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one

“S0 that’s the end of that,” Peter said, crumpling the letter and tossing it

across the bedroom into the waste basket. Bull’s-eye. Another fling at
heterosexuality ended, neatly and without malice. Susan had seemed better
than the others; but weeks of familiarity, then intimacy, had exposed the
quirks, the imperfections, the annoying habits. She was, after all (and he
should have known better by now), like all the rest. “So that is definitely
that.”

He pushed aside the ungraded tests on his desk, then put on his cap and
ventured into the drizzly streets. Glancing at his passing image in a store
window, he discovered the hunched and harried figure of a fugitive. He
needed to lose weight, especially around the gut. Patting his stomach, he
fancied that “Time waits for no man” should be amended to “Time weights
every man.” He smiled — a bit ruefully — wishing the pun were wittier, or at
least more grammatical.

He crossed the street to the Figaro, a bar where he knew the men and
women drinking around him would be neither too strange nor too familiar,
offering polite smiles of recognition but, mercifully, no intrusive chatter.
Tonight he wanted to drink alone. Or rather, not alone, but in peace, without
the subtle torture of sparkling conversation.

Wishing that one of the booths were empty, he ordered Scotch and
water. He disliked sitting at the bar, especially when it was crowded like
tonight. “There you go, Mr. Versani.” The bartender pushed the drink toward
him. Peter took a sip, then a gulp; caught his breath, gulped again. Listening
to Miles Davis on the jukebox and waiting for the Scotch to warm him, he
ventured a glance left, right. Seeing no one he recognized, he breathed more
easily and began to relax.

He finished his drink and ordered another. The alcohol was working. He
could feel it warming his legs, his arms, his shoulders. The music on the
jukebox suddenly sounded very loud. He let his head roll in a slow circle,
massaged his neck, sighed. Catching the eyes of a young woman down the



bar, Peter smiled. He wondered if he would have smiled five minutes earlier,
before the Scotch had done its handiwork.

He felt a draft as the door behind him opened. “Want some candy,
mister?” someone asked. The voice was young, husky, bold. Peter turned on
his stool and saw a boy speaking to a man near the door. With a shrug, the
boy turned away from the man, hoisted his cardboard box and walked to the
bar. “Want some candy?” he asked again, showing the box to a young couple
near Peter. The boy’s red stocking cap was pulled down over the ears,
covering all but a few curly strands of his dark hair. Peter, catching himself
with a grin in the opposite mirror as he watched the youngster, looked away
quickly. Then the boy was beside him. “Want some candy, mister?”

Peter looked around. His heart beat rapidly; he felt a sudden, tight
breathlessness; perhaps he had downed the first drink too quickly. The boy
was watching him, scowling, holding the dirty cardboard box with even
dirtier hands.

“What kind do you have?” Peter asked, staring perhaps too intently at
the box.

“Here, I’ll show you.” The boy set the box onto the bar. Peter glanced
up. The boy’s scowl had given way to an eager little grin. His teeth were
strong, straight, the canines sharp, gleaming white in the dim neon.

“So do you want somethin’ or what?”

Nodding, Peter looked down at the candy spread in front of him. “Which
ones you want, man?” the boy demanded. He no longer smiled. Peter picked
out two pieces, then handed the boy money and told him to keep the change.

“Hey, that’s five bucks.” The youngster held out the money, his head
slightly cocked, eyes squinting.

“You coming back tomorrow?”

Without taking his eyes from Peter’s face, the boy slid the money into
his jeans pocket. “I guess I might... I don’t know, though.”

Peter picked up his drink, drained it, set the glass back onto the bar. “I’ll
buy more candy if you do.”

“I don’t know,” the boy said again. “I’ll see.” He stuffed the candy back
into the box, turned and crossed to the door with a swagger.

Peter waited until the boy had gone ... ordered another drink. A double.
He wished he had asked the youngster’s name. Perhaps he’d find it out
tomorrow. If the kid returned. Which of course he wouldn’t. Peter
remembered the hand accepting the money — the slender fingers, dirty nails,



sinews, veins. Yet, though he tried, he couldn’t recall the boy’s face. It had
been very young and dark, but faded now like the image from a dream as he
tried to conjure it. Still, what did it matter? The kid had been a scruffy little

nuisance, nothing more.
Feeling very tired, Peter downed the rest of his drink and walked home.



two

Peter had never felt more sickened by the routine of lesson plans, classes,
staffings. He was afflicted by a constant shortness of breath, a vague
edginess. At first he had attributed his symptoms to a mild hangover; but a
week had passed since that night at the Figaro, and the malaise still lingered.

Now and then he recalled the boy. He wondered rather guiltily whether
the youngster had returned to the bar with his candy. What a lousy trick,
leading the kid on! Still, no harm had been done. And as Friday evening
approached, Peter found himself toying more and more seriously with the
notion of returning to the Figaro. Perhaps the boy would be there; perhaps
not; either way, it was of no real concern.

The usual faces were at the bar. Amazed at his luck, Peter found an empty
booth near the jukebox. He had just finished his first drink and ordered
another when the boy came through the door, the candy box tucked under his
arm. Peter watched him work his way across the room. When their eyes met,
the boy’s shoulders appeared to stiffen; but the reflex was as fleeting — and
impossible to interpret — as the twitch of a finger.

Peter greeted the boy with a nod, drained his second drink. He could feel
the blood pound in his head.

“You want somethin’ tonight?” the boy asked, stepping up to the booth.
As before, the stocking cap was pulled low over his ears.

Peter shrugged, an odd mingling of embarrassment and exhilaration
scrambling his thoughts. “I couldn’t make it the other night,” he finally said.
“Did you come?”

The boy set his box on the table. “I come here all the time. It don’t
matter.”

Peter watched the youngster’s face — it had eluded him for the past
week. He studied the skin, smooth and naturally dark, the color of cocoa; he



studied the fragile chin and small, fine nose, the high cheekbones, the big
dark eyes set deep beneath thick brows — all delicate, exotic, evoking the
Mediterranean, perhaps Italy or Greece, Turkey or Morocco. As he watched
the young face, he realized that the boy — who might have been the son of a
Roman prince and his Egyptian consort — was indeed racially mixed. And
very attractive, for such a ragged little scoundrel.

“Sit down and have a drink,” Peter said, realizing at once the absurdity
of the invitation.

“I don’t think they’ll serve me, man,” the boy answered, the sarcasm
evident in his voice.

Peter laughed, and picked a piece of candy from the box. “You’re not
eighteen?”

“Do I look eighteen, man?”

“No, I guess not.” Peter turned the candy between his fingers. “How old
are you?”

“Fourteen, I guess. Why you care?”

“I don’t.” He called the waitress and ordered another drink. The boy
waited, slowly scratching his neck. “Sit for a minute, warm up before you go
back out.” Peter paid the waitress for his drink, sipped.

The boy — still watchful, silent — sat down across the table. “You
gonna buy somethin’ tonight?” he finally asked.

“Yeah, I will, I will.” Peter swirled the ice in his drink, eyed the boy’s
faded denim jacket. “Don’t you get cold wearing just that?”

The boy glanced down, touched his sleeve. “It don’t bother me. It only
gets cold at night now, and then I stay with my cousin and some other guy.”

“Your cousin?”

“Yeah, man, my cousin.” The boy reached toward Peter’s drink. “Can I
taste that?”

Peter looked around. The youngster’s boldness surprised and amused
him, but he couldn’t help feeling a bit unsettled, vaguely threatened. “You’re
not eighteen, remember?”

“Come on, man, just a taste! It’s O.K., I drink all the time.”

“Oh, fine!” Peter said, laughing softly. Again he looked around, then
pushed the glass across the table.

The boy nearly drained the glass, then licked his lips and sighed like a
contented pup. “Man, it really warms you up good!”

“Finish it,” Peter said, “but don’t let the waitress see you.”



The boy complied, sucking the ice to get the last drop. As he handed the
empty glass back to Peter, their fingertips brushed. “I gotta go,” he said. “So
whatta you want?”

Peter picked up the candy bar he had chosen earlier, then pushed a five-
dollar bill across the table. “Here.”

“Are you rich, man, or just nuts?”

“I like kids,” Peter laughed.

“Well, thanks a lot.” The boy hoisted his box as he stood up... pulled
down his stocking cap more snugly. “I’ll catch you later.”

Feeling a mysterious churn akin to panic in his stomach, Peter
stammered, “Hey... wait a minute... just a minute.”

The boy was already walking away. He stopped. “You want somethin’
else?”

“I was just wondering... what’s your name?”

With a laugh that sounded almost scornful, the boy said, “Gito. Gito
Lopez.”

“Gito,” Peter repeated, testing the soft “g” on his tongue, letting it
linger, an agreeable new taste. “Is that a nickname?”

“I don’t know what it is. It’s just my name.” The boy pushed open the
door and was gone.



three

Peter was up early next morning. By noon, he had finished his paperwork

for the weekend; by five, he had finished dinner and was on his way to the
Figaro.

A booth was still empty when Peter arrived. Facing the door, he settled
in, then downed three drinks rapidly. He soon felt the warmth — and the
familiar giddiness — returning. He grinned at the swirl of his own thoughts.
He knew he should be home, doing something. Anything but this. He hated
the messy disorder and confusion of other people’s lives, had always felt
pride in holding himself apart from the fray. So what was he doing here at the
Figaro on Saturday night? He wanted to see the boy again, of course; but that
was purely curiosity. The kid was fascinating, intriguing, offbeat, like a
character from a De Sica film brought to life. And, as the film progressed,
Peter’s interest mounted, he felt eager for the next scene. Still, he realized the
importance of remaining disinterested, detached. There was always the
danger of becoming mired in the day-to-day muck. Silly, though, to be
thinking in those terms about a fourteen-year-old street kid. What
involvement could come out of their acquaintance?

Finishing his drink, Peter decided to be sensible and go home. He was
fumbling with his change when the door opened. Sure it was the boy, Peter
smiled and dropped a quarter on the table. The coin spun in a blur, clattering
to a standstill against the wood. But a stranger came through the door. Letting
his breath escape in a long sigh, Peter picked up the quarter and left the bar.

The street was empty, quiet, awash in the dim glisten of streetlights.
Splashing through a puddle, Peter saw the play of a shadow on the sidewalk
in front of him. He peered through the darkness: Gito was walking towards
him as silently as a prowling cat.

“Hello!” Peter nearly jostled the boy as they passed on the narrow
sidewalk.

The boy’s cheek, softly touched by streetlight, glowed like dark satin.
“Who is it?” he asked, fear in his voice.



“I talked to you at the bar,” Peter said. “You don’t know my name. I’'m
Peter. I bought candy from you.” He felt desperately awkward, as if there
were some unknown guilt to be explained away, to be excused.

“Oh, yeah,” Gito mumbled, but his tone said he didn’t recognize Peter.
His hands were shoved into his jeans pockets; either from the cold or from
impatience, he shifted from foot to foot.

“You don’t have your box tonight,” Peter said, impelled by his
uneasiness to say something, anything.

“No, I don’t got my box. You want more candy, I’ll have it Monday.”

Peter attempted a laugh. “I’m just used to seeing you with the box.”

“Yeah.”

“Your name is Gito, right?” He felt a thrill in his stomach as he
pronounced the name.

“Yeah, right. You a cop or somethin’?”

This time, Peter’s laughter was genuine. “No, I’m not a cop! I’'m a
teacher.”

“I figured you must be a cop. Whatta you want? Am I in some kinda
trouble or what?”

