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  For Carlos S., wherever you are


  Everything can change in the blink of an eye. Joy to despair. A phone call. A glance from a stranger. A chance meeting on the street. And your whole life can alter.


  


  PART ONE: 1982


  


  


  CHAPTER 1: ANDY


  


  


  TRANSFIXED. THATS the only word I can think of to describe the effect his eyes had on me. They were a trap snapping shut. It sounds schlocky, melodramatic, the stuff of bodice rippers, but it was true: they were mesmerizing. The irises were fashioned from dark chocolate, so dark it became impossible to distinguish the pupil. They were framed by lashes so black and thick that one might be tempted to imagine these tiny curls of hair were augmented with mascara.


  But that was not the case. Carlos, as I would come to learn his name, was all man. The rest of him was pretty spectacular as welland Ill get to thatbut his eyes were what really swept me up and, in a way, never let me go. Moth to the flame.


  Can a person be hopelessly infatuated by just a look?


  The answer stood but a few feet away from me that early morning in Chicago, on the L train, what was once called the Douglas-OHare line. I was twenty-two years old and on my way to work at my first job ever, at a catalog house west of Chicagos Loop where I was putting my BA in English to use as a copywriter. Back then, mornings I was bleary-eyed and hungry for more sleep. The L cars were crowded, and the gentle rocking motion of the train encouraged further slumber.


  But Carlos, and the connection our eyes made, snapped me right out of my reverie. Our gazes meeting for only a second was electric, elevating me out of the music I was listening to on my Sony WalkmanHuman Leagues Dare album. Is memory teasing me by making me think the song that coincided with my first glimpse of Carlos was Dont You Want Me? Or would that be just too perfect, my memorys way of romanticizing the moment? I do remember the book open in my lap, ignored, although it was one I have come to love and reread throughout the yearsWilliam Maxwells The Folded Leaf.


  Its been… what? A little more than thirty years since that morning, yet the memory of how he looked then is branded on my brain as if etched there by fire. That image is as clear as if he stood in front of me only yesterday.


  It was cold. January. Carlos was bundled into a blue down-filled coat, a brightly colored striped muffler wrapped around his neck. Black jeans. I, who had been riding the train since I switched lines downtown, had a seat, but he stood across from me, jammed against the frost-etched doors, surrounded by people who now only appear to me as blurs.


  He was tall, maybe a little over six feet. His eyes Ive already told you about, but the whole package was about dark allure, exotic. I would later come to learn from him that he was Cuban, but then all I could do was drink in the simple beauty of this man. His hair was black silk. In accordance with the times, it was parted in the middle, feathered back, and just long enough to cover his earlobes. His skin was fine, nearly poreless, and a lovely shade of café au lait. Broad shoulders strained the confines of his bundled-up winter coat.


  In that instant when our eyes met, the connection was like a pulse that went straight to my heart. It lasted for only a second or maybe a bit longer, but in that short space of time, my fertile imagination pictured an entire future with this man. Days together strolling a beach as the surf from Lake Michigan pounded the shore. Nights together as Carlos, dark eyes penetrating my own green orbs, pounded me. Hey, I was twenty-two years oldthe hormones were flowing freely.


  Yes, I lusted for him. In a split second.


  And then I tore my gaze away. Heat rose to my cheeks, burning, in spite of the close-to-zero temperatures just outside the train car windows.


  He had caught me. Caught me staring. In that fleeting moment, he had read my mind and seen the lust in my heart. He recognized me as the shameful, perverted thing I was, the queer I kept so carefully hidden from everyone I knew.


  He was sickened by it. Or maybe another scenariohe was amused. The latter option was no more comforting. I tried to swallow and found my throat and mouth dry. I chanced a quick glance over once more and saw he had opened the Sun-Times and was reading.


  My thundering heart slowed a little, and my rational mind tried to soothe me. He doesnt know. Hes just another stranger on the train.


  But God! Hes beautiful.


  I chastised myself. I couldnt allow the luxury of thinking the way I did about Carlos, even if my reverie lasted for only seconds. I was engaged to be married to my college sweetheart, who was, at this very moment, on the suburban commuter train, the Chicago Northwestern, headed into the city for her job as a sales assistant at Merrill Lynch, from her parents home in Kenilworth.


  Alison. I turned my face to the glass and watched the river of cars moving along on the Eisenhower expressway, trying hard to forget the effect just a look from a man on a train had on me. The power, the attraction, the undeniable need I had for his touch. Whether I would admit it to myself or not, I was starved for the attention.


  Yet I couldnt allow myself these things.


  It wasnt who I was. It went against everything everyonefriends and family alikebelieved about me. It went against the grain of the Catholic Church I had been baptized and confirmed in.


  My biggest fear then was, if people knew, would they still love me? And the other worse fear was my awful wondering if anyone really did love me, because no one knew the real me, that dark part of myself I tried so hard to deny.


  I forced myself to think of Alison, to replace the darkly taunting and delicious image of Carlos with her fair hair and blue-gray eyes, the warmth of her smile. I reminded myself, yet again, of my love for this sweet young woman. I pulled up a memory of her visiting me in the small town of East Liverpool, Ohio on summer break when we were both still in school. My parents had been away, and we spent a lot of time doing what two healthy nineteen-year-olds did (another reason I could deny these gay urges that polluted my dreams and fantasies and gave me no rest). We shared a fancy dinner neither of us could afford at the time just outside Pittsburgh. We saw The In-Laws at a long-ago razed movie theater in downtown East Liverpool. We slept curled into each others arms on the twin bed in my boyhood bedroom, spoons in a drawer.


  It was magic.


  And I cried like a baby as I watched her drive off in the rental car to Pittsburgh International Airport. I longed for her. I wanted her back. I loved her so much.


  Werent those tears proof of my heterosexuality? Werent the days and nights lost in passion with a woman evidence that I could not be the thing I feared mosta gay man?


  Of course they were. I couldnt be gay. I was engaged to be married in just a few months. We would have a big wedding in the Catholic church in Lake Forest. Surely being a happy husband and maybe, one day, father would erase these urges that plagued me, would make me whole, would make me normal.


  Surely.


  I would be cured.


  It wasnt a stretch. I enjoyed the sex I had with Alison. I loved her with all my soul. Just to spot her walking across campus toward me lifted my heart.


  My breathing returned to normal. While I had been lost in thought, we had made several stops on the Congress West line. I looked over. Carlos had gotten off at one of those stops.


  The space left by where he had stood seemed to stand out to me, shimmering. Vacant. Part of me wanted to run to the window to see if I could see him making his way along the concrete platform running between lanes of traffic. But I stayed put and tried to tell myself I was glad this temptation was gone.


  Chicago is a city of several million, I reasoned.


  Youll never see him again.


  The thought was both a relief and a terror.


  


  


  BUT I did see him again. The next time was a couple of weeks later, maybe a little more. A morning that was a bit warmer but still gripped by winters persistent but dying fingers. This was a morning just like the last. Again I was lost in thought, my nose buried in another book. This time I think it was one of my guilty pleasures, Stephen King and his rabid dog story, Cujo. I dont know if I was listening to music. I was probably thinking of the workday ahead and the copy that would need to be written for products like hair dryers and electric mixers. The crowd was undistinguished, a blur and press of humanity.


  I had forgotten about Carlos and the morning a few weeks ago. Work, evenings with Alison, and plans for our wedding that coming summer consumed me, and I was grateful for the distraction.


  But then I looked up from the horror of Mr. King and saw him, once again standing in the crowded space by the doors of the L car. I think I glanced up because he was looking at me.


  Our eyes met. All the forgetting I had done in the ensuing weeks since I had last seen him rushed away like water down a drain. Just a glimpse of him set my heart to racing, sent blood flowing elsewhere toolower. He was every bit as handsome as I recalled, and his beauty struck me dumb. I think if he had asked what I was reading, I wouldnt have known what to tell him. A rabid dog was no match for the electrifying eyes of the man across from me.


  He smiled at me, just a glimmer, little more than a quick upturn of his full lips.


  I turned away quickly to stare out the window. My face burned as my mind interpreted the smile. It was not, could not have been, a gesture of welcome or recognition. It was not a smile that said, Hey, I think youre cute too.


  No, it was an expression born of ridicule. It had to be. My self-loathing back then took that simple smile and twisted it into something uglya taunt. He was laughing at me. Laughing at the queer who dared to stare at him for just a little too long, giving his hopeless desire away. I burned with shame, and I dared not look back.


  I attempted to return to my book, but I found myself reading the same sentence over and over, trying to make sense of it. I wanted to restore order in my world, to feel like I was the young man I wanted to be, the one the whole world believed I should be.


  I got off the train at Cicero that morning feeling shaken, yet wondering which stop he had gotten off at.


  CHAPTER 2: CARLOS


  


  


  THE GUY obviously has a thing for me. Ive caught him staring now a couple of times, and hey, Im flattered. Hes cute. No, maybe thats not a strong enough word. Hes handsome, with green eyes and dark wavy hair that clues me in to some sort of Mediterranean heritage. Italian maybe? Greek? Whatever. Maybe the word Im looking for is hot.


  I can imagine kissing him and the feel of his dark, bushy moustache against mine.


  I dont ride the train to meet men. I dont do much to meet men, period, to be perfectly honest. I ride the train in the mornings simply to get to St. Philomena elementary school on the West Side, where I teach fourth grade.


  Im okay with being gay. I wasnt always, hence my stint in the seminary, where I studied to be a priest. I learned pretty quickly, by the grace of God and the hands and mouth of a fellow seminarian, that the priesthood was not work I was cut out for. Not if I wanted to live my life honestly, anyway.


  So I left. I had already gotten my teaching degree, concurrent with my seminarian studies, so the job at St. Phils, low paying as it was, was a natural fit.


  But I digress. Im trying to sort out my feelings for this sweetheart on the train. I know hes gay too. I know hes attracted. But I also know nothing will ever come of it.


  Why? Because I can see that, when our eyes meet, hes filled with shame and guilt. I recognize his remorse because I cloaked myself in that dark, heavy fabric for many years.


  And maybe still do, a little, to this day. The Church teaches us that same-sex feelings are to be avoided. They are not our natural order. We should turn our sights away from our own sex and devote them instead to loving and pleasing the Lord.


  Yeah, good luck with that.


  The Lord created that cute guy who gives me the eye on the train, the one I feel this probably misplaced connection with. What is it about him that makes me think of him all the time? Why do I hope hell be in my train car every time I step onto it in the morning, even though most times hes not? Why do I try and quickly scan the windows of the train as it rumbles into the station for a glimpse of him?


  Is it just because hes cute?


  There are cute men, hunks, whatever, all around. I occasionally venture out to the intersection of Grand Avenue and Clark to the New Flight bar for happy hour and bring one of them home. Or I head up farther north to the Loading Zone on Oak, where I can watch free porn in the back or dance up front. Somebody usually brings me home.


  I never make any lasting connections. I dont even know if I want to. Shame lingers on me like the scent of cigarette smoke after leaving those places.


  But theres something about the guy on the train. He tugs at my heart as well as my loins. Even from the brief glances we exchange, he makes me think theres the possibility of more than just sex. He makes me think, for the first time in my life, that maybe I could love another man.


  And that terrifies me.


  See, I thought this thing that I say I accept, this state of being gay, was just about sex. And sex I can deal with, maybe even embrace. It can be taken care of and dispatched with the same routine nonchalance as any other bodily function. Despite what my Church and other naysayers contend, its natural.


  I dont know if I ever believed being gay was any more than thata couple of dicks calling to each other.


  But the guy on the train makes me think differently.


  Today I smiled at him, thinking I could let him know I was as interested in him as he obviously is in me. I thought my smile might reassure him that our little mutual admiration society was okay and not something we had to feel bad about.


  But I saw the blush rise to his cheeks the minute I grinned at him. Disheartened, I watched as he looked away. I stared and stared, trying to communicate my interest and my reassurance telepathically, just to get him to look back.


  But he wouldnt. And when my stop at Racine came up, he still wasnt looking. He had his nose buried in his book, though his face never became quite that lovely olive tone again but stayed red.


  I know he knew I was looking.


  I got off at Racine, casting glances over my shoulder as other early-morning commuters struggled to get off the train all around me.


  But he refused to look.


  Maybe next timeif there is a next timeI can somehow make him see its okay that our gazes meet.


  Maybe we could even talk.


  CHAPTER 3: ANDY


  


  


  IT WASNT until spring that I saw Carlos again. It was May, and my wedding was only a couple of months away. My familys flights had been booked, flowers, catering, and band arranged, my tuxedo picked out and rented, and the excitement was beginning to build among family and friends.


  At the catalog house, we were busy preparing for the big Christmas book, which seemed weird, and I was thinking about the spread of Fisher-Price toys I would do and how I would direct the photographer to take one big shot that would splash across two pages with all the toys gathered under a Christmas tree. This was quite a step away from the usual individual blocks of copy and photographs we commonly did, and I was excited.


  Carlos was but a dim memory in my head that morning. I think, after that one time when he smiled (laughed?) at me, Id had my eyes peeled for him for days, maybe weeks, dread and desire commingling. But when I hadnt seen him in a couple of months, my breathing grew easier on the train, even though my heart felt a little darker.


  What I felt was like that strange creature I had seen in the movie Doctor Dolittle, the pushmi-pullyu. The animal was sort of a cross between a gazelle and a unicorn and had heads positioned on either end of its body, so they were constantly trying to go in opposite directions. Yeah, the pushmi-pullyu definitely summed up how I felt about seeing or not seeing Carlos. Part of me desperately wanted to, because to gaze on masculine beauty like that was, truly, rare and wondrous. And the other part was relieved, because if I didnt see him, it didnt stir up all sorts of feelings that disrupted my own personal world order.


  But even those emotions faded after a couple three months had passed of not seeing him. If I thought of him at all, it was to think that maybe his schedule had changed. Or that coincidence simply had not thrown us together again. Sure, he could have boarded the same train but was in another car. How many cars did an L train have, anyway? Ten? A dozen? More at rush hour? When I thought of it that way, it was amazing that we happened to be across from each other even more than once.


  When I wasnt reading or thinking about my workday or listening to Joan Jett, I would have to admit I liked to look around and study people. It was one of the things I did that reflected the real writer I longed to be someday. I hadnt really ever dreamed of being an advertising copywriter, after all. But it paid the bills on my studio in Evanston better than a wannabe horror novelist.


  And thats what I was doing that day when I spotted him again. This time he wasnt leaning against the closed doors of the car. He was up ahead, crowded into the space where the conductor might have sat had this been the first car. It was one of those blessed crazy-warm first days of spring, and even my lightweight windbreaker felt too hot.


  The warmth and pulse of the day, the birds singing, all contributed to an electricity in the air that made the day feel special, especially after the brutal Chicago winter we had just survived.


  In memory, it was almost like he had an aura that made him stand out from other passengers in the crowded car. I guess I would assign it something warm, a soft buttery yellow.


  You know how you might read in poetry or hear in a song that someone took ones breath away? The concept sounds silly, and we may accept it as metaphor. But the fact is, its real. When I saw him standing there, leaning over a woman in a bright red suit so he could surreptitiously read the magazine open on her lap, I caught my breath. I could hear the blood begin to thud, a dull roar, in my ears.


  And I had the old pushmi-pullyu reactionthe wanting to look away, the desire to eat him up with my eyes. He was looking no less hot this morning in a plaid shirt, open enough to reveal the silkiness of his smooth brown chest, perhaps just a little of the cleft between his pecs. He wore a faded denim jacket that made him seem a bit of the bad boy. Pressed khakis and loafers contradicted this impression.


  With my gaze still on him and probably communicating the million different thoughts racing through my head, he looked up.


  I couldnt help it. I couldnt look away. I told you about those eyes, how they were like magnets. They caught and held me, helpless. I wanted to turn my gaze toward the window or anywhere but at him, but he compelled me not to with those damn dark eyes, so probingand yes, so sexy.


  He smiled, and this time I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that his expression was not one of ridicule but one of recognition. It said Im happy to see you again. My heart fluttered with relief, with a building current of desire. I hadnt spoken even one word to him, but I felt like I had just reunited with a long-lost love.


  I smiled back.


  What am I doing? the reasonable, wannabe straight boy inside asked me. Id fought so hard against my feelings, even feeling ashamed when I awakened one morning with the insides of my briefs damp from scattered images of hairy chests, erect cocks, come spurting, deep tongue kisses pressed against faces that felt, even in dream, like sandpaper.


  But I returned his grin, and our gazes held for a record amount of time. I heard, vaguely, the conductor announce the stop for Racine was coming up. Our gaze broke as Carlos sidled between two people and began moving toward the doors. Racine. That was his stop.


  What would I do? Would I sit and watch him vanish into the sunny day? Would I ride this same train again and again, perhaps never seeing him? Could I allow that to happen?


  Forces pulled at me. Sensible ones told me to stay put, to resume reading whatever book I had in my lap that day. Was it some potboiler horror novel that Id favored back in the day? Dean Koontz, maybe? Other forces, though, drew me irresistibly toward the broad back and the high ass of Carlos as he prepared to exit the train.


  I got up, my heart pounding at what must have been three times its normal rate. I stood on shaky legs to take a few steps and stand behind him. I could see him turn his head slightly and regard me out of the corner of his eye.


  And God help me, I followed him off the train. The air outside was sweet, despite the exhaust from cars speeding by on the Eisenhower. He stopped. I stopped. We waited for the rush of passengers heading for the stations exit to thin.


  And he smiled again, a big joyous grin that crinkled his eyes and lit up his face. I will never forget that expression.


  It was joy.


  And it was because of me.


  He spoke first. Ive been hoping this would happen.


  Now, confronted with having to talk, I didnt know what to say. Not only that, it was as though the power of speech had deserted me. I could only helplessly and, I was sure, stupidly grin at him.


  I wanted to meet you so much, Carlos said.


  His words were like a warm embrace. I wish I could recall what I finally said. But I cant. I can only recall what my words led toI invited him over that night. Meet me at the South Boulevard L stop in Evanston at seven, I said and walked away before I could change my mind.


  


  


  WHEN I got to my little cubicle that I shared with Doreen, my cowriter, and my boss, Sheryl, I was shaking. Not just in the melodramatic sense of novels, but literally trembling.


  I sat down at my green Formica-topped desk and took in my surroundings as though seeing them for the first time. There was the H. R. Giger insectoid monster drawing I had cut from Fangoria magazine and pushpinned to my wall. There was my antique-even-for-the-80s manual typewriter, also a sick shade of industrial green. Here were the various schedules we needed to adhere to to get each catalog out on time.


  Fortunately I was the first one in that morning, and there was nobody, at least up close, to witness my tremors and my breathlessness. I remember actually letting out a burst of laughter, but there was no mirth in it, only a touch of hysteria.


  What had I done? Back then it wasnt like I could text him and cancel or drop him an e-mail and say that the idea of us getting together was not only ludicrous but also impossible. The image I had of myself, a young man poised on the brink of marriage to his college sweetheart, could not, would not, tolerate the idea of this gorgeous hunk being in my apartment that night. The two images collided with one another, battling righteously. The juxtaposition of the two made me squeamish, made me either want to tip over in my rolling office chair, laughing like a loon, or run to the bathroom and throw up the Froot Loops I had eaten for breakfast that morning.


  The phone rang and I gave out a gasp, startled. It rang again and I stared at the black instrument on my desk, as if I wasnt sure what it expected of me.


  If there had been voice mail back then, I would have let that particular stroke of electronic genius handle the call for me. But in 1982 one picked up the phone when it rang.


  I silenced it in the middle of its third ring. Andy Slater, Advertising.


  Where were you last night? It was Alison. Her voice was like honey, sweet. It caused a burst of heat to ignite and to rise up to scald my cheeks. It was as though she knew what had just transpired, this pact I had made with a devil whose name I did not yet even know.


  Wait! You dont know his name and youre thinking of inviting him over? To your home? Are you nuts? My heart skipped a beat.


  Honey? I asked you a question. Even this early in the morning, Alison sounded a little peeved. Where were you? I called and called. Mom and I were addressing invitations, and we needed some addresses for your side, but you never answered.


  And a new guilt, along with a recent memory, rose up.


  


  


  I AM alone at a little bar on Granville Avenue called Embers. Scared out of my wits, I had paced for almost a half hour in front of the place before going in. I knew it was that forbidden fruita gay barfrom reading a carefully hidden copy of Gay Times, a local weekly.


  But I got up my courage and now sit, a stranger in a strange land, at the bar, a bottle of sweating Miller beer in front of me.


  I look around at the other patrons and am amazed none of them look in the least effeminate. One guy, with a handlebar moustache, tight Levis, faded flannel shirt, and work boots, looks, in all honesty, hypermasculine. He both scares and attracts me, one of my fantasies come to life. When he catches me sneaking a look at him, he smiles and tips his bottle of beer to me in a kind of salute.


  I look away.


  There are another couple of guys, about my own age, looking like they could have come from a meeting at the old fraternity house in their Izod polos and khakis, drinking martinis (I guess).


  The bartender, a spiky-haired blond wearing a T-shirt that has been shredded almost to a single thread to show off his muscles and tan, is all bluster as he washes glasses, wipes down the bar, and takes drink orders. He never stops moving.


  Does everyone know how out of place I feel being here?


  But I needed to see! I wanted to know what it was like. Did I fit in?


  Right now, the answer is no.


  Billy Joels You May Be Right is playing on the jukebox. Its dark. The air is heavy with cigarette smoke that makes my eyes water.


  I want to leave, but somehow I stay rooted to my barstool for four hours, at last forcing myself to exit on unsteady legs and head for the L station just west of the bar.


  I didnt speak a word to anyone.


  


  


  ANDY? I was jolted out of my reverie by Alisons voice and the shame that rose up to make me feel sick.


  I-I-Im sorry, I stammered. I was distracted by…. I searched desperately on my desk for an excuse, some reason for my silence as I took my little twisted trip down memory lane. There was a note from my boss, Sheryl, letting me know we would be looking at the film from our photography studio in the Loop at ten oclock that morning. By a note from Sheryl. She wants to meet with me. I sighed. I dont know what its about.


  Is everything okay? In Alisons world everything revolved around terms like socially acceptable, job security, home, and hearth. She lived with her family in a big house on the affluent North Shore.


  Yeah, yeah. Im sure it is. I closed my eyes. I needed to get off the phone. I felt like my innards were having a race to see which would burst first, my heart or my stomach.


  Are you gonna answer me? Alison laughed.


  About what?


  I heard Alison blow out an exasperated breath. About where you were last night. You didnt tell me you had plans.


  What could I say? And then the answer came to me. It could still be embarrassing, but I could admit I went to a bar. Alison wouldnt like it, but I didnt have to tell her it was a gay bar. Dont be mad.


  What?


  I went out for a walk last night and ended up on Howard Street.


  That neighborhood? Honey, its not safe. You could have been mugged.


  I know, I know. But I felt thirsty, like having a beer, and I passed this little Irish place called Mulligans and thought Id stop in and have a cold one.


  A frosty silence met my admission. But I was relieved because it sounded believable, even though I knew my fiancée would not approve. You were drinking alone?


  Yeah. I know. It was stupid.


  I dont remember what else we talked about. The fact that I was out in a bar by myself did not make Alison happy, but I also knew if she knew the real truth, she would have been far less happy.


  After our conversation, during which Sheryl and Doreen had come in, hanging up jackets and tucking purses under desks, I knew there was no way I could meet Carlos that night.


  The guilt I would feel would kill me.


  But I was too decent a guy to just stand him up. Oh, who was I trying to kid? It wasnt anything to do with decency. I knew once he faced me at the L stop, there would be no turning back. Id bring him home.


  And then what would I do?


  My mind conjured up a pornographic montage of fantasy images to answer that question.


  I formulated a plan. I would walk up South Boulevard to where it intersected with Chicago Avenue. Across the street would be the Evanston South Boulevard L stop. I was pretty sure Carlos would be traveling by L. And he would be certain to pass right by me if I stood on that particular corner.


  I would write him a letter, because I knew I would be unable to coherently put into words what I was feeling. I would press it on him and say I was sorry.


  So that Sheryl would think I was working, I rolled a piece of the green paper we used for copy into my manual and began typing. Since I had yet to learn his name, the letter would have to just begin, without a salutation.


  


  Im sorry.


  Sorry for so many things. Sorry I flirted with you on the L train, sorry I invited you over, sorry I caught you up in the mess of my life. It takes a lot for me to admit these things, and I am embarrassed even as I write them.


  See, Im not whoor whatyou think. I have a whole life ahead of me that does not include getting together with men in my apartment. Im engaged to the sweetest, most wonderful girl in the world. And were having a big church wedding in July. My girlfriend makes me happy; she really does, in every way. I want to have a future with her, kids, a dog, white picket fence, the whole bit. Everyone else has it; why cant I?


  Seeing you, bringing you home, would not help me realize that dream. Because this is the last time well ever meet, I can be honest. I think youre really handsome. In spite of whats happening in July, a part of me really wants to be with you, to touch you, to kiss you. More.


  But I cant. I just cant. Its not who I am. I know that when I stand up in front of that priest this summer, I have to be able to say my vows with a clean heart. Those will be promises I will not take lightly. And I will stick to them.


  See, I believe that, in spite of the attraction I feel for you, once my girl and I are married, Ill be okay. Well have regular sex, and then when the kids and all the other stuff that goes with married life come along, Ill be able to change.


  These feelings I have will go away. I believe that. I have to.


  I hope you understand and wont hold it against me. Im sorry you had to come from wherever it is you live to make this meeting we set up, but I hope you can see how damaging it would be to me to go through with it.


  And I hope too that if you see me again on the train, youll discreetly move to another car next chance you get. You tempt me. Oh, how you tempt me.


  I grew up Catholic and learned something as a little boy in catechismavoid the occasion of sin. Seeing you is an occasion of sin.


  I apologize if youre disappointed. I understand if you think Im a nutcase. Maybe I am!


  And I wish only good things for you.


  


  I wondered how I should sign the note. Best regards? Sincerely? Those seemed too formal. Love? Too romantic. Your friend? Too cold.


  So I just ended it as I began it, without the usual formalities. I pulled the sheet of paper from my typewriter, read it over, folded it into quarters, and tucked it into my jacket pocket.


  I felt a paradoxical mixture of relief and sadness. My head told me I was doing the right thing. All I needed to validate that was to picture Alison in my head. She was a wonderful young woman, and I would protect her from the wounds she had grown up with in a family that appeared to be the American dream but was anything but.


  But my heart cried out, telling me I was making a mistake. This guy from the train wasnt just an attraction, wasnt just lust. Even though we had spoken barely more than a dozen words, Id seen something in him, a certain sympathy, a gleam of kindness in his eyes that touched my heart, that made me wonder, before I quickly crushed it, if something just as beautiful as what I thought I had with Alison could bloom between us.


  And my libido complained too, trying to convince me to throw away the letter and go through with tonights assignation. That sneaky devil on my shoulder told me to just go ahead and allow myself tonight, enjoy it as a way of saying good-bye to my feelings for my own sex. Very reasonably, it encouraged me to let myself have this last hurrah. It was only fair.


  It made sense, and I felt myself being tempted.


  Alison called a second time that morning to remind me that tomorrow night she had her taxes class downtown and would be spending the night at my place. Where should we go for dinner? Or did I want to order in? Pizza?


  The devil on my shoulder shut up.


  CHAPTER 4: CARLOS


  


  


  HE WANTS to meet me! I walk to school in a kind of daze, a joyful daze, but feeling like my surroundings are shadows, flashes of light, and blurs. Its hard to remember my lesson plan for the day, the meeting I have with the vice principal, Sister Mary Michael, during my free period, any of that stuff. Hell, I have to think about which turns to make on my route to the school.


  He wants to meet me!


  I never thought it would happen. I could tell, right from the first, that he was gay and looking at me with more than passing interest. Men dont hold their gazes on other men for as long as he did without something being up. But I also saw the shame and, yes, terror in his eyes as he forced himself to look away.


  I came to think he was just another deep-in-the-closet homosexual (note that I did not say gay man) and that his attraction for me was at odds with how he felt about himself. Ive met his kind beforethey were the ones you might meet up with in a bar and bring home. They were okay until the moment they came. Then they couldnt get away fast enough.


  Mores the pity. A guy that adorable should not go wanting!


  I was really shockedand thrilledwhen he got off the train behind me this morning. It was like some kind of wish fulfillment come to life. I knew I was grinning like an idiot as we took each other in. I couldnt help it, though. I was just so damn happy. Even if he had just gotten off the train to tell me he needed me to stop giving him the eye, which I feared in some dark recess in the back of my mind, at least I would get the chance to talk to him.


  But that wasnt what he said. And his grin was as stupid and joyful as mine. There was this charge passing through us that I cant describe in any other term other than electricity. I wanted to hug him right there on the platform, but I knew it would probably send him off screaming in the other direction.


  He asked me to meet him at an L stop in Evanston, which I assume will lead to a stop at his place in Evanston. Tonight. I cant believe this is really going to happen.


  I walk to school in the balmy breezes of early spring wondering what I should wear, what it will be like to talk more with him, to get to know him. The dirty part of my mind contemplates what it would be like to touch him, to caress him, oh hell, to taste his tongue in my mouth. Would he have a big dick? Cut or uncut? Would he be more top or bottom? Although I favor the former, I dont care. Id do whatever he wants and love it all.


  Its not until Im going up the front stone steps of St. Phils that I realize I dont even know his name.


  I laugh.


  By tomorrow, I think, all of that will change. Ill know who he is, what makes him tick. And most importantly, what he looks like naked. I grin.


  Life is good.


  


  


  I DRESS carefully for my meeting, wanting him to just look at me and think no other guy can compete. Should I be casual? Preppy? In the end, I settle for simple, a pair of old Levi 501s that I can allow myself to admit I really like because they show off my basket to such good advantage. The jeans grip me as though they were tailor-made, emphasizing not only the bulge between my legs but also my ass and thighs, the denim worn and faded in all the right places. On top I wear a simple white button-down oxford cloth shirt. My Nikes or cowboy boots? I opt for the latter. More butch. Besides, they make me even taller, and I think whatever-his-name-is will like that.


  No cologne. I have some Ralph Lauren Polo in the medicine cabinet, but you never know if a guy will hate it or love it. But you can be sure he wont object to just a nice clean smell.


  And I made sure I was clean. Everywhere.


  I grin as I set out.


  This evening, I just know, will be life changing.


  CHAPTER 5: ANDY


  


  


  WE HAD agreed to meet at the South Boulevard L stop on Chicago Avenue at seven oclock. The sunny morning was a distant memory now, since the temperatures had dropped during the day and gray clouds had rolled in over Lake Michigan. Now, as I paced opposite the L stop, a light drizzle, more of a mist really, began to fall.


  I was fifteen or twenty minutes early. I didnt want to miss him and studied each train that stopped, wondering if he would be on it. I stared at every commuter as he or she hurried by and got a few glares in return.


  He was five minutes late, but I saw him as soon as he exited the station. Even though the area beneath the L tracks was hidden in shadow, I knew it was him. It was as though my heart was drawn to him and just his dark form called to me. You know the hokey scene in some cheese-ball romance movie, where the two lovers run to one another across perhaps a field of daisies? Yeah, that one. It should always be in slow motion and accompanied by swelling violins.


  Thats the kind of crap my body was urging me to do once I laid eyes on him. Thats what I had to steel myself with every fiber of my being from doing. Just the sight of him affected me physicallymy heart rate went up, my extremities tingled with something akin to electricity, and my breath quickened.


  My mind went blank. I quickly forgot the note, folded into quarters in my jacket pocket.


  I watched as Carlos, as I would soon learn his name to be, waited for the light to change. He spotted me when it turned green, and a smile, very much like the joyous one on the platform that morning, lit up his face.


  He hurried to reach me, breaking into a fast trot.


  And then he was standing before me. Neither of us spoke. Maybe he was at a loss for words. And I have to confess my power of speech had deserted me, taken flight at the mere prospect of Carlos hurrying toward me.


  Finally it was Carlos who broke the silence. I was afraid you wouldnt be here. I was picturing an empty street the entire ride.


  Really? I asked, doing what I thought was a pretty convincing impression of sounding shocked.


  Yeah, Carlos said, staring down at the damp sidewalk and rubbing the pointed toe of his cowboy boot into the gravel collected there. I really thought that image in my head of a deserted street would come true. He laughed.


  Well, it didnt. I smiled.


  Im so glad youre here.


  We stared into each others eyes for what seemed like several minutes. The air had a nip to it that night, and the cars rushing by made a hiss on the wet pavement. The rain coming down harder, I guess, is what snapped us both out of our reverie.


  I reached into my pocket and felt the note there. Just touching it sent a frisson of fiery heat through me as my conscience rose up to chastise me. My gut clenched, and an inner voice told me to just pull the note out, hand it over, turn, and walk away.


  Dramatic, yes. The right thing to do? Yes again.


  But could I do it? No.


  Carlos and I dashed through the rain the several blocks to Sheridan Square, the little beachfront street at the end of South Boulevard. I lived there in a tiny studiojust a room, really, once a maids quarters for the large three-bedroom, lake-facing apartment across the hall.


  With trembling hands I took out my keys and fitted them into the lock of the heavy gray-painted wooden door at the back of the building. Like burglars or conspirators, we headed, dripping, up the creaking wooden back stairs.


  At the top of the steps, in the shadows gathered there, Carlos turned and reached out to pull me close. I thought my heart would burst as our bodies, clothes soaked from the rain, melded together. Ive been wanting to kiss you since the moment I first laid eyes on you, he whispered.


  I wanted to tell him Id hoped for the same thing, even though I had never had the courage to articulate the desire, even to myself. And I wasnt able to get my tongue and mouth to work together to voice them now. I was too nervous. Just kiss me already.


  He did. It wasnt a tentative kiss. It was hot and full of passion, our tongues dueling. Carlos grabbed the back of my head to pull me closer, even though that wasnt possible. My dick was a steel beam in my pants, and I knew it was already leaking.


  I had to get him insidein more ways than one. I think, back then, I was so young and so hungry for this moment that all my blood rushed straight to my cock. I was pretty much brain-dead. I could think of nothing but the heat of his body and wanting more.


  What does a starving man feel when he sees a feast laid out before him?


  I unlocked and opened the door. My single bed was only a few feet away, pressed up against the rain-smeared window. I didnt turn the light on, and the room had a yellowish glow from the alley streetlight outside. The rain tapped against the glass, insistent. I listened to the sounds of our breathing.


  Hey, he said as we stepped inside.


  Yeah?


  My names Carlos. Carlos Castillo.


  I laughed. I suppose it would be nice to know each others names before we take things any further. Thats what I said, but my heart and dick didnt care about names. They just wanted to get on with things.


  Im Andy. I took his hand and led him farther into the room. I guess we had said enough, because the next thing I remember is hurrying to get out of our wet clothes, leaving them in a heap on the floor. I looked over as Carlos pulled off his white briefs, and his cock, long, thin, and uncut, snapped back up to his belly, freed from its confines.


  Instinct took over, and I dropped to my knees. I grabbed his ass and pulled him to me, swallowing him down with one fluid movement. He moaned and buried his fingers in my hair. His hips thrust against my face, and I savored the heat and the slight salty taste of him, the musky aroma of his crotch. I was amazed I wasnt gagging or biting him accidentally. I didnt have much experience, but this was a moment I had longed for so long that I think instinct simply took overI knew what to do.


  He pulled away sharply, holding tight to the base of his cock. Sorry, he whispered, looking down at me. I dont want to come already. And youve got me so excited.


  He bent down to grasp me under my armpits and pull me to my feet. He began kissing me again, roughly, hard. He maneuvered me to the bed, and when my knees hit against the mattress, I went over, pulling him down on top of me. The sensation and heat of him against my naked body threatened to cause me to erupt, but somehow I managed to contain myself, kissing him back and rubbing my hands over his body everywhere I could reach, reveling in the silky smoothness of him.


  I was lost in the feel and heat. All the guilt, shame, and self-hatred Id heaped upon myself vanished in that instant, replaced by a searing desire. In that moment I think I realized that I had never understood I could feel like thistransported, the eagerness for connection so strong it blotted everything else out.


  With Alison, the sex had always been wonderful, no question. It had always felt goodhow could it not? But there was always a sense in the back of my head during our lovemaking that I was taking a test. Our climaxes assured me of a passing grade.


  Plus there was the fact that, while Id never fantasized Alison was another man, I had fantasized I was. A butch, manly guy, someone I admired. That was something Id never chosen to examine too closely.


  There was none of that now. There was only the essence of this man, our bodies pressed together in one continuous line of silken electricity, our lips and tongues melded together like they were one hungry orifice. This, I thought, is what it should feel like. Natural. Real. Following instincts….


