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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  HENRY APPLEBY stared at the Craigslist ad on his iMac screen. No, it was not in the Men Seeking Men or the Casual Encounters section. Henry had perused those ads, but at eighteen years old, he found most of those ads were more for education, titillation, and fantasy. He couldnt imagine the guys who posted them, nor could he picture the brave souls who had the courage to respond. Still, they showed Henry a part of the world he was curious about, even if he was not ready to take such a seedy plunge, if he ever would be.


  No, the ad that had caught Henrys eye was in the Jobs section. More specifically, it was in the food/bev/hosp subsection. It read:


  


  General Kitchen Help Wanted


  Fiorellos, Rogers Park Fine Italian Dining destination, is looking for general front-end and back-end help. Youll do everything from wash dishes and bus tables to food prep. Pay is minimum wage, but its a great way to learn the food industry from the ground up. High school graduate or GED required; past restaurant work desirable but not necessary. Please call in person at the restaurant between the hours of 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. No phone calls, e-mails, or postal inquiries, please.


  


  Henry had been staring at the ad for more than fifteen minutes. The only break had been the few minutes he took to leave Craigslist to google Fiorellos and locate their address on Jarvis Avenue. Even though Henry lived in Evanston, only a short drive away from Rogers Park, Chicagos farthest-north lakefront neighborhood, he had never been by the place.


  Henrys father, Theodore, but known to everyone else as Tank, startled Henry out of his reverie. Henry jumped a little as his father swept into the room without warning.


  You looking at porn sites again? Damn, to be young! His booming voice intruded on the sunny early June morning.


  Henry quickly shifted the Google tab on his computer to the website for NYU and turned to give what he knew was a sheepish grin to his strapping father. Even though he had been doing nothing close to what his dad had suggested, heat still rose to Henrys cheeks. What? No, no, of course not.


  His father, already dressed in his Ermenegildo Zegna suit, crisp white shirt, and rep tie, whacked him playfully on the back of the head. Lighten up, kid. I was just kidding. He laughed. And if youre lookin at a little T&A, who am I to complain? Youre a red-blooded American male, just like your dad.


  Henry could only keep grinning stupidly. Porn would have been one thing. His father would have accepted, maybe even welcomed, his son looking at the ubiquitous one-handed art so prevalent on the Web, but he would have had a shit fit if he had known his son was getting excited over an employment ad for kitchen help.


  Now there was horror. Kitchen help was not appropriate. Not in the Appleby family.


  His father moved back toward the entrance to Henrys room. That summer help position at my law firm is still waiting for you. I told the partners you could start next week. You okay with that?


  Henry still could not find a single word to say. He knew his father wasnt really asking if he was okay with it; he was simply reminding Henry of his obligation. Henry scratched his blond hair as if fleas had suddenly invaded it. He kept grinning and wondered if he resembled a chimp. He nodded weakly. Sure, Dad, he finally managed to utter. In a bold move for Henry, he added, Im just considering all my options for the summer. You know, last time to be free and all that.


  What options? his father asked in a chiding voice. Youre prelaw at NYU this fall, right? What could be better than working for one of the best investment law firms in Chicago? Thats some solid résumé shit, son.


  Youre right, Dad. Henry said the words but experienced a sinking sensation, as one does when one speaks something that comes from the head but not the heart.


  Well, enjoy the life of Riley for a few more days. I dont blame you. Theyre gonna work you to the bone down there, but youll learn a lot.


  Sounds great, Henry said without much conviction. He let his gaze roam back to his iMac screen, staring at the Craigslist tab. Could he dare?


  See you later, kiddo. The early bird and all that. And by the way, what the hell are you doing up at 7:00 a.m.?


  I dont know, Dad. I was awake.


  And decided to go online before anything else. You kids. Typical. Tank ran his fingers playfully through his sons mop of hair. Well need to get this cut before Monday. Go see Giovanni, he said, referring to his barber on Main Street.


  Henrys shoulders relaxed, and he let out a long breath as his father exited the room. He got up and crept to his bedroom door, watching as Tank descended the winding staircase. His father paused to pick up his metal briefcase from its place in the foyer, slipped the Wall Street Journal under his arm, and then headed outside.


  The sound of the Lexus starting up in the drive let Henry know it was safe to go back in his room and return to Craigslist, where he could ponder such an outrageous position as General Kitchen Help.


  


  


  IN THE kitchen, their housekeeper, Maxine, was making herself some breakfast. Henry paused to watch the woman whod been a part of the Applebys daily life since he was a little boy. She was what his mother would call pleasingly plump, with broad shoulderslike a linebacker, his dad jokedand even wider hips. She didnt wear a uniform but always came to work dressed the same: black polyester slacks and a polyblend loose-fitting top, usually floral-patterned. Her hair, once a startling shade of red, had dulled over the years and was now shot through with gray. Still, it was a riot of curls, and Henry thought that a few extra pounds or gray hairs could not diminish the vibrant beauty he saw in their housekeeper.


  He watched as she cracked eggs one-handed into a bowl, whisked them, then added a few torn basil leaves, some grated cheese, and a handful of cherry tomatoes, cut in half. She poured the egg mixture into a pan Henry knew would be coated with a thick layer of melted butter.


  I know youre watchin me, kid. Thats why I made enough for two.


  Maxine turned and bestowed upon him one of her trademark grins. The gap in her front teeth made her look impish. The one thing that never aged about Maxine was her smile. It had the ability to illuminate a room and made Henry feel warm all over, loved. The smile he gave in return bore no relation, he thought, to the sheepish grin he must have given his father moments ago.


  Thanks, Maxine. You have to show me how you do that sometime.


  This? This is nothin. Tomorrow you can cook for us. Just dont let Mr. Appleby see. She laughed.


  It was like a donkeys bray, and Henry giggled, a little boy again. But she was right. His father would have ridiculed him, at best, if he saw his son cooking in the kitchen. Cooking was work for the help when they were at home or for kitchen staff when they went out to a restaurant or to their country club.


  Maxine finished up with the eggs in short order, jerking the frying pan rapidly toward her over and over until, like magic, a perfectly rolled omelet appeared. She pulled down a couple of plates from the cabinet, loaded them up, and handed one to Henry. They sat on stools at the kitchens marble-topped island to eat. You want some toast with that? Maxine asked after a while. Just take me a minute. I got sourdough.


  Nah, Im good. Henry went back to eating. Maxine had been with the family since Henry was eight years old and was kind of like a mother. Unlike his own mom, though, this was a woman with whom he could talk and share secrets, knowing she would never pass judgment.


  Youre kinda tight-lipped this morning, Maxine said once theyd finished their amazing eggs. They were soft, buttery, and silky, unlike any other Henry had ever had. There was something delicate about their texture, yet the taste was a melding of layers: sweet herb, acidic tomato, salty Parmigiano-Reggiano. Henry swore Maxine threw a little handful of magic into everything she cooked.


  Just thinking about all I have to do today.


  Right. Maxine covered her mouth as she belched. Whats on your agenda? Wait. Dont tell me. The beach with Kade? A bike ride along the Green Bay Trail? Maybe head out to Old Orchard, charge up your dads Visa at Nordstrom? She winked. Get somethin for me. I could use a new pair of shoes. Size ten. Kitten heels. I like red. She giggled.


  At the mention of Kade, Henrys thoughts went dark. He hadnt spoken to his best friend since the night of Henrys graduation party ten days agobut who was counting? What had happened between them on the beach after all the guests left was something Henry had been at first gleeful about, but as time wore on with no calls, texts, or e-mails from Kade, Henry had begun to worry he had pushed things too far and maybe lost his best friend. Yet he could still recall the satiny feel of Kades skin against his own, the seawater-sweet taste of his come.


  Had it been worth it? If he had lost a buddy hed had since boyhood, no. But he couldnt help but savor the memory of that night, a fantasy he had never thought would come true.


  Maxine nudged him, knocking her shoulder into Henrys. You mind putting the dishes in the dishwasher? Your mother wants me to clean floors today, and the marble ones are a choreespecially with only bein allowed to use vinegar and a little water.


  Maxine, cleaning up breakfast dishes is not my sons job. Its yours.


  Henry turned to see his mother enter the kitchen. As always, when he saw her he was confounded by his perception and mix of feelings. For one, Megan Appleby was beautiful. She was only in her early forties but looked closer to someone in her thirties, maybe even twenties if the light was right. Her blonde hair was like silk, hanging to her shoulders, fashionably cut and woven in with strands of gold, brown, and platinum that looked perfectly natural but cost well over a hundred bucks every time she visited her colorist in Winnetka. Her face was very much like her only sons: full lips, startling blue eyes, and a nose that was slightly too long but gave her an aura of aristocracy. Both she and Henry had fine bone structure, strong, but where Henrys was chiseled, his mothers was more delicate. Her skin was, to labor a cliché, like porcelain. That was as it should be tooMegan spent a lot of money on not only expensive toners and lotions, but saw a doctor, also in Winnetka, for regular Botox injections.


  Today she wore a form-fitting floral dress that seemed too formal for a hot summer day. Henry wasnt sure if his mother even owned a pair of jeans.


  In spite of her head-turning beauty, there was something cold about his mom, something that kept people at a distance. Like right now. What need was there to talk to Maxine that way? Maxine was like family. He hated to see the way Maxine stiffened at the sound of his mothers voice.


  Henry moved away from the table, hands up, knowing it wouldnt be prudent to grab the dishes from the island anyway.


  Sure thing, Mrs. A. Maxine busied herself running the dishes under the tap and loading them into the dishwasher. Henry couldnt see her face, but if he could, he was certain shed be rolling her eyes.


  Megan walked over to Henry and gave him a kiss he barely felt on his cheek. She smelled subtly of lavender and money.


  Maxine closed the dishwasher. You want anything for breakfast, Mrs. A? I can make you some eggs or pancakes.


  Pancakes! Henry wanted to bust a gut at that one. He knew Maxine was making fun of his mom without her even knowing it. Pancakes would no more pass Megan Applebys lips than a cup of hemlock.


  Thank you, Maxine. Ill just have a cup of green tea, if you wouldnt mind putting the kettle on.


  And a carrot? Henry couldnt resist asking.


  Mom wagged a finger at him. Henry, she chided. You know Im trying to shed a few pounds. Its beach season, after all.


  Henry thought if his mother succeeded in shedding a few pounds, she would waste away to a skeleton, but he kept his own counsel.


  Megan sat down at the island and fingered the pieces of fruitpineapple, bananas, mangos, and kiwisbefore drawing her hand away from them as though they were something distasteful.


  Have one, Mom. It wont kill you. Thats healthy stuff.


  Its all sugar, she said softly.


  Getting his mother to eat was mostly a lost cause. Somehow she managed to subsist on green tea and rice cakes, with the occasional stalk of celery if she was feeling wild.


  Henry started out. Well, I think Im gonna head back up to my room. See what I can get up to today.


  Yes. Thats a good idea. Enjoy your free time while you have it. Your father wants you at the firm bright and early Monday morning.


  If Henry had any guts at all, he might have said to his mother, Well, that may be what he wants, but what about what I want? But all he said was Right. He hurried from the room with the sound of Megans musical voice instructing Maxine to use only vinegar and water on the windows. Windex was toxic, she said.


  


  


  IN HIS room, Henry debated: what to do with his day, what to do with his life, what to do about his summer employment. He lay down on his bed and pulled the sheet over himself.


  There was a thrumming in his veins even as he lay on his back. He didnt know if the surge was due to dread or excitement.


  First, there was dread. He could do what every North Shore kid was probably doing todaythis glorious early summer (technically still spring) day when the rigors of school were but a memoryhead out to the beach. Bake in the sun. Dip his toes in the frigid waters of Lake Michigan. Maybe hed run into Kade there. Maybe they could talk, clear the air.


  Maybe not. The thought filled him with both longing and trepidation.


  Sure, he could spend the day leisurely working on his tan or wandering Old Orchard, the outdoor mall in Skokie, or just go out in his familys backyard, which faced Lake Michigan, and plop down in one of the Adirondack chairs out there and read all day. He was in the middle of David Sedariss latest, and that guy always cracked him up.


  Henry recognized all these things for what they weredistractions. He made a list of things he didnt want to think about.


  The first was getting on the train Monday morning with his father, wearing a Brooks Brothers button-down shirt, khakis, and sensible shoes, looking like the little junior attorney his father was expecting him to be.


  The second was talking to Kade. He and his best friend had gone skinny-dipping in the freezing waters of Lake Michigan after Henrys graduation party. They had emerged near the boulders bordering the beach, and, in a bit of a tipsy state, Kade had remarked that neither of them seemed to be suffering the effects of shrinkage from the frigid waters. One thing led to another, as they say, and Henry had ended up somewhere he had always dreamed of being, on his knees between Kades spread thighs. At the time, Henry thought the act might bring their friendship to a new and more intimate level, but the radio silence that followed their brief tryst had proved otherwise. Still, he needed to make things right with Kade, show him he wasnt a threat and they could go back to where they were before.


  But could they? Could anyone after theyd been intimate? Henry was too inexperienced to know, and he certainly had no one to ask.


  Not going to Fiorellos and applying for a job he thought he would love was third on the list of things Henry didnt want to think about. Sure, the work would be hard, he imagined, and sweaty. It would be tedious. Hed be treated like the underling he knew hed be. But he would be around food and cooking all day, things he was passionate about. In his wildest fantasies, he imagined being a chef, somebody like Grant Achatz or Rick Bayless or even someone as big as Thomas Keller. He was already, with Maxine, honing his knife skills, learning the difference between a dice, a mince, and a julienne.


  When Henry dreamed, he dreamed about food.


  Not once had he ever dreamed about investment law.


  Henry knew spending the day doing what other rich North Shore kids do would only take him away from pursuing his dream.


  But that dream went against the core of what his family wanted for him. Hed always been the golden boy, doing exactly what his family expected. He felt like no one really knew him, knew his passion for food, for cooking (well, except for maybe Maxine).


  As people often do when faced with life-altering decisions or yielding to temptations that may or may not be the right thing to do, Henry tried bargaining in baby steps for what he would do with the day.


  Ill just hop on the L and go down there, check the place out. Maybe Ill even have lunch. And if I like what I see, maybe I could ask for an application and fill it out. Odds are, they wont even call me. I dont have any real-world experience. Theyll probably have lots of other people with years under their belts lining up for that job, even though it sounds like grunt work, entry level, or bottom of the barrel, depending on your point of view.


  So why do I want it so, so much?


  Never mind. Just go there. See what its like. You may not even want to apply once you see it.


  Henry got up from his bed, stripped out of his plaid boxers and T-shirt, and headed for the shower in his bath. He had to admit to himself that there was a certain relief in thinking that, by going to the place, he would see it for the dismal work environment it was and would come home with more enthusiasm for working downtown at his fathers law firm.


  Part of him even wished for that outcome.


  Life would be so much easier.


  He switched the shower on and waited for it to get hot. Once the temperature was as he liked it, he slid under the showerhead and turned under it. He closed his eyes, trying just to let himself relax and not think.


  But one thought stayed with himit wont hurt just to go see. No one has to know.


  Back in his room, Henry debated what to wear. He knew his father recommended a suit and tie for any interview situation. But Henry didnt even know if there would be an interview. If he even wanted to fill out an application, all he might be faced with would be filling in the blanks.


  His mother always said, I never apologize for being overdressed.


  Yet Henry didnt want to walk into the place looking like some privileged, private school, North Shore teenagerwhich he was. That could be off-putting, especially since he was imagining Fiorellos as a small family restaurant. Otherwise, why would they be looking for a jack-of-all-trades kind of kitchen person?


  In the end, he thought he couldnt go wrong with a pair of soft gray jeans and a pink button-down shirt, tucked in. Hed wear his Cole Haan black monk strap shoes. They were comfy and not too dressy, he thought. All in all, he thought hed look neat and not trying too hard.


  Besides, the pink of the shirt set off his skin, blue eyes, and blond hair in a very fetching way. Dressed, he turned in front of the mirror and thought he didnt look too bad, not too bad at all.


  Now his only challenge would be getting out of the house unnoticed by either his mother or Maxine. Both women would be immediately suspicious if he left the house in anything other than board shorts and a tank top.


  Thats why we have a back staircase to the kitchen, he told himself, creeping down its carpeted length. Besides, if I run into Maxine, I can confide in her if I need to. Shed understand. Mom, not so much.


  As if to allay his worries, he heard the sound of his mothers Mercedes two-seater convertible start up. He hurried over to his window to see her pulling out of the driveway onto Michigan Avenue.


  Its meant to be, Henry thought.


  The kitchen was empty. Maxine must be in the foyer, scrubbing the floor.


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  THE AIR conditioning wasnt working on the Evanston Express, the suburban L Purple Line that connected with the Chicago Red Line city trains at Howard Street. Great, Henry thought, pulling at the collar of his shirt as he watched the scenery go by, with its glimpses of the shimmering waters of the lake to the east, Ill look like Ive been working in a hot kitchen all day by the time I get there. I should fit right in.


  Already his pits were soaked through, leaving large dark circles under his arms. His dad had told him that the L had windows you could open once upon a time. Henry wondered why they did away with such a concept. Right now the option would be a blessing.


  Once he got to Howard Street, he stepped out onto the bustling platform of the station with a sigh of relief. It was like being sprung from a sauna. Even though Howard Street, running east and west below him, was clogged with vehicles, the air smelled as sweet as a mountain glade. The breeze off Lake Michigan, just a few blocks east, reached him and delighted him like an embrace. It was cool and invigorating, lifting his spirits and making him feel like he wouldnt be a total wreck by the time he arrived at Fiorellos.


  A train waited just to his north. Henry didnt ride the L much. Even though he was only a couple of miles over the border from Chicago in Evanston, his friendships, family relationships, and life experiences seldom led him away from the safe and secure confines of the North Shore. It was a shame, really. Here he had a teeming city of several million practically a stones throw away, and yet it had gone pretty much unexplored. He had heard of the gay bars along Halsted and the farther north grouping of bars in the Andersonville neighborhood and wondered if he would ever have the nerve to enter one of them.


  Thinking of gay bars made him think of Kade, and that was one of the things he wanted to avoid today. Fortunately it was easy to shift gears in his thought processes, because his southbound Red Line train was now gliding into the station. People on the platform surged forward, some of them trying to gauge where the doors would open. Henry didnt know why they bothered. Even a suburban kid like Henry knew this was the beginning of the line, thus there would be no battles for seats.


  Henry didnt plan on sitting down anyway. His stopJarviswas next. In fact he could have easily walked there from the Howard station, but his anxiety prevented him from trying it. Even though Jarvis was only a few blocks from the station, Henry feared getting lost. Howard Street and the surrounding blocks had been somewhat gentrified, but they were still a bit rough around the edges. To hear his parents tell it, the Far North Side neighborhood of Rogers Park was a hotbed of crime. Like Henry, his parents seldom ventured into Chicago proper, except for his dads daily commute downtown to his office on Wacker Drive.


  It seemed as though he was on the train, then off it again, almost in one fluid motion. Henry shrugged before the doors opened for him. He was already on the platform at Jarvis, so where was the harm in going exactly where he needed to be?


  Exactly where I need to be? Henry wondered. Is this it? In more ways than one?


  He hurried down the stairs, passing an older woman in a coat and babushka in the seventy-something degree weather, clinging to the handrail for dear life and making her way so slowly you could barely tell she was moving. The stairwell, Henry noticed, smelled of urine. Charming.


  Once on Jarvis, Henry looked left and right under the L tracks. The train roared above him as it pulled out of the station. He had the address in his pocket but could immediately see that Jarvis Avenue ended to the west at a small park, and probably picked up again and continued on farther out, as Chicago streets had a habit of doing. All he could see in that direction was a simple treelined street with old brick apartment buildings and houses on either side. So Henry started walking east. There was a strip mall to the south, and bam, there it was. Fiorellos, right at the corner of the next cross street, Greenview.


  Henry stood outside the restaurant, feeling like this was a momentous time. His life could change here, if only he had the nerve to take the next step. Taking that step meant defying his family and casting aside everything they valued.


  And was that such a bad thing? What did they value anyway? Money? Cars? Designer clothes? Jewelry? Trips?


  What did it matter what they valued?


  Besides, this was just a summer gig, right?


  Henry closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, allowing his mind to quiet. One step at a time, he told himself.


  He shut down his mind for the moment as he took in the simple storefront façade of Fiorellos. The way the sun was hitting the large plate glass windows that fronted the place made it all but impossible to see inside. Above the windows was a simple black-painted sign with the name of the restaurant and a silhouette of a wine bottle. The whole place was painted a faded shade of yellow, almost the color of old parchment paper. The trim was a sharp contrast of matte black.


  There was something about the place that felt inviting to Henry, and he didnt quite understand why. It was plain, almost bland, yet it called to him.


  Part of him, the young man that was his fathers son, told him to simply turn around and get back on the train. Enough of flirting with this nonsense! Or better yet, walk down to the lakefront and follow the shore back up to his own house on Michigan Avenue in Evanston. The walk, only a couple of miles, really, would do him good.


  Another part, though, told him to go in and have lunch. Maxines omelet was barely enough to satisfy a strapping, growing boy like Henry, and he found himself, as usual, starving.


  What harm would there be in going inside and having a little lunch? He didnt, after all, have to apply for the job.


  Bud, youve come all the way down here. Just go in. Quit being a chickenshit. See what the place is about. You may be appalled. Their food may be crap. The people in there might be rude.


  Henry shook his head, internally bemoaning his own indecisiveness. In his junior year, he had taken a small part in the class play, Harvey, and had done the role of a cabdriver who appears at the end of the play. Henry reminded himself of how he managed to take to the stage every night for the two weekends of performances: he simply made himself step from behind the curtains and into the lights. He couldnt allow himself to hesitate. He had to trust enough in himself to figure that he wouldnt make a total ass of himself.


  And he never did.


  This situation wasnt much different.


  So he followed his own advice. He squared his shoulders, drew in a deep breath, and marched right into Fiorellos. He paused for a moment in the small entryway, letting his eyes adjust to the restaurants soft illumination after the bright sunlight outside.


  He was glad no one rushed up to seat him. They were busy, which Henry was surprised to see on a weekday afternoon in a neighborhood so far from downtown. The clatter of clinking flatware and the murmur of conversation continued unabated, ignorant of Henrys momentous entry. What had he expected, anyway? A hush to fall over the place as he came in? He snickered to himself at the thought.


  He looked over the place and was surprised to see it was not what he was expecting. Henry had pictured something out of every Hollywood depiction of Italian restaurants since time immemorial: red-and-white checked tablecloths, Chianti bottles topping each table, stuffed with a dripping taper candle. On the walls would be oil paintings of Venice, the Colosseum, or maybe the hills of Tuscany. There would be artificial vines and clusters of plastic grapes hanging over the bar.


  He shook his head, ashamed at prejudging the place.


  Actually, Fiorellos was warm and welcoming. The plaster walls were painted a brighter shade of yellow than the ones outside, a color like butter. No pictures of a Roman ruin or a Venetian canal were in sight. Instead, there were large framed black-and-white photographs of different people, all of them cooking. Henry could tell from the clothes, the kitchens, and the hairstyles that the photos went back quite a few years. He wondered if these were members of the Fiorello family and thought the idea was a charming one. It made the restaurant more like someones home. He felt like a guest.


  The center of the room held a cluster of tables, topped not with checkered cloths but with clean white linen. Booths lined the left side of the room, while on the opposite wall stood a small bar with a brass foot rail and half a dozen stools. Behind the bar, bottles of liquor lined up in front of a large mirror.


  And Henry sucked in a breath. The bartender was adorable. No, that wasnt good enough. What would be the right word? Hot. Hunky. Something out of an Italian wet dream. Henry couldnt keep the grin off his face. The guy was probably only four or five years older than Henry himself, but he had the kind of exotic, southern Italian looks that were so hot they were melt-worthy. He was dressed in a simple white shirt and black pants, and when his eyes met Henrys he could tell, even from across the room, the irises were so dark the pupils were lost within their liquid surface. He had black hair, curly, and a lean, taut frame. He couldnt have been more than five six, but within that compact package, a lot of strength seemed to be packed.


  The bartender grinned and nodded to him, sending a tingle from Henrys face down farther south. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


  Even though the bartender had gone back to rinsing out glasses and was no longer looking at him, that didnt stop Henry from staring, openmouthed, at the luscious morsel and wondering if he could bypass the regular menu and special order him.


  Antonios dreamy, isnt he?


  Henry jumped a little as the gravelly voice of a woman accosted him and snapped him out of his semi-erotic reverie. Henry forced his gaze away from Antonio and met the green eyes of the young woman standing before him at the host station. She was short, petite, and had a mane of curly auburn hair that hung down to the middle of her back. She wore a simple green sheath, and when she smiled, she revealed a slight overbite that Henry guessed men of the straight persuasion would find very sexy.


  And then Henry thought of the question shed posed. Not How many? or Here for lunch? but a query that implied shed caught him staring with full-bore lust at the bartender. The male bartender. A line of flaming heat rose to Henrys cheeks, so fierce he could feel a tingle of sweat at his hairline. He gave the young woman a sick grin.


  Why was his damn face so expressive? He could never lie. Or play poker.


  Henry was sure she saw that he was embarrassed. He was certain it was stamped as plainly on his features as his prurient interest in the bartender only moments ago.


  She waved his discomfort away with her hand. Oh, sweetie, no reason to be embarrassed. I want to jump his bones too. She sighed. But that one there is happily married. She rolled her eyes. And as true blue as they come. She leaned in closer to Henry. But you cant blame us for dreaming, huh?


  Henry had no words. He just shook his head.


  She bent down to take a menu from underneath the podium. I assume youre here for lunch? You look a bit too young to be taking a seat at the bar.


  Henry tried to smile and gain some semblance of control over himself once again. Right, lunch. If you have a table. He scanned the place. It was nearly full to capacity.


  Well, youre in luck. Theres still one two-top left. Its by the kitchen, but beggars cant be choosers, right? She turned. Come on.


  She seated him at a tiny table right beside the swinging doors Henry presumed led into the kitchen. She handed him the menu. Rosalie will be your server. Shell be right with you.


  I didnt catch your name, Henry said, surprising himself.


  Carmela. Like on The Sopranos?


  Henry shook his head again. He wasnt familiar with the show.


  Never mind. You want tap water or bubbles?


  Bubbles, I guess.


  Ill bring you some San Pellegrino. And a little bread and some olive oil to get you started. Were slammed today.


  I see that.


  Carmela walked away.


  In just a few moments, though, her polar opposite approached the table. Rosalie, as this must be, seemed like shed come straight from central casting where the request was for someone who looked like an Italian mother. Rosalie had an upsweep of salt-and-pepper hair and wore a black dress and what his mother would call sensible shoes. Her nose was big, her features careworn, but there was something about her eyes, a greenish-brown in color, that exuded warmth and maybe, if he looked really hard, mischief. She didnt smile. Did Carmela get your drink order? she asked.


  Yeah, shes bringing me some water. And bread.


  Good. Take a look at the menu and see what you want. The fish today is good. Snapper with olives, garlic, and tomatoes. Its fresh.


  She hurried away, and Henry opened the menu and began to scan it. He wanted to let out a little sigh. For him, this collection of food was like porn was to some of his peers. Right away, he could see the offerings leaned toward what Henry imagined was southern Italian comfort foodbaked manicotti, ricotta pie, braciole, greens and beans in tomato sauce, a pepper and egg sandwich on Moms homemade bread, were just a few of the things that set Henrys mouth to watering.


  The menu was like the family photos on the wall. It made him feel like he was visiting someones home, sitting in their kitchen, and being welcome. No pretense. Just a suggestion of were so glad youre here.


  When Rosalie returned, Henry ordered a cappicola sandwich with mozzarella and arugula, also on homemade bread.


  Anything else? Rosalie asked. Henry noticed she hadnt written anything down.


  Does it come with anything?


  Like?


  Fries?


  The question finally got Rosalie to crack a smile. We dont have fries. I can have the cook make you a nice salad, or we got roasted red potatoes with olive oil, rosemary, and garlic. Very tasty.


  Sounds like it. Ill have the potatoes.


  Good choice. You could stand to gain a few pounds. Rosalie looked him up and down.


  Henry was surprised to hear her assessment. His mom was always getting on him about watching his calories and carbs.


  Without another word, Rosalie turned and walked away. She disappeared into the kitchen. She came back out moments later and set down a small cup full of what looked like some sort of stew.


  Whats this? Henry asked, inhaling the rich aroma of tomatoes and garlic. I didnt order it.


  On the house. Just something to tide you over until Vito makes your sandwich. Its what we had at our family meal today.


  What is it?


  Tripe with tomatoes and potatoes. Its good. Mangia!


  Henry wanted to ask, Isnt that cow stomach? but Rosalie had already taken off to wait on another table. He picked up his spoon and moved it around in the cup with more than a little doubt. Hey, if youre thinking youre some kind of foodie and today could be the start of a new direction for you, you cant be a candy ass about trying new things. Just take a bite.


  He did. The tripe was a little chewy but had a wonderful meaty richness to it that was complemented by the sauce, which was redolent of tomatoes and garlic. Henry could also taste carrots, onions, and herbs like oregano. He was surprised that it was actually quite delicious, and in no time he had finished the small bowl and found himself wishing for more.


  The rest of Henrys lunch did not disappoint him and continued on its theme of Italian comfort food. Everything he ate was filling, richly flavored, and bore all the signs of being prepared fresh right here on the premises. The bread was a revelationlight, airy, with a golden crust that stood up to the bite. The crust was hard, but in a delightful way.


  He pushed his plate away and wondered about dessert. Rosalie, after all, had said he needed to put on some weight. But he was so stuffedthat sandwich was hugethat he was afraid hed burst if he ate so much as another morsel.