“No! I just wanted to say hello.”

“Yeah, well, I gotta go.” Gito sidled away, hands in his pockets.

“You smoke?” Peter asked, panic gripping his chest.

“Smoke?” The boy stopped, scratched his cheek.

“I mean... like grass? Do you ever smoke dope?”

The boy chuckled. “You gonna give me dope, man?”

“No, I don’t have any. I thought you might.”

“You really want smoke, man?” Gito moved forward a step, lowering
his voice.

“Well, it depends. I’d have to try it. It’s been a long time since I smoked
any.” Peter watched the young face, trying to read the bemused expression. “I
figured you’d have connections.”

For the first time, Gito smiled easily. His smile was a bit lopsided,
creating a deep dimple in the left cheek, a smaller, more shallow one in the
right. Charmed by those dimples, and by the flash of fine white teeth, Peter
smiled back.

“Why’d you think that, man?”

“You’re a tough kid, right?” The grip on Peter’s chest loosened, his
breath came easier.



“Yeah, sure,” Gito laughed.

“You’ve been around, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Hey, man, you sure you’re a teacher?”

“Don’t I look like a teacher?”

“You look O.K., but you don’t act like one. I mean, you don’t talk like

“You don’t like teachers, huh?”

“Not the ones I know, man! They’re just a bunch of fuck-ups.”

The man and boy paused for a moment of mutual reappraisal. From the
next block a car horn sounded. Gito glanced in its direction; when he looked
back, his smile was gone. “I gotta split.”

“What about our deal?”

“That’s a bunch of nothin’, man!” the boy snapped, angry, backing off.
“Teacher’s don’t smoke no shit!”

Peter followed his partner in their slow dance. “Maybe I don’t now, but I
did. What’s the difference, anyway? You still afraid I’'m a cop?”

“No, man, you ain’t no cop. I know that.”

“What’s the matter, then?” Peter asked, walking faster to keep pace with
the boy.

“Listen, I’ll catch you later, man.” Gito turned quickly and jogged off,
his sneakers slapping against the wet pavement.

Peter began to shout after the boy, then stopped himself. Somehow, the
situation had swerved out of control. He should never have said all those
things to the kid. He must have been nuts to ask him about smoking grass!
Absolutely nuts.

one.



four

Peter slept late Sunday, not rising until nearly noon. He had a mild

hangover, but there was also a slight nausea and uneasiness that had nothing
to do with Scotch. The conversation with the boy — and Gito’s sudden, final
flurry of anger — replayed itself over and over, each repetition accompanied
by a cold wave of shame. No damage had been done, of course; but Peter had
a glimpse of his own recklessness — a moment of glaring indiscretion —
which powerfully disturbed him.

He fixed himself a drink, guzzled it, fixed another. As the day wore on
and the vodka did its work, the knot in his stomach loosened. Warmed by the
alcohol, safe in his apartment, Peter regarded his earlier panic as childish,
pointless, self-indulgent. He had gotten a little tight and acted a bit foolishly.
So what? Was he stupid enough to believe a fourteen-year-old kid could care
about it, even remember it? In the future, he would guard his words carefully;
behave himself.

By Monday, the fear had faded, leaving in its place faint tremblings of
euphoria, an eagerness for nightfall, impatience with workday trivia. The
memory of his indiscreet behavior lingered, but Peter felt confident he could
temper his enthusiasm in the future. There would be no more nonsense about
buying and smoking grass. At the time, it had seemed the best strategy for
winning the boy’s confidence, but he realized how hasty and ill-conceived a
notion it had been. From now on, he’d make no more mistakes like that.

After work, Peter headed straight for the Figaro. As he walked he
deadened his appetite with frequent nips from his flask of vodka. Forgetting
about food, he concentrated exclusively on Gito, wondering about the boy’s
abrupt show of fear and anger Saturday night. Had the youngster been in
trouble? How did he live? Where? Peter could see the Figaro’s sign flashing
from the next block. He took a long pull from the flask. Was Gito an orphan?
If so, was he being cared for? Peter realized there lay the source of his
concern for the boy. He had developed a fond interest in the kid; he didn’t
like the idea of Gito’s being neglected or, worse, abused. Peter had cared for



foster children in the past and was willing to lend his support again, if Gito
needed help. How could Peter make the kid believe that without arousing
ugly, unpleasant suspicions? He’d have to proceed with tact and caution,
allowing the boy to make the first move.

By the time he reached the Figaro, Peter was feeling fuzzy, lightheaded.
Hoping Gito might already have arrived, he surveyed the room, his eyes
adjusting to its dimness. But the youngster was not there.

The booths were full. Damning his luck, Peter found a barstool and
began his vigil. Keeping his eyes on the door, he fought his jitters with a
quickly downed succession of drinks. He had a lot to discuss with the boy —
if he played his hand judiciously — and didn’t want his nerves interfering.

Watching the hands of the clock behind the bar, he began ordering
doubles. By eight o’clock, the bar was too noisy, too hectic. Peter caught
himself nodding and wiped a dribble of Scotch from his chin with a soggy
cocktail napkin. Lifting his glass to take another drink, he realized that
someone was speaking beside him. The voice came to him in snatches,
gradually snagging his attention. Nearly spilling his drink, he spun on his
stool and discovered Gito.

“You O.K., man?” the boy was asking. “You fucked up?”

“Gito?” Peter muttered. Although standing quite close, the boy appeared
distant, fuzzy. As if awakened abruptly from a fevered sleep — sweaty,
groggy — Peter became suddenly horribly aware of his own drunkenness,
and for a brief, lucid instant, felt a shiver of panic, a rush of nausea. But like
an ember crumbling to ash, the moment of lucidity flickered and vanished in
a swirl of confused voices, clangorous music, jostling bodies.

Gito was speaking again. “Man, you really do get fucked up!” There
was a lilt of amusement in his voice. “I thought you was just shittin’ me
before.”

“You’re late.”

“Late for what?”

“You’re late,” Peter repeated, his words muffled, as if spoken through a
mouthful of bread. “I wanted to talk to you.”

The boy shrugged. “So talk. And anyway, what you got to say to me?
You ain’t my daddy.”

“You don’t have a daddy.”

“How you know that, man?”

“You told me, you live with your cousin, remember?”



“Yeah, my cousin.” Gito eyed Peter with the wary sidelong gaze of a
ruffled tomcat. “You’re a weird dude, man. First I thought you was just some
kinda stuck-up asshole, you know, but you get fucked up like everybody else,
and you always be talkin’ to me.”

“You seem like a nice kid.” Peter lifted his glass, found his mouth after
two tries, took a long drink. “I don’t talk to everybody. But you look like a
good guy.”

“You talk so fuckin’ weird, man!” The boy laughed. “Hey, you want
more candy?” He pointed to the box sitting on the bar.

Peter squinted down at the box. For a moment he considered it, not quite
recalling its purpose, then shook his head. “I don’t like candy.”

“What the fuck you talkin’ about?”

Peter looked up at the boy. “I don’t like candy. I never eat it.” The two
looked at each other for the space of two breaths, smiled slowly, then broke
into laughter.

“That’s a crazy fuckin’ thing to do,” the boy said, “buyin’ shit you don’t
like.”

“I’m a crazy fucker, I guess.” Peter raised his glass. “Shit, it’s dry!” He
broke into a fresh spasm of laughter.

“Yeah, man, I guess it is.”

Tickled by Peter’s befuddled behavior, Gito regarded him with a smile
both amused and slightly baffled. There was a new quality in his voice —
something relaxed, easy, almost gentle — that Peter, even through his haze,
recognized immediately with a vague pride and relief.

“Why don’t we blow this joint, kiddo,” Peter muttered.

“Whatta you mean?”

“I mean I’m sick of this place. And I’m in desperate need of another
drink. So you see, my friend, our situation requires action. Urgent action.”
Unable to stop himself, Peter erupted in laughter.

“You really wanna go someplace with me?” Gito asked, his eyes
squinted nearly shut.

“Your face will freeze like that if you’re not careful,” Peter confided,
leaning closer to the youngster. “And, yes, I’d like to go someplace with you.
Why not? You’re the only friend I’ve got here, right?”

“You’re not really my friend. You just bought some shit from me, that’s
all. Shit, man, I don’t even know you.”



“Sure you do! I’m Peter, remember? I’m a teacher, and I buy shit I don’t
need, and I drink too much. What more is there to know?” Gripping the bar,
he pulled himself off the stool and, swaying slightly, stood beside Gito. “So
where do we go?”

“I don’t think I should go nowhere, man. This don’t seem right, you
know? What if you’re some kinda fuckin’ weirdo, man?”

“Your tact is wonderful, Gito. Gito, right? Strange name. What exactly
is a Gito?”

“I got another name, but I don’t never use it.” The boy’s tone was
defensive, a bit hurt.

“So what’s your other name that you don’t never use?”

“Gilberto.”

“Well, I think I prefer ‘Gito’,” Peter said, wandering towards the door.
Reluctant, a bit confused, the boy grabbed his box and followed “So, Gito,
where did we decide to go? I really need a drink.”

“I said I wasn’t goin’ nowhere.”

“What’s the matter, is it past your bedtime?” Peter bumped into a man
coming through the door, staggered back, caught Gito’s arm.

“Hey, watch it, sucker?” Gito twisted out of Peter’s grip. “And fuck that
shit about my bedtime, dude! I do whatever I fuckin’ wanna do.”

The night was clear, breezy, cool enough to send a shiver through Peter
as he stepped out. “Well, then, let’s get a drink! You like to drink, don’t
you?”

“Sure I like to drink. You think I’m some kinda fuckin’ faggot, man?
Shit, man, I drink all the time.”

“Listen,” Peter paused a moment to order his thoughts. “What we should
do is go to my apartment to drink.”

Gito raised his hand, backing away. “No, thanks. I mean, I think you’re
O.K. and everything, but I don’t think that’s a good idea, you know?”

“Just one drink. Hell, it’s still early!”

“Maybe some other time, man.” Gito backed away. “I really gotta go.”

“Your cousin waiting for you?” Peter asked, facing the fact that the
boy’s decision was set.

“Yeah, sure.”

“Well, O.K. then, if you don’t want a drink, there’s nothing I can do.”
He waved weakly. “Take it easy.”



No longer pursued or pressured, Gito stopped. “You really wanna get
fucked up with me, man? Even bein’ a teacher and everything, you wanna
drink and get fucked up and stuff like that?”

Peter smiled. “Why not? Like I said, you’re a nice kid. I like you. Listen,
Gito, I don’t have a lot of friends, O.K.? When I meet somebody I like, well,
I like to have a few drinks, have a good time. Life is shitty enough already
without passing up the few good people who come along, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Gito let his gaze drop to the sidewalk. “But you’re a
grown-up. Why you wanna mess around with me?”

“I like people better before they grow up,” Peter said. “They get stale
after they’ve been on the shelf too long. I prefer the company of children.
And animals.”

“I’d kinda like to get fucked up,” Gito admitted, “but I can’t right now.”

“Some other time, O.K.? I’'m always game for a few drinks. But let’s do
it soon.”

“Yeah, that’s O.K. Next time I see you probably. But I don’t know, man.
I gotta see.”

“0O.K., we’ll see,” Peter said, nodding.

“Yeah, O.K.” Gito turned and loped away down the street, vanishing
like a skittish elf into the night.