  It was also magic. Its weird to think back at the paradox of that momenthow I was so completely of my body, yet lifted out of it, the sensations coursing through me like some sort of ephemeral gift.


  I had moved my legs up the side of him as he stretched out on top of me, instinctively knowing to bring the soles of my feet up to his shoulders so entry would be easier for him, even though I had never gone this far with any man before. And yet now I wanted it more than anything. I was starving and hadnt even realized it.


  He paused for a moment, breathless, his dark eyes taking me in. A swatch of yellow light fell across his face. He panted, Do you have lube?


  For a moment, I didnt know what he was talking about. Yes, I was that inexperienced. Then it came together in my lust-addled brain. I bit my lower lip and shook my head. No. No, I dont have any of that. I wondered if this was where things would end. Worried, I clung to him.


  He brought his mouth down to my ear, kissing it first and then whispering, We need something. I have a feeling you dont have a whole lot of experience.


  I pushed his head away, holding it between my hands so I could look at him. Am I that bad? I asked.


  No, youre that good, baby. And I want it to be real good between us. He sighed. Perfecto. He grinned. What about Crisco? You got any of that in your little kitchen?


  An image of the red, white, and blue can flashed in my head. I wanted to laugh. What were we going to do? Make biscuits? I slid to my side to get out from under him. I knew the stuff was greasy, slippery, and what he had in mind. It said very much for my naiveté back then that I didnt know what was common knowledge for most gay menthat Crisco was a common lubricant.


  As I stood on shaky legs, the phone rang. Oh good Lord, I whispered. I looked over my shoulder at Carlos, as though he could tell me what to do, how to respond.


  Do you need to get that?


  My mind went right to Alison and her call of the other night, wondering where I was. I couldnt let it happen again.


  Im sorry. Ill make it quick. I took the three steps it required to get to my phone and silence its ringing. Hello, I said, voice quaking because I had the irrational idea for just a second that the caller could see into the room and witness what I was doing.


  You never write. You never call.


  It was my mom. My dick drooped, and I glanced over at Carlos, waiting on the bed. His dick still rose up from its mass of black curls, poised and waiting. He smiled at me. He made it wiggle, once, twice. The light from the window bisected his body, one half yellowish and the other almost hidden in shadowthe lower half, forbidden. It seemed unreal that he was here, in my room. He was like something I had fantasized come to life, both a dream come true and a nightmare.


  Oh, Mom. What sitcom did you steal that line from? Or are you listening to that old Allan Sherman album again?


  I dont know what youre talking about. She was silent for a minute, and I pictured her sitting on the little padded stepstool we had in our kitchen in East Liverpool, just beneath our white wall-mounted phone. The clash of what I was doing while picturing her faceher olive skin, big nose, and curly dark hair that spoke of her Sicilian heritagewas more than uncomfortable. It was sickening. But I tried to breathe, to get through this weird and awkward moment she had no idea was taking place. Anyway, Mom said, trotting out the question that usually opened our phone conversation, what are you doin?


  I closed my eyes for a moment and couldnt help it. A single panicked laugh escaped me. I wanted to say something like If you only knew or just blurt out the truth.


  I could never do that. Never, ever. I was the only son in the familymy two sisters bracketed me, one much older, the other much youngerand the only one so far to continue on after high school to college. I was the golden boy, even if my coloring mirrored my mothers. The one everyone was so proud of.


  The upcoming wedding was like the icing on the cake of that pride. It had been all the family talked about for weeks.


  If youve ever experienced deep-seated guilt, the kind that rises up with a nauseating sense of self-revulsion, youll have some idea of what went through me just then. The ardor and passion I had felt only moments before vanished like an errant puff of smoke in a strong breeze. I sat down on the carpeted floor, worried that my legs could no longer support me.


  Carlos looked over at me, cocking his head with concern. His dick began to droop too. Mine had pretty much retreated into its shell.


  You there?


  Oh, sorry, Mom, I was just distracted by something on TV. I leaned forward to snap my little portable on so Id have some noise to bolster my lie. Hill Street Blues was just getting started.


  Carlos shifted on the bed and pulled a sheet over himself. The flickering images from my little portable black and white Id had since college reflected over his face.


  This was a mistake. A horrible mistake.


  Well, is everything okay with you? Hows the job? And more importantly, hows the wedding planning coming along? The witches want to know if they need to bake cookies. The witches were my mothers aunts, Congetina and Sarah, Sicilian immigrants who had raised her when her own mother passed away from cancer at the tender age of twenty-eight. Witches was a term of endearment.


  Back in high school, I had been in a few playsHarvey, The Front Page, West Side Storyand now Id have to really call on my very limited thespian skills to get through this conversation. What I wanted to do was cry. But I had to keep my tone light and my voice from shaking. Her question about her aunts was an issue we had gone round and round about for weeks.


  In our Sicilian family, it was traditional for the women to get together and bake Italian cookiespizzelles, sesame loaves called giuggiulena, little chocolate raisin balls glazed with pastel-colored huesand my wedding, even if it would require bringing the cookies all the way to Chicago in July, was no exception. Yet this was an issue that didnt gibe with Alisons wealthy North Shore family, who were planning a lawn reception with a string quartet and a helicopter to carry the bridal party to and from the wedding.


  The food for the reception was already picked out and would have a French flair, the menu supervised by a celebrated chef who had restaurants downtown and in Highland Park. The cookies would look like lipstick on a pig. The guilt stabbed at me for thinking such a thing.


  I think it would be great. No one in Alisons family has had cookies like that.


  My mother laughed with relief. I dont know why you were giving me crap about it, then. Im just so glad you came to your senses. Well do the candied almonds too. And your cousin Angela already has the design for the cakeyellow and white, right?


  Yeah, Mom, I said, a little out of breath and feeling the heat of tears prick at the corners of my eyes. With the bridges and the little fountain.


  What was wrong with me? How could I have even contemplated doing what I had almost just done? I looked over at Carlos on the bed. He had turned against the wall, no longer looking at me, which compounded my shame. He was a good guy. How dare I drag him into my turmoil and confusion?


  No, I needed to make things right. To get back on theyou should pardon the punstraight and narrow. I had to atone.


  I dont recall the rest of our conversation. It was most likely more about the wedding, whether my mother should invest in a long dress, how they would handle the rehearsal dinner, stuff like that. All the while we talked, I groped around in the shifting blue light from the TV, gathering my clothes and pulling them on as Mom yammered, blissfully unaware of the crisis her son was having at that very moment.


  By the time we hung up, I was dressed again and knew what I had to do. Carlos was sitting on the edge of my twin bed, looking at me.


  I guess were not gonna finish, he said sadly. He glanced at me, and I could see the hope in his eyes as he waited, presumably, for me to correct him.


  I cant do this. Im sorry.


  He didnt say anything for a while, then, softly, Its okay.


  I went over to the closet near the front door, opened it, and reached inside my jacket pocket for the note I had written. I returned to the bed and held it out.


  Whats this? he asked, turning it over in his hands.


  Not much. But I think when you read it, youll understand where I am. I looked into his eyes, much as it pained me to do it. And why we can never allow this to happen again.


  He nodded and set the note down on the mattress. He stood and got dressed quickly.


  He left a few minutes later, without saying a word.


  I curled up on my bed in a little ball, feeling nothing.


  CHAPTER 6: CARLOS


  


  


  I HURRY down the stairs, emotions ricocheting through me like Im some kind of human pinball machine. Disappointment, rage, and sadness compete in equal measure. Part of me wants to turn around, march back up the stairs, and make Andy finish what he started. It had all been going so well until the call from his mother.


  Why didnt he just let it ring? Would it have made that much of a difference if he had simply talked to his mom a couple of hours later or tomorrow?


  I shake my head, knowing I will do the right thing. I get to the bottom of the stairs, thinking how its appropriate that the entrance to Andys home is a set of back stairs, hidden away. They kind of reflect who he is. I pause before exiting, knowing the door will lock behind me, and questioning myself. Am I sure I want to step out into the night? In a sense Ill be burning my bridges behind me.


  But then I think of Andy telling his mom how he cant wait for July and that Alison is dying to see her.


  That bridge is already in cinders.


  I step outside. The night is still. The rain has stopped and the air is cool, fresh, and clean. Lake Michigan, opposite the apartment building, shimmers under the light of a half moon, peeking out from behind a bank of slate-blue clouds. Waves dissolve on the shore in soft yet rhythmic pounding.


  I walk across the street and climb up on the boulders near the breakwater at the south end of the beach. Its cold here, and I shiver. Im grateful for the chillits bracing. I take a few breaths of the marine air, inhaling its slight fishy tang, and try to let my anger go. Yeah, you could call the guy a tease. He had flirted with me from day one on the train. And then he invites me over, gets me all worked upif there really were such a thing as blue balls, Id now have the worlds worst caseand then pitches me out the door. I know I have every right to be furious. My emotions and my libido have been toyed with. It isnt fair to me, who had no idea this guy was getting married, for Christs sake. Hes so deep in the closet, hed have to drive just to get to the hangers.


  I shake my head. I cant be mad. I watch a seagull fly across the sky, its form a silhouette against the moons illumination.


  The poor guy. I knew from the first moment I saw him that he was conflicted, tortured, whatever word you want to use. Maybe thats what drew me to him. I have always wanted to be the one who bestows kindness on strangers. I was always the one to coax the stray home and feed him, build a nest in a shoebox for a wounded bird, let countless friends cry on my shoulder. Maybe thats why I started out studying for the priesthood. Maybe thats the reason I now work with little kids, who drive me nuts and, at the same time, make me happy.


  Andy. Andy. Andy. Why are you doing this? Why cant you just let yourself be who you are? You can hide from your mom, from Alison, from your family and friends, but you cant hide from me how hot you were for me. You cant hide that you were hungry for me. Starving. Thats so sad. Will you carry this burden, this need, around with you forevernever getting it met? Are you going to spend your whole life pretending youre someone youre not? Will you go through the rest of your days wondering if those who love you would if they knew the real you?


  Its tragic, really. I understand Andys confusion. I went through it myself. The priesthood was my naïve way of thinking I could escape my own feelings toward other guys. I tried to bury those urges beneath scripture when I was younger. How stupid was that? A bitter laugh escapes me as I think how entering a seminary to get away from homosexual inclinations was like a dieter hunkering down at Dunkin Donuts.


  But at least I can take comfort in the fact that Im not running from myself. While I dont broadcast who I am (it would not go over well at the Catholic school where I teach), neither do I hide it from those closest to me. My good friends know and dont care. Yes, some of them are gay too, but even the straight ones just look at my proclivities as a variation on the human theme.


  I think Andy looks at his desire as something revolting. And how can he? Its part of him. Hes one of Gods children, created in his image. Hes beautiful and whole just the way he is.


  I wish there were a way I could help him see. I wish now we hadnt begun having sex, because maybe there would have been a chance I could have befriended him and talked to him about his conflicted feelings and desires. But I know that would have never worked. It was our loins calling to each other, not our intellects.


  It was all about sex. And a damn shame we didnt even get to finish that. The poor guys probably up there right nowI turn my head to glance at his window, where the blue light from the TV flickersbeating off and thinking about what we could have done. After, hell feel soul-crushing guilt and will probably renew his promises to himself that he will not allow himself to have these urges ever again.


  I could save him the trouble if I could talk to him. I could tell him you cant wish away who you are, any more than you can wish away those green eyes that so captivated me.


  I remember the folded piece of paper he handed me and open it. The moons light is just bright enough that I can read his words. Theyre stark black letters, typewritten, on the page, but that just belies the emotion and melancholy that accompanies them.


  The note pulls at my heart, and I feel tears spill over as I read. He talks about having a clean heart when he gets married. Oh, carino, your heart isnt dirty because you want something she cant give you. I wish I could make you understand.


  But the part that really makes me hurt deep down inside, an almost physical ache, is when Andy confesses his hope that he can change. I know firsthand how impossible that will be for him. And I can see into his future, into this life he will have with the innocent girl, Alison, and the pain thats in store for both of them.


  It doesnt have to be that way, Andy. Youll hurt her if you back out now, but in the long run, you will all be better off.


  How can I know that? Maybe Andy is the one in a million who can make the lie work. Maybe, deep down, hell be miserable the rest of his life, but hell make Alison, none the wiser, happy and be a good dad to the children he hopes to father with her.


  I know what the odds are, and I dont have high hopes for Andy or his future.


  I slip down from the rocks because Im finally getting too cold. I will go home, and yes, I will masturbate thinking of Andy, completing what was begun in his cramped little studio in the much wider and more open space of my imagination. There, there will be no hesitation, no guilt. There we will couple like animals, devouring each other in our lust, and it will be okay. It will be natural. I will enter him and will feel the gripping, smooth heat of his hole as it tightens around my cock in joy and passion. And in my head and in my hands, I will spurt.


  I think of communion, This is my body, and push the thought away.


  After, Ill try and forget Mr. Andy. Ill begin a new regimen for work and get in at least a half hour sooner each day, taking the train earlier so chance will not afford us the possibility of meeting again. I can do that much for Andy, give him that much.


  And I will pray for him. First that he has the wisdom to not move forward with his plans, to recognize that he cannot be someone he isnt. Not really. Not deep down inside.


  Maybe hell wise up.


  Maybe Ill still be around, waiting.


  Maybe not.


  But I will also pray that, if he does go through with his wedding and the years of marriage that will follow, he will somehow come to terms with his desires and find a measure of comfort in the love of his wife and the companionship I hope she will offer.


  I head up South Boulevard and see the train tracks ahead. I quicken my pace, now in a hurry to get back to my little apartment in Bridgeport. Ill be safe there, and Ill do my best to put this episode behind me, shaken as I am by it.


  I cross the street and hurry into the station as I hear the rumble of an approaching train. I pause before the ticket window and promise myself:


  I will live an honest life. For myself. For Andy. And I will steer clear of men who cannot do the same.


  CHAPTER 7: ANDY


  


  


  FOR A long time, all I could do was lie on my bed and stare at the flickering images on television, letting its pale light wash over me. I muted the sound, so it was just the images. The officers of the Hill Street station chased another bad guy in what looked like the area just south of me, at Wilson and Broadway. After a time, though, the images ran together, blurred by tears and my own inability to understand myself.


  I knew I should have been happy. The biggest day of my life was only a few weeks away. All my family would be here from Ohio. My older sister, Annette, would read from Corinthians at the service. My little sister, Kay, would walk down the aisle as Alisons maid of honor in her floral print gown from I Magnin. My mother would cry as she was escorted up the aisle, and my father would beam, proud.


  And what would I be thinking? Would I be full of hope or despair? Would I be confident that the love I felt for Alison would be enough to beat this thing?


  Of course it would. It had to be.


  I had to admit, though, if only to myself, that I wanted to know how my little dirty story might have played out if Mom hadnt called. Part of me wanted to believe I would have been strong and turned away from the temptation of Carlos without outside intervention.


  But here, alone in my studio, I knew I wouldnt have. Couldnt have.


  Things had gone too far. The switch had been flipped.


  Thank you, Mom, for turning it back to its rightful place.


  I guess I should have been relieved, grateful, that I hadnt sinned, given in to the desires I wished fervently I could rip from inside me.


  But I wasnt. My mind strayed to what would have happened had the phone not rung.


  And with images of Carlos and his dark eyes rising above me, our bodies slick with sweat and glued together, I drifted off to sleep.


  


  Come sit down. Carlos pats the couch next to him. Supper can wait, Papi. Todays our anniversary.


  I look out at Carlos from the kitchen. Hes an old man now but no less handsome. He can still make my heart beat faster. His black hair is now silver but has the same luster, even if its now cropped much closer to his head. His brown skin is weathered these days, the lines around his eyes and mouth from laughter etched deeply. Wrinkles have crept across his broad forehead, and his firm gut has turned to a little potbelly. He wears chinos and a white T-shirt.


  And he still looks hot. My Latin lover.


  I adore this man. Our love has grown and matured, just like Carlos, aging with distinction, showing the wear and the joys and heartaches of the years, a fine patina. Yeah, hes still the same beautiful man I fell in love with on the L, but hes so much more.


  Hes my soul mate, my best friend, my person. The one I threw everything away for but got so much in return.


  I put down the garlic press I was about to use to make a salad dressing, rinse my sticky fingers under the tap, dry them, and go in to join Carlos on the couch.


  He smiles at me when I sit down beside him. He slides an arm around me. Oh, that smile! It can still set off alarms inside. And one thing that hasnt changed about my Carlos, through all the years, are those dark chocolate orbs that drew me in the very first time I saw him. Theyre regarding me now, making me feel like I am the only man in the world.


  I give him a small peck on the cheek. Now, what did you want to show me?


  Carlos opens the wide leather-bound photo album thats been a fixture on our coffee table for all the decades weve been together. We dont look at it much anymore, but come rain or come shine, Carlos unfailingly pulls it out every anniversary.


  Here we are, he whispers, close to my ear because I dont hear so well these days. Werent we the gorgeous pair?


  If you do say so yourself! I laugh. And then I peer down at the picture on the very first page of the album.


  Its Carlos and me, back in the early 1980s. We are at Rosehill Cemetery on the citys north side on an autumn day, our arms around each other, smiling for some stranger we had asked to take our picture. I remember her stilla middle-aged woman, beautiful, in loose fitting slacks and top, with dark hair and bangstaking two or three shots with our Nikon to make sure we got one we would like. Why I remember her is because there was no judgment in her brown eyes, only a kind of wonder and collusion at the happiness that was obvious in our being together.


  The day had been the kind you get only in autumn, with a sky so brilliant and blue it almost glowed. It seemed crafted from paint, as though the birds would be stained by it, disappearing into its shocking color. The trees on the leaves behind us were at the peak of fall beautybrilliant orange, yellow, and red competed to see which could shine brightest.


  People probably thought we were weird, wandering around a cemetery, I say to Carlos. Who does that?


  Chulo, we are weird. Thats why weve stuck together through all these years.


  That and hot sex. I wink at him, and he shakes his head, but hes smiling.


  Rosehill was a special place. We loved wandering among the crypts and tombstones there, the manicured lawns, the pond with its geese and swans. It wasnt a place of death for us, but a sanctuary of peace and serenity, an oasis in our busy metropolis. Early on we spent many happy weekends wandering among the tombstones, reading them, seeing how far back in history we could go, and wondering about the lives of the people buried beneath our feet or entombed before us.


  Look at us. Carlos taps the photo, and I do. I see two young men, one impossibly, exotically handsome and the other vibrantly young, a mutt that occurred when Italian met German met Welsh. Both guys are dark. Both, as befitting the times, had big moustaches that now look a little silly.


  Both are in love. Theres no denying it. It shines out from the photograph, which is why Carlos and I have put it by itself on the very first page of the album that traces our lives together through imagery.


  We turn the pages, our heads close together. There we are under our first Christmas tree. We had waited until the last minute to pick something up, and it was a true Charlie Brown affair, with bald patches and brown spots. If I close my eyes, I can still hear the needles dropping quickly to the sheet we had wrapped around its base. Carlos would later amass an expensive collection of ornaments that we still pulled out with reverence each year, but this first Christmas, we had made an emergency trip to a Goldblatts on Christmas Eve and picked through what was left. The tree was decorated with strings of blinking multicolored lights, candy canes, and, oddly, Star Wars figurine ornaments left over from 1977. We topped the tree with a Dorothy doll from The Wizard of Oz.


  That had to have been the ugliest, or gayest, Christmas tree ever, I say.


  Carlos nudges my shoulder with his own. Its beautiful. It was our first. Remember the present you gave me under that tree?


  We both let out a low-pitched chuckle, my mind drifting back to the blowjob I had given him that morning as his first present in the glow of the flashing lights. You mean the bikini underwear? I ask innocently.


  Yeah, right. He flips a page, and there we are the following summer in Provincetown. The trip had been a gift to ourselves. We had never been away together, and we drove across the country, stopping to see my family in Ohio, then a weekend in Manhattan, and we finally ended up at the edge of the country, in the gayest little hamlet in the US. We called that time our honeymoon, and if the number of times we had sex was any indication, the appellation was an apt one. We barely got out of our room in the little yellow bed-and-breakfast where we barely slept. But yet there we were on Commercial Street, arms around each other once again, our olive complexions deepened to a rich brown hue by the summer sun. My nose and the upper edges of my cheeks are rosy. Again, the love radiates. And theres one I took of Carlos as he lay on a towel on the beach, the oceans diamond-studded water glistening behind him. He was asleep and had never liked the picture, but I treasure it because I know why he was so tired, and it wasnt because of the sun.


  Theres a trip to Havana, taken at last after wed been together a decade. We had gone to visit Carloss father, who was dying from pancreatic cancer, and to see the place where Carlos had been born. I still remember the tropical heat and the faded elegance of the city, the palm trees swaying in the damp, hot breeze.


  We page through, the years unreeling before us like dominoes falling. Birthdays, holidays, dinners with Alison and my godson, Tate. (Yes, Alison and I made amends, although it wasnt easy at first.) Tate became a sort of surrogate son for Carlos and me, and after his birth to Alison and her husband, Billy, he spent a lot of time at our house in Ravenswood, and the pictures reflect his growing up. Here Carlos and I are, with Tate between us, at his graduation from Indiana University.


  Theres Carlos, wan and pale, in our sleigh bed after his heart surgery two years ago. That was a scary time, a time when I thought I would lose him. I couldnt imagine what the world would be like without him in it.


  Thats a bad picture, Carlos says darkly of the one of him sick.


  Well, youre not at your best, its true, but it reminds me of how close I came to losing you then. And it does my heart good to look at this and then at thisI grab his face and turn it toward me, squeezing his cheeksand know youll outlive me.


  Dont say that.


  We have always argued that we each wanted to be the one to go first so we wouldnt have to bear the loss of the other. We chimed in as one, Well die together in a plane crash, and laughed together at our black humor. Its a comfort.


  The last photograph in the book was taken just last year. Carlos and I had traveled out to Seattle, Washington, where we had friends who had relocated there from Chicago ten years beforeMary and Sandy. They were getting married, a June wedding at St. Marks Cathedral, and they asked us to be ushers. The brides were radiant, and the day couldnt have been more perfect.


  But the picture before us now, the one that brought tears to both our eyes, was not of Mary and Sandy. It was of Carlos and me. He had surprised me with a wedding ring on our cross-country flight.


  I had just assumed we were comfortable in our couplehood and that marriage, even though it was being made legal in increasing numbers of states, was something that wasnt for us. The gesture of the ring and Carloss shy, almost tentative Will you marry me? was a moment Ill always treasure. It was a delight, unexpected, yet it felt completely right.


  The last picture was Carlos and me in the dark suits we had brought for what I thought was Mary and Sandys wedding but what turned out to be our own. We look a little solemn and, in spite of being in our fifties, young and full of hope. Were standing on the front steps of the municipal court after having just made it official.


  In the picture, Carlos turns and kisses me, and as he does, our bodies begin to morph, the years falling away until at last we are the young men we were in the first photo.


  


  I jerked awake, sheets tangled around my legs. The TV was still on. Some infomercial for a spray-on hair replacement product for men played, and outside, the sky was beginning to lighten over Lake Michigan. I rolled over and reached up to open the window, to allow the clean lake air to wash over and awaken me. My little plastic alarm clock told me it was just past six. I was relieved; I would not be late for work.


  I lay back down against my pillow and closed my eyes, and for the first time, the dream images rushed upon me. Like a picture emerging from a pointillist painting the farther back you stepped away from it, I drank in the images of Carlos and meand a lifetime shared together.


  I laughed when the image I had just before waking came to me. Our wedding? Yeah, like that would ever happen! In what world?


  I rolled over to call Alison. I knew she would be up and getting ready, hot rollers in her honey-blonde hair, putting makeup on.


  When she answered, I said, I just called to say good morning, sweetheart.


  Oh thank God, I thought maybe there was something wrong. She laughed. Youre sweet.


  I closed my eyes, feeling the guilt of what had transpired the night beforeboth in real life and in my dreamlying like a leaden weight upon my chest. Youre the one, I said softly.


  We were quiet for a moment. Then Alison said, I really have to get back to getting ready, honey. I cant miss my train.


  I know. I just wanted to hear your voice and to tell you that My voice catching in my throat caught me unawares. I choked out a quivering breath, my eyes damp, a lump in my throat. That Im really looking forward to July.


  Alison didnt rush in with a response, and it was most likely then she realized my difficulty breathing was because I was on the verge of tears. Warily, she said, Me too, sweetheart. Me too. She paused again. Andy? Is everything okay?


  There was a parta big partthat just wanted to blurt it all out. I could imagine both the devastation and relief. How I loved her so, so much, but that I didnt know who I was. That maybe our getting married was wrong, not because I loved someone else but because I could, and that person would be a man. To beg her forgiveness for my not understanding myself. To beg her to be a part of my life, but that we must find a way to not travel lifes road together, living a lie. I could set her free.


  But all I said was, Everythings fine. I glanced out the window, where the sun and clouds had conspired just above the lake to form a lovely smear of orange and pink, coloring the caps of the waves rolling in.


  Good. I love you.


  I love you too. A pause. I really do.


  I know. I gotta go, okay?


  Yeah. You have a great day. And can we meet for dinner? Get off the L at Fullerton and head over to that British place? The Red Lion?


  You just want to go there because its supposed to be haunted, Alison teased.


  I just want to go there to be with you, I said.


  Go on. I should be off at five-ish. Ill meet you there before six.


  Ill be at the bar.


  We hung up, and I lay back again, feeling a chill as the wind raced across the water and crept in through my window.


  


  PART TWO: NOW


  


  


  CHAPTER 8: ANDY


  


  


  THE WOMAN next to me sits too close. Its not that shes overweight and cant help that her bulk invades my spacethat I could understandbut this gal is rail thin, hair dyed red, wearing a leopard-print dress, black spike heels, and way too much cheap perfume.


  The Red Line L train rumbles south toward downtown. Its around eight oclock on a Wednesday morning in May. I missed the Metra train I usually take, and it was easier for me to simply walk from my condo on Lunt over to the L stop on Morse. That way I wouldnt be late for my job as a communications specialist for a healthcare professional association on Michigan Avenue.


  I feel her eyes on me. I try to concentrate on the book Im reading, Armistead Maupins The Days of Anna Madrigal, attempting to immerse myself in the world of Maupins characters, whom Ive grown up with as a gay man over the years. They are comforting to me, like old friends.


  But the woman next to me wont give it a rest, staring, and I find myself reading the same line over and over again. My old friends have deserted me. Exasperated, I glance over at her.


  Its the moment shes been waiting for. What are you reading? she asks, peering down at the Kindle on my lap. Something good? Her voice is raspy, deep as a mans, revealing her passion for cigarettes. I would peg her as a Virginia Slims kind of woman. She probably bathes in that perfume to hide the stench of the smokes.


  I really dont want to get into talking about the book. The train pulls into the Sheridan Road station. Passengers get off and on, and Im tempted to scurry off, even though my stop isnt until the train goes underground, until we reach Grand Avenue.


  Its hot for May, and I feel hemmed in, a little claustrophobic. The train rumbles onward, the wheels screeching and sparking beneath us before smoothing out. The woman doesnt press me on my choice of reading matter, but she does press closer and finally cant help herself from asking another question. You work downtown?


  I peer at her from behind my rimless oval specs, wondering if my annoyance shows. This is why I take the Metra train to work and walk a mile to my office every morning instead of the L. The Metra is a little more civilized. The kooks on the L were amusing when I was younger, but now theyre just tiresome.


  Especially this one.


  I work downtown. I press the button at the bottom of my Kindle to power it down and give her what has to be the worlds most sarcastic and put-upon smile. And how about you? Downtown?


  She doesnt catch on to the annoyance in my smile, apparently, because she smiles back with nicotine-yellowed teeth. Oh yeah. I sell shoes at Macys in Water Tower Place.


  Part of me wants to just tell her to leave me alone, that I only have about fifteen minutes left until we get to my stop and Id like to just read until then, but then guilt stabs at me. Guilt and I are like old friends, with me since I was baptized in the Catholic Church. Sometimes, though, Mr. Guilt tells me the right thing to do.


  The right thing to do is cut this poor woman a break. I give her another smile, this one genuine, even though Im not really feeling it. And then I glance down at her shoes and speak with as much animation and interest as I can muster. You must have gotten those there. I point to her black patent-leather spikes. What are those? Jimmy Choo?


  She laughs. Oh, sweetie, I cant afford Jimmy Choos! She leans close and whispers, I picked these up at T.J.Maxx. Clearance, only twenty bucks! She snorts, and I am reminded of Lily Tomlins old telephone operator character, Ernestine.


  Well, youd never know. Theyre very nice.


  She grins and stares deeply into my eyes. Oh shit, is she trying to flirt with me? I want to burst into laughter.


  Were quiet for a while, but I know her stop, Chicago Avenue, is coming up. So does she, obviously, because she turns to me and, after taking a deep breath, says hurriedly, Since we both work downtown, maybe you and me could get together for lunch sometime? Or maybe a drink after? The hope on her face clutches at my heart. Something tells me this isnt her first time making this attempt. I am almost tempted to agree to a date, but then I know dragging things out would be even crueler than just telling her the truth.


  I dont think so. Youre awfully nice, but Im, um, involved.


  Of course you are. She pats my hand. All the good ones are taken. She snorts again as the train pulls into Clark and Diversey. Or gay! she shrieks, laughing more.


  I smile. Yeah, Im that too.


  She goes pale under her foundation. Oh, you are? Im sorry! I didnt mean nothin by it.


  She looks me up and down, and I imagine what she seesa man, fifty-something, well kept and trim, dressed in crisp khakis and a pale blue oxford cloth shirt with a button-down collar. His hair is buzzed close on the sides and in the backhis way of hiding the grayand receding on top. He likes to think the man has a nice smile that complements his green eyes.


  Youd never know it.


  Im tempted to offer some smartass comeback, like asking her what about me didnt seem gay. No lisp? No limp wrist? I knew about Jimmy Choo, for Christs sake. Wasnt that enough?


  Well, thank you. I try and butch it up on the train, you know. One never can be too careful with the riffraff on the L.


  Youre smart. She sighs. Well, you have a nice day.


  You too.


  I feel a sense of relief as she gets up to stand and wait by the door. Shes replaced immediately by a fair-haired teenage boy in a stocking cap and Deerfield High School letterman jacket, too warm for the day. Daft Punk leaks from his white headphones. He, at least, ignores me, absorbed in what looks like sorting through the contacts on his iPhone.


  Its too late to get back into my book. I stare ahead, wondering if the weatherman was right in predicting we could hit eighty today.


  And then I see him.


  Its funny how it can all rush back. Jesus, whats it been? Thirty years? I havent thought of Carlos-from-the-train in ages. Scratch that. I do think of him from time to time, wondering where he is, if he remembers me, what hes doing, will our paths ever cross again.


  But thoughts like those are for late at night, when Ive gotten home from yet another unsuccessful date and have a few Hendricks and tonics in me. A line from a Frank Sinatra song comes to me about regrets and having a few.


  I stand and hurry after the man, dodging between commuters all headed toward their daily toil. Hes going up the stairs ahead, and even though I havent caught a good look at his face, I know its Carlos. His black hair is cut shorter and is flecked with gray, like mine, but something about the set of those broad shoulders, that high ass bouncing, those strong legs, put me right back to 1982 and another L ride, when the lines were not differentiated by color but by name.


  You know how you just know someone by sight? Every person has a distinctive walk, a mien unique to that person. I think sometimes we believe we see someone and we have doubts. And when we have those doubts, we should know its not who we think it is. Our intuition works better than our brain.


  I feel like a stalker as I trail him up the steps from Grand Avenue to Michigan Avenue. My hearts beating a little faster, both from the exertion of the stairs and more from the sighting. Just laying eyes on him reminds me of my younger self and how conflicted I was when I met this man.


  I have always wondered, through my marriage, divorce, and two tragically brief live-in relationships with gay men, what might have happened had my mother not called that night when we got together. Everything could have changed. Maybe I would have called off the wedding. Perhaps Id be living in contented bliss with the man walking briskly ahead of me. Silly notions? Maybe not.


  But then I wouldnt have my son, Tate. Lots of things wouldnt have happened.


  But I cant pause to consider all that right now, because Carlos, or the man I believe is him, is now close enough to touch.


  Without thinking, heedless, I do just that. I reach out and tap him on the shoulder as we both step onto bustling Michigan Avenue.


  The man turns, eyebrows furrowed in annoyance, probably thinking Im going to ask him for spare change.


  Is it him? I look into dark brown eyes, the same as Carloss. Theres no mustache, but the face could be the same.


  Carlos? I wonder.


  The mans expression softens. He regards me with something like amusement playing about his lips. Doubt stabs at my heart. Could this be him, changed over the years?


  I recall what I thought earlier, about the certainty when we see someone we know, and I recognize my doubt for what it is: the truth. This isnt, cant be, Carlos. I know it before he says anything, and my spirit, soaring, takes a quick plummet earthward.


  He shakes his head. No, you must have me confused with someone else. His speech carries a Spanish accent, which Carlos most certainly didnt have. He doesnt offer his name.


  I laugh. Well, its been a long time since Ive seen this guy. Sorry to have bothered you. You just look a lot like him. Yet the more I peer at the stranger, the more I realize he doesnt. His nose is too big. The jawline is subtly different.


  No worries. He shifts his weight, as though unsure how to conclude our little encounter. His gaze shifts to over my shoulder. Well, gotta get to work. Have a good one! He hurries away, giving a little wave.


  I watch him go with something like longing.


  


  


  TONIGHT IM meeting my friend Jules for dinner at one of our favorite spots, a little Greek storefront on Chicago Avenue in Evanston: Cross Rhodes. Jules lives nearby, coincidentally on the same street I lived on when Carlos came to my apartment that fatefulor notnight so long ago.


  Maybe walking here after picking her up outside her building on Sheridan Square is the reason I want to tell her about him. Now that were settled at our table, glasses of red wine before us, pastitsio for Jules, and a bowl of avgolemono and a feta, cucumber, and tomato pita sandwich for me, I ask Jules, Is there anyone in your life that you only met briefly, but who left such a lasting impression that you never forgot them?


  Jules laughs. Her laugh is tinkling. The words liquid silver come to my mind when I hear it. Its one of the reasons I was so drawn to her back when we were younger, a decade or so ago, when we both toiled for an office products catalog, me as a copywriter and she as a proofreader. Theres an easy conviviality between us that makes her one of my best friends, even though shes a good twelve years older.


  Are you serious? She takes a sip of her wine and pushes back her mass of salt-and-pepper curls. Or are you just trying to punk me by acting all philosophical? Thats so out of character for you.


  Yeah, yeah. Im serious. I take a bite of my soup and put down the spoon. I launch into my story about Carlos, about how we met lo these many years ago and how Ive always thought our brief encounter, had it not been for a phone call from my mom, could have changed the course of both of our lives.


  Oh, you know, youre such a smartass that I sometimes forget what a softie you are. Thats such a romantic notiontwo lovers separated by circumstance, a fleeting moment that changes everything. She laughs. Cue the swelling orchestra; find the soft-focus lens.


  Youre making fun of me.


  No, honey, Im not. She pats my hand. I think its sweet. She pushes her glasses up on her nose a bit. I wish I had a story like that to tell. But you know meone cheating bastard of a husband for twenty years and then date roulette. Her eyes and smile widen simultaneously. Did I tell you Im thinking of getting a cat?


  No, and I think thats a good idea. Want me to come with when you pick one out? I know a great no-kill shelter on the west side.


  Im still toying with the idea. My luck, Id get one, fall in love with it, and then meet Mr. Right, who would be, predictably, allergic.


  Then he wouldnt be Mr. Right.


  Jules grinned and nodded. Good point. But tell me more about your Mr. Right. Or Right Then. What made you bring him up?


  I saw him today. I took a bite of my sandwich, chewed, and then revised. Well, I didnt actually see him. I just saw his look-alike. Funny thing was, I saw this guy on the L, just like when we first met.


  And you never take the L downtown anymore.


  I know. Right? We eat in silence for a while. Jules refills our wineglasses. Seeing that guy, though, got me to thinkin.


  Uh-oh. Never a good thing. Have some more wine.


  Oh, shut up. Would you think I was crazy if I said I thought I might do a little online research and see if I could find Carlos?


  Sweetie, I already think youre crazy. I thought you were crazy when we worked together down on Van Buren. Its what drew me to you.


  Okay. I roll my eyes. Let me rephrase that. Would you think I was any crazier, then? Basically, do you think its a bad idea? Stirring up the past and all that.


  Jules scratches behind her ear and then shrugs.


  I dont know. A selfish part of me wants to tell you to just, as Queen Elsa sang so beautifully, to let it go. She snorts. I mean, whats the one thing that makes us best friends?