  Now came the moment of truth. Of course hed pay the check; that was a given. But did he have the nerve to do what hed really come here to do?


  Baby steps. He told himself hed be a fool and a coward if he didnt at least fill out the application. He could always refuse the job if he decided he wanted to follow in his fathers footsteps, as the universe expected him to do. That way he could turn it down if they called him, which even Henry knew was unlikely.


  Working here would be fun, Henry thought, even if he wouldnt fit in with his flaxen hair and blue eyes. So what? He could be from northern Italy. They had blonds there, didnt they?


  Rosalie brought him his check. Take your time, she said. Henry pulled out the cash he had brought alongno way was he using a credit card for thisand put down enough to cover the bill and a generous tip for the warm and welcoming Rosalie.


  And then he sat back. Everything he had eaten began to churn. I cant do it. Its more than just filling out an application and waiting to see what happens. Its defying your family. You know theyll be unhappy, especially Dad. Unhappy? Hed be furious, ashamed, and questioning my sanity.


  If I do this, and they just so happen to offer me the job, I will want it. No doubt. And this is not a summer job. Its not fair to take it under the pretense that I can just leave when school starts in the fall.


  So at least you understand yourself now and whats at stake. No illusions.


  He picked up a piece of cappicola that had fallen out of his sandwich and gnawed on it, its rich spices and heat bursting on his tongue. He slowed his breathing to listen to the bustle in the kitchen. Someone shouted, Throw it away! It smells rotten. Henry grinned.


  He took in all the other diners. They seemed happy, content, their bellies full. Wouldnt it be something to feed people as his lifes work? Wouldnt that mean more than managing stuff like portfolios, hedge funds, and other things his dad talked about over the dinner table? Henry was pretty much clueless about what his father did, and worse, he was sure he had no interest in finding out.


  Do it.


  He looked around for Carmela. Shed seemed the nicest to him. Shed be the one he should ask for an application.


  There she was. Across the room, at the bar, she was chatting with the stunning Antonio. Flirting really, from the looks of it, with her head thrown back and laughing at something hed said.


  Henry stared hard at Carmela, hoping he could telepathically catch her eye before he chickened out and hurried from the restaurant. But she seemed immersed in whatever she was talking to the bartender about.


  Rosalie came by and gathered up his check, along with his plate and used napkins. You sure you dont want somethin else? A sweet?


  Now would be the perfect time to say Yes, Id like an application for the kitchen help job. But Rosalie, to be honest, intimidated him. He was afraid shed laugh in his face.


  No, thank you, Henry replied meekly and watched her walk away with longing and self-disappointment. Maybe this is a sign. Go on, get yourself home. Do whats expected of you.


  Just then Carmela, who may or may not have picked up on the thoughts he was transmitting, waltzed over to his table. So how was everything? This was your first time here, right?


  How did you know that? And everything was amazing.


  You look scared. Carmela laughed. Not used to eating alone? Or does Italian food frighten you?


  No, no, of course not. Henry felt a blush rise to his cheeks as he realized Carmela was teasing him. He wondered if she was flirting with him. There was really no reason for her to come over to the table. After all, he had paid and should be clearing the spot for other potential diners. Do I really look scared? Thats silly.


  Carmela shrugged. She wrapped one of her red curls around her finger. I dont know if its scared or just gorgeous.


  She laughed again, and Henry noticed how delightful that laugh was. It was a little raspy, like a woman much older than Carmela, maybe even like a man. But the contrast worked for her.


  Flirting. Definitely a little flirting going on here, Henry thought. At least on her part. Sorry, girlfriend, but youre not my type. I may be young, but Im already quite sure I prefer sausage over pie.


  Well, Henry started to confess, maybe I am a little nervous. I dont know about scared, but anxious? Yes. Okay.


  Carmela looked quickly behind her. Henry supposed she was making sure there was no one she should be greeting or seating. What do you have to be nervous about?


  Like the moment before he entered the restaurant, Henry just summoned up the courage and took a leap. It was a now-or-never moment. I was thinking about applying for the job here I saw on Craigslist. He smiled. At least, if you guys are still looking.


  What? You?


  This was exactly the reaction hed expected from Rosalie. He nodded. Yes, me, he said defensively. Why not?


  What do you wanna work in a restaurant for, Golden Boy? You look like you should be swimming at your club or out on a sailboat on Lake Michigan. Dont you have some Ivy League school to go to in the fall?


  Henry caught himself before he told her he was slated to go to NYU. Instead, he said, Maybe I want to be a chef. Maybe thats all Ive ever dreamed about being. It isnt all about power and money.


  Well, thats good, because you wont get much of either of those here. Carmela cocked her head. You really want to apply? Cause I have to tell you, its gonna be grunt work. Busing tables, bubble dancing


  Henry cut her off. Bubble dancing? He imagined the unimaginable: that Fiorellos staged weekend strip shows. An image rose up in his mind of himself covered with soap bubbles that would gradually pop before he finally stood naked before a room full of Chianti drinkers.


  You really dont know the business, do you? A bubble dancer is what we call a dishwasher.


  Henry laughed, long and hard, both to release some of the jitters he felt and for the stupidity of what hed been thinking. Yeah, I knew that. And I also know this is entry level.


  Entry level, Carmela scoffed. Ill go set things in motion. It would be fun having you here. She actually winked at him.


  Henry shook his head as he watched her walk away. One of the first things he would have to do if he did land the bubble dancer gig was to set Carmela even straighter than she already was.


  And then it came to him. Carmela had caught him eyeing up Antonio as soon as Henry walked in the door. She knew. She knew! That girl was a perceptive one. Hed have to make sure to stay on her good side. Anyone who could make such quick judgments and see through people so easily would be a person hed want on his side.


  Carmela came back just a few minutes later. Henry looked down, expecting to see a printed form in her hand and maybe a pen, but there was nothing. His immediate thought was that whomever she talked to in the back had told her they werent looking anymore, or that Carmela had said he was completely wrong for the job.


  Got somebody already lined up?


  What? Oh! For the job? No. Carmela scratched her head. Rosalie wants to talk to you.


  Oh. Okay. Henrys nerves ratcheted up a notch. Why? He mentally kicked himself under the table for asking such a dumbass question.


  Oh, I dont know. She thinks youre hot. We got kind of a casting couch situation for new hires here. She winked. Rosalie digs all kindsboys, girls, you name it.


  Henry shuddered. Really?


  No, of course not, you twit. She reached out and grabbed Henrys wrist, digging her fingernails into it hard enough to make him wince. He snatched his arm away, rubbing at the red marks shed left. Carmela said, in a low voice, Dont you dare mention I said that. Not even joking!


  Henry stood up from the table, and Carmela moved back to let him pass. As he went by her, she said, Just so you know, she wants to talk to you about the job. Carmela said the words slowly, enunciating each word with exaggerated precision. Henry didnt know whether he should love or hate this girl. Right about now, he was leaning toward the latter.


  He headed into the kitchen and paused once he passed through the swinging doors. It was like stepping into another world. Where the light was muted and warm in the dining room, here the illumination was harsh from overhead fluorescents. In the dining room, there was the murmur of people talking and cutlery clinking on plates, all underscored by a muted backdrop of Frank Sinatra, Rosemary Clooney, and a bunch of others Henry was much too young to know the names of. Out there, dishes came out perfectly plated, garnished with fresh herbs and slices of lemon. But in the kitchen, it was organized chaos. A very tall, husky man Henry took to be the chef, clad all in black, stood at the stove, flipping ingredients expertly in two different sauté pans. He had a mop of curly black hair, and Henry was amazed at his dexterity and concentration. Down from him a bit, a short guy, probably only a little older than Henry himself, chopped vegetables and herbs at a cutting board. His hands were a blur with the chefs knife, and Henry checked quickly to see if the guy had all his fingers.


  He did.


  The man at the stove turned for an instant, presumably to see who had entered his domain.


  And Henrys heart just about stopped. While Antonio in the front of the house was good-looking in a slick, player sort of way, the chef washow could Henry put it? Rough-edged? His eyes, the color of whisky, were fierce and penetrated into Henrys core with the simplest of glances. He had a heavy shadow of beard across his face and strong jawline, too heavy to be called five-oclock shadow. Maybe nine oclock or even ten. This brute probably needed to shave three times a day.


  But he was gorgeous. There was something brooding, dark, and exotic about him. Henry wondered what the chef would look like clad in, oh, maybe just an apron. Shame on you! Get your mind out of the gutter!


  Henry smiled weakly at him and he nodded, lifting his chin only once. If Henry hadnt been staring so intently at him, he might have missed it. But he couldnt take his eyes off the man. He suddenly understood what the term awestruck was all about. And that was maybe why he didnt see the fifty-pound bag of yellow onions on the floor as he moved toward the chef, hoping to at least shake his hand. Henry tripped and went down hard on one knee. He grabbed for the counter as he fell and knocked off a ceramic mixing bowl, which shattered.


  Henry stood, hands shaking, and then bent over to reach for the broken pieces of bowl at his feet.


  Leave it, Carmela hissed.


  Henry stood up straight again, wiping his hands on his pants. He knew his face must be cherry red because his cheeks were burning with a kind of four-alarm intensity. He looked to the chef, to give him a sheepish grin and, he hoped, get a little sympathy.


  The guy had paused, but only to stare at Henry as if he were some specimen in a zoo. A chimp, maybe. He rolled his eyes, and his lips turned up in a smirk. The chef returned to his pans, and Henry felt dismissed.


  Someone else was staring at him too.


  Rosalie had emerged from what must have been an office in the back and was watching him watch the chef, hands on her hips. Henry felt chastened, embarrassed. What was it with this place, anyway? In the space of an hour, hed been caught staring, googly-eyed, at two different men. No need to come out of the closet here. His eyes outed him every time!


  Rosalie was framed by the darker space behind her. She wasnt smiling. Im back here, she said and turned to disappear into the room.


  Feeling sheepish, Henry followed.


  Sit down, Rosalie commanded. Henry took a seat across from her. The room was indeed her office. It was no bigger than a closet. One wall was shelves, crammed with ledgers and old cookbooks that were falling apart at the seams. A dusty window looked out on the alley behind the restaurant, and Henry could see part of the dumpster. Above her head was a painting of Jesus, his hand holding his robes open to reveal his glowing heart.


  Rosalies desk, a dinged-up green metal affair, was covered in papers, a stapler, a rubber stamp, and an adding machine. Henry assumed the papers were invoices and order forms. He felt like he was back on the Lthe sweat was already beginning to flow from his armpits, even though the office was air-conditioned.


  Carmela tells me you didnt just stop by for a little lunch.


  Henry tried to give her his best smile and wasnt sure how well hed succeeded. He wasnt expecting to be on his first job interview today. God, what if he couldnt think of anything to say?


  He nodded and tried to summon some saliva to his suddenly overly dry mouth. He scratched at his neck. Um, yeah. He took a breath and tried to mentally still his thundering heart. I was wondering about the job you posted on Craigslist. He scratched at himself again, then snatched his hand and held it with his other one in his lap. For the kitchen helper?


  You dont know what its for? Youre asking me? Rosalie picked up one of the papers on her desk and scanned it. She set it back down and folded her hands in front of her.


  Henry noticed the hands. No manicures for this woman. The nails were bitten down to the quick. These were careworn hands, hands that worked hard. He looked up again to see Rosalie, thankfully, smiling at him.


  Im just givin you a hard time, kid. Relax. So, I gotta be honestyou dont look like nobody else whos come in for the job.


  What do you mean? Queer?


  Well, most of the folks who come in looking to be glorified dishwashersand I gotta be honest, thats what this isare cut from a little rougher cloth. Working people. What are you? Seventeen?


  Eighteen.


  Rosalie nodded. You just graduate high school?


  Henry nodded.


  Do good?


  He nodded again.


  Where do you live?


  Evanston.


  In one of them fancy places along the lake?


  Henry grinned sadly. You got me. He knew where this was going. Rosalie wasnt that much different from his parents. She was about to tell him he wouldnt fit in here. He was meant for something different than working in a hot kitchen, busing tables, setting up flatware and plates. But I really am interested in working here, especially after eating the food you make. Its sublime. Henry hoped that last word didnt make him sound too gay. Or pretentious.


  Well, thanks. We try. Rosalie cocked her head. Look, Id be lying if I didnt say I wonder what the hell youre doing here. Dont you have school lined up for the fall? Im not lookin for summer help. I need someone I can count on, someone who will be here for more than three months or so.


  Henry thought about how transparent he was. This was hopeless. Should he just get up and shake Rosalies hand? Quit wasting her time? Instead he said what he knew his father would probably strangle him for. Im looking for full-time work, Mrs. Henry realized he didnt even know Rosalies last name.


  Fiorello, you little ciuccio. I was married to the man who started this restaurant for almost forty years. She looked down, and when she looked up again, Henry saw that her eyes were brighter, wetter. He passed last fall. Heart attack. She put her hand over her own heart.


  Im sorry for your loss.


  Yeah, well that and a couple, three bucks will get you a cup of coffee. She eyed him, smiling again. You sure you wanna work here? Tell me why.


  Henry sat back in the chair, allowing himself a few seconds to think. The answer to her question could make or break him. He licked his lips and let it come out, trying not to worry if it was too much information or too little. Maxine. Shes the woman whos been our housekeeper and cook ever since I was a little boy. He met Rosalies gaze and could tell she was already judging him even morea lakefront house on the North Shore and now a full-time housekeeper. And cook! He held up his hand. Just let me finish here.


  Rosalie smiled, and Henry suspected she knew shed been caught. I just want you to have an open mind. You can make it up when youve heard the rest of what I have to say.


  Rosalie nodded.


  See, its like this. Maxine pretty much raised me. My mom is, well, shes a little distant, maybe a bit self-absorbed. So Maxine was there for me. And the thing I got from Maxine was her love of foodthe way she viewed it.


  And how did this Maxine view it?


  Well, she sees it as more than a means to an end, which is why I love her so much. She sees food as something that isnt just about filling your belly, but filling your heart. She didnt just feed me growing up, she nurtured me. She showed me that making food for someone can be a way of showing them you love them. He looked at Rosalie, trying to make sure she was taking in, understanding what he was saying. When I understood that, I knew that food can actually be a very powerful thing. I dont know if I knew it right away on a conscious level, but I knew it. When I was about ten, I began asking her if I could help her make meals. My parents didnt know what had gotten into me. My father said that I shouldnt be helping her, because thats what he paid her for. But I wanted to learn what she did to make her food not only good, but good for the soul.


  What kind of stuff did she make?


  Shes a simple one, so it was basics, more like comfort food.


  Is she Italian, this Maxine?


  Henry shook his head. No, why?


  She just sounds like an Italian, thats all. We respect food. Its an important part of our culture.


  I think Maxine is a mix, Polish, Irish, maybe a little German, not sure what else. But I was telling you about the things she cooks and what she taught me. Henry drew in a breath because he realized he was describing his training in the kitchen. She showed me how to make a basic chicken stock, that you dont overwork ground meat, that your knife cuts need to be precise so your food cooks evenly, and that most dishes can be saved by two things, salt and pepper.


  Rosalie smiled bigger than he had ever seen her smile. And garlic.


  Henry laughed. And garlic. Sure. From her, I learned how to mince it and that those presses are for amateurs. I can now make meat loaf, real chicken soup, roast chicken, and an assortment of vegetables, most of which taste best when theyre dressed in olive oil and roasted until they caramelize a bit.


  And what about the nurturing part? The love? She teach you how to do that?


  Henry wasnt sure what to say. He finally confessed, I dont think that part can be taught. Thats the part where you just follow your instincts, whats in your heart. I call it Maxines magic.


  Youre a weird kid. You know that?


  Henrys mouth dropped open.


  But I like you, even though everything is telling me not to offer you this job because in a couple hours here busting your butt, youre gonna run back to your rich family and be a doctor or a lawyer or an accountant or something like that. But you know what? It seems like you got a good head on your shoulders andmore importanta decent heart. I trust my instincts in more than just the food we serve. I trust them for people too. And I have a good feeling about you.


  Henry couldnt keep the grin from spreading across his face. Something pulsed through him that felt very much like joy. So I have the job?


  Not so fast. Rosalie wagged her finger at him. Yeah, Ill give you a shot. But before you answer, I want you to consider a few things. One, I cant pay you more than minimum wage, at least to start out. Two, youre gonna work harder than you ever have. I hope youre ready. Toiling away in a professional kitchen is very, very hard. Endless. I appreciate what you said about Maxine, but cooking at home is a walk in the park compared to what we do here. And three, I want you to understand that, even though I dont know your mom and pop, I got a pretty good idea theyre not gonna like you following this line of work. They may even try to stop you.


  Well, they cant. Im eighteen. Henry knew she was right. They would try to stop him. And he was dreading telling them.


  So go on. Get out of here. We need someone right away, so Im only giving you until tomorrow to answer me. But I dont want you to make up your mind until then. I really want you to think about what youre doing. As I said, were not in a position to offer college kids summer jobs. Ill be mad as hell if you work here the summer and then leave for school. I got a long list of applicants who Im pretty sure wont do that to me.


  So you take today and tonight and think real hard about this. Talk to your parents. See if Im wrong about them. And then come back here tomorrow and tell me what you wanna do.


  Henry already knew what he wanted to do but could tell Rosalie was not the type of woman who would appreciate his going against her. He nodded. Okay. Thats good advice His voice trailed off as he wondered what he should call her. Mrs. Fiorello. He decided now was not the time to ask if it was okay if he used her first name.


  Henry sat there for a few minutes, not saying anything but enjoying the moment.


  Rosalie looked up at him. Kid. I got work to do here. Vattènne!


  Henry stood quickly. He didnt know Italian, but he knew enough from the context and the way she shooed him with her hand that it meant to go away.


  Thank you, Mrs. Fiorello. Ill be by tomorrow.


  She nodded and didnt look up from the papers she was sorting through. Sure you will.


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  HENRY STEPPED out onto the sidewalk and experienced the reverse of walking into the restaurant. He had to squint at the brilliant sunlight pouring down. It took him a minute or two for his eyes to adjust after the dimness inside.


  He allowed himself to simply stand still so he could sink back into reality. The L, just a block west, rumbled out of Jarvis station, its metal wheels screeching as they gathered speed on the tracks. A car with a faulty muffler roared by. Two Hispanic women, one pushing a baby in a stroller, passed him, chattering away in Spanish. Although Henry had taken the language in high school, they were talking so fast he couldnt understand a word. The leaves in the trees whispered, telling secrets.


  All around him, the world went on. It seemed to Henry like there should be some acknowledgment for this turning point. Was he really going to do it? His father would say he was throwing his life away. His mother might cry. Maxine would stand by, keeping her own counsel. But Henry wondered if even she might try to dissuade him from tossing aside the trappings of his affluent life.


  Could he do it? Did he really, really want to?


  Henry turned east and knew the answer was yes. Undoubtedly. Hed never felt more certain about anything in his young life.


  Youre crazy, he whispered to himself. Flat-out fucking looney. He continued walking east, drawn by the sparkling diamonds cast upon the surface of Lake Michigan.


  When he neared Sheridan Road, he came upon something that caused him to stop short. His mothers car, a Mercedes two-seater, was parked on the street. Henry laughed. There was no way his mother was in the Rogers Park neighborhood. The woman seldom left the suburbs. But the Merc was the same color as his motherssilver.


  How many silver Mercedes were there in the city, anyway? A thousand? Ten thousand? Too many to count, anyway. This car was simply a coincidence.


  As Henry neared the Merc, he peered inside. There, on the passenger seat, was the book his mother was reading: Gone Girl, by Gillian Flynn. Shed been reading it for the last year, in fact. He doubted shed ever finish it.


  Still, it was just a coincidence, right? One of those things….


  He peered inside the car, searching for more clues. The interior was clean, the leather seats virtually sparkling. He noticed, on the floor between the front and back seats, a silver Nordstrom bag. Henry pressed his nose to the glass and saw there was a shoebox inside the bag with the Ferragamo logohis mothers favorite brand of shoe.


  This was no coincidence. Henry stepped away from the car, looking around himself guiltily, as though he was casing the car in order to steal it.


  What was his mother doing in Rogers Park? It made no sense.


  Had she followed him here? Henry shook his head, remembering she had left before he did. Hed watched her go.


  Henry shrugged. Another mystery, and his motherhe wondered if he even knew her, despite the fact shed given birth to him. Would he ever know her? He continued on, glancing back at the car as if it would provide an answer if he only stared hard enough. Maybe he could ask her later, maybe not. Conversation between mother and son had only grown more strained as the years passed, but still, it was odd, her being here.


  Perhaps he was not the only one in the family with a secret.


  He decided to let go of the mystery for now and walk home. It was a gorgeous day, perfect. The day was bright and hot but had none of the energy-sapping humidity Henry knew was sure to come later on in the summer. The sky was an overturned bowl of blue, with just a few thin clouds, up high. The walk would give him time to think, even though he knew his mind was already made up.


  He continued down Jarvis. As he got closer to the lakefront, the roar of the surf and the smell of the water, with its slightly fishy tang, greeted him. He walked all the way to the end of the street, where a flight of concrete steps led down to the beach. He knew he could either go onto the sand or turn and go back to Sheridan Road and follow it north to Evanston. Although he was tempted to run across the beach, strip out of his clothes, and dive into the water in only his boxers, he turned around. He retraced his steps west and then followed busy Sheridan north, passing Calvary Cemetery as Chicago morphed into Evanston.


  Once he got to the very south border of Evanston proper, he came to another beach. He paused to stand near the breakwater near the curve of the road where Sheridan turned into South Boulevard. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he stopped to look out over the broad expanse of beachfront, bordered at either end by boulders. The water sent out its siren call to him once more. Today it wasnt calm. Waves rolled in and crashed against the shore, sending the little kids playing with their plastic buckets and shovels scampering farther in, screaming and laughing, as though the waves chased them.


  Henry sighed. In order to access the beach here in Evanston, hed need to go home and get his season pass, change into trunks. Still, the water looked so inviting, glinting in the sun, and almost a Caribbean shade of aqua. But Henry knew, from years of living on its coastline, that Lake Michigan in June was icy. That was why no one was swimming in it. The only ones brave enough to even dip their toes in were small children, who could not resist its allure. Henry remembered being one of those children. It was not so long ago.


  And then he saw him.


  Kade.


  Kade was far back, near the rickety wooden fence the city had put up after Memorial Day, lying on a big red beach towel, white earbuds in and a pair of aviator sunglasses shielding his eyes from the sun. Beside him, Henry could see a bottle of suntan lotion and his iPad, cast aside and dirtied with sand. Only a rich kid would treat such an expensive toy so cavalierly. Heaped on the other side of him were a pair of cargo shorts and the Bulls T-shirt with the cutoff sleeves, and Henry knew Kades flip-flops were somewhere close by.


  The sight of his friend caused Henrys heart to skip a beat. He couldnt deny itKade was a beautiful guy. His hair, nearly shoulder length and wavy, was an unkempt mass of wheat and pale brown. His body, bronzing even more in the sun, was already the shade of cappuccino. Henry closed his eyes, remembering that body, how it appeared much lighter in the darkness, naked before him. Kade was nearly hairless, and his skin was like satin, stretched smooth and hard over perfectly defined muscles. He had a body born of good health, privilege, and near-daily workouts. It was a body made for touching, caressing.


  All the girls loved Kade.


  And so did Henry.


  He stood staring at him for so long, he forced himself to turn away, feeling like a pervert.


  But….


  Should he simply walk on? Go home?


  Kade hadnt said a word to him since that night after graduation on the beach.


  


  I dare you, Kade whispers, leaning back against a boulder, his skin alabaster by the light of a nearly full moon. His erection rises up in the darkness, making Henrys mouth dry, filling him with an inexplicable need. I dare you to suck it.


  Henry leans forward, eyeing Kade warily, testing to see if hes joking, but the lust he feels inside, he sees mirrored on Kades face. Henry touches the cock, wrapping his hand around its shaft, feeling his own dick twitch and jerk in response. The skin of it is just more satin, stretched over steel. Henrys afraid hell shoot right here on the beach. Too soon, too soon.


  Henry breaks eye contact long enough to lean down and kiss the head of Kades dick. Kade lets out a gasp, and his hand touches the back of Henrys head, harder, harder, urging him forward. Henrys never done this before but feels almost born to the act as he opens his mouth and takes the full length of Kades cock inside. He gags and pulls back. He looks up at Kade and laughs.


  But Kade doesnt laugh. He only whispers, Please, please.


  Henry drops to his knees.


  And this time, he doesnt gag.


  


  Henry shook his head to free it of the recollection, which made him hard. He had a fleeting memory of how Kades cock felt in his mouth, spasming as he shot his seed into his throat. He remembered the taste of it, so sweet with just a hint of brininess.


  Henry wanted more.


  He drew in a deep breath, feeling a potent cocktail of longing and shame. He moved up along the little street running parallel to the beachfront known as Sheridan Square and stopped just a few feet back from where Kade lay, oblivious to his being there. Henry wondered what music he was listening to, what book he was reading. Only last summer, they had read The Hunger Games trilogy together.


  Because he felt a little weak in the knees, he sat cross-legged in the grass and leaned back on his elbows, letting the sun warm his face, forcing his gaze away from Kade. Watching him like that made Henry feel like a stalker, like the kind of guy whod stand outside a schoolyard, clinging to the chain link of the schoolyard fence.


  He forced his thoughts away from Kade and considered instead the prospect of working at Fiorellos. What would it be like? Would he discover food was his passion, or would he scurry back to the material comforts of the North Shore?


  Henry?


  Kades voice snapped him out of his reverie.


  Henry opened his eyes to see Kade staring at him. The wire-and-wood temporary fence separated them, like some sort of barrier, however flimsy. Kades hair was wet, as if hed just taken a quick dive into the water. Droplets shimmered as they coursed down his neck to dribble between his pecs….


  Henry forced himself to stand. Hey, he said softly, trying to find his voice, trying to disabuse himself of the notion that Kade could somehow read his thoughts. Or see the hard-on in his pants that had yet to go down.


  Kade laughed. What are you doin, dude? Youre wearing dressy shit to the beach now?


  Henry looked down at his pink shirt and gray pants, pressed, the hard shoes. He swallowed, glad at least the two of them were talking.


  I was just down in Rogers Park. Interviewing for a job. Henry reached back to wipe away a line of sweat on the back of his neck.


  Cool. Summer work?


  Yeah, I guess.


  I thought you were gonna clerk or something at your dads?


  Ah, I have all my life to work at a law firm, right? I wanna do something different this summer.


  So whats the gig?


  Henry wondered if he should tell him. It just seemed like voicing the plan would take him one step closer to making a pipe dream reality. Besides, there was so much more he wanted to talk about with Kade, if he dared. Like why Kade hadnt called since he had come in Henrys mouth. Was he freaked out? If he was, there was no need. They didnt have to ever go down, so to speak, that road again. Or they could do it every day….


  Henry was fine with either option, although he would definitely prefer the latter. He just wanted his friend back.


  Its, uh, working in an Italian restaurant. Henry shrugged and smiled. Sort of all-around help, you know?


  Cool. You always did like to cook.


  I dont know how much cooking Ill actually get to do, more like busing tables and washing dishes, I think. But it would be a start.


  Kade cocked his head and stared at Henry. Henry thought of how the color of Kades eyes sort of matched the Caribbean blue of the lake water behind him.


  Really? And your dads okay with that? Kade smiled, and the expression lit up his face.


  Henry didnt want to get into all the pros and cons of working at Fiorellos at this very moment. So he just said, Yeah. They understand.


  Kade laughed again. I dont. You gotta make more money downtown. And hey, its way cooler.


  Its not all about money, Kade.


  For you, maybe. You think your dad would let me take your place at the law office?


  God, man, slow down. I havent even talked to them about it yet.


  Oh? So what you just said, about them understanding, was a lie.


  I just didnt want to get into it. Henry sighed. To change the subject, he said, These clothes are hot. Why dont I run home and change and come back here and join you? I could sneak some beers for us, put it in those tinted water bottles my mom uses at her gym.


  At the mention of beer, Kades expression darkened. Henry, a little paranoid already, assumed it was because of the association beer had with what they had done the last time they were together. Or not, he hastened to add. But you want me to go change? I can be back in a flash.


  Kade shook his head. Actually, I was just getting ready to head home. Ive been here since eleven. He grinned. I dont want to get too crispy.


  Henry stared down at the ground, then back up at Kade. Sure, I get it.


  But you can come with, if you wanna.


  Henrys head jerked up at that. Really? he asked and then felt a little abashed at the excitement hed loaded into that single word. He was hopeless.


  Sure. Why not? Kade shrugged. You still might want to go home and change, dude. Kade looked Henry up and down, and Henry caught that he was on the verge of laughing. You look ridiculous.


  Thanks. Ill go do that and come right over.


  Henry hurried away and had to restrain himself from running the two blocks or so to his house. Kade lived on Judson, one of the east-west streets that ended at the lake, in a condo with his mother. Like many of Henrys classmates, he was a child of divorce. Kades dad had left long ago and was now living in Las Vegas, last Henry heard, managing one of the casinos there. Kade had lived in the nearby two-bedroom condo as long as Henry could remember.


  He had to keep himself from looking back at Kade as he hurriednot too fasttoward home. Today was turning out to be a surprising day.


  Once he got home, he found Maxine just about finished washing windows but the house otherwise unoccupied. He wanted to ask Maxine if his mom had mentioned where shed been going this morning but was in too much of a hurry to stop and chat with her.


  He felt like he needed to change fast and get back to Kades, as though if he werent quick enough, the spell might break and theyd be back on the silent ground they were before.


  In his room, he yanked off the dress clothes and threw them in a heap on the bed. Quickly, he pulled out a pair of camouflage cargo shorts and a black tank top. He dug under his bed for his flip-flops. He needed nothing else.