Peter stood in the middle of the empty sidewalk, gazing after the boy.
He caught himself listing, jerked upright, turned slowly around. His head was
swirling, filled with a swarm of emotions. Dragging himself home, battling a
rising swell of nausea, he tried to make sense of what had happened. The
entire episode seemed a mess — poorly handled, chaotic, unresolved. Scraps
of their dialogue drifted through his memory like debris from a shipwreck,
but nothing seemed to make sense. There was no hope of salvaging the
wreckage tonight, of refitting the pieces. Only sleep was important now.



five

What had been lost? What gained? Peter lay in bed, curled on his side,

weighing the consequences of the previous night, making no attempt to get
up for work. If he could only recall everything that had been said, perhaps he
could assess the damage. But his memory was pocked with long, frightening
gaps. His head throbbed with pain piercing as toothache; sweat dampened his
pillow. The bedroom, littered with discarded clothing, was filled with
sunlight — hot, stark, white. There was a soft hum, like the dry hiss of air in
a tomb, coming from somewhere.

Peter had the growing though still vague sense that no harm had been
done, despite his recklessness. He remembered parting with the boy on
friendly terms; but the events leading up to that parting were disturbingly
hazy. Something had been mentioned about getting together with the boy for
a future drinking session. But when? Moaning, he rolled onto his back and
threw an arm across his face.

Slowly his memory returned. He remembered reaching a rather affable
understanding with Gito. He had joked with the boy, gained his trust, become
more than a nameless face. Savoring that realization, Peter concluded that his
gains, after all, did outweigh his losses.

But he wondered again when he was to rejoin the youngster. He wanted
to see Gito as soon as possible; wanted to pursue his original intention of
finding out more of the boy’s situation, which meant going easier on the
booze in the future — a frequent resolve, infrequently kept. Of course there
was the small matter of work the next day, making any immediate
rendezvous impractical. But he had to see the boy.

Against his more prudent judgment, he decided to return to the Figaro
the next evening.



Still feeling a bit jittery, Peter heard the school bell ring a merciful end to his
ordeal. He gathered his papers and bolted for freedom. It seemed the day
would drag on forever; but now the cage door swung wide before him. He
allowed himself to smile, took a deep breath of air, and set his course for the
Figaro.

Entering, Peter was startled to discover Gito sitting near the jukebox,
looking as defiantly nonchalant as a criminal awaiting sentence. Paralyzed for
a confused moment, Peter started across the room.

“That kid know you, Mr. Versani?”

The bartender was twirling the end of a striped towel, pointing to Gito.

“Yeah, he knows me.”

“Well, I can’t have him around here all the damn time. If he’s a friend of
yours, I want you should keep him outta here from now on.”

“Is he in some kind of trouble?” Gito was occupied reading the songs on
the jukebox, his face glowing red, green, red above the blinking lights.

“He will be if he keeps cornin’ in here.” The bartender gave his towel
another twirl. “But he says he knows a guy named Peter, a teacher, so I
figured he meant you. I told him to wait in the chair and then get out. I don’t
wanna be an asshole, but I can’t have kids in here. I seen this kid before, but I
can’t have him cornin’ here all the time.”

“I understand. I’ll talk to him. Sorry.”

Peter crossed to the jukebox. He was beside Gito when the boy looked
around — head tilted, lips parted, face upturned in an unguarded moment.
But the expression was fleeting, almost instantly replaced by a scowl.

“I talked to the bartender.”

“That cocksucker,” Gito muttered fiercely.

“Did he give you trouble?”

“Shit, man, he don’t bother me!”

“He said you gave him my name.”

“Man, I come lookin’ for you!”

“No kidding?” Peter grinned, delighted by this feisty boy. “You were
looking for me?”

“You said you wanna get drunk, so I come lookin’ for you. But I gotta
leave pretty early.”

“Where do you live?”

“You wouldn’t know where I live, man.” He stood up, the subject
obviously closed. “So are you gonna buy me some booze, man?”



“Why don’t you call me Peter?”

Gito grinned, crinkling his nose. “I can’t do that shit, man. You’re an old
guy. I mean not real old, but grown up.”

They were already out the door, ambling up the sidewalk. “Well,” Peter
said, “you can call me by name. It’s up to you. Where would you like to go?”

“Shit, man, it’s your idea. I just wanna get fucked up is all.”

“You drink a lot?”

“Anytime I can. Hell, me and Chico get fucked up all the time.”

“Chico?”

The boy’s expression suddenly tensed, showing uneasiness, perhaps
fear, as though a confidence had been betrayed.

“Chico’s your cousin?” Peter asked, testing his limits.

“Yeah, he’s my cousin.” Gito looked away. He had a way of walking on
his toes in a jaunty, almost dainty strut. “So where we goin’?” he demanded,
impatience rising in his voice.

“You’re too young for bars, and I don’t want to get you, or me, into
trouble, so how about my apartment?” Before the boy could answer, Peter
said, “I really don’t feel right about this, Gito. I shouldn’t be helping you get
drunk.” Seeing the boy about to protest, he said, “I know I invited you
Sunday night. But I was pretty loaded. I probably shouldn’t have said all the
things I did.”

“You wanna get rid of me or what?”

“No, not at all. We can have something to drink. I just don’t want to feel
like a damn pusher. I could get into a lot of trouble.”

“Now you soundin’ just like a fuckin’ teacher. I better split.”

Peter touched the boy’s arm, rough denim beneath his fingers. “Wait a
minute! Settle down. I know you’re old enough to drink. But I don’t want to
get into trouble. If you want to get drunk, that’s O.R. I’ll probably even join
you. But all of a sudden I started feeling pretty lousy about this — the way
I’ve handled it, I mean.”

“Your’e talkin’ jive shit again, man. I just wanna get a buzz on, that’s
all.”

“Yeah, maybe I’m talking crazy.” They stopped at the corner. “So...
you want to use my apartment? I’ve got vodka, orange juice, a little beer, a
little wine.”

“I dig wine.” Gito patted his belly. “Yeah, that’ll be O.R. for a little
while. But I gotta leave early.



"”

“Let’s get movin

Peter felt nervous as a teenager on his first date. Walking home with Gito, he
again tried to find out the youngster’s history, without success. The boy
would not be drawn out; though not refusing to talk, his displeasure was
evident through his petulant tone and evasive, one-word answers. Peter
relented finally, deciding to let his allies — time and alcohol — do their
work. But showing Gito his apartment, he felt uncomfortably devious, and
couldn’t help questioning his motives. What was he doing with this
youngster? He should be sitting at his desk, grading tests, listening to his
favorite old Caruso records — not helping a young boy get drunk. “Do you
go to school, Gito?”

The youngster — gazing about the apartment, his mouth slightly
open — shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“Did you go today?”

“No, man.”

“When was the last time you went?”

The boy shrugged again. “I don’t know, maybe last week.” He looked
around. “So where’s the wine?”

“I’ll get it. Sit down, get comfortable.”

In the kitchen, Peter brought out the vodka and guzzled some straight
from the bottle. He coughed as the alcohol blazed down his throat, fdling his
eyes with tears. He caught his breath, guzzled again, then replaced the bottle
in the cupboard. With warmth surging through him, he grabbed the wine and
returned to the living room.

He found Gito seated on the sofa, watching TV. There was something
subtly changed about the boy’s appearance; but it was several seconds before
Peter was able to pinpoint the difference: Gito had removed his stocking cap.
He looked younger without it; but there was something else. His hair — a
wild tousle of jet black curls — made his face thinner, smaller, more fragile.
Huddled on the sofa, his hands folded almost genteely in his lap, he suddenly
impressed Peter as very vulnerable, very alone.

“Drink up.” Peter handed him a glass of wine.

“Thanks.” The boy’s face glowed pale ash in the television’s flicker.



Peter sat in the corner. He watched the boy for nearly an hour as the
wine passed back and forth. Something mysterious in that young face —
something soft around the mouth, something gentle — seemed at odds with
Gito’s eyes, burning with a keen, wary energy. This mingling of the disturbed
and the dis turbing, the haunted and the haunting, produced a jarring beauty
that left Peter confused and agitated: enthralled.

“You mind if I smoke, man?” Gito asked, looking slowly around at
Peter. Though not yet slurred, his words were carefully articulated.

Peter sat up straighter, cleared his throat. “I guess it would be O.R.” He
finished his wine, reached for the bottle, found it empty. Standing up to get
the vodka, he swayed, then caught his balance. “I’m tighter than I thought,”
he mumbled.

Gito was already rolling a joint from the grass spread on a magazine in
his lap. He looked up, grinned. “You fucked up, man?”

“More than I’d like to be.” Peter crossed the room, navigating unsteadily
around the furniture.

“Shit, man, I’m fucked up too.” Gito moistened the rolling paper with
quick stabs of his tongue, then grinned again. “But I’'m gonna feel even better
in a minute.” He smoothed the joint with his fingers, rotated the tip between
his lips and struck a match.

By the time Peter returned from the kitchen with the vodka, the boy had
smoked nearly half a joint. The living room was thick with its sweet
fragrance. “That smells good.” Peter sat down next to Gito on the sofa, took a
deep breath. “It’s been a long time since I smelled dope.”

Gito filled his lungs with smoke. His voice tight, he held out the joint.
“Want a hit, man?”

Peter waved it away. “I quit smoking back in college.” He held up the
bottle. “Just booze now.”

Gito toked again, held his breath, then blew the smoke out his nostrils in
two thick streams. “Man, I thought you wanted to score some dope last
week.” His voice was a husky whisper.

Peter sipped the vodka. “I just wanted to talk to you. So I made it up.”
He laughed, letting Gito take the bottle.

The boy took a swig. “Whew! That’s good shit. Man, am I ever gettin’
wrecked!” He handed the bottle back, then took a long, noisy drag.

Peter glanced at the clock on top of the television. Nine o’clock. He had
to work tomorrow, and here he was drunk, getting drunker — an intolerable



situation. Beside him, Gito sucked on the roach, slumped far down on the
sofa, his legs spread wide.

“Don’t fall asleep, kiddo,” Peter laughed, nudging the boy’s arm.

Gito turned towards Peter. “Shit, man, I gotta get goin’.” He stirred,
attempted to rise, giggled at his own clumsiness. Managing at last to sit up,
he dropped the dead roach into an ashtray. His gaze roamed about, settled
upon Peter. “I should get goin’,” he repeated, then licked his lips. “Man, I’'m
dry.”

“You want a beer?”

“Yeah, man, O.K.”

Returning from the kitchen, Peter found the boy swigging from the
vodka bottle. “Hey, take it easy!”

“It’s O.K.” Gito’s words began to slur. “There’s nothin’... no problem.
It’s O.K.” He took a slug of beer, then collapsed on the sofa with a loud sigh.
“I gotta go pretty soon.”

“Yeah, you probably should.” Peter popped open a beer. The tab
clicked, hissed.

“I gotta go pretty soon,” the boy mumbled.

Peter sipped beer. It tasted bitter, created a stir of nausea in his gut. He
had been drinking too heavily, too often, in the last two weeks. It was time to
stop this nonsense; events were spinning out of control. He set his beer onto
the table and turned to Gito, determined to send the boy home. Too late. Gito
was sprawled beside him, passed out, the can of beer still clutched in his
hand. This was not what Peter had planned, or expected. He had wanted to
find out about the boy, assess his condition, help him. Instead, he had
supplied him with booze — and a place to drink it — and now, as just
punishment, he was saddled with the boy.

He stood up, feeling wobbly indeed. What was he to do with this
youngster? Timidly, he leaned forward to touch the boy’s shoulder. No
response. He whispered the boy’s name, and nudged him harder. Nothing.
With a sigh, he pulled the beer can from Gito’s hand. The room, already dark,
became silent when Peter switched off the TV. Gito’s deep, even breathing
punctuated the stillness like the soft puffing of a bellows.

