprint of the chair’s perimeter and hop up into the seat. I
scoot back and carefully slide the beers onto the retractable
table.

“You lie back,” the voice
is closer now, hovering, enveloping me. There is a buzzing whirr
beneath my legs. Blood slowly pours through my neck and into my
head. I am being reclined.

“Now open your eyes,” he
says as the chair comes to an upside-down halt. “But don’t lift
your head.”

My eyes slowly adjust to
the darkness and I can barely make out my own shadowed reflection
in the metallic lamp. “Now,” he says as his strong, soft fingers
slowly unbutton my jeans, “you just relax. You’ve had a hard
day.”

 


Fifteen minutes later

“I own this building,”
Frank proclaims as he clicks on the light and returns to raise my
chair. He is surprisingly handsome, a big guy with a Mediterranean
face and dark moustache. I have no idea why he was hiding in the
shadows during the procedure. Did he not
want me to see him?

“This is just one of the
businesses I own,” he says.

“You’re my eighth
customer!” I happily ascend to upright. “I can finally pay back my
neighbor!”

“I have a big ranch up near
Santa Rosa,” he goes on. “Lots of dogs. You like dogs?”

“I love dogs.” I think of
Pantz and the tongue trick. “I drive past Santa Rosa all the time
on my way up to see my friends.”

“Well, great then,” he says, “If you want to
come up sometime, you’re most welcome.”

“Well Frank,” I say,
finding it much easier to channel Cole than with the last guy. “I
gotta tell ya’. I feel like a million bucks right now. You’re
super-talented with that mouth of yours. And I do love the country.
I might just take you up on that offer.”

 


The Next Day

I am counting my eight
hundred dollars out onto the living room floor when there’s a
rustling at the door. Pantz jerks up, nearly rips a hundred dollar
bill in half with her big brown paw, and starts woofing
wildly.

“Settle down, Pantz,” I
say, retrieving the stack of crinkled junk mail from the box. “It’s
just the mailman.” I rip open the only three in the stack. “I was
so busy trying to pay for the accident I forgot there were
my regular things! Overdue car note. Overdue Visa. Overdue
Mastercard.”

Pantz squishes her butt
into my leg while I open my laptop. “I know,” I rub her back with
my foot. “Time for a new post, huh?”

But before I get started, I check my
email.

 


You have been flagged for
solicitation.

Sincerely Yours, the Craigslist team

 


“New plan, Pantz,” I say as
I google a list of adult film companies and construct an email with
quick links to my music.

Subject: Music for Your Film

But before I hit the Send
button, something tells me I should attach a couple of photographs.
You know, to cover all bases. You know, just in case. Then I edit
the subject line.

Subject: Music for Your Film…or Me for Your
Film

 


-----

 


“Well, the cold hard truth
is,” the Manretary plunks down a black binder on the desk between
us, “you’ve got two choices in this world. You either sell your
soul or you sell your ass.”

“Oh,” I say, instantly
taken aback by his particular color of jade. I don’t know why, but
I sort of hoped my interview might be one big sexy party full of
hot guys cheering and throwing money at me when I walked through
the front door.

“The industry’s not what it
used to be,” he continues. “Guys like you are dime a
dozen.”

“Gotcha,” I say, for lack of a better
response.

“Well,” he says, “You wanna
know what it takes to be in our movies?”

“Sure.” I feel small and hokey.

“Well, here’s how it works,” he says, “First
you get some new pictures taken. We have an in-house photographer
that’d be happy to photograph you for the small fee of one hundred
dollars. Once you’ve done that, we’ll put you in the book.” He
opens the binder to the first page and slides it toward me.

I turn the plastic covered
photos: odd-looking biological males with glossy, gym-toned chests
and distant expressions. I suck in my
stomach, sit up, and turn slightly to the left. Chin down, eyes up.