  He set off for Kades, calling out to Maxine that he would be back around dinner.


  Dont be late! Maxine called after him. Im making salmon with sour cream and chives. You love that.


  Henry gave her a thumbs-up and hurried off down the paved brick driveway.


  It took him only about four minutes, maybe less, to reach Kades condo on Judson. Hed been to the place probably hundreds of times, but this time, as he walked through the courtyard, with its flowers and carefully tended evergreen shrubbery, he felt like he was calling for the first time. He looked up at the floor-to-ceiling windows of Kades and his moms unit and wondered what Kade was doing right now. He couldnt help it; he pictured Kade in the shower, washing the sunscreen and sand off. The water sluiced over his satiny skin and taut muscles, ribbons of suds adhering to his nipples and cock. Henry knew what that cock tasted like, what it felt like in his hand.


  He froze, right there on the winding path to the front door, and admonished himself. Stop it! Cant you keep your thoughts off sex for a minute or two? Obviously Kade was freaked out by what you did with him. Let it go. At least for now.


  For once Henry heeded his own advice and, through a mighty force of will, turned his thoughts away from a naked Kade. He approached the front door, used the access code Kade had given him years ago, and then slipped inside the cool vestibule, with its mahogany wainscoting and marble floors. He looked up the winding staircase to Kades condo and wondered what the day would bring.


  He didnt have to wonder long. And he neednt have worried about getting his mind out of the gutter. Kade greeted him at the door wearing nothing but a fluffy white towel, wrapped loosely around his waist.


  Henry was stunned. This was not at all the scenario he was expecting. He thought maybe theyd play some video games, check out what was new on YouTube, or just hang, talking about what theyd get up to this summer.


  Uh, uh, wheres your mom? Henry gasped.


  Kade stepped back to let him in. Obedient, Henry followed, and Kade closed the door behind him. Shes up at Lake Geneva for the weekend. Working on her tan.


  Kades grandparents had a place in Fontana on the waterfront of the popular Wisconsin lake. And, uh, you didnt go?


  Nah. Im getting a little old for that shit. Swimming from the pier and tooling around on Gramps boat just dont do it for me anymore.


  I get that, Henry said, a little breathless. He glanced down at Kades crotch area, and it was obvious, even beneath the thick cotton, Kade was hard. What was going on?


  Kade walked ahead of him. Get yourself comfortable. Kade gestured toward the overstuffed couch. Henry sat on its edge, unsure about just how comfortable Kade wanted him to get. Should he take off his clothes? No, no, he couldnt do that. What if he was misreading things? What if his eyes had deceived him and that hard-on he thought he saw was nothing more than the bunching of fabric, a wishful-thinking kind of thing?


  You want a drink? Moms wont miss anything from the bar. She hardly ever drinks anyway.


  Henry looked over at Kade, standing next to a walnut cabinet that doubled as a bar. Kades back was to him, and the towel had slipped a bit to reveal Kades tan line and just the tiniest bit of Kades ass crack. Henry thought, somewhat giddy, that the view should be in the dictionary, next to the word tantalizing. Henry licked his lips and tried to allow himself to ease back into the couch. Play it cool. Sure, uh, how about a vodka?


  Neat? Kade asked over his shoulder.


  I dont think Im brave enough for that. You got cranberry or orange juice?


  Yeah, in the fridge.


  Could you do a splash of each?


  Always with the recipes. Kade splashed some Grey Goose into a tumbler and headed toward the kitchen to get, Henry supposed, the juice and some ice. Was this a seduction? Henry wondered. And if it was, why did he feel so weird about it? Wasnt this exactly what he wanted?


  As Kade moved into the kitchen, the towel fell off, landing in a heap on the floor. Henry closed his eyes for a moment, the sight of Kades high white ass burned on the inside of his eyelids. Henry opened his eyes again as his breath started coming quicker, quicker still when Kade merely stepped over the towel and continued on, naked.


  He returned to Henry, holding his drink. His dick, completely hard, bobbed in front of him as he walked.


  Henry was at a loss for words. No, he was at a loss for thought. He understood the old phrase struck dumb.


  Kade grinned and set the drink down on the coffee table. He stood in front of Henry, dick jutting out before him. Thirsty? Or maybe youre hungry?


  Was this a dream? Would Henry wake up in just a minute in his bedroom, spurting come into his boxers? He felt as though he should pinch himself. If he did, though, he knew hed feel reality.


  He wondered why his own dick hadnt responded in kind. More than excited, he simply felt bewildered and… well, maybe a little used.


  Kade put his hands on his hips and thrust them forward so that his cock was only inches from Henrys face. Henry could see a little drop of precome had formed at its slit. His own dick, almost as if it had a mind of its own, at last responded, jerking to life.


  Hungry? Kade asked, voice hoarse.


  Henry had no words. He undid his shorts, pulled them down, and kicked them away. He yanked his T-shirt off. Kade shoved the coffee table back, spilling Henrys drink, to give Henry room to kneel.


  Henry dropped to his knees, and his mind went somewhere else, taken over by an onslaught of lust. He reached out gingerly and wrapped his hand around Kades cock. It jerked in his hand, and Henry almost expected a quick eruption of come at only his touch. He didnt want that.


  He had other things in mind.


  He stroked his own cock almost absentmindedly as he leaned forward, thrusting his tongue out to lave a long line of spit on the underside of Kades cock. Kade moaned. Henry reached up to grab Kades hips and pull him closer. He swallowed down the cock, almost to Kades wheat-colored pubes. He didnt gag this time. He began moving up and down while stroking himself at the same time.


  Kade grunted and grabbed ahold of Henrys head, holding it still while he thrust into his mouth. Henry shut his eyes and pumped his own cock, matching the tempo of Kades thrusting.


  It took only a minute, maybe two, before Henry was rewarded with a mouthful of come. Greedy, he gulped it down.


  He sucked every drop from Kades deflating cock, then pulled away to look up at his friend and smile.


  But Kade was not looking at him. He was gazing toward the kitchen and frowning.


  That what you wanted? Henry asked. He looked down to see his own tan thighs, dripping with his seed.


  When had he come?


  Kade didnt answer. He hurried from the room and headed in the direction of what Henry knew to be his bedroom. In seconds, he was back. He had pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and was holding a washcloth out in front of him. His expression, for lack of a better word, was pained. Or maybe the more apt word would be disgusted….


  Here, clean yourself up. He handed the rag to Henry. He still refused to look at him.


  Henry felt dirty. Shame rose up. He wanted to ask what he had done wrong but was afraid of what the answer would be.


  Hands shaking, Henry wiped the semen from his thighs, balls, and pubic hair. He handed it back to Kade, who didnt take it but shook his head.


  Just throw it on the floor, he snapped.


  Embarrassment and guilt caused heat to rise to Henrys cheeks. He pulled his shorts up and sat back down on the couch. Nervously, he picked up what was left of his drink and took a sip. Kade hurried away, and Henry jumped at the slam of his bedroom door.


  For a long while, Henry sat on the couch, waiting for Kade to return. After ten minutes with no Kade, Henry heard the sound of music blasting from Kades room. It was some of the ancient shit Kade adored, Led Zeppelin, maybe.


  Henry tried to swallow more of the drink Kade had made for him, hoping the alcohol would help stop the trembling in his limbs, but his throat wasnt cooperating, refusing to let the liquid go down. Frustrated, he set the glass back on the coffee table and got up.


  He went and stood outside Kades door. Other than the loud strains of Stairway to Heaven as it reached its crescendo, the room was silent. There was no noise that might indicate Kade was moving around inside.


  Henry tapped lightly on the door and, when he got no response, rapped louder. Kade? he asked. He shouted louder when his friend didnt answer.


  Finally, Kades voice, sounding brokenwas he crying?said simply, I think its time for you to go home now.


  What? Why? You invited me over, man.


  Just go. I dont feel so good.


  Henry stood outside the door, wondering what else he could say. He couldnt really argue. Hed been asked to leave and told his host was ill. Henry had been raised too politely to not simply comply.


  He turned to go, then called over his shoulder, Call me when you feel better, okay?


  Kade didnt answer, and Henry was sure it was because they were back in the silent zone. Henry waited a few minutes, hoping against hope that Kade would relent and open his door, but another song came on and Kade turned the volume up even more.


  Dejected, Henry moved back to the living room, where he slid into his flip-flops and pulled his T-shirt over his head. He took his drink out to the kitchen and poured the contents down the drain, then rinsed the glass out and set it upside down on the counter. He took a tea towel from the refrigerator handle and went back into the living room, where he wiped away the spilled liquor and the damp ring his glass had left on the coffee table.


  Last, he picked up the cloth hed used to clean up his come and took it into the hallway, where he knew the stacking washer and dryer were located in a closet. He tossed the towel into the washing machine.


  Finally, he headed toward the door.


  He stepped out, feeling confused and depressed, and started down the stairs.


  And then he stopped.


  Another emotion took overrage.


  Hed been used. He thought of Kade as someone hed grown up with and someone who, in his own way, he loved, the sex stuff aside. Kade had no right to use him like some kind of receptacle for his come and then just turn on him.


  It was wrong.


  And Henry would not stand for it.


  He marched back up the stairs. He didnt give himself time to think but went directly to Kades bedroom door. He tried the handle. It figuredKade had locked the door. Henry kicked it.


  Listen, I am not something to be used and tossed aside. I amor wasyour friend. I dont know what your problem is, but the next time you need somebody to suck you off, call somebody who gives a shit. Because I dontnot anymore. You showed your true colors, man, and theyre ugly.


  I wont say dont bother to call because I know you wont. Henry kicked the door again, surprised at how good it felt. Fucker, he whispered as he strode away.


  He hurried out of the apartment, out of the building, and maybe, just maybe, out of the life of his best friend.


  As he got into the courtyard, his emotions shifted again, and he wondered if he had done the wrong thing. He choked back a sob and angrily forced down his sorrow, taking deep breaths until he was calm, or at least relatively so. He wondered if he should go back in and apologize.


  No. He would be damned. Even if Kade couldnt handle the whole gay thing, and Henry supposed that most likely was his problem, he didnt know how he could help.


  He had his own life to get on track. All he could do was hope Kade would see the error of his ways before he caused anybody else any more pain.


  Henry walked slowly back to his house on Sheridan Road, cars and bicyclists passing him, unaware of his inner turmoil.


  When he got inside, Maxine was seated at the kitchen table, a sweating glass of iced tea before her. She looked exhausted, and her very curls seemed to droop. She was barefoot and had pulled out one of the other kitchen chairs to rest her feet on.


  You look like you just lost your best friend! she exclaimed, concern framing her words.


  Henry didnt want to get into it, didnt want to tell her how exactly right she was. Instead, he pulled out a chair and wordlessly sat down at the table with her. She shoved her tea toward him, and Henry took a gulp, tasting the mint she always put in when she brewed it.


  Whats the matter, honey? You can tell Maxine.


  Henry wasnt ready. First of all, hed need to come out to Maxine, which he was fairly certain wouldnt be a problem, but the time just didnt seem right, not when he was feeling so shaken.


  Fortunately or not, he had another issue at the ready he could bring up with her. You know where I was today?


  She grinned. Robbing a bank? Selling your wares down in the city? She wiggled her eyebrows. Getting a mani-pedi.


  No. You seem to have me confused with Mom. At least on the last part.


  Where, then?


  Applying for a job.


  Maxine pulled her iced tea back toward her and took a sip. She set the glass down and cocked her head. Oh? I thought you were gonna work at your dads office this summer.


  Henry sighed. You and everybody else. It seems like no one really consulted me about that. Ever hear of Fiorellos?


  Maxine nodded eagerly. In Rogers Park? Its so good! Yummy Italian. I love their pepper and eggs sandwiches! But wait a minute. Whats that got to do with you applyin for a job?


  Henry simply stared at her until the answer dawned on her.


  You wanna work there? Why? Maxine barked out a nervous laugh that conflicted with her overall reaction, which seemed genuinely puzzled.


  Henry got up from the table and poured himself his own tea from the pitcher in the refrigerator. He stood at the counter and drank it down without stopping, facing away from Maxine.


  He turned back to her. You like what you do?


  What? Picking up after you guys? Maxine snorted. Yeah, its just what I always dreamed of. Scrubbin toilets, dustin, running the sweeper, cookin for people who dont look twice at what I make. Its a dream come true, honey. Maxine rolled her eyes.


  Henry sat back down at the table. So youre not happy here?


  Maxine grabbed his hand and squeezed it. Oh, sweetie, Im sorry. I was just bein sarcastic. You know me. She shrugged. When I was a little girl, I thought I might be a nurse. But then my teen years came, and with them the boys and the partyin. I never got the grades I needed to get into nursing school. My own fault. She took a sip of tea. In her eye there was a faraway look. My folks wouldnt have had the money anyway, even if I did have the grades.


  So yeah, I like it here. I wouldnt have been here so long if I didnt. Believe it or not, there are quite a few jobs out there for those of us who dont wanna be rich and dont mind workin long hours. She laughed, but there was little mirth in it. She leaned forward and briefly laid her hand on Henrys cheek. Ive come to care a lot about you guys, especially you. Youre kind of like my own family.


  They sat for a while in silence. Henry realizedand he was ashamed of thisthat he really didnt know much about what happened with Maxine when she left them and went home every night. He knew she was married and had a little girl, but if he had to come up with their names, hed be hard pressed.


  Maxine put her feet on the floor and leaned forward. I gotta be getting on my way pretty soon. As though she had read his mind, she said, My hubbys got a softball game tonight, and then were goin out for pizza.


  Sounds fun, Henry said. He wanted to ask Maxine more about her lifeand he would make a point to laterbut before she headed out for the evening, he really wanted her counsel. In spite of being the least-educated person in the house, she was the one Henry trusted most for her common-sense advice.


  You know that job I told you about at Fiorellos?


  Maxine nodded.


  Well, I can have it if I want it. Because he knew she would ask, Henry hurried to explain what the position entailed and that this was not a summer job. Hed be learning the restaurant business from the ground up. He thought it was a great opportunity for some practical experience, which he could augment perhaps later with culinary school.


  So, wait a minute. Maxine scratched her head. This means you wont be going to NYU this fall? Henry, are you sure thats wise?


  At her question, Henry felt his first twinge of uncertainty since Rosalie Fiorello had said he could have the job if he wanted it. But really? Throw away his education at a very prestigious school to bus tables? For not the first time that day, Henry wondered about the import of what he was considering. Was this a smart move?


  No! Henry laughed, and there was a touch of hysteria in it. Im not sure at all.


  Like Rosalie Fiorello, Maxine urged him to think more about things. I have a kid brother Paulhes the smart one in the family. He went to schoolgot good enough grades to get a full ride. Nothing fancy like NYU, just Illinois State in Normal, but he did real well. Majored in education and history, and now hes teaching at a high school out in Des Plaines. He loves it. And those kids love him. Maxine leaned closer to Henry. I went to visit him down there in Normal one weekend. I think it was siblings weekend. Ah, it was fun. We had a blast. Anyway, my point is, although I was glad to spend time with the baby brother, I was sad too. Do you know why?


  Henry was pretty sure he did, but he shook his head.


  Because I realized how much I missed out on. I wasnt much older than most of the kids on campus, but I felt a lot older. I already had a kid! And my options seemed a lot more limited than Pauls. Maxine looked away for a moment, and her eyes glistened. Henry wondered if she was as content working as their housekeeper as she let on. When she looked back at him, though, she was smiling, even though the smile was a bit forced. Even Henry could tell that. Paul told me, one time after he graduated, that his college years were some of his happiest. He said he had so much freedom and really, so little responsibility. Sure, he had classes and tests and stuff, but that was nothin compared to real life.


  Henry nodded. Hed thought speaking with Maxine would clear his head. Shed show him there was nothing wrong with being a simple working person, and that a college education was no guarantee of happiness.


  But she had done the opposite. She said things along the lines of what he would have expected from his parents.


  They didnt talk any more about the prospect of his working at Fiorellos as Maxine gathered her stuff up to head home. And that was good, because Henry didnt really know what there was to say.


  He was confused, but he knew he wanted the job. He also knew he wasnt sure about giving up NYU.


  And he knew he couldnt think about it anymore.


  He could decide what to do in the morning. He was worn outthe day had taken too much out of him, even if he was only eighteen and supposed to be blessed with boundless energy.


  He pulled the cold salmon with sour cream and chives Maxine had made for dinner and ate it while standing over the sink. The house was quiet. His dad wouldnt come home until seven thirty or eight oclock, and who knew where his mother was?


  By eight, bored with TV and Facebook, Henry headed up to his room. As he was getting undressed, flinging his clothes to the floor, he heard the sound of an engine in the driveway below him.


  In his briefs, he crept to the window and looked down to see his mom parked in the circular driveway. He stood still and watched her through the drivers side window. She stayed in the car for a long time, obviously unaware she was being observed. It finally dawned on Henry that she was talking on her cell to someone. He watched and realized he had never seen his mother so animated. No, she wasnt angry. She seemed… happy. She threw back her head and laughed in a way Henry had rarely seen. There was something of the young girl in her demeanor.


  It made Henry feel embarrassed, as if he were intruding on a private moment. He went back to his bed and lay down. He grabbed his iPad off the nightstand, with intentions of reading or maybe watching a movie, but he never opened its cover.


  With the device on his chest, Henry drifted off to sleep. Just before slumbers final curtain, he realized somethinghe was certain his mother was not talking on her phone to his father.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  


  VITO CARELLI double-checked the lock on the back entrance of Fiorellos and set off. He was bone weary but felt the contentment of knowing he had worked hard and had fed people all day and evening long. The pleasure he knew they took in his simple Sicilian food was a comfort. Occasionally, he would peek out from the kitchen and watch their expressions when they took a bite of something hed made. If it was the first bite, especially, Vito found a sense of joy and delight in their expression. It was something he called, in Italian, the look. That expression of pure satisfaction. Sometimes they closed their eyes, almost in rapture. The look made it all worthwhile.


  But now his shift was over, and Vito was feeling empty as he walked the streets of Chicagos Rogers Park neighborhood. The night had turned chillier with a breeze off the lake. Vito felt removed from the rest of the world, even though there were lots of people out, riding in cars, walking the streets, in L cars overhead. Work was his lifeline, his sanctuary, even though he was mostly silent with his coworkers. They were all nice enough people, but Vito wasnt much of a talker. His mama and pop had taught him that big boys dont cry and real men never complain. They shoulder their burdens with dignity and keep them locked away in their hearts, however broken that particular organ was.


  At last, after walking several blocks south on Greenview, he turned the corner on Morse and headed west. He could have taken the L home, but he liked these walks. Not only did they save him money, but they also helped clear his head. As he made his way home, he could feel some of the tension in his shoulders, born of standing over a hot Wolf stove all day, melt away.


  He wished he could say the same for the tension he felt inside. That, he feared, might never go away. Not when he considered all he had lost.


  He came to the door that led to a set of stairs that would take him to his big two-bedroom, above a dollar store at street level. He unlocked it with his key and trudged up the stairs. Vito was a big man, and his tread was heavy. Every night, it alerted his girls, Gabriella and Concetina, Gabby and Connie for short, that he was home. Vito permitted himself a smile as he heard them send up a chorus of barks and whining. Connie would always scratch at the door when she realized her master was making his homecoming, and Vito knew if he ever moved, hed need to paint that door before taking his leave.


  It was nice to know that someone was happy to see him, someone wanted to welcome him home. Even if they were just two mutts, hungry for their suppers.


  Vito sighed. He hated leaving the girls cooped up in the little apartment all day, even if Victor, the old man living next to him, took them out for walks a couple of times a day. They were big girls, German shepherd and pit bull mixes, and Vito often wished he could give them more room to frolic and roam.


  He tried to make up for it by showering them with love and affection. And he spoiled them! They slept on the bed with him, and every night he brought home food from the restaurant for them. It was usually scraps and leftovers, things that would have been thrown away anyway, but what dog would complain about a veal cutlet, a bit of roast chicken, say, or a nice piece of flank steak?


  Vito pressed his key into the lock and, as usual, had to jam his shoulder hard against the door to open it, since the girls were frantically pushing on it, jumping in their excitement to see him.


  Finally he got the door open and slipped quickly inside. He fell to his knees before the dogs, hugging them and allowing them to lick his face all over. The welcome never failed to make him laugh. The girls were so excited they were whimpering.


  But the welcome also saddened him, because it always brought about the memory, not so long ago, when he was greeted at the door with human kisses, human touches, excitement, and love.


  He couldnt allow himself to think about that. Think about that, and he might just be tempted to go throw himself in bed and pull the covers over his head. He might stave off the night licking his wounds and wallowing in sorrow. He kissed each dogs forehead and clumsily got to his feet.


  He smiled down at the girls and said, You ready to go outside? And then we have our supper, no?


  He was sure the dogs understood every word. To prove his point, they both moved over to the area opposite from the door, where their leashes and harnesses hung from hooks on the wall. Vito took them down and suited Gabby and Connie up.


  They tugged at his hand, eager to get outside, to do their business and see what new smells awaited them. He remembered a certain little dark-haired boy saying they were reading their pee-mail and shut the memory quickly from his mind.


  Outside, the girls led him straightaway to the spot near a streetlight where they often peed. Both squatted, and Vito indulged them by saying, as he always did, Brave raggaze, or good girls.


  They trotted on, stopping here and there to sniff. Tonight he had brought home some ground veal, left over from that days specialmeatball subs. He couldnt wait to watch the girls enjoy the meat, although it would be gone so quickly, he would wonder, as he always did, if they even tasted it.


  Later, after the dogs had eaten their feast, everyone was in a mellow mood. Vito was curled up on the couch with the latest Lee Child thriller he was attempting to get through on his chest, and the dogs lay at his feet, Connie snoring loudly. Sawing logs again, he whispered. Sometimes the dog snored so loudly at night she woke him, but the evenness of her breathing, fortunately, almost always worked to lull him back to sleep.


  He couldnt concentrate on the book. Times like these, he thought, shutting the book after dog-earing the page where he left off, were the hardestwhen it was quiet, when his hands and mind were unoccupied. It was part of the reason he loved working in a busy kitchen. There was always something to do and scarcely a free moment to think. There was always another order. That busyness was a blessing.


  He told himself, as he had a thousand times before, he shouldnt do it, but he got up carefully off the couch, placing his feet so he didnt awaken his girls, and headed for the bedroom that wasnt his. Why do you do this to yourself? he wondered aloud.


  He crept into the bedroom softly, almost as though he were afraid he might wake its occupant, but the moonlight streaming in through the single window bore witness to an empty room. The silver light showed, in a kind of black-and-white reality, a twin bed, neatly made up with a Sesame Street comforter. Atop the bed was a stuffed rabbit, one ear up, one down, its synthetic fur worn down in spots, demonstrating that it was much loved. Above the bed was a poster, a framed blowup of the cover from one of the Harry Potter books. Opposite the bed, a bookcase, filled partially with Golden books and paperbacks of Harry Potter. There was also a collection of all The Wizard of Oz books. Interspersed with the books were toys: a fire truck, a baseball and glove, a battered Candy Land board game, and more stuffed animals.


  Vito sat down on the bed, which creaked under his weight. He put his head in his hands and wept. The visitation to this room was one he tried to avoid, because this was always what happened when he broached the doorway. He lost control. He could never keep the tears at bay.


  He cried until his throat felt raw, sore, and his eyes burned. He lifted his head and tried unsuccessfully not to allow himself to remember sitting on this same bed, reading a chapter from one of the books in the room to a little boy with serious eyes, who would always urge him to read just a little more, just a little more, until Vito would tell him that enough was enough, kiss his forehead, and tuck him in tightly. Buona notte e sogni doro, Vito whispered every night after the kiss, and he would ruffle the little boys hair. Good night and golden dreams….


  Would Vito ever have them again?


  Wearily, he got up from the bed, feeling as though his very bones weighed more, such was the effort to drag them across the room.


  He paused in the doorway and thought, for the thousandth time, he should get rid of all the toys and kiddie books. He could donate them to a charity where some child could actually get some joy out of them, instead of having them lie fallow here, like museum pieces.


  He could turn the room into a study for himself, perhaps get a leather recliner and a reading lamp, a nice side table, and come in here and have a glass of wine or a grappa, read at night, instead of brooding over what could never be changed.


  He sighed and left the room, closing the door behind him.


  The girls lay on the couch, taking up the whole of it. Vito smiled at them, scratching at the scruff along his chin and jawline. Should he roust them to take them out for a final walk or leave them be?


  The answer lay in the total exhaustion Vito felt. Theyll be okaytil morning. Those dogs sleep like the dead.


  In his bedroom, with its king-size bed and colorful Picasso prints on the wall, Vito stripped down, tossing his clothes in the wicker hamper he kept in the closet. He sat down on the big bed naked, wondering if he should beat off, just for the release. But he was too tired. He didnt need the help sleeping masturbation would afford. He lay down on his back, wondering if he should wake the girls, just to call them to join him on the bed.


  They would come into the bedroom eventually, when they realized they were alone in the living room, but Vito felt so small on the big mattress, as if he was not over six feet and more than two hundred pounds. Bed was such a lonely place.


  He continued to stare up at the ceiling until the shadows cast upon it became the silhouettes of two men, their bodies intertwined, moving apart only to come together again. Vito thought he had shed every tear possible in the other bedroom, but one or two leaked out of his eyes at the vision.


  He closed his eyes, told himself to sleep. Tomorrow would be a busy day, and Vito thanked God for that.


  


  There is a blond man standing in the distance on a beach. Waves lap at the shore, and sunlight makes the water sparkle. The man is kneeling at the feet of a little boy, who is turned away from Vito. The man is telling the boy something, but Vito cannot make out his words. The wind snatches them away before they reach Vitos ears.


  The little boy turns around, and when he spies Vito across the span of hot sand, his eyes light up and he grins. He says a final word to the man kneeling next to him and then runs, filled with joy, toward Vito, his little feet beating hard into the wet sand near the shoreline.


  His small arms are outstretched, and there is happiness, pure and simple, spread across his slightly sunburned features. That happiness feels like a gift to Vito, consuming him and filling him up.


  Vito squats and stretches his arms out, anticipating the moment when the little boy will be in his arms, when he can lift him and swing him around, heading into the water with him.


  


  Vito awakened and looked around his darkened bedroom, feeling disappointed and disoriented. Alone. His heart was in his throat, and he was torn between two emotions, joy at having the privilege of seeing them both and despair at the knowledge that he never would again.


  The dogs, one at his feet and one lying curled up at his side, snored softly, unaware of Vitos dreaming. He reached out for the closer one, wrapping his arms around her warm and furry neck and drawing her close.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  


  HENRY AWAKENED to bright sunlight streaming in through his bedroom window. For a moment his thoughts were free from the turmoil and excitement of the day before and he lay in bed, not thinking, just enjoying the streams of light that came in in angular lines through the plantation shutters at his windows. He reveled in the feel of the warm linens beneath him.


  He was hard, as he was every morning, come rain or come shine, and this erection was more insistent than any thought that could intrude. He spit on his hand and took care of himself quickly, not thinking of anything but delighting in the sensations his own body gave him, that delicious electricity coursing through him, and released into his boxer briefs. He pulled them off, balled them up, and laid them, come side up, gently on the floor.


  He would rinse them out before throwing them in the laundry.


  The respite was brief. Henry turned on his side, and reality intruded, reminding him that today was the day he must give Rosalie Fiorello his answer. He pictured the woman in her office, her stern yet kind expression, waiting. It was as though she had been frozen there since he left her yesterday, even though Henry knew the notion was absurd.


  Somehow, as he slept, the only realistic answer he could give her had come to him. Henry didnt know if his dreams were filled with images and moments that led him to his decision or if common sense had simply crept in while he slept. Whatever the reason, he was certain about what he must do.


  Come hell or high water.


  


  


  HENRY RUSHED through his morning routineshower, bowl of cereal, dressingfeeling slightly nauseated. He knew the butterflies in his stomach and the pounding at his temples were not due to a physical ailment, but he could ascribe them to what he would say to Rosalie Fiorello when he saw her.


  He was afraid he would be closing a door rather than opening one, but Henry knew there was really only one course to take.


  Carefully avoiding Maxine and his parents, Henry slipped outside into the warmth of the day. His parents always kept the house at a cool seventy degrees all summer long, and the humidity hanging in the air outdoors came as a shock to Henry. Although it was still officially spring for a bit, today could have passed for midsummer. The air felt almost solid, mired in close-to-ninety-degree heat and unrelenting humidity. Henry was glad he had decided to wear the avocado and cream linen shirt, but his tan jeans already felt heavy, as if they were made of something more substantial than denim.


  He headed south on Sheridan Road, determined to walk to the restaurant this time. The distance was just under two miles, and it was silly for him to ride the L there, not when he was a fit eighteen-year-old with, really, nothing but time on his hands.


  Even as Henry walked right alongside the lake, it was still hot and sticky, the water a slate blue and flat, like a mirror, unmoving. There was no breeze.


  It took Henry a little more than twenty minutes to arrive at the front of Fiorellos, and he despaired, because the restaurant had yet to open. He pulled his iPhone from the front pocket of his jeans and pressed the Home button. He had to laugh. It was only a little before ten in the morning. He glanced at the sign on the door where the hours were posted and saw that the restaurant wouldnt open until eleven thirty.


  In his haste to get down here and speak with Rosalie, he hadnt paid even one whit of attention to what time it was. He had to remind himself that Rosalie, and the world in general, were not waiting with bated breath for his response.


  He looked around the street for something to occupy a little more than an hour. He could go get coffee, but that would only make him more jumpy than he already was. But what other options were there? Across the street was a convenience store and strip mall containing a Laundromat, the aldermans office for that ward, and a wash-your-own-dog pet care place. None of these offered much distraction.


