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When Billy Who told me he was an Elvis impersonator I laughed out loud.

“No, really,” he said, genuinely offended.  “I had an act in Vegas and everything.”

“You?  Your own act?  You don’t look anything like Elvis.”  He was short and muscular and had crooked teeth, although his hair was suggestive of the real thing—poufed up in front and accompanied by dramatic sideburns; late-period Elvis hair, the era of the bloated, sweaty King, when he no longer made records but could still pack them in at the casinos.

He launched into My Way, bringing his chin down to his chest to deepen his voice, putting an Elvis-style warble into it.

“Stop,” I said.  “The real Elvis was bad enough.”

“What’s the matter?” said Billy, then a moment later broke into a sly, cutting grin.

Later that evening he got into an argument with some kid named Stoney, a street hustler, at the pool table.  “Fuckin’ liar, man,” said Stoney, appealing to me as he made his way to the men’s room.  Once he was out of sight Billy got the idea of pissing in Stoney’s beer.

“He’ll never know the difference,” he said.  “Beer looks the same coming out as it does going in.”  He already had his pants unzipped.

“Jeez, man, you are a pig,” I said, and walked away, and the bartender slammed a hammy fist on the bar.

“What are you doing up there?” he demanded of Billy, who turned around, all zipped up again, and said “What?  Nothin’.  Jeez, can’t even turn around in a dump like this.”

“If it’s such a dump, why don’t you go someplace else?”  

Billy just smirked, and the bartender, a beefy guy with a shocking red beard, made like he was coming out from behind the bar.  “I mean it,” he said.  “Beat it.”

Billy darted past me, skirting tables till he got to the front door, where he stood in the doorway.  “Ya fuck!” he called out to the bartender, making an open handed gesture which I presume meant something in street sign-language.  But the bartender’s mind was already somewhere else.  He wiped the bar and changed the napkin under a customer’s drink, spinning the new one in place with a flick.  

Out on the sidewalk I stood talking with my friend Dave, while Billy watched the faces in the cars as they went by, making an ear-splitting, fingers-in-the-teeth whistle now and then.  Eventually he and Dave began to speak in low voices, and I heard the word coke, then they left together and I went home.

* * *

That was my first encounter with Billy Who, so called because nobody ever knew his real last name.  To different people at different times he was Billy Dallas, Billy Starr, Billy Derringer.  He told differing stories about where he came from too; New Orleans, Honolulu, New York City.  Nobody questioned him, least of all me.  Hustlers like Billy were flypaper for trouble.  You got involved with them and before you knew it you were mixed up with drugs and crime and a parade of strangers showing up at all hours of the night.  I never told Billy where I lived.  

Whenever I showed up at the bar he would always come over to talk to me.  I think he had the idea I was straight, or it was easy for him to pretend I was, since I rode a motorcycle and had spent my college years working construction jobs.  I didn’t have any of the gay mannerisms that bothered him, a topic he loved to harp on.  He had a deep antagonism towards lesbians too, especially the ones who were bullying and loud, as if by appropriating such behavior they were taking something personally from him.

Billy had a round face that was plain, even ugly, until he smiled.  Then it was like molten gold.  It was a cunning smile, the kind with no real warmth behind it, like the guys in toothpaste ads, the ones that look like they’re made of fiberglass.  But Billy could make hearts flutter with that smile, the pathetic men who sought him out in the bar, fingers trembling as they pulled out money for his drinks.  I never asked him about his trade, the part I never saw; how he met the guys, where they went, how much money he got and what he had to do for it.  I don’t think I ever saw him pay for a drink once, either his own or anyone else’s.  The days he didn’t show up at the bar no one asked about him.   

It wasn’t long before he wangled a setup out of some rich old man, who installed him in an apartment with a puny allowance.  “He owns the building,” Billy told me, which suggested that Billy wasn’t the first of his kind to occupy those rooms.  But he was proud of his accomplishment, a place of his own, which left me wondering where he’d been bunking before, perhaps in one of those arrangements where six or eight hustlers pool their money every night to rent hellhole motel rooms.  