“Once you’ve paid for your
spot in the book, you will be put into a random rotation of guys
that are called in for one of our weekly amateur orgies. We film
those here in the studio and market the tapes to the public in
another series with a more independent feel.” He stops for a
moment, taps his pencil on the desk, first slowly, then faster, and
continues. “Of course you won’t actually be paid for your role in the independent
film - it’s just your chance to be seen by one of our primary
directors. If you can maintain a smile and an erection and
ejaculate while getting gang-banged, we’ll move your photo up
closer to the front section of the book. That way your chances to
be picked will be much greater.”

“Hmmmm,” I say.

“You wanna think about it?” He takes the
book from my hands.

“Uh, yea,” I stammer as I
shift in my chair. I feel defeated for a moment but then I remember
my original idea and get a second wind. “What about the music?” I
say eagerly. “I have a CD for you, just in case you didn’t get a
chance to download it from the links I sent you.” I twirl a CD
sampler in my hands, one I spent all night specifically crafting
for this occasion. Dark synth pads washing over slow-thumping
grooves, a sexy, surreal background that “I just
know you guys could
use.”

“Uh, thanks anyway,” he pulls back his
manicured hands. “That’s already taken care of in-house.”

“Jesus, when did porn turn all corporate?” I
mumble, “Next thing you’ll be outsourcing to India.”

“Excuse me?” he snips.

“Nothing.”

“Nice to have met you,” he says.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Call me if you decide you want to do
it.”

Back to the drawing board.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Santa Rosa

 


The grey-brown Aussie Shepherd breaks out of
the kennel and leaps into my arms. The rest of the imprisoned pack
howls in envy.

“What’s his name?” I yell as he burrows his
furry little head into the crook of my neck.

“Whatever you want it to be,” Frank says as
he flips the latch of the kennel. “It’s yours.”

“He’s got one blue eye and one brown,” I
hold his head still and press my nose against his. His rear end
wags madly. I put him down and he runs twice around my feet, then
down one side of the long swimming pool and back again.

“Welcome home.” Frank beams big white teeth
beneath a thick black moustache.

I really love it when
people say Welcome Home. Mi casa es su casa. What’s mine is yours,
etcetera and so on. I get it. Grok it. Even
so, I’m surprised at the immediacy of Frank’s warm hospitality,
given his massive spread – not to mention the circumstances under
which we met. Christ, he doesn’t know anything about me yet! What
if I’m a robber?

Frank had called me earlier that day, just
one hour after I’d left the pornographer’s office. “So, are you
gonna take me up on my offer?” he’d said. “Meet the dogs, check out
the vineyard.”

“Sure,” I’d answered. “I can spare a few
hours.”

“How was your drive?” Frank flips up the
back of a forest green Smith & Hawken lounge chair and pounds
away a thick coat of dust.

“Good,” I rip open the Velcro strap of my
sandals and step out onto the sun-warmed deck. “You’re further out
than I’d expected,” I say, walking over toward the small diving
board at the deep end of the pool, “but then again I’m used to
long, windy roads. I think I told you, I have friends up
north.”

“You did,” says Frank, wiping giant sweat
beads from his brown forehead with a hanky.

“Maybe you can meet them sometime,” I say,
plopping down onto the plank to dangle my feet into the pool. I
look up and inhale an immense breath of clean, country air. Just
beyond the pool is a vineyard. Beyond that, rolling green hills
stretch on for miles.

“Isn’t this just
inconceivably beautiful?”
he gushes.

“Sure is,” I drag my focus across the valley
and up a mountain until it lands on a strange black shape slowly
moving down the slope. “What’s that out there?”

“Cows,” says Frank. “Keep watching. That
shape will change, and before you know it, it’ll separate and break
off into individual black and white dots. In about an hour we’ll
have bovines right up at the edge of the property.”

“Looks sort of like an amoeba from here.” As
I watch, I realize just how quiet it is, like the grass has
absorbed all sound, sucked it right out of the air. It’s like
there’s cotton in my ears. “Very cool.”