  Henry decided his best course of action was simply to walk back down to the lakefront. He could take off his shirt and shoes, roll up his jeans, and sit in the sand. If he wanted even more distraction than surf and sand, perhaps a hunky lifeguard would appear. Henry could always fantasize.


  Henry started walking east, not too fast because he didnt want to be a sweaty mess. As he approached Sheridan Road, he noticed a silver Mercedes in the line of cars stopped at the traffic light, headed south. Henry swallowed, angling his head so he could see around the glare on the windshield.


  His mother was inside the car. There was something distant in her expression, from what he could tell. When the light changed, she turned right, heading toward him, and drove west on Jarvis. She seemed completely unaware of Henrys presence.


  Regardless, Henry looked around quickly for somewhere to hide. For some inexplicable reason, he felt deep in his bones that his mother shouldnt see him.


  What was she doing? Henry didnt understand why she would turn up two days in a row in a neighborhood Henry would have thought she wouldnt have dreamed of setting foot in.


  Even though he didnt need to, Henry moved quickly back behind a row of shrubs that fronted an apartment building. He stooped a little and watched as she parked in front of a red brick building about a block down. Typical of his mom, she first tapped the car behind her, then the one in front of her, before getting the Mercedes situated.


  His mother stepped from the car, and she looked to Henry like a young girl, pretty, not much older than he. She wore a small-dotted pale blue sundress with thin straps. Her hair swung and glinted in the sunlight.


  What struck Henry was not so much her looks, which he knew she worked very, very hard to maintain, but the carefree attitude that informed her stride. Henry thought of the expression a spring in ones step and thought his mom certainly had that. There was rarely any evidence of that at home, so Henry peered hard at her, squinting his eyes to make sure they werent deceiving him.


  He emerged from behind the shrubbery and crossed the street so he could better watch his mother go into the courtyard of the red brick apartment building. Staying close to a fence on the opposite side of the street, Henry watched as she pressed some buttons on the intercom of one of the entryways doors. She inclined her head forward and then laughed.


  Henry could hear the buzz of the intercom from where he was standing. His mother went inside. For a long time, Henry stood outside, simply scanning the windows of the apartment building, hoping for a glimpse of his mother and some clue as to what she was up to.


  But none ever came. The windows remained either reflective of the sky, covered with blinds or curtains, or empty of humans. There was a calico cat sleeping on the back of a couch in one of them.


  After a long while, Henry started again toward the beach, uncertain if he would ever get an answer.


  


  


  HENRY GOT up and brushed the sand from the seat of his pants. It was a little after eleven and time to return to Fiorellos. He whispered a little prayer to himself and set off.


  In front of the restaurant, the chef he had seen at the stove on his last visit passed him. Henry sucked in a breath. The guy was a big, gorgeous giant. Henry tried to make eye contact with him so he could at least say hi, but the man brushed by him as if he wasnt there and ducked inside the restaurant. He left in his wake the scent of fresh-baked bread and something sour and spicy, like chopped garlic. Henry watched him, and there was something about him that gave Henry a chill, in spite of the heat and humidity.


  Henry waited a few minutes for the chef to get inside. And then, once again like an actor stepping into the footlights, he took a breath and entered the restaurant.


  The place was empty, unlike the day before. He supposed the lunch crowd wouldnt begin for at least another half hour. He looked around for Carmela or Antonio, but obviously neither of them had arrived yet. Henry glanced down at the phone clutched in his hand like a talisman and realized it wasnt quite eleven thirty yet. He was surprised the door was even unlocked.


  So youve made up your mind?


  Rosalies voice, coming from behind, startled him. Henry turned to see her walking in the front door. She looked almost exactly the same as yesterday, same black dress, same thick-framed glasses, same upsweep of salt-and-pepper hair with not a single one out of place. Henry had to wonder if she had even gone home or just magically reappeared here each morning just before opening.


  He smiled at her and decided he had nothing to losewell, maybe a lot to lose, but he needed to be honest. Good morning, he said. How are you today, Mrs. Fiorello?


  She waved a hand at him like he was a gnat or something, annoying her. You wanna come back to my office? Ill put coffee on.


  Without waiting for an answer, she brushed by him and headed through the doors Henry knew led to the kitchen and then her office, or maybe it could be better described as her lair. Henry followed.


  Sit.


  Henry did as he was told, watching as Rosalie made herself busy at a Keurig machine. Henry was surprised. He expected a little metal pot on a hot plate or maybe an espresso maker but not one of these machines, just like the one they had in his own kitchen. It was so, so… American.


  She didnt turn but said, I got Starbucks or Gevalia, both dark roasts. Which one you want?


  No espresso?


  She turned to glare at him, but there was amusement in her gaze. We dont drink espresso in the morning. If you want something Italian, you have cappuccino, but I cant be bothered. You want coffee or not? She grinned. Maybe you dont drink coffee yet? You want a nice glass of milk instead?


  Coffee would be great, Henry replied, more to stave off making his speech to her than he wanted a cup of the caffeinated beverage. Ill have the Starbucks.


  Of course you will, Rosalie muttered. In what seemed like less than a minute, she set a cup and saucer with coffee in front of him. Steam rose from its surface. You want cream? Sugar? If you do, Ill have to go get it.


  Henry wanted both but didnt think it would go over well to ask. Rosalie seemed to be making a point about the effort it would take for her to go fetch the condiments. Black is fine. Henry held back a giggle as he thought of following up with, I like my coffee like I like my men, strong and black.


  He imagined Rosalies eyes popping out of her head.


  She sat down with her own cup of coffee and took a sip. Well, what are you waiting for? I dont have any biscotti. Nor do I got all day.


  Henry surmised they would not have a preamble of polite chitchat about the weather. And he didnt think shed appreciate his pointing out how she didnt beat around the bush. He figured she knew as much.


  Henry took a sip of the coffee, and it scalded his tongue. With a shaking hand, he replaced the cup in the saucer, spilling some of the black liquid over the side. The saucer clattered.


  I want the job. That is, if you havent found somebody else.


  Nobody else. Rosalie inclined her chin down so she could peer at him over the top of her glasses. You sure? You gave this some thought?


  A lot.


  Well, Carmela should be in soon, and Ill have her pull the forms you need to get started. You know, the tax stuff. We can start you out as soon as you want. Finally, she smiled. Today, even.


  Henry sucked in a great quivering breath. I do have one condition.


  Rosalie cocked her head. This isnt a negotiation, kid. The pay is minimum. Staffs supposed to share their tips with you. Thats the best I can do.


  Henry held up his hand. Its not that. He took a sip of his coffee; this one went down better. He took another sip, just to stall. He could see Rosalie was not long on patience.


  I can only work for the summer. There. It was out.


  Rosalie threw up her hands. I thought I made it clear. This isnt a summer job. I need someone full time.


  She started looking through what Henry guessed was a stack of invoices on her desk, and he felt dismissed.


  Would you at least hear me out?


  Rosalie tapped her watch. You got five minutes, tops. Go.


  Henry swallowed and realized he didnt really have a clue as to what to say. He knew he had a burning desire to work in a professional kitchen, to eventually become a chef and infuse what he thought of as magic into his food, just like Maxine managed to. He could tell her he would work hard, learn fast, and be indispensable within a matter of days. But what job seeker didnt claim those attributes?


  This was a time when Henry wished he did possess some lawyerly powers of persuasion.


  Give me just a couple months. Ill stay for three. That last month, I will help you in any way I can to find my replacement, but I will also work hard to train them, so you wont even notice the transition.


  Rosalie smirked. So then Id have to pay, at least for a few weeks, two people instead of one? To do the same job. How does that make sense?


  Henry let out a little titter. She was right. It doesnt. He half stood up. I shouldnt waste your time. I shouldnt have even come here. I could have given you a call. You were clear when you said this wasnt a summer job. Henry stood fully and started from the office.


  Kid. Why did you come here?


  Because something tells me, deep in my bones, that doing work like this is something thats right for me.


  Sit back down. Rosalie gestured impatiently at the chair in front of her desk. Talk.


  Henry took his seat again. But its true. I should probably go to school in the fall. I can always go to culinary school or work in a restaurant after that. If I want. And I will.


  Will what?


  Want to work in a restaurant. Cook. Maybe have my own place someday.


  Rosalie said, under her breath, God help you.


  Henry pretended he hadnt heard. Look. I dont want to lie to you and say Ill take a full-time job when I probably will leave in the fall. But I have a choiceI can work in my fathers law office this summer, or I can work here. I so want to work here. This is me. This is who I am. This is what I want.


  Rosalie chuckled. You tickle me, kid. She sighed. Can you start tomorrow? We really need someone fast, and its not as easy to find good help as you might think. And hardly anyone comes in here for a job like this, wanting it so bad that its like winning the lottery.


  Plus so many people in this job leave quick anyway. The guy youd be replacing, for example. He was here all of three weeks. Then he just stopped comin.


  Itll be fun popping your bubble. Youre gonna see fast that this is hard work, college boy. And maybe a summer here will teach you to hit the books hard in the fall and get your degree. You dont want to spend your life in a hot kitchen. Me, I had no choice. Rosalie shrugged. So, even though its against my better judgment, Ill give you a shot. Well call it a summer job.


  You wont be disappointed.


  Ive had people say that to me a thousand times, kid, and about nine hundred and ninety-nine of those times, I was. Let your actions speak for themselves.


  Sure. Henry nodded, a feeling of jubilation seeping into him. Ill be here tomorrow. What time?


  Ten.


  Henry was tempted to tell her again she wouldnt be disappointed but instead got up once again, smiling, to leave. He extended his hand, and Rosalie looked at it like he was offering her a frozen pizza roll. Carmela should be in by now. Tell her you need a W-2 and a direct deposit form.


  Will do! Henry hurried from the room with one thought nagging at him. Getting the job is the easy part; telling my mom and dad will be hard. Hard? Henry wondered if hed have a place to sleep tonight.


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  


  WHEN HENRY got home, Maxine waited in the kitchen for him.


  What did you do? she asked. She said it as though he had done something unforgivable and irrevocable, like killing someone.


  What do you mean? Henry ignored her and her question. He waltzed into the kitchen and began rummaging around in the big stainless Sub-Zero. There were so many options, despite the fact that his mother hadnt eaten since shortly after his birth and his father took many of his meals downtown in pricey restaurants. He pulled out some deli ham and Emmental cheese. From the cupboard, he got a box of water crackers and, from the bowl on the counter, grabbed a banana.


  Maxine took the food from his hands. I know you were on an interview or applying. What happened? Are you gonna take it?


  Henry took the food back. And this affects you how? He grabbed a plate and put the food on it.


  She touched his face. If you did, Ill miss you. Who will I talk to in this house? I mean, after your dad kicks your ass to the curb.


  She was joking, but the gravity of what she said made Henry immediately lose his appetite. He plopped down hard on one of the stools set alongside their kitchen island. He put his face in his hands for a moment. Then he looked up at Maxine and said, I did. I took the job. He let out a short burst of near hysterical laughter.


  The words didnt seem real. Maxine stared at him, her mouth open.


  You might want to stuff a banana in that gaping hole, Henry said.


  Shut up. You did not! Maxine gave his shoulder a little push.


  She was right. It was unlike Henry to do anything rebellious. He was the good kid, always home on time, never a problem at school, didnt do drugs or drink excessively. Sex? Well, he thought briefly of Kade and surmised that was a whole nother ball game.


  Out of the blueand maybe to change the subject or to just go along with the rise of this wave of giddy hysteria he was experiencinghe spit out, Oh yeah, and Im gay.


  Maxine let out a burst of laughter. Yeah, right. Youre like my buddy Patrick who, when he went to come out to his mom and dad, told them he had a brain tumor first. Then said he was only kidding, he was just gay. They still werent relieved.


  Im serious. Im a pole smoker.


  Oh, shut up. Maxine sat down next to him and idly pulled off a piece of the ham Henry had piled on a plate. She chewed thoughtfully. Really? Usually I have pretty good gaydar.


  Really. Henry looked into Maxines eyes, trying to gauge what he saw there. He wasnt quite sure he could confirm what he saw, but he was sure of what he didnt: judgment, disappointment.


  Maxine broke off a piece of cheese and popped it in her mouth. How long?


  How long have I been gay? Since birth. Thats how it works.


  I know that, Maxine said. I just meant how long have you


  Been sexually active? We are not going there.


  Maxine shook her head, and Henry was surprised to see a blush of crimson rise to her cheeks.


  Thats not what I meant either. I just meant, how long have you known? Um, since you realized.


  Oh God, looking back, I can see things from when I was a little kid. I would think of them as friendships, but the intense attraction I had for some of the older boys at school, that made me feel all fluttery in my gut, told me that, even then, I liked boys. I just didnt recognize lust for what it was. Not then. And of course, there was that whole Bette Midler phase when I was twelve. He shrugged. I guess I sort of acceptedand theres a big difference between knowing and acceptingaround my sophomore year of high school.


  Did something happen then?


  Henry grinned. I saw Maroon 5 perform on a TV special. Adam Levine. Henry closed his eyes for a moment, enraptured. There was no doubt, no kidding myself anymore. I liked the boys.


  The two shared the food Henry had brought out. The nice thing about this moment was how comfortable their silence was. Without saying anything at all, Maxine was reassuring. His being gay was no big deal.


  After a while, he said, I have to tell Mom and Dad.


  That youre gay? Maxine gasped.


  Well, I Henry was caught off guard. That hadnt been what he had meant at all. He was simply talking about taking the job in Rogers Park. But the idea caught him up short. Should he just make a clean breast of it and tell them everything? The pairingthe new job and his sexual orientationwere not such, pardon the expression, odd bedfellows. They were both core to who he was, and both were alien to his father and mother.


  Maybe it was time they knew who their son and only child was.


  The idea filled Henry with terror. I dont know, he said at last, staring out the window and knowing he was refusing to meet Maxines intense gaze. I guess Ill play it by ear.


  


  


  HENRY WAITED until after nine oclock to talk to his parents. He was in his bedroom, with only the flickering illumination of a candle on his nightstand to see by. Darkness pressed against his bedroom windows like something palpable, like a thing that had a life force of its own. It was almost creepy.


  Henry had hoped that by lying still on his bed, on the cool, crisp linens, with only candlelight, he might kind of meditate and thus calm himself.


  No such luck. He might as well have been playing Lady Gaga at top volume on his Bluetooth speaker and running one of the porn sites he watched on one of its longest and most hard-core clips.


  He wasnt calm. He wasnt serene. He wasnt at peace with his decision.


  But tomorrow he would need to get up and, wonder of wonders, go to work. How was that for a novel concept? Tomorrow was Friday, and even if he could slip out of the house unnoticed and spend at least eight hours away with no questions asked, hed still have to face his dad come Monday morning, when he would roust his son from bed to go to work downtown with him on the Metra train.


  Henry got up and pulled on a T-shirt to pair with the mesh athletic shorts he had on. He padded into his en suite bath to splash some water on his face and to take a look at himself in the mirror.


  Are you sure you want to do this? Didnt you learn something in school this past year about the path of least resistance? The path of least resistance would be to put all this crap out of your head and follow in Dads footsteps. You know that.


  And yet the thought of not starting work at Fiorellos the next day really did make his gut churn. He was sick with loss at the very prospect.


  You have to do it.


  Henry breathed in deeply, trying to ignore that his breath was quivering, and left his room.


  His parents sat in what they called the great room, a large, airy addition his father had added to the back of their brick colonial when Henry was in junior high. Floor to ceiling windows looked out on Lake Michigan, but right now that view opened onto a vast expanse of darkness. Across from his parents, who were seated at opposite ends of a wraparound suede sofa, an HD television was mounted on the wall. From the voices and sentimental music, Henry could tell they had Greys Anatomy on, although neither of them was looking at the screen.


  His mother, in a loose-fitting tunic top and yoga pants, was staring at her iPad screen and occasionally typing something on its keypad. She wore a secret smile, and Henry couldnt help but walk quietly behind the couch to peer over her shoulder. She was texting someone. Henry would have to lean in really close to see who.


  His father had the Wall Street Journal open and held it in front of his face like a shield. Henry had told him he could read the newspaper online, on an iPad, but his father insisted he liked things old school.


  Henry felt like a shadow, a ghost in the room, because neither of his parents looked up or gave any indication they were aware of his presence. Henry cleared his throat.


  His mother shut the cover on her iPad quickly, and Henry might even say guiltily. She looked up at him with her amazing baby blue eyes, and Henry was struck once more by how young she looked. Especially now, with her face flushed.


  His father made lots of noise with the newspaper as he clumsily folded it and set it in his lap. There was a glass of Scotch on the table next to him, and he took a swig. Didnt even hear you come in, sport. Whats the good word?


  Henry wanted to blurt out Queer. Hows that for a word? Good? But instead he just took a seat opposite his parents on what they called the pony chair, an ultramodern piece that brought together dappled horsehide, chrome, and leather. It wasnt comfortable in the least, but it made a statement.


  Kind of like this house, Henry thought.


  Henry cleared his throat again and then gave his mom and dad what he was sure was a grin of the sheepish variety. He composed his face into a more serious mien. Do you guys have a few minutes? Theres something I want to talk to you about.


  His mom smiled. Of course, Henry. You dont have to ask.


  Henry reached out and snatched the remote off the glass-topped coffee table. You mind if I turn this off?


  Suit yourself, his dad said. We werent really watching anyway.


  Once the TV was dark, the silence rose up, even louder than the drama of the television soap opera. It was like a fourth presence in the room. Henry might have guessed, if he could predict the future, that he would have been a nervous wreck at this very moment. Hed have the whole bitsweaty palms, pounding heart, a sense of escalating terror.


  But something inside must have taken over, because Henry felt just the opposite. He was almost numb. He looked first at his mother and then his father and then began speaking to a point just above their heads.


  I wanted to talk to you both about a decision Ive made.


  His father leaned forward. Henry noticed he took up his glass of Scotch again and held it in one beefy fist, as though for security. He looked over to his wife.


  Does any good ever follow a statement like that? he wondered. Its as bad as we need to talk. He chuckled, but it was grim.


  His mother didnt say a word, just stared at Henry expectantly.


  Henry grinned but felt the effort was weak and useless, so he abandoned it. You guys want me to be happy, right?


  Of course we do, Henry.


  His mom set her iPad on the coffee table. Henry noticed she kept one hand on its cover.


  Whats going on?


  Henry tried to swallow but discovered his throat was almost completely dry. Just say it. Spill it. Put it out there. Lay your cards on the table. Make a clean breast of it. I accepted a job today. Again, Henry attempted to smile. And again he failed.


  What are you talking about? His father glared at him. Youre working with me this summer. Youre gonna learn a lot. Its all set up.


  Henry gnawed at his lower lip. Courage. No, Dad, Im not. He looked imploringly at the man, whom he had always seen as bearish, cuddly in a gruff way, and lovable. Now he only looked brutish and threatening. For the first time in his life, Henry wondered if his father might hit him.


  What the fuck!


  Tank, Henrys mother cautioned.


  Its not like Im gonna be robbing banks or dealing drugs this summer! Jesus! I just wanted to do something different, something that maybe would make me happy. And besides, you never even asked me if I wanted to work at your office.


  His father downed his Scotch and then leaned forward. And what is this thing that will make you happy? He used air quotes around the word happy.


  Ever heard of Fiorellos?


  His father shook his head, and Henry could see, perfectly, the rage boiling just beneath the surface. Henry worried what would trigger its release. He looked to his mother and saw recognition cross her features. Of course you do, Henry wanted to say. You hang out in that hood.


  Its, um, a really good Italian place, Henry said.


  A restaurant? Henrys father spit out the word like an epithet.


  Yeah. Henry was going to continue, but his father stopped him, standing and holding out his hand.


  So, let me get this straight. Youre gonna, what, wait tables this summer instead of work downtown in a plush law firm? A place where youll not only learn a lot for your future but probably begin building a network. A place I busted my ass to secure for you. His father flung his glass against the wall. It shattered and left a dark stain.


  Henry shrank back, his shoulders bunching up. He figured now was not the time to let his father know he wouldnt exactly be waiting tables. Waiting tables was actually above his pay grade. Its just that I thought this might be my last chance.


  Last chance to do what?


  I love to cook, Dad. I love being around food. Havent you noticed? I just wanted a chance to explore that passion.


  Youre full of shit. What a lowlife thing to do.


  Tank, please!


  Henrys father shot his mother a look that caused her to wither against the couch. If you think youre gonna toss aside a good opportunity like the one Ive got lined up for you to work like some loser in a restaurant, you better think again, young man. He shook his head. Do you know how embarrassing it would be for me to not show up with you on Monday? Ive been telling everyone about you, even showing your picture around. Youre my heir apparent.


  Ah, Henry thought, so this is what its really about. Him. His image. The realization gave Henry the courage to continue. Im sorry to disappoint you, Dad. But I hardly think anyones going to think twice if you have a different intern than me this summer. I want to do this. I want to work at Fiorellos. Henry crossed his arms in front of him.


  His father shook his finger in Henrys face and then leaned close enough so that Henry could feel his dads liquor-scented spittle on his face. He spoke with a low intensity, barely above a whisper, that made it even more terrifying and threatening than if he was yelling. You are not going to do this. You are going to come to work with me on Monday. Im your father, and for a little while longer at least, I like to think I know whats best for you. He raised his voice. End of discussion!


  Henry blinked. His father stormed from the room. Distantly, Henry heard a door slam. He jumped.


  He looked to his mother. That went well.


  Oh. Im so sorry. His mother looked away from him, staring down at her yoga pants as if there were something fascinating woven into the fabric.


  This is where youre supposed to hug me, Mom. This is where youre supposed to comfort. Henry stared, frozen, at his mother for a long time, waiting.


  But nothing happened. After a few minutes, she opened her iPad. She smiled a little at something on its surface. There was a lot he wanted to say to her, a lot he wanted to ask, but the words werent there. Not now.


  Henry quietly left the room. He paused in the foyer, wondering if he should go back up to his room or out into the night.


  He went out into the night.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  VITO WATCHED the new kid as he washed dishes. He had to give him creditthe boy had learned how to use the industrial dishwasher with ease and kept up with a constant flow of dishes, cutlery, and glasses from the dining room with nary a complaint or broken glass. His first two weeks working at the restaurant had been a study in professionalism. When Vito had first laid eyes on the boy, he had to admit, he wouldnt have guessed hed last more than a single shift, that those soft lily-white hands were cut out for the hard work required.


  But he had fooled him. Fooled all of them, really. Carmela, Rosalie, Juan Carlos, and Antonio, who all thought Henry could never survive the harsh working conditions, not with the plush background that had spawned him.


  The boy reminded Vito of himself at that age, even though Vito only had about ten years on him. Henry was eager to please, ready to learnhell, he seemed just happy to be there in the kitchen, doing grunt work that might be some other folks idea of hell.


  Vito needed to get back to the black cod he was sautéing in butter with fresh thyme. He tilted the pan so he could bathe the fish in the herb-infused butter.


  And you need to stop thinking about that boy. He reached over to grab a sprinkle of kosher salt from the wooden box to his left and pondered his feelings. The boy, Henry, stirred something in him. He had since hed first walked in the door two weeks ago and Carmela had introduced him around. Those blue eyes, so different from Vitos dark ones, captivated Vito in a way he thought was long since dead. And the way Henry held his gaze a little longer than what might be considered normal spoke volumes about which way the kid swung. And, if the eye lock wasnt enough to broadcast Henrys feelings, he had held on far too long when they shook hands. Vito finally had to pull his hand away and turn back to his stove.


  Vito didnt like it. Here, in front of this stove, was his sanctuary. What he loved about the restaurant, at least in the past few months, was the fact that he didnt have to think. He didnt have to talk. He could work like a machine, muscle memory directing his hands, making recipes hed prepared hundreds of times. He was safe.


  The kid changed all that. He had penetrated Vitos defenses, the wall he had erected when hed lostwell, he didnt want to think about that. Ever.


  Vito was getting to the point where the scars he bore inside were just thattoughened and thickened, insensitive to the touch. Beyond his dogs, work, what to put in his belly, and when to go to sleep, Vito didnt allow himself time for much of anything else.


  Including pretty boys who seemed too eager to please. Vito allowed himself a glance over once more, and a grin creased his features in spite of himself. It wasnt just that the kid was hotalthough he was, with a tight little ass, broad shoulders, and the kind of Nordic beauty that drew Vito like a moth to a flameit was more than that. Even in just two weeks of working alongside him, the kid was in his element. He seemed happy.


  Vito both envied that and was drawn to it, although he didnt want to be.


  He would have to be careful around this Henry. He didnt want him getting too close.


  


  


  HENRY WIPED the sweat from his brow with his arm and then shoved another tray full of dishes into the dishwasher. His shirt was soaked, both from the spray of the faucet as he rinsed dishes and from his own perspiration. His back ached, right there at the base, and it made Henry want to pause to just rub it, to knead out the kinks and the pain. But there was no time!


  When he was little, hed loved the movie Fantasia, and his mother would allow him to watch it over and over. Looking back, he realized she wasnt being indulgent. She was using the DVD as a babysitter, as a way to avoid interacting with him.


  What made him think of the Disney film right now, though, was not a dysfunctional family memory but Mickey Mouse. He was in the segment called The Sorcerers Apprentice, and he lost control of his magic when he tried to have a broomstick carry buckets of water for him. The brooms multiplied and got out of control, flooding Mickeys castle.


  Henry didnt feel like a magician, but he did understand now, better than ever, what it was like to have overwhelming work just keep coming at him, like some sort of tsunami. The plates, the knives, the forks, the spoons, the drinking glasses, the wineglasses that had to be hand washed, and more just never seemed to stop coming once service began. Henry was afraid that if he paused to take a piss or even something as luxurious as a deep breath, he would be buried in stainless steel and pottery.


  It was endless!


  And yet, and yet, Henry loved being here. He loved the feel of excitement in the kitchen. It was a rush. The energy level was high because it had to be. No one had the luxury of downtime. You just kept working, and the hours passed like minutes.


  On his very first day, which now seemed so long ago, Rosalie threw him in with little training. True to her taciturn ways, she said, Sink or swim, Henry, then handed him a stack of towels and the manual for the dishwasher. Do good there and well break things up with busing tables. Right now busing tables seemed like nirvana, the impossible dream.


  Henry was grateful, absurdly so, for each of his two ten-minute breaks and his half-hour lunch. He took a second to glance behind him and was rewarded with seeing Carmela walking toward him, a stack of menus in her hands.


  Jesus, she said. Is that smile for me?


  Uh-huh, Henry said. He shoved one last load into the dishwasher. Its break time, right?


  Its lunchtime. And youre not smiling at me because youre happy to see me. Youre smiling because you finally get to sit down. She laughed. I know. Believe it or not, I was once in your shoes.


  Really? Henry moved over so that Juan Carlos, the young man who currently bused tables, now promoted out of dishwashing hell, took his place at the big machine.


  Oh yeah, Rosalie likes her staff to work their way up. Just a couple years ago, I was bubble dancin for my life. She snickered.


  Henry followed her back to a small area where a little porcelain-topped table sat with a couple of ladder-back chairs around it. He slumped into one of the seats.


  Youre not like a lot of the guys who work here.


  What do you mean?


  Most of them, soon as they get a break, they shoot out that back door. Smokin.


  Never took up that vice.


  Youre young. Theres still time. Carmela winked at him.


  It felt good to just sit, to let his bones settle, his breathing and heart rate slow a bit. Carmela started away.


  Whats for family meal? Family meal, Henry had learned, was what everyone called the dish they prepared each night for the staff to eat. It usually relied on using up products left from specials that week and produce that was still goodbut not for long.


  Vito made some beans and greens. Its in a pot on the back burner. She started away again.


  Carmela?


  She whirled around. What? Im sure theyre already lined up at the hostess desk. I dont want Rosalie on my ass. She wiggled her eyebrows, so Henry knew she wasnt too annoyed. Antonios another story.


  You and that bartender. Dont be a home wrecker. But would you mind bringing me a bowl of the greens and beans?


  Tsk. Spoiled rich boy. You want me to serve you?


  I do. Henry tried to put on his most endearing smile. Would you mind?


  Carmela shook her head. Youre gonna get me in trouble. Next time, you get it yourself, okay?


  She hurried away without waiting for a reassurance.


  It wasnt that Henry was being lazy. It was that he was afraid of the cook, Vito. Not really afraid, maybe. There was a whole mix of emotions, and Henry was just too tired to deal with them. He knew theyd be brought front and center if Henry leaned over the chef as he worked. Just the nearness of Vito caused Henrys pulse to accelerate, in a way entirely different from how hard work caused it to jump.


  He had to admit ithe had a little crush on Vito. And never was a man less deserving of his affection! But he couldnt help it. Vito was everything Henry could imagine wanting in a man. Physically he was all male, rough-edged, dark, and exotic. His body was thick and solid, that of a linebacker, yet there was also something of the teddy bear, cuddly, although Vitos aloofness worked hard to counteract that impression. Where Henry was smooth, Vito was hairy. Really hairy. In the dictionary, Henry imagined a picture of Vito next to the word hirsute. Tufts of coiled black hair poked out of the collar of his shirt. The backs of his hands were thick with coarse black hair. And that facewith its strong jawline heavily shadowed by a beard that must spring back minutes instead of hours after shaving. And the curly, unkempt black hair atop his head just begged for the touch of loving fingers.


  If he could get close enough….


  For all his appealand it was not limited to only his hunky looksVito was about as approachable as a cactus, as prickly as the outer leaves of an artichoke. Henry wasnt just drawn to the man because he could make Henry hard just with a glance into those dark chocolate eyes, but also because the man could cook, and Henry wanted to learn from him. He had what Maxine hadmagic. He could take the humblest ingredientsa pork chop, some arugula, though here they called it rocket for some reason, a few slices of grapefruit, and a couple of cloves of garlicand transform it into a symphony of layered flavors, a sum much bigger than its parts. Learning to do that was the real reason Henry was here, busting his ass and perhaps ruining any future he had with his family of birth.


