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Child of theAge

by Robert Campbdll

Colonel Rogers was dead. Bobby Rogers, childettionel's age,
had not known the old man well. Bobby found albdtibeled HORSE
PISS WHISKEY in a bottom drawer of the colonel'sldeat his office,
down in the city. It surprised the boy. He hagareheard his father use
a dirty word or tell a joke. He made the discovdrg day before the
funeral. He put the pint bottle into a big enveldp hide it, to make it
look like the other things in the "valise" — whas Hather's secretary
called it — he packed at his grief-stricken motheequest. At least she
said she was too grief stricken to do anythingugtoBobby didn't really
know what you looked like if you were grief stricke Like his mother
did, most of the time, Bobby decided, diplomatigallLooking at his
father's remains — fresher than life — in the ooffie imagined the bottle,
label up, cradled in the folded hands of the carpste rejected the
thought as unworthy, but it would not go away. fEwdhen Bobby threw
a handful of dirt onto the casket as it was loweirgd the grave, he
imagined the colonel, at the Last Judgment, sooffgring Jesus a
conciliatory nip.

It contributed to Bobby's belief that he was néeligood boys.
What they did was good. He was bad. He didn'dntimat too much. It
gave him room to do things. Like taking the botitls contents untasted,
back with him to Henry-Eliot Academy for Boys.

A little over six weeks later, Bobby came home frima Academy
unexpectedly. He didn't know he was unexpectezthiparent had been
"notified." At Henry-Eliot notification meant thafliss Phillips or her
secretary dialed a number and, if anyone answshedleft a message. It
wasn't as if he'd been expelled for fighting, thHoudiss Phillips had
warned his mother he might be. Bobby didn't dteetfight. What upset
Miss Phillips was that he finished it. She fouhd Horse Piss Whiskey
bottle later. By then it was empty and harmlesgesfifteen boys had
sampled it without a single noticeable effect. 8hd, she said, troubles
enough, and just confiscated the evidence. Beskles was a little
touched at Bobby's explanation that it was an deirl. So he wasn't
expelled for that either, nor was his mother neifi
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Bobby was surprised to find a champagne party agigass, when,
followed by a taxi-driver with a Zapata mustache lét himself into the
front hallway by the unlocked front door. The damdneling seemed,
though nothing had changed, much brighter, anditimg room, where
the party was in progress, was brilliant, compdoethe gloom he knew
and remembered so well. "Angel," his mother cred, bombed and
joyous, "what are you doing here? Oh, never mingi&r grin went
cockeyed. "l got the letter from that old bitcWWho'd you fight? Who
won? Where's my purse?"

Bobby saw it where she usually left it, on a pirtikiri@se platter that
all his life had lain on the huge rosewood tabléhm entry hall, opposite
the staircase. A great mirror hung on the wallielthe table, reflecting
Bobby, a little flushed, surprised at the strangenef his house; his
mother, her elbows flapping as she rushed to erabnan; and Zapata,
swarthy and morose, in a dirty jacket of fake suetitere it is," he said.
"And it wasn't fighting—

"Pay the man," she said, kissing Bobby, as sheyalwal, sloppily
on the lips. "Urn, urn,” she said, as the kiss wadonged. Then she
broke free and looked in the mirror: "Where in therld did you find
him?"

Bobby wasn't sure what the question meant — hatinfinthe driver
been a good or a bad thing? He pulled a ten-dbilaout of the purse,
handed it over, and waited for the two dollars ¢ean The driver
pocketed the bill and let himself out the door. t 'the bus station,”
Bobby said, putting the purse back on the pinkgiat

"You rode the bus? How brave!" A tall man hadrbeard. He
emerged from the conviviality of the living roomr@m that, otherwise,
had left Bobby's entrance unnoticed. He wore argrelvet jacket with
black silk lapels over a frilled shirt, open to tiphisternum. He had an
even, dark tan, and very blond hair in short ritggle

"The next train was Saturday." Bobby thought ih@cessary to say
that Persepolis, Mississippi, had no airport. el@ained, feeling foolish
and not at all brave, in the hall beside his ss#caBut he smiled just a
little in private appreciation of being called beav

"Angel," his mother burbled, "come meet these peoflhis is Mr.
Hapner" — that was the man in the open frilledtshir

"Mona," he said to Bobby's mother, "who is Angel?é looked
down — he was very tall — directly into Bobby's gy€'lf you tell me
your name, Angel, I'll tell you mine."