The puppy bats his paw at a lizard near a
copper urn.

“So I was thinking we’d just stick around
the house tonight,” says Frank. His voice is smooth and deep and
seductive like Barry White’s. “You know, lie low.”

I look over at Frank. His thick, furry
moustache floats above his jumbo lip, reminding me of his talents
in the dental chair. My dick bobs against the zipper of my cargo
shorts. I stare down between my legs at the reflection of my face,
which is framed between my dangling toes.

Another face ripples onto the surface of the
water next to mine. Ayla. Beautiful, expressionless Ayla. It’s been
weeks since I’ve seen her. I called Dani’s cabin several times
during the Craig’s List frenzy, but she never called me back. “Well
I was planning to head up North,” I say, my eyes glued to the pool,
to Ayla’s Mona Lisa smile. “You see, there’s this girl that I just
met that I-”

“Maybe you can play some of your music for
me,” he interrupts.

I pause, shocked that Frank
remembers my raison d’etre, shocked that I even told him my raison d’etre. My head’s
been in such a tailspin. I don’t know who I tell what these days. I
kick the surface of the water, erasing Ayla. She doesn’t need to be
here right now, doesn’t need to see this.

“Are you serious? You know, Frank, you can’t
say things like that to an artist and not expect them to-”

“I’ve got to see if your talent holds up to
your good looks, don’t I?” He scoots up to the edge of the
chair.

“I think I have a couple of CDs in my
computer bag,” I answer, popping up from the plank. “I’ll go get
them.”

“Hold on. Hold on.” Frank pushes himself off
the lounge chair. “Before you get your CDs, I need to show you the
stereo system.” Quick, jerky motions deliver him to a wall of
sliding glass doors that separate the main house from the pool.

“Come on, boy,” I call out to the puppy as I
follow Frank toward the house. “Leave the lizard alone!”

“Oh hey,” Frank slides the heavy glass door
open. “I forgot to mention. No dogs in the house.”

I squeeze in behind Frank, block the puppy
with my foot, and slide the door shut between us.

Frank leads me directly to a small hallway
closet. “These switches are supposed to feed audio to the pool
house, east wing, west wing, second floor, main offices, and living
room,” he explains, pointing to a control panel. “I haven’t had the
chance to program it with my music yet. I just don’t seem to have
the brains for this new technology.”

“Yeah, well,” I say, “to be honest with you,
I’ve never really seen anything like this either. I’m a portable
kind of guy.” I wink, proud of my bohemian self-reliance.

“Oh?” his pitch elevates several octaves and
his eyes widen, as if he’s shocked at my dismissal of his request,
“I just figured that while you were here you could-”

“Maybe I can take a look at
it sometime,” I say, quickly retracting, running my hands over the
complex, multi-numbered touch pad.

“I’d like that,” Frank’s tone eases back
into a deep, smooth, everything-is-under-control timbre. “Okay
then,” he enthusiastically turns toward the living room, “let me
show you the rest of the place.” Frank’s colossal upper body tips
forward and he careens, first slowly, then faster - and still
faster - across two hundred plus feet of Italian tile. The puppy
skips and yaps along the outside of the glass.

“What a room!” My echo ricochets from a
massive Chinese vase to a mirrored wall before settling into the
pillows of a gargantuan white sectional.

“It was hard to find big enough furniture,”
he points at an oversized chair in the corner. “Everything gets
dwarfed so easily in here.”

“I can see that.”

We finally reach the end of the room.

“So now you’ve seen the main house, the
sculpture garden, the vineyard, the wine cellar, and the kennel.”
Frank jolts his head toward me. “I’ll show you the servant’s
quarters some other time. I think Braxton is home, but I’d hate to
disturb him on his day off. Here, let me show you the kitchen.”

We turn the corner and enter an
industrial-sized kitchen made up of a wood block island, two
massive stainless steel refrigerators, four state-of-the-art ovens,
and an assortment of hanging pots, pans, and cutlery.