  Your love of shoes? Imitation of Life? Our shared passion for words?


  Well, yeah, all those. But I was thinking more along the lines of our rotten luck with men. I think were both getting to the age where its easier and easier to just say screw it; who needs a date? on Saturday night and just call the other up. Get together, order in Chinese, binge watch Orange is the New Black on Netflix. She shrugs. I dont know about you, but Im thinking I could do a lot worse than a very handsome and charming fifty-five-year-old homo.


  Well, you might want to withhold judgment on that one until you get the cat.


  Oh, you! I guess the selfish part of me wants to keep you all to myself. She takes a quick gulp of her wine and stares down at her food.


  Im touched. What Jules says is truewe do have a very comfortable relationship. Last year, we even took Christmas vacation together and rented a condo in Maui. And it was nice. I didnt feel deprived.


  And I can see by the way shes refusing to meet my eyes that the idea of me finding this man who was so special to me, even though our time together was, like, a millisecond, is scary. I reach out and cover her hand with mine. You do know there will always be a place for you in my life, dont you? I say softly.


  She knocks my hand off her own and looks up at me, smiling even though I cant help but notice the tears standing in her eyes. Oh, shut it, you. Youre gonna make me cry.


  Looks like you already are.


  She laughs and brushes away the tears. I am not. This food is spicy. She lifts her paper napkin from her lap and then blows her nose into it to prove her point. She takes a deep breath and, now more composed, continues. Listen, I know the supportive thing to say is go for it. Who knows? Maybe the rest of the story is out there, waiting to be finished, just as romantic as the beginning.


  I beam.


  And She holds up a finger. maybe its not. The mom in me feels compelled to warn you. Carlos could be, I hate to say it, dead, or worse, Republican. He might be married to a guy or even a woman. Who knows? He might be a woman. He may not want to see you. You might have broken his heart back then with your not knowing who you were.


  I nod, knowing shes right on each and every point because Ive considered them all myself. Well, maybe not the transgender thing. I know, I know. I could be setting myself up for heartache or disappointment or worst of allnot finding out anything.


  Hey, dont let me rain on your parade. Google him. Maybe hes got a Facebook page or a LinkedIn thatll pop right up.


  The possibility, I have to admit, excites me. I have to restrain myself from throwing a twenty on the table and running out of the restaurant so I can get back to my condoand my computers keyboard.


  So say you find him, Jules said. She pushed her plate of half-eaten food away from her and took up her wine more seriously. What are you gonna do then?


  I finish up with my food, and the waiter, a cute kid with spiky black hair, comes over and clears our plates away. He smiles at us both and asks, Save room for dessert? The baklava is awesome.


  He gives me time to think about Juless question. I think were both pretty full. I look at Jules for confirmation, and she nods. Just the check, please.


  He wanders away. I dont know. I guess I really hadnt thought things out that far.


  It is something you might want to consider before you launch into this.


  Ever the pragmatist, I say. Ive just kind of been of two minds about this. One is preparing myself for disappointmentany of those scenarios you so kindly pointed out, putting him at squarely unavailable. Or that I just wont find anything. I dont know which is worse. Then the optimist in me just gets all excited at the prospect of seeing him again.


  And your romantic mind just starts reeling. Jules gives me a wry grin. I know she doesnt really want my dream to come true, and I kind of understand. Shes been Grace to my Will for a long time now, and its gotten comfortable.


  I decide I wont torment her by waxing rhapsodic on possible happy outcomes for finding Carlos. Besides, I want to be by myself, to think more about things and, yes, maybe to hit the computer. I say, You about ready?


  She nods. Youre going home and start looking right now, arent you?


  I shake my head. You know me too well.


  We both laugh.


  


  


  AT HOME I slip out of the jeans and button-down shirt I wore to dinner and get comfortableflannel boxers and a T-shirt. I go into the second bedroom, which I have set up as an office. Theres an old porcelain-topped table my grandmother once owned that I use as my desk, a simple wooden chair from IKEA painted orange alongside it. Its where I had thought I would one day write the great American novel. Im still waiting for that day to come.


  Ezra, my fat orange tabby, waddles along behind me. I call him my shadow because he follows me wherever I go. He missed the memo about cats being independent. He hops up on the couch, swishes his tail a couple of times, and then curls into a ball. In seconds hes snoring. I have lived with no other male longer than Ezra. In July, we celebrate eight years together.


  Sitting down at the desk, I pair up my iPhone with my Bose mini speaker and put something soothing on, the Pandora New Age Ambient station. I open my laptop, bring up Google, and pause as the multicolored logo confronts me. The empty search box almost seems like its waiting.


  Are you sure you want to do this? I wonder for, like, the thousandth time since seeing the guy who looked like Carlos on the L this morning. I honestly cant think of a single reason not to. I mean, the worst that could happen is I find him and hes not available.


  Or I dont find him. So? Ive gone without Carlos for thirty years now. In fact, he seldom crossed my mind anymore. It was just that thinking I saw him today reawakened desires even I didnt realize were lying dormant.


  I do want to find him. Maybe this is the way its meant to be. I wasnt ready, and maybe he wasnt either back then. But look at how much the world has changed. Look at how much Ive changed.


  I type his nameCarlos Castillointo the search box and pause once more, knowing that to press Enter could be putting me on the path for a life-transforming change. Just like a single phone call years ago turned everything on its head, a single string of keystrokes tonight could make a huge difference in the course of my life.


  I press Enter. Immediately, millions of results come up. At the top of the page, theres a heading, Images for Carlos Castillo, and I peer eagerly at the five or six pictures, thinking (hoping) that maybe one of them will be my Carlos. Just like that. Just that easy. But they are all of a bearded, professorial type who looks nothing like Carlos, even with my mental aging of him.


  I am tempted to delve into the images first. Dont they say that we males are more visually stimulated? But somehow I manage to restrain myself and scan the web listings below the images. There are a lot of listings about Carlos Castillo Armas, a Guatemalan military officer who seized power in his country in 1954.


  Theres another listing for the military guy that makes me chuckle, because its put together by an organization calling itself the United Fruit Historical Society. Seriously?


  What I want is to unite two fruits the years and circumstances have separated. I smirk and continue to scan the listings.


  Theres a Facebook profile that looks promising because of its Chicago listing connection, but when I click on the page, the guy in the profile picture must be about the same age as my son, Tate, a student at Northwestern University.


  I go back to Google, clicking on LinkedIn profiles, perusing sites that give me lists of Carlos Castillos and offer me more information if I would only kick in a few bucks via my credit card. Some of these do look promising, because they reveal age and general location. Theres one with a Chicago address, and the age is right, and Im tempted to grab my wallet off the entryway secretary and just go ahead and cough up the cash to see if this is my Carlos.


  But I restrain myself. For one, hes not my Carlos at all. He never was, and, I must sadly concede, most likely never will be. For another, there are other avenues Ive yet to explore, and those wont cost me a penny.


  I click over to Facebook and sign in. My home page comes up, and I tarry briefly over pictures of peoples new puppies, their happy and sad news, and a rash of cards with clever sayings like, If I had $100 for every time I read something interesting on Facebook, Id be poor as shit.


  I go to the box at the top of the page, where Facebook kindly invites me to search for people, places, and things. People, person, I whisper to myself and type in Carlos Castillo, mentally crossing my fingers. There are a lot more Carlos Castillos on Facebook than Google realizes. The first that comes up is a hairdresser in San Antonio. Cute andIm ashamed of my prejudiceprobably gay, but not the Carlos Im looking for. Although I do peer closely at the picture and wonder if this handsome dark-haired man might do in place of the one Im searching for.


  Down, boy.


  Theres a musician. A Carlos Castillo who studied at Ohio State University. Theres a veterinarian. Theres one in Cuba and several others in Latin- or Central-American countries. Theres one whose profile picture is of two hands holding a glowing green globe.


  And then I see one that could be him. Probably gayhes posed with another man, their arms around each other, and the only information on this results page is that this Carlos is male and in a relationship, presumably with the salt-and-pepper-haired dude hes embracing.


  I peer more closely at the just-bigger-than-thumbnail picture of the two men. The one on the right could be my Carlos. He has the same dark hair, the same smile, the same dark eyes that leap out of the photo. Hes heavier now, maybe twenty or so extra pounds sitting around his middle. But who among us of a certain age couldnt say the same? The extra weight is almost, but not quite, concealed by the simple white button-down shirt hes wearing.


  But how do I even know that Carlos Castillo is the guy on the right? He could be the salt-and-pepper man in the dark shirt on the left. I sigh. I fear this venture, only at its start, will do nothing but frustrate me.


  I consider just shutting down the computer and settling into bed with Ezra and my current bedtime read, Dr. Sleep by Stephen King. Ive been a fan since I first read Carrie back in junior high. I usually have two books going at once, one for my work commute and the other for bed. Some have found it curious that I like King for bedtime, but the man has been with me through thick and thin, by my side for longer than most. Hes a comfort in his own oddball, horrific way.


  I know the advice is sensible, but I click on the picture to bring up this particular Carlos Castillo, hoping his actual page will tell me more, give me a clue to know for sure if this is the man I had a brief encounter with so many years ago.


  The page is frustrating, doubly so because I feel more strongly than I did this morning when I saw the man on the train that this time I could be right. This could be Carlos. No, I dont have the certainty I described, but neither am I seeing the Carlos Castillo in the flesh, but only in a black and white photograph. And when I click on the picture to make it larger, Facebook wont let me. Privacy settings hide any other photos, as well as any about information beyond what I already knew, that the guy is male and in a relationship. His timeline is either hidden or blank, beyond a thank-you that appears mysteriously at the bottom of the page, thanking well-wishers for their birthday greetings. He confesses to being bad about Facebooking. What can I say? Im old. LOL.


  Yes. We both are.


  But I cant even find out this Carloss age. My finger hovers above the add friend box.


  I decide to send the guy a message. I sit back in my chair and sigh. What to say? I dont want to come off sounding weird and stalkerish. But maybe I am those things! I mean, who does what Im doing?


  I try to console myself that part of the reason Facebook exists is that it helps people connect with others theyve lost track of over the years. And really, thats all Im doing. I know nothing may come of this, but I could still get a friend out of it. The thing I remember most about Carlos, besides how gorgeous he was, was the easy connection we had, how we could talk to one another.


  Thats a rare thing for me. I am a 100 percent dyed-in-the-wool introvert, which is what draws me to books and stories. I like them because I can immerse myself in other worlds while still hiding behind language and imagery. Texts and e-mail were big blessings for me, because they meant I would no longer have to use the telephone very much. I have always hated Mr. Alexander Graham Bells invention, which has always been, at best, anxiety inducing for me.


  But even with our very brief encounter on the L platform and later at my apartment, Carlos and I could talk. There was something easy in his smile that made it possible for me to open up to him. I have rarely found that quality in other men, even the ones with whom Ive made the mistake of cohabitating.


  But back to the task at hand. What to say? I know I could write something long and drawn out, reminding him of how we met and letting him know that I have never forgotten him throughout the passage of years.


  I could tell him about the connection I feel to him.


  All of that, I think, could be perceived as simply nuts.


  I place my fingers on the keyboard and type:


  Perhaps a weird question, but did you live (and teach) in Chicago in the early 1980s? If so, we may have met on the L train heading out west toward the University of Illinois. If not, never mind.


  I sit back, look at the simple message, question once again if Im doing the right thing, and click Send.


  I wonder if this simple act will change my life. Or if, more likely, it will make absolutely no difference at all.


  I turn to Ezra, who has awakened on the couch and stares at me, as if to ask Isnt it time for bed yet?


  Yes, Ezra, lets go to bed.


  As if the cat understands my words, and I often think he does, he hops from his sleeping place on the couch to strut ahead of me into the bedroom, where he will take up another sleeping place at the foot of my bed.


  I pull off my T-shirt and drop it on the pile of clothes on the recliner situated in a corner of my bedroom and join Ezra in bed. I decide Im too tired for Dr. Sleep and will opt for plain old sleep tonight. I reach up to turn off the light and then pull the sheet and quilt up to my neck.


  The last thought I have is to wonder if I will dream of Carlos.


  


  


  THE NEXT morning, before I fire up the Keurig to make my Pike Place blend of coffee, before I feed Ezra, before I check the weather outside my windows, hell, before I even pee, I hurry into my home office to check my computer to see if theres been a reply from Carlos.


  I wait for my browser to come up and, of all times, the connection to the Internet is being painfully slow. Or maybe its just me. Patience has never been one of my virtues. Ezra is up too and winds himself around my legs in a figure eight beneath my chair.


  Just a minute, boy. Just let me check this one thing.


  He gives out a sharp meow, which is almost a bark, and which I interpret as Okay, but just one.


  Finally my home screen comes up, and I bypass checking my e-mail, even though I know Facebook would have forwarded any messages there as well, and go directly to the social media presence of the twenty-first century.


  My heart skips a beat when I see the little red box next to the message icon at the top of the Facebook page, indicating I do have a message. Really? That fast? I tell myself to be calm. The message could be from Jules, or Tate, or one of the guys I met at the Printers Row book fair last summer whom I promised to meet for coffee but never have, even though we always comment on each others postings.


  Hand almost trembling, I move the mouse to click on the red box.


  I close my eyes. I am not sure whether to smile and jump up and dance.


  The message is from Carlos.


  I open it and read:


  Hey. Thanks for your message. Would you be able to meet up with me for coffee after work tonight at Jumpy on Lincoln Avenue, near the Jewel? Say five-ish?


  Theres nothing else. I was expecting at least an I remember you. But if he didnt remember me, why would he want to meet? Of course Ill meet him. I type in a quick reply.


  Ill be there. Im tempted to add something silly along the lines of Ill be the one with a gardenia behind my ear and smoking a cigar but opt to leave it as is. The hardest thing for me to accept is that Im still not sure this is my Carlos.


  I wonder how Ill make it through the day. You know, being the impatient sort….


  CHAPTER 9: CARLOS


  


  


  HEY, CARLOS, can you help me with something? my assistant, Joel, calls from outside my office. Joel has worked with me at Angels, an AIDS charity, for the past ten years, and is, by necessity, a jack-of-all-trades. Its how it works for most everyone on staff here. Joel, for example, proofreads the newsletter on HIV awareness I put together every month. He bags meals for the folks we deliver them to. And he answers the phone, directing our clients to the pair of caseworkers we have on staff.


  I get up from my cluttered desk and look at Joel, standing near the back door. Hes such a handsome guy, all of thirty, with dark brown hair he wears buzzed close to his skull, a thick beard, and tattoos just about everywhere I can see. Sigh. If I were only a few years younger, I would break the rules about fraternizing with employees, but I know better.


  What is it? I ask, knowing it could be anything. Theres someone in the lobby who refuses to speak to anyone but the person in charge. Or maybe theres a donor who has a bagful of cash hes itching to give to us to keep us afloat in this age when people have pretty much forgotten about AIDS, unless directly affected. Perhaps its yet another employee ready to give notice because he or she has found higher-paying work elsewhere.


  Like McDonalds.


  Some guy dropped by with books for the library. Theres, like, fourteen boxes. Do you think you could help me carry them in? I can take care of sorting and shelving at some point.


  We have a small library, which started out as being resources on AIDS and HIV and has grown now into two rooms that encompass all things gay-related, including romances and mysteries.


  I take off the plaid short-sleeve shirt I wore and meet Joel by the back door, where hes already stacked the boxes. Our donor has taken off.


  Look at you in your tight white T! Joel grins, squatting to hoist one of the boxes up to his shoulder. His biceps bulge. Oh, Papi. He leers and gives me a wink. When are you gonna go out with me?


  I shake my head and laugh. Weve had this conversation before. He knows Id never date anyone associated with Angels, client or employee. It happened once, back when I first startedand look how that turned out. My mood darkens for an instant, like a cloud passing over the sun. I force memories away and make myself smile. Maybe if you didnt call me Papi youd stand a chance. Makes me feel like an old man. I pick up one of the other boxes, being careful to lift from my legs and not my back. I head inside with Joel behind me.


  But I like older guys! Joel protests, laughing. I notice hes breathing easy while I am already huffing and puffing like the big bad wolf. And youre super hot.


  For an old man? I sling the box down on a table in the room we grandly call our library and realize Im out of breath.


  Yeah. Whats wrong with that?


  I roll my eyes and keep to myself that theres no worse compliment than being told youre hot for your age. Why cant a person just be hot? Period. To keep things short and simple, all I say is, Nothing, nothing at all.


  Joel is raring to go get the next box, eyes bright, energized. I envy him. Im in pretty good shapewait for itfor my age, which isnt that far away from the dreaded sixty, and unlike many of my contemporaries, I still have all my hair, even though its silver, and my weight, aside from a few pounds I cant seem to get rid of, is pretty close to ideal.


  Tell you what. You bring in half the boxes, and Ill bring in the other half real soon.


  Joel cocks his head at me, looking, I guess, for an explanation for why we just cant finish the job together.


  I just remembered I need to make a phone call.


  He nods. Im glad he didnt force me to tell him the truththat carrying in all those heavy boxes would pretty much wipe me out for the morning, if not for the day. I know Joel well enoughhis work ethic, his desire to please meto know hell bring in all the boxes himself.


  I leave him to it.


  I head back to my office and sit down in the creaking leather chair thats always been mine. It has an indentation that perfectly fits my butt, and on one side, Ive had to patch it with duct tape.


  The joys of working for a nonprofit.


  The truth was Joel made me think of Harry, and I needed to get back in here, alone, so I could remember him and, if I needed to, shed a few tears. The tears come with decreasing frequency when I recall the man I lived with, the man I loved for a very long time, but they still comeoften out of nowhere, when the least little thing reminds me of my lover.


  Theyre like Harry himself wasalways able to surprise me.


  At my desk I take a few calming breaths, deep in and out, waiting, testing my emotions to see if the tears will come, if a choked sob will escape me.


  But neither arrives. Im both relieved and disappointed.


  Relieved because I dont have to worry about Joel walking in on me and catching me blubbering. The big young guy would feel compelled to wrap me up in his massive arms and press me to his chest, which would ignite all sorts of emotions, mostly contradictory, and at this stage of my life, unwelcome.


  Disappointed because the dry eyes and the relative composure may indicate the void Harry left behind when he died from pancreatic cancer two years ago is lessening. I know there will always be a hole where Harry once was, but the hole is also getting smaller. Its like a wound where a scab eventually formed, and now the scab is turning to scar tissue. It will always be there, but its a little more bearable, which makes me both grateful and sad.


  I look out my window, which overlooks the back of the building and our small parking lot, and watch as Joel bustles in and out with the boxes, lifting them as though theyre empty. I nod to myself as I see that, in short order, hes got all the boxes inside.


  Joel is a good guy. Most of the people who work hereGrace and Paulo, our caseworkers; Gabby, the administrative assistant; and Bryan, our accountantare. Theyre people who could probably make a lot more money doing something easier and less draining, but they choose to be here. To help. To, in a small way, make a difference. Even though the call for our services has been drastically reduced by medications that have given the HIV afflicted new leases on life, it continues to be a problem. Medications are too expensive. People are still poor. The unknowingly infected still wait too long. Newbies need guidance through the labyrinth of limited medical and social services that can help them before its too late.


  I work with good people. Thats what keeps me here. Thats why I left teaching to work here, God, back in 1991. Back when AIDS was a death sentence and the need for our services was far greater than it is today. It was a different world then. I glance over my shoulder at the huge corkboard I have hanging there, crowded with snapshots of mostly young men, but some women and even kids mixed in. These are the ones who didnt hang on long enough to see the dawn of drug cocktails that would make their virus a manageable disease. These are my angels, and I keep their faces there to remind me of how tenuous our grasp on life isand how even if our time on earth is abbreviated, we can still make a difference, have an impact.


  I remember every one of their names and every story that goes with it.


  Eight years after I joined the team here at Angels, I met Harry. And even though I broke a cardinal rule, I fraternized with a client. I remember that afternoon in autumn like it was yesterday. Its funny how the significant moments in our life stay so fresh in our minds.


  


  We were in a different office then, up in Rogers Park. A client had left us their condo with views of Lake Michigan, and we took advantage and got out of our roach-infested storefront in Humboldt Park.


  The day was crisp and clear, sunny, the sky blue as it can only be in early fall. My office was in one of three bedrooms, and I was lucky: I faced the water. That day the sun and sky merged to create a panorama that was almost tropical. It was near the end of the day, a Friday, and a few folks had cut out early to enjoy the politically incorrect Indian summer weekend in store.


  Mary Lee, a black woman who towered over even me, at six foot plus, was one of our caseworkers then. Out, proud, and beautiful, Mary Lee was always just at the beginning of yet another relationship with yet another supermodel-looking woman. Mary Lees heart was tough, because it always seemed like she was the one who was inevitably dumped. It never dampened her optimism, and she was like a schoolgirl on her first day at the beginning of each new relationship. Hope was an emotion that, for Mary Lee, was inextinguishable.


  Today was no exception. She bounded into my office, a big smile on her face, warm brown eyes beseeching.


  You look like a billion bucks, I said. She had been dressed in a long white linen tunic, stretch pants, and ballet flats. Thin pewter hoops nearly brushed her shoulders.


  Its a million, Carlos, but thank you.


  I shrugged. Inflation.


  She giggled, belying her Amazon size. Can I ask you a huge favor, sweetie?


  I rolled my eyes. Got a date? First time? You want out early?


  She neared my desk. Would you mind ever so? I mean, we only have a couple hours left. And you should see her! Lord, makes Cindy Crawford look like Hermione Gingold.


  I dont know who that is.


  Cindy Crawford?


  No, the other one.


  Google her and youll get the power of my comparison. I simply must look gorgeous for her. I need the extra time!


  You need nothin, and you know it.


  Youre too sweet. If I was straight and you were straight


  Wed be a match made in heaven, I finished for her. Go on, get out of here, you big lipstick lesbian!


  She started toward the door, grinning, then halted. Theres just one thing.


  I shook my head. I knew it.


  I have a client coming in. He was supposed to have been here already, but hes late, and I cant afford to wait around for him. Can you deliver his test results?


  My mood darkened just a little. Good news or bad news?


  Mary Lee said softly, Hes poz, but sweetie, we both know thats not as bad news as it once was.


  Still, its life changing for anyone who gets that word.


  I know I can count on you to be sensitive.


  Its my middle name. I smiled. Its all right. Ive done this talk enough times to know how it goes. Ill be firm, caring, and attentive.


  You always are. I mean it!


  I know. Bring me his file before you leave.


  Thirty minutes later, when Harry waltzed into my office, I was immediately fascinated but had no idea he was going to be the man Id spend the next dozen or so years with. I mean, Harry was nothing like the kind of guy I usually went forbrooding, quiet types, usually Hispanic or Mediterranean or Italian. Butch. Muscles and facial hair.


  Over and over, Id attempted to find my Prince Charming among their hirsute, beefy ranks and always came up empty-handed. There had been plenty of Mr. Right Nows in my life but no Mr. Rights.


  Youd think I would have learned.


  But Harry? My God, Harry looked like he was barely legal. On a good day, maybe, you might estimate him as being a very recent high school graduate. He had pale freckled skin and a shock of red hair that stuck up in bedhead fashion all over his head. He wore thick glasses that I suppose might be called retro now, but they just made him look like a geek. He was skinny as hell, his jeans hung loose around his waist, and the red Keith Haring Radiant Baby T-shirt clashed with his hair.


  What a character. I wished I didnt have to deliver this news to him. I glanced down at his file, open on my desk, and was stunned to see he was thirty. Still, too young….


  He plopped down in the chair across from me, swinging one leg over its arm. Before I even had a chance to introduce myself, he asked, So whats the good word? Two snaps up? In a circle?


  I laughed, remembering the horridly effeminate film critics, Blaine and Antoine, from In Living Color. Even though their shtick should have been wildly offensive, all the gay men I knew just loved it. The video bar, Sidetrack, to this day played clips of them to thunderous laughter. But my laughter died quickly on my lips as I realized that Harry, real name Harold Goldblum, was here to get a thumbs-down on his test results.


  My lack of a quick response caused Harry to cock his head. What? Youre not saying anything. Listen, I have been getting tested every six months since I became sexually active, and its to my great sadness that I use that term loosely, but I always come up negative. Because negative is usually the response I get when I proposition a guy. He snorted, but I could see the fear in his bright blue eyes.


  I opened my mouth to speak, for once at a loss in this situation, when Harry stood up. Lets start over.


  I watched as he walked backward out of my office and disappeared. I leaned forward to see where he had gone, a little panicked that he had perhaps fled the building.


  But then he walked right back in, looking more composed. He sat down in the chair across from me and folded his hands on his lap, staring at me.


  I didnt say anything. Neither of us did as the minutes ticked by.


  This is where you introduce yourself, he whispered to me, like someone offstage helping a fellow actor remember his lines.


  Im sorry! Im Carlos. I just want to share with you


  He cut me off. Ah, come on, Carlos. Im a perceptive guy. The fear on your face gave you away. Im poz, right? You did all the testing and retesting and theres next-to-no doubt. As Harry spoke, the words came faster and faster. He had a big smile plastered on his face, yet there were tears in his eyes. Youre here to tell me that HIV does not have to be a death sentence. With medication, theres no reason I cant have a full and healthy life. He let out a yip of near-hysterical laughter. I can go horseback riding, swim, play volleyball. This doesnt mean I wont be able to have children. He bent his head, and I wasnt sure if he was laughing or sobbing.


  I got up, came around the desk, put my hand on his shoulder, and squeezed. He reached up and grabbed my hand.


  We said nothing for a long time. Finally he flicked my hand away like it was a bug and looked up at me, smiling. Only traces of tears remained on his face, the pale, almost white eyelashes a little damp. The fellas never paid much attention to me before. Now Ill never get a date. Guess its time to go to PetSmart and get that guinea pig I always thought about. I think Ill call him Elmer.


  I couldnt help itthat last line made me laugh. I returned to my side of the desk and sat. Listen, Harry, what you said is true. I opened a drawer, pulled out a sheet of paper, and handed it across the desk to him. You may be happy with your own physician, but the docs on that list are specialists in HIV, and I suggest you make an appointment with one of them. Theyll do more blood work to determine if you need to go on medication yet and what kind. Its true what you saidits manageable now. I know people who have had the virus for a decade and have never been sick.


  And you know lots of guys who have croaked too.


  I do. But thats happening less and less.


  Harry ran a hand through his hair, making it stick up even more. No one will want to go out with me now.


  Harry, do you know how many guys out there are poz? Hell, theres even a dating website called Poz Personals.


  Really?


  I couldnt tell from his expression if he was excited or dismayed by the prospect.


  How bout you? he challenged. Would you go out with me?


  I chuckled, thinking the question was hypothetical. Sure I would. Youre a cutie.


  Ah, thats what they all say. Just once Id like to hear handsome or studly. He sighed. Instead I get cute or, worse, interesting.


  We were quiet for a moment, and then Harry leaned forward and asked, When?


  I thought he meant when he should see a doctor. Oh, I would think itd be a good idea to make it soon.


  How about tonight?


  I laughed and then stopped abruptly when I realized his would you go out with me had not been hypothetical. I was flustered. The long weekend ahead of me stretched out, no plans. How could I back gracefully out of this? I couldnt go out with him, could I? It was against all the rules; I didnt date clients.


  I cant.


  Sure. Thats what I thought. He sighed.


  Tell you what. You like Cuban?


  He eyed me up and down, doing a comical impression of lascivious. I like you.


  I mean Cuban food. Theres a little place up on Ashland that makes a Cuban sandwich that rivals anything you can get in Miami or even Havana. You wanna go have one with me?


  But its not a date, right?


  It cant be a date, Harry. But Id like to get to know you better.


  Because you feel sorry for me?


  No. I dont think theres anything to feel sorry for. Youre a young guy with a good head on his shoulders whos going to be just fine. I just think youre I groped for the right term.


  Interesting? he filled in with a raise of one red eyebrow.


  I would not let him have that. No. Bizarre. Strange. Funny. You wanna go now or meet up later? I shut his file with finality and trained my gaze on him.


  


  I sit back in the same chair I sat in that day over a dozen years ago now. Harry and I never did have a date, but that one dinner, over medianoches and guava shakes, led to a life together.


  Its funny. I remember telling him that day it was likely something other than HIV would end his life. Little did I know that pronouncement, meant to be comforting, would be prophetic.


  Once Harry had gotten on his drug regimen, he had tested undetectable from there on out. His T-cell numbers were always strong; he was what we in the business call asymptomatic. He never got sick. At least, not until the big C raised its head.


  I swivel to face my computer. I need to think about other things.


  CHAPTER 10: ANDY


  


  


  JUMPY IS one of those little ma-and-pa coffee shops that managed to survive the onslaught of Starbucks. Its in a tiny storefront on Lincoln, a few blocks north of Fullerton, and not far at all from DePaul University.


  I arrive a half hour early and debate whether I should actually order coffee or not. The warmth of a nice Americano sounds tempting, but then I think of how jumpy I am myself at the prospect of meeting up with Carlos once again after a few decades have passed. How strange is that? Who can make that claim?


  Anyway, caffeine will probably do nothing more than raise my blood pressure, cause my heart to beat through my chest or burst, and probably make me even more nervous than I already am.


  Herbal tea wins. I order chamomile from a sweet-looking red-haired woman at the counter and take my seat at a table near the wall. The room is crowded with people, all much younger than myself, DePaul students most likely. I feel older than my fifty-five years and think how my son, Tate, would fit in much better.


  I look around. The surroundings are sort of eclectic, I guess you might call it, or maybe retro, or perhaps just dirty. The big plate glass window looks as though it hasnt been cleaned in years, letting a grayish light seep in and tarnishing the images of passersby, bustling along on busy Lincoln Avenue. The floors are gritty wood, unvarnished and squeaky. The ceiling is pressed tin. This could have been a speakeasy back in the days of Capone.


  Its oddly quiet here. I think how, once upon a time, a place like this would be bubbling with laughter and conversation. But in spite of almost every table being occupied, the only real sound I hear is the new age music playing softly in the background and the occasional hiss of the espresso machine.


  Everyone is busy on some kind of electronic device. A couple have laptops open, many are staring or jabbing at tablets, the rest are occupied with smart phones, although, curiously enough, none is actually talking into the device, only texting.


  What a world weve become. Here we all are, in a space meant for gathering, and each of us in isolation. Its a little depressing.


  Depressing and distracting. I push the Home button on my own iPhone and see that its five past the hour of my meeting time.


  Hes not going to show up.


  I chide myself. Its only five minutes.


  Almost to contradict me, a man walks up to my table who looks vaguely familiar. Hes tall, on the lanky side, with a thick head of gunmetal gray hair. He wears a T-shirt that shows off his thin frame and a pair of khaki shorts. Keen sandals complete his ensemble. I look up at him, and I can see a question in his eyes.


  Are you Andy? He cocks his head.


  This isnt Carlos. Im confused. Is this just coincidence? Is this someone I worked with once? Dated years ago?


  He repeats, Andy?


  I am almost dumbfounded. I hurry at last to answer, Yeah, yeah. And you are?


  You agreed to meet me.


  I give a sickly smile. Maybe this is Carlos. Maybe my memory is faulty and I turned him into someone else. Wishful thinking. I mean, this guy isnt bad looking, but the feeling persists, this is not the guy I met on the L all those years ago.


  So who is he?


  He does look familiar. But I just cant place him. The feeling persists that I have not only seen him before but seen him somewhere recently. I cant find the space or the peace to concentrate and focus my memory with him hovering over me.


  Can I sit?


  Of course. I gesture at the chair opposite. I dont know what to say, so I spit out whats in my head, not always the best course, despite what the experts might say. I thought I was meeting Carlos.


  The man smiles, and there is sadness written across his features in spite of it. His warm hazel eyes meet my own. He touches my hand. Mind if I get myself a cup of coffee? He half stands and then asks me if I need anything else.


  I shake my head.


  While hes at the counter, it comes back to mewho the guy is. A shiver snakes through me, and I grip the table with knuckles gone bloodless. This is the guy in the Facebook picture. He was the man who Carlosor the man I think is Carloshad his arms around. I can see the picture now in my minds eyes as clearly as if I had it open in front of me on my desktop screen. I glance over at him at the counter, where hes laughing at something the redhead said.


  Its him.


  A bunch of questions cascade almost simultaneously through my mind. Why has he shown up here instead of Carlos? Was he the one who wrote to me? Is he a jealous lover, spying on his beloveds Facebook messages and e-mails? Has he come here to set me straight?


  I clap a hand over my mouth to hold in the near-hysterical laugh in danger of escaping. You didnt write anything to make anyone jealous in that short note you wrote. Thats not why hes here.


  My mind shifts to another possibility, one Id had when I first looked at the photothat I was wrong about which man was Carlos. I look over at him again, now at the condiment table, where hes pouring cream into his coffee, and think Are you Carlos?


  But he didnt really deny or confirm when I said I thought I was meeting Carlos. If he were Carlos, wouldnt he have just said so?


  He comes back to the table and sits down. He empties a couple of packets of Splenda into the steaming coffee and stirs, looking over at me, a little grin on his face. It doesnt look mischievous, just sad, sort of sympathetic.


  A light bulb flashes on above my head, metaphorically, and just as metaphorically, I pull the little chain to switch it off. No.


  Im not Carlos.


  I didnt think so.


  My names Evan. Evan Hyatt.


  I nod. Andy Slater.


  We fall to silence, me sipping tea gone cold and him concentrating on what Carly Simon might call the clouds in his coffee.


  Evan speaks first. Youre probably wondering why Im here. He smiles. And Im going to tell you, but first I just wondered if you wouldnt mind telling me what prompted you to contact Carlos. Your message mentioned the 80s, so I get the impression you havent seen him in a long time.


  I feel a little panicked. This most likely is Carloss lover, partner, boyfriend, husband, whatever term they used. I decide just to keep it brief and noncommittal. Theres no reason this guy needs to know the almost subconscious crush Ive harbored for his man over the last three decades. I would look like a nut.


  And maybe I am.


  I simply say, shrugging, You know how you get bored at work and you start trying to find people online you once knew?


  Evan shook his head. Im a physicians assistant. I dont get much time to play around on the Internet. Carlos was more interested in it than I am.


  I notice the past tense. My stomach begins to churn. Anyway, thats all. We used to be friends, and I just entered his name on Facebook and thought Id see if we couldnt catch up. The nausea increases. Desperately, I ask, Why are you here? Even though Im pretty sure I already know the reason, I hold out hope that its something else.


  Theres a long silence. What I might call a pregnant pause.


  Evan closes his eyes for a second and then opens them to focus his gaze on me. He licks his lips. Im sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Carlos passed away a year ago. He was in a bad car accident on Lake Shore Drive. Tears spring to his eyes, and one rolls down his cheek. Embarrassed, he smiles and wipes it away with the back of his hand. Sorry. He gives a little laugh. Im still a little raw.


  The news stuns me, and Im at a loss for words. This wasnt the outcome I was expecting at all.


  Evan says, I hope youre okay. It doesnt sound like you guys were too close, if you hadnt seen him in all these years. But I thought it was the right thing to do to tell you in person.


  Thank you.


  Evan is visibly shaken, and I wonder if hes about to burst into sobs. He stands suddenly. I guess theres not much more to say. I hope my news didnt come as too big of a shock.


  I know Ill have questions, but my mind is too stunned at that moment to formulate any. Im sorry for your loss, I say, a little breathless.


  We stare at one another, two strangers in a crowded café.


  I should be going.


  Thank you for going to the trouble. Youre a nice man; you could have just written me back.


  I didnt know what your relationship to Carlos was from your note. I thought it was the right thing to do.


  I nod.


  Well, good-bye.


  I stand up to watch Evan walk away.


  I plop back down in my chair after hes out of sight, feeling numb, as if the nerve endings in my extremities have been deadened somehow. I try to swallow, but theres no spit. When I take a sip of my cold tea, I notice my hand is trembling. You did think he might be dead. That was one of the possibilities. But hearing it now suddenly makes it seem too real, too sad. Ill never have the chance to tell him how much he meant to me.


  I sit and simply stare out the grimy window, watching the quality of light morph as the sun gets closer to setting. Shadows deepen in the room. Ironically, my ears perk up and tune in on the song playing in the background. Its from that time when Carlos and I first met. The band is Quarterflash. I remember because I had the vinyl album and used to play it on the stereo set that was my pride and joy when I was in my twenties, but now seems overly large and cumbersome. The song playing is Harden My Heart. Its all about swallowing ones tears and getting over a lost love.


  The one thing Evan said eats at me, makes me feel like a fool. It doesnt sound like you guys were too close, if you hadnt seen him in all these years.