Bobby was wary. Should he allow anyone besidembiger to call
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him "angel?" But that was just for just a momenWr. Happer, or
whoever, had a quirky smile that, Bobby decided]iked, even if he
was a little faggoty. Coming home this time wagjibeing to be
different from every other time he'd come home befoExciting. An
inarticulatable awareness. "Bobby," Bobby saidl balf smiled back.

"Bobby." Mr. Hapner extended a large hand. "lmndy." He held
Bobby's small hand, enveloping it, pulling the boto the living room.
"Everyone, this is Bobby, Mona's brave angel."

"I know Bobby," said Mrs. Youngblood. Bobby recaggd her.
One of his mother's best friends. He hadn't eeen $o0 much of her tits
before. He tried not to look, then, unable to badlush, looked harder.
Another face was familiar, Mrs. Talbot, who smiletle smiled back;
she didn't have much to look at. The rest of theppe were strange.
Mrs. Youngblood sat in an Empire armchair that rypased much
because it was so uncomfortable. "What are yougddiome from
school?" she asked, staring earnestly. Then Bobkiged that the chair
had a new, bright yellow cushion.

She seemed to want to know, holding him in her elgaght with
expectation. "The water system—" he began.

"How ghastly!" She turned to others for confirnoati then threw
her arms wide, so her nipples almost showed. "Cgive me a kiss.
You're safe now. Can you imagine?" She turnetthéaman next to her,
on the sofa. It, too, was yellow; it had been -biBgds memory fuzzed —
kind of brown. "The poor, poor child." She tookly's kiss on her left
cheek, folding him in so that he almost fell ongr.hHe made it a wet
one — whether by design or accident of being umizald, he himself was
not sure. She brushed it from her cheek, surpriséte grinned,
extricating himself, stared at her cleavage a mamand followed
Jimmy.

Jimmy had gone to a satinwood table which, in abBy's life, had
never before held anything heavier than Nationalgégphic magazines.
Now it held a large silver tray which was litteredth glasses, green
bottles, and what looked like food. Beside it whas brass tub which
always before had contained a small tree, out enwmdowed sun
porch. Now it was full of ice and more bottleg-h&re's nothing to drink
but champagne,” Jimmy said, filling a tulip gla&x take this while you
meet people."

Mona, focused momentarily, said, "He's too youngcftampagne."

"That's your fault, dear thing," Jimmy said. "ldgyou one bottle of
vodka could come in handy." Jimmy rubbed Bobbjisutder gently.

62



"There's also beef tartar and cream cheese wittarcdwt | think you'll
hate them." Bobby thought so too, and while Jinsnmgnd was on his
shoulder, he could see, at his eye level, the ragsgh Jimmy's chest
move. That embarrassed him more than Mrs. Youmgtso tits,
especially when Jimmy saw him looking, and winked.

Then he decided it was okay.

In fact, he felt a soaring feeling of being growmfor the first time,
as if he could do anything he wanted, with the gbagme in his hand,
and his father dead, and his mother bombed, wtliiteny with the
muscular tan chest and the quirky smile introdubed around. The
room, the furniture, Mrs. Talbot and Mrs. Younghldpand all the strange
people seemed to belong to a new and better wokldhad changed
since the funeral and the horse piss, which maybearderstood now,
though why he could not have said. Everyone seeynadger. Even
his mother. Not one man was wearing a tie. Mevags wore ties at
parties before the colonel died. Bobby was weadntie. He had
loosened it on the bus, but tightened it agairhentaxi. Now it choked
him, and he longed to take it off. A sartorialtinst told him that there
was a formality to Jimmy's shirt that made a timagessary. Bobby
envied the bizarre elegance that all the men gbdhty seemed to have.

"Now tell me all about it." Jimmy had finished tletroductions,
returning to the edge of the hallway, which Monal ladbandoned. "What
happened with the water? What school do you gb to?

"Henry-Eliot."

"Good God, child. | went there too. That makeprastically brothers!
Don't tell me. The water tower pump. That's it."

"Yes," Bobby said, and gulped champagne. The tiaste had been
acrid, and the bubbles tickled his nose. But & wlaampagne, and he knew
he was going to like it. He took a larger tasteniake certain.

"The annual letter said it was going to go. I'rsifpeely ashamed! ['ll
send my check in the morning. But what luck! risumht you here. Let
me fill that."