“Damn,” I say, thinking of my microscopic
crumb stash in the city. “Never realized how poor I was until
today, Frank. Your kitchen makes me want to roll up my sleeves and
cook something right now.”

“It does?” Frank’s bushy eyebrows fly into
two inverted Vs. “That’s great news because I just went to the
farmers’ market. I’m all stocked up and ready for you, buddy.”

 


-----

 


“Did I tell you my mom used to cook Lebanese
food?” I say, chopping a giant onion in half. “We lived in real
small apartments and she worked a lot, but that never stopped her
from cooking. I never really learned to make all the recipes but
I’d bet it’s in my blood.”

“I’d sure love to see that sometime.” he
opens a cupboard and pulls out a wooden shelf that bustles with
fresh bell peppers, onions, cucumbers, and tomatoes. “I love Middle
Eastern food too. But let’s start you off simple tonight.”

“Alright.” I dab my stinging eyes.

Frank leans against the kitchen island and
slowly lines the bottom of a glass pan with giant hunks of
marinated steak. “Tell you what,” he says, “I’ll barbeque this meat
if you can whip us up a great big salad.”

“Duuuuude, you’re speakin’ my language.” I
break into an involuntary jig, spinning a large wooden serving
spoon around my head like a baton. “We are sooo feasting!”

“Glad you’re happy,” says Frank.

“Seriously man, my head is spinning.” I pull
two humongous bell peppers out of a basket and plop them onto the
chopping block. “I’m overwhelmed by how many cool things there are
to do around here.”

“That makes me real happy to hear.” Frank
sets his dark green oven mitts on the stainless steel surface of
the island.

“Absolutely,” I say. “This is such a far cry
from my tiny room in the city. It’s like I have space to breathe. I
want to chop tomatoes, program the stereo, fix the pool pump, and
oh – I almost forgot.” I shove my lips into the glass bong that he
handed me a few moments ago, inhale through the bubbles, and blow
it straight up. “Play my music for you. How’m I gonna get to all of
this?”

Frank chuckles as he hands me a big,
man-size glass of Chardonnay, “Don’t worry, Cole. We’ve got all the
time in the world.”

Cole? I think to myself as I grab the long, sturdy stem and hold the
glass up to the light. Cole?
But I don’t say a word.

 


Whisper Creek

“Wow,” Dani huffs across the shadows of her
darkening living room. “A vineyard? Guess some things never
change.”

“Whaddaya mean?” I ask, stiffening myself
for another one of her hormonal slams.

“People are always rolling out the red
carpet for you,” she says, forcibly ejecting each syllable. “Guys
are always making you these massive offers. Not everybody’s life is
like that, you know.”

“I guess.” I suddenly feel
uneasy, remembering the time in L.A. when that mega-producer tried
to plug me into Hollywood. I spent six weeks being ushered up and
down red carpets, sandwiched between A-list celebrities and a
gaggle of boy toys. I’d never been a big fan of mainstream media
and I was doing well at my new furniture job, so I didn’t
understand what he was getting at when he said, “What do you want
to do with your life?” Even so, I went through the motions,
especially since everyone around me seemed so excited about what
was being offered. I attended the Interview
with a Vampire premiere. I watched a Dolly
Parton birthday slideshow. I demonstrated snowboard maneuvers to
Warren Beatty and Annette Bening on David Geffen’s back porch. I
threw back a few cold ones with Nick Cage and Brad Pitt. (Brad,
you’re so cool. Sometimes I think you’re the only one that
really gets me.
Well, you and Madonna. Sigh.) In any case, I’d eventually extracted
myself from the scene and jumped onto the information superhighway.
Now, five years later, with my dignity hanging by a thread, I’m not
so sure about these choices. Now, five years later, I wonder if I
should have done something differently. Five years later, I am
painfully aware of my increasingly desperate situation. I need
money. Pronto.