  The bald truth of that makes me wonder about myself. Whats so lacking in my life that I was hungry for a connection with a man I knew only briefly thirty years ago?


  Whats the definition of pathetic?


  CHAPTER 11: CARLOS


  


  


  IVE NEVER been able to shake the bonds of Catholicism. I say that like its some naughty admission, like Ive never been able to quit smoking. But its true, even though the Churchs policies have infuriated me and made me feel unwelcome as a gay man, its roots run deep into my soul. Its hard to break a habit that started with your baptism, continued through weekly catechism and parochial school and confirmation at age twelve. When I entered the seminary, I really believed Id spend my life in the priesthood, doing good works, shepherding my flock, wherever they ended up being.


  The Churchs rich traditions and ceremony will always be a part of me. Theres no escaping, even though my logical mind tells me over and over Im dwelling in a house that sees me as unfit, or worse, unclean. That same voice says I should find an open and affirming denominationthe Congregational Church or the Unitarians, maybeif I need organized religion in my life.


  But that voice cant compete with the deeper one inside or the little boy who daydreamed of himself in priests robes at mass, swinging the incense-filled censer.


  I gave up a long time ago. Im a Catholic and always will be. I tell myself sometimes that the Church is made up of men who will eventually see the error of their ways when it comes to gay people. Now I think I will be long gone before that day of reckoning, but it doesnt stop me from hoping. I bear in mind that, as a gay man, I am made, just like everyone else, in Gods image.


  Its this last that allows me to cling to the Church, because it belongs ultimately to God, not man. And I know he doesnt see me as evil or wicked or wrong. Im one of his children.


  So I come to confession every week. Things have changed a lot about this rite since I was a boy. Gone are the dark, closet-like rooms with the mesh window at which you would kneel and say, Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been (insert time) since my last confession. Then youd launch into your sins. And youd better know precisely how many times you lied, cursed, coveted, or whatever, because the priest would want to know exact numbers. I smile with the memory of my first confession and fighting with the priest, because how was a six-year-old supposed to remember how many times he had fibbed over the course of his life? That priest, Father Sgro I think his name was, kept pressing me for a number. I kept pushing back that I didnt know. I was only being honest.


  Dont argue with the priest! he thundered through the partition.


  Nine times, I said meekly, suitably admonished.


  Now I just meet the priest at the parish housing for St. Christina. We sit in the living room, and Father Gomez serves me tea in a bone china set he picked up on a trip to the Midlands of England. Hes a nice guy, about the same age as I am, Cuban too. He says one Sunday service in Spanish. He once regaled me with how he floated to the US on an inner tube and washed up on a Miami Beach shoreline. He had been twelve years old.


  We sip our tea, and he eyes me over the top of his reading glasses. Hes bald and has a rim of still-black hair that encircles his head. I like to believe that, even though were roughly the same age, he looks a lot older than I do. Today hes dressed in tan slacks, black shirt, and wears his clerical collar. He blows on his Darjeeling and waits for me to begin.


  I still say it. Its a line of demarcation between everyday conversation about the weather, Cubs scores, or how work is going.


  Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.


  Father Gomez, Julio, sets his cup down on the rosewood table at his side. The living room of the parish house is fussy, looking as though grandmothers with an addiction to French provincial decorated it. He leans forward.


  I chuckle. This week isnt going to be any different from the rest, Julio. No juicy stuff. I didnt go to the bathhouse, have a one-night stand, or murder anybody. No, just the usual litany of half-truths, taking the Lords name in vain, and coveting my neighbors husband. But honestly, if you could see him, youd understand why. I beat off one time thinking about him.


  Is that it?


  Thats the best I can do, Father.


  He takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. A wry grin flits about his lips. Youre pathetic.


  Tell me about it.


  I think three Hail Marys and an Our Father should about cover it.


  I nod. You want me to say it?


  Up to you. Were relaxed at confession now, you know.


  I have to. Wouldnt seem right.


  Knock yourself out.


  I recite the words that have been stamped on my brain since I was six. O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended you, and I detest all my sins, because of your just punishments, but most of all because they offend you, my God, who are all-good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of your grace, to sin no more and to avoid the near occasion of sin.


  Julio nods and sits back in his chair, taking up his tea once again. Now that weve gotten that out of the way, you want to tell me whats really bothering you?


  What do you mean?


  You cant hide it from me. Somethings eating away at that pretty face.


  Father, I admonish, trying to change the subject.


  Come on. Out with it.


  I know what hes talking aboutthis cloud of sadness thats enveloped me ever since Harry passed away. People tell me that you never get over losing someone you love, but that it gets better. That it becomes a scar and you always know its there, but you move on.


  But when?


  Its Harry.


  Julio nods.


  The emotions rush upthe lump in my throat, that peculiar burning sensation in the eyes that signals tears. I try to stuff everything down inside. I dont want to blubber into my tea. Ive done that enough. I just cant seem to get on with things, you know? I smile, I laugh, I go to work, but nothings the same.


  Julio nods. And it probably wont ever be. You had an idea of what the future would be, and now youre staring down the barrel of a future you never imagined.


  Exactly. Even when we first met, and I told him he was HIV positive, even then I didnt think hed die from it. And he didnt. What I never expected was that I would lose him to something else.


  Cancers a terrible thing.


  So now I justI dont knowfeel so empty, so lost. Its like I have no direction anymore.


  You have a job, dont you? A good one, even if doesnt pay a lot, one where you actually do some good in the world, help folks. You have friends, dont you? Your mamas still kickin, and thats more than a lot our age can say. Whens the last time you called her?


  Ah, dont make me feel guilty. Ill call her on Sunday. I take a deep breath. All of what you said is true. And Im grateful.


  Its always better to be thankful for what you have, rather than mourn what you dont. Cornball maybe, but I think thats the key to anyones happiness.


  Youre right. Youre right. I want to argue with him. Tell him how alone I feel every night when I come home to the little condo Harry and I bought together. The peculiarly lonely sound my keys make when I set them on the metal tray on the table by the door. The silence rushing in, where once Harry would have music playing, anything from Led Zeppelin and Stairway to Heaven to Rosemary Clooney singing Come On-A My House. The place, still cleaned every other week by a woman named Paulina, is pristine. I miss the smells of Harrys cooking. It didnt matter what it wasa roast in the oven, beans in the slow cooker, maybe just onions and garlic in a fry pan. It made me happy when I walked in the door. Those things made it home.


  Now its just a house.


  But if I tell the father that, hes just going to say Im feeling sorry for myselfand I amand that I should take a different attitude. Embrace the silence. Cherish my memories. Harry lives on. Hell always be with me.


  I know all the answers, but I cant seem to take them to heart. I cant seem to make myself believe.


  I drain my teacup and set it down. I stand. Thanks for being there, Father. I appreciate it.


  You remember what I said.


  I will.


  And one other thing. The priest scratches at his neck and gives me a grin that can only be described as wicked. And I know as a priest this is a horrible thing for me to say, but Im gonna say it anyway.


  I cock my head.


  Go out and get laid. He gestures with a pointing finger up and down my body. That shouldnt be going to waste.


  I chuckle. Ill take that under advisement.


  You do that. He winks. The Lord wont mind.


  Youre terrible. You should be defrocked.


  I should be so lucky. Now go on, get out of here.


  See you next week.


  Julio nods and gives a little wave.


  CHAPTER 12: ANDY


  


  


  I STILL feel a little shaken after I get home from my meeting with Evan. Even though the possibility of Carlos being dead had crossed my mind, I still feel stunned by it.


  I try to put the conversation and the news out of my head as I take a quick shower, refill Ezras food bowl, surf through the three hundred or whatever channels on my TV only to find nothing, and remind myself I should make something to eat. Im not hungry, but know I will be later. I go into the kitchen and open a can of tuna to make some tuna salad, which sends Ezra completely crazy. He rubs frantically against my legs, sending up mighty yowls. Its almost as though the chubby little guy is in distress! Im tempted to just set the can down before him but know Ill be cleaning it all up later, probably off the white rug in the bathroom. I quickly chop some onion, a stalk of celery, and add a ton of mayonnaise to the salad. Its comfortingso sue me. I mix everything together, put some bread in the toaster, and, while its toasting, do what I want to avoidpour myself a large tumbler of gin and tonic. Theres no lime, but thats okay. Extra gin can make up for the loss.


  I sit down in the living room with my meal, such as it is, and try the TV again. I go into the On Demand menu and bring up an episode of House Hunters Ive seen before. I turn the sound down low as I watch a gay couple look at shoebox-sized houses in West Hollywood and marvel at their close-to-a-million-dollars price tags. I wonder if I will ever be part of such a couple, searching for our perfect nest, or if I will spend the rest of my days here, in this lovely condo, surrounded by my things and perhaps some feline companionship.


  When the drink and the sandwich are gone, none of the shock of discovering Carlos, my Carlos, is dead has worn off.


  Why does this bother me so much? Its not like we ever had a relationship. I probably took longer to channel surf and eat than the amount of time we actually spent together. He might have been a complete jerk, an asshole who couldnt be faithful, a user, or someone who didnt like animals. He might have been a lot of things, but Id never know. Not now.


  That was the thing that ate at methat Id never know. Finding out Carlos was dead removed both hope and possibility. I think, over the years, he was always in the back of my mind as the one that got away, that great dark man that Quentin Crisp says doesnt exist. He would be my fallback when my marriage, as it inevitably would, fell through the cracks. He would still be there as I tried on a couple of different guys, never managing more than two years with each, and would have all the right attributes, the ones the guys I convinced myself I was in love with lacked.


  I ponder how Ive put Carlos into some sealed box, there just for me, always unchanging, waiting. That isnt fair to anyone.


  Yet I look back at those star-crossed gazes on the L back in the early 80s with bittersweet nostalgia, not just because of the stark and exotic beauty of Carlos himself, but because of who I was then. What I was. A young man, a boy really, filled with all sorts of dreams and aspirations. Life was full of promise and possibility. I would write the great American novel or would at least settle for being a bestselling author, someone to rival my hero, Stephen King. I would marry and have babies, and we would be happy behind our white picket fence. Happiness was out there as something to be attained, if only I trod the right path. It took me years to learn that happiness is not something one attains, but fleeting, like sunshine. It comes and goes.


  And look at me now, I think. Fifty-five years old with a reasonably goodyet boringjob downtown with a window overlooking the Chicago River and the gothic spires of the Tribune building, a gut-rehabbed turn-of-the-century condo that, with its gleaming hardwood, designer colors, Room & Board furniture, and state-of-the art appliances, would be right at home on one of those HGTV shows… and a cat. I mustnt forget my chubby ball of ginger fur, Ezra, who has been with me, without judging, for years. I smirk. Hes the only real constant in my life.


  Now, now, dont go getting all maudlin on yourself. You have Jules and other friends, people you consistently do things with on the weekendsrestaurants, plays, the occasional band at a local clubyou have coworkers who care and can make you laugh.


  Most importantly, you have a gorgeous, kind, and smart son who thinks the world of you. Watching him grow up has been a gift whose value is immeasurable. You have an ex-wife who, in spite of the fact that you knocked all the support beams out of her life in year seven of a marriage she expected to last a lifetime, still calls you friend and invites you over for supper.


  Youre not alone.


  Its just that I feel like Peggy Lee asking Is That All There Is? Wheres the hope that young guy on the L had, heading out to his first job on the west side? Where did all the energy go? What happened to those deferred dreams? How did I end up here? A gay guy with a cat?


  When I left my marriage, amidst all the tears, heartache, and accusations, I had hopes that Id meet that special man. Maybe he would be Carlos, maybe he wouldnt. But hed be someone with whom not only would I have a great physical chemistry, but also someone with whom Id have the kind of connection where I could tell him anything, where hed be comfortable to talk to.


  I felt that intuitively that night with Carlos all those years ago. I have always imagined if my mother hadnt called, Carlos and I might have started a forbidden affair that wouldnt have stayed forbidden for long.


  I would have come to my senses.


  Why? Because I would have realized that being with a man was my rightful place. It was not something to fight or be ashamed of but something to be celebrated, because it was about love.


  But then you wouldnt have your son. How can you have regrets?


  And therein lies the truth. I dont have regrets. Even the mistakes Ive made, my marriage, my failed relationships, have all made me who I am today, for better or worse. And I know there are treasures galore scattered amidst those things I so foolishly call mistakes.


  Are there mistakes in life at all?


  I turn the TV off and stare out at the treetops along Lunt Avenue. I feel a sense of loss, probably not so much about Carlos, but again, about losing a dream, an ideal. I had set myself up when I started looking for him. There was an excitement and an optimism I dont think Id experienced in a long time.


  Setting myself up that high, it was only inevitable that Evans news would lay me even lower.


  I turn to the cat, whos curled up at the other end of the couch. What should I do, Ezra?


  He looks at me with his yellow-green eyes and blinks.


  Youre right. Youre always right. I shouldnt give up hope. I should keep trying. There may be no perfect man out there for me, there may be no perfect love, but there may be one out there who will fit. And I am far too young to give up.


  As though hes satisfied with the words hes put in my mouth, Ezra closes his eyes.


  I stand. In the kitchen, I rinse my dinner dishes and put them in the dishwasher.


  I head into the office and my computer. I had set up an account on OkCupid ages ago, and nothing much had ever come of it, other than a dinner date at a French restaurant where I sat in numb shock as my date flossed his teeth at the table after our meal.


  Maybe theres somebody better….


  I mix myself up another gin and tonic and take it with me to my desk. I sit down, bring up the OkCupid website, and log in. There I am. The pictures a little old, taken by Tate one glorious autumn day at Rosehill Cemetery. Im sitting on the steps of someones tomb in a sweater and cargo shorts, looking away from the camera, pensive, every bit the sensitive artist I wanted to project. I like to think I look the same as I did in that picture, taken when Tate was still in high school and taking a photography course, but I know the truth is many more threads of gray weave through my hair and I weigh about twenty pounds more. I sigh and delete the photo. I bring up the camera app on my computer and peer at myself looking back. The light is harsh, making even my olive complexion appear pale, sickly. I switch off the desk lamp and get up to quickly turn on the overhead. Thats bettermy skin tone looks warmer, more even. I dont look like death warmed over. What I do look like is a middle-aged man who was once good looking but now hopes for distinguished or interesting on his best days. My salt-and-pepper hair is buzzed close to my scalp in an effort to hide both the gray hairs sprouting with increasing frequency and the thinning patch at the top of my head. My eyes are still warm, although the camera mutes their green color and they look more brown than green. The signs of age are therethe deepening grooves around my mouth and eyes that I hope a prospective suitor will imagine were etched there by laughterand the rimless glasses I have not removed lend an air, I hope, of intelligence. Its me. Now.


  I read over the bio Id composed a few months ago.


  Dark-haired man with arresting green eyes with a passion for good books, good movies, the outdoors, travel, and cooking seeks a like-minded soul for adventures in and out of the bedroom. I am a regular runner and am in good shape; you should be too. Hoping to find someone who can make me laugh, someone who can wipe away the exhaustion at the end of a long day, and who can, as they say in the song, send me.


  I decide I dont like what Ive said. It sounds too vain. Theres too much about what I expect from the other person. Why not just be open? Honest? I do a quick rewrite, editing out things like arresting green eyesfor Gods sake!and adventures in and out of the bedroom. I leave in someone who can make me laugh and add that I hope to find a guy who will be as comfortable in conversation as he is in silence. I offer that I can give back everything Im asking for. I dont know. Maybe Ill revise in the morning, when Im not feeling so morose.


  I click out of OkCupid and head off to bed, Ezra trailing me.


  


  Ive traveled someplace, and I dont know where. All I know is that Ive come home and its early evening. Curiously, home is not my condo on Lunt Avenue, but the little studio apartment I lived in right after graduating and moving to Chicago, on Sheridan Square in Evanston. The little room, even in the dim light pouring in from my only window, illuminates the furniture I had back thenthe twin bed with its corded bedspread, the little table I found in the trash that I both ate and wrote on, the stereo system, my aquarium tank and its two inhabitants, Samson and Delilah, gerbils I hoped would keep me company. They were too busy raising multiple families of their own for that.


  But make no mistake, the time is now.


  Yet its not.


  Although I am the same man I currently am, things have shifted. Alison and Tate are waiting for me in the cramped space, and Tate is curiously quiet.


  Anger radiates off Alison like heat, scorching. She is as she was in her late twenties, shortly after we married. Her blue eyes flash at me, and her frown trembles on the verge of tears. I dont understand why shes so angry. But I know its me. Its always me.


  Tateall of six years oldin a striped T-shirt and Levis, rolled at the cuff, obviously senses the tension hanging thick in the air. He is morose, silent, his large hazel eyes watching.


  Tate, Alison says, go outside and wait for Mommy.


  Tate doesnt speak but turns toward the door. Before he has a chance to open it, I drop to my knees and hold out my arms. Hey, how about a hug for Dad?


  At last he smiles and runs into my arms. I hold him tight, tighter, with an inexplicable feeling of loss overcoming me.


  All at once, Tate is gone, and I am alone in the room with Alison, who paces back and forth. Although tears glimmer in her eyes, her voice is hard and her words flinty, able to cut. I cant let you see him anymore.


  The simple words just about cause my heart to stop beating.


  Its not fair, she continues. Your lifestyle, Andy. I cant inflict that on the boy. Hes young. Impressionable.


  You cant take him away from me, I whisper, trying hard to get some breath to put behind my words, but the air seems to be disappearing.


  I can and I will. I already talked to the lawyer. I have a psychologist who will testify that your lifestyle will harm Tate.


  My lifestyle has nothing to do with what kind of father I am to him, I protest. I love my boy.


  I cant let you see him anymore.


  I feel choked, hemmed in. Hopeless. The room has gotten darker, and I realize I am suddenly alone.


  I will never see Tate again.


  


  I awaken from my dream with hot tears spilling down my cheeks. The sense of loss the dream has left in its wake is overwhelming. As dreams can, it has snatched up my psyche and made me its slaveI feel hopeless and lost. I have to remind myself that, although there was a custody battle when Alison and I divorced, everything worked out as best it could in the end. I was part of Tates life, a loving constant, as he grew up into a young man. We were together every weekend. I saw him for dinner one night a week. I went to the school plays, recitals, and one season, the basketball games. I remind myself of these things aloud, whispering them like a prayer in the dark and silent room. I have to. The dream has left me with vestiges of loss that are so real theyre hard to shut down, despite my its only a dream protests.


  I sit up, get out of bed, stumble to the bathroom, and take a piss. I splash cold water on my face and stare at myself in the mirror. You have not lost your son, I tell myself firmly. You never did.


  I think of how close we have been through the years, the Christmas Eve we once spent at the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, when one half of the program was classical Tchaikovsky and the other half was Duke Ellingtons Nutcracker Suite. That night, Tate had given me a gift I will always treasurehis five all-time favorite books. He knew his dad. He loved him.


  He loves him.


  Yet the dream reawakened the fears of loss I had back when we were going through our bitter and contested divorce. Back then, in the early 90s, a judge could rule I was unfit to be around my son or enforce something absurd like supervised visitation. Back then, all I could do was worry that I would lose my son, if not completely, then in some profound way.


  That hadnt been the case.


  I crawl back into bed. Ezra moves down from his spot on the pillow next to me to nestle between my legs. He isnt so stupid; he knows where hes warm and protected. Im the stupid one, knowing I wont move again throughout the night unless he does first. I dare not disturb his slumber. I smile to myself and hope Ezras dreams are more pleasant than my own.


  I lie awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling, the crown molding I had put in last fall, and wonder why that dream came to me when it did.


  Was it the simple fear of being alone?


  Was it something to do with being shunned for being whoand whatI was?


  Was the dream trying to tell me something?


  I wonder if Ill be able to get back to sleep. Even if the dreams parameters and sense of time were unreal, the fear and the emotion it engendered were all too real.


  I fall into a restless doze, my last thoughts of the fact that my dream was trying to tell me something about my current solitary state, and if I want to change it, I have to fight for myself.


  


  


  IN THE morning, I awaken feeling much better. The sun peeks in around my room-darkening blinds. I rise to a sense of peace that was woefully absent the night before. I try not to think about my dream, because who would that benefit? Instead I attempt to convince myself that it was just that and find reassurance in the fact that I have a good relationship with my son.


  Ill call him today and see when he can come over for dinner. No one is better company in the kitchen than my Tate, even if hes just sitting on a stool, talking about his latest date, how much he hates his job, or how hed like to quit smoking but just cant seem to.


  I turn my head, and Ezra has moved back to the pillow beside me. He eyes me with a kind of wisdom. If I were to allow my flight of fancy the freedom to soar, I could almost believe he knows about my dream and all the thoughts and feelings that accompanied it.


  I say, The real truth is you just want your breakfast.


  He lets out a yip, too short to properly be termed a meow.


  I hoist myself out of bed and head to the kitchen, even though my bladder is exhorting me to visit the bathroom first, and shake some kibble into a bowl for Ezra and set it on the floor. Once he has his fresh water and is poised over his bowl, eating, I allow myself to attend to my own needs.


  When I come out of the bathroom, I think of two things. First, what to have for breakfast. Im thinking an egg sandwich with some of the arugula and Havarti cheese I have in the fridge will be perfection. And second, checking out my OkCupid profile.


  I do the second thing first. My stomach needs to acclimate to the day before I put anything in it.


  I bring up the website, log in, and discover that I have a new message. I havent had a new message in ages. I wonder if updating my profile and picture has pushed me into renewed prominence.


  I click on the message to open it.


  


  Hey. I like your profile. I like your honesty, and, unlike many of the other boys on this site (of all ages!), I like that youre a mature guy. Id love to meet someone who understands the cultural significance of The Partridge Familys classic song, I Think I Love You firsthand.


  LOL.


  If I havent scared you away or if my pic hasnt sent you screaming off into the night, drop me a line back.


  Chet


  


  Wow. The guy seems to be trying so hard, maybe too hard, but I have to hand it to himtheres a real sense of warmth that comes through in the few words hes sent my way.


  Plus I cant deny the fact that my picture has pulled him makes me feel a little flattered. I peer at his profile pic and like what I see. Chet has a beard and is wearing a baseball cap, a combination, for reasons I could never rationally explain, that is extremely erotic to me and makes me go a little weak in the kneesand more solid farther northward, if you catch my drift.


  Even though his beard is flecked with gray and he has the same laugh lines I do around his eyes and mouth, theres something almost winsome and mischievous about his grin.


  Theres also something sexy that stirs feelings in me I now realize have lain dormant for far too long.


  I type back a quick reply, letting him know Im interested and that Im still mourning the passing of Ann B. Davis too much to allow myself to muse on the wit and wisdom of the Partridges. I tell him I like his pic. I say I want to know more about him.


  I dont allow myself time to second-guess things and hit Send without even proofing my message, a rarity for me.


  I get up and realize I only have about a half hour to get ready for work. Forget the breakfastIll grab coffee and a Boston Kreme Donut at the Dunkin Donuts in the concourse of my building downtown. I need to get showered and dressed in my work uniform of dark Levis and polo shirt.


  I dont have much time before the Metra makes its Rogers Park stop.


  Im heading out the door when the suspense grabs me. I cannot wait until I get to my twenty-first floor cubicle to check to see if Chet has responded.


  What do you know? He has.


  


  Cute. Youre cute. It comes across in so many other ways than just that picture of you that you taunt me with. You say you want to know more? Im a face-to-face kind of guy. Wanna meet up for a drink? Potent Potables in Boystown? I know its where the kids go, but well be too deep in mourning over Miss Davis to notice the age difference. (When did she pass anyway? Never mind, you can tell me when we get together. Hey, Im an optimist.) So what do you say? Thursday? Eight-ish? Ill be at the bar, wearing my baseball cap, bill forward. (I do act my agesometimes.)


  Chet


  


  I laugh. Because Im going to miss my train, I hit reply and type quickly, telling Chet Ill see him at the bar and giving him my phone number in case anything comes up. That way, hell have no excuse for standing me up.


  Nice way to think!


  And I head off to work, feeling more optimistic than I have in a long time. Why, I even catch myself smiling.


  CHAPTER 13: CARLOS


  


  


  OUTSIDE THE parish house of St. Christinas, I debate with myself about going home. The evening is young, and I could do what Father Julio exhorted me to dogo out and get laid. I snicker at the thought. Its been so long since Ive had a casual hookup, I dont even know how Id respond. I dont recall how one engages in the flirting and casual banter that might lead to a pickup in a bar. Such scenes seem buried securely in my past.


  Yet theres a tingling inside, something I vaguely remember as want, maybe even lust. Its unspecified right now, only hormones, but its there. I wonder if it ever really goes away….


  I head down the street toward the L station. Home is just a few stops away on the Brown Line, in Ravenswood Manor, a little neighborhood that seems almost pastoral, an oasis hidden away in the heart of the urban near west side. Its only about a mile away from its busier yet similarly named neighborhood, Ravenswood.


  Home has become, I realize, a sanctuary. And Im not sure, at this very moment, if thats such a good thing. One can hide in a sanctuary. It can become too comfortable.


  Harry and I bought our little condo, the top floor of a two-flat overlooking the Chicago River just south of Wilson Avenue, shortly after we got together. Its a warm placehardwood floors, high ceilings, built-ins, and the original claw-foot tub in the bathroomthats also full of memories. Harrys clothes still hang in the guest room closet, where he always kept them so Id have all the room I needed for mine in the master bedroom. His fleece-lined slippers, I know, are still under the bed. Pictures of him and me are on many of the surfaces throughout our place. I know I should clean out his stuff, but I cant bring myself to do it. Theres a comfort in opening the closet and seeing his wild prints and colors on their hangers. Sometimes I even believe I can lift one of the shirts, press it to my nose, and breathe in his essence, a potent mixture of man scent and the cologne he often wore, Hermess Equipage.


  And there are creature comforts. The big-screen plasma TV mounted above the fireplace, bought after Harry died, offers me hours of escape, sunken into the overstuffed pillows of my couch. Theres cable On Demand, Netflix streaming, a cabinet full of DVDs, all offering no end of oblivion and an escape from thinking. Binge watching is my friend.


  Theres no shortage of snack foods in the pantrychips and salsa, popcorn, sodas, and of course, hard liquor, wine, and beerjust in case the TV doesnt deliver on its promise of forgetting the world.


  I stop in the street, waiting for the light to change, and realize I could hide in that home night after night, week after week, month after month… until suddenly years have passed. It would be easy, like sinking into a big overstuffed chair. A kind of inertia holds me to the place.


  It would be giving up.


  I cant do it. No. Make that I wont do it.


  Tonight I will do something I havent done in yearsgo out to a gay bar. Maybe Ill even meet a man! The thought doesnt fill me with as much excitement as it did when I was younger. Now, I think morosely, it just seems like too much work.


  Stop it. Youre defeating yourself before you even get anywhere. Just go. Be with people. Music. Soft lights.


  Dont be alone.


  And leave yourself open to one thingpossibility.


  I set off for a small bar some of my coworkers have told me about on Lawrence Avenue called Schooners. I expect it will have a nautical theme, which is kind of reassuring in these days of bars where the principal attraction is the house music, whatever the hell that is.


  The thing that makes me less nervous about walking through the door of Schooners is something my assistant, Joel, said about the place only the other day. He lives nearby, and he described it as a real neighborhood bar. Its just fun to go there and hang out, watch TV, maybe play a little pool or darts. Its not a meat market like so many of the Halsted bars. You can relax.


  His description does not bode well for me meeting a man, but perhaps my first visit to a gay bar in years should be a little less threatening than full-on cruising. Baby steps. All I need to do is get myself past the always-inquiring stares when I enter. Then simply hop onto a stool, order a drink, and see where the evening goes from there. Simple.


  


  


  SCHOONERS IS pretty much as I imagined. So much so I wonder, as I walk in, if I have been here before. I know I havent. The place is a cliché. There are fishnets mounted on the wall for decorations. A heavily shellacked marlin hangs over the bar.


  Otherwise the place is pretty typical old-style Chicago taverngritty tile floors, dim lighting, beer signs in different hues of neon in the window, barstools of cracked Naugahyde repaired fetchingly in spots with silver duct tape. The ceiling is pressed tin. The bar is dark, heavy wood, so solid it looks as though it grew out of the floor. Behind the bar, liquor bottles line up on three rows of shelves, mirrored glass behind them. In the center of the bar are the taps. Easy. I have the layout.


  The Pet Shop Boys are playing, wailing about some West End girls, and two TVs are mounted behind the bartenders shaved head. One is playing soft-core porn, which causes a blush to rise to my cheeks. Two shirtless, bearded fellows are tongue kissing. The other TV must be tuned, oddly, to TV Land or some other retro station, because theres Bea Arthur in all her silver-haired glory as Maude, rolling her eyes at something daughter Adrienne Barbeau has said. The volumes too low to hear what theyre actually saying. Instead, this seems like some bizarre video made to accompany the Pet Shop Boys.


  I almost want to turn around and walk out. I have the sense I dont belong here, that Im in the wrong place. Home calls to me.


  But those appraising eyes I mentioned earlier have already spotted me. Half a dozen or so male heads, all at the bar, swiveled as one when I walked in the door.


  I know the grin plastered to my face is sheepish as I make my way tentatively to a vacant stool at the bar. I feel like its my first time in a gay bar, and I suddenly remember that timegoing into a place at Clark and Grand Avenue called the New Flight. Only later did I learn it was a hustler bar!


  Im relieved the bartender, a muscled guy with sleeve tattoos running down both arms, is deep in conversation with one of the patrons, an older man who puts me in mind of movie star Susan Sarandon. On a very bad day, one in which someone shaved her head and sucked all the color out of her skin. The spare moment gives me time to ponder what I should order.


  Im not much of a drinker, never have been. As Ive gotten older, my tolerance for alcohol has decreased rather than the other way around, which is probably why I dared kiss Joel under the mistletoe at our last staff holiday party, a choice I will forever regret. And Id only had two glasses of champagne!


  Id be happy with a Coke, but ordering one just seems wrong. Not manly.


  No more time to think. The bartender is headed my way, all flirtatious smiles.


  Hey, handsome, he says, wiping at the bar with a dishtowel. What can I get you?


  Something like a martini would have me on my ass with a few sips, so I ask, Whats on tap?


  He raises his eyebrows at me as though Ive said something suggestive and then recites, We got Leinies, Old Style, Bud Light, and Blue Moon.


  Since I only come into a bar once in a blue moon, I opt for the latter. He returns with it in a minute, a slice of orange floating refreshingly on top of the beers foam.


  You want to run a tab? He sets the glassan actual schoonerbefore me.


  I dont know that Ill be staying that long. Ill probably down this quick and run back to my little warren. Thats okay.


  He tells me what I owe, and I throw a bill on the bar. Keep the change. I wait a moment, then add, Handsome.


  He doesnt respond. Perhaps my tip wasnt big enough.


  I nurse the beer and decide I like the taste. I stare up at the screen, watching Maude and Walter argue, and remember watching the show in my living room in Miami, lying on the floor with a box of powdered sugar doughnuts and a big glass of milk. Back then I was chubby, and TV offered me refuge from the teasing I used to endure about my weight. TV and food were my go-to comfortswhich was ironic, since the latter was the source of the teasing.


  A deep voice yanks me right out of my reverie and nostalgia. You look like youre old enough to remember when that show ran in prime time.


  I look up from my beer, vaguely offended, to see a man who puts me in mind of the singer Seal, with his ebony skin and large expressive eyes. Sexy. He grins to show me hes only teasing, and the smile is melt-inducing. Besides, its okay to say what he did, because I realize immediately were about the same age. I could say the same for you, mister.


  Oh yeah, I used to watch that show as a kid. Ill prove my point. And he does, belting out the Maude theme song in a rich baritone. I laugh, and a couple of patrons applaud. He turns to them and gives a small bow.


  He turns back to me. If I wasnt so black, youd see me blushing.


  I snicker and shake my head. I do something I dont expect, motion to the stool next to me. Wanna sit?


  Why, thank you. Dont mind if I do. Just let me go grab my drink. He hurries down to the opposite end of the bar and grabs what looks like a cosmo from his former place and hurries to settle beside me. He extends a hand. Fremont St. George, at your service.


  I tell him my name and take the hand. Its like being pulled into an embraceencompassing, strong, and warmth-imparting. I already like this guy. Theres something about him that immediately puts me at ease.


  He asks, So what brings you into Schooners? I dont think Ive seen you here before. He gives me that winning smile again, and my heart speeds up a bit. Id have noticed.


  Oh my God. Is he flirting with me? I feel like a teenager. I also dont know if Im ready for such a thing. I answer, My own two feet. That, and a desire not to go home, where its gotten way too comfortable for my own good.


  He cocks his head. Whats that mean?


  I shrug and take another sip of my beer. It means that Ive made my little condo over in Ravenswood Manor a kind of hideout, a place I escape from the world.


  He chuckles. Seems to me thats what a home should be.


  Youre right. Youre right. It only gets to be a problem when you use it as an excuse to hide yourself away. I let out a little sigh. Which is kind of what Ive been doing, if thats not TMI.


  Not at all. And I get you. He raises his eyebrow. Been a while since youve been out? Dont tell me. Youve recently broken up with someone.


  I guess you could say that. But it wasnt my choice.


  He dumped you?


  He dumped life. I look into Fremonts eyes. Cancer.


  He looks a bit taken aback and doesnt say anything. I figure Ive ruined our little connection by being Debbie Downer right off the bat. But as I said, I have little memory of how to behave in bars.


  Im sorry. Its been a while. I should be over him.


  He puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. You dont get over losing someone you love. It gets more bearable, trust me, but you dont ever get over it.


  We say nothing for a while, staring into our drinks and taking the occasional sip. I fully expect him to say something like he needs to get back to his friend or wants to use the mens room. Anything to get away from me….


  But he smiles again and says, I was relieved to see you in here.


  Really? Why? You dont even know me.


  Because you remember Maude, back from when she was on Tuesday nights. At least I think it was Tuesdays.


  I snicker. It was. I lean close to Fremont. Honey, I remember her when she was on All in the Family.


  He chuckles. Me too.


  So, you were relieved I was here because Im old.


  Sweetheart. He touches my cheek, and it sends a shock of electricity through me. Youre not old. To paraphrase the ageless Elaine Stritch, youre not old, youre older. And were all getting older. He swivels his head to cast a gaze down the bar. Even that little twink down at the end with the blond hair. Hed never even heard of Maude, although he did have some familiarity with The Golden Girls. He pauses. From YouTube! Yuck.


  Thats a good way to look at it. Older, not old.


  Besides, youre a fine-looking man. Im sure you were quite the hottie when you were in your twenties, but Id lay odds youre even prettier today.


  Oh, you are a sweet talker, arent you? Are you trying to get into my pants? I eye the twink at the end of the bar and wonder if Mr. St. George is making the rounds, using his retro TV line as an opener. I have to hand it to him; its a unique come-on.


  Im just trying to make conversation, he says.


  Heat rises to my cheeks. Like Fremont, Im grateful that Im brown and Im sure it doesnt show. Sorry, I mutter. As I said, its been a long time since Ive been in a bar. Back in the day, Id probably have you pressed up against the bathroom door by now, your pants around your ankles.


  He looks shocked, and then he bursts into laughter. Its rich, deep, and velvety. Oh man, I remember those days. I used to go to the Loading Zone on Oak Street. He laughs again. I engaged in a lot of bad behavior there back in the 80s, before everything changed.


  I know what everything is, but I dont say anything. I dont want to bring the mood back down. So what other shows did you like back when you were a kid?


  He shakes his head, grinning, and I can tell he doesnt even need to think about it. Me? I loved Dark Shadows. Id run home from school every day so I didnt miss a minute. I had a scrapbook I made and posters on my bedroom wall of Barnabas and Quentin.


  I place a hand over my heart. Quentin! Oh Lord, woof.


  Woof is right. He was a werewolf.


  A very, very hot one. I think how Id done the same thing, and a frisson of pleasure goes through me at the memory. Life, and pleasure, was so uncomplicated back then. Or at least I like to think so. I loved it too. But it did give me nightmares sometimes. I used to dream Angelique was leaning over my bed.


  Now, I bet thats when you knew you were queer. Most little boys would have popped a boner at that.


  Popped a boner? Seriously? I havent heard anyone use that term in ages. I frown. Havent seen anyone pop one in ages either.


  He pats my knee. Mores the pity.


  I think how this could go somewhere, like straight to bed, if I let it. But I know Im not ready for even the most casual hookup. Its been too long and, absurd as I know it is, I wonder if it would feel like cheating.


  I look down and see that Ive drained my beer. Near the glass, my watch face looks up at me and tells me its after ten. I should be getting home. I turn to Fremont. Hey, it was really nice chatting with you, but as an older person, I have to admitits past my bedtime.