Bobby held out the glass. He was certain. Thgdhate wasn't what he
expected, but Bobby knew, by instinct and expegetitat good stuff could
be odd at first. As long as it didn't taste likersé Piss Whiskey. He was
taking chances at home now. He'd never taken ebasic home before.
"Thank you," he said, following Jimmy to the satond table.

"Let me see," Jimmy eyed the ceiling momentaritgrgouring. "You'd
be in class two — oh yes, with that awful old Miclkardson. Where they
found him, I'll never know. He wasn't there in tipe. No one is now,
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for that matter.”

"I'm in class one."

"But you're so big!" Was that fake awe? Was Jinpuiting him on?
Bobby withheld judgment, guarded. He knew he whitleaabove average,
but not enough for all that, and not from somedgeab Jimmy. "Don't tell
me you're fifteen and not very bright. | couldrear it!"

Bobby liked that. "No," he said, and let himselggle. "I'm
thirteen." He waited out Jimmy's grinned smilenobck relief, then
smiled back. "l don't think I'm very bright, thdu§

"But a good athlete, aren't you? That's ever sahmmore
important.”

"I made the lower house football and track teamthink I'll make
basketball next year. None of the class one bogdenthe basketball
team." Bobby felt very warm, good, and glowinge fihished his glass
of champagne and glanced into the mirror that stmmubsite the front
windows. His skin was flushed and bright; he sthitbeack at the mirror,
admiring his own teeth. He didn't need braces.

"You certainly will," Jimmy said, not having heaBdbby's thought.
"But, Mona!" Bobby's mother had returned from wiverreshe had been.
"These clothes! You can't want him to wear thed®sl clothes here
and, for heaven's sake, now!"

"God, no," said Bobby's mother, munching a cookiequired in
that remote realm she'd wandered in and out of.

"And you want to change, don't you, Bobby?"

Yes, but Bobby couldn't answer that. The diffidt were
insurmountable, humiliating. Instead he glareciat mother who, he
saw now, had betrayed him. "l can't," he saidll hy clothes are like
this."

"Come on," Jimmy said. "We'll be creative. Wgtl to your room
and find something suitable. Here, I'll refill -erly, you're not doing
your job. Keep the corks popping! All right, heve go."

"Jimmy," Mrs. Talbot said irritably, "Bobby's to@yng for you."

Jimmy made a gesture of cleaning a blackboard.péwhe thought
from your vulgar mind, dear. I'm just going to reatke child socially
presentable. Come. Let's examine the closet®fdlothes just like the
ones you're wearing. You see, | take you at yoordweven though |
don't believe it's possible."

Bobby wondered what Mrs. Talbot's wvulgar thought swa
Possibilities excited him. How faggoty was Jimmy®e himself had
nothing but vulgar thoughts, but he didn't know legddid too. Or was
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that why they had adult book stores? He respotmedight push from
Jimmy, picked up his suitcase in the hall, andtfedway upstairs.

The top of the staircase was unchanged, his fatloenate black
desk dominating the broad landing, and the gloontyupe that the
colonel said was called "Desecrating the Altar,'thwsome shocked-
looking people watching a crucifix being knocked afhigh table, was
still ominously in place. Followed by Jimmy, henwn into his room.
The poster that his mother had allowed him to putwas still there,
Prince's glistening body; everything else was acel "Why him?" had
been her only response. Jimmy looked at it a momsaid, "I
understand he sings, too," then he closed the gabhis champagne on
the dresser, and went to the closet. Bobby thotightemark was very
funny, and he giggled, taking a sip of champagnguiet himself — then
giggled again. Jimmy, his back to Bobby, said,®WNost take all of that
off. We'll redo you from the skin out. Hm." Hemmaged among the
hangers and pulled several things out and laid tbama chair, while
Bobby discarded his jacket, tie, and shirt. Logkiat the poster,
inspired, he took off his shoes and trousers, &oads Prince-like. He
wished he had a mirror to see how Prince-like lokdd. Jimmy went to
the dresser and opened drawers, rummaging. Hedob&ck at Bobby.
"Shorts and socks too; they're a ghastly blacke Jdatks are," he added,
in response to Bobby's look. "And no boy wearstlsing under jeans
anymore. And jeans are what you're going to welde"held up a pair.

"And you said all your clothes were like the onesi ywore from
school.”