Contemplating his next move, Peter watched the boy — now little more
than a silhouette in the darkness — and smiled. He stepped closer, gripped
Gito’s ankles — feeling the hard bone within his grip — and lifted the boy’s
legs onto the sofa. “There you go, my boy,” he whispered, placing Gito’s



head gently upon a small pillow. His fingers lingered in the thick curls; he
caught a whiff of unwashed hair. The odor struck him as rather agreeable,
even appealing. He backed off, battling a tightness in his belly, a crawling of
fear. He didn’t want to leave the boy, yet he realized there was nothing more
he could do. Gito looked comfortable enough; his denim jacket would keep
him warm until morning. Even so, Peter decided to provide him with a
blanket. He spread it carefully over Gito, brushing his fingers across the
boy’s cheek. The skin was warm, much smoother and softer than a woman’s.
The boy let out a tiny moan and turned his head. Peter jerked back, the breath
knocked out of him. He stood frozen, terrified. But the boy was still asleep.
There was no danger.

Backing away, Peter ached for another touch of that soft check, then
turned and retired to the bedroom, pulling the door shut behind him.

Feeling remarkably fit and alert, Peter woke up before his alarm went off.
Going to bed at an early hour had, apparently, been his salvation; he was able
to face the day with a clear head and less pain than he’d had any right to
expect. Then he remembered the boy.

He threw back the covers and pulled on his pants. In the living room, the
pungent, musty fragrance of marijuana was still strong. Peter walked softly.
Gito was on the sofa, flat on his belly, one arm dangling to the floor, the
blanket in a twisted mess around his waist. His lips were parted, moist; his
cheek, flushed. Black curls hung in loose ringlets across his dark forehead.

Peter called the boy’s name. Gito groaned and writhed onto one side.
His eyes still shut, he stretched, groaned again, yawned. Peter moved closer.
“Come on, Gito, time to get up.”

Blinking like an infant waking from a long nap, the boy opened his eyes
and looked around. Peter had never seen a gaze so utterly baffled. “Time to
get up, pal.”

Gito pushed himself up on his elbow. “Where the fuck am I, man?” His
voice was little more than a croak.

“In my apartment. You passed out here.”

“Oh, I remember.” The boy fell back and closed his eyes. “I feel like
shit, man.”



“You’ll feel better when you get up,” Peter said, rooted awkwardly in
the middle of the room, unsure of his next move.

“Oh, man, I’'m gonna get my ass kicked good,” Gito moaned. He sat up
slowly, rubbing a hand through his dark tangle of hair. “I’m really gonna get
my ass kicked around the fuckin’ block.”

“It’s my fault.” Peter felt suddenly uneasy. “I shouldn’t have given you
so much booze. I’m sorry.” He leaned against the back of the sofa. “You
should have called somebody about sleeping here.”

“Well shit, man, I gotta go right now.”

“Are you really in trouble, Gito?”

“I don’t know, man.” The boy pulled the blanket off and swung his feet
to the floor. “This is all just a big fuckin’ mess.” He peered groggily at Peter.
“Don’t worry, man, you won’t get in no trouble.”

“Yeah, well, that’s good. But I’m more worried about you.”

“Ah, fuck it!”

Peter was taken aback, thinking the profanity directed at him, until he
noticed the boy’s eyes, which appeared distracted, without malice. Frightened
nearly to tears, Gito was obviously furious with himself.

“Don’t worry, pal, everything will turn out all right. Can I help out?”

“No, thanks.” Gito rubbed his head with both hands. “I’ll get by, man.
Ain’t no problem.” He stood up, looked around the room to get his bearings.
“I need my hat.”

Peter saw the red stocking cap nearly hidden beneath the sofa. When he
handed it to Gito, the boy pulled it down over his ears, then looked around to
locate the door. “Catch you later, man.”

“You O.K. for sure?”

“Ain’t nothin’ you can do.”

The door slammed shut. Peter sat down on the sofa, picked up the
blanket and held it in his lap. The apartment had never seemed emptier. He
sighed, feeling entirely responsible for the boy, hoping that Gito was, at least,
in no physical danger. From now on, it would be in everyone’s best interest if
Peter avoided the Figaro — and the boy — altogether. He had hoped to do
some good, but now the opposite appeared more likely. He tossed aside the
blanket, and with another, deeper sigh, headed for the bedroom.



SIX

The weather had been warming steadily for several weeks. Peter —

watching television and feeling uncomfortable — walked to the window and
opened it to let in air. From the street below, he heard the crack of a bat,
children’s voices, laughter. A warm breeze brushed his face. He leaned from
the window, trying without success to see the children playing below. Two
weeks ago, before leaves had sprouted on trees, he could see them through
bare branches. Now, all life on the street was hidden.

He turned away and wandered back to the sofa, considered fixing
himself a drink, decided against it. He’d been dry for five weeks and didn’t
care to tamper with a good thing. And he didn’t like drinking alone.

The television droned on. Finding it difficult to concentrate, Peter
abandoned the effort and picked up a magazine. He thumbed through the
pages, stopping at an ad for Jamaica. Strange, advertising an entire island.
The boy in the ad was young and dark, balancing on a rock in the middle of a
lagoon and wearing the skimpiest of bathing trunks. Imagining the wonder of
a vacation in Jamaica — or anywhere else, for that matter — Peter let the
magazine fall to his lap. Perhaps he’d dip into his savings and go abroad this
summer, after classes ended. A bit of diversion was long overdue.

He looked at the clock. Still early but late enough for bed. He flipped the
magazine onto the cushion beside him, grateful another day had ended, eager
for the nothingness of sleep.

Peter paused on the steps outside the school, free again after eight hours of
drudgery. The afternoon sky was cloudless, pale blue; the breeze warm,
scented with lilac. It seemed a pity going back to an empty apartment on such
a splendid day. But there was paperwork to be done; and besides, where else
was there to go? Wondering about supper, he headed home.



He was stooped over examining the sparse rations in his refrigerator
when he heard a tap at the door. “Who the hell can that be?” he muttered. In
the living room, he hurriedly smoothed down his hair. The tapping repeated,
stronger, more insistent. “Who is it?” he called, one hand on the latch.

“It’s me... Gito... Gito Lopez.”

Peter paused, startled into sudden paralysis.

“Can I come in?” A faint note of desperation in his tone.

Peter hesitated another moment, then swung the door open. “Yeah, come
on in,” he said, fighting a quaver in his voice. He opened his mouth to say
more, but the words died in his throat as he saw Gito’s face bruised,
scratched and slightly puffed around the left eye and cheek. He watched the
boy stride past him into the room and sit down on the sofa. “You look
terrible. What the hell happened to you?”

Gito shrugged, trying very hard not to cry. “I couldn’t stand it no more.’

Peter sat down. “Who hurt you, Gito?”

“It don’t matter who.” The boy swiped brusquely at his good eye,
angered by the welling tears. “I just didn’t have nowhere else to go ’cept
here.”

Peter reached across the sofa and patted the youngster’s shoulder. “It’s
O.R., pal. Just take it easy.” He gave the shoulder a squeeze, feeling the hard
blade of bone beneath the denim jacket. “I’m surprised to see you after all
these weeks. But I’m glad you’re here.”

“I thought you was pissed at me,” Gito murmured, glancing at Peter and
looking a bit calmer. “But I couldn’t think of nobody else to come to.”

“I’m really glad you came, Gito. But what happened?”

“I just got a little busted up is all.”

“By Chico?”

“Chico?” Gito squinted in confusion. “Shit no, man, it ain’t Chico!
Chico’s just a kid. He’s my friend.”

“Did he stay behind?”

“Yeah, man, I think he’s still at the house.” He sat back against the arm
of the sofa, freeing himself from Peter’s hand. “I shouldn’t talk about it.”

“It’s all right, Gito, nobody will hurt you here,” Peter said, groping for
the right words and dying for a drink. “Would you like to tell me about it?
Tell me what happened?”

Gito stared. “I guess maybe it would be O.R. But I don’t know, man.”
He touched his bruised eye. “Maybe I shouldn’t even be here.”
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“Hey, you did the right thing,” Peter said. “I mean, Jesus, look at your
face!” He paused, waiting for the boy to respond. But Gito pawed gently at
the red scratch on his cheek and remained silent. “Why don’t you at least take
off your hat?”

The boy pulled the stocking cap off his head. His hair fell free in a thick
tumble of curls, longer than Peter remembered. “I rip things off for some
guy,” Gito suddenly said, fiddling with the cap in his lap.

“Yeah?” Peter leaned closer, taken a bit by surprise.

“I rip stuff off,” Gito repeated, glancing up at Peter, then down again at
the cap. “I rip stuff off for a guy who sells it, and then he gives me money for
dope and shit like that.”

“You sell candy, too?”

“Yeah, man, I did, but not no more.”

“And what about Chico?”

“He rips stuff off, too. But he ain’t very good at it. We stay at the guy’s
house, t think he’s my uncle.”

“Your uncle? Not your cousin?”

“Chico’s my cousin.” Gito looked up again. “You got any more wine,
man?”

“Yeah, I guess I do,” Peter said. He disliked the idea of once again
serving wine to the boy — especially under such odd circumstances — but
realized at the same time that a small glass could do no harm; in fact, it could
be the best way to calm the youngster’s nerves.

Gito poured himself a full glass and gulped it greedily. A trickle of wine
ran down his chin onto his red T-shirt. He paused to catch his breath, refilled
the glass, and drained it again in three noisy gulps.

“So... your uncle hit you?” Peter tried to bring Gito back to the
discussion. He took the bottle away from him and set it on the table.

The boy lounged against the arm of the sofa. “Yeah. But I ain’t sure he’s
my uncle. He said he was when my mama died, but I don’t know for sure.”

“What about your father?”

“I never saw my daddy. He was from Mexico. But I got the same last
name.”

“Was your mother Mexican, too?” Peter asked.

“No, man, she weren’t no Mexican. She was black, man. But her daddy
was white, from Chicago.” The boy reached across Peter, grabbed the wine,
and refilled his glass. “That fucker ain’t gonna gorilla me no more!”



“Your uncle?” Peter asked, puzzled.

“Yeah, man, that asshole!” Tears once again glistening in his eyes, Gito
took a sip of wine. “I don’t wanna talk about that no more.” He took another
sip. “My birthday was last week.”

“Yeah? How old were you?”

“Fourteen.”

“I thought you were already fourteen.”

“Well, you was wrong.” Gito sounded a bit flustered, very impatient.
His tone softened. “You sure you ain’t mad ’cause I came here? I don’t know
you too good, but I needed somewhere to go.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“You never came back to the bar, so I figured you were pissed at me
about somethin’.”

Peter shook his head. “I wasn’t pissed at you. I’ve just been busy. Hey,
did you get into trouble after you left here the last time?”

“Yeah, man, I guess so. But, shit, I get in trouble all the time anyway.”
He refilled the glass.

Pondering his next move, Peter sat and watched the boy. Through the
window, he could hear the sounds of children playing. “So what’s your plan,
Gito?” he asked finally. “What are you going to do?”

The boy shrugged, as Peter had expected he would. “I ain’t goin’ back to
that motherfucker,” he said, shaking his head. “I thought maybe I could stay
here for a while,” the last bit said very quickly, eyes averted.

“Here?” Peter sat up abruptly.