  He sticks out a lower lip, which, on him, is sexy. Really? I was hoping we could talk more. I like you.


  I like you too, Fremont.


  Heres a wild idea. You want to meet up for drinks, maybe dinner? Just to talk about vintage TV, of course. He winks. What do you say? Hes already pulling out his wallet from his back pocket. He places a business card on the surface of the bar and then shoves it in front of me.


  I pick it up and put it in my own wallet. Ill call you.


  Yeah, yeah. He casts his gaze downward.


  I do remember that, in bars, that statement is often a brush-off. No, I mean it. Just to prove my point, Ill give you my number, so if I chicken out, you can call me. My wallet is still in my hand, and I extract one of my Angels business cards and slide it toward him.


  He takes it. You busy this Thursday? I ask because theres a place down near DePaul. Its a little Spanish hole-in-the-wall, but Thursday is paella night, and they make a great one.


  I think about reiterating that Ill call him, that I have to check my schedule, and then a voice inside admonishes me, telling me there isnt a single viable reason I should say no. Its only dinner, after all.


  I smile. Yeah, that sounds good. I love paella.


  Eight? Meet there or you want me to pick you up?


  Oh boy, this sounds like a real date. Ill meet you there.


  Sounds good. He leans in and gives me a quick kiss. Hes aiming for my lips, but at the last minute I turn my head, and it lands on my cheek.


  I touch where his lips have been, feeling the damp and the heat, and smile. Until then, I say and turn to leave the bar, a little light-headed.


  I dont really think its from the alcohol.


  CHAPTER 14: ANDY


  


  


  I CATCH my reflection in the front doors of my condo building. The lights hitting just so in the late afternoon so that the double doors morph into full-length mirrors. I pause for a minute, careful to make sure none of my neighbors are around to witness my vanity. The good I see: Im still trim, thanks to my running regimen thats been with me most of my adult life. My skin looks healthy and tan, even though thats just my Italian heritage peeking through. My eyes are nice. The bad: the balding at the top of my head, the glasses that never seem to look quite right, making me appear owlish, the gray in my hair, and the little goatee on my chin, once a rich dark brown, now completely silver. I give myself a little smile and add my even white teeth to the plus column.


  And then I turn away, knowing Im nervous, scared, and more than a tad excited. While Chet, my guy from OkCupid, and I are just meeting for cocktails and it cant properly be called a date, this is my first time out to meet a man socially in a long time. And a cute man! I hope hes wearing the baseball cap. I hope he didnt shave off the beard. I hope hes nice.


  I hope a lot of things as I pass through the wrought iron front gate and turn right to walk over to Clark Street on my way to the Morse Avenue L stop. Here are just a few: that Ill be able to think of enough to say, that I wont sound like an idiot, that I wont remind Chet of his dad, that I wont seem effeminate. Even though Im not, I grew up in an age where that was truly the stereotype, and for a long time I just had the idea in my head that all gay men were big sissiesnot that theres anything wrong with that. Some of the bravest, strongest guys I know have been the drag queens. It takes strength and courage to be exactly who you are.


  I hope Ill be able to convey such ideas with the same eloquence as they appear in my thoughts. Too often, the mind/mouth connection gets screwed up, which is why I like writing so much. I can kind of practice what Im going to say first.


  And I can edit.


  Real life does not afford much of an opportunity for editing.


  I realize my thoughts are the psychic equivalent of babbling, and I know whyIm nervous, more than anything else. I become aware of the sweat on the back of my neck even though its a cool evening, probably no more than sixty-five degrees. My heart is beating a bit faster than usual. My mouth is dry.


  See, I havent been out in so long because I sort of gave up on dating a few years ago, after my last live-in relationship imploded. He was a big party animal with a huge heartand the huge didnt stop at his heart, either! Tons of fun to be with, yet on a completely different level intellectually. After two years, it just seemed like he was a stranger, and it was over. Easy. We amicably went our separate ways.


  It just seemed Id never find anyone, and Im not even talking anyone perfect, just someone compatible. I wondered if any such bird existed, rare and exoticand extinct as the dodo.


  I fear that Chet will be yet another page in my book of disappointmentsthose one-nighters, half-baked first dates, and online connections Ive indulged myself with over the yearsand that the excitement I feel right now pulsing through me will be nothing more than fools gold.


  I worry about stupid stuff, like that the plaid shirt and khakis Ive worn are too square and Ill simply brand myself as an over-the-hill queen the minute I walk through the bars door. I miss the days when I could throw almost anything on and look good, when it was effortless. Of course, back then looking good involved acid-washed jeans, a tight T-shirt, and Reebok pumps. Good Lord!


  I head south on Clark, past the little shops, restaurants, and Mexican street vendors selling corn on the cob and mangos, both spiced with chili powder. And I arrive in front of the L stop just as a southbound train rumbles overhead. I glance down at my watch and see that I have a good forty-five minutes until Im supposed to meet Chet. Maybe the extra time will allow me to down a couple of glassfuls of liquid courage before he arrives, and then Ill be all loosey-goosey and charming. Yeah, isnt that the self-perception, very mistaken, all drunks have?


  I get up to the platform and find an empty seat on one of the benches. Morse Avenue is laid out before me in all its commercial glory, traffic busily going east and west. I sit facing west, and the sky at the horizon is tinged orange and pink, growing darker as it ascendslavender, purple, and at last navy. I dont hear the rumble of any approaching trains, so I pull out my phone and call Jules.


  She answers on the first ring.


  Guess what Im doing? I ask after she coos Andy as her way of saying hello. Its the way she always takes my calls. I cant remember what she said before the advent of caller ID. Did I even know her before caller ID?


  She pauses for a moment, presumably to think, and responds, Leaving the scene of a crime? Off-track betting? Getting extensions put in your hair? Oh wait, you dont have any hair.


  Bitch.


  So what are you doing? Heading off to the tattoo parlor? The bathhouse?


  My, youre feisty tonight. Have we been drinking? And no to all of the above.


  She ignores me. Im bored tonight. What are you doing? And more importantly, can I come with?


  I imagine walking in with Jules on my arm. That would make a good impression. One of Chicagos finest rushes west below me, its siren blaring. I wait for it to get out of range before I respond, Ive got a date.


  With a man? Jules gasps.


  No, with a Venus flytrap! I snap and roll my eyes.


  You never date. Is this with your long-lost love? Did you track him down?


  Her question sends a sharp pang of sadness through me. Nah. I did a little looking but came up with nothin. I decide now is not the time to tell Jules that Carlos has joined the ranks of the dearly departed.


  Im sorry.


  Oh, its okay. He probably wouldnt be half the man my memory and imagination built him up to be. So its most likely for the best. I glumly think how Ill never know. I imagine Juless relief when I do tell her that Mr. Castillo is out of the picture for good.


  Still, I know you had your hopes up.


  I dont say anything for a couple of seconds, thinking of Carlos and how, in a way, hes responsible for the date or not-date Im heading off to tonight, filled with equal parts optimism and dread. You know, my little online search for him is what prompted me to check out OkCupid, which led me to tonights upcoming escapade. I try to inject a bit of excitement into my voice.


  Whats OkCupid?


  Its a dating site.


  Oh no! The guy could be a serial killer. Jules has never been fond of online dating, in case you didnt notice. She hasnt yet gotten the memo that its what passes for courtship in the twenty-first century.


  If he looks like Ted Bundy, Im okay with that. You know I like em dark and handsome.


  Youre sick.


  I glance to my north and spy a train approaching. I can feel it in my feet as well as hear its rumble. One of my many charms. I need to get going. Ls coming.


  Jules shouts into the phone, Call me when you get home! I want to know youre still alive.


  Full report later. I press the screen to disconnect the call, the trains thunder drowning out anything Jules might have said.


  The doors yawn open before me. The train idles in a way that seems impatient.


  I get on, find a seat, and think of my future waiting for me somewhere out there. I also think of Cabaret and the song Maybe This Time. Yeah, look at how things worked out for Sally Bowles.


  I stare out the window as the train jerks out of the station, looking at the backs of apartment buildings. Lights have come on, warm yellow, in all the windows as dusk encroaches. I imagine the lives insidepeople eating dinner, some settling down in front of the TV, others fighting, making love, laughing, and crying. Only after a few minutes does it occur to me that I think of no one like myself. No one alone. Somehow my worldview puts people in some kind of family unit, whether blood ties them together or not.


  I see a man, his elbows on the windowsill, head sticking out of his window as the train passes by. Hes Hispanic, probably about my age, wearing the kind of sleeveless T-shirt politically incorrectly called a wifebeater. I dont get much more than a glimpse, but I imagine he looks like Carlos.


  Will this never end?


  The man is dead. You need to let it go. The name Carlos should not be part of your mental vocabulary any longer, unless you meet a subsequent Carlos. Move on.


  I close my eyes for a moment, hoping tonight life will toss me a bone. Fate will conspire to give me a little happiness for a change. Chet will be charming. Hell make me laugh. Hell be sexy, and well have an instant rapport. There will be no first-meeting awkwardness, a happenstance well both remark on because its so unusual. Well sit at one of the high tables along the wall, our heads close together, and well talk and talk and talk. Neither of us will realize that hours have passed.


  And when the time comes for us to say our good-byes, we will debate whether we should go home together. Theres a lot of physical chemistry between us. Neither can deny it. Just the touch of his knee pressed against mine will make me hard.


  And well agree to wait. Hell say something corny like Its always better when theres time to anticipate. Our first time will be all the sweeter because we waited for it. And Ill agree, staring soulfully into his warm brown eyes.


  And I imagine that first time. Romantic, at his place. Hell light dozens of candles around the bedroom and, magically, thoughts of lube and rubbers wont even arise. There will be no trouble undressing. Well fall into one anothers arms, knowing instinctively what the other likes and doesnt like.


  Well come together.


  I snort softly at my flight of fancy.


  Ive been so engrossed in my fantasy of my perfect future that I dont even notice the train stopping at a couple more stations. Were heading toward Belmont, where I get off. Potent Potables is a couple of blocks west of the L stop and then a few blocks north. Its a nice night to walk.


  My fantasy has calmed me, in its own way. I know in my cynical yet rational heart that the best-case scenario for Chet is that we wont be too awkward around each other. Were gay men, so the expectation will be that, even if theres just the tiniest bit of chemistry, well head off to his or my bed. Its not like were virgins anymore! I long ago lost count of the number of men Ive been with, and Im not nearly as bad as many of my gay brethren, especially the ones with the Grindr app on their phones.


  The sex may or may not be good, but later, when one of us is leaving, and it will most assuredly not be in the morningone of us will claim having to get up early; see, I know how this song goeswell both promise to call soon.


  If that promise is not followed up, right then and there, with an exhortation to name a specific time or place, then I know neither of us will call the other.


  I shake my head. Im becoming a curmudgeon, dour. Then I excuse myself because Ive had enough real world experience to know the fairyyou should pardon the puntale doesnt exist.


  Still, maybe this time Ill be lucky.


  The train pulls into Belmont, and I stand, looking around myself for any belongings from habit, even though I didnt bring anything along with me. I glance over at the platform, and its got a fairly good crowd, but not nearly as many as Im sure there were a few hours ago, at rush hour.


  The mechanical voice bursts to static-filled life, telling me which side the doors will open on, and I move over toward them. People on the platform are already milling around, impatient to get on the southbound train. Theres a punk-looking girl, with fuchsia hair that sticks up in spikes, black elbow gloves, and a tattered dress that looks like something Betty Draper would have worn in 1958; a harried-looking guy in a suit and briefcase on his way home from a late day at the office; a couple of other people, nondescript. I glance down at the floor, waiting for the train to come to a full stop and the doors to open.


  He comes in after the punk girl. I see him immediately. Our eyes meet.


  I feel something akin to a jolt of electricity pass through me. I get weak in the knees and grab the bar for support. My breath is snatched away.


  Cmon, man, you gettin off the train or what? I turn and see an old man wearing a dirty windbreaker, an unlit cigarette in his mouth, glaring.


  I move forward and out of his way but turn to look again. It cant be.


  But it is. One constant I know is that when we recognize someone and theres absolutely no doubt, our recognition is right. And even though the years have made their relentless march across our faces and bodies, I know in an instant its him.


  Carlos.


  He looks back at me quizzically. Those deep brown eyes! Theyre still the same, even though his hair is cut shorter, the moustache is gone, and hes put on a few pounds. Hes still handsome, alarmingly so.


  Im sure Im standing there on the platform with my mouth hanging open, staring.


  He grins at me and winks. I laugh. Just as Im reaching my hand up, the name Carlos on my lips, the doors close, and the train lurches out of the station.


  Carlos. Alive.


  I want to dash down the platform, like the guy in some 1940s romantic movie, chasing after the train. I wish there was a way I could hail a cab and shout Follow that train! The absurdity of it causes a hysterical giggle to erupt out of me.


  The platform is quickly almost deserted, and Im so stunned I fear I may literally fall down the stairs leading to street level if I attempt them in my current state.


  I plop down on a bench and stare after the departing train, watching as it grows smaller in the distance on its journey to Fullerton Avenue. Afterward, it will plunge underground into the subway.


  It was him. Even though I know hes supposed to be dead, I know it with a certainty as sure as I know I am me. It was Carlos, on the L once more. I lean forward and peer at the lights of the train, now stopped at the next station south, wishing there was a way I could teleport myself there.


  How will I ever find him? Should I go looking? Ive searched and searched for him. I thought Id found him, but that Carlos could not have been my Carlos. Some other Carlos died in a car accident, leaving his partner, Evan, alone. Its sad, but the fact that I now know Carlos is alive gives me hope.


  For what? the pessimist in me asks. Chicago is a city of millions. The odds of you finding him are infinitesimal. And maybe you shouldnt. Maybe this is nothing more than tilting at windmills. You have a real man to meet. I glance down at my watch and see that if I dont get moving, Ill be late for Chet. I draw in a deep breath and wonder if I shouldnt just text him, say Im sick or something. How can I go to the bar and act normal when Ive just run into Carlos after thirty years?


  Couldnt this happenstance be considered fate? I wonder if this is really the first time weve been in the same place at the same time during the last three decades. If so, then maybe there is something fateful about our meeting tonight. But why make the meeting so doomed to failure? And if we have crossed paths over the years without realizing, my sensible inner voice says, then this is nothing more than coincidence. Move along. Theres nothing to see here.


  I stand and look south. The train that carried Carlos is gone, now deep in a tunnel beneath the city. I wonder where he was off to and what he was doing. Whats his life like now?


  Did he recognize me?


  He did smile. He even winked!


  I hang my head, letting my very real disappointment settle over me like a heavy cloak. I have to let it go. I wont find him. I cant. Its impossible. The odds are one in a million. Actually, closer to three million.


  I blow out a heavy breath of discontent and disappointment and then square my shoulders. I have a man to meet, a good-looking man who seemed very nice in my limited contact with him. I am not the kind of person to stand someone upthats something Ive always considered one of the worst etiquette mistakes one could ever make. Having been on the receiving end of such behavior a couple of times over the years, I know how awful it feels.


  I wont do that to Chet.


  I pick up my pace and head for the stairs. I wont stand Chet up, but I wonder how Ill be able to make intelligent conversation with him, given the fact that I cant stop my mind from reeling.


  Carlos.


  CHAPTER 15: CARLOS


  


  


  IM TEN minutes late when I get to Sevilla, the Spanish restaurant where I agreed to meet Fremont St. George. The little place, brightly lit, is just beneath the L tracks at Fullerton. Its simple, with Granny Smith apple green walls and dark cherry tables, terrazzo tile on the floor, and a small bar to the right of the door. My train rumbles overhead, and I spy Fremont. Hes already seated at a table in the back corner. He doesnt see me, and I think how good he looks in a form-fitting clingy orange short-sleeved V-neck that not only contrasts gorgeously with his skin but also shows off his bulging biceps and broad chest. If hes not on the menu, Im not sure what Ill be having.


  I watch him sip at a glass of red wine and think that tonight seems to be my lucky night for men. I just saw an adorable guy getting off the train at Belmont. If I can allow myself a minute of vanity here, I would say the guy was simply staring at me. I mean gawking, as in shut your mouth, honey, before I put something in it. And he was so cutefit, lean, with the most amazing green eyes that bored right into my own like lasers.


  I shake my head. Its nice to still get looks like that when youve crossed over into fifty-plus territory. The guy seemed vaguely familiar too, but this old brain is too far gone to place him. We probably crossed paths at Angels or somethinghe was a volunteer or a donor or maybe even a client. These days, having HIV doesnt always show on a mans face the way it did once upon a time.


  I shrug. Fremont looks up and spots me. He gives me a welcoming smile and waves. I head in, glad were getting together.


  I wasnt so thrilled on the way over. Id even considered backing out. The lure of my condo, chock-full of its memories and comforts, pulled at me like some kind of gravitational force. That, combined with nervousness at being out on one of the very, very few dates Ive had since Harry passed away, had me eyeing the exit doors on the train. In fact, by the time the train stopped at Belmont, I had made up my mind. I would go home.


  When I got off my Brown Line train, I felt the most satisfying sense of relief, almost like what Id imagine an addict feels when he takes a snort, or a drink, or puts a needle into a vein. And that last thought was what made me realize that to go home would be the act of a coward. Not only that, it would be rude and self-defeating. I told myself, in the sternest inner voice possible, that I didnt want to end up in that condo alone, an old man, eating microwaved dinners and poring over photo albums, remembering how great it was back when.


  Life, I reminded myself, was for the living. I had a hot man, who also just happened to seem charming and interesting, waiting for me. I had nothing to lose and everything to gain by continuing on my path. I was almost there. The worst that could happen is wed have a bad or awkward date. Then I could scurry home and hide under the covers, lamenting the big, bad world. But if I didnt at least try, then what could I gain?


  I listened to that inner voice and recognized it for the sensible Ann Landers type it was. I crossed over the platform to catch the Red Line train I could see approaching and got on… well, you know how the story goes.


  It was then I got the look from the guy on the platform. Funny, something tells me I dont know him from Angels, but for the life of me, I cant place him.


  I head into the restaurant, thinking it will probably come to me later. The brain has a way of working on stuff like that in the background.


  As I enter, I decide quickly that I already like this place. Astor Piazzolla tango music plays softly over the restaurants sound system. The murmured conversations and clatter of cutlery on dishes is low enough to be inviting rather than grating.


  Fremont, the gentleman he must be, stands as I approach the table. His smile, broad, is so welcoming it immediately puts me at ease. He looks so genuinely pleased to see me that it sends a tremor of pure joy through me.


  We sit, and the waiter, a dark-haired young man in black pants and white shirt, hurries over to greet me and to see if Im ready for a drink.


  Am I ever! The jitters of a first date still linger, despite Fremonts smile. I look over at him, and I guess my first question of the night is going to be What are you having? I point to his glass.


  Fremont laughs. Im not sure how to say it. He looks to our waiter. Help me out here.


  The waiters tiny moustache lifts in a smile. Thats a rebujito. Very, very good. Refreshing. He turns to me. You want one?


  Whats in it?


  A little wine and lemon soda.


  I give a mock shiver. Sounds dangerous. Fremont chuckles. Ill have what hes having.


  The waiter hurries away, and Fremont gestures to the table. I took the liberty of ordering some tapas for us.


  I notice theres an array of small plates and bowls containing olives, sautéed squid, squares of tortilla, and a plate of very tempting croquetas on a bed of lettuce and garnished with thin slices of roasted red pepper. This looks great. I pull a plate toward me and meet Fremonts gaze seriously for the first time.


  Our eyes lock and seconds pass. This is the true test of gaydar. Dont let anyone tell you any different. How you know another man is gay has nothing to do with how masculine or feminine he presents, or what show tunes he can sing by heart, or how his gaze might even drop down to measure and calculate the size of another guys basket, but full-on eye-to-eye contact. Straight men simply do not lock gazes with one another as two gay men, especially two gay men interested in one another, do.


  To break the moment, which has become unexpectedly charged, Fremont asks, So how did you get here? Did you drive?


  I wave my hand to dismiss the idea of a car. I ditched having a car years ago. Never looked back, never really missed it. What with the public transportation we have here and the occasional splurge on a cab or an Uber car, I dont spend nearly what I would on a vehicle. Its a relief, really. And… its better for the environment.


  Well, now I know youre a green kind of guy, in addition to a brown one. He grins. I am not so virtuous. He points toward the front window. Thats my Mercedes parked across the street.


  I turn obligingly to look. A silver sedan is almost preening across Fullerton. Very nice. You must be rich! I blurt out and wish I could take it back. It sounds all wrong, like Im either a bit of a gold digger, which Im not, or I dont approve of such ostentatious displays. The latter, I have to admit, is a bit of my character. I mean, really, who needs a car that costs upward of $40,000? You can get something that does the same thing and takes you the same places for half the price. But thats just me.


  Fortunately, the waiter brings my cocktail and asks if well be having the special tonight, reminding me that were meeting up for paella.


  Oh yes, Fremont says. Weve been looking forward to it. Havent we?


  I smile at the waiter. Sí.


  The waiter nods and hurries away without writing anything down.


  Youre in for a treat. Fremont leans forward as he speaks. His voice is deep and velvety, soft yet commanding.


  Are you talking about the paella? I tease.


  He raises his eyebrows. Well, now. He clears his throat. I guess that will be for me to know and you to find out.


  God, I havent heard that phrase since I was a kid. And never in that particular context. I do enjoy a good treat, I say softly.


  Fremont touches my hand. Well have to get you fixed up.


  And the moment slips back into awkwardness, more because of me than him, but I just feel like weve veered way too quickly into erotic banter. My flirting and sexual innuendo are very rusty. To get things back on a more even keel, I bring up the topic of our conversation at the bar: TV, the culture that binds us all. So are you missing any good shows tonight to be with me? I ask, as a lead-in to what he watches.


  These days we dont have to miss anything, do we? Ill catch up on Orphan Black later On Demand.


  Oh, I love that show!


  And our conversation sails off, still about TV, as it was when we first met, about the kind of shows we watch these days. Fremont still leans toward what his Dark Shadows days might have predictedshows like True Blood, Bates Motel, and The Walking Dead are among his favorites. We augment the TV stuff with movies we likehorror for him, romantic comedy for me. I admit this with just a bit of embarrassment, telling him, I actually like to cry. We talk about our jobs. Fremonts a stockbroker on LaSalle and has seen it all, starting out in the boom days of the early 1980s. His interest piques when I tell him what I do.


  Thats great. Kids today dont really know what it was like when AIDS was a death sentence, when we had several pages of obituaries in the gay rags, and we watched our friends dropping. He shook his head. I remember when every little sniffle I got was cause for alarm. A bruise that I couldnt remember what it was from? Had to be KS.


  I nod. And you got through it all unscathed?


  He looks at me for a long time and appears to be considering. I know what hes going to say. Ah, no. Ive been poz since 99. He knocks on the table. But ever since I started my meds, I have been undetectable and have never been sick.


  Thats great.


  An awkward silence worms its way to the empty seat at the table. We take this time to nibble on some of the tapas laid out before us.


  Fremont, for the first time this evening, frowns. I hope thats not a problem for you.


  Why would it be a problem? Were just having dinner, right?


  He looks as though he doesnt know quite what to make of me. He pops an olive into his mouth and chews thoughtfully. I guess youre right, he says without a trace of humor.


  Hey, as Doris Day once sangand I only bring this up because were in a Spanish jointque sera sera. I dont know where the rest of the evening will go, but the question of whether or not it will proceed into the bedroom does not hinge on your HIV status. What kind of person would that make me? Especially a guy who runs an AIDS foundation? I smile. Do you know how my dear-departed Harry and I first met?


  Fremont shakes his head.


  I was the person at Angels who had to tell him his test had come back positive.


  Wow. Thats a unique how-we-first-met story. So, are you Fremonts voice trails off.


  HIV positive? No. I was with Harry for years and never managed to convert, although Lord knows I tried! I laugh, and Fremont does not join me. I guess he doesnt get my macabre sense of humor. But when you work around people with HIV and AIDS, you steel yourself to the viruss tragedies and triumphs. You learn to laugh about the darkest things.


  So you werent safe with him? Fremont asks.


  Are you asking because youre hopeful or because youre appalled?


  Fremonts brows come together as he thinks. He admits, Maybe a little of both.


  I run my foot up his calf under the table. What was that you said to me earlier? For me to know and you to find out? I laugh. But seriously, to answer your question and your implication, for the most part we played safe. But its hardpun intendedto live with someone for years and not slip up once in a while, especially like early mornings when you both wake up with wood. I think the fact that Harry was undetectable, like you, after his diagnosis probably saved me from getting anything when the two of us were less than careful.


  But that doesnt mean I rely solely on the fact that a man is undetectable to ride or be ridden bareback. I wink at him. So, if we ever do make the beast with two backsand I promise nothing hereyou better wrap that rascal, as one of the signs down at Angels says.


  Fremont shakes his head. Youre too much.


  And youre just right. I lock gazes with Fremont again and realize I like him, not only because theres a genuine warmth about him and a sense of compassion, but also because of who I am when Im with him. I cant remember the last time I was this open with anyone, especially on a date.


  Not to mention he is really, really hot. Daddy hot. Man hot. I realize theres little doubt where this night will go, at least if I have anything to say about it, and we havent even gotten our entrees yet!


  But I know what Ill be having for dessert. If Im lucky…. I dont assume anything.


  The waiter arrives with a big pan of paella and sets it on the table before us. The aromas waft up on clouds of steam, and for a moment my libido is forgotten as another appetite takes over.


  Dig in, Fremont says.


  And I do.


  


  


  LATER I awaken to a peculiar sensationa man lying next to me, snoring. I look over in the dim light of my bedroom and take in Fremonts face. Hes lying on his side, mouth open with a little line of drool pouring out. I guffaw and clap a hand over my mouth to hold it in so as not to wake him.


  I guess I wore the poor guy out.


  I watch him sleep with renewed fondness. This isnt the first time Ive had sex since Harry passed on, but it is the first time Ive actually slept with a man, in the literal sense of the word. Is it odd that I find the act of actually sleeping with someone more intimate than fucking him?


  He seems comfortable enough with the idea. He snorts and rolls over, facing away from me.


  And I stare at the ceiling. I had drifted off, but I know sleep will not return for me. This is too new and too strange. I cant help but think of my Harry.


  Why didnt I buy a new bed? I told myself many times since he passed away that I should. But I could never bring myself to do it. The bit of an indentation on his side was a reminder to me that he had been there, and getting rid of it would just seem like a betrayal of his memory.


  I stare at the familiar hairline crack that runs along the ceiling, listen as someone parks a car on the street in front of the building, the chirp of its remote locking.


  The sex with Fremont was beyond incredible, partly because I was so starved for it. I mean, you put a feast in front of a man who hasnt had any nutrition at all in a long, long time, and no matter what it is, honey, its gonna be good. But I think even if I were having regular sex, Fremont would have been a revelation.


  The man knew what he was doing. First, he had an incredible mouth. He not only knew how to kiss deeply and passionately, with just the right amount of pressure and tongue, but he also understood the magic he could work with his lips, tongue, and throat. He knew I was nervous, so he made me lie back. Let me just take care of you, he whispered in my ear before licking it and nibbling on my earlobe. I squirmed but didnt want him to stop. From my ear, he moved to my neck, kissing and biting. He continued to work his way down my body, treating my skin like a buffet, making me feel like I was the most desirableand delicious!man alive.


  I closed my eyes in rapture. He took his time on my nipples, licking, sucking, and finally biting just hard enough to make me gasp, to make my hand fly to his shaved head and hold him close to my chest. He continued downward until he took my cock in his mouth. His ministrations made it rock hard, almost twitching, and dripping with precome. When he swallowed me deep, his nose nestled in my pubes, I was afraid I would shoot right then and there. It had been so long! But part of the magic that was Fremont St. George was he knew just when to pull back, edging me to just the brink of completion and then making me stop. He did this for what seemed like an houralthough I know it had to be less, didnt it?pulling away when my breathing quickened to smile up at me, to lap at my balls, taking them in his mouth by turns, surrounding them with warmth and the gentlest pressure.


  He moved on to my ass and spent what seemed like another hour licking and fingering my hole while stroking my cock slowly up and down, bringing me close several more times.


  By the time he rose above me, pushing my legs up on his shoulders, I was ready for him. More than ready. I had to restrain myself from begging, from telling him to hurry up and put it in me.


  Even though it had been a long time, there was no pain as he entered. He went slow anyway, teasing and testing me with his cock, which I have to admit was biga good eight inches, and the accent is on good. He would push in, then pull out, push in a little farther, then back out, getting me used to him.


  By the time he slid all the way in, I was whispering fast and breathless, almost an animal, for him to just come on and fuck me.


  The man had endurance, I will say that much for him. But again, each time he sensed by my body and my breathing that I was getting close, he would slow down, so that when he at last came, shooting inside meand inside the Magnum condom hed carried optimistically in his pocketwe did it together, crying out into the bedroom.


  We lay quiet for a long time after, letting our respiration and pulse rates return to normal. After a while, Fremont stroked the top of my head and said softly, his voice all deep and velvety, If you hadnt told me this was your first time after a long dry spell, I never would have guessed it.


  I snuggled closer to him and said, Its because you know how to treat a man.


  I like to think so.


  I punched his arm. You know youre an expert! False modesty is not becoming.


  Okay, Im a big old stud.


  You are.


  Our conversation really didnt go much deeper than that. The next thing I knew, Fremont had drifted off to sleep.


  I quickly joined him. But now, glancing over at the digital numbers of my alarm clock, I see that Ive only slept for an hour or so. Its a little after three.


  Making slow, deliberate movements so as not to wake Fremont, I slip silently from the bed, pad naked from the bedroom, and close the door behind me.


  I settle onto the couch in the living room and switch on the lamp on the end table beside me. I wonder what Ive just done, if I was truly ready for it.


  Theres a picture of Harry and me on the end table. It was taken shortly before he got diagnosed with cancer, and I think of it as a time when we were running around in a fools paradise, living on borrowed time. I know now that the cancer cells were already taking hold inside him, replicating and spreading silently, lethal.


  But in the photo we radiate nothing but happiness. Were at one of our favorite restaurants, an old-school Italian joint in Wicker Park with a menu full of traditional dishes like manicotti with meatballs, veal marsala, and eggplant parmigiana. I recall asking the waiter to take our picture. Were both smiling, me turned in my seat and looking over my shoulder, Harry against an exposed brick wall. Our wineglasses are raised to the waiter.


  It hadnt been an anniversary or a birthday or any special occasion, really. Just a night of being together. And looking back on it now, I wish I had known how every one of those happy times together really was a celebration, an event.


  I finger his face through the frames glass and wonder softly, Are you okay with this?


  I imagine he would be. Harry always had a more cavalier attitude about sex than I did, and I know he wouldnt have wanted me to even go as long as I have without some connection.


  I lean back, unwilling to return the photo to the end table, so I cradle it in my lap. The tears pooled at the corners of my eyes splash onto the glass. Yes, there have been a few hookups since Harry died, but thats all they were, barely a step up from masturbation. But this, tonight, was more. There was emotion involved.


  And sleeping, dont forget sleeping.


  Fremont not onlyto mix not one but two clichésrocked my world, but he also shook my very foundations.


  And for that reason I cant help but feel some remorse, shame, and that old Catholic bugaboo so deeply instilled within meguilt. I glance down at Harrys face, thinking how I once believed no one could ever replace him, and yet I dont know, especially now, if thats true or not.


  Whether Fremont is meant to be in my life for just a night or a lot longer, its too soon to tell. But the one thing I cant deny is that meeting him and being with him is enough to show me that love is possible again.


  I know that should make me feel joyous, but it also makes me sad. Harry will always be a part of me. His stamp on my life and heart is indelible. That truth is in my head, just as I understand that loving Fremont someday, or any other man, wont lessen what Harry meant to me, wont have any effect at all on his memory and the years of happiness he brought me.


  I lift the picture to my lips and kiss Harry. Ill always love you, I whisper to him, thinking how he would have teased me about quoting Dolly Parton. I smile and turn to put the picture back on the end table.


  Fremont is standing there, just outside the living room, watching. Hes put on his Diesel button-fly underwear that I found so unbearably sexy a few hours ago. He cocks his head, eyebrows coming together in a question.


  You caught me, I say, knowing my grin is of the sheepish variety. I brush a tear from the corner of my eye.


  He sits down on the couch beside me, gives my shoulder a squeeze. All I caught was a guy who loved the man he was with. He shook his head. Thats not a crime. What is a crime is me trying to compete with a memory.


  His last words shock me; is he dumping me before we even begin?


  But Im up for the challenge. Fremont snuggles close, and I tense. He moves away again. What I caught you at was only natural, man. You loved him?


  I told you I did. With all my heart.


  Fremont puts his hand on my chest. I hope not all of it. I hope you left a little room in that heart for someone else, whether its me or some other lucky guy.


  I look over at him. The amazing thing about a heart is its capacity. Infinite.


  Like that bottomless cup of coffee Ive heard tell about?


  I laugh. Exactly.


  Were quiet for a while. The world is still. And its okay, sitting here with him.


  Just as Im about to ask him if he wants to go back to bed, he leans forward and says, Got an early morning tomorrow. Im gonna head home.


  I realize I dont even know where home is for him. I ask.


  I live up in Rogers Park. Got a nice place right on the lakefront. You should see it sometime.


  Id like that.


  What are you doing Saturday night?


  I lean back and close my eyes. My social calendar for the longest while has consisted of little more than work/home, work/home, lather, rinse, repeat. I think Im free. Why?


  Im having a little party. Its to celebrate my daughters nineteenth birthday.


  You have a daughter?


  Sweetie, I have four daughters. And a son. He chuckles and then gets a faraway look in his eyes. I was married for almost twenty years.


  Really? Theres so much I do not know about this man. Five children? Wow. You deluded yourself for that long?


  He gives me a patient smile. Its more complicated than that. I loved their mother. Still do. Sometimes our choices arent all black and white. He chuckles. And theres no pun in that! Its just that…. His voice trails off. Anyway, I love em all, and they all love their daddy. Especially when Daddy throws a birthday party. They know theyll be getting something expensivethats one of the laws for fathers who divorce. He laughs again. Not really, but Abra, thats who the partys for, will be getting a very sweet red Cooper Mini.


  Nice.


  So you wanna come?


  I thought I just did. I dont refresh as quick as I used to. I grin.


  He shakes his head. I like you. And dont avoid my question.


  I dont know. Isnt it a family affair?


  And he brings to mind another childhood TV favorite! Fremont exclaims. Its a mix of family and friends. Not so big that youd get lost, but not so small that youd feel weird. Just come by and have a drink.


  I dont know. Ill think about it.


  He stands. You do that. And I will hope to see you there. If not, well plan something else, okay?


  Okay.


  Now I gotta go, unfortunately, and put my clothes back on. Before I do that, I want to ask, is there any reason I should delay that process?


  Im tempted, but honestly, my hole is still throbbing.


  He lets out a booming laugh. Enough said.


  Enough is the right word. You wear a guy out.


  He starts out of the room.


  Fremont?


  Yes?


  Enough never lasts very long.


  Im counting on it.


  He goes into the bedroom and then the bathroom. Water rushes, toilet flushes. He returns dressed, looking fresher than he should for a little after four oclock in the morning.


  I lead him to the door, and he leans in to give me a sweet, gentle kiss.


  CHAPTER 16: ANDY


  


  


  ITS ONLY when I get inside Potent Potables that the nameand where it comes fromhits me. Its a common category on Jeopardy! where the contestants need to supply, in the form of a question, the name of a cocktail.


  The bars physical resemblance to the game show ends with its name. Inside, its a pretty typical Halsted Street bar, in the commercial space of an old redbrick building; it occupies the first floor with apartments upstairs. I always wonder what kind of guy lives above a bar on Halsted Street. I mean, this section of the thoroughfare, between Addison and Belmont, is lined with gay bars and businesses that cater to the queerer side of the population. Do people rent those units because the close proximity would make it easy to swoop down in the evening, collect an inebriated playmate, and march right back upstairs with less than a half hour lost?


  Me, Ive never lived in this area, commonly called Boystown, precisely because, as much I sometimes like to visitand thats becoming a lot less frequent as I grow olderI also want to be able to get away from the rainbow flags and pylons and the throngs of gay men and women parading up and down its sidewalks, especially on the weekends.


  Does that sound self-loathing? Its not. Its just that Ive never been much of a bar person. Im an introvert, and the kind of cruising that goes on within a bars confines is way out of my comfort zone. The advent of the Internet is more my speed, allowing me to hide behind a flattering picture and my way with words. Considered, thoughtful, edited wordsunlike what I might blurt out in a bar.