"Those are too small,” Bobby said, sitting on tiee.b He pulled off
his socks then tensed his muscles for Jimmy.

Jimmy gave him a long look. "Oh you are an athlaten't you?"
He paused, then turned back to the closet. "l $aidhe last time, from
the skin out. The shorts have got to go!"

Bobby felt exhilarated. The excitement settlechis groin. He'd
never been naked and alone with a grown man. Anbéwen in a crowd
at school with a kind of faggoty man. What wasag guy? How do you
know? He pulled at the waistband of his short$,douldn't pull down.
He was already hard and embarrassed. He putdhs meind over his
crotch; he couldn't look up.

Jimmy took a quick glance, then, back in the cloasked, "Shorts
off?"

"No." Bobby was beginning to feel afraid. His thaoftened.

"I can't be responsible if you don't cooperate!"
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With a jerk, Bobby stripped the shorts off and @atthe bed. He
hoped Jimmy wouldn't say anything to embarrassrione. Especially
when he started getting hard again. He lookedhany, who had turned
toward him, and Jimmy's look, that weird smiledtbim it would be all
right.

"Nothing shocks me," Jimmy said. "A little excitent is Perfectly
Normal. I've seen a million."

Instead of hiding his crotch, Bobby spread his knapart. A
million and one. Then he felt elated, as if he wasthe edge of a
mystery. Oddly, he felt like dancing — but ther@swo music.

"Bobby," Jimmy said, approaching, his smile repthbg something
like wonder. "Forgive me." He stooped and put adhan each of
Bobby's thighs, and paused for a reaction.

Bobby held his breath.

"This is something," Jimmy said, "that | must dd-de knelt down
in front of Bobby and touched his lips to wherelyBRetersen had put his
whole mouth more than a year ago, at night, incii@n, on that hunting
trip with Billy's father, when the air smelt of ginbranches, spilled
bourbon whiskey, and dust from an old rug. Bob&gched both hands
onto Jimmy's head, then said, "Ooooh." Jimmy mueau
appreciatively, tantalizing Bobby with licks andtlé bites, then set
solidly to his precious effort. After a few momgnhe paused long
enough to say, "lt's good, isn't it?" Bobby, wiatgh resting on his
elbows, absorbed, nodded silently until Jimmy, imgano answer, drew
away to look up. "Yes, yes," Bobby said, reachandhand to grip
Jimmy's hair and pull his head down again. Jimesumed, and Bobby
lay back on the bed, with another "ooh."

The bedroom door opened. Bobby, alarmed, triesittop. A man
stood there. Jimmy said, turning, without getting "Damn you, Tony,
you voyeur. Go back to doing what you're good at."

"You couldn't get through one little party withominning off to
suck the first new prick you see." Bobby was stdiee a moment,
seeing that Tony was really mad, but then he saw b was mad at
Jimmy and didn't care what Bobby was doing. Bokhid mentally
something like to hell with it, let the adults figh out, and lay back,
waiting, a little nervous, curious, losing his hard

"Don't be the proverbial dog in the manger,” Jimmgs saying.
"You're not jealous of this innocent child; youtjugant to be where |
am. Now go away!"

Tony left, closing the door with a bang.
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Jimmy shifted attention momentarily to Bobby's shoim and ran
his hands over Bobby's chest reassuringly. Bobdigaxed again,
wondering only a moment if Tony really would waatdo what Jimmy
was doing. Jimmy returned to his pleasure. A fewutes later, Bobby
released little cries, and raised himself ontddfiselbow. With his right
hand he touched Jimmy's ear. "Oh!" Bobby saiddetight, flopping
back down as his loins heaved, heaved, jerked, dhared, at last,
relaxed.

A little later, Jimmy said, his head resting on Bgl stomach.
"Did you like that?"

Bobby, unmoving, murmured, "Excellent."

"I knew — | just knew you would, you splendid thihglimmy rose
to look at the body on the bed. "Macho is in, tiolhow you knew it, |
can't imagine." Jimmy energized himself. "Now, yean't just lie there,
angel. We must prepare your entrance. There'saarsgcond to lose.
Lewd tongues will wag!"

Vulgar thoughts, thought Bobby, elated.

Jimmy flung clothes — but no underwear — at Bolawecking this
and trying that, front and back. "Inspiration!" lkéed, then added,
dismayed, "Your wardrobe has been seized by Brdkshers. Ah!
This — wait! Just how much too small are thoseg&a

"I don't know. They were tight when | was home tfoe funeral."