Billy even threw a sort of dinner party, and invited Dave and me, and some kid from the street named Steve, who had an upturned nose and hair the color of a dried-up orange.  His apartment was in one of those complexes that were built all over Los Angeles in the 1960s, that always look exhausted and used up, with concrete walkways, no plants except straggly types that don’t need watering, peeling paint, hallways sunk in the middle, creaky stairs, bare bulbs, big stains on all the carpets, stinks that defied analysis.  His neighbors were mostly Russians, whose bleak poverty forced them to live with all their relatives in greasy, tiny rooms, so that wherever a door stood open three or four faces looked out.  No smiles, not a word.  Billy tried to cook hamburgers on his tiny decrepit stove, which never got hot enough to cook the meat, so it was fed, raw, to the dog Billy kept chained up in the living room.  

“You shouldn’t leave that dog tied up like that,” said Steve, the kid from the street.  The color of his hair was very similar to the dog’s, which had worn a sore into its neck from pulling against its chain.  “How’d you like to be stuck all day and all night like that?”

“I take him out when he needs to piss or shit,” said Billy.  “He don’t care anyway, he’s a dog.”

In the end we ordered pizzas from a payphone in the hall, that Dave and I paid for, although Billy promised to pay us back.  “I swear, man,” he said.

Billy tried to start a dog grooming company, and then a car detailing company.  He even had goofy cheap business cards printing up, using weird type and garish colors.  I doubt he was very successful with either venture.  He wasn’t the kind to care much about keeping appointments.  One evening at the bar he persuaded me to come over and help him bring some boxes upstairs from storage in the garage.  I thought it might be stuff related to one of his “businesses” but they turned out to be all electronic equipment, stereo tuners, boombox radios and small TVs, all unopened.  I had no doubt they were stolen.  Billy put them in a corner of the living room, stacked under an ugly bedspread.  I noticed the dog was gone.  I asked what happened to it.

“He ran away,” said Billy.  “The fucker.”

He promised to pay for dinner in return for taking him to a pizza place, so I sat around his mournful kitchen while he took a shower.  Dishes were stacked everywhere, the stove was exactly the way he had left it the night of the hamburger fiasco, the plastic package that had contained the meat still lying on a burner.  

When he came out of the bathroom he was completely naked.  He was running a skimpy towel through his hair, and my heart jumped at the sight of him, with his taut muscularity, like a bull, that his clothes never did the remotest justice to, made all the more appealing by his pug face and scars here and there.  As I followed him into the bedroom I wondered vaguely if he expected me to pay him.  In bed he was not the kind of hustler, at least with me, that just lay there while his customer took his money’s worth. 

Afterwards we lay together in the dark, the noises of the neighborhood streaming in the windows.  

“Where’d you really come from?” I asked.

“Originally?  Oklahoma.”  He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke, illuminated by a sliver of light from outside, in a straight stream into the center of the room.  “Way out in the country.  Nobody around for miles.  My Dad never had a job, so we had to hunt or there was nothing to eat.  Rabbits mostly.  I was a pretty good shot, still am probably.  My Mom and Dad was kind of biker-people.  Later I found out it wasn’t even our land we was living on.  The sheriff come one day and shooed us off.”  The tip of the cigarette glowed as he inhaled again.

I asked about the Elvis impersonator business.

“That,” he said with a laugh.  “Me and a hundred other guys was hired and dressed up like Elvis for the opening of a supermarket.”

“In Las Vegas?”

“Naw, San Berdoo.  I kept hoping I could get another gig doing that.  People liked me, they said I had all the moves.”  He dunked his cigarette in a glass of water on a table beside the bed.

“What’s all that stuff in the living room, those boxes I helped you with?”

“None of your beeswax,” he said.  I couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not.

“That’s a bad road to go down,” I said.

He turned and punched a place for his head in a pillow and lay down on his side facing away from me.  “Yes, Mother,” he said.

When I woke up the next morning I heard retching in the bathroom.  I got up to see Billy hanging over the toilet.  There was an energetic pattern of fish on the plastic shower curtain.