  I look around the place and am pleased to see that at least its not dark. And because of the laws enacted several years ago, not smoky. Its a well-lit space, done up cheerfully in orange and white, ultramodern and sleek.


  I hope Chet hasnt arrived yet. Aside from the normal jitters Id get from a situation like thisdate, job interview, whatever you want to call itIm still disconcerted by seeing Carlos on the L.


  You need to let it go. Not just tonights sighting, but the whole impossible dream. Its not good for your mental health. And it certainly wont be an asset tonight. Dont you dare bring up this outlandish tale to Chet!


  I let my gaze roam over the room. Its early in the evening, so the place isnt too crowded. Most of the guys are gathered at the bar. Theres only one groupfour younger guys who look, from their business-casual attire, like theyve extended their after-work happy hour into the evening. All the other guys are singles, most nursing beers and staring up at the video screens projectingwait for itJeopardy!


  Ah, I get it now. This place must show the Alex Trebek-hosted contest around the clock. And why not? Theres plenty of footage from which to choose, and the show itself is great to watch in a bar setting, whether youre alone or with a group. Its a real conversation starter. The element of a contest is fitting too. The questions take some of the pressure off the competition always going on in a gay bar.


  Although I see a few guys in baseball capsI think gay men have embraced this trend even more fervently than their straight counterpartsnone of them is Chet, unless he looks a lot different than his picture. I amble up to the bar and order a dirty martini. I figure the hard stuff will help calm my nerves. I just have to remember to go easy on the sauce. Im a lightweight.


  Ive just taken a sip of the expertly made cocktail, reveling in its briny chill, when I feel someone tap me on the shoulder.


  I turn around to face Chet. I smile and think that the picture he used on the site had to be at least a few years old. Its okay, I think; we all want to put our best foot forward. The guy before me still has the beard and the baseball cap I saw in his profile pic, but the beard that was flecked with gray on OkCupid is now fully silver. He also didnt wear glasses in his profile picture, but now a pair of wire-rimmed oval frames shield his muddy-brown irises.


  Which is not to say he looks bad. He doesnt. Just older. Hes still cute, with a kind of high-school wrestling coach vibe about him, augmented by his outfitan Abercrombie & Fitch jersey, cargo shorts, and workmans boots. I try to hold in any judgment I know I would make if I were sitting here with Jules observing him, about a man trying a bit too hard to look manly and young. We would laugh into our drinks, and for sure Jules would say something like Mutton dressed as lamb.


  I slide off the stool, smiling, to shake his hand.


  He grabs my hand and uses it to pull me into a bear hug, planting a too-wet kiss on my neck, which startles me. I move back and hop up on my stool, give a little laugh. I want to admonish him for being fresh, as my mom would say, but instead I ask him what hed like to drink. Ill get the first round, I say, holding up my glass. Since Ive already started.


  He orders a Bud Light and sits down beside me. Immediately one of his hands goes to my leg, just above my knee, and rests there for a moment before he takes it away. He looks me up and down as though gauging my reaction and then does it again. His grin, a little lewd, never wavers. I wonder if a wolf whistle is in store. I begin to have my doubts about Chet but again remind myself to withhold judgment. He just got here, after all. Give the guy a freakin chance!


  Man, am I glad I sent you that message. Its so nice when they look better than their pics. He leans back on his stool to check me out again, and I have to admit, hes making me more uncomfortable than flattered. Much as I admired my reflection in my condo buildings front door before heading over here, I am not all that. Im relieved when the bartender, a blond in a black V-neck T-shirt who could be Alexander Skarsgards twin, sets Chets beer before him.


  You want a glass with that? The bartender points to the sweating brown bottle.


  Chet winks at the kid and asks, Do I have any other options? I groan inside.


  The poor bartender just looks confused. Then he smiles. I dont know. I think weve got an aluminum bowl in the back if youd be interested.


  Chet shakes his head and reaches into his wallet and throws a ten on the bar, in spite of my having said Id treat. Keep the change, stud.


  The bartender grabs the cash from the bar and gives me a look. In the look, were both saying something along the lines of Do you believe this character? He hurries away, presumably to wait on less flirtatious and younger men. Or maybe to find out what the Jeopardy! response is to the answer displayed on one of the monitors: Arizonas motto, Ditat Deus, means he enriches.


  God, I think, the answer is God. A fella I fear whose help Im going to need to call upon before this night is over.


  I turn to the guy I agreed to meet, based only on about a dozen or so lines of type and a decade-oldat leastphotograph and try to make the best of things. So, Chet, do you come here a lot?


  He shakes his head and crinkles up his nose, as though hed smelled something bad. Nah. I just picked this place because its kind of neutral, you know?


  I shake my head.


  Pretty boys. Bright lights. Nothing too extreme.


  I think I see. Good for meeting for the first time, huh?


  He leans in closer to me and slides his hand up farther on my leg toward my crotch. Right. He leans even closer and growls in my ear. If I like the guy, we can always go someplace else.


  Like your place? I wonder but dont say. I lean back and away from him. He smells like cigarette smoke, Old Spice, and booze. I laugh and am embarrassed when it comes out a little high pitched. I try to get him back on course. So where do you like to hang out?


  So to speak? He raises his eyebrows and laughs as though I said something filthy, and then I realize hes making my reference to hanging out into something lascivious.


  Why didnt I call Jules and set something up? You know, the old saw where she would call a half hour after I meet my date, and if it wasnt going well, I could say there was an emergency at home and I had to go?


  Yeah. Do you go to any other clubs?


  Me, I like the leather bars. He stares at me, and I wonder if hes expecting me to rush in with something like Oh, me too! I left my harness and chaps at home.


  Yeah, he says. Theres no pretense there.


  Really? Men standing around in biker gear trying to look butch? Okay….


  What I mean is, Chet continues, they dont have game shows on the TVs, for Christs sake. Or run show tune videos like that joint down the street. Theyre just about what were all here for.


  Although I know what he means by what were all here for, I ask Chet anyway. Whats that?


  Come on, Andy! He rubs a hand over my chest and tweaks a nipple. I pull back. I cant keep the scowl off my face. Undeterred, he leans forward once more to whisper throatily, Fuckin and suckin.


  I grab his hand, still on my chest, and return it to him, placing it carefully on his leg and nowhere near his crotch.


  I mean, why do gay men come out to the bars? To meet fuck buddies, right? We might as well be honest about it. I know I am. I like the leather bars because, even if I dont meet a guy to bring home, I can always wander into the backroom and get a little somethin-somethin. He laughs. You know what I mean?


  Ive had enough. I think I know this is going to go nowhere. Same old story. I feel a little sad. No, I really dont, Chet. When I go out, and its not that often anymore, its to meet up with friends, laugh, talk, have a few drinks.


  And then go off to your bedroom and do the nasty.


  I sigh. Im impatient now. Well, Id be lying if I said that never happened, but its usually more of a thing about circumstances turning a certain way, rather than something planned.


  I was kind of planning on you and me getting together tonight. He jerks his head toward the door behind him. I live just around the corner. On Cornelia? He says, in a softer voice, Got the sling all set up.


  I laugh. We have an optimist here!


  What? You agreed to meet up with me.


  And that means I agreed to have sex with you?


  Well, yeah. Thats what guys go online looking for, right? I mean, what else is there?


  I wanted to answerromance, companionship, friendship, maybe, just maybe, finding true love. But I have a feeling that our Chet here is too far gone for any of those responses to resonate. Concepts like love and friendship would be lost on him. I dont think his thought processes go any higher than above the belly button. Its kind of sad, really. Like his clothes, I suspect Chet is stuck in a kind of faux masculine adolescence. At the end of the night, when hes alone and covered with sticky lube and his latest conquest is but a memory, does he ever hunger for more?


  For some, I guess, not much. Finally I allow myself to touch him, putting a hand on his shoulder. As much as Im a big old introvert and hate confrontation of even the mildest sort, its not that hard to be honest, because I know at the end of what I have to say, Ill be free. Listen, Chet, I think you and I are after different things. I gulp down what remains in my glass and set it back on the bar. Im gonna take off. Thanks for coming out to meet me.


  He sneers. What are you after? True love?


  I get down from the barstool and stand, facing him. Yup, I say and turn to walk out the door.


  Good luck with that! he calls out behind me. Youre gonna need it. He pauses. At your age.


  He laughs, and my consolation is that no one laughs with him. I slip outside into the exhaust-choked air, feeling like I can breathe again.


  


  


  WHEN I get home, Im tired, even though its still early. Theres just been too much disappointment shoved down my throat recently, and its worn me out.


  I consider my options. Maybe turn on the TV? Go through my growing list of DVRd options and winnow it down a bit? The advantage is I could lose myself in oblivion for at least a couple of hours or fall asleep on the couch. Id get up and go to bed when my snoring woke me. It wouldnt be the first time! The thought depresses. I can always move into the office and bring up OkCupid and try my luck againmaybe be a little more proactive this time, seek out a man whose description and picture not only seem honest but jibe with what I actually want.


  Nah, not right now. The thought of doing that is even more depressing.


  On a brighter note, I could take a walk down to the lakefront. Its a nice night out, and the breezes, for the first time this spring, are actually warm. I picture the beach at the east end of Lunt, its sprawling sandy mass bordered by trees, the breakwater you can walk out on and catch a lovely view of the nighttime skyline. Yeah, I think, standing, thats the way to go. Itll both calm and relax me, and its less isolating than sitting here alone, my face illuminated by the flickering light of the television screen.


  Ezra follows me to the door, meowing. I look down at him. You know you cant come with me, I say, reaching down to scratch behind his ears. I stand back up and tell him, You think you want to go out there, but thirty seconds with the traffic and the trains and the voices and youll be scared out of your wits. As though he understands, he stalks away, tail up, and hops up to occupy the spot I just sat in on the couch. Its warm. He settles in, and before I even close the door, I can tell his eyes are about to close.


  Outside, Rogers Park is alive, hopped up, especially along Clark, where bright lights from restaurants, bars, and stores staying open late have a steady stream of customers entering and exiting. Theres a street vendor at the corner, selling churros, corn on the cob, and mangos with chili powder and lime juice. Groups of teenagers, more like packs, wander up and down the street. Traffic is heavy. A big black girl in a white midriff top screams to her friend, Oh, she think she so hot. But did you see that chipped toenail polish? She aint all that! Her friends scream with laughter.


  Im relieved to get away from the hustle and bustle of the commercial avenue. Just another block or so east and its much quieter, the street lined with trees whispering in the wind and two- and three-flat apartment buildings. A man walks by me with a Boston terrier on a red leash.


  As I near the lakefront, I can first smell the fishy yet pleasant aroma of the water and then, almost simultaneously, hear the rush of the surf as it pounds relentlessly at the beach. The soft lap of the water is immediately calming, putting all thoughts of Chet and Carlos and men in general out of my head.


  I find a bench and sit down in the shadows afforded by a tree. I think how it will be great just to sit here and watch the occasional biker, runner, or walker go by and simply listen to the surf.


  Clear my head. Not think.


  But thats not to be. I hear the ringtone of my iPhone in the pocket of my jeans, and I grope for it. Technology these days, I think for the thousandth time, has made us its slaves. Why cant I just let the damn thing go to voice mail? Once that tone sounds, its like Im prodded with something electric to respond.


  Once I see the face on my screen, though, Im glad I got the phone out of my pocket in time. Its Tate. His smiling, handsome, and dark-bearded face looks up at me from the screen, and just the sight of my boy warms my heart like a balm on the soul. More than the calming lakefront, seeing my sons face is enough to wipe away the sadness and make me realize that, in spite of it all, I do have someone in my life who loves me.


  And maybe thats all I need.


  I press the screen to answer. Hey, Tate, how are you?


  Good, Dad. What are you up to?


  Just sitting down here at the beach at the end of the street, taking in the night air and relaxing.


  That sounds perfect. I envy you. Im hyped up on coffee, trying to pull an all-nighter so I can get my final paper done for Russian lit.


  We talk for a while about the passion I helped instill in him for Russian writers like Bulgakov, Pasternak, and Nabokov. Tate is working toward a degree in English literature and hopes to be a professor one day. For a while he had writing aspirations like his dad, but Im glad hes taken a road thats maybe just a little less fraught with heartache, rejection, and the odds being against you.


  So what tears you away from the Russian masters? Just need a study break?


  Actually, I was thinking about you, wondering what youre doing this weekend. Its been too long since Ive seen you.


  I agree. Its been at least a month. The last time we got together was when I had him and his boyfriend-of-the-moment over for dinnerahi tuna on a bed of couscous with herbs and fresh vegetables. I think the aroma of the onions lingered longer than Tates boyfriend did. I cant for the life of me even remember the young mans name, let alone what he looked like. But Tates young andGod bless himnot looking to find anyone special at this point in his life, a viewpoint I wholeheartedly support.


  Would you believe your dad has no plans? No weekend work, Lord knows no dates, and Jules is out of town this weekend, going up to Lake Geneva to her folks place.


  Good! Then you can come with me to a party.


  Oh, Tate, wait a minute. As much as Id love to see you, and I would, a party? Really? I think Im a little long in the tooth for a college party. My skinny jeans are at the cleaners. I chuckle.


  Tate doesnt say anything for a minute. Jump to conclusions much?


  What?


  I never said this was a college party. You should know better. He laughs. How pathetic would I look, showing up with dear old Dad to a college bash?


  Youve got a point. But I dont know. Why dont you just come over for dinner before your party? Ill make that oven-fried chicken you like.


  Ill take you up on that. And then, after dinner, well go to the party. Its not far from your place. We can walk. In fact, if youre at the beach right now, you can probably see my friends dads building, where its going to be. Youve heard me mention Abra, my friend?


  The one who also has the curse of a homosexual father?


  Thats the one! We compare horror stories. Anyway, its Abras birthday, and her dads throwing a get-together for her. I thought it might be nice for you to come along.


  And meet him? Is this a fix up?


  There you go again, jumping to conclusions. He sighs. You know, it might just be I want your company. Contrary to what you might think, you make me laugh. With you, not at you. He pauses. Much. So say youll go.


  Okay, since its in the hood, I can duck out if Im feeling shy.


  Deal. But I hope youll have a good time. Abras fathers a hoot.


  Are you sure youre not trying to fix me up? I ask, suspicious.


  Dad, the last thing I want to do is fix you up. The very idea of you hooking up with someone is something I choose not to think about.


  I feel the very same way. Being a gay father and son does not mean we share our sexual escapadesas if I had any!but we do share the very normal aversion to picturing either parents or their kids engaging in anything below the waist.


  All right. Come by around six? You can help me pick out what to wear to this shindig.


  Dad? No one says shindig anymore.


  We hang up. The thing that touches my heart is that every single time we talk on the phone, Tate never fails to tell me he loves me.


  I get up from the bench and realize, with a little shock, that Im happy.


  CHAPTER 17: CARLOS


  


  


  I CHECK the address one more time and peer through the gates at the courtyard building at the east end of this street in Rogers Park. The building fronts Lake Michigan, and I can see a little of its wide blue expanse beyond the building. A chill wind, drawn across the water, makes me shiver. I wonder if Fremonts building has a private beach. The building is old, white brick, with a fountain in the center of the courtyard.


  I glance down at my watch and wonder if I should maybe go get a coffee from the café I saw on the corner when I was making my way here from the L stop. Im way too early. Ive always had the curse of punctuality. My mother instilled it in me. Shed always tell me, If youre on time, chiquito, youre late. Always be early.


  Still, its almost an hour before the party is set to start. Fremont might not be ready for guests yet. I grin, imagining him in his bathroom, shaving his head, a white towel around his waist. The white of the shaving cream and the towel make a brilliantand stunningcontrast with his dark skin.


  I realize Im very much looking forward to seeing him again.


  What the hell? I shrug and press the intercom button with the name St. George next to it. If Im too early, Ill tell him I can come back or, better yet, I can help. I can cut up crudités like nobodys business.


  Besides, my impatience to see Fremont again is pulling at me like some kind of tidal force.


  Fremont answers immediately, his velvety voice sounding good even through the intercoms tinny speaker. Carlos! Come on up.


  I wonder how he knows its me, and then I look up and spy the camera mounted above the gates. Hes probably watching me at this very moment on some flat screen mounted on the wall. I hope I look okay. The older I get, the less I care about appearance and the more I care about comfort. Tonight its just a white button-down and jeans and the scuffed cowboy boots Ive had forever. The leather in them is so worn now theyre almost as comfortable as slippers.


  The buzzer sounds, and I hear a click. I push through the gate with my shoulder because Im carrying a hydrangea plant. Its blooms are a lovely shade of pale green, and I hope Fremont will be pleased. I always like to bring people something alive as opposed to cut flowers, which last for such a short time.


  I locate which of the six entrance doors is his and go inside. The lobby is hushed and really quite palatial, with marble floors, a simple yet elegant chandelier, and tall narrow windows looking onto the lake. The sky is a mix of violet and dusty rose above the water.


  I head to my left and up the plushly carpeted staircase to unit 302, which I was smart enough to take note of at the gate.


  When I get to the third floor, I hear a door squeak open, and Fremont steps out into the hall to greet me. Hes not wearing a towel but looks stunning anyway in a pair of crisp khakis and a white linen shirt. Hes barefoot, and his smile is beaming.


  Its nice to be on the receiving end of someone being glad to see you. I cant remember the last time I saw such a welcoming smile.


  Well, arent you a sight for sore eyes? Fremonts voice booms down the hallway. Look at you, all butch in your cowboy boots. Hey, pardner!


  I laugh and am truly at a loss for words. How does one respond to a greeting like that? I hand him the plant.


  Hydrangeas? My favorite! How did you know?


  I can read minds. Didnt I tell you that?


  Fremont pulls me into a hug and whispers, Then Im surprised youre not blushing at the filth, absolute filth, thats running through my head at just the sight of you. He moves his head away to give me a deep and hungry kiss.


  Were interrupted by a feminine voice. Daddy?


  We break apart to see a young woman I assume is Fremonts daughter. Is it she the birthday party is for? Whatever. I feel ashamed to have been caught this way with her dad. What a way to make an entrance!


  Fremont, though, seems unfazed. He pulls me inside the condo and closes the door behind us. This is Abra. Abra, meet Carlos Castillo.


  Abra smiles, and I think Shes beautiful. Long, wavy black hair, amber eyes, and a smile that even makes an old homo like myself nearly melt. Shes runway worthy, dressed in a simple fuchsia sheath and cream pumps. Im very happy to meet you, Mr. Castillo, she says, extending her hand. Ill just shake your hand for now. Im not as effusive of a greeter as my dad. She winks at me as we shake.


  What? Fremont feigns innocence, and not very well.


  Abra rolls her eyes. You and all your men, Daddy. She looks to me. Hes shameless! Youve been warned. She walks away, over to the kitchen area, where I spot trays of hors doeuvres laid out.


  I look around. Wow. Youve got a beautiful place here.


  Finally! Its been what seems like decades of renovation, but its at last where I want it to be. Come on. Ill show you around before everyone gets here.


  The place looks like something that could have sprung to life out of the pages of Architectural Digest. Its sleek, modern, elegant, but softened by original-building touches like crown moldings, high ceilings, and those narrow, tall windows that now look out on a dark expanse, but which I know must have astonishing views of the lakefront during the day. The floors are hardwood, glossy, and stained black. Most of the furniture is white, and the whole thing is very open, like a loft. The entire south-facing wall is exposed brick.


  I tore down a lot of walls and plaster to get the place the way I wanted, Fremont explains.


  It looks amazing. I really cant imagine, though, living here. I think of my own little condo in Ravenswood Manor that has not been renovated. Its comfy and warm is what I like to believe; others may say shabby and run-down.


  But its home.


  Here, Id be afraid to set down a glass for fear of leaving a mark.


  Once hes showed me the placethe four bedrooms, three baths, and the terrace off the kitchen that faces south and city lightsFremont says, We should have some music. What do you like, Carlos?


  Hey, isnt it Abras birthday? Why dont you let her choose? Were now in the kitchen, and Abra is putting the finishing touches on a tray of canapéswhat appears to be melon wrapped in paper-thin slices of Sorrento ham. I wonder if well be listening to Pink or maybe Alicia Keys. Who do the kids listen to today, anyway?


  Abra gives me a smile that, I think, thanks me for thinking of her. Ill put something on. She grabs her iPhone and hoists it up. Daddy got it all set up for me. Even with Pandora. Lets see. I watch as she scrolls on the screen. Perfect. She docks the phone, and in minutes the strains of a lovely sonata ring out through the small and surprisingly powerful speaker.


  I cock my head, listening. Rachmaninoff? I wonder.


  Youre good, Abra says, nodding. Daddy, where did you find this one?


  In the cabbage patch, where I get all my boys. Fremont glowers and then breaks into a grin.


  Where are your other kids? I ask, changing the subject.


  Abra scoffs. Those good for nothings? Theyll be late. I guarantee it.


  Fremont puts an arm around his daughter and gives her a squeeze. Abra here is my overachiever. First in her class in high school and now doing great at Northwestern. Shes supposed to be setting an example for her brother and sisters.


  One they all seem reluctant to follow. She smiles at me, and I wonder if she realizes what she said might sound a tad harsh and a lot conceited. I love them all, though, with all my heart.


  Fremont lets go of Abra and asks, What can I get you to drink, Carlos? The specialty of the house is a Pimms Cup.


  I dont think Ive ever had one of those. Whats in it?


  Pimms, of course, which is spiced gin. I mix it with sparkling lemonade. Its delicious.


  I agree to take one, and Fremont moves to the kitchen area to mix up my drink. What are you studying, Abra?


  English, she whispers. She leans in closer. Im whispering because Daddy doesnt approve. He doesnt think its practical. He wants to me to major in something like finance or accounting. Puh-leeze! Id rather die. Ive always loved books and like to think I have a little flair for understanding them, so English was a natural.


  Its good to follow what you love, despite what the more practical-minded might tell you. I allow myself to shift my gaze meaningfully to her father, who is cutting up what looks like a cucumber on a cutting board. Would you believe I was once studying to be a priest?


  Abra laughs. A Catholic priest?


  The very same.


  But Catholics hate the gays. At least thats what I keep reading, anyway.


  Well, for one, when I entered the seminary, I dont know if I even fully understood that I was gay. I know thats a lie, or at least a different shade of the truth. I knew. I always knew. I knew when I had to have that Bette Midler album when I was twelve, or when I would watch the shirtless boys on our streets from my bedroom window at night. I just hadnt accepted it yet. Theres a vast expanse between knowing a thing and accepting it, especially when it concerns ourselves. I get back to Abra. For another, the Church wasnt quite so outspoken as it is today about homosexuality. I guess they didnt have any reason to be. Back when I was in seminary, things like gay marriage and equal job protection were things no one had ever seriously thought of as possibilities.


  So did you ever become a priest?


  I think back to Ryan, the other seminarian I couldnt seem to stay away from, and flush the thought quickly from my mind. No. I knew after a while it wasnt the right thing for me. I tell her how I taught elementary school for a time and then went on to work for Angels.


  I wish we could have more time to talk, but just then, the door swings open and a handful of kids tumble in, loud, laughing, and all talking at once. I look over at them, and Abra rolls her eyes. My siblings. God help us all. Enjoy that classical music, because it will soon be changing to hip-hop.


  Fremonts kids are, every one of them, gorgeous. The boy, who looks to be about fifteen, already has his fathers broad shoulders and powerful physique, which is shown off by the tight-fitting Daft Punk T-shirt hes wearing. He also has on a pair of skinny jeans that hes perfectly entitled to wear and a pair of Converse with no laces. A little silver stud glints from his nose. Perched atop his head is a baseball cap, its bill at a jaunty angle. And yes, I realize he would shudder at this older guys referring to anything on him as jaunty. Its only his face that gives him away and makes me estimate his age as fifteen. For one, it looks so smooth and poreless that I dont think hes felt the touch of a razor yet, at least not on a regular basis. For another, there is a certain exuberant innocence that radiates off him. Its the remnants of childhood still clinging to him, despite his imposing size, already taller than his dad.


  The girls are all as beautiful and poised as Abra, each of them dressed to the nines in what look like designer dudsdresses and slacks with cropped tops. No jeans here. Even the youngest, who I would guess is about eight, wears black slacks with a black-and-white-striped midriff top, her hair pulled away from her face to accentuate those large, impossibly emerald eyes.


  Fremont comes over to me and hands me my drink. My brood. Can you believe it?


  I really cant. I sip the drink hes stuck into my handits garnished with a wedge of cucumber, slice of orange, and several sprigs of fresh mintand its one of the most delicious adult beverages I have ever had. Sweet without being cloying, refreshing but with a mysterious depth of flavor. I dont think Ill ever drink anything else again. Im about to tell him so, but Fremont is rushing off to greet the kids.


  I watch as he hugs each of them in turn. I smile at the joy he obviously takes in their presence. They all accept his hugs and kisses somewhat reluctantly, as if theyre far too old for such displays, but I can also see the glimmer of happiness on each of their faces as their father pulls them into an embrace.


  One thing I dont have to be a genius to figure out is the fact that this is a real family. Close. It makes me happy to see this man I just met so obviously enthralled with his children. It says good things about him. But it also makes me wonder, a little selfishly, if I could fit in here. Im a dyed-in-the-wool introvert, not shy, but preferring either being alone or spending quality time with one or two other people at a go. Like Harry, I think, and for a moment I consider how very small our little family was. Small but complete….


  Fremont leads the brood over to make introductions. Unlike Abra, whom I have to wonder how many times shes been called Abra Ca Dabra and decide I will not dare ask her, the other kids have more common names. First, theres Frankie, who gives me a fist bump and a shy grin, a little distracted. I resist the urge to ask him Sup? for fear it will reveal me as the geezer I am on the verge of becoming.


  What is this crap? he yells, moving to change the music. This is a party, right? Not a funeral!


  The Rachmaninoff ends abruptly. Frankie quickly replaces it, not quite with hip-hop as his older sister predicted, but with the Black Eyed Peas. He does a little dance by the music dock, and I think hes adorable. Hes going to be a heartbreaker.


  Fremont brings my attention back to the young ladies before me and introduces Grace, Violet, and Mary Alice. The old-fashioned names are lovely, and I tell the girls so. They regard me curiously, perhaps not aware that their monikers are names that were popular in the States when my abuela was their age.


  It isnt long before the intercom is buzzing over and over again as hordes of party guests arrive. If Fremont considers this a small gathering, I shudder to think of what his idea of a really big bash is.


  All sorts of people filter in, or as Lily Tomlins Ernestine might describe them: Everything from kings, queens, and presidents to the scum of the earth. There are staid-looking men and women in country club clothes that speak of North Shore lineage, who I assume must be part of Fremonts clientele. There are a number of young men, dressed in dark jeans and form-fitting T-shirts, who I imagine might be some of Fremonts other conquests, and a mix of people representing almost every age and ethnicity I can imagine.


  In no time the place is jumping with loud music, now switched to the more generally acceptable fiftyish Madonna and sixtyish Cher tunes, and I feel lost. Fremont is busy with his guests, mixing up Pimms Cups and laughing, drifting from one cluster of people to the next. Hes the perfect host, ensuring people are not only eating and drinking but also that theyre having a good time.


  Im not. I retreat into a corner of the room, where I can simply observe and wonder when I can make a graceful exit. Its not that everyone Ive encountered tonight hasnt been more than welcoming, sometimes even effusive in their charm and friendliness. Its just that Ive never been comfortable at big parties like this. It feels like the energy is being sucked right out of me.


  Just as Im plotting a long retreat into one of the bathrooms Fremont showed me when I arrived, where I can not only attend to nature but have some respite from the crowdthe crowd where everyone, despite their surface differences, already seem to know each otherFremont comes up to me. His gaze bores into my own. He slips an arm around my shoulders. Not having fun?


  Oh no! No, not at all. I plaster on my biggest smile. This is a great party. Your kids are amazing.


  He bumps my shoulder with his own. Come on now, you can be honest. Youre over here hugging this corner like your life depended on it. He snickers. If I looked up wallflower in the dictionary, your picture would be right next to it.


  I dont laugh, and in that moment I decide I like Fremont a little less. I quickly chastise myself, reminding myself its not his fault that were obviously differentone extrovert and one introvert. Sometimes differences can be complementary.


  You want me to introduce you to some folks?


  No. What I want you to do is provide the words that will allow me to make a quick and graceful exit.


  He points to a group of older men on the opposite side of the room. Right now their heads are bent close together as one holds forth. Theres a moment of silence, and then they all explode into laughter. They look about my age and have the assured mien and attire that screams successful middle-aged gay professionals. Im intimidated.


  I realize Fremonts staring, waiting, I suppose, for me to thank him and say something along the lines of Sure, Id love to meet them.


  That would be the polite thing to do, and I know I should do it, but instead I say, Thatd be great, but first I just need to use the bathroom.


  Closest one is off the kitchen. Fremont begins to walk away, and I fear Ive somehow insulted him. He turns back. Make friends, honey. Youre too old to be pulling the shy act.


  Really? Did I just hear that? I shake my head and set my nearly empty glass down on the kitchen island as I head back toward the bathroom. As much as I ruefully think there might be some truth to his words, I still cant help but think it was a mean thing to say. One thing extroverts never understand about us quiet folks is that, in pointing out our reluctance to talk, they only make matters worse by pressuring us. Its a sure recipe for a blank mind.


  In the bathroom I decide I have two options. I can edge out quietly and call and thank Fremont for the party tomorrow. Or I can behave like a grown-up and try to mingle a little bit. After all, it wont kill me. And who knows? I may strike up a conversation with someone new that I genuinely like. Its obvious I wont be getting much of Fremonts attention tonight. Maybe later? I wonder, but then I think even if after all the guests have left he would ask me to say, I dont know if Id really want to. I can tell from this crowd, the party will go into the wee hours of the morning. I havent done the wee hours of the morning in a long, long time. Not because I cant but because I no longer have any interest in it. Harry and I used to often pile into bed, bodies touching, at nine, reading until one or both of us began snoring.


  You need to stop thinking about Harry and get out there and be friendly. Think of it as work, like the outreach you do for Angels.


  Something about that last thought strikes me as simply wrong, but I let it go. I know I cant be rude. I know I cant just slip out the door when Fremonts not looking, much as Id like to.


  No, I have to put on my big boy pants and go out there and act like an adult. But first let me just sit here a little longer. Its peaceful in here. I find the subway tile and clear glass sinks serene.


  Alas, my bathroom sanctuary is not to last. Someone rattles the doorknob, and I know I need to do the gracious thing and turn the facilities over to the next person. After all, I didnt even need to go.


  I turn the water on and let it run for a minute, pause, then open the door, smiling.


  The man on the other side, his hand raised in midknock, looks familiar to me. And I must look familiar too because his mouth opens in something like shock.


  CHAPTER 18: ANDY


  


  


  OH, CANT we just stay here? Im all relaxed.


  Tate and I are at opposite ends of the couch, Ezra curled up between us, taking care of his grooming routine. Tate and I are laughing over a DVD of Little Britain, one of our shared passions ever since Tate introduced me to the wacky and tasteless comedy of the British duo of David Walliams and Matt Lucas a few Christmases ago. Our bellies are full, and I would venture to guess that the excellent bottle of Vinho Verde weve just about killed has us both in the same nearly slothful state. And dont even talk to me about the dinner I madeoven-fried chicken, mashed potatoes with gravy, and fresh asparagus, roasted and garnished with lemon juice, olive oil, garlic, and a little grated Parmigiano-Reggiano. We havent even touched the lemon meringue pie I bought that morning at the Swedish Bakery on Clark.


  Tate picks up the remote to pause the DVD in the middle of a grown man lying on his mothers lap, saying he wants bitty now. Dont ask. Tate looks over at me, one eyebrow raised. Dad. You promised, he says in a warning tone. Im often taken by surprise at how deep his voice has become. I can always look at him and see the little boy with the cowlick inside.


  I dont recall ever actually saying I promise. I give him a weak smile, feeling a little ashamed because I know I did indeed agree to go to his friends birthday party tonight. The promise was implied.


  Dont give me that. I have to go, and I told her Im bringing you. Shes my best friend.


  Your best friend? Then why havent I met her?


  New best friend, Tate amends. We met in my Russian lit class this semester. Shes brilliant and beautiful. And we just hit it off so well.


  Was it the gay dad thing that drew you together?


  Dont flatter yourself. Abra has an amazing mind. She can get to the heart of a piece of writing like no one Ive ever met. He glances at me. Even you. She just seems to have an instinctive way of knowing what an author was trying to say, what nuances are between the lines. When I first met her, we grabbed coffee together after class, and we ended up talking for, like, three hours. He smiles and shrugs. And the rest is history. I dont think more than two days in a row have gone by where we didnt get together.


  I pat his leg, which is curled up on the couch beside him. Im glad you finally met a nice girl. Maybe now youll put this gay phase behind you.


  He grins at me. Not a chance! You should see the guy I went out with last week. We met at Potent Potables, this new place that opened on Halsted? Ever heard of it?


  Unfortunately, Im acquainted with the game-show-themed watering hole. I think of my disastrous date with Chet, he of the Roman hands and Russian fingers. Lord.


  Tate gives me a quizzical look, his thick eyebrowslike minecoming together to form a big dark caterpillar. He goes on, This guy, his name is Kelly. Total butch hottie. And hes got the looks to prove it. Beard, massive pecs, lots of fur. So hot! Dad


  I hold up a hand to stop him. I dont think I need to hear any more. I have an idea where this is going, and its not suitable for a fathers tender ears.


  Tate laughs. Youre such a prude.


  Oh, I think, if you only knew some of the things Ive gotten up to over the years….


  I stand. Okay. I know when your mind is made up. You want a piece of pie before we walk over there?


  Quit trying to delay the inevitable, Tate says. Abra says theyll have a ton of food at the party. We can have the pie for breakfast.


  I belch. Just what I need.


  Tate shakes his head. Go get dressed.


  Whats wrong with what I have on?


  Dad? Seriously? Sweatpants and a Barbra Streisand concert T-shirt? Id die of embarrassment!


  I get up and head into the bathroom to pretty up. I drop the sweats and T-shirt to the floor and step up to the sink. I wash my face with some Kiehls face cleanser for men, then shave for the first time that day, and finally, do the routineastringent first, then a little eye cream beneath my green peepers, then a good moisturizer. I rub some hair cream into my quarter-inch salt-and-pepper hair to keep the stray gray strands from sticking up and, finally, take a good look at myself in the mirror.


  I dont look bad. All those products do actually helpat least for what, a few minutes?to tone up and firm my skin, which even I cant deny gravity, that bitch, is pulling on harder than ever. At least I still have my eyes, which are unusual in their color, and good teeth that I admit to no one but myself I augment with every-other-month treatments of Crest Whitestrips. Some of my former blowjob recipients have even proclaimed that I have the whitest teeth theyve ever come across.


  I think about what to wear. Gone are the days when I could throw on a T-shirt with a colorful saying or graphic, faded Levis, and a pair of running shoes and call it day. Theres a navy cashmere V-neck pullover in my drawer that manages to be both slenderizing and complementary to my skin tone. That, paired with some khakis and the dressy Prada sneakers I treated myself to at the Nordstrom on Michigan Avenue last month will make me at least look acceptable. I dont know why I should care. I plan on only making nice for an hour or sohaving a drink, nibbling an hors doeuvre, then saying my thank-yous and good-byes, leaving Tate in the care of his new best friend. And Kelly….


  I hurry into the bedroom with Tates voice behind me. Cmon, Dad! Step on the gas!


  I ignore him, closing the door behind me and getting dressed. I look at myself in the mirror, and a strange thought comes to me. Is this it? Will no one ever want me again? Im in my midfifties. What are the odds that Ill stay my single self the rest of my days? And then I think about how much trouble I just went to so Id look merely acceptable. Once upon a time, I hardly had to think about it to look great. I could fall out of bed with a dark five-oclock shadow, mussed hair, a pair of plaid boxers, and a white T-shirt and look fabulous.


  Where did all the years go? I hear Tate outside my bedroom, pacing. I know hes eager to get to his friends party, and I shouldnt make him wait any longer. It makes me almost teary-nostalgic to think of those years again and how fast Tate grew up. It doesnt seem so long ago that I could sling him on my hip and carry him around. It was yesterday, wasnt it, when Alison and I made a secret trip to his kindergarten and watched him from the car, wearing his little OshKosh BGosh bib overall shorts and tiny T-shirt, playing on the seesaw at recess?


  The older I get, the faster the sand travels through the hourglass.


  I open the door to find Tate, predictably, waiting by the front door. Hes in cargo shorts and a faded soft blue button-down and flip-flops. He could turn heads anywhere. He looks me up and down and gives a little whistle and a grin. Looking good, Dad.


  I feel a burn rise to my cheeks and wave the compliment away. Ah, youre just being kind to your elder.