“Well, I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind too much. I guess I could go
someplace else... but I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind. It would just be
for a little while, man. But I guess I can’t, huh?”

“Well, just a minute. Give me a minute to think about it. I mean, it’s sort
of a shock.” He looked at the boy’s blackened eye, his scratched cheek, his
dirty tangle of hair. Several weeks before, he had pledged himself to help the
boy if necessary; now, very obviously, that help was needed. But so much
time had passed since then!

“Listen, man, don’t do me no fuckin’ favors,” Gito grumbled, pouring
wine awkwardly into his glass. “I’ll get by, you know. I ain’t no dumb punk.”
“Settle down.” Peter took a sip of his wine and looked again at the

youngster’s face. “You really want to stay here?”



“It don’t make no difference, really, I guess.” Gito stared towards the
blank TV.

“Well,” Peter chose his words slowly, “if you need a place to stay, then
it’s O.R. I sure as hell don’t want you getting beat up again, by anyone. So, if
I can help out for a while, you’re welcome to stay.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped, his jaw relaxed, as he stared down into his
wine. “Shit, that’s good,” he said softly, glancing at Peter. “Don’t worry,
man, I ain’t no trouble. And don’t worry ’bout me rippin’ you off or nothin’,
cause [ ain’t gonna.”

“Well, it’s a deal then.” Peter leaned forward and slapped the boy’s
knee. “You want to sleep here on the couch? Is that O.K.?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s O.K.!” Gito said, breaking into a very7 broad smile.

Gazing at the dark beauty of that face, Peter felt dryness in his mouth, a
mild ache in his stomach. “You hungry?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Gito poured the last of the wine into his glass. “I’m feelin’
really hungry all of a sudden. But I ain’t got no money.”

“Don’t worry, you’re my guest... for a few days. Then we’ll see what
happens.”

“You be payin’ for my food, man?” Gito asked, uneasily.

“For now.” Peter spoke over his shoulder as he walked to the kitchen.
“Then we’ll see what happens.”

They ate together at a small restaurant. Peter disliked eating out alone and
hadn’t dined there for months. He was surprised by the jump in prices since
his last visit. But he couldn’t begrudge the cost of the meal, not when he saw
the excitement on Gito’s face. True, the youngster was rather drunk, but his
delight was due more to an unmistakably boyish exuberance than to booze.

They walked home the long way, through the park. Although the
evening was warm and calm, the boy still wore his stocking cap — and, of
course, his blue denim jacket. Peter realized, as they neared the apartment,
that he had never seen Gito without the jacket. He wondered briefly what the
boy’s body looked like, then chased the thought from his mind.

Fishing the keys from his pocket, Peter saw a black Buick approach
from the next block. He thought nothing of it until Gito muttered a curse and
ducked into the nearest doorway. Like a rabbit mesmerized by a cobra’s stare,



the boy watched the car pass, venturing out of his niche only after it had
turned around the next corner.

“Who the hell was that?” Peter asked him.

“I thought it was somebody, but it wasn’t.”

“Your uncle?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t.”

Peter didn’t pursue the subject. Gito had been through enough for one
day; no sense in stirring him up again.

Upstairs, while Peter fetched pillows and blankets, Gito quietly watched
TV. Groggy from the wine and very sleepy, he appeared relaxed, happy.
Peter found it pleasant having him around; he liked the feeling of another
body nearby. The apartment had been too empty for too long.

He pointed to the sofa. “Everything is all set up.”

Gito looked around. “Hey, that’s really good, man.”

“You going to be O.K.?”

“Yeah, I’'m O.K. now.” He crossed to the sofa and poked at the
cushions. “Hey, man, that’s really nice. Thanks a lot.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

“You know, I had a good time tonight,” the boy said, staring at his feet,
creeping from behind his defiant, cocky facade for the first time.

“So did L,” Peter said. “I'm glad you’re here.” He stepped past Gito,
ruffling the boy’s hair. “Sleep well. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The boy nodded. Peter hurried to his bedroom, the feel of those soft
curls still warm on his hand.



seven

As Peter had feared, Gito presented problems, foremost among them,

school. As a teacher, Peter could hardly condone the boy’s continued truancy.
Gito, of course, was more than content to sit in the apartment all day,
smoking grass and watching TV — and raiding the refrigerator. But Peter had
other ideas. The boy would have to be sent to school, and he would have to
be put in touch with the appropriate welfare agencies. If Gito had been
reported as a runaway, Peter might be in some kind of trouble. What kind of
trouble, he wasn’t sure; but the possibility certainly existed, and it scared the
hell out of him. For the moment, though, he felt that the boy deserved a bit of
time to himself. Physically, and emotionally, the poor kid needed a few

days — perhaps a week — to recuperate. But only a week; then things would
have to change.

In the meantime there was a more immediate problem: for three days,
Peter had come home from work to find Gito stretched out on the sofa, still
wearing the denim jacket, and still unwashed, dirty and unkempt as the day
he’d turned up on the doorstep. The apartment had begun to smell strongly of
sweat and filthy hair and even filthier clothing. Having hinted at the matter
the first day of the boy’s stay, and having been blithely ignored, Peter
decided after the third day that he’d had enough.

“You think maybe you should think about taking a shower?” he asked
Gito, sounding less firm than he’d intended.

The boy looked at him from the sofa. “Yeah, pretty soon.”

Peter sat down next to the youngster. “Now listen, Gito, there’s no
reason for you to stink, which you do. I mean, maybe you didn’t have any
choice before, but you do now, so I want you to get cleaned up.”

Gito appeared startled by Peter’s mild scolding. “You ain’t my fuckin’
daddy!” he said, his chin lifted in defiance.

“I’m not your father, I know, but I’m all you have right now.” The boy
remained silent. “I know you’re old enough to wash and take care of yourself,
so I’d like you to do it. There’s no reason to be an ass about it.”



“Don’t try pushin’ me around, sucker!”

“Nobody’s pushing your around, and you know it,” Peter grinned,
poking the boy’s foot with his own. “Come on, don’t be stupid! Hell, you’ll
feel better after you’ve had a shower. Go ahead, and then we’ll get something
to eat.”

“Well, I guess,” Gito muttered, sitting up. “But I was gonna do it
anyhow, so don’t think it was your idea, ’cause it ain’t!”

“That’s fine. Now, you know where everything is in the bathroom,
right? The towels, the soap and the shampoo? And you know how to use the
shower?”

“Shit, man, I ain’t no fool!” the boy said, walking past him. “I’ll take
care of it.”

Peter held out his hand. “Why don’t you give me your jacket.”

Gito turned around, his lips pressed together in an almost comical
display of impatience. Eager not to offend the boy, Peter suppressed a laugh.

“Yeah, I guess so.” He tugged off the jacket, revealing dark, slender
arms. Beneath the red T-shirt, his chest and shoulders appeared thin, very
lean.

Peter took the jacket. “You should probably take off your other clothes
here, too,” he said, suffering suddenly from uncomfortable shortness of
breath. “It’s so small in there.”

“That’s O.R., “Gito said. He walked into the bathroom and shut the
door.

Peter turned the jacket in his hands. It smelled of sweat and marijuana.
He threw it on the sofa, then hurried to the kitchen and drank as much vodka
as rapidly as he could without making himself sick.

Holding the bottle, Peter wandered back into the Jiving room. He stared
at the bathroom door. The boy was inside. Just behind the door. Peter listened
for the rustle of clothing, the rasp of a zipper — any sound of the boy
undressing — but heard nothing. He put the bottle to his lips, tipped it,
guzzled until he felt himself about to gag. There was a metallic noise from
the bathroom. From the sound of it, Gito was fumbling with the faucets. Peter
wondered if the boy had finished undressing. Was he leaning over the bathtub
in his underpants? Or had he already removed them? There was a splash of
water in the tub, a rush of spray as the shower nozzle was switched on. Peter
stepped closer to the door, guzzled again from the bottle, listened. The rush
of water continued steady for a moment, then changed subtly, becoming



quieter as a body stepped beneath it. The boy, Peter knew, was now standing
in the tub, the spray beating against him.

Taking another drink, Peter shuffled back across the room and sank onto
the sofa. He tried to calm himself. What the hell was wrong with him? A boy
was taking a shower in his bathroom, nothing more. What had sent him
running for the booze? What kept him huddled on the couch, short of breath,
nearly trembling? He knew only that he wanted to open the bathroom door, to
see the boy, to be near him. But was caring about Gito so terrible? And if not,
then why this fear? Why this ache clutching at his stomach?

He chugged more vodka. The shower was turned off. Peter suddenly felt
very warm, lightheaded, dopey. He set aside the bottle. This was all wrong —
wrong! His mind swam with vivid pictures of Gito stepping from the shower,
drying himself with the towel. Peter couldn’t have felt more vulgarly sly if he
had been peeping through the keyhole into the bathroom. Was he becoming
some sort of pervert? Sure, he was gay, but he’d cared for foster children in
the past without the slightest problem. He was no pederast! True, neither of
the youngsters had been particularly attractive; one, in fact, had been grossly
overweight.

Enough! All this damned worrying was a waste of time. Pondering
motives and emotions had always bored Peter. He took pride in stoicism. If
he became angered or lonesome or depressed, he gritted his teeth and got by
just fine without resorting to all sorts of pointless, frivolous introspection and
self-analysis. Too much scrutiny of one’s feelings could lead only to trouble.
Best to do some work, read a book, listen to music — anything but dwell on
tedious emotion. So, maybe he did want to see Gito. There was nothing
wrong with that. Not really.

The door of the bathroom opened. Steam swirled into the living room.
Gito, a long white towel wrapped around his waist, stepped from the steam.
His hair was drenched, hanging in long black tendrils across his forehead,
over his ears, onto his neck nearly to the shoulders. His skin, still wet,
glistened as dark and smooth as slick copper. Draped in the towel, he looked
especially exotic, reminiscent somehow of an Indian fakir, a streetboy from
Tunisia or Morocco, a young athlete from ancient Greece.

“You look better,” Peter said. He wished now that he had put away the
vodka. “How do you feel?”

Gito walked barefoot across the room, moving with the sprightly grace
of a trim colt. “I feel O.K.,” he said, sitting down on the sofa. A bead of water



dripped from his hair onto his shoulder, trickled down his breast past the
small brown nipple, came to rest finally on his belly, just above the navel.
“What about my clothes? I only got what I wore here.” He saw the vodka,
picked up the bottle, took a drink.

“We can wash them tonight,” Peter said. The towel was wrapped tightly
around the boy’s middle, covering him to the knees. It opened in a narrow slit
as he sat down, exposing his leg up to the hip. “There’s a laundromat about
two blocks from here.”

“And what the fuck am I gonna wear?”

“You can stay here till I get back. Or you can wear something of mine.”

“It’d be too big,” Gito said.

Peter shrugged, taking the opportunity to more closely examine the
young body. Though thin, it appeared healthy enough. The chest was firm;
the belly hard, flat, ridged on either side with delicate muscle; the legs long,
slender in the calves, dark, perfectly hairless. “You could put on some things,
roll up the cuffs, tighten the belt. It would be O.K.”

“I’d look like a turkey, man,” Gito said, still wincing from a long pull of
vodka, his naturally husky voice momentarily reduced to a hoarse gasp.
“Maybe I should just put my old stuff back on.”