“You OK?” I said.

“Jesus shit,” he said when he saw me.  He reached over and shut the door.  “You gotta go, man,” he called out, between heaves.  I hesitated for a moment, until he said “Go on, man!”  I got into my clothes and left, passing a dozen children in the hall, all in flip-flops and mismatched clothes, grim, eyes averted, silent except for their shuffling feet.

I wondered if Billy would be at the bar that night.  I thought embarrassment might keep him away.  Yet there he was at the pool table, scheming, grinning, working the old guys in the room.  There was no mention of the night before until I reminded him that he had promised to buy me a pizza.  

“I said I would if you’d take me there,” he replied, a cigarette hanging from his mouth.  “You didn’t take me nowhere.”  He turned back to the pool table, made a shot in which his stick struck the cue ball twice, then lied about it and an argument blew up.

Then I lost track of Billy.  Dave told me he had hooked up with some girl named Alice, and was living with her someplace out in the valley.  Over a long period of time I only saw Billy once, at Dave’s, when he came around with Alice.  She was a beautiful girl, and I was shocked that she had taken up with Billy.  He had grown somewhat fat, he was unshaven and had a drunken look in his eyes.  Dave had told me earlier that Alice was from a very rich family, an only child, and her parents were heartsick at the life she had gotten into with Billy, who had talked her into giving him money to start a training academy for dogs.  That money had been squandered, and then he had been given more.  

“How do you know all this stuff?” I asked.

“Billy told me.  He’s proud of it.  Alice’s mother even called here once.  She got my number somehow, and called because she didn’t know where Alice was.  Hadn’t seen her for months.  I thought she was going to cry over the phone.  I’ll bet that’s the biggest fear people like her have, their little girl hooking up with some shit who pisses all over the life they built up for her.”  Dave was a retired accountant, much older than me.  I figured he knew what he was talking about.  “I told her I didn’t know where Alice was, which was true, sort of.”  He looked down at his hands.  “Actually it’s none of my business.  I hate getting mixed up in crap like that.”

* * *

So I forgot about Billy Who until a year or so later, when I saw him hitchhiking one night on Santa Monica Boulevard.  I almost didn’t recognize him.  His hair was short, and he had lost the fat I had last seen on him.  It was cold yet he was out there in his shirtsleeves, showing off the merchandise.  I pulled up next to him.

“What’s going on?” I said.

He shrugged.  “You got a cigarette?”

“I don’t smoke.  Where you going?”

“Home I guess.”  He looked up and down the boulevard.  Traffic was very light, and all the cars had their windows rolled up.

“Where are you living?”

“Same place as before.”

“Dave said you were living in the valley.”

“Not no more.”

“You want a ride?  You’re going to freeze on this bike.”

“Shit, it’s only a couple blocks.”

I took off with him behind me, and in a matter of seconds his teeth were chattering.  He gripped me around the waist and burrowed his face into my neck, mumbling “Jesus shit it’s cold” as if talking to himself.

When we got to his place he asked me to come in.  I told him I couldn’t but he persisted.  He must have weaseled his way back into the old man’s good graces, the guy who owned the building, because he was living in the same rooms as before, although now it was a perfect dump inside, with newspapers and junk mail scattered amongst dirty clothes on the floor.  Billy told me he had a new scheme to make money, entering contests and sweepstakes.  “Lots of people do it,” he said.  “You can make good money if you do it right.”

It was freezing in there.  “Don’t you have a heater?” I asked.

“Just a small one in the bedroom.  The main one’s busted.”

“Aren’t you cold?”

He rubbed his arms.  “Yeah, I guess I am.  Let’s go in the bedroom so we can talk.”

I tried to imagine what he thought we had to talk about.  

In the bedroom he turned on a little electric heater, and soon the element inside was glowing.

“Aren’t you going to turn the lights on?” I asked.