“I’m hoping this one’s different, Dani.” I
pause, searching her bloated face for a sign of approval. She looks
distracted, like she can’t focus on our conversation, but I keep
talking. “Anyway, the food, the wine, the weed,” I say. “People are
just so cool up here in NorCal. They enjoy life instead of working
all the time! Sure, Frank may be rich, but deep down I think he’s
one of us – an authentic person.”

“Cool, dude,” says Ayla, stirring cous cous
behind me in the kitchenette that’s even tinier than the one Zap
and I share in the city. “I dunno why you don get more excited
about dis,” she says.

“I am,” I say, peeking into
the pan. “I guess. I mean, we’ve had some nice times so far. His
house is amazing. And he did
give me a puppy.”

“A puppy?” Jeremy pokes his head into the
window behind Ayla’s head. “Where’s a puppy?”

I walk over and hold out my fist. Jeremy and
I bump knuckles through the small kitchen window. “I had to leave
the pooch at Frank’s. Dude’s got a whole kennel and
everything.”

“No shit!” Sweaty and tool-belted, Jeremy
drops back down to the deck and resumes the scouring of the steel
horse trough that will be eventually used for the birth tub.

“He must be a breeder or something,” Dani
spits crankily as she makes her way toward us, “with all those
dogs.” She turns sideways and squeezes her big belly between Ayla
and me in an attempt to get to the bathroom, which is absurdly
located on the far side of the tiny kitchen. Ayla bends forward,
leans over the stove, and holds her hair up over the heating
coils.

“Son of a bitch!” Dani blurts out as she
disappears into the pint-sized bathroom and clicks the door shut.
“Why are there so many fucking people in my house?”

Ayla stands up to calmly and patiently
smooth her hair back down the sides of her head. “Dis be done in
twenty minute,” she covers the simmering pot. “You wan sit on da
porch for a bit?”

“Sure.” I turn around and open the glass
doors, walk past Jeremy and the tub. I lay a towel down on the deck
and motion for Ayla to sit beside me.

As usual, the abrupt
silence of the outdoors is a shocker. I slow myself down and think
of the nature that lies a hundred yards in front of our dangling
legs. By day, I know it well. Thousands of sound-sucking pine trees
climb up the slope of a huge mountain. But I haven’t been up here
and haven’t soaked in those springs in weeks, so my head is a
traffic jam of voices. I’ve got
to fill the silent space between Ayla and me, got
to say something.
“So,” I start from where we left off inside, “the thing with Frank
is that he just seems so lonely up there.”

“Of course,” she says. “No community for
him. Tsk tsk tsk.” She makes a clicking sound and softly nods her
head.

“What do you mean?”

“Well das what happen,” she says. “The only
way rich to have people around is to pay dem or promise dem
sumting. Poor have different situation. We gotta plug in and adapt
to oder people situations. We gotta change a lot.”

“Tell me about it,” I say. “But plugging
into someone else’s life full-time? Come on! That’s nearly
impossible, don’t you think?”

“Well for full time, yeah, dude. For me is
impossible. Unless you a baby being born, how can you just arrive
at anoder’s life and be happy? Dat’s why I go for community,” she
says.

I kick my feet in front of me into the dark
space, once, twice, three times.

“In Costa Rica I live in rainforest wit
people dat cook and eat togeder,” she continues. “We go to beaches,
and listen trance music and dance. But at night we go to camps
alone. Separate. You like it there I think. Always people around.
Eberybody help survive. Eberybody make art. They so beautiful, my
family.”

“Damn.” I say, “Sounds awesome.”

“Maybe you come some day wit me.”

“Definitely,” I say.

“Who left the stove on?” Dani barks from the
kitchen.

“Ay,” says Ayla, shooting a tired glance at
me. She gets up from the deck and walks back inside. “Okay, okay!”
Her voice fades into the room as she closes the sliding door behind
her. “I still cooking, Dani.”