  But over the two weeks Henry had been here, his attempts to befriend Vitohell, his tries to even extract a couple of friendly words from the manwere met with cold stares and grunted-out one-syllable responses. If Henry attempted to look over his shoulder to see how he was preparing something, Vito would raise that shoulder to block his view. Even something as simple as a hello when Henry arrived for work may or may not be greeted with a response. The best-case scenario was a sort of half smile, but usually all Henry got was a nod, if that.


  His thoughts about the silent chef, as Henry had privately dubbed him, were interrupted by the return of Carmela, who came bearing a steaming bowl. She set it down before him, and Henry gazed down at the medley of cannellini beans, sautéed escarole, tomatoes, onions, and garlic with something akin to passion.


  Sorry this took so long. Its crazy tonight. Pazzo! As Rosalie would say.


  Its okay. Thanks for getting this for me. Henry picked up the spoon she had brought and tucked in. The stew danced on his tongue, savory, a little acidic from the tomatoes, rich from the garlic and basil, and earthy from the greens. It made him feel like home, or what he imagined a real, happy home would be.


  God, this is good.


  I know. Those people out there shelling out thirty bucks for veal marsala dont know what theyre missing. Its this peasant stuff that nourishes not only your body, but your soul.


  My! Arent you profound?


  More like full of shit, but thank you.


  Henry took a few more bites, thinking of Vitos hands chopping the garlic, tomatoes, onions, escarole, and herbs that went into this. Vitos hands were large, like shovels, but his fingers were tapered, those of an artist. He looked up at Carmela, who still sat across the table. She was examining the end of one of her coiled red curls.


  Shouldnt you be back out there? You said it was swamped.


  And I will, she snapped. I get a break too, you know.


  Sorry. I just thought you took your breaks at the bar, with Antonio. Henry raised his eyebrows.


  She waved her hand at him dismissively. Ah! Sitting there looking at that gorgeous face and bod, knowing you can never have it, is like sitting down to a plate of manicotti that you cant eat, only smell and admire the way the melted cheese looks and the marinara clings. Its frustrating. You know?


  Henry thought immediately of Vito. Oh, I know. Henry took another bite of the stew. Hey, can I ask you something in confidence?


  If its about sex, Im in. Carmela grinned.


  Well, not really. Or maybe I should say not exactly, or I wish it was. Its about someone who works here.


  Carmela leaned forward. Im listening. And whatever you say is just between us, okay?


  Thanks. Henry shrugged and finished his food. His lunch break was almost over, so he knew he should make this fast. Whats up with Vito?


  What do you mean?


  Well, its just that it seems like he hates me. And I dont know why. Ive done nothing but try to be friendly to him, but every word I say to him, every smile, gets turned away like I have some kind of disease.


  Do you? Have some kind of disease? Carmela leaned back, far away from Henry.


  Shut up. But seriously, do you know what his problem is?


  Carmela twisted a lock of her hair. She did that a lot. It indicated she was thinking, Henry guessed.


  Finally she said, Dont take it personally. The man hardly speaks to anyone, unless its to bark that an order is up.


  Was he always like this?


  And at that question, Carmelas green eyes went dark. She looked far away for a moment, and Henry wondered what caused the pain that ruffled her otherwise perky features.


  No, she said quietly. Not always.


  Well, what happened?


  Carmela looked down at the delicate gold watch on her wrist. Another time, okay, Henry? I got to get back out to the front of the house or Rosalie will have my head on a platter. Yours too, if you dont get back to the dishes.


  But tell me.


  Not now. And Carmela got up and hurried away from him faster than he had ever seen her move.


  


  


  LATER THAT night, Henry thought he was alone, cleaning counters and putting stuff away at the end of the night.


  He heard a toilet flush and looked over to see Vito emerge from the employee washroom.


  Oh, hi, Henry said, embarrassed at how his surprise and nervousness at seeing the man caused his voice to go higher. He gave a final swipe to the stainless prep counter with a cloth and straightened up. It was time to go home.


  I said hi, Henry repeated when Vito didnt answer but merely moved toward the messenger bag he kept on a hook by the back door. Henry was surprised at himself. Vito was nothing if not intimidating, and Henry couldnt believe he had the nerve to call out even this tiny slight. You know, you could speak when spoken to. Look at me. Im on a roll.


  Vito slid his knives in their case into his messenger bag and then looked at Henry. The dark-eyed gaze, so enigmatic and brooding, caused something akin to an alarm to go off inside Henry. A rush of endorphins escaped from just that look, that rare meeting of the eyes Vito almost never allowed. He smirked.


  Hello, Henry. Did you have a good night?


  Vito said the words as if by rote, and Henry knew he was simply saying them to mollify Henry.


  Im beat.


  Well, welcome to the restaurant world.


  Now that Henry had opened the conversational door, he didnt know what else to add. This paltry chatter probably constituted the most words the two had ever exchanged. Henry found himself desperately wanting to keep the words volleying, even if what they were saying was trivial and meaningless. Of course, wanting to say something, anything, was a pretty sure-fire way to make ones mind come up blank.


  Vito headed for the door.


  Going home?


  That would be the logical assumption, yes. Vito opened the door. Unpleasant odors of rotting vegetables and grease rushed in from the dumpster outside. He started out the door.


  Live around here? Or do you take the L?


  Vito stopped in his tracks and turned to regard Henry once more. Im a few blocks away. I usually walk.


  And because Henry was bone-tired but lustful, a state common to someone his age, he was bold. Want company? I could walk with you.


  Vitos gaze darted away from him. He shook his head. No.


  No? Thats all? Just no?


  Vito smiled, and for a heart-stopping moment, Henry thought maybe he had shamed the guy into giving him a chance. Yes, Vito said.


  Yes what?


  Yes. Just no. And Vito slipped out the door without looking back.


  Damn! He really does hate me. Youd think a coworker would at least take me up on my offer out of politeness, if nothing else. Henry dropped his rag back in the bucket of bleach solution and looked around, making sure he had done everything on his checklist. Satisfied, Henry untied his apron and hung it on a hook.


  He stepped out into the night, double-checking to make sure the door was locked behind him. He had an idea, one he didnt think was wise, but he was compelled anyway. Following through on the idea was validated by the fact that when he emerged from the alley, he could still see Vito, walking south on Greenview Avenue.


  That big form, kind of lumbering, drew Henry like a beacon. It was fairly late, after eleven, so there werent many people out. The moonlight made Vito a gray figure, retreating.


  You shouldnt do it. Just go home. Do you really think it will make things any better between the two of you if he catches you following him? Henry thought his inner voice was making a very sensible and rational argument. And yet his feet were disagreeing as he started a southward course at a discreet distance, keeping back about a half block.


  Henry shrugged, and the voice that acted on impulse, that did things just because they felt good, urged him on. Go ahead. See what hes about. See where he goes. You know you want to. Henry shook his head. That last thought was exactly the kind of notion that brought him trouble. It was that thoughtYou know you want tothat had led him into his experiences with Kade and with taking this very job, alienating both his mom and dad.


  Henry wondered why we couldnt just listen to our sensible inner voices. I dont know, maybe because theyre boring? Maybe because theyre safe?


  Henry continued to follow Vito, keeping back, watchful for a patch of shrubbery or an apartment house doorway he could duck into should Vito sense him following.


  I dont even know why youre doing this. So you see where he lives. So what? Even if this somehow led to something other than hostility on Vitos part, what is it you hope to accomplish?


  And Henry knew his own response to himself was lame. Because I want to know him.


  Because you want to fuck him is more like it.


  Henry couldnt argue. His head told the truthand his lower head confirmed it. But Vito obviously didnt want to know Henry; otherwise hed be friendlier. He wouldnt rebuff all Henrys feeble attempts to get him to talk.


  Youre on a fools errand.


  And the fucking part? Hey, the guy isnt even gay.


  Henry wanted to tell himself he didnt know that for sure, but he did. Vito couldnt be gay. He was too macho, too butch. There wasnt one thing about the man that set off Henrys admittedly new and relatively untested gaydar.


  But I can still dream, Henrys irrepressible id told him. He continued to follow.


  He stood across the street as he watched Vito enter a door to the side of a dollar store. He could see, when Vito went inside, a small vestibule with mailboxes and, beyond, a flight of wooden stairs. The door closed, and Vito was lost to him. Henry trained his gaze on the upstairs windows and, within a minute or two, saw lights come on. It gave Henry a little thrill to witness Vito moving to one of the windows and lowering the blind.


  Okay, are you happy now? You can go home. The thought of home made Henry sad. Things hadnt been the same since hed told his parents he was going to be working at Fiorellos. In fact, they were so bad that Henry had been banished to the little garage apartment in back of their house. The place was barely finished, as it hadnt been used for anything other than storage for years, but Henrys dad had told him he should get a taste of the kind of accommodations he could afford on his lowlife laborer wages. His father, to twist the knife, had added that Henry would be kidding himself if he thought he could even afford the garage apartment on what he made.


  He felt shut out. Lost. And wondered when his father would begin demanding rent.


  A string of cars and a city bus passed, leaving in their wake the stench of exhaust. When Henry looked up, Vito was standing across the street with two big dogs on leashes. Vito was staring at him. He was not happy.


  Henry forced his gaze away from Vitos glaring face. He couldnt bear to look at those eyes. He could tell, even from across the street, they were fairly blazing with anger. This had been a very bad idea.


  Henry looked at the dogs, which appeared to be some kind of tough street-dog mix. Both of them strained at the leash, wanting to move on, but their master was rooted to his spot, shooting daggers across the street.


  Henry was also frozen. He thought briefly this moment was akin to two new lovers spying each other across a crowded room, except this was all screwed up, with one of the people actually hating the other.


  Vito crooked his finger at Henry in the classic come here gesture. Part of Henry wanted to simply turn and run. Sure, he could do that. But then hed have to face Vito when he came in for work the next time. Maybe Ill just quit, Henry thought, and tell Dad Ive had a change of heart. That notion made him so sick to his stomach that he crossed the street, plastering what he knew was a sheepish grin on his face. He was almost hit by an oncoming Ford pickup, which was heading west on Morse far too fast. Henry had to leap backward to get out of the way. The blare of the horn almost made him scream.


  Finally he stood in front of Vito, who sized him up, shaking his head. The dogs were sniffing his legs and looking at him with appealing eyes that said, Pet me, or at least pay some attention. Henry mourned that their owner obviously did not share their feelings.


  What the hell are you doing?


  Henry bit his lower lip and failed at another attempt at a smile. I was just on my way home. Why?


  Evanston is that way. Vito jerked a thumb over his shoulder, north.


  Henry was surprised Vito would even know where he lived. He had certainly never told him, but Henry supposed he could have overheard what one of the other staff, who spoke to him a bit more, could have said. Henry needed to think fast. I just wanted to clear my head before going home.


  Vito nodded slowly, never taking his gaze off him. All these days Henry had wished Vito would look at him, and now he wished he would stop. Henry stared down at the ground and then looked to the dogs, as if they would save him. He squatted beside them and, hoping he wouldnt get his hand bitten, began scratching them behind their ears. They loved it. One tried to jump on him. The other began licking his face like it was made of raw sirloin.


  Henry looked up at Vito and could tell Vito was charmed in spite of himself. They like me, Henry said.


  They like everybody who pays them the least little bit of attention.


  What are their names?


  Vito cocked his head, and the stony stare rushed back in. Im not out here to chat with you. The girls need their walk, and I need to get to bed. He looked pointedly at Henry. Alone.


  Henry was shocked by this last remark. What on earth would give Vito the idea hed want to join him in bed? Oh, I dont know, maybe because its one of your most fervent wishes? It had to be Carmela, she of the perceptive powers and big mouth.


  Vito started walking with the dogs, heading east, toward the lake.


  Can I walk with you? Henry asked eagerly.


  Apparently, Vito replied.


  They walked in silence for several moments, the dogs stopping to sniff and take care of business.


  Vito at last said, speaking to the air in front of him, You never answered me.


  About what? The clutching sensation in Henrys gut told him it wasnt wise to play dumb.


  Vito blew out a sigh. About why the hell you followed me home.


  Followed you? Henry laughed. Is that what you think?


  Oh, come on. Dont insult me.


  They had come to Sheridan Road. Cars and buses, even at this late hour, rushed by in both north and south directions. Henry was again seized with an urge to simply turn tail and run. How could he answer Vito? What excuse could he make?


  For some absurd reason and almost from out of nowhere, Henry felt tears well up in his eyes. Everything caught up with him at oncehow lousy the summer had been so far, losing his best friend Kade, who had turned out to be a user and a complete asshole, and getting in his parents bad graces when he needed them most. The only bright spot had been working at the restaurant, where already he was beginning to feel at home.


  And now hed probably managed to ruin that too. He sucked in a breath and tried to hold off the tears. It would not do to be a crybaby in front of this guy. It wouldnt win him any points.


  But what could he say?


  The light changed, and Vito started across the street with the dogs. As they got to the other side, the dogs must have smelled the lake because they picked up their pace, almost running. Vito obviously couldnt help himself. His dour expression, for just one fleeting moment, turned happy. He laughed.


  The four of them trotted toward the beach. Once they got there, Vito stooped down to free the dogs of their harnesses. They dashed off, barking and kicking up sand behind them, to the waters edge. It was a pretty scene, the dogs splashing and playing tag with the waves lapping at the shore, all lit up by silvery moonlight. Henry wished he could enjoy it.


  Vito walked over and sat down in the grass bordering the beach. Henry had the impression that he didnt really care if Henry stayed or left. But for better or worse, Henry felt compelled to explain himself. He sat down beside Vito.


  Vito looked over at him and then back out at the dogs, jumping and frolicking at the waters edge. You gonna tell me?


  Henry thought he would sound stupid and stalkerish if he blurted out the truththat he simply wanted to know Vito better, find out a little bit more about him, so maybe he could discover some common ground that would give him an opening for talking to Vito.


  Henry swallowed and said, I dont know how to tell you.


  Vito was silent for a very long time. He said nothing as he watched the dogs. He said nothing when he got up and whistled for them to come. Henry marveled at their immediate and unquestioning obedience. He said nothing as he got them yoked back up for the walk home.


  Vito turned and began to head west again. Henry followed. Vito stopped and stared at him.


  What? Henry let out a burst of nervous laughter.


  Theres something wrong with you.


  Henry sucked in a breath, feeling like hed been punched in the gut. He started to apologize, to offer some kind of excuse for his behavior, but Vito stopped him with an outstretched hand.


  I want you to leave me alone. You had no business following me. He turned away from Henry and continued on his way.


  Henry watched Vito and the dogs until shadows and the vehicles hurrying to and fro on Sheridan swallowed them up. He felt deflated, sick. For a while he had to restrain himself from running after Vito and trying to explain himself.


  But there was no good explanation, and to chase after him would only make things worse. Henrys behavior was crazy, and Vito had every right to be creeped out by it. Especially if he was, as Henry believed, straight.


  He shook his head and turned north. The walk home would be long and arduous. At least the pain in his feet and his weariness would keep his mind off the fool he had made of himself tonight.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  


  VITO COULDNT sleep, even though hed triedfor hours. Those hours passed like days, and Vito realized, in retrospect, that he had experienced brief, tortured patches of sleep, because he recalled dream imagery that made him anxiousempty arms, darkness, a sense of foreboding coming from just a telephone.


  He felt crowded by the girls, one lying too close and making him hot, the other horizontal at the foot of the bed, so he had nowhere to put his legs. Neither of them were having any trouble sleeping, though. They snored like truck drivers.


  Sighing, he got up and went into the kitchen, turning on only the dim light over the stove. He pulled the cork from a bottle of Chianti that was on the counter, half finished, and poured himself a glass.


  He looked around the kitchen and thought how it no longer suited him, with its butter-colored walls and the alphabet magnets on the refrigerator, holding artwork that would never be admired by its maker again. This was a room for a happy man.


  Vito thought he should throw this stuff away, make the kitchen sterile, barren, utilitarian, a place simply for meal preparation. Paint the walls white. Haul out the old plank table he had built and stained with his own hands and bring in a simple stainless cart.


  Oh, quit feeling sorry for yourself. Its pathetic. Vito got up and dumped the wine he had poured in the sink. He watched it run down the drain, thinking he was being wasteful. Hed had only one sip. But that swallow had made his head pound, with a sharp pain behind his left eye as a flourish. He had hoped the wine might offer at least oblivion, if not comfort.


  Hed been turning to wine for those things a lot lately. And he never learned. Every time he was disappointed, coming away feeling no better but only sicker and more morose. Wine betrayed him, but it seemed it was taking Vito forever to learn that lesson.


  But the wine did do one thing, at least until tonight, pretty successfullyit helped him sleep. Knocked out was probably more like it. But tonight the red tasted sour in his mouth, and, with its promise of a full-blown migraine, he knew he couldnt turn to its burgundy embrace to forget. He sat down, closed his eyes, and kicked out one of the kitchen chairs to put his legs up on it.


  Connie padded out to the kitchen. The click of her paws on the floor made him open his eyes again. She stared at him with a mournful expression, as though to say Why dont you come to bed?


  Ill be in soon, bella.


  As though satisfied, the dog turned and walked away. Vito could hear her hop up on the bed in the other room.


  He sat there, not thinking, not drinking, barely breathing, until the kitchen grew lighterthat dim, fuzzy, and grayish light that portended dawn. He glanced over at the clock on the range and saw that, somehow, an hour or so had passed. It was almost 5:00 a.m.


  Vito sighed and said aloud to himself, Its not too early. Shes up. Shes always up now. Even if she didnt want to get out of bed, that damn Pomeranian would make her. Vito smiled.


  Vito was no different from many Italian men. His mother was central to his life. She was the one he had always turned to, in good times and bad, the one he always thought of first when he had news to share. His mom, Cora, showed more interest in his life than any other person on this earth. It had always been that wayfor better or worse. Sometimes her fascination with Vitos life, easily putting it ahead of her own or even her husbands, God rest his soul, could be suffocating or nosy to an extreme.


  But there was the other side of the coin. That interest, or what should be more properly called love, was like an embrace, a lifeline in a confusing and often threatening world.


  It was this lifeline Vito now cravedand he thought that, in an absurd way, this new kid, this Henry, had brought it on, awakening feelings in Vito that he thought he had long since buried.


  He went into the living room, where hed tossed his phone when he came home from his shift. He picked it up and pressed the Home button to bring it to life. He scrolled through his contacts and found the one labeled simply Mother. He tapped the word, and it brought up her picture.


  She had once been a beautiful woman, and still was in many ways, defined and elevated by her Sicilian heritage. Her hair, once glossy and black, was now cut short, and it looked dryer. She kept the gray away by having it colored a deep shade of red. But you could still see the girl in her green eyes, still see the strength in her strong chin and broad Italian nose and full lips. He recalled when he had taken the picture, a few years ago, when he had begun work at Fiorellos and she had come as his guest to dinner. She had been so proud! She had cried when he placed the lasagna with béchamel he made in front of her, not because it was sublimeit wasbut because her husband, Johnny, wasnt there to share it with her. This was a few years ago, and she had just lost him to a heart attack.


  Vito shook his head and decided much more thinking like this would defeat the purpose of calling his mom, so he pressed the button that would connect him.


  She answered, as she almost always did, on the first ring. And as soon as their hellos were out of the way, she said the same thing she always did. I was just gonna call you.


  Isnt it funny how that works, Mom? Every time I call, you were just gonna call me. Yet my phone never rings. He laughed to show he was teasing.


  Did you just call to give me a hard time? I havent even had my coffee yet.


  Well, you have to admit, its usually the other way around. Isnt it the parent whos supposed to bug the kid about keeping in touch?


  Oh, Vito, is my boy feeling lonely? What made you wanna call me up at the crack of dawn? I could have been sleeping.


  Oh, come on, we both know Brenda gets you up at four every morning for her breakfast and a tinkle. Why his mother had named her dog Brenda was a mystery Vito had never been able to unravel.


  Shes a good girl.


  Vito could imagine, and knew he was right, that his mother had the phone tucked between her shoulder and ear and was bending over in her kitchen chair to sweep the little dog up off the linoleum to cuddle her.


  Yes, shes my baby, she cooed, confirming what Vito was imagining. He smiled.


  So whats up? You wanna come down for breakfast? Ill make you birds nests. I baked bread yesterday, and I got some nice roasted peppers to put on top.


  Vito grinned at the mention of the egg dish, thick-sliced bread with a hole hollowed out in the middle for an egg, fried in a cast-iron skillet in lots of butter or bacon grease. Not all that healthy, but God, was it comforting. Vito was tempted to throw on some clothes and head out to the western suburb of Cicero, where he had grown up and his mother still lived, just to sit in her kitchen and have her make that for him.


  He could practically smell the toasted bread and hear the sizzle of the butter.


  Thats tempting, Ma. But I have to go to work today.


  So what? You dont go in until the afternoon, right? They hired that new cook, Elizabeth, right? To take lunches?


  Vito nodded, and when he realized his mother couldnt see him, said, Yeah, but I didnt sleep too good last night, and I probably should take another run at it.


  Cora was quiet for a moment. You thinking about them again?


  Ma, Im always thinking about them.


  And you always will, son. Just like I always think about my Johnny, your dad. The world got a little darker without him in it. But you know what?


  What? Vito asked, even though he knew what his mother was going to say. Despite the fact he had heard this same speech over and over again, he let her say it. It showed she cared, and next to a hug, words like these made Vito feel loved.


  Everybody says it, but its true. Life is for the living. You gotta move on, boy. Its been over a year now, hasnt it?


  Vito said quietly, One year, three months, and six days.


  You have to think about not just the joy they brought into your life, but the joy you brought into theirs. You made them happy. You drove them crazy sometimes! But I know they always felt loved. That counts.


  I know, I know, Ma.


  If you need to, you go to church and light a candle for them. You think of them up in heaven, waiting for you. Theyre okay. They wouldnt want you moping around.


  She paused, and Vito could imagine the wheels turning in her head.


  I wanted to do the same thing when your father passed, just shut myself up in the house, crawl under a blanket. For good. But the girls, your aunts, wouldnt leave me be. They made me come out to bingo on Sundays at the Sons of Italy. They made me go shopping at North Riverside. They even got me to get on a plane to Vegas! Ha! Remember that? She didnt wait for her son to answer. They made me live. You gotta do the same. Its time.


  At her words, a sudden, unbidden image popped into Vitos head: Henry, piling dishes up to load into the dishwasher. Strands of his blond hair were glued to his ruddy forehead with sweat. He had stripped off the short-sleeve shirt he had worn in and had on only a ribbed tank that clung to him. He had caught Vito looking and given him a smile. It was a simple moment, but that connection stayed with Vito. It touched his heart. The moment was frozen because it was like they were the only two people in the busy kitchen, for just that fraction of a second.


  Youre right, Ma. Youre always right.


  She scoffed. Yeah, thats me. So, speaking of which, youre off on Sunday. Im making sewer pipes, sausage, and gravy, and youre coming over. You can bring somebody.


  Like Connie and Gabby?


  Well, I was thinking maybe a nice boy. That would make me really happy. She was quiet for a moment. Besides, those two monsters are gonna eat my Brenda for a snack one of these days, Ill bet you dollars to doughnuts.


  Ma, theyre afraid of Brenda.


  They both laughed. Somehow the little five-pound dog always managed to ride herd on her much bigger cousins.


  But Im serious, Vito. You got anyone you can bring? Seeing anybody? A handsome man like you shouldnt be by himself.


  And again, Vito thought of Henry. Oh, hed been seeing him, all right. Almost every night for the past two weeks. And then again, in his dreams sometimes. Once he even woke from one of those dreams with come in his shorts, an experience he hadnt had since he was a boy. He had a feeling he dreamed of Henry because he pushed him away so consciously at the restaurant and even out of his waking thoughts. But his mind refused to let him go.


  No, Ma. Im not ready to date anyone again.


  I didnt even necessarily mean date. But you got friends, dont you?


  Vito thought sadly, or maybe gratefully, that the answer was no, beyond friends of the four-legged variety. The friends he used to have, in that other life that now seemed to belong to someone else, had all turned away. Not because they hated him or didnt want to be around him, he knew that much for sure, but because they didnt want to face his pain, didnt know what to do with the longing and loss in his eyes, the hurt he wore like an apron. What could they do? What would they say? His life only brought theirs down. So one by one, they stopped seeing him.


  He didnt blame them.


  Itll just be me and the girls. Is that enough?


  Oh, lets not have a pity party here. Remember when you told me you were a fanook?


  Ma, we dont use that word. We say gay.


  Whatever. The point is, do you remember?


  Yeah. I was twenty. I wrote you a letter.


  And I cried. And I went to church and lit a candle for you, praying that this gay thing would be ripped out of you.


  Nice.


  You know it took some adjusting. You werent who I thought you were. But so much happened over the next few years. There was


  And Cora went quiet, her voice stilled for several moments, and Vito knew she was trying to catch her breath, to hold back tears. He knew because his own were springing to the corners of his eyes and running down his face.


  In a choked voice, she went on, I learned that I was wrong. That if Jesus granted my wish and did rip this thing out of you, you wouldnt be you anymore. And I wouldnt have hadwell, you know.


  I know. I know. Vito held a hand to his eyes to stem the flow. Ill be there on Sunday, and Ill bring a nice antipasti. I got some of that good sharp provolone like you like.


  Okay, son. I gotta go. Brendas tap dancing at the back door.


  Bye.


  And Vito?


  Yeah?


  I love you.


  Vitos heart gave a little leap. He never, ever doubted his mother loved him, but she seldom said so. It wasnt her way. She showed it more through hugs and pinches, sometimes too hard, on the cheek, but most of all through her food. Before he had a chance to return the sentiment, though, she had hung up.


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  


  THE KITCHEN was hot, blistering hot, at least ten degrees hotter than it was outside, where the temperature that night hovered around ninety-six degrees, with humidity to match.


  Henry was glad hed been promoted after only a month on the job and was now no longer washing dishes, at least on a regular basis. He waswait for it, his dad would be so proudbusing tables, filling water glasses, and if they were really slammed, delivering plates of food to the table. For this position, he got to wear black Dockers and a white button-down with a skinny black tie. He knew his parents would have been horrified to see him in the uniform, but he took pride in it, making sure the clothes were ironed before his shift and his black leather Converses were scuff-free.


  The move up and away from the dishwashing station was progress, Henry supposed, but not what he really wanted. What he really dreamed of was, of course, being a chef, but that was a long way off. He tempered his expectations by wishing and hoping for something attainable: helping Vito out as his sous-chef. Currently that job was held by Sammy, a young Italian guy who was Rosalies great-nephew.


  Sammy was good, with great knife skills. He could keep up with Vitos pace pretty effortlessly. Henry knew because he watched them all the time, and keeping up, especially on a busy weekend night like this one, wasnt easy. And Vito was not the kind of guy to mollycoddle his assistant. You had to kind of sense what he wanted and do it, with no hesitation.


  Henry was grateful to be in the air-conditioned front of the house, especially on a hot night like this one, but what he longed for was to work alongside Vito, even though the man hadnt said more than two words to him since the night Henry had foolishly followed him home. That night, Henry conceded, was not one of his finest moments. He had apologized to Vito, but the apology was accepted with only a grunt, barely an acknowledgment, let alone forgiveness.


  Henry cleared off one of the booths near the back, dumping plates and cutlery into his big plastic bin, thinking about Vito. He had tried to learn more about the man, but even the talkative Carmela was pretty mum about his history.


  All he knew was that something bad must have happened to him, but Henry had no idea what.


  But there was one area Carmela wasnt mum about, and she had finally revealed something about Vito that gave Henry hope.


  She had let the cat out of the bag a couple of weeks ago, when the two of them were outside, taking their break together. They would often walk over to Greenview and sit in the grass beneath a big maple tree, where it was cooler. Henry was still smarting from what had happened when he had followed Vito home, so he took the shared break as an opportunity to ask Carmela a question. Can you tell me something?


  Is this about Vito? Carmela asked.


  How did you know?


  Because youre obsessed with him.


  Henry opened his mouth to deny it but thought there was no point. Carmela spoke the truth. Did he just break up with his girlfriend or something? Going through a divorce? He just seems so, so tortured. Dont answer if you think its none of my business.


  A girlfriend?


  Yes, or a wife.


  Carmela covered her giggles with her hand. She stopped. You didnt know? I thought that was part of the reason youre always staringbecause you wanted to get in his pants.


  I do, Henry blurted out and then laughed, feeling familiar heat rise to his face. But I didnt think it was possible. I thought he was straight.


  Carmela shook her head. You really are clueless, Henry.


  What?


  I guess its not that obvious in Vitos case, but yeah, hes one of youse guys. What do you call it? A friend of Dorothy? Mores the pity for girls like me.


  You mean hes gay?


  I dont know that hes much of anything these days, but yeah.


  Henry looked off into the darkness. And smiled.


  


  


  IT WAS near nine oclock when Sammy got sick. Or, Henry thought, sicker, because he knew the guy came into work not feeling good. Hed seen him. His usually dark Mediterranean complexion had paled, and there was something dead in his eyes. Later, when Henry had seen him working at his station, he noticed how his ashen skin was coated with a shiny patina of sweat. Henry had assumed it was just from the heat.


  But when Carmela sidled up behind him just after hed finished serving a very handsome gay couple on what Henry hoped was a date, he knew the sweat was from something else. Carmela yanked him away from the grouping of tables and pulled him toward the hostess desk.


  Sammys got the flu.


  What? And hes been prepping food all night? Henry was horrified when he thought of all the people the guy could have made sick.


  Carmela rolled her eyes. Okay. Lets just say Sammys got the flu.