Peter gfanced over his shoulder into the bathroom, where the boy’s
clothes — red T-shirt, jeans, underpants, white socks and sneakers — were
thrown together on the floor in a ragged heap. “Forget it, kid. And that’s
enough booze, too!” He grabbed for the bottle, from which Gito was drinking
much too rapidly. The boy jerked it away. “Come on, Gito, give it to me!” “I
want to get fucked up!” the boy grumbled, taking a defiant sip. “I ain’t done
nothin’ but grass for three fuckin’ days, man.”

“That’s another thing I want to talk to you about. Your smoking, I
mean.”

“Oh, man, don’t start that shit,” he said, wearily shaking his head. “You
gotta loosen up, man!”

“Loosen up,” Peter muttered to himself, then raised his voice. “Come
on, Gito, no more drinking tonight!”

“Fuck, man, you been drinking,” the youngster protested. “I can tell by
your eyes. So don’t bitch at me!” He took a very long pull from the bottle,
then shivered as if afflicted with a sudden, violent chill.

“So, are you coming with me or not?” Peter asked, trying to sound very
sober after Gito’s observation.



“No, you go.”

“And what about eating?”

“Bring me a hamburger from the corner.” Gito stretched out his legs and
crossed them at the ankles, making himself very much at home. The towel
slipped open a bit wider, exposing more of his hip.

“Yes, boss,” Peter said, bowing as he rose from the sofa.

Gito watched him and smiled. “You’re nuts, man,” he said with a brief,
throaty laugh. “Are you bringin’ me a hamburger?”

“Yes, I’'m bringin’ you a hamburger!” Peter called, heading for the
bathroom. He gathered the boy’s clothing, fetched his own cap, and paused at
the front door. “Easy on the booze, O.K.?”

Gito smiled again, already rather drunk. “Don’t worry!” he yelled,
holding up the bottle as if it were a trophy. “I’ll save you some.”

The room, lit only by the pale flicker of the TV, was quite dark when
Peter returned. About to switch on a light, he discovered Gito sprawled
across the sofa on his belly, snoring quietly, the empty bottle on the floor.
The towel, though still covering him, had tugged itself free at the waist,
exposing the entirety of his right side from shoulder to toe. Leaving the room
dark, Peter crept to the sofa and laid Gito’s folded clothing on the floor. The
back of the towel was still dark and soggy from the boy’s wet ass.

Peter stood for several minutes watching the boy sleep, wondering how
to make him more comfortable. He couldn’t let the kid lie there all night
wrapped in a wet towel. He had to remove it and cover him more warmly.

He leaned down and lifted the back of the towel between thumb and
forefinger, baring the boy’s buttocks. Feeling cool air on his bottom, Gito
squirmed, and with a tiny moan, slid one knee as far forward as possible,
pressing his groin more snugly against the cushion. In the dim light, his sleek
cocoa skin glowed a soft, cool rose.

Peter held up the towel. “Beautiful,” he whispered. The boy’s butt was
smooth and unblemished as a baby’s, the cheeks plump, solid, firmly
rounded. Still restless, Gito squirmed once more on the cushions, slowly
grinding against them with his hips.

“I’ve got to get this out,” Peter murmured, tugging at the towel, still
pinned beneath the youngster. He gripped it with both hands and pulled with



a slow, steady force. The towel came gradually free, tipped Gito onto his
right side, facing him away from Peter at an awkward angle. Roused by his
discomfort, the boy moaned, then opened his eyes and looked up groggily.

“Sorry I woke you,” Peter whispered, paralyzed by surprise and
embarrassment. “I was trying to get this wet towel off and cover you up.”

Gito stared, his head still flat on the pillow, mouth parted, jaw slack, still
very much in a stupor. Although appearing awake, he obviously heard, saw,
and understood little of what was happening.

“I’m going to get this off you,” Peter said, more confidently now,
pulling at the towel. As it came free, Gito fell back limp against the cushions.
His hand trembling, Peter began very gently to dry the boy’s back,

starting between the shoulder blades, wiping down past the ribcage, around
the waist. He shifted to the boy’s feet, toweled off his calves, the smooth
hollow behind each knee, his thighs. Gito muttered something
incomprehensible. “I’m just going to dry you here,” Peter said, pressing
timidly against the boy’s buttocks. Half opening his eyes, Gito smiled.
Encouraged by the look of pleasure on the youngster’s face, Peter wiped
more firmly. Gito raised his behind slightly and flexed the cheeks; Peter
could feel them tense and relax — briefly hard, then soft, then rock-hard
again. He pressed down with both hands, began a gentle massage through the
towel. Watching Peter with a sidelong gaze, Gito emitted a soft, throaty
giggle. Yet, despite the boy’s undisguised delight, Peter dared not remove the
towel and touch his flesh directly.

The boy giggled, his toes wiggling slowly, digging into the cushion.
“You like that?” Peter asked, pressing in easy circles around the towel. Gito
replied with a quiet grunt, smiling almost blissfully. Peter pressed his palms
flat, then rubbed his thumbs slowly back and forth along the tight cleft
between the buttocks. Letting out another husky giggle, the boy raised his ass
higher and began sliding one leg back and forth across the cushions, his toes
flexing more eagerly. “Does that feel good?” Peter murmured, squeezing with
both hands now at the cheeks, tensed hard beneath the terrycloth. “Yeah,”
Gito breathed, his leg sliding rapidly against the cushion.

Peter straightened up. His heart thumped, almost robbing him of breath.
That damn vodka had him doing crazy things again! Gito muttered
incoherently, his leg stretched out straight and still. Stooping down, Peter
snatched away the towel, took the blanket from the back of the sofa and
spread it over the boy. “Now get some sleep,” he whispered, brushing the



hair from Gito’s face. Freshly shampooed, the curls smelled clean, felt thick,
fluffy. “Get some sleep.”



eight

Peter jerked upright in bed, certain he had overslept and would be late for
work. But as his head cleared he realized it was Saturday, and he slowly
relaxed. Remembering Gito — and the massage — he felt panic returning.
He hadn’t meant to get the kid worked up! How was he to know Gito would
react like that to a simple massage? But would the boy even remember?
Worse, how was Peter to know if he remembered? The first moment of eye
contact would tell the story — if Gito was still around. Peter would not have
been surprised to find him gone.

He rolled out of bed, pulled on his clothes. Gito was already dressed in
the living room, munching on an apple and watching TV.

“Morning!”

Chewing, the boy turned and lifted his head in mute greeting. He looked
clean and neat in his newly laundered clothes; there was nothing else unusual
about his appearance or manner.

“You feel O.K.?” Peter asked, casually walking into the kitchen for
some juice.

“Sure,” Gito yelled back, his mouth stuffed. “Why?” Back from the
kitchen Peter said, “You had a lot to drink last night.” He held up the empty
bottle.

“That shit don’t bother me.” Gito jutted out his chin. “I feel O.K.”

“Well, that’s good.” Peter sat down, feeling a bit calmer. “You want to
go somewhere today?”

The boy took a last bite of apple. “Like where?”

“What about the park?”

“What park, man?”

“The forest preserve, outside of town...”

Gito shrugged. “I ain’t never been there.”

“Well, we should go.” Peter pointed to the boy’s face. “How’s your eye
and cheek? They look a lot better.”



“They’re good,” Gito said, gnawing at the apple core. “What’s at the
park, man?”

“Grass, sun, a beach, swimming, fishing...” Peter’s voice trailed off.

The boy sat up straight. “You can fish and swim and stuff like that?”

“Sure. It looks warm today. But you can’t swim without trunks. We’ll
have to get you some.”

“What about fishin’?”

“I have poles. All we’d need is bait. We can buy that at the park.”

“Could we fish today?” Gito asked.

“Sure we can.” Peter was able to breathe freely again. “And then maybe
we can go swimmin’ sometime, too? [ mean like later on, like maybe next
week?”

Peter laughed. “You going to be here next week?”

“Shit, I can get out if you want!” the boy muttered, slouching back. “I
can leave. It don’t matter.”

Peter laughed again. “Boy, you are the touchiest little punk I’ve ever
know!” He tossed a pillow at Gito’s head. The youngster swatted it down, but
smiled. “You can stay here as long as you want, but we’ll have to see about
school.”

“School, shit!”

“Yes, school!” Peter picked up the pillow and playfully batted it against
Gito’s head. He had learned by now to shrug off the boy’s surly asides. “But
that’s next week. Right now we gotta get ready for the park.” He stood up
and headed for the kitchen. “We should take lunch...”

Peter showed Gito how to put the worm on his hook, how to operate the
reel, how to cast. Clumsy at first, the boy soon exhibited a certain flair for the
sport, plying his fishing rod with a skillful energy. Though very impatient —
seldom waiting for a bite before reeling in his bait and recasting — Gito
never became bored. Just being at the lake — near the water and trees in the
warm sunshine — seemed to exhilarate him. Never settling down, never
resting, he roamed constantly from his pole to a nearby patch of woods, back
to check his line, then off again to explore among the trees.

By noon they’d caught six small bluegills. The boy wanted to keep them
all, regardless of size. “We’ll catch more later,” Peter reassured him after
releasing the little fish. Too excited to remain downcast for more than a
moment, Gito then strolled with Peter to a shady patch of trees behind the
beach.



“You hungry?” Peter asked, sitting on the grass beneath a large oak.

“Yeah.” Gito fell to his knees. “Shit, I’m too hot!” He pulled off his
jacket and tossed it onto the ground.

“I wondered when you were going to take that off.”

They ate in the shade, laughing at the antics of a blue jay and a squirrel.
Peter loved being with the boy — loved the moist glimmer in his eyes, the
excited bob of his head when he laughed, the huskiness of his giggle. He
found himself wishing that the boy were his own son, that he had been able to
raise him, teach him, love him. He imagined caring for Gito as a very young
child — bathing him, changing him, wrestling and cuddling with him. But
there was more — something he found harder to ignore. Even now, sober as a
chaplain, he couldn’t stop dwelling on the massage of the previous night.
Each detail remained precise, vivid: the rosy tint of the boy’s skin, the
squirming hips, the hard, flexing cheeks of the butt. These images sprang
from something deeper, darker than simple affection. Still, Peter refused to
label his feelings. Did he really want Gito? This boy? True, he had never
cared much for men his own age, finding their rough whiskers and sagging
bellies and hairy chests extremely unpleasant. But did he want a boy? He
couldn’t accept that. He was no pervert! He might be gay, but he wouldn’t
stoop to molesting a child. Of course, he would never hurt Gito, no matter
what. He wanted to protect him, to make him happy. And how could that be
wrong? How could loving him possibly be wrong?

Gito wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “I’m gonna go back and
fish some more.” He jumped up, grabbed his pole and bait, and loped off
towards the beach.

“I’1l be there in a minute.” Peter pushed himself to his feet. He cleaned
up the bags and wrappers, then rejoined the boy.

Gito was much more subdued than earlier. After wandering off once to
explore the beach, he settled down beside his pole to relax. Lying on his
stomach, his feet raised back and clapping lightly together, he watched his
line with a contented, peaceful gaze. His forehead was beaded with sweat; his
black hair tossed in the warm breeze.

“You hot?” Peter asked.

“Yeah, a little.”

“Me too.” Peter took off his shirt.

The boy watched him, then sat up and pulled his own T-shirt over his
head. “That’s better, man!” Cross-legged on the sandy bank, he leaned back



on his hands and lifted his face to the sun.

“It’s nice here,” Peter said.

“Yeah, man, the sun feels good.” Gito ran a hand up and down his ribs,
prominent beneath taut skin.

“You already look tanned,” Peter remarked, eyeing the boy’s flesh — a
smooth, pale brown made lustrous by sweat and sun.