 


The Estate

On my first visit to the
mansion, three short days ago, I stretched my headphones onto
Frank’s XL skull and watched my enthusiastic and thoughtful
audience of one. I watched his hefty arms bounce, zeroed in on his
thick fingers as they tapped the ornate carvings of the dining
table’s edge. I leaned forward, putting my ear close to the outside
of the headset, noting which part of the piece he was responding
to, which sounds were eliciting which emotions. Besides Ayla,
there’d been nobody else - I’d been alone with my music for so
long, for so many years. Frank’s eyes lit up, which lit me up, and
by the end of the third track I was beside myself, so filled up
with creation, gratitude, and artistic egomania that I lugged my
big dong right out onto the mahogany table next to his Michelin Man
hand. He looked up at me in awe and I knew in that instant that I’d
erased all fifty-something years and three-hundred-something pounds
of his power with one single gesture. Putty
in my hands.

Now I am back in Frank’s pool, floating on a
raft, looking up at a single, circling hawk in the perfect blue
sky. My new puppy, Popper, dozes on the sun-drenched diving
board.

“You were working as a waitress in a
cocktail bar when I met you,” I sing along to the Human League,
which pipes over the newly programmed stereo system and floats
across still blue water, neatly backdropping the reconstructed old
world ambience with a touch of nostalgic retro-futurism.

“Can I get you an iced tea?” The voice
jostles me from my trophy-boy techno-pop haze. “Or maybe a
cocktail?” I tilt my head and catch a sideways glance of Manservant
Braxton. He’s thirty-five-ish, blond like me, and sports a goofy
Swedish accent.

I hold up a finger, signaling Braxton to
wait while I finish the verse, “I picked you out and shook you up
and turned it around, turned you into someone new.” I put my finger
down and say, “You know, I never really listened to the words of
this song and I’ve been singing along to it for years. Kind of
appropriate. Sure, I’ll take an iced tea.”

Braxton disappears into the main house and
returns a few moments later, placing a glass next to the pool’s
edge. I slowly crawl across the pool’s surface in my raft, using my
hands as flippers.

“Mister says he will be back at dinner
time.” Braxton stares down at me, unsmiling. “He says to make
yourself at home. I need to go to town to get some supplies. If you
need anything, you can call me on my cell phone. The number is on
the refrigerator.”

“You look funny from this
angle, Brax,” I say, staring up past his pointy chin, into his
nostrils. I wonder why he seems so unhappy.
How can anyone not be happy all the time up here? I wonder what HIS
story is.

A few songs later, I roll off into the pool
and frog-kick to the shallow end, where I bounce up and shake the
water from my head. Popper scampers over to lick the tops of my
chlorinated toes as I grab an oversized white towel from the huge
stack next to the sliding glass door. “Come on, boy,” I say.
“Follow me. But stay off the furniture.” My bare feet slap against
the travertine as I make my way through the dining room, then the
kitchen. I grab an apple from a volcano of shiny fruit and poke my
head into the spare office. Three massive desktop computers line
the wall. The one on the far left is downloading my works in
progress. “Come on Popper,” I say, coaxing him toward the living
room.

When we finally make it to the East Wing, I
poke my head into the first bedroom on the right. Stacks of
unwrapped framed art clutter up a queen sized bed and the walls
around it. And just beyond that, the master bedroom: an explosion
of lavender, maroon, black, and velvet. The bed is unmade. I wonder
if Brax forgot to make it, or if he even does that.

Popper is hot on the trail of a mystery
scent in the corner when my eye catches a photo on the end table. A
picture of another guy. The winter version of me! He sits on a
chairlift with a snowboard firmly attached to his booted feet,
Volcom beanie pulled back, and flecks of snow collecting on a blond
wave of hair.

“That’s my ex-partner,” Frank startles me
from the doorway. “He’s dead.”