  What are you talking about?


  She grabbed his face and squeezed his cheeks together. Henry slapped her hand away.


  That hurts.


  She shook her head. You really are young, arent you?


  I dont know what you mean. I have a table to bus. He started to walk away from her. Sometimes she could be his best friend in the restaurant, and other times she was simply annoying. This was one of those other times.


  Carmela grabbed his arm. Henry stopped and glared at her.


  I wasnt finished.


  Okay.


  Sammy went home. And look around, bright boy. Were slammed tonight.


  She didnt have to tell him. He didnt need to look around. Friday nights were always busy, but tonight was a cut above busy, verging on chaos. This time talking to Carmela was putting him even further behind. The place was jammed, the waiting area was standing room only, and additional people waited outside. Henry supposed the heat brought them out. Who wanted to turn on a stove on a night like this?


  I get it. Im in the middle of it. It still hadnt dawned on Henry what Carmela wanted, why she was telling him about Sammy. And then it did and he grinned. This could be his break.


  You need to get your ass back in the kitchen and up close to Vito. He cant keep up with the orders. You think you can do that? You just need to chop stuff, pretty much.


  Whos gonna take care of the front of the house?


  Carmela rolled her eyes. Youre lookin at her.


  What about Sammy?


  Hes gone! And lets just say, Mr. Busybody, Sammy enjoys a good time a little too much now and then.


  I see.


  Carmela gave him a little push. Go! Andiamo! We dont have time.


  Henry was already heading back to the kitchen, already being assailed by nerves, already, like Sammy, feeling more than a little sick.


  This was his chance to demonstrate not only his willingness but also his passion for making food.


  He stood next to Vito, waiting to be told what to do. Vito glanced over his shoulder at him.


  What are you waiting for? He gestured with a wooden spoon at a cutting board to the right of the stove. There was a huge pile of yellow onions and a big wooden bowl of heads of garlic. I need the onions diced and the garlic minced. You know the difference?


  I do. Henry stepped up to the mise en place station and took up the chefs knife. He looked at it in his hand for a moment, reveling.


  Get busy! You can do herbs and olives after that. Then I need help plating. We dont have time to daydream, kid.


  Henry got busy, bristling at Vito calling him a kid. What was Vito, anyway? Twenty-six? Twenty-eight? Whatever. He was hardly old enough to be referring to Henry as a kid.


  But there was lots of work to be done, and he didnt have time to ruminate. He took the first of the onions, peeled it, and then began slicing, being careful of his hand.


  Vito looked over at him, made a tsk sound, lowered the flame under his pan of chicken, and snatched the knife from Henrys hand. Not like that. Like this. Vito grabbed another of the onions and sliced it in half lengthwise. This way you leave the root at one end, which you can cut right up to. Like this. Vito turned the halved onion on its side, cut off one end, and then cut planks into the surface, then thin lines opposite to the planks. This way, when you cut through Vito demonstrated. you get a perfect dice.


  And his dice was flawless. Got it, Henry said, taking the knife back from Vito. And because he wanted to please him so much, he cut the remainder of that onion into identical cubes. He did the same with all the rest. Then he moved on to the garlic, using the same technique on a much, much smaller scale, after smashing each clove with the back of his knife so the skin would come off easily.


  Henrys hands got into a rhythm, and although he worried he would cut himself with the supersharp knife, he never did.


  It seemed the time evaporated in the steam from Vitos pans. Henry had never toiled so ceaselessly and was amazed when the workthe chopping, the scattering of herbs on plate edges, the spoon slides to artful effectwas done, that the evening was almost over. He glanced up at the clock, and his jaw dropped. It was almost midnight. It felt like only minutes had passed.


  Wipe down the counters with bleach and water and take out the garbage. Vito took off his black apron and hung it on the usual hook.


  Hey. I know the drill. Henry dipped a rag into a bucket of bleach solution and began wiping down all the surfaces. Vito had said maybe three sentences to him throughout the hours they had worked side by side, and each of those was to command him to do something faster or to inform him he was doing something wrong.


  What did he see in this guy, anyway? He was a jerk. And Henry, worn out and not feeling as elated as he might have expected after working his first night on the line, had had it. He probably should have censored himself, and he knew it as the words tumbled right out of his mouth to land at Vitos feet. But regret was a luxury for the older.


  You know, a thank-you might be nice.


  Vito stiffened at the sink they used for hand washing. Henry watched him dry his hands, and then he turned to Henry. Damn. Those dark eyes! Even when Im pissed at the guy, those things cant help but turn my knees to water.


  For what? Vito asked.


  With the edge of his hand, Henry scooped a row of garlic skins and herb stems into a plastic bin. He slammed his rag down on the counter. For what? Seriously? How about for helping you out all night? How about for saving your ass?


  Vito laughed, but there was little mirth in it. Saving my ass? I thought you were, just like me, doing your job.


  Yeah, but still


  Vito shook his head. Should we get Rosalie in here, ask her to clear up your job description? I thought your title, if thats what you want to call it, was something along the lines of all-around help. That means a little bit of everything, kid. Sorry if you dont get my effusive thanks. Vito glanced down. You got basil stems all over the floor. You need to pick those up before you go home.


  Vito turned away from him, and Henry couldnt help it. Even though he was burning up inside from the dressing-down, he had to smile. This was the most Vito had ever spoken to him.


  Maybe the key to opening the man up was getting him mad.


  And stop calling me kid! Henry said under his breath.


  He didnt know if Vito heard him or not because when he turned around, Vito had slipped quietly out the back door.


  Henry hurried to finish cleaning up. By the time he was done, the front of the house was dark, and the rest of the staff had left. He headed out the back door and double-checked to make sure it was locked behind him. Henry took a small measure of pride in that, even after such a short time working at Fiorellos, they entrusted him with this small but important task.


  Out front, on Jarvis, Carmela and Antonio stood together, sharing a cigarette. Henry shook his head. That girl spelled trouble; he just knew it.


  As if she could hear his thoughts, Carmela called out to him, Hey, kid! What you got on tap for the rest of the night?


  Henry turned. Im going hometo bed. What else would one do after working ones ass off?


  Carmela came close, smiling. One thing you need to learn is that if you work in a restaurant, you gotta blow off steam after your shift. We all do it. She cocked her head. Sammys been taking that a bit too far of late, but you need some time to unwind.


  Henry nodded. What are you gonna do?


  Antonio and I are gonna go get a drink down in the city. One of the bars on Rush?


  Henry shook his head. The singles bars on the Near North Side of the city were a complete mystery to him, and one he was very comfortable with leaving unsolved.


  I thought he was married, Henry said.


  So? A married man cant have a drink with a coworker? And who said Antonios wife isnt meeting us?


  Is she?


  No, but thats beside the point. Whats up with you, anyway? Youre acting like a little bitch.


  Henry sighed. He could slap Carmela right now, for calling him kid, for calling him bitch, but he was just too over her to care at the moment.


  She was right on one count. Although he was weary right down to his bones, with burning eyes and muscles that felt like they had doubled in weight during his shift, he realized the last thing he wanted to do was go home.


  But where could he go? He was eighteen years old. He turned to Carmela. Sorry. It was just a long night.


  But you got to work in the kitchen. Thats good, huh?


  Yeah, it was. And Henry surprised himself by smiling. In spite of the silent treatment from Vito and, later, the chewing out, it had been fun. His hands and mind had worked in perfect synchronicity, and he could stand here now and bask in the feeling of not only a job well done, but also the fact that he had fed people that night. He had helped make them happy by putting food in their bellies.


  Well, there you go. You wanna come with Antonio and me?


  You really want me to?


  And for a moment, he saw fear in Carmelas eyes and that, most certainly, she was only making the offer out of politeness. Henry burst into laughter. Id love to, but you know Im too young to get in any of those places.


  Right. Carmela laughed too, and in it, Henry could hear relief. But go do something! She made a shooing gesture with both hands. What do kids your age do, anyway? Arent there parties on the beach? Cafés you can hit up?


  Sure.


  Henry looked over to see Antonio take a last drag on his cigarette and then flick it into the gutter. Carmela? he said softly.


  She smiled at Henry. I gotta go, she said softly. She leaned in close and whispered, Dont hate me.


  Henry shrugged. Why would I hate you?


  And for the second time that night, she grabbed his cheeks and squeezed, asking the same question she had asked earlier. You really are young, arent you?


  She gave him a quick peck on the lips, and he could taste lip gloss and cigarettes. He stepped back.


  Have fun tonight, okay? She winked at him and returned to Antonio. The pair of them walked off together, heading toward the L station. Antonios arm was draped loosely over Carmelas shoulder, and she rested her head against him.


  Henry shook his head.


  He turned and headed east on Jarvis, toward the lakefront. This was his usual route home these days. His father had cut off the allowance hed had since he was in high school, telling him, Hey, youre a working guy. You pay your own way now, bright boy. See what its like to make ends meet.


  So walking the two miles or so to his house in Evanston was the obvious choice over spending the money it took to ride the L.


  Besides, the walk, usually late at night, relaxed him and allowed him to wind down from the night working. Even though he was weary right down to his bones, it still felt good to walk in the relative peace of the late evening. Often a lake breeze would buffet him, and when he got along the lakes ocean-like shoreline, he would sometimes stop to admire how the moon cast the waves tips in silver.


  He would never have this if he were sitting on a smelly L train, surrounded by strangers who may be the source of whatever odor was on offer that night.


  Of course, there was some danger in walking home alone. Rogers Park was still a different world from just a few blocks to the north, where the suburb of Evanston also sprawled along the same lakefront. Evanston boasted big houses, some of them rightfully called mansions, and the campus of Northwestern University, one of the finest and most exclusive schools in the Midwest. But Rogers Park, in spite of being gentrified over the past couple of decades, still had its marauding bands of gangbangers who, Henry knew, would find a rich blond boy like himself tantalizing sport. Henry always walked briskly and with purpose.


  Something tonight caused him to stop in his tracks. And it was not a group of gangbangers lingering at the corner of Jarvis and Sheridan Road.


  It was his mom.


  In the weeks since he had begun his new job at Fiorellos, Henry had just about forgotten that he had seen his mother in the neighborhood, because the sighting had never repeated itself.


  Until tonight.


  Henry let himself drift back into the shadows as he saw her emerge from an apartment building across the street. Her head was thrown back in laughter, and Henry was once again struck by how young and carefree she looked, so unlike the staid persona she radiated at home.


  It was as though she was a different person, and Henry peered closely at her just to make sure, even though there was no doubt. After all, who doesnt recognize ones own mother?


  The apartment building had a little awning over the front door, and just behind her was a tall man who, for just a second, Henry thought was Vito. But this time, when he looked closer, he was certain it wasnt. The man had the same tall frame, broad shoulders, and mass of dark curls that Vito had. But this guy seemed several years older than Vito and had a full, heavy beard. He was dressed in a sport coat, white shirt, and jeans. He was laughing too. The baritone chuckles floated over to Henry on the breeze.


  There were some bushes in front of the building Henry was nearest, and he moved behind them to shield himself more securely from view. He didnt know if such a maneuver was necessary, since his mother and this man seemed to have eyes only for each other.


  Henrys heart lurched just a bit, and his stomach did a similar flip-flop as his mom turned to the man when they were out of the light of the apartment buildings front door and he gathered her up in his arms. Sure, Henry wasnt stupid. It had crossed his mind that his mother could be having an affair, but the idea seemed so ridiculous Henry could never give it any real credence. Come on, parents dont even have sex, do they? I mean, like a couple of times, with their spouse on birthdays and stuff and to have kids, but otherwise? Nah….


  And parents certainly didnt have sex outside of marriage. The idea was sickening, repulsive. And even though Henry recognized it as horribly sexist, he thought if one of his parents were going to cheat, it would be his father, not his mother. His mother? The ice princess?


  Yet the ice had all melted around her in a puddle as she responded passionately to the mans kiss, right there in the street. Henry watched as she reached up to bury her hand in the curls at the back of the mans neck, to pull him closer.


  It made him sick, really sick, and Henry feared he would throw up. It was all he could do to hold down that nights family meal, which had been roast chicken and sautéed eggplant.


  He wanted to run across the street and yank them apart, cry admonishing words to them both, especially his mother, but he stayed frozen to his spot in the shadows, feeling like he was spying yet unable to look away. He saw the impulse to separate them as something a little boy would do, whining and hanging on to the hem of his mothers sundress.


  At last, much to Henrys relief, they broke their embrace and began walking toward him. Henry sucked in a breath and then shrunk farther into the shadows, feeling a strange mixture of emotionsdespair, hysteria, anger, loss, and rageall alternating, jockeying to be first. These were tempered by nausea and the absurdor so Henry thoughturge to cry.


  He spotted his mothers car and heard the little beep as she used her key fob to unlock the doors. They stood for a while at her car, talking and laughing. There was such a sense of ease between the two of them, and Henry racked his brain, trying to think of a time when he had seen his mother behave so flirtatiously and girlishly with his father.


  He came up empty.


  Henry had to bite his lip to keep from crying out as his mom reached up to stroke the mans face, while gazing at him longingly in the moonlight.


  Finally the man opened the door for his mother, and she slipped inside the car. He leaned down and kissed her again. Henrys nausea morphed into numbness.


  He could do nothing but watch as she drove away, the man staring after her, raising his hand in a wave. His mother gave a little toot on the horn.


  After the man turned and went back inside his apartment building, Henry allowed a few minutes to pass before he emerged from the shrubbery back onto the sidewalk. He looked around guiltily, as though he had been the one who had been caught in a compromising position.


  He continued eastward and even started north when he veered right on Fargo and headed to the beach at the end of the street. There, a broad expanse of concrete steps led down to the sand, and Henry sat, to allow himself time to think.


  Quickly, and only because his inner child and sense of the world and his place in it wanted so desperately to be righted, Henry grasped at fantastic straws.


  The man was only a friend.


  The kiss was just a peck, and Henry had imagined it as more.


  There was a relative in Rogers Park his mother had mentioned before, and Henry had only forgotten.


  Those things shriveled up and died like a Popsicle dropped on a hot sidewalk at the height of Augusts heat.


  The hard thing was that Henry could not, as much as he wanted to, convince himself that his eyes had deceived him. There could be no other interpretation for that passionate kiss. No alternative to frame seeing his mother tonight and earlier in the summer here in Rogers Park than she was having an affair. An affair. It seemed so tawdry, so lifted out of a television soap opera. An affair was not something that would raise its ugly, lying face in Henrys own family.


  He sighed, staring out at the relentless ebb and flow of the lake along the shoreline. He imagined a tsunami, a giant wave starting from far out on the waters dark surface, raising itself and steadily gathering force until it was the height of a skyscraper, until it crashed down on Chicago, obliterating the city and its inhabitants.


  The affair wasnt so surprising, really, even though the thought made his stomach roil as if he had eaten something rotten. He had seen his mother and father together for years, and their lives never betrayed so much as a hint at intimacy. When they did kiss, it was little more than a quick peck, when Henrys dad left for work in the morning. Even that was rare. They seldom shared a meal. They all used to go to the country club together, for holidays and Sunday brunch, but Henry couldnt think of the last time they did that.


  No, the truth was his parents lived more like roommates than husband and wife, existing alongside each other rather than together, if Henry really wanted to be objective about it.


  And he did not want to be objective about that. These were his mom and dad. His small world depended upon their being together. He had no siblings. Other than Maxine, there was no one he could turn to in that beautiful six-bedroom lakefront house, a house Henry now saw as a sham and a testimony to money and little more.


  Was his family a lie?


  The rush of grief was sudden and started first as a big lump in Henrys throat that quickly morphed into tears, snot, and sobs that shook him to his very core. He covered his face with his hands and wept, cried until he could barely breathe, until his eyes burned.


  And then he stopped, straightened up, and gazed around himself. There was a man with dark buzzed hair and a goatee standing about three feet away from him, taking his Boston terrier out, Henry guessed, for a final walk before bed. Both man and dog stared at him in silence.


  The man spoke. Hey, sorry, didnt mean to scare you. The dog tugged at the leash and looked up at its owner. Are you okay?


  Henry nodded, trying to gather some spit in his mouth, some breath that wasnt quivering behind his words. Yeah. Just had some bad news.


  Im sorry. The man seemed to be thinking for a moment, searching for the right words. The best he could come up with was: Well, take care. He disappeared into the shadows, heading back west.


  Henry drew in a deep breath. He thought of Carmela and Antonio and his disappointment at seeing them take off together. Antonio was not only married, but Henry knew, from talk around the restaurant, that he and his wife, Mia, were expecting their first baby around Thanksgiving. Henry didnt know if he was more upset with Antonio or Carmela. He supposed Carmela, because he thought she knew better. Didnt she respect the fact that Antonio belonged to someone else?


  Was he really thinking about Carmela? Or was he thinking about his mother? Henry felt like someone had just knocked all the supports out from under him, as though he were a multipaned window and a mysterious hand had just come along and ripped out all the wood surrounding each pane, leaving the glass to crumble, fall, and shatter.


  The world was an ugly place. Look at how his own tentative steps toward love had turned out with Kade. Henry had hoped their friendship and closeness would blossom into something deeper, more intimate and powerful. Henry had given him himself.


  And Kade used him for a hole, a come receptacle.


  Henry stood and wiped the sand from his ass.


  He felt homeless. He couldnt abide the idea of turning and heading north, back to that house that was no longer a home. How could he walk in the door and face his mother? And if she wasnt still up, how would it go if he ran into her in the morning? Could he look into those cornflower blue eyes, so like his own, and pretend nothing was wrong?


  But could he tell her the truth? Tell her what hed seen and demand an explanation? That thought made Henry shake his head, because he felt unreasonable fear at it. To confront his mother would be entering a world he didnt think he was old enough to trespass in. Not yet.


  Should he tell his father? No, that prospect was even more terrifying, although he felt the poor guy had a right to know. His father, a big blowhard, a perfectionist, a man who didnt know the first thing about compassion, suddenly seemed like a pitiable figure to his only son, and that made Henrys heart ache.


  He didnt want to go home, but he had no idea where to go.


  And yet his feet began to take him south, walking along the shoreline of the lake.


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  


  VITO IS barely awake when he turns in the darkness, wrapping his arms around Kevin and aligning his chest with Kevins spine. He smiles, eyes not open, as he feels Kevins smooth, satiny chest beneath his fingertips and runs them playfully across Kevins nipples, which they jokingly refer to as pencil erasers.


  Kevin stirs at his touch and pushes his ass against Vitos hardening cock. They both sigh into the darkness, and the heat from their bodies beneath the quilt is like a warm cocoon. Its as though they are the only people in the world.


  Vito thinks about spitting into his hand, lubing up his cock, and sliding slowly into Kevin, being careful to take it easy, although his body is telling him otherwisehis body urges him to be fast, brutal, and selfish.


  But its late, the middle of the night, and Vito knows that, in spite of Kevins murmurs that connote pleasure, he is not awake.


  A more physical connection, penetration, can wait until theyre both consciously present, until mornings light creeps in through the slatted wooden blinds at their window. Vito contents himself with burying his face in Kevins blond hair, the faint tea tree oil aroma of his shampoo. For now, this is good, this spooning, and Vito drifts back off to sleep.


  When he awakens again, Vito has turned on his other side, away from Kevin. It is still the depth of the night, where darkness reigns, and even here, in the beating heart of the city, its quiet, most of the world lost in slumber.


  All except for one little boy, whom Vito hears cry out in his sleep, Daddy!


  Little Sal has been prone to nightmares lately.


  Vito gets up quietly, careful not to wake Kevin, and rubs the sleep from his eyes. He places his feet on the floor. Cold.


  Daddy! Sal cries again, and Vito hurries to stand.


  He rushes from the room, taking care only to open and close the bedroom door slowly, so as not to wake Kevin. Quick down the hall and then he is in Sals room. Its dim in there, but theres more light because of the Bert and Ernie night-light. Vito thinks the little boy likes the duo because they remind him of his two dads.


  He sits down on the edge of the bed and runs a hand across Sals forehead, which is warm but not hot, and tangles his fingers in the boys dark curls, so like Vitos own.


  Whats the matter? Bad dream?


  Sal nods.


  You need some water?


  Sal nods again. Vito gets up and goes into the kitchen, turns on the tap, and runs it until the water gets cold. He fills a glass and brings it back.


  There you go. Dont spill.


  Sal gulps the water down and, with two hands, gives the glass back to his father. He sits up a little more in the bed.


  Bad dream? Vito asks again.


  The very baddest.


  Vito scoots closer to his son on the bed, pulling his legs up and wrapping an arm around Sals shoulders. Wanna tell me about it?


  In a voice much too old for a little boy, Sal says, There was a car. His voice echoes, deepening. In the background, there is the boom of a collision, tinkling glass, the shriek of metal against metal.


  And suddenly Vito is alone on the twin bed, holding a stuffed rabbit. The room is dark.


  


  


  VITO AWOKE with a start. He looked around and realized he must have sleepwalked, because he was lying on Sals old bed. Watery grayish light seeped in through the single window, imbuing the room with a kind of black-and-white unreality. It must be just before the dawn, Vito thought, sitting up.


  He had to resist casting a gaze around the room, searching for his little boy. The dream fragments stayed with him, and it made him feel almost as if his son were there, which was both a good and a bad thing. Good because he could savor the feeling of the little boy being close once more. Bad because it ripped the scab off the wound, made the approaching day outside that much harder to bear.


  He stood up and moved to the window. Sals room faced Morse Avenue, and the street below was just beginning to come to life. Trash skittered along the sidewalk, and the wind rattled the glass in its pane. The streetlight outside the window winked off. At the moment there was no one on the street, and it looked like a movie set, with its restaurants and bargain stores, many with iron gates shuttered across their fronts. The street had a dystopian feel, as if Vito was the last man on earth.


  Whats with you? Go make yourself a cup of coffee.


  A scratching at the closed bedroom door told Vito he had another task to take care of before he could think about the sustenance of strong black coffee. Vito yawned and stood. As he did, a stuffed rabbit dropped to the floor, and Vito looked down at it and frowned. He picked it up and put it carefully back on the bed.


  He opened the door. The girls waited outside. They both stood at once, and Vito realized they must have been lying outside the door, perhaps trying to puzzle out the mystery of why their master had gone into this other room and shut them out.


  He dropped to his knees and kissed each dog in turn on the top of the head. He scratched them behind the ears. Hungry? he asked, and their ears went up, alert.


  He stood and felt like an old man. Let me throw on some clothes. Well take care of business, and then well see about getting you girls some breakfast.


  Connie barked, and it seemed Vito could detect happiness in the sound. Gabby sat again, tail thumping on the floor. Life was so simple for them.


  Once he was dressed and the girls were leashed, he headed outside.


  As soon as his front door closed behind him, Vito saw him standing across the street. Henry.


  What the fuck?


  Vito turned to peer inside the dollar stores window. He knew from past experience there was a wall clock above the checkout counter. It showed that it was a little before five oclock in the morning.


  Had the kid followed him home again? Had he hung around outside all night? This was getting creepy and, frankly, intolerable.


  Their eyes hadnt met, and Vito turned away, walking west with the dogs. He usually liked to take them down to the lakefront but thought that Henry might also enjoy that idea. It was where they had gone before.


  But west on Morse? Nothing scenic awaited. Just more apartment buildings and storefronts, most of them nothing much to look at. Urban sprawl. Yet the girls didnt mind. They got to sniff and stretch and take care of their needs. It was all that mattered. Again, Vito envied his pets.


  After they had gone about a block, Vito turned his head ever so slightly so he could peer peripherally over his shoulder.


  The boy followed. Vito noticed he kept his distance. Vito had to give him that much. At least he was trying to be discreet.


  Up ahead, there was a bus stop. Come on, girls, lets sit for a minute. Vito herded the dogs into the plexiglass and steel structure and sat down on the bench bolted to the sidewalk. He kicked a Budweiser beer can away from his feet, and Connie watched its progress into the gutter with her ears up.


  Vito sat and waited, studying the graffiti etched into the plexiglass. Every so often hed cast his gaze east, and there was Henry, pacing just at the edge of his vision. The kid was nervous. Vito could tell that much from his jittery movements and the way he wrung his hands.


  Vito shook his head and sighed. Always the rescuer and never the rescued, he said to Connie, reaching down to scratch the back of her neck. He stood and walked to the edge of the bus shelter and peered down the almost empty sidewalk. A vintage red Mustang raced by, shattering the quiet morning into fragments. In the distance, beyond Henry, Vito spied a homeless woman, rummaging in a metal mesh trash barrel, searching for treasures or sustenance.


  Kid, Vito called. Do you think youre invisible? I can see you. I saw you the minute I walked out the door. What the hell are you doing?


  Henry stood frozen to the sidewalk, and at last he grinned sheepishly at Vito. Vito gestured for him to come closer, and Henry did, until he stood in front of Vito, staring at him as though terrified.


  What the hell are you doing? Vito asked again. And this time dont give me any bullshit about just happening to be in the neighborhood. Or getting some fresh air. Vito laughed and emerged from the bus shelter to join Henry on the sidewalk. Come on. Walk the girls home with me.


  One thing Vito knew, just from the boys demeanor, was that he was upset. In addition to his physical aspect and the nervous tics that gave him away, there was the circumstantial evidence to support emotional trauma. For one, it was around five oclock in the morning. The kid should be home and in bed, sleeping. Vito knew he had worked him hard and ceaselessly the night before. A boy Henrys age should be sawing logs until noon today, until some mom or pop yelled up the stairs for him to get his ass out of bed.


  Yet here he was in Vitos neighborhood, watching his apartment from across the street like a spy. This neighborhood wasnt the safest. There were robberies, assaults, and gang violence all the time. It was pretty much a matter of routine. And although Henry was a strapping kid, he was soft. There was a vulnerability about him that a predator could take advantage of.


  As hard as he tried, Vito couldnt help but be the nurturer, the hero. He had informally pledged to himself he wouldnt allow himself to go to that place where he was cast as hero ever again. It only brought him heartache.


  But it seemed life, or fate, made plans for Vito without consulting him.


  They walked in silence. Vito figured Henry would say something when he was ready. Or hed talk when Vito reached his front door, about to head inside, leaving Henry out in the heat of the morning.


  Whichever came first.


  Already it felt like the humidity hovered around 100 percent. If Vito looked east, he could see the sun coming up, a diffuse orange ball, tarnished by haze.


  It was going to be a scorcher.


  At his front door, Vito pulled his keys out of his pocket. The girls ears perked up at their jingle. They knew from endless repetition that the sound meant they would soon be going inside and getting breakfast. Connie jumped up on Vitos chest, gave his face a quick wipe with her tongue. He pushed her gently away.


  He cocked his head and looked at Henry. Henry couldnt appear to meet his gaze. He cast his blue eyes down toward the grit on the sidewalk.


  I have something to ask you. Vito leaned close to Henry.


  Henry at last looked up, and Vitos heart lurched because he could see the pain in the boys tender pale eyes. They were watery, red-rimmed. Vito said a silent prayer. Please make him go away. Please. I dont want to get involved.


  Vito knew if there was a God, he was deaf to such petitions. They had never worked in the past.


  Vito whispered, Are you completely nuts?


  Henry laughed then, a bitter little yelp of a laugh, far too old and wise for a teenage kid. Yeah. I think I am. Henry shrugged. Or at least I wish I was. Maybe then things would be easier. Henry stared down the street, presumably at the rising sun. A mental institution sounds inviting right now. An escape.


  Vito put a hand on Henrys shoulder, forcing him to return his gaze to Vitos eyes. Kid. Whats the matter? Inside, Vito cursed himself for asking. The cynical part of him told him, over and over, he didnt want to know. He shouldnt get involved.


  Whats the matter? Whats the matter? Maybe its the fact you call me kid all the goddamn time. Im eighteen. At least in the eyes of the law, Im an adult. He sighed. And fact is, I mostly feel a lot older than just eighteen.


  Im sorry. Would you like me to call you Henry? Old man?


  Henry shook his head. I dont care. He rubbed at his face. How old are you, anyway?


  Twenty-six.


  Ancient, Henry scoffed. But not really. A decade on me does not give you the right to call me kid. Its absurd.


  Okay, so I wont call you kid. Vito smacked the back of Henrys head. How about ciuccio? You like that better?


  Chooch? Whats that? Henry asked.


  Vito laughed. Its what my mama calls an idiot, a stupid person.


  Gee, thanks.


  Just then the homeless woman Vito had spied earlier and since forgotten came up to them. Her eyes were yellow and glazed, her hair a gray flyaway mess, and she smelled bad. Sour. Perspiration and rotten onions. When she spoke, Vito noticed she was missing a lot of teeth.


  You guys spare some change? Or a cigarette? She looked hopefully from one face to the other.


  Vito watched Henry, waiting to see what he would do. His own hand he had in his pocket, where he knew there were a couple of singles and some change. Henry smiled at the woman, although Vito could see him recoil a bit from her stench. He dug in his pocket and brought out a handful of bills. Vito suspected these were his tips from the night before, maybe all of them.


  Here, Henry said. This is all I got.


  The woman grabbed the bills and stuffed them into her ripped down coat, too dirty to discern any color and too hot for the weather.


  Vito handed the woman a couple of dollars. Take care, he said softly.


  The woman looked at both of them with something like gratitude. Her lower lip came up and out. In a hoarse voice, she said, Thank you.


  Vito watched her walk away. Shell probably use that for booze, he said.


  Or drugs, Henry agreed.


  I guess its none of our business.


  The dogs clawed at Vitos legs. Do you want to come in?


  Henry looked around, as if maybe Vitos reluctant query was directed at someone else.


  The girls here need their breakfast.


  Henry looked down at them. Right. Sure.


  Vito turned to unlock the door. You cant stay. But Ill make coffee. He could feel Henrys breath warm on his neck, he stood so close behind him.