Gito looked at his chest & arms. “You think I look bad?”

“Hell, no!” Peter said, startled by the question, and by the boy’s
uncharacteristically meek tone. “You look tine. I wish I had skin like yours.
It’s great.”

Gito looked down again, as though seeing himself for the first time. “My
mama was a lot darker than me.” He turned his arm, inspecting it. “I’m real
light, really.”

“You look fine.” Peter glanced at his line resting back in the water.

“I wish we had some wine.” Gito scratched at his belly. “Can we get
some tonight?”

“I don’t know about that. I can’t keep getting you drunk.”

“It’s Saturday, man!”

“I don’t know...”

“Come on, man, don’t be such a fuckin’ drag.”

“Well, O.K... . but Monday we find out about school.” “Yeah, I guess,”
Gito said, gazing out over the water. “I wish Chico was here. He likes wine.”

“Maybe he can visit sometime. What about your uncle? Does he know
where you are?”

“No, he don’t know.” The sadness in his voice disturbed Peter. “It’d be
neat if Chico could be with us.”

“We’ll work it out,” Peter said, eager to boost the boy’s spirit. “We’ll
get some wine tonight, right?”

Gito glanced around, smiling again, his brief melancholy dispelled.
“Yeah, man, that sounds good.” A warm puff of breeze ruffled the curls on
his forehead.

Peter stared across the sofa at Gito. “We’ll have to get you more
clothes.”

The boy poured the last wine into his glass and peered down at his T-
shirt and jeans. “Yeah,” he mumbled, “that’ll be O.R. I don’t need much.” He
held up the empty bottle. “We need the next one, man.”



Peter fetched the fourth bottle from the kitchen, nearly knocking over a
lamp as he maneuvered unsteadily around the furniture. Gito laughed
watching him. “You’re fucked up good, man!”

“Why do I do this to myself?” Peter moaned, smiling despite himself at
the comical misery in his voice. He picked up a pillow and started swatting
Gito’s head. “And it’s all your fault!” he yelled, face contorted in mock fury.
“It’s all your fault, you little punk!”

The boy laughed so hard that he nearly choked. He grabbed ineffectually
at the pillow, which Peter continued batting against his head. Finally, panting
with exhaustion and still laughing, they both fell back.

“Drink up!” Peter handed Gito the new bottle.

“I thought you didn’t like gettin’ me drunk.”

“That was before. Now I don’t care.” In fact, remembering the massage,
Peter wanted the boy drunk, letting his imagination linger on what might
happen if Gito were to pass out again.

He drank his entire glass of wine in four quick gulps, feeling himself
swirling deeper. The boy slouched beside him, legs stretched out straight, one
hand clutching the wine bottle, the other curled in a loose fist on his thigh.
Peter wanted to touch him so badly that his heart felt swollen, sore in his
chest. Shit, maybe he was some kind of pervert after all. He wanted the boy,
wanted him naked — and there was no denying it. If that made him weird,
then goddammit, he was weird, and to hell with it! He was sick to death
speculating and worrying about it.

He grabbed the bottle from Gito, feeling exhilarated, oddly defiant.
Maybe he did want the boy. So what? Did that make him evil, sick? He filled
his glass, handed the bottle back to Gito and downed half his wine in one
gulp. But how had he deceived himself for so long? How had he mistaken his
passion for simple altruism, fond curiosity, innocent affection? However he’d
done it, there was no more disguising the truth. Draining his wine, staring at
Gito, Peter smiled with joyful discovery; so he loved the boy: so be it. Facing
the fact for the first time, he felt a bit disoriented, anxious, but he’d adjust. It
might take a while, but he’d land on his feet.

“What you smilin’ at, man?” Gito asked, looking at Peter with his old
suspicious glare.

“I like having you here.” Peter took the bottle and refilled his glass.

Nodding groggily, the boy reached for the wine. “Gimme some more,”
he muttered, squinting his eyes nearly shut in an effort to focus on the bottle.



Peter felt uproariously drunk; until tonight, he would have been terrified,
without quite knowing why, being so drunk, so near the boy. Now he felt
only joy, delight, an exuberant energy. Tomorrow, very likely, he’d regret his
recklessness, perhaps even feel disgust for his newfound passions; but none
of that mattered now. Tomorrow, with its prospect of cool, dispassionate
sobriety, could go hang itself.

“I’m gonna take a shower.” Peter announced. “I stink like a fish.” He
stood up, pausing to steady himself, then started for the bedroom. “You take
a shower, too!” he called over his shoulder. “You stink worse than I do.”

Gito glanced around and nodded, then looked back at the TV.

Peter fetched his robe and crossed to the bathroom. He felt wildly bold,
daring, indiscreet, as though his recent admission of desire for the boy were a
drug more heady than wine. Leaving the door of the bathroom open, he
removed his clothes, staring the entire time at the top of the boy’s head, just
visible above the back of the sofa. Still wearing undershorts, he turned on the
water and adjusted its temperature. Facing the open door, he lowered his
shorts. Although fearful the boy might turn and see him, Peter couldn’t bring
himself to shut the door. Staring at the back of the boy’s head, he was almost
paralyzed by the thrill of danger trembling in his arms and legs, tingling in
his groin. He could see the TV beyond the sofa; but its sound was inaudible
beneath the rushing of water. The tingling in his groin grew stronger. He felt
himself become erect, slowly at first, then, his embarrassment heightening his
excitement, very rapidly. Now he wanted Gito to turn and see him. Or so he
thought. But when the boy’s head moved slightly against the cushion, Peter
panicked and rushed behind the safety of the shower curtain.

He showered quickly, turned off the water, peered out. Gito still had not
moved. Peter emerged furtively and began drying himself on the same white
towel the boy had used the night before. Still, he made no effort to close the
door. Too drunk to reason clearly, he knew only that some sort of encounter
with Gito was more likely with the door open, especially if the boy were to
see him naked. Precisely why, he couldn’t say; but perhaps, somehow, the
boy would become excited, decide to take off his own clothes in imitation of
Peter, as he’d removed his shirt at the beach. Besides, there was something
madly titillating about standing naked so near the boy, even without his
knowledge.

As Peter finished drying, he flirted with the notion of walking naked into
the living room, but lost his courage at the last moment and put on his robe.



He crossed swiftly to the sofa and sat down. “I’m done,” he said, reaching for
the bottle. “Let me have some wine.”

Gito looked slowly around, extended the bottle with a wavering hand.
Seeing Peter seated next to him in nothing but a robe, he squinted, let his
gaze wander up, down, up again.

“Go ahead, take your shower.” Peter grabbed the wine, his erection
concealed behind an upraised leg. “Then we can drink the last bottle.”

“There’s another bottle?” Gito got up, apparently too drunk to argue.
“Shit, I forgot.” He started for the bathroom, then turned around, swaying
precariously. “What the fuck am I gonna wear, man?”

“Just use the towel for now,” Peter called back. “We’ll find you
something later.”

Nodding, Gito turned and stumbled into the bathroom, nudging at the
door as he passed. It closed only partially, leaving a wide crack through
which he remained visible. Facing away from Peter and moving very
clumsily, he pulled the red T-shirt over his head, struggling to free his
elbows. His hair flopped back over his ears in a long, curly mane. He threw
the shirt onto the floor and unfastened his jeans. Trying to tug them off
without removing his shoes, he lost his balance, stumbled backwards, sat
down with a thump on the toilet. With the jeans pulled down to his knees, he
yanked off his shoes and socks, then stood up again, letting his pants fall
around his bare feet. From the side — wearing nothing but his tight
underpants — the boy appeared as sharp and straight as a blade, his whole
body a beautiful dusky rose. He stepped out of his jeans toward the bathtub,
leaned down and turned on the water, his buttocks stretched round and taut
beneath the white shorts. Straightening up, he stepped slightly to one side,
concealing himself behind the bathroom door.

Peter moved across the couch, but still could see only part of Gito’s
body. He was about to get up and move closer when the boy slipped the
underpants down his legs, dropped them to the floor, and stepped into the tub.
Catching only a glimpse of the boy’s ass before the curtain was drawn, Peter
fell back on the sofa. Still battling a knot of fear, he guzzled from the wine
bottle, took a breath, guzzled again, trying to reach a depth of sheer, blissful
abandon.

The shower turned off. Peter peered into the bathroom. He heard the
curtain pulled aside but the boy, apparently drying off behind the door,
remained out of sight. Lifting the bottle, Peter gulped almost frantically until



it was drained. He tried to set it onto the table, knocked it over, tried again.
He managed finally to line it up next to the three other empty bottles before
collapsing back on the sofa, noticing vaguely through the blur that his
erection had sagged. Then Gito emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a
short yellow towel, sending Peter’s erection back to full strength.

“I’m gonna need clothes,” the boy muttered, his tone sulky, his words
slightly slurred. He dropped onto the couch, holding the towel closed at the
hip, then looked down toward his lap. “This fuckin’ towel is too small, man.”

“I’ll find something for you.” Peter rose from the sofa, turning to hide
his erection. “I’ll get the other bottle, too.” He weaved to the bedroom,
rummaged around until he came up with a T-shirt and some old cut-offs, then
fetched the wine from the kitchen. Coming back into the living room, he
succumbed to a marvelous, reckless giddiness, a defiant disregard for
propriety, feeling as suddenly and utterly shameless as a three-year-old.
Casting away all caution and modesty, he walked to the couch, making no
effort to conceal the bulge beneath the robe, and tossed the T-shirt and shorts
to Gito. “Try these.”

The boy glanced around, his gaze settling quickly on the bulge. He
smiled, amazed. “Fuck, man, you got a hard-on!” Peter laughed. So that was
that! His fear of the boy’s reaction had been as misplaced and unnecessary as
everything else in his life. He sat down and handed Gito the bottle,
wondering whether he should let his robe fall open.

“Why you got a hard-on, man?” the boy asked, his eyes nearly drooping
shut, his head nodding groggily. “You like me, man?” The boy took a drink
from the bottle, waiting for an answer from Peter, who had been startled into
silence. “You like me?”

“Sure,” Peter said finally. “’Course I like you.”

“I figured you did ’cause you was feelin’ me last night,” the boy
mumbled, then swigged again.

Peter, feeling a vestige of fear, managed a smile.

“You was feelin’ me up good, man,” Gito mumbled again. “I don’t
remember too much, but you was feelin’ my ass, [ know.”

“You mad?”

The youngster shrugged, “ft don’t bother me much.” He wiped a dribble
of wine from his chin. “It felt O.K. so it ain’t no big deal.” He looked at
Peter, smiling — all dimples, white teeth, cocoa skin. “That’s why you got a
hard-on, man.”



“I guess maybe it is,” Peter murmured, overwhelmed by the boy’s
admission. He eyed Gito’s face, his chest, his belly, the yellow towel
covering his hips. He wanted to open his robe and expose himself to the
boy’s gaze; wanted even more to grab that skimpy yellow towel, pull it aside,
bare the hidden thighs and genitals. But he still couldn’t be sure of Gito’s
feelings, which made any move risky, potentially disastrous.

Then he remembered the magazine in his bedroom — an old issue of
Playboy that he’d bought for its interview with Charles Bukowski. “I’ve got
something for you,” he said, standing up and crossing the living room as
hurriedly as his clumsiness would allow. He suppressed a twinge of guilt,
feeling very much the wicked old seducer of an unwary child. But, then, Gito
was hardly the picture of innocence; he had known about the massage, yet
cared not a whit. With a little encouragement — a bit of stimulation — there
was no telling what he might do. Peter, certainly, had no clear idea, but he
wanted something to happen, and realized how catalytic a little pornography
could be.