“Popper, no!” The puppy jumps out from
behind the hamper and bolts toward Frank with his rear end swinging
manically. “Sorry Frank, I let him in by accident. Here, let me put
him back in the kennel.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he
says. “I’ll get him. Here, poochie poochie.” Frank walks over
toward the sliding glass door and straddles the opening. His
pleated pants blow in the gust of wind and for the first time, I
notice his legs. They are thin, like sticks. I have no idea
how they hold up his huge
frame. “Cookie cookie,” coos Frank in a baby voice, holding an
empty fisted hand on the other side. Popper looks up at
me.

“Go on,” I urge. “It’s okay. It’s just
Frank.”

Popper trots past Frank’s legs, who quickly
yanks the door shut.

Popper cocks his head on the other side of
the glass.

“Aha!” yells Frank as he sits down on the
edge of his bed, throwing his empty hands into the air. “Freedom
looked good for a minute, doggy, but now you’re not so sure.”

I like Frank. He’s got a
nice combination of soul, class, and brains. His money gives him a
sense of power that most folks never experience, a sort of
confidence only rivaled by cocky dudes like me. “Actually Frank,
the promise of a
cookie sounded good,” I say, calling him on his sadistic little
game, “But you lied – you never intended to-”

“Jack was your age when he passed away,” he
says as he picks up the photograph. “He looked almost exactly like
you.” Tears well up in the corners of his big black eyes and for a
moment he looks like a Broadway actress.

“I’m real sorry,” I shake my head, trying to
adjust to his warp-speed emotional switch.

He puts down the photograph and struggles to
upright himself. “He’s been gone for almost three years now.”

“I’ve never lost anyone to
death,” I say as I step toward him with outstretched arms. “Guess I
haven’t been in one place long enough.” Frank leans, then falls,
into me. I can’t quite grasp my hands behind him so instead I
flatten my palms against his back and squeeze. He immediately
starts to shudder. Is he crying?
I continue to hold him. He melts into me. His silk
shirt rubs against my bare chest. I take a deep breath. His cologne
is end-of-the-day weak and infused with a light scent of
sweat.

Frank breathes in as well, and in the moment
of ensuing silence, I look at the puppy’s sad eyes through the
window. No cookie. No love. Just a pane of unforgiving glass for
his cold, wet nose.

Memories of lies and manipulation drift like
dark clouds in my head.

I will them away, force them down.

Awareness will do nothing for me here.

Consciousness is a joke.

I am Cole. Cole Scott, bunny in the Hefner
mansion, freshly polished gold artifact swaddled in a white, fluffy
towel.

Frank’s tears, suspiciously crocodilian,
bounce off of my suntanned shoulders and the towel slips down to
the floor.

Popper yaps and claws at the sliding glass
door.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

San Francisco

“Wow, looks like
someone got some sun!” Zap
touches the tip of my nose as I squeeze past her through the front
door. “How was your time up North?”

“Oh jeez, between Frank’s place and Axis, I
must have spent a whole week floating around like some sort of
trust-fund hippie.”

“Must be nice,” she says with a poke. “Oh,
hey that reminds me, Just-A-Boy, rent’s due in a week.”

“I know,” I sass defensively as I make a
beeline to the dining table to fire up my laptop.

I open up my Quicken
program. “Two hundred thirty three dollars. Crap.” I grab my cell
phone to access the saved messages I’d ignored all week. Steeling
myself, I return a phone call from the second of three porn
companies that had answered my original spam.

 


-----

 


“The industry’s up in arms
over our videos,” says the charming, silver-haired gentleman, “but
we continue to outsell all of the other companies. Even the big
ones.” He seemed genuinely surprised at his own success, and his
enthusiasm was catchy. He’d asked me a series of personal questions
in his cozy, Russian Hill flat and since all signs pointed toward
non-judgment, I’d quickly gotten my gab on, barraging him with my
own theory of masculine identity politics and a bunch of stuff I’d
learned from Zap. I swear, Perverts are such good
listeners.