  Vito smiled.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  


  WITHOUT BEING asked, Henry collapsed gratefully on Vitos couch. It was old, but that was not a drawback. The leather was worn and stained at the tops of the cushions, where Henry imagined heads resting. The thought should have been repugnant, but it seemed homey to Henry, who had grown up in a house where everything was always pristine, and if it wasnt, it was replaced.


  He sank into the couch, and it was like the embrace of someone who cared. He looked around the room while Vito went into the kitchen to make coffee and get the dogs their food. He could hear their toenails clicking on the kitchen floor linoleum as they paced impatiently.


  The room, like the couch, was warm and comfortable, maybe even comforting. Newspaper littered the coffee table. The two windows, facing the street, had wooden blinds that were slatted partially open, letting in defined angles of light, in which dust motes danced. Across from Henry was a crowded bookcase, with books stuffed in every which way. It looked like the wood would burst or tumble down from their collective weight. Most of the books were, not surprisingly, cookbooks.


  Above the bookshelf was a simple mirror with beveled edges in a gold wooden frame. It helped make the room appear larger.


  On top of the bookshelf were several framed photos. Henry listened as Vito moved around the kitchen, heard the slap of the refrigerator door closing, kibble being emptied into metal bowls, an excited yip from one of the dogs, the whir of the coffee grinder. He crept over to look at the photos, and something went through hima frisson of understanding, of wonder, of curiosity, and a hope that the photos were not signposts to memory, limited only to the past.


  There were lots of pictures of Vito, but this was another Vito, different from the scowling, taciturn creature Henry had grown accustomed to working with over the summer. This Vito wore, in many of the shots, a big, carefree smile. His dark eyes sparkled, crinkled around their edges from laughter. Even his body had a looseness about it Henry had never seen.


  Here was Vito with a blond man on a beach, their arms wrapped around each other, squinting into the sunlight that lit up their faces but beaming, joy radiating from their wind-chapped and sun-kissed faces. Henry lifted the photo in its frame and thought how the blond man bore a certain resemblance to Henry himself, as Henry might look in only a few years.


  One thing that was obvious from the photo, thoughthis pair were not just friends. They were in love. He closed his eyes for a moment, and he could see them on the beach. Perhaps it was not far from here, at the eastern edge of this very street, where it dead-ended at Lake Michigan. Henry saw the two of them running on the sand and then the gentle burst of electricity as they joined hands, as their eyes met, and they knew theyd be walking back home together.


  Other photos showed the couple with a little dark-haired and dark-eyed boy. In one, he reached up to hold each of their hands. Trees surrounded them. The sun was setting behind them, making of the three a silhouette, yet no one could mistake the photograph for anything other than what it was: a family portrait.


  And here was one with just Vito and the little boy, snuggled on his lap, a big picture book in front of them. The boy was grinning at the camera, showing off the front tooth he had probably just lost. His cheeks were fat, rosy, yet the resemblance to Vito was obvious. Was this his son? A nephew, perhaps? The boy had to have been family of some kind.


  But Henry opted for son. He could see as much from the way Vito didnt look at the camera but stared down at the boy with wonder and love, one hand on the book, one laid tenderly on the top of the boys head.


  What are you doing? Vitos voice, behind Henry, was cold.


  Henrys spine stiffened, and he felt a stab of heat at his face. Why he felt guilty was beyond him. Wasnt looking at framed photos out on display in someones living room a relatively inoffensive thing to do?


  If so, why did Vito sound so harsh, so brittle?


  Henry turned to see Vito glaring. Vito set the two mugs of steaming coffee on an end table, rushed over to Henry, and snatched the photograph out of his hand. He replaced it on the shelf facedown. He then turned each of the photographs facedown on the bookshelfs top, slamming them down with a bang that made Henry jump a little every time.


  You dont need to look at these.


  Im, Im sorry, Henry said.


  Vito bowed his head and pressed his hand to his eyes. When he looked back up, there was a grim attempt at a smile on his face. It didnt work, not at all. It did, however, manage to convey a hint of sheepishness. No, you dont have to be sorry. You didnt know.


  Didnt know what? Henry wanted to ask. But something compelled him to keep his mouth shut. Maybe it had something to do with the tension hanging in the air as thick as the humidity outside.


  Your coffees ready. I didnt know how you took it. Vito gestured toward the end table, where he had left the two mismatched mugs.


  Even though Henry liked coffee with lots of cream and sugar, he took the cup and sat back down on the couch with it. Black is fine. Henry sipped and tried not to grimace at the bold bitterness.


  I like you a little better already. Vito took his own coffee and sat next to Henry. Silence hung in the air like haze.


  Henry ached to ask about the people in the photoswho they were, where they were now. He assumed Vito lived alone, but what did he know? What was the story behind the little family? But he could tell, from the obvious pain on Vitos face and the way he had reacted to Henry seeing them, that now was not the time.


  The dogs came in and found places on the floor to lie down.


  Vito, after what seemed like an hour had passed, finally broke the silence. His coffee, after the first sip, had gone untouched, and the way he stared into the distance, not seeming to see anything, indicated even to a kid like Henry that Vito was very upset.


  Im so tired, Vito said, his voice soft. He stretched, yawning and lifting his arms above his head. I feel like I didnt sleep at all. Dreams. He turned his head and didnt meet Henrys hungry stare but gazed at a point over his head. Have you ever had such vivid dreams you wake up exhausted?


  Henry nodded.


  I need to go sleep. We have work again in a few hours, and Ill be useless if I dont get some real, honest-to-goodness shut-eye.


  I get that.


  You should sleep too.


  For a moment, Henrys heart leaped. Maybe Vito would tell him he could sleep there. Even if it was only on the couch, it was a start.


  But then Vito said, Finish your coffee. And then you should go home.


  He stood up and stretched again. His T-shirt rose up, exposing a taut, hairy belly. Henry felt a stab of shame for the excitement he felt at that glimpse, which was more erotic, he realized, than if Vito was standing before him completely naked. Vito turned and took a few steps toward a door that Henry imagined must be his bedroom. The dogs, attuned to the movements of their master, rose to their feet, ready to follow.


  You can just pull the front door shut on your way out. Itll lock behind you.


  And with that, Vito disappeared into the bedroom, followed by the girls. He shut the door firmly behind him.


  Henry sat on the couch for a long time, letting the mug of coffee go cold in his hands. He listened to the stillness in the apartment, thinking he should feel tired, but he didnt. After a time, he got up and crept to the bedroom door, angling his head so he could listen better through the wood. He heard snoring. Whether it was Vito or the dogs, he couldnt be sure.


  He turned back and eyed the photos, lying on their faces, and it made him sad. It was as though Vito wanted to shut out the memories they represented. But why have them at all, then?


  With a feeling that he was doing something very wrong, Henry crept back to the bookshelf, stopping and stiffening when a floorboard creaked under his feet. He expected the bedroom door to swing open and Vito to stand facing him, enraged. The thought should have been enough to put him off his task, but it didnt.


  One by one, he set the photographs back upright, taking a moment to brush the dust from the glass of each with the bottom of his shirt. He got to the last one and realized this was the only one he hadnt had a chance to look at. It was an old picture. Vito looked very young in it, his hair pulled back into a ponytail and wearing the checked pants most chefs wore. In front of him was a young girl, who couldnt have been out of her teens. She had long black hair, almost to her waist, and wore big hoop earrings. Her dark eyes stared at the camera almost with an air of defiance. She was definitely Italian.


  In her arms, she held a swaddled baby. But it was odd, Henry noticed, the way she held the baby. Where he would expect her to cradle it close, she held it out and slightly away from her body, as if she hoped someone would come along and take over for her. Henry picked up the photo to peer more closely at it. This must be where the little boy came from, Henry thought. Vito was married at one point, or at least involved enough with this girl to have a baby with her. Henry shook his head. Vito doesnt look much older than I am right now. Hell, he barely looks old enough to drive.


  He set the photo back down, thinking he could be wrong. But all the evidence pointed to what he was supposingthe protective way Vito had his hand on the girls shoulder, the pride and terror in his expression, which could very much indicate a new father.


  It was an old story, Henry thought, and with Vitos background, he could see it making sense that, once upon a time, he had been married. His family would have wanted it.


  He looked to the other photos, all taken later, all representing, Henry imagined, a different family with a couple of the same actors. What had happened to the young girl?


  Henry picked up the photo of the three of them, the one in which Vito and what Henry guessed was his son and lover, partner, maybe even husband, stood as silhouettes on a woodland path. He took it with him and sat down on the couch, still fearing that at any moment, Vito would awaken and catch him.


  He stared down at the photograph until the shadows fell away, until each of their faces was lit up by sunlight. He imagined them talking, discussing where to go next on their hike. He pictured the exchange between Vito and the blond man, the happiness at this simple pleasure, and the way their eyes communicated that joy to each other with a simple glance above the boys head.


  He put the photo back on the shelf. He cast his gaze around for something to write on. On the coffee table, there was a takeout menu from Giordanos, the pizza place over on Sheridan, and he picked it up. He quickly found a pen atop one of the newspapers, where Vito had half completed the crossword.


  He wrote Vito a note.


  


  Dear Vito,


  Dont be mad, but I looked at the pictures again. I guess you know that, since theyre all upright now.


  I dont know what your story is, and I hope that one day youll trust me enough to share it, but the pictures I saw touched me. And they made me hurt, deep inside. Hurt for youif these photos, as I suspect, remind you of a loss. And for me, because these photos, these happy family shots, remind me of something that maybe I never had.


  And they made me realize something.


  I came here to talk to you about a family trauma, a shock I had last night that shook me to my core. And its bad, but not as bad as what I fear may have happened to you. So I realized that whatever our hurts are, someone else might have it even worse. I was thinking like a kid. I admit it. A kid thinks the entire world revolves around him. And Im no different. So you werent so far off calling me kid.


  But I grew up just a little here this morning. Black coffee and realizations do that to a person.


  Im going now. I apologize if my looking at your family photos upset you. I hope you and I can talk someday. I still need to tell you what happened to me.


  And I think it would do you some good, if I can be that out there, to tell me what happened to you.


  Im listening.


  


  Your friend,


  Henry


  


  Henry set the note back down on the coffee table and crossed to the front door to let himself out. He stopped and then went back to the note, scratched out Your friend, and wrote, in its place, Love.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  


  THE QUALITY of the light filtering in through his bedroom miniblinds told Vito it was late afternoon. He sat up wearily in bed, the sheets slithering off his bare chest, and rubbed his eyes. He felt as though he had been drugged, the deep sleep he had fallen into earlier that morning clinging to him like some kind of leaded cloak.


  He frowned. It still happened. Even though the car accident that took Sal and Kevin away from him was over a year ago, he continued to wake sometimes from a very deep slumber with the feeling they were still there. His hand, almost as if it had a mind of its own, would reach out to touch Kevins shoulder or pat his head and come away empty. Or he would listen, alert, as any parent would, to see if his child was awake and stirring.


  He slumped back in bed as he realized, for the thousandth time, that he was alone. The only things he heard were the sounds the dogs madenot all of them pleasant, the traffic rushing by outside, the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. Sometimes his neighbor upstairs played his music too loud, and the hip-hop rhythms, annoying at best, would filter down to Vito. But now it was quiet.


  As much as the musicand the lack of considerationirritated him, he didnt mind the music so much because it made him feel less alone.


  He rose from the bed and pulled on shorts and a T-shirt. It was already after three, and he needed to be in to work by five. Thank God Rosalie had another chef, Elizabeth, to do lunches pretty much all the time now. Vito liked the late nights and sleeping during the day. He could cocoon himself away from the world more easily.


  The girls, alerted by their masters movements, also rose. They began silently pacing about the room, casting hopeful glances his way.


  Come on. Vito patted his hip, and the dogs followed him to the entryway, where he leashed them up.


  Outside, the day was oppressively hot. Summer in Chicago could be that way, blistering yet moist, almost unbearable. Today was one of those days, and Vito wondered how high the temperature reading on the savings and loan sign across the street would get. One hundred? More? Hed seen it get that high other summers.


  He had a flash of memorySal outside, dancing in a pair of Underoos in the stream from a fire hydrant some of the neighborhood kids had opened up.


  Vito quickly forced himself to think of something else.


  Like Henry.


  He felt a little guilt. Henry had obviously been upset over something. Vito could tell hed been crying. And yet all Vito had done for him was give him a cup of coffee and send him on his way. He had asked him what the matter was, sure, but he knew the question was offhand, what anyone would say. It didnt show Vito cared about what it was that had made him cry and what had most likely kept him up all night.


  I should be ashamed of myself.


  And yet a part of Vito felt he had done the right thing. This part of Vito wanted him to be alone, shut down, knowing this was the best way of dealing with the hurt and the loss. When that drunk driver on the Eisenhower Expressway had hit the Jeep carrying Vitos son and the man he thought of as his husband, causing it to flip and killing them both instantly, he might as well have taken Vitos life too. In a sense, he had. Because what Vito had today, in this emptiness, was not really a life at all.


  So he worked… and worked… and worked. He slept a lot, sometimes rivaling his champion sleeper canine kids. He dulled the hours off with mindless TV or endless games of solitaire on his laptop. He didnt even cook much for himself anymore. He remembered the days, when they were all together, he would spend hours in the kitchen, working on elaborate meals just to see Kevin smile or to hear Sals contented Yum. He would dream of the treats he would feed them.


  But now there was just an endless rotation of monotony that got him through the days but provided little else.


  All of this was an escape, a balm on his hurt that really did make it better. By feeling nothing at all, Vito could at least cope with the pain.


  Henry threatened that. It didnt help that he had the same fair looks as Kevin, reminding Vito of his man every time he glanced at the kid. But it wasnt just the resemblance to his dead lover that awakened something uncomfortable in Vito.


  Vito was attracted to him. He thought he had buried sex along with Kevin at Rosehill Cemetery. If he felt anything at all, a hand lubed up with spit usually took care of it. It was no different than taking a shit or grabbing something to eat when he was hungry, ugly as the thought was. But at least masturbation was utilitarian. At least he didnt have to think about Kevin, about his touch, the taste of his lips and tongue, how the contrast of Kevins smooth skin with Vitos coarse fur-covered body felt a little like heaven, electric.


  And yet Vito found himself, at spare moments in the restaurant, looking at Henry in ways he wished he could stop. That old undressing-with-the-eyes thing that Vito thought he was no longer even capable of, he did when he knew Henry wasnt looking back. Vito sometimes found himself peering too closely at the boys ass or the outline of his cock through the jeans he used to wear when he was washing dishes.


  Vito stopped in front of his own apartment building, amazed he had taken the girls all the way to the lakefront and back. He couldnt remember having seen anything on their journeywhether the lake was placid and smooth today or the surf was up.


  Digging in his pocket for his keys, he thought he didnt like how Henry had awakened his emotions, his need, because along with the admittedly good feelings, Vitos other emotions would waken too. And with those, there was horrible pain and grief.


  Vito took the girls inside and fed them. The clock on the microwave told him he would not have to fix himself anything to eat because he had exactly a half hour to shower and get his ass to work.


  Where Henry would be….


  As he was hurrying into the bathroom, Vito noticed the piece of paper in the detritus of all the other crap littering his coffee table. He wouldnt have even noticed it if it werent for the handwriting on the paper, which was the back of a takeout menu. Vito knew immediately that Henry had left him a note, and he wasnt sure he wanted to read it. What could it possibly say that would make him feel better? What could further communication do besides invade Vitos carefully constructed cocoon of numbness he worked so hard to maintain?


  Yet the pull of the note was irresistible. Vito plopped down on the couch with resignation and, even though he didnt have time, picked it up and began reading. The first thing he saw in the note was that Henry had tampered with his family photos. He tore his gaze away to look at the bookcase opposite and saw that Henry had, indeed, set all the photos back up again and maybe even dusted the glass fronting each photo.


  He had no right.


  Vito continued to read, and when he finished, he closed his eyes and sat back on the couch, letting his head loll. I cant let this happen. I cant let the guy in. Hes only going to remind me of what I lost. And besides, who am I kidding? Say I did let him in. Say I did allow myself to get involved. What would happen? Henrys from the North Shore. Hes a rich kid. Do I really believe hes going to stick around? Sure, we have a summer fling and I get my heartand other thingsthrobbing again. What then? Hell probably just go away at the start of fall to some Ivy League school. Hes too good to be kitchen help the rest of his life. Or hell, even a chef, if thats where his inclinations lay.


  And then Id just find myself back at square one. Alone. Hurting again over another loss. Not as bad, but still not something I want. Vito shook his head. No. I cant let him in. Losing him, as I surely would, wouldnt be nearly as bad as losing my Kevin and my Sal, but it would still hurt. And that hurt would compound the other hurts, making me worse off than I was before.


  Vito tore up the note and took it into the kitchen, where he dropped it where it belonged, in the garbage.


  


  


  WHEN VITO got to work, fifteen minutes late, Henry was already there. He smiled shyly at Vito when Vito entered through the back door of the restaurant. Prep work was just beginning for dinner, and Henry was at the station next to Vito once again, a chefs knife in his hand, mounds of onions and garlic cloves, already peeled, before him.


  Where was Sammy? His sous chef had been very flaky lately, and Vito knew he was doing cocaine. He knew because Sammy had often tried to get him to have a little toot, as he called it, while they were working.


  Cmon, man, it makes you feel good. Gives you energy.


  Vito always turned him down. Hed seen what that white powder had done to other people in the business. It was ironic, Vito always thought, that cocaine was so popular among restaurant workers when one of its main features was that it deadened the appetite.


  Vito was reaching for his apron on its hook when Rosalie came into the kitchen, followed by Antonio and Carmela.


  Could everyone stop what theyre doing for a minute?


  Vito could see that Rosalie looked nervous… and sad. She was always serious, but there was something wounded behind the thick lenses of her glasses that was all too apparent to Vito.


  I know we dont have a lot of time because peoplethe early birdswill start comin in in just a few minutes, so Ill keep it short. She wrung her hands. You may have noticed Sammys missing again. The truth is I had to let him go. She put a hand, which Vito noticed was trembling ever so slightly, to her forehead. I hated to do it. You know youre all family to me, and it hurts. I wont go into why because its none of your business. Lets just say I need people here I can rely on.


  And with that, she hurried away into the little warren she called her office, closing the door behind her.


  Carmela spoke first. Well, we all know why. He was a cokehead.


  Nobody said anything.


  Rosalie opened her door and glared at all of them. I said I need people I can rely on. Get to work! She closed the door again, and everyone scattered.


  Vito glanced over at Henry, who was busy chopping onions into perfect dice. What? You taking Sammys place? Vito hoped that wasnt the case. If it was, Henry would be working next to him every night. Close. Shoulder to shoulder, almost. Vito didnt know if he could bear the proximity. They would have to talk; they would have to get to know each other better. It was natural. And Vito was steadfast in not wanting to open that door.


  It was different when Sammy worked next to him. Vito didnt harbor secret desires for him. In fact, the guy was kind of repulsive. He always smelled badsweat and cigarettes.


  Henry shoved aside a mound of chopped onions and got to work on the garlic. They went through a ton of the stuff every night. It was important to have it ready to go. Yeah, Rosalie said I did okay last night and wed see how it goes.


  Henry smiled at him, and Vito could see the hunger in his eyes. Vito didnt smile back.


  Make sure that garlic is minced, not just cut up. Vito turned away to begin removing proteins from the refrigeratorchicken, veal, red snapper, and tenderloin. And dont forget the lemons. I need some for cooking, but we need paper-thin slices for garnish. Vito set down what hed taken out of the refrigerator and consulted a notebook he kept beneath the racks of pots and pans to see what hed planned for specials tonight.


  Henry nodded and went back to his work, but Vito couldnt help but notice how he kept casting glances at Vito out of the corner of his eye.


  And that made Vito want to smile. Henrys glances were sweet, seeking approval and maybe more. But Vito kept stern and, beyond barking out orders, didnt say a word to Henry the rest of the night.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  


  HENRY COULDNT stay away from home for another night. His eyes burned. His joints ached. His back felt like what he would imagine the back of an eighty-year-old man must feel like. On his worst day. It almost hurt to simply stand and put weight on his feet. The weariness hung heavy, dragging him down so low it was difficult to even form a coherent thought.


  He had said good night to Vito as he left and gotten only a grunt in return. Henry would like to have just said to hell with the guy, but he couldnt. His aloofness, his brooding manner, his secrets only served to attract Henry more instead of repelling him. Was this what a moth drawn to a flame felt like?


  Ah, he didnt have the energy to ponder these things anymore! He didnt want Vito. He didnt want sex. He didnt want food. All he wanted was to sleep and sleep and sleep for hours on end. He would have traded anything for just the feel of his head on a pillow, the cool crisp of a pillowcase against his cheek. Right now, that goal seemed like winning the lottery or maybe even going to heaven.


  Outside Fiorellos, on Jarvis, it was late. He had watched as the other employees walked out through the back exit for the night, saying their good-nights and heading off in their own directions. He noticed that Carmela and Antonio left together again and felt a little twinge of hatred for the woman hed thought would be his friend. She wasnt at all who hed thought she was, kind of like his mother. Rosalie stopped to ask if he had a way home, and he assured her he did. Vito walked quickly away, toward his home, and didnt look back at Henry once. Henry knew, because he watched him until he was completely out of view.


  There was a bar next door to the restaurant, something with a Celtic name, and Henry stood in front of it, watching as the patrons played pool, drank beer, and added their two cents to the hubbub of conversation.


  He glanced east, toward the lake, and realized he simply did not have the fortitude to even contemplate walking home tonight, let alone actually do it. He didnt know he could be this tired. He forced one foot in front of the other until he reached the L station. He went inside, crinkled his nose at the ever-present smell of urine, and headed for the turnstiles. He pulled out his CTA transit card and was pretty sure there was enough on it to get him home, or at least near homehis parents did not exactly live next to the L.


  He sailed through the turnstile with nary a problem and saw that he still had five bucks left on his card even after the deduction for this trip.


  On the platform, several people waited. They were loud, raucous, laughing and smoking, and Henry surmised they were coming from the bar down below. He hoped they were headed south. He was looking forward to a nice, quiet L car. If he was lucky, hed have it all to himself.


  Fortunately his hopes came true as a southbound train arrived and swept the revelers away, leaving Henry alone on a blessedly silent platform.


  When his train came, he got on and looked around. He breathed a small sigh of gratitude that his car was completely empty. He only had one stop to go before hed have to switch trains for the Evanston Purple Line, but that was okay. Just a few minutes to himself was a tiny bit of heaven.


  Even though he felt somewhat awake when he boarded the car, he must have fallen asleep the moment he sat down and let his head rest against the glass, because the next thing he knew, a CTA employeean African American woman in uniformwas shaking his shoulder.


  You want to spend the night in the train yard, sugar?


  She smiled down at him, and Henry noticed the vivid scarlet of her lipstick. For a moment, in his groggy state, he thought the woman was propositioning him.


  Then she said, Cause if you dont, you better get your butt off the train now. Didnt you hear the announcements? End of the line? She shook her head and regarded him with pity, or maybe it was disdain.


  Henry shot to his feet. Sorry. He hurried from the train and heard her snicker behind him. She probably thought he was drunk or maybe even homeless.


  Thankfully there was a Purple Line train waiting, and Henry hurried to cross the platform before the doors closed. He just made it and sat down with a big exhale in a seat near the door. Hed be home soon.


  And then, he repeated to himself, he could sleep and sleep and sleep.


  Even if it wouldnt be in his old room but in the clutter of the second story of their four-car garage.


  Henry tried to make himself rally when they got to the Main Street stop, but it was hard. The distance from the station to his house was only a few blocks, but it seemed like miles.


  He trudged along, passing the familiar sites he had grown up around, and at last stood in front of the large red brick house he called home, for better or worse. He looked up at the edifice and wondered how something so grand, something he was sure people envied as they drove by on Sheridan, could be so empty, so devoid of dreams and happiness.


  Ah, I dont have time for this now. Henry took a turn after he passed through the front gate and headed around the side of the house toward the garage. His little twin bed there would seem, tonight, like a king in a four-star hotel.


  Henry couldnt wait.


  He let himself into the garage and trudged up the stairs. The garage was quiet, dark, and did not smell of gasoline, oil, or even metal. It was curiously sterilethe way his dad, Tank, liked it.


  When he got into his bedroom, all Henry wanted to do was collapse on the bed, but he couldnt.


  It was already occupied. His mother was sitting primly on the quilt, legs crossed and hands folded in her lap. She looked up at him, her pale eyes nervous in the dim light cast by the floor lamp next to the bed.


  Henry stopped. Mom? What are you doing here? He had a desperate urge to run from the room or simply back up and try for a do-over. He so did not need to talk to his mother right now. What could she want anyway?


  Sit down. She patted the bed next to her.


  Henry wasnt sure he wanted to. It was the idea of getting off his feet more than obeying his unfaithful mother that at last caused him to take a seat near, but not next to, her. He regarded her with a gaze he knew must make him look older, certain it reflected not only his weariness but also his lost respect.


  She didnt seem to notice. In fact, she seemed nervous herself, scratching at her leg, flipping her hair restlessly out of her face.


  Youre growing up fast, she said.


  I know, Mom. Henry gazed around the cluttered room, perhaps searching vainly for an avenue of escape. He cleared his throat and forced himself to say, Can we maybe talk in the morning? I am so beat. I can barely see straight. He flopped over onto his back and shut his eyes.


  I saw you.


  The simple words sent a pulse of nervous electricity through him, like a spark. What? he asked, heart beating faster. He didnt open his eyes.


  I saw you. That night. I saw you watching me.


  Henry sat up again and regarded his mother. There was something plaintive in her expression, something wounded and vulnerable. He was hoping he was mistaken and she was talking about something else, but he knew she wasnt.


  She swallowed, and he watched the movement of her throat, as if the act was difficult.


  His name is John.


  Thats nice. Henry turned away, staring at the darkness pressing in against the glass of the windows. We really dont have to talk about this. Henry felt what little food he had eaten that night begin to roil and churn in his stomach. Acid splashed against the back of his throat, bitter and caustic.


  He winced and pulled away when his mom laid a hand upon his arm.


  Yes, Henry, we really do.


  Henry turned back and stifled an urge he feltwhich was almost overwhelmingto cry. Why? Why do you need to talk to your son about who youre cheating on Dad with? And a couple of tears did escape. Henry angrily pushed them away with the back of his hand. This is not appropriate, Mom. This is not my business.


  His mother stared down at the floor. His name is John.


  Henry rolled his eyes. I heard you the first time.


  Im in love with him, Henry. This is more than justwhat do you guys call it?hooking up? I wanted to tell you at some point, but I thought that day was far off, when I was ready to talk to your father. Maybe after you left for university. When I was making plans to move in with John.


  What?


  His mother went on. But then I saw you hiding across the street when I came out of his place, and I realized how close that restaurant youre working at is to Johns apartment. She licked her lips. I was so stunned I didnt know what to say, what to do, so I just took off.


  What could you say, Mom?


  She touched his arm again, and then stroked his cheek. He shrugged her away.


  I could say that you dont understand what drove me to John. And maybe thats more than a son needs to know. But you do need to understand things have not been good between your father and me for a very, very long time. I felt neglected, like all my nerve endings had been cauterized. I felt nothing, numb. I walked through my days depressed and thought things would never change. I thought my life was over.


  And then one day, I needed to get a key made, and I went to the hardware store on Howard. You know, the one your father likes, that little mom-and-pop operation? And there he was. John. I dont want to upset you, Henry, but there was something there when our eyes met


  Shut up. Henry cut her off. Just shut the fuck up.


  Henry!


  Whats wrong with you? You think I want to hear this? Im your kid. He looked with longing at her, in hopes shed understand that what she was telling him was hurting him in ways he was too upset to even understand.


  I just… I just wanted you to know so youd realize it had nothing to do with you when I make my move.


  Make your move? To what, run off and be with your hardware store man? Henry laughed bitterly. Oh, wont Dad love that? Losing his wife to some lowlife store clerk who makes keys? Add me to the equation, washing dishes and busing tables, and hell be so proud of us both! Henry began to laugh, harder and harder, so hard his sides ached and he collapsed on his back on his bed.


  His mother stared at him, her mouth open.


  Suddenly he stopped and sat back up. He didnt know if he had just laughed or sobbed. Probably both. His cheeks were damp, and his throat hurt. His eyes felt raw, burning. What he did know was that he needed to be alone. He didnt think he could bear one more second of his mother sitting so close, looking forwhatvalidation? Understanding?


  Sorry, Mom, Im fresh out of both.


  Honey, youre not being fair.


  Im not being fair? Henry laughed. I think youre the one.


  She had her mouth open to say something else, and Henry held up a hand. Please. Maybe we do need to talk, but I cant. Not right now. And even though he thought hed lie for the next eight hours staring at the ceiling, he said, Im just too tired. I need to sleep. Could you please, please, please just leave me alone?


  Henry felt a paradoxical rise of his spirit and a sinking of his heart when she stood and started toward the door.


  You rest, honey, and well talk when youre up in the morning.


  Henry didnt say anything. He put his feet up on the bed and turned toward the wall. He kept his eyes shut tight and listened as his mother crossed back toward him. She reached down and awkwardly, and with some difficulty, loosened the quilt beneath him. She tossed it to the end of the bed. She then bent to loosen his shoelaces and take off his shoes. She pulled the cover back up and over him, tucked it in around him, and then ran her hand down the length of his body. Henrys shoulders went up as he felt her lips, cool, on his cheek as she kissed him. Sleep tight, she whispered.


  She turned out the light, and the room was plunged into darkness. The windows opposite him turned into slate gray rectangles. Henry could see stars. He listened as she opened and closed the door behind her.


  He didnt once open his eyes and, despite his upset, felt himself drifting off, betrayed by a body that simply had no more to givenot even consciousness.