“Bulb’s burned out.”  He set the heater on a table next to the bed and huddled in front of it, trying to warm up.  I remained standing and looked around.  The floor held the same scatter as the living room.  I went over to the window and lifted a blind.  Outside a streetlight threw a bluish glare up and down the street.  I watched for quite a while, hoping to see some sign of life, but there was none, not even the rats that normally ran along the telephone wires.  I dropped the blind and turned around.  Billy had his shirt off, and his skin was sleek and golden in the heater’s light.

“I ought to go,” I said, but Billy stood up and came toward me, his eyes reflecting a liquid slice of the blue outside.  

“Fuck, man,” he murmured, putting his lips against mine, still trembling but no longer from the cold.  When he began to undress me I did not resist.  In bed the same old fire flared up, the one I had experienced with him those years ago; the same attention to tenderness, the deep sighs, the delicate touch, the sense of melting into each other.  Those things can’t be faked.  It was hard to reconcile this Billy with the other one, the scheming one, the criminal; the guy who thought nothing of pissing in someone’s beer or stringing some girl along so he could soak her of all her money, who’d keep a dog chained up day in and day out in a tiny room without thinking about it. 

In the middle of the night there was a pounding on the door.

“Aw fuck,” Billy groaned as he got up.  “Don’t make no noise,” he said.

I followed him into the living room.  Both of us were draped in blankets.  The pounding came again, and then a woman’s shrill voice.  “Billy?  Billy?  Come out here.”

Billy peeked cautiously out the drapes.  “Jesus shit,” he said, and came away from the window.  It was my turn to look out.  There was an old lady in the hall, trying to peer through the peephole in the door.  She was dressed in filthy clothes and a sort of barnstormer’s cap with flaps over the ears.  On her legs she wore stockings on top of stockings, three different layers at least, all grimy, full of holes.  A black trash bag, knotted at the top, lay slumped at her feet.  “Billy?” she cried again, her voice almost a shriek.

“Holy shit,” I said in a whisper.  “Who the fuck is that?”

“You want to know who that is?” said Billy, in a low voice, no longer bothering to whisper.  He dug through a pack of cigarettes that were on the coffee table, found one and lit it, then dropped onto the sofa.  “That’s my mother, man.”

I don’t know how long I stood there simply staring at him.

“I guess I forgot to tell you she’s a lunatic.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing.  Sooner or later she’ll go away.”

I looked out around the drapes again.  The woman was laboring, with the stub of a pencil, to write a note on a scrap of paper.  She was muttering to herself.  When the note was finished she tried to find a place to slip it in, making almost inaudible scraping noises around the doorjamb, like mice, or a frail ghost trying to scratch its way in.

Billy stubbed his cigarette out and went to bed.  I waited until I heard the woman go away, until her scowling and rustling was gone from the hall, then I opened the door and looked out.  A small triangular piece of paper lay on the door mat.  I picked it up and saw it was covered with tiny scribbles that made no sense.  I shut the door quietly, lay the note on the coffee table then went back to bed, where I lay awake next to the snoring Billy trying to figure out if what he’d told me was true, if that really had been his mother.  

I woke just as dawn was breaking, and I heard Billy vomiting in the bathroom again.  I got into my clothes as quietly as I could and left.

A few months later I happened to go down that street again, and saw that the building where Billy had lived was empty and enclosed behind a cyclone fence.  All the windows had been broken out.  Five other properties were similarly fenced off; a week later they were all torn down, and eventually replaced with a huge development.  Curious, I made a point of watching it go up.  Although the design was modern, with fancy columns, dramatic angles and odd-shaped windows, striking colors and greenery in the form of palms and ferns, the materials used in the construction looked pretty cheap, to me at least, and I should know.  I’d seen plenty contractors cutting corners in my day.  Lots of pasteboard, lots of spray-on crap instead of real stucco, the rain gutters and pane separators on the windows made of plastic.  All the flowers that had been stuck in pots were fake.  

The development looked fine, though, once it was finished and the FOR LEASE signs were out in front on tiny squares of lawn.  But I couldn’t help trying to picture what it would look like in forty years, after time, and a parade of people who didn’t give a shit about anything, had done their work.  
James Dire
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