  Tate rolls his eyes before opening the door. If you could hear what some of my friends say….


  I catch up to him as he heads out into the hallway. What do they say?


  I dont want to give you a big head.


  Already got one. Tell me.


  We trot down the stairs, and Tate waits, building suspense, I guess. They all say Ive got a hot dad. Youre a DILF, and that makes me shudder, to be honest.


  I dont want to appear ignorant, so I dont ask him what a DILF is. We head off into the warm spring night, cooled a bit by a breeze that rustles the newly sprung leaves in the trees. Then my mind quickly translates the acronym for me and I laugh, pathetically pleased.


  Like I said, Tate says out of the corner of his mouth and reading my mind, Dont get a big head.


  


  


  AS WE near the building where the party will be held, I feel myself seize up a bit with nerves. Over the years Ive become such a homebody that I cant recall the last party Ive been to. Sure, there have been occasional dinner parties at the home of a coworker or a game night at Juless with some of her friends, but a party where you stand around with drinks in your hands and mingle? Its been forever.


  How many folks do you think will be at this shindig?


  Tate is searching the intercom directory, presumably for his friends dads name. Hes distracted as he says, Abra said therell probably be around fifty people at this party. People. Party. Dad, try to remember.


  What? I ask, but Im drowned out by a metallic voice issuing forth from the speaker. Identify yourself, and then laughter.


  Its Tate.


  Were buzzed in, and we go up.


  Were greeted at the door by one of the most beautiful young women I think Ive ever laid eyes on. She reminds me of a young Halle Berry. Her eyes light up when she sees my son, and she throws her arms out to him. Tate! she squeals, and I have to wonder if she doesnt see my boy as more than just friend fodder. Dont go there, girl. At least not without first having talked to my ex-wife, I think warningly.


  They hug, and Tate, surprisingly, gives her a kiss that lasts long enough that I wonder if theres tongue involved. The kiss reminds me that my son, as a man, is a bit of a mystery to me and probably always will be.


  They pull away, and Abra casts her eyes coquettishly down at the floor. She then looks back at me and smiles. You must be Tates dad, Mr. Slater. She holds out a perfectly manicured hand.


  I take it and shake. Please. Just call me Andy.


  She gestures us in and closes the door behind her. The place is a showroom, minimalist yet homey all at once, and buzzing with music and animated voices. No one looks over at us as we enter. Abra leans close to me to be heard over the musicBeyoncé? Tates told me so much about you. He says youre a really good writer.


  Ah, I just shill for a healthcare company downtown. Newsletters, brochures, and web copy. Nothin special, believe me.


  Dont go being all modest on me, Mr. Slater. Tates let me read some of the short stories and poems you wrote in college. Theyre really good!


  Im struck speechless. And Im touched. A long time ago, I had given Tate some of the stuff I penned back when I was a creative writing major. When he told me he was going to study English in college, I thought he might want to familiarize himself with some of the old mans work, back when the old man dreamed of being the next Hemingwayor at least Stephen King. The fact that he showed them to a friend tugs at my heart. That boy is always full of surprises.


  We go into the party, and it isnt long before Tate has given me the slip. Im not surprised or resentful, since many of the people here are his own age. Besides, the plan is for him to spend the night at my place anyway, so theres no need for me to cling to him like hes the dad and Im the kid.


  I wander over to the kitchen island and take in the hors doeuvres. Abras father must be quite the gastronome. I have always had my own little love affair with food, and before I dig in, I pause to admire the spread laid out. There are little toasts with Serrano ham, olives, and orange wedges, what looks like polenta topped with perfectly seared mushrooms and goat cheese, spring onions and radishes, stuffed piquillo peppers, scallops wrapped in bacon…. And I need to stop cataloging the food and begin eating it. I grab a plate.


  Just as I do, a tall and very striking black man comes up beside me. Hello. Im Fremont St. George, Abras dad.


  I put the plate down to shake his hand and take in that warm smile. I grab my plate again and start loading it up. Yes, Im shy, except when it comes to food. Did you make all this yourself? It looks amazing.


  It is amazing. And no, I had nothing to do with it except whipping out my American Express card. I have some great caterers on speed dial.


  Well, it looks like they outdid themselves tonight. I pause and close my eyes in rapture and point to something I hadnt previously spotted. Are those what I think they are?


  Mini potato pancakes with cream cheese, gravlax, and dill. Is that what you thought?


  Thats exactly what I thought, I say and stuff one into my mouth. Heaven.


  Fremont laughs, and I think James Earl Jones has nothing on this guy in the voice department. You do like your food, dont you? Although I have to admit, youd never know it to look at you.


  I flash him a smile. I run. And run. And run. Its what allows me to eat like a pig.


  Do you do anything else like a pig?


  Oh my God. You didnt just say that. I lean closer to him and whisper, Our kids are here!


  He pats my arm. I suppose youre right. We should show a little decorum. He gives me one of those looksthe kind that peers right down inside your souland I think maybe I wont be in such a hurry to leave this party after all. He is a fine piece of work, this man. I return his gaze and feel theres a bit of a connection here.


  Youre gonna need something to wash that all down with, Fremont says, eyeing my plate. Whats your poison, sir?


  I look down and see that, all the while weve been talking, Ive been piling on the appetizers. The plate is loaded down, practically groaning under the weight of the heaped-up food upon it. Got any beer?


  I think I could rustle up a Stella Artois for you. Unless youd like something darker. Then I could offer you a Guinness.


  Id like something darker all right, I think, drinking him in, but I dont say words to that effect. I remind myself Tate is standing not ten feet away, laughing with a group of his friends, his arm casually thrown over Abras shoulders.


  Um, a Stella sounds lovely.


  Coming right up. I watch him head over to the refrigerator, thinking that Fremont looks as good going as he does coming. Wouldnt it be wild if I ended up finding true love with Tates best friends father?


  When he comes back, I reach for the green bottle in his hand. As I do, my plate tips a bit. On account of its being so overloaded, one of the polenta squares topples off, hitting first my shirt and then my new sneakers. As any good gay man would do in such a situation, I gasp, Prada!


  Fremont snickers. Im sorry. He grabs a napkin off the island and wipes at my midsection, removing the mushroom residue from my pullover. There, it looks like I got it all out.


  Yeah, I think so. His hand stays firmly on my stomach, though, and our eyes do their little dance again. I didnt fall off the turnip truck yesterday. I know when Im being flirted with. So Im bold enough to say, Are you single, Mr. St. George?


  He replies that he is.


  Well, then maybe you and I should get together for dinner sometime soon?


  I know the perfect place. They make a great paella.


  You said the magic word! When? I know that, unless you pin them down, people often tend to forget casual plans made at a party, and I do not want to let this opportunity slip between my fingers.


  How about Thursday night?


  I smile and realize my grin is so wide, its probably making me look like a chimp. I turn it down a notch, say, Perfect, and then remember my shoes. I look down and see that the butter the mushrooms must have been sautéed in is being soaked up by the suede trimming the sneakers. I look back at Fremont. I need to get these shoes some soap and water… stat!


  He chuckles and then points behind me. Theres a bathroom right off the kitchen.


  Thanks. I hurry over to the room hes indicated and see, to my dismay, the door is shut. I jiggle the handle. This may not be an emergency in the traditional sense, but its worsea designer disaster. I can hear someone flushing, so Im happy I dont have to resort to plan Busing the kitchen sink while all and sundry get an eyeful of my plight.


  I hear the lock being flipped, and then the door opens.


  My mouth drops open. Its you, I say, shocked voice barely above a whisper.


  Carlos cocks his head at me and gives me a quizzical smile. In the flesh. He steps aside, presumably so I can use the bathroom. Do we know each other?


  I try to hide my disappointment. But I doubt Im having much luck concealing the fact that I am completely dumbstruck. Words are elusive. I manage to blurt, Carlos Castillo.


  Thats right. Have we met? You do look familiar.


  Someonea middle-aged woman, too skinny, in a black dress and pearlsjostles us. Sorry! But are either of you going to use that restroom? I have a bladder the size of a pea.


  Carlos steps out of the doorway and gestures for her to go inside. As for me, the Pradas may be a lost cause. But I dont care. This is more important.


  Carlos and I move into the kitchen area and stand by the refrigerator. Hes grinning at me, waiting for me to respond to his questions.


  On the train, I blurt out.


  He looks me over more fully, then snaps his fingers. Yes! The other night. I was getting off at Belmont. You were getting on. He leans in and whispers, Youre quite the flirt.


  My heart sinks, and its a good thing because up until this moment it was lodged firmly in my throat. He doesnt know me, not from before, anyway. I guess Ive changed a bit in thirty some years. He has tooyet Id know those eyes anywhere. Theyve haunted me most of my life. But I cant tell him that. It would be creepy.


  I try to laugh, and I fear it comes out more as a cough. I roll my eyes. Youre right. I am. But when a good-looking man crosses my path, I just cant help myself. I have one of those faces that hide nothing. I could never play poker. Or be an actor. Stop babbling. I stick out my hand. Im Andy Slater.


  He shakes it, and a little pulse charges through me at this simple touch. Theres a quick flash: his eyes above me, our bodies connected in a line of heat and satin smoothness in a darkened bedroom with rain tapping against the window. I reluctantly let him take his hand back.


  And you already know my name. How is that?


  How do I explain? My mother always taught me the truth is always best. I have nothing to lose. Who expected this moment to come tonight, of all nights? I searched and searched and searched for him, and then here he is, delivered, really, by my very own flesh and blood. I am about to remind him of our association and near miss from three decades ago when Tate comes up to us.


  Dad? He looks at Carlos, gaze moving up and down his tall frame. Are you busy? Because theres someone Id like you to meet.


  Tates timing couldnt possibly be more awful. Yet I hate to turn him away. Are they leaving soon?


  I dont think so. Why?


  Because I want to talk to Carlos here for a few more minutes


  Carlos interrupts. No. Go ahead. Be with your son.


  I give him a look, and he raises his eyebrows.


  Tate chuckles. Its okay, Dad. Were out on the balcony. Just come on out when youre ready. And dont be alarmed if you catch a whiff of Mary Jane on the breeze. He walks away, calling over his shoulder, Sorry to interrupt!


  Your son seems nice, very handsome. A chip off the old block, eh? Carlos says. So many gay men here tonight with children. I almost feel like an outsider. Im just a boring old fag who stuck with guys my whole life. No chance at procreation.


  Tates my pride and joy, I tell him. I was marriedto a womanyears ago. No regrets because I got him out of the bargain. I cock my head and think for a moment of Alison, her friendship, and how I never really stopped loving her. No regrets at all, really. It was a good marriage, except for the gay thing. I do regret that my own confusion had to hurt people. But were all close now, and we weathered the storms that came with my coming out at the ripe old age of thirty.


  I wonder briefly if I have other regrets. That night with Carlos, so long ago? If I had been single then, where would it have led?


  Carlos squeezes my shoulder, which gives me an insane urge to lean in and kiss him. All at once the sense memory of the taste of his lips and tongue rushes back. How can I remember after all this time? Is it just my imagination?


  He says, You were telling me how you knew my name. Have you been to Angels?


  I wonder if hes talking about some near-death experience. If perhaps I saw him in the light. While I did see a buttery yellow aura around him once as I stared at him on the L, I somehow think his reference to angels is more pedestrian. Angels?


  Its the not-for-profit I work for. We help out people with AIDS and HIV with medical care, food, housing, stuff like that.


  I nod. Sure. You do good work. Part of my United Way donation at work goes to you guys.


  I appreciate that. He stares down at the floor, and when I dont say anything after several seconds, he says, Well, I should probably get back to my date. Wouldnt want to make him jealous. He winks. Or maybe I would. A little jealousy can spark a lot, if you know what I mean.


  Oh. Hes here with someone. Of course he is. Look at him. Youre probably just one of many, many past conquests. Of course he wouldnt remember you all these years later. I contemplate just letting him go, in every sense of the word.


  But I cant. I lay a hand gently on his arm as he retreats away from me. Carlos?


  He turns back. I bite my lip, and then I say, You really dont remember me?


  I told yousure. We crossed paths the other night. On the L. He smiles and turns to move away again. He probably thinks of me as a nutcase by now. And maybe hes right. Theres a fine line between nutcase and hopeless romantic.


  Youre right. We crossed paths on the L. More than once….


  He turns back. I stare at him to see if what I say might jog his memory a bit. And I can see hes thinking, mulling it over. His eyebrows come together in concentration. He looks at me again. Im sorry….


  Its okay. It was more than thirty years ago.


  A flicker of something passes across his handsome features. On the Congress Line?


  I laugh. Yes!


  I used to take that line to work, back when I taught school.


  Right. You got off at Racine.


  How did you know that? And then I see the puzzle pieces snapping together. At last he remembers. Even though he hasnt said so yet, I can tell by the expression on his face, the way he looks at me. Isnt there some phrase about the dawn of recognition? Carlos has that.


  Youre Andy. He repeats, almost a whisper, Andy. Our gazes lock, and he slowly shakes his head. You used to cruise me on the train on the way to work. I do remember you, always with your nose in a book except when you were undressing me with your eyes. He laughs.


  I wasnt cruising you, I blurt out, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. Back then I didnt even know how.


  Oh, you knew how, whether you realized it or not. Those eyes are made for cruising. Carlos thinks for a minute, and I surmise more and more is coming back. He nods, although its almost to himself. Yeah, he says softly. I remember now. He stares at me for a long time, and the wet brown eyes remind me suddenly of a deer. I dont think thirtysome years have lessened the attraction I feel one bit. If anything, he looks even better now. The graying of his hair, close-cropped, the still fit body and broad shouldersalthough hes carrying a bit more weight around his middleall still look delectable. I look at his face, and the party, the music and voices around us, dissolve. Carlos is so attractive to me because I can see beneath the years, to the young man he once was, the vulnerability and the innocence. I recall his joy that one morning when I followed him off the train.


  So long ago, and yet it seems almost no time has passed. Its paradoxical.


  You were getting married. He looks off in the direction of where Tate has gone.


  Yeah, as I said, it didnt work out. Not surprisingly. I shrug. I didnt know who I was then.


  He smiles, but theres something winsome in it that almost approaches sad. Missed connections, he says, and I think he must be referring to how close we came, all those years ago.


  Now that what Ive obsessed about lately is standing right here in front of me in the flesh, as he said only moments ago, Im not sure where to take this. Maybe if he hadnt mentioned being here with a date, I might ask if he wanted to get out of here, go get a cup of coffee or a drink somewhere. But that wouldnt be, as Tate would say, cool. Would it also be uncool to ask Carlos out for later? Not as a date or anything, but just so we could talk, catch up, see if there was really anything there back in 1982.


  There certainly was for me.


  Before I can ponder my next move any further, Fremont St. George steps up to us, grinning. Hes a little unsteady on his feet, and I wonder how many drinks hes had tonight. Im stunned when he slides an arm somewhat possessively around Carloss shoulders. I see you two have met. Did you know each other before?


  I try to swallow and find theres no spit in my mouth. This is your date? I look at Carlos, hoping the confusion and hurt arent written large across my features.


  Carlos links his fingers through Fremonts, the ones over his shoulder. Yeah, we just met, though.


  No commitmentsyet. Fremont winks at me, and I think what an ass and not in a good way. Here he has this gorgeous man with him tonight, and hes flirting with and making a date for next week with me? Not a chance. Not now.


  I feel the little bit Ive drunk and eaten roil in my gut. My fight-or-flee impulse kicks in, along with a rush of adrenaline. I need to get out of here.


  Suddenly its as though there are too many people in the room; everything is too close. Im too confused to examine my feelings carefully. I fear if I stay, some dumb part of me will want to warn Carlos away from Fremont, and thats just ridiculous, or self-serving, or both.


  I realize I never answered Fremont. No. Carlos and I met, wow, must be thirty-two years ago.


  Really? Fremont asks. Carlos is staring at me, wondering what I will say next, Im sure. Is there a story there?


  I just shake my head. My son wanted me to meet someone. I think hes out on the balcony. Do you mind? And I hurry away from the couple, wondering how new they actually are. I have no right to feel jealous or possessive, but I do anyway. The heart doesnt know from reason and common sense, does it?


  Out on the balcony, I look for Tate. There are a few people out here. Its a broad tile-floored space that looks onto the water and, farther south, the lights of downtown Chicago. Under other circumstances, I might pause to admire the familiar view, no less stunning because of having already seen it a million times.


  I spy Tate down at one end. Hes sitting with a young guy, and the two of them have their heads in close. They appear to be deep in conversation. Tates hand rests on the other guys leg. Tates friend, I can tell even in the dim light spilling out from the condo, is a redhead, with close-cropped hair and a beard. Hes wearing a checked shirt and jeans, Cons. Cute. I wonder if Tate wanted me to meet him because hes someone hes interested in. That assumption is bolstered by the fact that they look so intense, staring into one anothers eyes.


  I remember being that young. I envy Tate just a little, not for the hunk he appears to have landed but for his innocence and self-acceptance. In this day and age, even though its still sometimes a struggle, and oppression and hate continue to be out there in force, my son at least grew up comfortable in his own skin, not feeling he had to hide who he really was lest he be shunned. Hes told me about his years at New Trier high school and how he was out to all of his friends, for whom his orientation was no big deal, just another variation on the human theme. My own high school experience, in contrast, couldnt have been more different. I was teased and bullied, even though I vehemently denied being gay. The jokes, shoves, and laughter behind my back didnt make me angry, but ashamed. They made me hate myself more.


  Tate spots me staring. He smiles and gestures for me to come over. I do, feeling like attending this party has suddenly gone into the realm of a dream. Or a nightmare. I feel the absurd urge to pinch myself to make sure its not.


  The two young men stand, and the redhead extends his hand to shake mine.


  Dad, this is Kelly Rigby.


  We say our hellos. Hes the guy I told you I met at Potent Potables.


  Kelly speaks. Couldnt keep me away from you, Tate.


  You say the sweetest things, Tate says, grinning at the guy. Its adorable and touching. I can see how much Tate wants to please him.


  Yet the feeling of wanting to get out of here has not left me. If anything, its intensified. Normally I would stand and chat for a bit with Tates friend, Kelly, find out more about this man my son is obviously smitten with, but I just cant.


  I glance back inside and look around for Carlos. I dont see him. I dont see Fremont either, and I wonder where theyve gone. Maybe theyve found a vacant bedroom and are ripping one anothers clothes off? I kick myself internally for thinking that way and try to banish the paradoxically hot and sickening image from my brain.


  Dad? Kellys a writer too. He works for one of the ad agencies downtown.


  Junior copywriter. No biggie.


  I smile, hoping my distraction and the anxiety I feel doesnt show. Tate, I…. My voice trails off as I grope for an excuse. I land on the old standby. I have a terrible headache. It just came on me all of a sudden.


  Oh no. Tates eyebrows come together in concern. He frowns. Do you want to go?


  Yes. Yeah, I do. I see Tate glance longingly at Kelly. But you stay. Have fun. Ill see you later, okay?


  Are you sure? Im smart enough to know that the last thing Tate wants to do is leave the party. Im also smart enough to know the pullout couch in my office will stay shut up tonight, if I can read signals on young male faces.


  I feel very alone and very old as I turn away from them. Over my shoulder, I tell Kelly it was nice meeting him and I hope we meet again soon, under better circumstances. Have Tate bring you around for dinner sometime.


  Sure thing, Mr. Slater.


  I hurry back into the hubbub of the party, glad I dont have to cast around for a coat. I can beat a hasty retreat. The cacophony of pop music and conversation is grating. Normally I would never contemplate so rude a move as to leave a party without thanking the host, but these, I think, are extraordinary circumstances.


  I pause by the door and finally see Carlos and Fremont in animated conversation over by the sink. Fremonts hand rests lightly on Carloss waist.


  I throw open the door, go out, and close it softly behind me. I rush down the stairs and out into the night, thinking of that old Simon and Garfunkel song that begins with something along the lines of greeting the darkness, an old friend.


  Its apt.


  CHAPTER 19: CARLOS


  


  


  I WATCH as Andy hurries out the door. Even in this briefest of glimpses, I can sense theres something lost about him. I know hes upset. What I dont know is why. Id like to say Im not so self-centered as to think it might be about me, but Id be lying if I didnt wonder. His demeanor changed so completely when Fremont came up to us and put his arm around me. Ive seen jealousy before, and that green-eyed monster definitely raised its head.


  But still, common sense tells me the notion is absurd. Heres a man I met on the train years and years ago, had a brief dalliance with, and ran into again. Why on earth would he be jealous?


  No, if Andy was upset at all, maybe it was because of his sonor something in his life that I would logically have no idea whatsoever about.


  Hey, Fremont says. Whats up with you? Youre a million miles away.


  I look back at him and laugh self-consciously, feeling caught. Oh, its nothing. I just saw that guy, Andy, slip out the door without saying good-bye. He seemed, I dont know, a little off. I hope hes okay.


  How do you know him again?


  I tell him, the memory images sharpening and coming into better focus as I speak. We had a little hookup and never saw each other again. I leave out the part I just rememberedthe letter he gave me that night and how it was a testimony to Andys confusion and pain and how he wanted to do the right thing and proceed with getting married. Even back then, it seemed hopelessly naïve and doomed to failure.


  Obviously, it was.


  He must have been somethin, Fremont hoots. Hes hot now. I can imagine how hot he must have been with three decades erased from him. Fremont gives me a look, kind of like hes weighing my reaction to what he says next. We flirted a little, you know.


  You did? I laugh, but inside it hurts just a bit. I know Fremont and I simply had dinner once, a nice conversation in a bar, and a pretty nice night together, so theres no reason to feel were going steady or anything like that. But still, it rankles a bit that Fremont invited me here for his party and hes flirting with other guys. Is Andy the only one?


  He waves me away, and I think hes noticed the sickliness of my grin at his admission. It was nothin. You know I only have eyes for you. He leans in and gives me a quick peck on the mouth.


  I push him away. Yeah, right.


  What? Youre not jealous, are you?


  Am I? Again, I remind myself that I have no cause. I have no standing in this matter, as they might say in a court of law. Yet the fact that Fremont flirted with someone else when I was only feet away seems, at the very least, rude. And maybe this guy isnt as wonderful as I first made him out to be.


  Dont be jealous, Carlos. Fremont leans closer, and I can smell whisky on his breath. He did ask me out, but I said no. He leans closer, and I wonder how much hes drunk tonight. I told him you and me were just getting started.


  I know its a lie. Of all people to pop into my head is my afternoon guilty pleasure, Judge Judy. Shes always telling the people who come before her, If it doesnt make sense, its not true.


  Judging from the looks Andy gave me when I opened that bathroom door and how much he obviously wanted me to remember him, I doubt he asked Fremont out. Maybe it was the other way around? Thats much more possible. Fremont is a free agent, after all. We have no strings binding us.


  Oh, why am I even mulling these things over? Maybe Andy did ask him out; maybe he initiated the flirtation. This would have been before he even knew I was at the party.


  What does it matter? Thats what I dont understand.


  I place my hands on Fremonts shoulders, moving him out of my space and up against the kitchen counter. He can use the support.


  Im going to go get some air. Im not a big party person, and I need a little break. How do I get down to the beach?


  Ill come with you! Fremont says. He grabs a bottle of Courvoisier off the counter behind him. Its a private beach. He raises his eyebrows and gives me a significant look that I think, in as short as the space of an hour ago, might have tickled me. We can have a little party.


  But a party is exactly what I dont want. No.


  He looks almost startled. I try to soften my refusal with a smile. I just need to get away, get some air. Just for a few minutes.


  Fremont regards me with a look that says he really doesnt understand.


  And thats where you and I are different, my friend. Extrovert versus introvert. Thats really hit home with me tonight. Not that the two cant complement each other and have a harmonious relationship, but theres more Ive seen tonight of you that raises other red flags. Youre a bit of a dog and maybe a bit of a drunk too.


  Of course I say none of this to him. Do you get it? I ask.


  He shakes his head. Not really. Why come to a party if you just want to be by yourself?


  The fact that he has to ask this question makes me wonder if he could ever really understand me. Once again, I think of Harry and how he always knew instinctively, when we were in social situations, when I was done, when I needed to get away by myself.


  Harry was the same way.


  I dont know why. I sigh. I just do.


  Have at it, then. He points to a door to the right of the balcony. That leads to the utility stairs. Just take those until you come to the bottom and head on outside. Enjoy your solitude. He walks away from me, taking his bottle of liquor with him. I wonder if I will return to the party.


  I follow his instructions and head for the door. The staircase outside it has none of the elegance of Fremonts condo or the lobby. Its just gray-painted concrete with an iron handrail. Other residents have stored boxes, brooms, and mops outside their doors. One of them has a needlepointed sign affixed to their door. Born in Sin? Come on in!


  I hurry down the stairs and am grateful as I push the door open and emerge onto an empty beach, silent.


  An enormous sense of relief washes over me as I step out onto the sand. The wash of the waves, rhythmic and soft, on the beachs edge is soothing, even though I can still distantly hear the revelers at Fremonts party. I feel liberated from them out here. I breathe in the air, damp and now cool, filling my lungs with not only its marine essence but also with serenity.


  Its taken me many years to realize that my own company is something I prize. Loneliness is for losers.


  I take a few steps out onto the sand and then sit down on it to pull off my cowboy boots and roll up the legs of my jeans. I pad barefoot to the waters edge, and a wave rushes up to meet me. I give a little gasp as the icy water covers my toes and insteps and jump back. No matter how many years Ive lived here, the shock of these freezing waters never fails to startle.


  I start walking south along the beachfront with the city lights to act as a sort of guide and beacon. It isnt long before I come to a low wall, whitewashed, that must be the dividing line between Fremonts private beach and the one just over it, which belongs to all of us. Indeed, I can see, off in the distance, a cluster of people sitting near the waters edge. They are little more than shadows, but their laughter and murmurs of conversation reach me almost like snatches of a dream.


  I turn and head back. Theres a bench near the exit door, and I plop down on it, grateful for many thingsto be off my feet, to have this nighttime view, with its dim illumination yet fierce unspoiled beauty, and to allow myself a few moments just to think.


  Of course I think of him. Andy. And I remember. That time in my life when we first met was such a good one. Life was a road untraveled, almost all of it still before me. I had yet to see its tragedies and heartaches, yet to experience the inevitable decline that comes to all of us as we grow older. I was full of hope and promise. Anything could happen. Anything was possible.


  That beautiful boy on the L could be mine. I knew it from the moment our gazes locked on that crowded train. I was still young enough, naïve enough, and romantic enough to think it was possible. In that brief connection of our eyes, I read a whole novel, an epic poem to love, unfettered by reality.


  Thats why it was such a cold and harsh slap in the face when real life intruded just when I thought I was making my romantic vision come true. When Andy put a stop to our lovemaking, because, if I remember right, it was interrupted by a call from his mother, cold hard facts intruded on the little island of fantasy upon which we had moored ourselves.


  Everything changed after that phone call. I could see the guilt and shame stamped on Andys features as plainly as his nose. It was obvious he was sickened by what we had done so far and resolved not to let it go any further.


  I remember my disappointment. But who I am now thinks I accepted everything too readily. I was a product of those times, so long ago and yet not, when being gay was something you kept hidden. If you let it show, or were unable to not let it show, you opened yourself up to, at best, ridicule and snickering behind your back and, at worst, rejection and the threat of both physical and emotional pain and trauma. Both those things could leave deep scars.


  Back then I thoughtwe all didwe deserved that treatment. Maybe deserved is not exactly the right word. Perhaps it was more the fact that we accepted such treatment as our lot in life. If we were gay, we had to accept all that came with itand most of it, not so long ago, was bad.


  The kids who come into Angels these days are different. They dont have quite the same issues I did when I was their age. Oh sure, bullying and hate still exist, but not in as full a measure. And their reaction to it is differentthey no longer accept it as a rite of passage for being different, but as something to be outraged about, something they are justified in calling out and fighting back against.


  Yet what I wouldnt give to relive that charged moment on the L with Andy all over again.


  I stand and walk over to where I left my cowboy boots in the sand. I struggle into them and roll my jeans back down over their worn leather. I get back up, brush my ass free from sand, and head back to the door.


  Ive made a decision.


  Of course the door to the beach has locked behind me. I chuckle and shake my head. I walk to the side of the building, which will put me in the courtyard once more, where hopefully I can grab hold of the door as one or more of the partygoers make their way out. Otherwise I will have to go back out the gate and use the intercom to regain entry.


  I realize that if it werent for wanting to talk to Andys son, I would probably just head west, to the L stop, and go home.


  But there have been too many missed connections. Thats something this night has reminded me.


  I eventually have to do the whole go-outside-and-get-buzzed-in-again routine, but I hope itll be worth it.


  I find Andys son inside, on a couch. I have to smile as I observe him. Hes very much in the first throes of love or lust. He and a guy with red hair and a beard are practically on each others laps. Big Red has his arm around Andys sonI wish I could remember his name, but I cantand theyre also holding hands. They gaze into one anothers eyes, grinning like idiots. I have to wonder why theyre even still here.


  I almost hate to approach. Theyve practically sealed out the party in their bubble of infatuation.


  Its sweet and harkens back to a time of life when I had such feelings myself.


  Its a big circle, isnt it?


  I stand near them, quietly at first. Its not as easy as you might think to make eye contact. Finally, Big Red notices me standing there, like the wallflower I am.


  Hey, he says.


  Andys son turns to look up at me. Oh, hi! Youre my dads friend. Carlos, right?


  I nod. And, um, remind me of your name.


  Tate. He disengages himself a bit from the redhead. This is Kelly.


  We stare at each other for a moment. I break the silence. Tate, your dad kind of left suddenly


  Tate snorts. Tell me about it!


  And I didnt get a chance to get his number.


  Tate nods, and I can see a little suspicion creep into his face.


  I was wondering if youd be willing to give it to me. I want to talk to him some more. Were old friends. It would be nice to catch up.


  Tate gives me an awkward smile. I hope you understand, but I dont really know you, and I dont know if my dad would appreciate me giving out his number. I hope thats okay.


  I dont want to argue with him or plead. And he has a point. But Im sure the disappointment shows on my face.


  Hey, how about this? Tate offers. Ill send him a text and ask him if its okay.


  I visualize waiting around here all night for a text or call that might never come. Andy could already be home and in bed by now. Could you give him my number too? That way if you dont hear back right away, he can at least call me.


  Good idea. Tate pulls his iPhone out of his pocket, and his fingers get busy flying over the tiny screen. Like so many of his peers, hes adept at texting, the motions coming to him as naturally as speech.


  I cannot say the same.


  Whats your number?


  I tell him. Tate finishes up with his text and, I presume, hits Send.


  I stand awkwardly for a few moments and try to make a little conversation. Are they enjoying the party? Did they arrive together? Fortunately, Tates phone gives a little chime. He still holds it and looks down at the screen. Its my dad. He looks up at me. He sent his number. He smiles, and I do toolike a teenager whose most-hoped-for date to the prom just accepted.


  I turn. Let me go see if I can find a pen and something to write on.


  Dont you have a smart phone? Tate asks.


  Yeah. Why?


  I can just send you his number. That way itll be in your phone.


  Why didnt I think of that? Because youre beyond these technologies. Theyre not second nature to you as they are to Tate. Of course, I say.


  He sends the number, and I get the confirmation of his text almost immediately as a vibration in my pocket. I thank him and let him get back to Big Red.


  Now I need only say my good-byes and head outside. Should I call Andy tonight or be more reasonable and wait?


  What do you think?


  CHAPTER 20: ANDY


  


  


  EZRA, SHALL we retire to the bedroom?


  The green-eyed cat looks up at me with what I perceive as understanding, even though logic tells me Im probably speaking gibberish to his feline ears. Nonetheless he gets up from his place on the back of the couch, hops down, does an elaborate stretch, and follows me into the bedroom. I pull back the duvet and watch as Ezra jumps up on the bed. He settles into his favorite spotthe left corner at the foot.


  I go into the bathroom to brush my teeth and splash some water on my face. I look at myself in the mirror and wonder what Carlos saw when he got a glimpse of the face staring back at me right now. Did he see the lines around my eyes, the subtle sagging of the skin, the silver at my temples? Or did he see the younger me, with a full head of hair, bright unlined eyes, and a shy smile? Is it possible he saw both, sort of morphed through the magic of imagination? A time-lapse double exposure?


  I shrug and rinse off my toothbrush. Does it really matter? I realize now I blew my chance. I made a fool of myself with him. One thing about memy heart is worn fully on my sleeve. For better or worse, my emotions are on display. My little jealous snit, I think with embarrassment, was childish. I should have stayed at the party. Maybe if I had, another opportunity would have presented itself to talk to Carlos. Perhaps we could have found a quiet cornergood luck with that!or even stepped out onto the beach Im sure was just behind the building.


  But I closed those doors and probably made a very bad, if not crazy, impression on the guy. I wonder if I would ever have the nerve to see if Tate could get some contact information for Carlos, or if I might get in touch with him through his workplace, since I now know at least that much about him.


  I go back into the bedroom and settle under the sheets in my boxers. My Kindle is on the nightstand, and I pick it up and start reading Mr. Mercedes by Stephen King. Old habits die hard! It isnt long before Im immersed in Kings world, populated by a desperate retired cop and an insane mass murderer. For some, Calgon takes them away. For me, its Stephen King.


  My phone, also on the nightstand, gives a little chirp that I recognize as an incoming text message. I figure its Tate. I pick up the phone, surmising that hes probably calling to tell me he wont be staying over and that hell see me in the morning. My little boy is all grown up.


  Im right. Its Tate. But his short text shocks me.


  Dad. Here with Carlos. He wants your number. Okay if I give it to him?


  I look around my bedroom, making sure Im not dreaming. I quickly text my number back and hit Send.


  Well, excuse me, Mr. King, if I cant return to your suspense-ridden world. I have better things to think about, such as will he ever call? When? What made him ask for my number when he was obviously there with Fremont St. James? Did he remember more about us?


  I settle back on the pillow, feeling restless, staring at the ceiling, looking out the window. A car rumbles by, its transmission grumbling. A gaggle of what I suspect are teenage girls walk by on the sidewalk below, their high-pitched laughter and excited voices filtering up to me on the spring air.


  After lying in bed, tossing and turning for what seems like hours but is, in reality, only ten minutes or so, I decide that trying to sleep is pointless. I get up and throw on a T-shirt to ward off the night chill. In the kitchen I root around in my refrigerator and grab myself a bottle of beer. Its Stella Artois, and I shudder to think I have the same taste in beer as Fremont St. James. I open the bottle and take it out the back door to sit on the landing of the back stairs.


  Im glad none of the neighbors are out. I want to just sit and revel in what I will allow myself to think of as a victory. I couldnt have made such an off-putting impression on Carlos if he asked Tate for my number. Which reminds me, just in case, I should have my phone out here with me.


  I realize its too late for him to call tonight, but you never know. I set the beer down and go back inside.


  The phone is ringing. Dont get all excited, I tell myself. Its probably a wrong number. I glance up at the clock on the microwave above the range and see that its a little after eleven. Im reminded, momentarily, of late-night booty calls that once upon a time wouldnt have been so unusual, especially on a Saturday night, but those days are long gone.


  I hurry into the bedroom, praying my smartphone wont be dumb enough to go to voice mail before I can reach it.


  I snatch the phone up from the nightstand, drop it once, stoop to retrieve it, and finally push the Connect icon on its screen. I dont recognize the number, and the pessimist in me believes thats verification this is a wrong number.


  Hello?


  Andy? Hey, its Carlos.


  I swear my heart skips a beat. I feel Im suddenly time traveling, and Im a fourteen-year-old boy back in my boyhood home in Ohio, and the popular Ralph Cooke has just called to see if he could copy my algebra homework.


  How nice of you to call, I say into the phone and then mentally kick myself. Smooth. Real smooth.


  I hope Im not calling too late?


  Ive never been able to admit Im in bed when someone calls either early in the morning or late at night. I dont know why. But in this case, I dont want Carlos to think hes done anything wrong, even though calling at after 11:00 p.m. is a bit, well, rude. But I couldnt be more delighted. Besides, Im not in bed, technically speaking.


  I get myself under some measure of control. Ah, no. I was just out on my back porch, having a beer. Ill probably turn in soon. Yeah, right. Youd be fast asleep with your Kindle on your chest and Ezra curled up between your legs if it werent for Tates text.


  Good, good. Im glad youre still up.


  We fall to seconds-long silence. I get the feeling Carlos doesnt quite know what to say.


  Neither do I.


  At last Carlos says, I got tired of the party.


  I did too.


  I noticed.


  I hope Fremont didnt think I was too rude for just slipping out.


  Carlos laughs. No offense, but I honestly doubt he even noticed.