He returned quickly with the magazine and tossed it to Gito, then sat
across the room to observe its effect. The boy took a sloppy drink, then
letting go the towel, picked up the magazine. From his position across the
room, Peter could see the flat brown hip unveiled as the towel slipped away.

“All right!” Gito mumbled, leafing through the pages. “Fuckin’ pussy,
man.” His grin was more lopsided than usual, the dimple in his left cheek
very deep.

Peter reached beneath his robe, hoping the boy would look up. “You like
those pictures?”

“Yeah!” Gito flipped to the next page. Then, taking another drink, he
lifted his eyes and saw Peter. His smile grew even wider. “Hey, check it out,
man! You jackin’ off!”

Peter smiled back, nodding, exulting in a total surrender to impulse. He
let the robe fall open, and stroked himself slowly beneath Gito’s gaze. The
youngster giggled, shaking his head in joyous disbelief. “You jackin’ off!”

“Feels good!” Peter said, himself not believing what he was doing, but
unable — unwilling — to stop.

Gito looked a bit flabbergasted, as well as delighted. He took another
swig of wine, peered down at the magazine on his lap. Perhaps inspired by
Peter’s example, he reached his free hand beneath the magazine and began
rubbing himself through the towel. He continued to stare at the pictures, his



smile becoming more crooked, bleary, rapturous, the magazine rocking
rapidly in his lap.

Still holding himself and feeling dizzy, Peter crossed to the sofa and sat
down. Gito looked around at him and smiled, his nose crinkling, then
returned to the pictures. The boy moved his hand onto his belly and down
beneath the towel, which slipped a bit farther. Letting his hand slide slowly
between his legs, he threw back his head, closed his eyes, moaned.

Almost blacking out, Peter jerked upright with a startled gasp. Trying
desperately to focus, he looked at Gito. The boy was gnawing his bottom lip
and grinding his hips. He had dislodged the magazine from his lap, leaving
the towel loose atop his stroking hand as he rubbed himself more vigorously.
Seemingly in agony, he opened his mouth, sucked in his belly very hard,
hollow. Drawing his legs up, Gito propped the heel of each foot onto the edge
of the couch and spread his knees.

Not touching himself, Peter ejaculated watching the boy, his semen
shooting in a powerful arc onto the carpet at his feet. He could feel himself
sinking much too deeply now. Able to hear, but not see, the boy’s stroking
hand, he wanted to yank aside the towel obstructing his view. But he
couldn’t; his limbs were too heavy; his eyes drooped closed. The last thing he
saw before passing out was Gito — mouth open, knees spread wide — still
rubbing in a frenzy between his legs.

Waking with a start, Peter stared at the clock. It slowly came into focus. Five-
thirty. Dawn was pale rose outside the window. Still very drunk, he pushed
himself up on the sofa and gripped his head between his hands. Groaning, he
noticed the dark stain on the carpet. Christ, how was he going to clean that
up”?

He looked around and discovered Gito, still wrapped in the yellow
towel, sleeping beside him. The boy was curled on his side, his back to Peter,
his legs dangling off the couch. Slowly, Peter pushed his hand beneath the
towel and began stroking the hard, smooth hip. With a long moan, the boy
flexed his back catlike and looked over his shoulder with bleary, squinted
eyes, then let his head drop back on to the cushion. Peter slid his hand down
the boy’s hip onto his buttocks and ran his forefinger back and forth in the
snug little crack — moist and very warm. Gito moaned, “What the fuck you



doin’?” and rolled his hips. Peter ignored him — surprised by his own
boldness — and cupped one cheek. He gave it a squeeze, feeling for the first
time the firm plumpness of a boy’s ass. “Roll over,” he said, again gripping
the youngster by the hip.

Gito resisted, pulling the towel more securely around his waist. “Fuck
off!” He pushed himself up and staggered to the bathroom. The strong, tart
aroma of semen wafted from the cushion where he had been sleeping.

Peter followed him to the bathroom. “You O.R., Gito?” he yelled in
through the closed door.

“I got cum on me,” the boy answered, sounding rather pitiful. There was
a pause. Then the door opened. Wrapped in a long striped towel, Gito
scuffled out. “Hey, man, you was jackin’ off before.” He stepped around
Peter with a weak smile.

Peter smiled back. “And you were, too, little pal.”

“Fuck, man,” Gito said, shaking his head, “this is some nutty place you
got here. I ain’t never seen no grown-up heatin’ off before neither.”

“Does it bother you?” Peter asked, wondering just how far he might go.

Gito again shook his head, “Fuck, man, it don’t bother me, not if you
like it.”

“If T like it?” Peter asked, not quite understanding. As they talked, he
nudged the boy’s shoulder, guiding him back to the couch.

“It’s your joint, man. You can do whatever you want, and it’s cool, you
know? But I ain’t never been nowhere like this.” He glanced around at Peter.
“You queer, ain’t you man?”

Peter laughed. “Yeah, I am. But I don’t go around jerking off in front of
every boy I meet. Are you? Gay, [ mean?”

“Shit no! I ain’t no fuckin’ fag.”

“Jesus, that sounds terrible. I am, remember?”

“Oh, that’s O.K. I don’t care if you are, man. I always figured you was
queer, anyway.”

“You figured I was? How could you have known that?”

“You always be lookin’ at me funny, so I knew you liked me. And like
last night, when you was feelin’ my ass... well I knew then, too. Anyway,
man, you bein’ queer is O.K.”

“Well, good.” Peter felt confused, fatigued, a bit numb. Never fond of
discussing himself, he felt even less inclined now.



Gito stood up. “I need some clothes,” he said, standing with one hip
lolled to the side, the towel dangling to his knees.

“On the floor, by the couch.” Peter pointed to the cut-offs and T-shirt.

Gito turned, picked up the clothes, then carried them to the bathroom
and changed quickly. With an embarrassed frown, he returned to the living
room. The shorts were much too large for him, riding low on his slim hips;
one good shake would have sent them to the floor. The T-shirt, also too large,
hung down to mid-thigh. “I look like an asshole,” he said, staring down at
himself.

“You look O.K.” Peter smiled. “Come on, let’s get back to sleep. We
both need it.” He looked at the dirty sofa. “You can sleep in my bed.”

“With you?”

“It’s a double bed,” Peter assured him. “Are you afraid of me?”

“No, man... but I ain’t no queer. I don’t think we should do nothin’
together.”

“That’s O.K., if that’s the way you feel.”

“I don’t think we should do nothin’,” the boy repeated, whether trying to
convince himself or Peter was not clear.

“Anyway, you should sleep in the bed. The couch is dirty.”

“Yeah, well, it’s O.K. for now, I guess,” the boy said walking to the
bedroom.

Exhausted, Peter followed him.



nine

Before leaving for work on Monday, Peter revived the subject of Gito’s
schooling. Nothing had been said about it since Saturday night. Sleeping until
past noon, they had spent a quiet, sleepy Sunday devoted to recuperation. But
now, Peter wanted the matter settled. “I’ll talk to the principal today about
enrolling you,” he said, gathering his books and papers. “Then we’ll get in
touch with Children and Family Services.”

“I don’t think so, man,” Gito answered, still curled on his side in bed,
the sheet pulled to his waist.

“What do you mean by that?” Peter turned around, faced the boy.

“I don’t like school, and I don’t like no fuckin’ welfare workers neither.
I went through all that shit when my mama died.”

“You have to go to school, Gito. We already decided that. You agreed.”

“That was before, man,” the boy mumbled, rolling onto his back. His
bare chest looked very dark against the white sheets. “But I changed my mind
now. [ ain’t goin’ nowhere. And if you try to push me around, I’ll just split.”

Flustered, Peter took a step towards the door, then stopped. “You’ve got
to go to school! I can’t let you stay here all day without going to school or
reporting to the state. I could lose my goddamn job!”

“Then I’ll split, man.”

“No,” Peter said, shaking his head, speaking softly. “You can’t leave.”

“Then I’ll stay, but I ain’t goin’ to no school. And I want Chico to come
here, too.”

“What?”

“Chico can come here, too. I’ll get him and bring him back.” The boy
touched below his eye, the skin still purple.

“Chico? How can he stay here?”

“I thought you said he could visit.”

“I did,” Peter almost shouted, “but he can’t stay here!”

“Well, just for a while.”



“Just for a while.” Peter sat down at the end of the bed. “What about
your uncle? What if you run into him?”

“I won’t, man.” Gito tossed off the sheet and swung his legs to the floor,
the cut-offs bagged almost comically around his hips. “I know how to stay
away from him.”

“I must be nuts,” Peter mumbled.

The boy picked up the undershirt and pulled it on. “Shit, man, I don’t
need no school anyway. It’s just a fuckin’ waste of time.”

“Oh, sure, you’ll do just fine the way you are.” He chuckled. “I feel like
I’'m being blackmailed, for Christ’s sake. I can’t believe it.”

“Shit, man, I ain’t doin’ no blackmail. I just be leavin’ if you come
down on me, is all.”

“It’s the same thing.” Peter rose from the bed. “I’ll see you tonight,
then.”

The boy smiled, already opening his plastic bag of grass. “Yeah, man,
catch you later.”

Gito’s habits remained unchanged as the days passed. He spent almost all his
time sprawled in front of the TV, smoking grass, snacking, studying the
pictures in Playboy. Occasionally, he ventured outdoors in search of Chico —
using an extra key Peter had given him — but always returned quickly, alone,
to resume his customary position on the couch.

Peter allowed the boy his routine, treating him strictly as a houseguest,
no longer worrying about his responsibilities as a surrogate parent. This
decision made life easier, and more pleasant, for both of them. Peter did not,
however, surrender interest in the more mundane details of Gito’s affairs,
and, by the end of the boy’s second week in the apartment, had persuaded
him to venture downtown for new clothes. At first, Gito maintained a show of
cool indifference for the project. But soon, warmed by the attention — and
money — lavished upon him, he became more enthusiastic, rushing up and
down the department store aisles, rummaging eagerly through the racks of T-
shirts and jeans and shorts. He changed his mind constantly, choosing and re-
choosing the same shirt a dozen times before arriving at a decision.

He had already chosen two gaudily striped T-shirts, a new pair of jeans,
a yellow tank top and gym shorts, and an armful of underwear and socks



when he spotted the swim trunks. “I gotta get some of those!”

Peter agreed. “Get something nice. You want to look good.”

Paying little attention to Peter, Gito smiled as his eyes fell upon a pair of
scarlet briefs — no more than a glorified jockstrap on the mannequin. “Those
are sharp,” he said, picking a pair off the rack. “Check it out, man! You dig
these?” He held them up.

“You want to wear something like that?”

“Shit, they’re sharp!” Gito declared, holding them up. “I bet you like
‘em, don’t you?”

“Why do you think that?”

“You’d like to see me in these, I know.” The youngster had a sparkle in
his eyes.

Peter said nothing. Since Saturday, he had been detecting something
vaguely devilish in the boy’s attitude — comments, glances, poses that could
be interpreted, with very little imagination, as gently flirtatious. Nothing
overtly erotic; in fact, their relationship had become the very model of
propriety. Although sleeping in the same bed, they never touched, never
indulged in horseplay, never undressed in each other’s presence. Still, Peter
couldn’t help wondering about the boy’s subtly coquettish behavior — and
where it might be leading.

“Can I get ‘em?” Gito dangled the scanty trunks be tween thumb and
fore