Turns out I’m a good
listener too, and now it’s his turn to share.

“It’s something I had to
come to terms with long ago,” he continues. “Nobody wants to see
condoms, so I shoot bareback scenes.”

“I guess I can understand
that,” I say. “I mean, bottom line, it is business. Personally I really
like vintage films. The guys were more natural back then. Not so
weird looking, ya’ know? Maybe it’s all the processed food we eat
these days, and all the desk jobs. Hey, by the way, do you test
your models for HIV?”

“Well, we’re not a medical facility,” he
says. “So no. I do my best to pair negative with negative and
positive with positive, but I can only do so much.”

I shift uncomfortably in my chair.

“Just like in the real
world,” he says, “honest disclosure is a matter of personal choice,
up to the individual.”

“Yeah, I guess you never
really know, huh?” I reach down to the coffee table and pick up the
box for his latest release: Hell Hole IX:
The Path of No Resistance.

“Guess ya’ don’t.” The man
stands up to look out at his small city view. Two beige buildings
frame a narrow sliver of glistening bay. “Something for you to
consider.”

“Yeah,” I say numbly. “And
uh,” I continue, trying to hide my reluctance about being his next
big SuperSlut, “did you get a chance to hear my music?”

“Well I really like your
music a lot, Justin,” he says after a short pause, “but to be
honest, it would drown out the reality of the situations. We try to
make our scenes as real as possible.”

“Oh,” I say, looking down at my shoes. “Even
background music?”

“I’m afraid so,” he says.
“Our viewers would miss the details that way.”

I immediately cringe at
the thought of ripping flesh and girly shrieks, which would pretty
much describe the soundtrack to my
brief foray into anal sex.

“So,” he says, “can I call you for the next
shoot?”

“Actually,” I quickly
gather my discs and stuff them into my backpack, “I’ll be in
touch.” If things get reeeeally
bad, I think as I firmly shake the man’s
hand and walk back out the door, through the cute, quiet
neighborhood, and into to my dirt-blasted Rav.

Holding my financial freak-out at bay, I
head over to Muddy Waters Café on Valencia to escape into sound. It
takes nearly twenty minutes for my laptop to boot, and when I
finally get the program up, the track sputters and pops. My heart
sinks and I click away at the unresponsive screen, in complete
denial of the fact that I cannot possibly edit these tracks until I
get more RAM.

“Damn, dude!” A homeless
guy screeches his chair over from the spectator’s section of the
weekly chess tournament in the corner. “What is all them fancy colors and
shit!?”

“Music,” I say, staring down at the frozen
screen. Normally I’d pounce at the opportunity to blow a junkie’s
mind with my sick-ass grooves, but I can’t even get a decent
playback. “I’m trying to finish up a mix, but I’m almost out of
memory,” I say, dropping my head. “I’ve got five years worth of
music on here and the system’s just about shot.”

My cell phone buzzes. It’s Frank. I take off
my headphones and lay them on the keyboard. “I’ll be right back,” I
say to the homeless guy. “Keep an eye on my crap, will ya’?”

“Hello?” I say, flipping up the receiver as
I swing out the door. As usual, the tiny stretch of sidewalk
between the bus stop and the café is an asylum.

“Hey buddy,” says Frank as I nearly trip
over a wiry black woman and her baby stroller, “some friends and I
are going to dinner tomorrow night at a great new restaurant. Since
you like food so much I figured I’d invite you up. Come by as early
as you like. Tonight even.”

Something is wrong about the way the woman
rocks her child. She shoves and jerks the stroller, bucking it half
way to the street and then jerking it back to the sidewalk between
her scarred legs. Her blue kerchief is pinned tightly to a mat of
dirty dreadlocks and her eyes look crazy. “You stole my thunder,
baby!” she spews. “Stole my motha-fuckin’ thunder!”
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