  The seconds evaporate into silence. I walk to my bedroom window and look out at the night. Up and down my street, I can see many lights on in the apartment buildings lining Lunt Avenue, the flickering of television screens, a woman pacing in front of a window with a baby on her shoulder.


  Lots of people are still up. Its Saturday night. Would it be so terrible to ask him if he wanted to meet up? So you left the party? I ask.


  Yeah. I used to like a good party a lot more. As Ive gotten older, though, I find that I prefer smaller gatheringsa dinner party with four or six peopleas opposed to a big bash. Its funny. I feel more alone at one of those big gatherings than I do just being by myself. And if Im being honest, I actually like my own company too, especially as time goes by.


  I want to tell Carlos I love him, not in a literal sense, but hes just spoken my point of view so eloquently that I cant help but think wed be a match.


  So, I wonder, tentative, are you home yet?


  Nah. Im just wandering around the streets of Rogers Park, hoping to get lucky.


  You dog!


  Once more silence, like a persistent pest, creeps into our conversation, or lack thereof. I get the sense Carlos is as nervous as I am. I wonder how serious he was about getting lucky. I dont know if Im up for full-on luck tonight, but I would really love to see him. Any exhaustion I might have felt earlier evaporated with the sound of his voice.


  Do you remember when I invited you over to my place, back in 1982?


  I do.


  Do you really? Do you remember everything that happened that night?


  Would it surprise you if I said I do?


  Well, a little, since you didnt recognize me at first, I say.


  Cmon! Give a guy a break. Its been more than thirty years.


  Begrudgingly I admit to myself that he has a point. The changes those years have brought arent too noticeable to me, because I look in a mirror at least once or twice a day, but to him, they must be drastic. So you remember how sweet it was?


  Until you got that phone call, Carlos says.


  I close my eyes and lift the phone to my forehead for a moment. He does remember. I bring the phone back to my ear. Do you play golf?


  Carlos laughs. Where did that come from? Talk about a non sequitur!


  Bear with me, I assure him. I dont play golf either. I cant imagine a more boring pastime. But theres a term golfers use called a mulligan.


  A mulligan? Carlos says. Thats a new one to me.


  Well, its basically a do-over. Its a second chance. I gnaw a bit at my lower lip. I know where Im going with this, but I question if Carlos does. And I wonder if this direction is the right one. Its late, and maybe Im past the age where I should be inviting men over.


  What are you? Eighty? I kick myself mentally. I may have passed fifty, but Im not that old.


  A second chance, Carlos says. Do we ever really get them?


  Would you like to try and find out?


  Carlos doesnt say anything for a while, and I worry that Ive put him off. That maybe now hell perceive me, like my horny last date, Chet, as just another gay dude on the make.


  Id love to find out if theres such a thing as a second chance. Carloss simple declaration inspires in me a feeling I dont think Ive had in many moons. I might even call it joy.


  I swallow and say, Would you like to come over? Im in Rogers Park, so you could probably walk.


  Tell me where Im going.


  I give him the address, and we hang up with mutual See you soons.


  This time, I think, Ill turn off my phone when he gets here.


  I give the condo a quick once-over. The advantage of being an obsessively neat gay man of a certain age is that one is always ready for unexpected company. The place looks acceptable, I think as I straighten the stack of magazines on the coffee table and put the coffee mug from this morning in the dishwasher. I hurry into the bedroom, shoo Ezra from the bed, and pull the sheets and comforter up. I smooth everything out with my hand and then throw the extra pillows in their shams on top. I look down at the bed and wonder if things will go on there tonight. After all, this is a second chance, right?


  But a lot of water has rushed under the bridge since Carlos and I were horny twentysomethings, I caution myself. Maybe I should just consider what well talk about.


  Yeah, right. Im still a gay man. And hes still a very hot gay man.


  I wonder if Ill have time for a quick shower and decide I wont. It would be just my luck to be under the spray when he arrives. Hes in the neighborhood. He could be here in as little as five minutes.


  Well, you could at least put on something a little less obvious than boxer shorts. Or do you want him to see you as the craven slut you once were? Memories rush back of younger days when I was desperate enough and bold enough to hook up via a phone sex line and later the Internet, and to greet my prospective suitor at the door in nothing but a pair of black briefs or a jock strap.


  I dont even know where my jock strap is, I think and bark out a nervous laugh. Im sure I have one around here somewhere. What would Carlos do if I answered the door wearing it? I can just picture myself, leaning against the doorframe with a come-hither look in my eyes and saying, Hey, sailor….


  I shake my head. The confidence and nerve, not to mention the body, I had to pull off such a move have gone the way of the Sony Walkman. I pull open my dresser drawers and closet and in a few minutes am more tamely attired in a pair of faded Levis and a Chicago Cubs T-shirt. Hey, I can at least try to pass for butch.


  Too soon and not soon enough, my phone rings, and I know its Carlos at my front gate.


  What if its not? A sudden thought occurs to me. What if its Tate, calling to say hes on his way home? Oh, wouldnt that just be too perfect? I love my boy and want to be with him as much as possible, just not right now.


  Fortunately the number on the screen is not Tates. Tates name, not his number, would come up anyway, along with a picture of him I took last summer at a street fair in Evanston.


  I walk over to the window with the phone in my hand, to where I can see the front gate. Its him. Its Carlos.


  I dont say anything. I simply hit the number on the screen that will unlatch the gate. I go to wait by the door for the sound of his footfalls on the staircase.


  Is this really happening?


  I close my eyes as I hear the tread of his footsteps ascending, then getting closer as he approaches my front door. My heart beats a little faster. A line of sweat trickles down my back. Im in my twenties again.


  I open the door, and hes there. Just for a moment, I flash back to a drizzly night in Evanston, standing across the street from the South Boulevard L Station and seeing him emerge. Back then, my stomach gave a little lurch, and my head filled with a potent cocktail of joy and desire.


  The feeling tonight, some thirty-odd years later, is not much different.


  But decorum prevails. My head tells me I dont really know this man, and my heart says I do, in all the right ways. The ways that count.


  I open the door wider and try to quell the slight shaking I feel in my hands. This moment has an element of the surreal to it. Hey there. You want to come in?


  No. I just wanted a glimpse of you. A glimpse is enough. And he turns to head back down the stairs.


  Just as quickly, he turns around again and grins. Silly. Of course I want to come in.


  I step back to let him pass. I catch a whiff of sandalwood as he passes by. I breathe it in.


  He stands, shifting his weight from foot to foot, and we eye each other nervously. There are shy smiles. I think both of us have the same feeling of What now?


  I move to the kitchen. Would you like something to drink? Ive got beer and some Vinho Verde.


  He comes up behind me and peers into the refrigerator. The wine might be nice.


  I pull out the green bottle and hold it up. Theres only about a half a bottle here. But I have more.


  Carlos goes to my living room area and plops down on the couch. Thank God for that. Are you as nervous as I am?


  I spill some of the wine on the counter in my first attempt to pour a glass. Itll be sticky in the morning, but I cant be bothered with it right now. Me? N-n-nervous? Why do you ask? I chuckle. I lift the two haphazardly filled glasses and hurry over to the couch to hand one to Carlos. I sit down at the opposite end of the couch, scared to death that, for the rest of my life, I will never be able to think of a single thing to say again.


  Carlos tastes the wine. This is good. I always loved Vinho Verde. Its such a young wine, so light. He takes another sip. Ah, we forgot to toast. He holds his glass up, which forces me to move closer.


  We clink glasses, and I say, To young wines. That elicits a smile from Carlos before he takes another sip. He reaches into his wineglass with his finger and then brings his finger to my lips and runs it around their surface. Its like his finger is electrically charged. He then kisses me, whisper light, and pulls back. He looks at me as though hes testing to see what my reaction will be.


  Im honestly not sure what my reaction is. I lean back into the couch, savoring the taste of the wine and even more, Carlos, on my lips. I both want more and dont. This is weird. You never know how youre going to feel about a thing until it happens. I confess, This is strange.


  Why?


  You being here. I thought about you over the years. I never forgot you. And lately I even did a little searching for you, through the magic of social media. I look over at him, gauging, wanting to be sure hes not creeped out or that he thinks Im a stalker. But I couldnt find anything.


  Ah, Im not much for Facebook, and I dont even know how to tweet.


  I shrug. So I really kind of came to the conclusion Id never find you again.


  Andy? Why did you look? Why did you always remember?


  I reach over and turn off the lamp on the end table next to me. The room is now dimly lit by just the light over my range, across the breakfast bar that separates my kitchen from the living room. Its not a move to inspire romance, at least not consciously, but to allow me to talk more. Ive been waiting yearsdecades, reallyfor these words to tumble out. I never thought Id have the chance. I want to make it as easy on myself as possible.


  Ive wondered that same thing. I mean, why do I remember you? Dont be offended, you were a hot guy and still are, but Ive known lots of hot guys over the years. I eye him. More than Id care to admit. I laugh. And Ive had a few of those thirty-second love affairs on the L too.


  Whats that?


  A thirty-second love affair is when two guys eyes meet on the train and something passes between them. Most likely lust, but its a significant moment, captured just for an instant. But theres an understanding that goes beyond words.


  But those guys are like dreams, you know? Memories of them scatter quickly. I take a sip of my wine, set the glass down, and then look at Carlos, my gaze probing. But you. I never forgot you. I dont know why that is.


  Does it matter?


  Maybe not. Maybe what matters is that fate, and not me, has thrown us together again.


  Carlos inches closer on the couch. Do you think fate is trying to tell us something?


  Ah, I dont know if I believe in all that. I finish my wine. I go in the kitchen and then call over my shoulder, I dont have any more of this stuff chilled. Do you want something else?


  Ive still got some. Im fine.


  One sec. I run out the back door and grab my beer off the step, where it hasnt warmed up too much. I go back and sit down next to Carlos, close enough that our shoulders now touch. I dont look at him as I ask, Did you ever think about me over the years?


  What he answers hurts. No. Not really. Not all that much, anyway. He turns my head with his hand so Im forced to look at him. I had someone. His name was Harry, and he made me very happy. I used to think that people who said theyd found their soul mate or that they could never look at another man were romantic fools. And then I met Harry, and they didnt seem like such fools anymore.


  We had a good many years together, and then he passed away. Carlos finally looks away from me, and I can see the tears standing in his eyes. Then I really believed I wouldnt look at another man. No one could take the place of my Harry.


  My feelings deflate. What are we doing here?


  But Carlos goes on. And then I met you again tonight. And it all came back. And I realized that the same thing was true for methat you were always there, in the background, that sweet memory of two young men, little more than boys, staring at one another on a crowded L, both of us, I bet, thinking nothing would ever come of those looks.


  Yet something did. And it was ripped away all too soon. Or maybe not. Maybe we were meant to follow the paths we did. I know I wouldnt trade my time with Harry for anything.


  A sudden realization hits me. And I wouldnt trade being married to Alison either. I got Tate out of the bargain, and in spite of the core problem in our relationship, I got a good friend and someone else to really love. Over the years, Ive made peace with my marriage to Alison and the fallout that my confusion caused, and she has too. The most important thing we both learned is that we did really love each other, in spite of sexual orientation.


  Carlos says, So maybe we were meant to meet, just not when we thought. Maybe now is when fate or whatever intended for us to get together. He smiles.


  A second chance…, I murmur.


  No, a first chance. And he closes the very short distance between us and takes me in his arms, this time for a real kiss. The kiss lingers, and I close my eyes. In my mind, I dont see the older Carlos kissing me, but the young one, the handsome guy who caught my eye on the L all those years ago. I can see him in my minds eye as though it were only yesterday when I first spied him on that westbound train. He was one of the most beautiful men Id ever seen, and he knocked the foundations of the structure of self-loathing and self-deceit Id built up around myself right down. They crumbled like so much dust under a wrecking ball.


  The thing I liked most about him? His eyes, warm liquid chocolate. They had a way of seeing deep into me. I open my own eyes now as his tongue probes deeper into my mouth, finding my own tongue and calling it out to dance.


  The eyes are the same. Always.


  Were too close for our gazes to really connect, and this is why, I suppose, Carlos breaks the kiss. He pulls back, holding my face in front of him, framed by his two hands. Eres tan hermoso, Carlos whispers. I dont know Spanish, but I know what he means. Those deep brown orbs say it for him.


  And Im flattered.


  We move together again, our lips becoming one. Somehow Carlos pulls at me, and through body language, I understand what he wants. I climb on top, my legs straddling his lap as our kisses grow more passionate, straying from our lips to our necks, earlobes, and eyelids.


  Our bodies are aligned in one formation of silken electricity. It pulses through me as my hunger for Carlos grows. The years vanish, and we become what we were thentwo men hungry for the other, filled with a need so powerful it wentand goesbeyond words.


  Soon we are both ripping off our shirts and casting them to the floor so that more skin is revealed to touch, caress, kiss, and suck.


  In our current position, its impossible to do what our bodies are commandingtake off the pants! Take off the pants!


  I reluctantly pull away from Carlos, and the thought comes to me that I feel very comfortable with him, not just nearly blinded with desire. And I wonder if this is because we have been down this road before.


  Did I remember to turn the phone off? Is the door locked? Tate could walk right in on this scene, and I dont know how hed react. I wouldnt want him to see his dad in such a state.


  For this reason and for the other, that I now want Carlos so bad to complete what we started thirty some years ago, I tell him, We should go into the bedroom.


  Are you sure?


  Positive. I think of what he does for work, and I hasten to add, Not positive in the literal sense.


  That doesnt matter, he says. He gets up from the couch.


  We are holding hands.


  He stops me at the threshold to the bedroom. Ezra jumps down from the bed and runs from the room. Hes never been much for live sex shows, even though those have been few and far between in the last several years.


  Carlos asks me, Did you turn off your phone? Or phones?


  I only have a cell these days. In my ardor Ive forgotten where I left it. I think its in here. I tug him into the bedroom. My phone is on the nightstand, and when I pick it up, I notice the little red circle with the number one in it, indicating I have a new text.


  Oh Lord, please dont let this be anything bad.


  I read the text, and its from Tate. Hes just letting me know that he and Kelly are heading down to the bars in Andersonville, and he will be very late. I shouldnt wait up for him.


  Carlos comes up behind me and embraces me. He peers over my shoulder at the screen. The feel of his hands on my torso, moving restlessly up and down, are a small bit of heaven, and they make me weak in the knees.


  Everything okay? he whispers hotly into my ear.


  I turn to him. Everything is fine. Couldnt be better. And I commence kissing him again. I tug at his belt buckle. He grabs my hand to stop me, and I look at him quizzically.


  Your phone. Turn it off.


  I laugh. I do.


  We both fall on the bed, making a clumsy yet oh-so-delicious dance of passionate kissing and taking off the final remnants of clothing and casting them to the floor.


  In a break to catch our breaths, Carlos pants. Its all coming back. You were just about to go get some lube when the phone rang.


  I laugh. Youre right. Shall we pick up from there?


  I think we should.


  I roll over to take the bottle of ID Millennium out of the nightstand drawer, surprised it isnt attached to the bottom by cobwebs, and set it on the tables surface.


  Back then, it wouldnt have crossed our minds to even think much about rubbers. I roll back to him, tracing a line with my finger down the cleft between his pecs.


  But this is now, Carlos says.


  I roll back over and remove a box of condoms from the drawer and set it next to the lube. I turn back to him. We wont plan anything, I say and laugh.


  Nothing at all, he says, rising up to cover my naked body with his own.


  My legs rise up to meet his shoulders.


  CHAPTER 21: CARLOS


  


  


  WE AWAKEN to the sound of a door opening in the other room. I feel Andy tense next to me in the bed. He pulls away, and I wince a little as our bodies unglue from the come binding us together.


  There are footsteps. Another door shuts, and I assume its the bathroom. After a pause the toilet flushes, and I hear running water. I whisper underneath its rush, Do you want me to go? Is this another guy you had lined up to come over tonight?


  Andy punches me in the chest. Its my son!


  I know that. I get up on one elbow and smile down through the pale yellow-tinged light filtering in through the blinds. In the dimness, Andy looks almost the same as he did back when I first spied him, and that makes me smile bigger.


  We say nothing as the bathroom door creaks open and there are more footsteps. Another door closes.


  Hell be getting in bed now, Andy whispers.


  As the song goes, should I stay or should I go?


  Andy looks up at me and runs his fingers through my hair. He sighs. Id like very much for you to stay. He pushes himself up to kiss me lightly. But I think it might be a little weird to have scrambled eggs with you and my son in the morning. I dont think Ive ever had a man here when he stayed over. It just never seemed right to me.


  I get up a bit, my back against the headboard. I continue to whisper. Its okay. I get it. Although I would like to share a meal with you guys one day.


  Oh, that can be arranged. Definitely. And soon?


  Yes. I kiss Andy and then get up more fully, placing my feet on the floor. Over my shoulder I ask, What time is it anyway?


  Its a little after four.


  Wow.


  We were busy, Andy says, snickering in the dark.


  We certainly were. I didnt know I could still go for not round two but round three at my age!


  Shhh, Andy says, laughing. We had a lot to catch up on.


  I get up, and as Andy watches, I dress. Well, at least I pull my pants on. I just remembered our shirts and shoes are out in the living room, helter-skelter on the floor.


  Hopefully it was too dark for Tate to see them. If he did, hell get over it. Hes a big boy.


  I move to the bedroom door and open it a crack. The coast is clear. I creep out on tiptoes to retrieve the rest of my clothing. This is fun. It makes me feel Im the age I was when Andy and I first attempted a night like this one.


  I come back to the bedroom and sit down beside Andy. Do you have the same sense that I do?


  That its unreal? Andy asks.


  Yeah, that. But also that this is something special. I dont want to get all philosophical or new agey here, but there must be a reason you and I remembered our very brief meeting for all those years and that we ended up back on each others radar now.


  It does seem like fate, Andy says. I can see the weariness in his eyes. I should know. I helped put it there. I also know I should be getting on my way. He needs to sleep. But I have one more thing to say. Not so much fate, but whats kind of magical to me is that we held each other hereI touch his chest above where his heart isand hereI tap his foreheadfor all those years. Thats gotta mean something.


  I think it does. It always did.


  I struggle into my shirt and then pull on my socks and boots. I know I dont have to say, but you know this is more than a one-night stand, right? I dont do one-nighters anymore. I think of Fremont and add, Much.


  Andy smiles. If it was, how could I ever respect myself in the morning? He touches my face. Oh wait, it is morning.


  And I should get out of here before I run into your son.


  Ah, he probably wont be up until noon. Youth. Sleeping until eight is sleeping in for me these days.


  Tell me about it. Anyway, if he was out drinking, he may get up for the bathroom.


  It wouldnt kill him to see you.


  Still, Id like to imagine our next meeting to be over a nice dinner. Maybe at my place? I make a mean ropa vieja.


  That sounds wonderful.


  I lean in to kiss him, and he pulls me hard to him, forcing me down. Our cocks stir again. I chuckle and look down. Not bad for a couple of old guys.


  Should we go for another round?


  You dont mean it, I say.


  I wish I did. Andy kisses me again and then pushes at my chest. Go on now. Well talk soon. Okay?


  Count on it. Theres a sticky note pad on his nightstand and a pen. I lean over and talk as Im writing. Im leaving you my work number and my e-mail, just so you have no excuses.


  At last I stand and walk to the door. I look over at Andy, who is lying in bed, eyeing me.


  Now were complete.


  


  


  THE STREETS of Rogers Park are, for once, quiet as I make my way to the L station on Morse. Its a walk of several blocks, and Im grateful for the time alone to think and to savor the chill in the predawn air and the silence, as if the whole city is asleep.


  On Morse I pass restaurants, dollar stores, and cafés, many of their fronts covered with metal gates. To the east I see a thin line of silver where the lake would be, and I know the sun is preparing to rise. Papers and other trash skitter across the road. A lone cab cruises by, and its driver considers me. Im tempted to splurge but wave him on. I want a ride on the L. It somehow seems fitting.


  I climb the stairs up to the platform. A man, homeless I assume, sleeps on one of the benches. His head pokes up out of a filthy sleeping bag, and around him are gathered what I imagine to be his worldly goods, all tucked into black plastic garbage bags.


  I look down at the street, where a few more cars pass by. I see a young man walking west, and I imagine that hes just left the arms of a lover, as I have.


  I dont know where things will go with Andy. I have hopes, but we are now just as we were then, just beginning. I have pretty good intuition when it comes to people, and Id be surprised if we didnt build something significant, but its really too soon to tell.


  I see the lights of the train at the station north of meJarvis. A cold wind makes me shiver.


  The train pulls into the station, and I board. Im the only passenger in my car, save for a young woman at the very back whos asleep. Shes wearing what I would imagine to be a party dressbright and sparkling fuchsiaand her lipstick is smeared. I hope shes sleeping off a wonderful time.


  I sit down at the opposite end of the car as the train lurches into motion and stare out the window. Its still dark, but the sky is that peculiar shade of gray that portends the dawn. I could press my head against the glass and let the trains motion rock me to sleep.


  But then Id miss switching trains at Belmont, and God only knows where Id end up.


  I feel my phone vibrate once in my pocket, letting me know Ive either gotten an e-mail or a text. I smile. I like to think its a text from Andy, telling me again how wonderful our night was.


  But when I pull the phone from my pocket, theres no indication of a text. I go into my e-mail and find a new one with the subject line: Another Note. Its from AndyS58.


  I press the screen so the e-mail will open.


  


  Dear Carlos,


  Remember that first time we were together? I gave you a letter that night. I dont know if youll even recall what it said, but I do. That letter was an apology. It was from a tortured young man who, in spite of desires that longed to be recognized, couldnt accept himself. I remember him so well. That young man was filled with a kind of hope that the impossible could change and that the life he wanted, and everyone he knew wanted for him, could happen.


  I cast you away with that letter. With this one, I cast that young man away.


  My hope now is that Im drawing you back in. Hope. Thats what the two letters had in common. That first letter to you was filled with a tainted hopea wish for something that could never come true.


  This one is filled, I believe, with a purer hope. That you and I have been given a second chance that maybe neither of us ever believed would come.


  I like to think that. I like to think of you, which I am doing right now, lying here in my bed. I can still smell the scent of you on the pillow next to me.


  Until we meet again….


  And hey, can we make it thirty-two hours instead of thirty-two years?


  


  Yours in hope,


  Andy


  


  I stare down at the screen and realize Im smiling. I look up and see that a young man has boarded the train while I lingered over Andys sweet message. Hes young, bundled into a winter coat thats probably too warm or will be once the sun comes up, and he has his nose buried in a book.


  He reminds me of Andy.


  EPILOGUE: TATE


  


  


  ITS ONE of those autumn days that still looks like summer. The sun is shining brilliantly, and there are only a few clouds, long wisps of white, up high. The leaves have only just begun to turn, and green is still predominant. Bees buzz in the air. The water of Lake Michigan sparkles like someone has cast diamonds upon its surface. Its waves crash gently onto the shore.


  Wafts of roasting meat from grills permeate the warm breezes, and I hear the laughter of children and the murmur of conversations all around. A car passes by, engine grumbling, but above it, an aria is playing on the radio. Jessye Norman.


  Yet theres an undercurrent, barely noticeable, that summer has already packed and is waiting at the station to make its departure for another year. Maybe its conditioned in my bones from years of repetition, but I know night will fall earlier, and it will be a little cooler than the previous night. The shadows on the ground are just a tad longer than they were in August. The boats on the water are fewer. Winter patiently bides his time, knowing eventually that he will reign, all of this but a memory.


  But I dont want to think about that coming season, or even autumn. Were here today with my dad and his new boyfriend, Carlos. I gaze up from the blankets weve spread out and look at the two of them, walking along the shoreline. Dads in cargo shorts and a white Cozumel T-shirt I brought back from a trip there with Mom a couple of years ago. He looks young, tanned, and vigorous, and from this distance at least, I can almost imagine him as a contemporary of mine rather than a parent. Carlos walks next to him, talking animatedly, using his hands a lot. Hes wearing jeans, rolled up, and a loose-fitting linen shirt, pale blue. The shirt makes a wonderful contrast to his skin. Hes a pretty gorgeous guy, one that I would only admit to myself Im a little attracted to. I mean, come on, hot Latin Papi… whats not to like?


  As I said, though, Id never admit that anywhere farther out than from the confines of my own mind. I have my own hot guy anyway, who should be getting here any minute now. Completely different from Carlos but all mine! At least for now….


  Anyway, Im happy for Dad. Growing up, I watched him hunt for the right guy and meet lots of losers on the way. There was always this guy or that one he wanted me to meet. Wed go to lunch on a Sunday, or take in the Lincoln Park Zoo, or maybe ride the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier. Those guys are all pretty interchangeable in my mind, maybe because none of them were right.


  They were always just putting on a show, being friendly to me. I think to most of them I was little more than an obstacle, something standing in the way of my dad. I saw right through it. And so, I think, did my dad.


  They never lasted, and sometimes I wondered if Dad was trapped in a kind of torture. Hed met my mother when they were younger than I am now, and I know they had a passionate and very loving relationship, but one that could never be because he was not only hiding from himself, but also from her.


  It was rough for a while, once they split up. I was only six, and it was hard for me to understand why our happy little family had had the supports kicked out from underneath it.


  A memory comes to me, and it warms. Im standing with my little blue coat on in the vestibule of Dads apartment building, waiting for my mom to pick me up. I must have been six or seven, and Dad had his first boyfriend, a passive-aggressive type named Keith, who wasnt home for my visit this time. Dad and I had watched a videotape from Blockbuster, Edward Scissorhands, and ordered in pizza. I remember asking, a little tearfully, if Dad loved Keith more than me. He got down on his knees and gathered me into his arms and said, No, never. I have never doubted his love since then. As I grew, though, and saw Dads string of failed relationships, I always wanted him to find someone to love at least as much as he loves me. I smile to myself. Maybe he has.


  Time heals, and we all moved on. Except Dad. He always seemed trapped in his neat little existence. Never miserable, but never happy either. He would see his friend, Jules, take me on visits to Ohio to hang out with our family back there, and date the occasional guy.


  Looking out at him and Carlos now does my heart good. Anyone seeing them would know theyre two gay men. They cant hide the way they look at each other, the smiles they have only for the other. Theyd be holding hands, I think, if they were brought up in a different generation.


  But I can also see theyre two guys in love. Dad waited a long time to reintroduce me to Carlos, and I think he wanted to be sure about him, that he wasnt yet another empty dream in a long line of empty dreams. He told me about their dates throughout the summer and would conveniently leave out that Carlos was spending several nights a week at his place. I knew. Id sometimes hear Carlos in the background, or thered be music playing that wasnt quite what Dad would choose.


  I was happy for him and hoped for the best.


  Dad arranged this lakefront picnic today so the four of us could get together. Its a little awkward because theres so much hope in all the partieshope that well all get along, well all be friends.


  And theres hope for me too. I look away from Dad and Carlos to see Kelly walking toward me. He has a shy grin on his face, and hes barefoot, wearing cutoff jean shorts and a white T-shirt. His red hair and freckles give him a boyish look, but that bodyoh, that bodycontradicts it.


  Hey, stranger. He plops down on the blanket beside me and gives me a kiss. A long, lingering one. If someone is watching and has an issue with it, thats their problem, not ours.


  We recline back on the blanket, both propped up on our elbows. Wind rustles the leaves above us.


  Its a gorgeous day, I say.


  Oh yeah. Ill need sunscreen. Im not like you. You brown. I burn.


  I offer to lather it on him, all over. Ill make sure to get your most vulnerable places.


  What? And get me all worked up in front of your dad? No way! Kelly laughs. He grabs my hand and intertwines his fingers with mine. Do you like him?


  Who, Carlos? Sure. He seems like a nice man. Kind. The important thing, though, is that Dad likes him. And I think he does, maybe even loves him. And thats good to finally see.


  Kelly moves behind me and massages my shoulders. I close my eyes. He leans down and whispers, Love is always good to see.


  I grab one of his hands and kiss it.


  


  AFTERWORD: RICK


  


  


  THIS IS a work of fiction, but its based, more than anything else Ive written, on my own life. For the curious, I will admit that much of what happened in 1982 happened in my own life that same year. Carlos was a real person, and that poorly timed phone call from my mother actually happened. Or maybe it wasnt so poorly timed after all. As Andy realizes, the paths we take in life should never be regretted because they bring us both treasures and tragedies. Like Andy, I wouldnt trade my treasures for anything. So thank you, Mom, for calling to ask about the wedding. Life can change in the blink of an eye.


  The truth of the second part lies more in my imagination. Like Andy, I had a string of failed relationships. And like him too, I found the man who made my life complete, even if he wasnt the gorgeous Cuban I flirted with on the L. Hes better. But the second half of the book, I like to imagine, is what could have happened had I not met my husband. Who knows?


  I hope youve enjoyed taking this stroll down memory lane with me and that youve found the journey in imagination to what might have been satisfying. Id love to hear from you at jimmyfels@gmail.com if youd like to let me know what you thought of the book.


  And Carlos, if youre reading this, you can get in touch too. Although Im happily spoken for now, it might be interesting to hear how your life has turned out. I hope as good as my own and that your happy ending came to you as well.
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  It should have been a perfect night out. Instead, Mark and Donald collide with tragedy when they leave their favorite night spot. That dark October night, three gay-bashers emerge from the gloom, armed with slurs, fists, and an aluminum baseball bat.


  The hate crime leaves Donald lost and alone, clinging to the memory of the only man he ever loved. He is haunted, both literally and figuratively, by Mark and what might have been. Trapped in a limbo offering no closure, Donald cant immediately accept the salvation his new neighbor, Walter, offers. Walters kindness and patience are qualities his sixteen-year-old nephew, Justin, understands well. Walter provides the only sense of family the boys ever known. But Justin holds a dark secret that threatens to tear Donald and Walter apart before their love even has a chance to blossom.


  http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com


  Caregiver
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Its 1991, and Dan Calzolaio has just moved to Florida with his lover, Mark, having fled Chicago and Marks addictions to begin a new life on the Gulf Coast. Volunteering for the Tampa AIDS Alliance is just one part of that new beginning, and thats how Dan meets his new buddy, Adam.


  Adam Schmidt is not at all what Dan expected. The guy is an originalwitty, wry, and sarcastic with a fondness for a smart black dress, Barbra Streisand, and a good mai tai. Adam doesnt let his imminent death get him down, even through a downward spiral that sees him thrown in jail.


  Each step of Adams journey teaches Dan new lessons about strength and resilience, but its Adams lover, Sullivan, to whom Dan feels an almost irresistible pull. Dan knows the attraction isnt right, even after he dumps his cheating, drug-abusing boyfriend. But then Adam passes away, and it leaves Sullivan and Dan both alone to see if they can turn their love for Adam into something whole and real for each other.
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  Chaser
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Caden DeSarro is what they call a chubby chaser. He likes his guys with a few extra pounds on them. So when he meets Kevin Dodge in a bar bathroom, he cant help but stare, even if he does make an ass of himself. As far as Caden is concerned, Kevin is physically perfect: a stocky bearded blond with a dick thats just right. (They met in the bathroomof course he looked!) But Caden gets tongue-tied and misses his chance.


  When Caden runs into Kevin one night on the El train, he figures its fate offering him a second shot. Caden manages to get invited back to Kevins place for a one-night stand that turns into the kind of relationship hes dreamed about.


  But the course of true love never did run smooth, and Kevin and Cadens romance is no exception. When Caden returns from a few weeks away on business, Kevin surprises him with a new and improved bodyone that fits Cadens shallow friend Bobbys ideal, not Cadens. Caden doesnt know what to do, and his hesitation is just the opportunity Bobby was looking for. This isnt the same Kevin he fell in love with… is it?
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  Raining Men
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  The character you loved to hate in Chaser becomes the character you will simply love in Raining Men.


  Its been raining men for most of Bobby Nelsons adult life. Normally, he wouldnt have it any other way, but lately somethings missing. Now, he wants the deluge to slow to a single special drop. But is it even possible for Bobby to find the one after endless years of hooking up?


  When Bobbys father passes away, Bobby finally examines his rocky relationship with the man and how it might have contributed to his inability to find the love he yearns for. Guided by a sexy therapist, a Sex Addicts Anonymous group, a well-endowed Chihuahua named Johnny Wadd, and Bobbys own cache of memories, Bobby takes a spiritual, sexual, and emotional journey to discover that lifes most satisfactory love connections lie in quality, not quantity. And when hes ready to love not only himself but someone else, sex and love fit, at last, into one perfect package.
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  Dignity Takes a Holiday
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Pete Thickwhistle doesnt live what one might call a charmed life. At age forty-seven, hes a flamboyant gay man who believes no one knows hes gay, still living at home with his harpy of a mother. Worse, hes still a virgin, longing to find just the right man to make his life complete. Petes an upbeat kind of guy, yet hes never learned that the answer to his motto What could possibly go wrong? is always: Everything.


  Petes road to love and happiness is full of potholes, yet he never tires of searching, despite job losses, weight battles, clothing faux pas, and disastrous vacations, parties, and dating debacles. Pete is the ultimate underdog living a television situation comedy, one named Dignity Takes a Holiday.
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  Dinner at Home
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  It only takes a few days for Ollie DAngelo to lose his boyfriend, his job, and his home. Instead of mourning what he doesnt have, Ollie celebrates what he does: the freedom to pursue his real passioncooking. He begins Dinner at Home, a home-catering business, and it takes off.


  Late one night, Ollie catches Hank Mellinger, a streetwise hood down on his luck, about to rob his car. Ollie soon discovers that appearances arent necessarily what they seem. Hank isnt a criminal caught red-handed, but a hungry young man trying to make a life for himself and the four-year-old niece hes trying desperately to take care of.


  Instead of calling the cops, Ollie offers Hank a job and a way to pull himself up by his bootstraps. Together, they discover they can really cook… and that their shared passion for food just might lead to a passion for each other.
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  Homecoming
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  After losing his partner Toby, Chase faces a long, painful road back to life and love. At first, he doesnt see how he can go on, but then Chase and Tobys old friend Mike cajoles him into returning to Chicago for the annual International Mr. Leather Competition. There Chase revisits a world of hot, casual sex that he had forgotten existed, meets a friend who cares more for him than he ever realized, and discovers the possibility that he might yet find his way home.
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  Hungry for Love
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Nate Tippie and Brandon Wilde are gay, single, and both hoping to meet that special man, even though fate has not yet delivered him to their doorstep. Nates sister, Hannah, and her kooky best friend, Marilyn, are about to help fate with that task by creating a profile on the gay dating site, OpenHeartOpenMind. The two women are only exploring, but when they need a face and body for the persona they create, they use Nate as the model.


  When Brandon comes across the false profile, he falls for the guy he sees online. Keeping up the charade, Hannah begins corresponding with him, posing as Nate. Real complications begin when Brandon wants to meet Nate, but Nate doesnt even know hes being used in the online dating ruse. Hannah and Marilyn concoct another story and send Nate out to let the guy down gently. But when Nate and Brandon meet, the two men feel an instant and powerful pull toward each other. Cupid seems to have shot his bow, but how do Nate and Brandon climb out from under a mountain of deceit without letting go of their chance at love?


  http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com


  Husband Hunters
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  You never know where the love of your life might turn up.


  When Matt Connelly suggests to his best buddy Cody Mook that they head to downtown Seattle to audition for the gay reality TV show Husband Hunters, both agree the experience might be a lark and a chance to grab their fifteen minutes of fame. What they dont know is that the show, modeled after HGTVs House Hunters, will open doors of longing neither expected. For Matt, the secret love he has long harbored for Cody might be thrust into the spotlight. Cody might realize his search for his perfect-forever-man extends no farther than the man whos always been at his side.


  Husband Hunters promises laughter, tears, and, just maybe, a happy ever after. Will Cody and Matts story be one of best-friends-to-loversor an outright disaster?
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  Legally Wed
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  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Love comes along when you least expect it. Thats what Duncan Taylors sister, Scout, tells him. Scout has everything Duncan wantsa happy life with a wonderful husband. Now that Seattle has made gay marriage legal, Duncan knows he can have the same thing. But when he proposes to his boyfriend Tucker, he doesnt get the answer he hoped for. Tuckers refusal is another misstep in a long line of failed romances. Despairing, Duncan thinks of all the loving unions in his lifeand how every one of them is straight. Maybe he could be happy, if not sexually compatible, with a woman. When zany, gay-man-loving Marilyn Samples waltzes into his life, he thinks he may have found his answer.


  Determined to settle, Duncan forgets his sisters wisdom about love and begins planning a wedding with Marilyn. But life throws Duncan a curveball. When he meets wedding planner Peter Dalrymple, unexpected sparks ignite. Neither man knows how long he can resist his powerful attraction to the other. For sure, theres a wedding in the future. But whose?
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