"Put them on! All over the world boys are shrirkijgans to make
them tight." He watched Bobby struggle into thgstehe could barely
fasten the top button. "They'll do!"

"They're too short. [I'll look funny with shoes;dbn't have any
Reeboks."

"That's the beauty of it! No shoes. Youth isasn ornament.
Now. Bobby, | remember something. Mona. No! Wen't call her.
Come."

"l just did," Bobby said, giggling.

"l won't dignify that with response, angel, justhese it's true." Off
they went to Mona's bedroom, Bobby clutching higptgnthampagne
glass in one hand.

In his mother's bedroom, Bobby stopped, stunnedias totally new,
even to the drapes on the windows. Her old ddufdewas gone; one twice
the size had replaced it, with a flaming red caterlThe wall that had set
off his father's sleeping space (he had snoredpmas too; the now distant
wall had become one huge mirror. The room seemgé. hJimmy seemed
to know it well. He went directly to a new armgiftung it open and
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began to rummage. "Ah, ha!" he said, after a maméripping out a bright
orange and red silk scarf, frail as tissue anéatlforty inches long.

He drew the scarf over Bobby's bare shoulders aflddpthe boy
close. "Do you really want to go back to HenngElihe asked, his voice soft
and full of implication.

"No," Bobby whispered, and rubbed his forehead Jilamy's exposed
chest.

"Then be ready to fight Mona for your freedom!mdiy tilted Bobby's
head back and planted a quick kiss on the bos dilsengaging himself.
"Now! to prepare you for your grand re-entrancel led Bobby back to his
room. "Simplicity is the key." He looked backBdbby, then bustled on.
"God knows | wish I'd known that when | was thiriee

When Bobby rejoined the party downstairs, he waefbat, the
bottoms of his already short jeans turned up temsxphe bulge of his
calves. The jean top fell to his hips, belted welbw the navel with a red
necktie that hung, like an obscene loincloth, dusrfly and down almost
to his knees. On his upper body he wore a gratyfastened only at the
bottom, where it wasn't supposed to button, so ttiatvest flared. He'd
outgrown it too. Below, it exposed his navel aadpve, it opened to
show pectoral muscles and tiny roseate nipples.oudd his neck,
knotted at the side, was his mother's scarf; omkvess flung over his
shoulder and hung down his back; the other, shottgr on his
collarbone. On a cue from Jimmy, he flexed a biogpassing his right
hand over his bare chest and resting it on the @igppshoulder. In the
other hand was the glass, which Jimmy refilled wengiously.

Several people applauded. Bobby was delighted felhd stirring
in his jeans that he realized would probably shéle'd have to shift his
pose to cover it. He decided to let it show, W#nted to. It was free.

"He's transformed," Jimmy called out to the pdtftym a victim of
reactionary southern education into a child ofdge. This day, the 17th
day of April in his fourteenth year, will live irame and memory. You,
Mona, see before you a new vision of your new jd%ur son reborn.
You must be enchanted, for he is now the wizarth@hew South."

"And I'm never going back to Henry-Eliot!" Bobbgid. "I don't
care what Mom says." He paused, awed by his owrage.

Jimmy prodded Mona. "What do you say?"

She looked perplexed. "l thought he was kicked'out

"No, Mom," Bobby said impatiently. "It was the wapump.”

At this Mona's eyes cleared, as if she had founbBan focus for
the first time. "Il be damned,” she slurred, aodk a big gulp of
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champagne. She seemed completely to forget therwamp, fighting,
and Henry-Eliot School. She raised a hand to heek and stared at
Bobby. Around her, the room hushed. Bobby lookgdfly to Jimmy
for reassurance, then waited for her to speak. & going to say
something momentous, something to confirm the slolenof the
occasion. Finally, her lips moved. She smiledf aesmehow, at last, her
life, the colonel, and all the rest of it had bewrth while.

"Angel," she said, summing it all up, her momentnep determined to
make the most of it, "you look—" the perfect wondse there, blurred, but real,
only hidden "—good enough to—" ah! there it wastéat!" So it wasn't
the word. Who cared? Jimmy was laughing, appltegidi"Come here,
Cookie, Angel," Mona said, "whoever you are," ahd slopped yet once
more a kiss on his open and willing mouth.
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