  


  


  IT WAS silent, as though all the sound in the world had been sucked out of it. Yet Henry was happy. The day was brilliant, the sunlight casting harsh, crisp shadows on the sidewalk as Henry followed Vito down Greenview Avenue.


  Henry knew that this was sort of a game. When Vito turned to look behind him, Henry would duck, laughing, into a doorway or behind a dumpster or some shrubbery. He followed Vito until they were on Morse Avenue, and then Henry lost track of him. The next thing he knew, Vito was ahead of him again, but now he had the dogs with him. And Henrys mother too. And that guy. What was his name? John?


  Henry laughed because John and Vito looked like they could be brothers. Like mother, like son, Henry said and laughed, thinking he shared the same taste in men with his own mother. Its definitely time to tell her Im gay. Even though Henry said the words, again, no sound came out.


  And then it was night. And Henry found himself alone on the street. He pounded on the street-level door he knew led up to Vitos apartment. There was something shadowy moving behind him, and it was getting closer, closer.


  He pounded harder, his spine rigid, afraid to turn and look back. He squeezed his eyes shut as he felt a hot breath at his neck.


  And all at once, Vito was at the door, reaching out to snatch Henry inside. He slammed the door behind Henry and smiled. That was close, Vito said, but no words came out of his mouth. It was as though Henry absorbed the words telepathically. Henry, inside and presumably safe, looked behind himself and through the glass-paned door to see what monster had almost gotten him in his clutches.


  Was there always glass in that door? Henry asked Vito, thinking that last time he saw it, the door was solid wood.


  Vito didnt answer, and all Henry saw outside was not the night, not Morse Avenue with its river of traffic and neon lights, but the beach behind their house in Evanston, in brilliant sunlight. His father was on the raft he liked, the one that had a cup holder where he could park his bottle of Stella Artois. His dad waved to him and then was carried away by a current in the sparkling aquamarine water. A V formation of geese flew by, and they broke the silence with their honking. A dolphin jumped out of the water.


  Again, he felt more than heard Vito speaking. Never mind that. Its going to storm soon, and you dont want to see that. Come upstairs. I have a surprise for you.


  Henry followed Vito, snatching one final look over his shoulder. Outside, blackness pressed in once more, and Henry just knew instinctively that something lurked within those pitch-black shadows.


  When he turned back around, Vito was gone. Henry ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time.


  When he got to the top, whatever force that had caused sound to disappear returned it. There was a small group in Vitos living roomVito, the little dark-haired boy from the photos, the blond man also in the pictures, his mother, and Johnall shouting Surprise! in unison when Henry entered the room. Everyone was laughing at what must have been the stunned look on Henrys face.


  And then Henry caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror above the bookshelf and saw that he had no face. The realization caused his heart to skip a beat. Everyone seemed to know that too.


  They all laughed.


  Then his mother said, Your face is in the bedroom. Why dont you go in there with Vito and get it? She winked.


  Henry looked to Vito, confused. But Vito stood in the doorway to his bedroom, taking off his clothes. Henry took in the hairy, muscled body, and even though there were people all around, he felt himself getting aroused.


  Vito jerked his head to get Henry to follow him. He turned, and Henry admired the two globes of fur-covered flesh that were his ass.


  In the bedroom, Vito lay, waiting for him. His dick was hard and pointing straight up. A line of precome dribbled down the shaft.


  


  


  HENRY AWAKENED, bright sunlight flooding into his room. The final throbs of orgasm stained the inside of his boxers, sticky and warmly wet. He shuddered and moaned, turning on his side and pulling the pillow over his head. The dream images scattered, yet left in their wake a strange euphoria. Henry laughed to himself and thought he needed to clean up.


  He forced himself to get out of bed and pad to the shower. He knew his mother would be waiting for him in the kitchen of what Henry now thought of as the main house. They were far from finished talking.


  Under the spray of warm water, Henry thought about how rejuvenating a good nights sleep could be. When he came out of the shower, he was surprised to glance down at his phone and see it was almost noon.


  If his mother was indeed waiting for him, Henry realized he was ready to talk to her, not just to hear what she had to say about her own situation but to share who he was with her. It was time.


  


  


  MOM, IM gay. Henry thought he would cut her off before she could begin talking about this John person. And what better way to do it than with a shocking announcement?


  They had just finished breakfastHenrys scrambled eggs and ham and Moms black coffee and rice cakeand had moved out onto the patio off the back of the house. They sat on the Adirondack chairs facing the lakefront. Today the water was gunmetal gray, churning, reflecting a cloud-choked sky above.


  Maxine was busy inside, emptying the dishwasher.


  Rain was coming, and soon.


  Henry searched for a sign on his moms face that would indicate shock. But her features, behind large Prada sunglasses, appeared placid. And? she asked.


  And? What do you mean, and? Your only son just told you hes gay, a pole smoker, a queer, a faggot, a fudge-packer, and all those other horrible terms people use for people like me, and all you can say is and?


  Well, Henry, if youre looking for me to be surprised, Im sorry to disappoint you, but Im not. If your fascination as a little boy with Martha Stewart Living wasnt enough to tip me off, the way you look all moony-eyed at your friend Kade would have done the trick.


  So you knew? Henry felt equal parts relief and disappointment. This was kind of anticlimactic. He was expecting fireworks and drama, a Was-it-something-I-did? speech.


  She shrugged. Yeah. I mean, not for sure. But I always kind of thought so. Ever since you were a small boy. Little things tipped me off. And please, Henry, dont make me say something as corny as A mother knows.


  Henry scratched his head, uncertain. This was not the way hed expected this conversation to go. And you dont care?


  Well, of course I care, Henry. Care about you. That youre happy. And you are, arent you?


  Henry pondered the question. He wasnt sure he knew the answer, and he told her that. Is anyone happy? Henry wondered. So far, being gay didnt seem to offer him any advantage, certainly not when it came to love and sex. And being out, which he would have thought should be some kind of relief, seemed like no big deal to his mom.


  Youre too young to be talking like that. Dont be so negative. Happiness can come to us all.


  His mother looked out at the water. A large sailboat drifted by. Henry, for a moment, expected a dolphin to leap out of the water.


  Henry couldnt quite put his finger on why, but this admission and his mothers lack of surprise, indeed her kind of nonchalance about it, made him feel closer to her than he had in a long time. Maybe she had more character than he gave her credit for. He wondered if children ever really knew their parents, or if parents ever really knew their children.


  So what happens now? he asked her. He guessed conversation about his sexual orientation was pretty much over. Wow. Theyd spent, like, three minutes on it. Maybe this was betterthat his mother lived in a world where being gay meant nothing more than a variation on the human theme, where it wassimplyno big deal. Still, Henry couldnt help but wonder if his dad would be as accepting.


  So now he felt ready to talk to her about what shed brought up the night before. Or at least as ready as hed ever be….


  You mean with what we talked about last night? His mother leaned forward in her chair, and her eyes searched his face. She was probably looking for pain, probably trying to assess if he was truly ready to talk more.


  Yes, Mom. What are you going to do? Are you gonna tell Dad?


  She looked away from him at the question, her bright blue eyes scanning the horizon. Henry questioned his motivation for bringing things up again, questioned if he was really ready to hear whatever his mother had to say.


  She turned back to him. Now that the cat is out of the bag, so to speak, I think I have to. I mean, this secrecy has gone on for a lot longer than it should have. And seeing you seeing me was, in a weird way, liberating. You kind of forced my hand, Henry. And Im grateful. She nodded and slapped a hand on her thigh. Ill talk to him when he gets home from work.


  Henry was glad hed already be at the restaurant when that conversation occurred. It wouldnt be pretty.


  Hes not gonna take it well.


  She laughed. Thats putting it mildly.


  They fell to silence for a moment or two. And then Henry asked, But what are you gonna do?


  I dont know. She got that faraway look in her eye again. She didnt speak for a long time. I dont want to upset you.


  The simple statement sent a chill through Henry, despite the oppressive heat and humidity of the day. He sighed. Then maybe we should leave it alone. He stood up, but his mother grabbed his hand.


  Please, she said. Please sit back down. We do need to talk.


  Oh no. Henry was back to thinking he was too young, still too much of a kid to have this talk. He wanted to bolt, run until his sides ached, until his lungs were close to bursting. He wanted to find his old high school friends on the beach at the end of South Boulevard, where they liked to hang out, and just become a teenager again. Get in a game of pickup volleyball, wonder about his tan line, brave the frigid waters of the lake by diving straight in. Maybe smoke a little weed if anybody had any. Forget….


  He wondered if he could ever return to that world.


  He sat. Mom, I dont know if I want to hear this. He knew what she was going to say, could feel it coming like he was tied to train tracks with a locomotive bearing down.


  Henry, she said, her voice and face both sad. Im going to go.


  Henry nodded and felt the lump rise up in his throat. Where was Maxine? Why wasnt she coming outside and interrupting? If she would do that, they could pretend theyd never gone as far as they just had. Maxine would have the magical power to stop things. He gazed desperately at the back door, yearning to see Maxines solid form appear in it.


  But the doorway stayed empty.


  I need to go live with John. Weve talked about it. She tried to smile, but the tears in her eyes thwarted the effort. I wont be far away. You can still come see me. She patted his hand. All the time.


  Henry shook his head. He felt sick, the acids in his stomach roiling. I dont want to visit my own mother. I want you to be home. He felt like his voice and his words were those of a three-year-old, but he couldnt help it.


  She patted his hand again, and he wished shed quit it. I know. But once I tell your father, I think Ill pretty much have to go.


  You got that right, Henry thought but didnt say. Dad will be livid. He had an idea. Maybe you dont have to tell him.


  What?


  Maybe you dont need to say anything. Listen! Itll be our little secret. I wont tell. He tried to smile and knew he was failing. And then we can, I dont know, just go on like we were before. He snatched at his mothers hand and squeezed it. We can do this, Mom! And you can still see John. Anytime you want! I wont say a word. I swear. Ill even cover for you when youre with him. He bit his lower lip, hard, to hold in a sob that was about to escape.


  Honey, youre babbling. She shook her head again. I dont think I can go back to the way things were. I was so miserable. My minds made up. She looked away again, as if she were sizing up the gorgeous house they lived in and saying good-bye. Its been made up, really, for a long time. Getting things out in the open with you helped me see its time.


  But this is our family, Henry whispered, voice breaking. Doesnt it matter to you how I feel? Henry went from sorrow to rage in fewer than sixty seconds. Doesnt it matter to you that youll be leaving me here all alone? With him? He stood and began pacing the flagstone pavers of the patio. What would he do? Yes, hed thought his family was cold, that it was dysfunctionalbut wasnt everyones? This was all he had.


  Maxine will still be here. I know how close you are to her.


  Shes not my mother. Henry had thought he didnt care much about his mom. Hed even called her a cold bitch many times to Kade and some of his other friends. But this moment, right now, was proving him wrong. He hurried over to her and knelt at her feet. He laid his head in her lap. Please, Mom, he whined, the idea emerging fully formed in his brain. Take me with you. I can sleep on the couch. I wont be any bother. I promise.


  She stroked his hair for a long time. Maybe. Maybe in time. Lets see how this all shakes out.


  It was the same as if she had just said no. It hurt. Henry wearily got to his feet and went inside. He didnt know where his life would go from here. How could he stay in this house with his father, even if Maxine was around as a buffer?


  He trudged back up the stairs to the little apartment above the garage and fell back on the bed. After a while, he gathered the covers and pulled them over his head.


  It must have been the shock and the trauma that made Henry do the unthinkablefall asleep again. When he awakened, the quality of the light in the room told him it was late afternoon. He snatched his phone up off the nightstand and glanced at it. It was after four, and he was due in at the restaurant at five. He would have to hustle.


  He kept his mind off his conversation with his mother, or at least tried to, as he took another shower to wake himself up. He could get something to eat at the restaurant.


  He dressed quickly in his black pants and white shirt, so hed be ready to work in the kitchen or the front of the house, wherever he was needed. As he was slipping into his shoes, he heard the crash of glass breaking. The tinkling explosion came from the main house.


  Henry crept to his window and looked outside. His parents were out there, on the patio. What was his dad doing home so early? He didnt usually get home before seven.


  She must have called him. I cant believe it. She told him something like that on the phone? Or no, maybe she just called and told him to come home, that she needed to talk. Yeah, that was much more likely. Henry looked down at them. They were frozen in some kind of tableau, a face-off. Both looked distressed, so he had a pretty good idea what they had been talking about. He could see one of their Baccarat tumblers shattered on the fieldstone pavers. If his father kept up his glass-breaking habit, theyd soon have none left.


  Their voices floated up to him dimly. He couldnt make out exactly what they were saying but could discern tone. There was sadness, rage, and shock, sometimes all conveyed in as little as one word.


  Right now they must have reached some kind of impasse, because they simply stared at one another. His fathers face was red, and he had loosened the top button on his shirt and his tie, probably so he didnt pop veins and have a stroke or a heart attack. Even from up here, Henry could see the uneasy and rapid rise and fall of his dads chest.


  He felt bad for the guy. Tank Appleby was a pretty clueless man, all things considered, when it came to anything outside the law and his work. Hed probably had no idea his wife was unhappy, and Henry would bet anything that it certainly never crossed his practical mind that she was harboring thoughts of leaving. Tank was all about acquisitions. Once he had something, he tucked it away as a win and seldom looked at it again. Maybe the same was true with his family. And he was just now discovering how the strategy failed with real live people, ones whom you supposedly loved.


  Yes, Henry could see the anger, rage really, on his face, but he could also see the loss and despair.


  He stole a quick glance back at his phone. A quarter til five. Even if he ran to the L stop, he would be late.


  He had to try. Right now the job was all he had. He found Fiorellos in his contacts and did the responsible thing and called in. He got Rosalie on her voice mail. Hey, Rosalie, this is Henry. Im going to be a few minutes late. Family emergency at home. Ill get there as soon as I can. Thanks.


  He pressed the red phone icon on his screen to end the call. He hurried out of the garage apartment and down the stairs. There was no way he could not run into his parents, and Henry dreaded the thought. He wished, in fact, he could put on a cloak of invisibility, just long enough to get by them.


  But as soon as he emerged from the garage, his dad saw him. Henry almost wanted to smile or say something to convey his sympathy, since he could imagine how shattered his dad must feel.


  So he was shocked to the core when his father said what he did, crying it out in a drunken slur from ten feet away. And shocked was the right word, because Henry felt tingling in his nerves in a very literaland painfulsense. The aftermath was swift. Scarlet heat rose to Henrys face, and he froze where he stood, nearly paralyzed. His mouth dropped open. Slowly, he closed it.


  What his father had shouted was Theres the little faggot now.


  For a moment Henry wasnt sure hed heard his father right. But what else could he have been saying? He looked desperately to his mother once he could get his brain engaged. You told him? And immediately Henry felt betrayed. Perhaps what his parents were arguing about was not his mother leaving at all, but about his sexual orientation. How could you? I wasnt ready…. Henry felt his own chest heaving with his breath, which was verging on panting now.


  She reached her arms out to him, which he ignored.


  Im so sorry. It just came out along with all the other stuff.


  Henry looked to his father.


  Yeah, I know about the cheating bitch too. What a pair! This is what I get for a family. This is what I get for all my hard work, my slaving away to make the two of you happy! He turned and went into the house. When he came back, he had a fresh tumbler of Scotch clutched in his beefy fist.


  In the short time he was gone, Henrys mother whispered frantically, I didnt mean to tell him. It just came out when we were arguing. Im so sorry.


  Henry shook his head and said the only thing that came to mind, the only thing that would liberate him from this nightmare. I have to get to work.


  Yeah, go to your little lowlife job. And dont bother coming back! his father called after him.


  Once again, Henry found himself halted in his tracks, almost as though an invisible hand pressed on his chest to stop him. He turned to his dad. In a quivering voice, he forced himself to say, Youre not serious, Dad. Well talk when I get home. He had enough presence of mind to at least utter those words, even though his heart was hammering away at roughly a thousand beats per minute.


  I am serious. You bet I am, Tinker Bell. His father laughed bitterly and followed that up with a long swallow of Scotch. Then he said four words that pierced Henrys heart, that almost made his legs go out from under him. They hurt that much.


  Youre not my son.


  Henry felt no different, he thought, than if his father had come up to him and punched him. And he thought for a moment, he would have preferred a blow to the face. It would have been better and certainly a lot less painful.


  His mother said, He doesnt mean it.


  Henry saw the tears in her eyes.


  Do you, Tank? This is your son. Our baby.


  You bet your sweet ass I mean it, he said to her and then turned to Henry once more. Get out of here! Youre trespassing.


  Henry couldnt move.


  His father came up to him. His face was florid with rage, and he stood so close, Henry blinked at the liquor-scented spittle coming out of his fathers mouth. Get this straight, fag. You. Are. No. Son. Of. Mine. He poked Henrys chest with each word, like punctuation. Got it?


  Henry took a step back, and his father stepped in to fill the space, staying in Henrys face and making him so lost and terrified, his emotions went numb, probably in an effort to protect him.


  My son would be working downtown with me, proud to be part of a world where men are respected and valued for their contributions. My son would not wear an apron. He laughed bitterly. And my son certainly wouldnt let another man…. His voice trailed off. Ah, fuck. I cant even say it. He met Henrys eyes. Get out of here. You were so hell-bent on making your way in the world without my help, so go do it. These days you can even get married, so maybe youll find some fairy to set up housekeeping with. Let him take care of you.


  Henry swallowed hard as he watched his father lift a balled fist. He shut his eyes, waiting for the impact of bone on flesh.


  But none came. His father at last stepped away from him. Im done. His father walked away.


  Henry looked to his mother, who stood, cowering, near her chair. Her eyes were huge, and she had a hand to her mouth.


  Thanks, Mom, Henry said in a voice barely above a whisper. Your support means a ton.


  He rushed away. Once he got about a block from the house, he stopped in front of an Episcopal church and tried to catch his breath. His chest heaved and the tears ran freely down his face, even though he was beyond sobbing. He looked around to make sure no one was watching and rushed into the shrubbery outside the church, where he threw up.


  The heaves went on and on, until nothing more could come up. Henry wiped his mouth and nose as best he could and stood on shaky legs. He felt marginally better. He was going to be really late! He couldnt afford to lose his job, not when he didnt know if he now had anyone else to rely upon other than himself.


  He forced himself to run to the L station at Main Street. Once on the platform and out of breath, he looked down at his phone and saw it was half past five. Please, please, please dont fire me, Rosalie. Youre all I have now. He wanted to cry some more but just couldnt allow himself the luxury. Suck it up, he told himself as the southbound Purple Line train rumbled into the station.


  It was crowded, and Henry wondered as he boarded and stood near the doors if anyone could see his distress. He was in so much turmoil, he thought it must show plainly on his features, like scar tissue. But if anyone noticed, they gave no indication. Everyone was busy with iPads and Kindles and smartphones. One poor old-school soul had a Chicago Tribune open on his lap, folded neatly, and was working on the crossword.


  How quaint.


  In no time, Henry found himself at Howard, and he rushed down the stairs and into the chaos of rush hour commuters in the station. He shouldered his way through the crowd, knowing that heading to Fiorellos on foot would get him there much quicker than waiting for another train to take him one fucking stop.


  He burst through the doors at Fiorellos, breathless, feeling nauseous, but somehow resolved to make it through his shift. He had to. What else could he cling to?


  When he rushed in, all activity in the kitchen ceased. Vito looked up at him, smirking. Juan Carlos shoved another tray of dishes into the washer and glared at him. And Rosalie stood with her hands on her hips.


  This needs to be the last time, Henry. Your coworkers have to pull your weight when you dont make it on time for your shift. And she disappeared into her office.


  Swallowing hard even though there was distinct lack of spit in his mouth, Henry donned his apron. He hurried over to the sous chef station next to Vito and tried to give him an apologetic smile, which Henry was certain came out as more of a grimace.


  Where do you want me to start? he managed to mumble.


  You should know by now, Vito said, gesturing toward the onions, garlic, and herbs laid out on the butcher-block surface. He turned his back.


  With a shaking hand, Henry took up his chefs knife and sliced into an onion. He failed to watch what he was doing and, on the second cut, took off a tiny tip of thumb. The blood was immediate and copious, staining the cutting board and the onion in front of him. Shit, Henry whispered, not even feeling any physical pain.


  Vito looked over. Jesus Christ, kid.


  Henry looked at Vito and felt so panicked that he honestly feared having a heart attack, even as his blood continued to rush out. He stared at the crimson alarm in front of him, transfixed and unsure what he should do.


  Here. Vito handed him a clean towel. Wrap that around your thumb and keep pressure on it.


  Dumbly, Henry obeyed.


  Thats a bad one. Youll probably need the emergency room. He patted Henrys shoulder. You okay? Youre white. Vito laughed. Cuts and burns are badges of honor in a kitchen. This is your first one. Relax. Well take care of you.


  Take care of me? Henry asked. Isnt that what families do?


  What?


  Henry was embarrassed by what he had just said. And it all was, suddenly, too much. Without removing the towel, he leaned close to Vito and whispered, I gotta get out of here. Now.


  And he burst out of the door through which he had just entered, only a few minutes ago.


  Outside, Henry didnt know what to do. The world went on around him, oblivious. Traffic flowed. L trains rumbled in and out of the station above him, heading north and south. Two kids about his own age tossed a Frisbee back and forth at the corner of Greenview and Jarvis.


  And Henry heaved, finding it difficult to breathe. His mind was going in a million different directions at once. He thought he should go back inside the restaurant but couldnt bear the thought of their concern and sympathy, of trying to get through even a few seconds more of pretending to be normal when his world was crumbling all around him. He just could not bear it. Even if he risked losing his job, he needed to be by himself.


  For what? What was he going to do? He walked a little east and pulled the towel gently from his thumb. The white fabric was stained with brilliant crimson, and the tip of his thumb was still oozing copious blood.


  He shook his head and plopped down on the curb. If he hadnt, he thought his legs might very well have just gone out from under him.


  He realized he might cry but then thought better of it. He had no more tears left.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  


  VITO WATCHED Henry leave, feeling a strange longing he didnt want to identify. Yet the stoic in him, the one that said he must protect his heart at all costs, told him to let the boy be. He was not Vitos concern. If he bled to death on the sidewalk, it was his own fault. And there was also that mantra of the anti-Good Samaritan: dont get involved.


  But Vito, in spite of himself, had a heart. He tried to pretend he didnt, to make believe it had been buried at Rosehill right along with Kevin and Sal, but try as he might, he couldnt stop caring.


  And he cared about Henry. Somehow the young man had wormed his way in. So much, in fact, Vito almost cut his own finger as he worried about Henry, seeing in his minds eye over and over him rushing out of the kitchen, distraught. Vito could barely concentrate on the marsala sauce he was making. What if he was bleeding to death on the sidewalk? Vito knew that was extreme, but still, Henry was hurting.


  And in more ways than one. The kid was traumatized. Vito didnt know why, but he could see it in his red-rimmed, moist eyes, the way his hands shook, and the totally distracted air he presented. It was no wonder he had cut himself. Something bad had happened to Henry, and Vito couldnt help ithe wanted to make it better.


  He leaned back from his sauce and slid it off the burner. Ro! he called out. Ro? You within the sound of my voice?


  She came up behind him. What is it?


  Vito turned to her. That kid. He cut himselfpretty badand then rushed out of here.


  She cocked her head. Im gonna have to let him go. Damn it.


  Vito put his hand on her arm. No, no, you dont understand, Ro. He was hurting. I mean, even before he cut himself. He cut himself because he was hurtingbad. Something awful must have happened to him. He came in here and tried to do his job, even though it was obvious he was in a lot of pain.


  What can we do about it, Vito? Were already down a pair of hands, so dont even suggest you go after him. I need you here, cooking.


  Vito knew she was right. He also knew he could never forgive himself if something bad happened to Henry. Seeing him hurt like that forced Vito to realize that, even though he didnt want to, he cared. Deeply. More than what was reasonable. He couldnt figure out why, not really; he only knew the truth of it.


  So he said words he didnt think hed ever say, but he knew Rosalies past, knew that it had been she, and not her husband, who had begun Fiorellos, cooking the recipes her Sicilian nonna had left her in a food-spattered notebook. Can you take over for me, Ro? I just need to get out and see where he went. I think he needs to go to the emergency room.


  Rosalie frowned at him. Vito….


  Please. The kid needs our help.


  Really? I havent cooked in a long time, not like this.


  You can do it. He winked at her. We both know youre the best cook in this place.


  She stared down at the floor for a moment, shaking her head. He could feel the eyes of the other people in the kitchen on him. He knew this display of heart was unusual for him. When she looked back up, he knew hed won. She shoved his hand away from the pan handle upon which it still rested.


  Go, she said softly.


  He turned to start toward the door, and she called after him, You get him taken care of, and you get back here as soon as you can.


  I will, Vito called over his shoulder. He took off his apron and hung it on a hook by the door. And he was gone.


  Outside, he looked up and down Jarvis for a sign of Henry. At first he didnt see him. The street was crowded. It was almost always teeming with people, day or night, and this late afternoon was no exception.


  And then he realized he was looking for Henry at eye level. Vito looked down, closer to the ground, and spotted him about a block away, sitting on the curb, legs splayed out before him, holding his own hand, looking shell-shocked.


  Vito hurried over to him. He squatted down beside him and put a hand on his back. He spoke softly. Whats the matter with you, huh? You wanna bleed to death?


  Henry looked up at him and then rolled his eyes. Im not gonna bleed to death.


  You might. Vito sighed. Let me see. Gently, he moved the towel off Henrys hand. Blood dripped onto the sidewalk. This isnt gonna stop on its own. Will you let me take you to the ER? St. Francis is just a couple stops away on the L.


  Henry stared straight ahead, as if he was considering Vitos words. Youd do that for me? What about the restaurant?


  Theyll survive. But not for long, which is why weve got to get moving. He grabbed Henrys arm. Come on, get up.


  Henry complied. He rewrapped the bloody towel around his thumb.


  They set off for the Jarvis station.


  


  


  VITO SAT with Henry in the emergency room of St. Francis Hospital. All around them people bustled, people in pain, people intent on helping, people exhausted, people overworked.


  I dont know how theyll ever be able to fix this, Henry moaned. Vito noticed Henrys hands trembled. How can they stitch it? Theres not enough skin to even pull together.


  Hey, look at this. Vito held out a forefinger. A patch of very smooth skinscar tissuecrowned the top of it. Cut the top clean off when I was chiffonading basil, and I came here. They used some kind of foam on it that clung to the cut, sort of like a scab. When the wound closed up, it fell off. Easy. Theyll do the same for you.


  Really?


  Yes, really. Youll be okay. Vito patted Henrys knee.


  Henry looked up at him. Why are you doing this?


  Vito wasnt sure he knew himself. Or if he did, maybe he wasnt ready to accept the truth yet. Because youre hurt. And hurting.


  Just then a nurse called out Henrys name.


  Vito said, You want me to come with?


  No. Its okay. Im a big boy. Bigger than I thought. He started away and then stopped. Something liquid glinted in his eyes, and there was a trace of desperation in his voice as he asked, But will you wait for me?


  Vito knew he shouldnt, knew he should get back to the restaurant so Rosalie wouldnt be forced to handle the busy dinner crowd alone. But he said, Ill be right here.


  Vito leaned back in the hard plastic chair and watched Henry walk away. He knew the cut was really no big deal. Theyd take care of himgive him a tetanus shot if he needed it, wash it out, put some antiseptic ointment on it, and then apply whatever miracle foam they used to staunch the bleeding on cuts that couldnt be stitched.


  Vito was more worried about whatever hurt the boy was experiencing when he came into the restaurant, the hurt that caused him to injure himself, the hurt that stole away his focus.


  After Henry disappeared, Vito was surprised to realize he wished Henry had asked Vito to come with him. He knew Henry would probably be waiting back there, and an urge to comfort him rose up within Vito. He could at least sit with him and wait for the doctor, maybe hold his hand….


  Was that so terrible?


  Vito lowered his head to his hands and covered his face. Yes. Its terrible. You cant allow yourself to feel for this kid what you felt for Sal or Kevin. You cant let yourself be hurt again. That kid is on his way somewhere, and its not beside you. You let him in and yeah, there might be a little dalliance this summer, but then itll be over and youll be left with only the dogs… again. Be smart. Leave him alone.


  Vito lifted his head to gaze at the void Henry had left behind when he disappeared with the nurse through the swinging doors. He could visualize Henrys strong frame, his blond hair, the way his pants, too loose, sagged around his waist. He wanted to put his arm around Henry, to shore up his uncertain gait.


  Vito couldnt help it. Being here, in the emergency room, caused him to slip into memory. He never wanted to think about that night again. Yet here it was, this emergency room causing the memory to rise up like a grinning demon to stare him in the face.


  It wasnt St. Francis. It was some other hospital, and it didnt really matter which one. Most emergency rooms were the same, and anyone whos been to one has been to them all. The sick, the injured, the impatient, an aroma of terror and hope mingled with the scent of antiseptic in the air.


  They had called him at work. It was a busy Friday night, and it had been Kevins birthday. Kevin had wanted the three of them to celebrate together, to go out for a kiddie night at Chuck E. Cheese or someplace like that, gorge themselves on bad pizza and cake and ice cream, play silly games.


  Kevin could be childish like that. No, childish wasnt the word. Childlike. There was something innocent about him. He was a kind, simple spirit.


  He had bonded with Sal, Vitos son, practically the moment they were introduced. Maybe it was because of the child that continued to live on within Kevin, unlike most adults, who killed their inner child or had it killed for them by disillusion and the broad spectrum of pain life doled out.


  So when Rosalie had called Vito into work that night when their other chef couldnt come in because of car trouble, what could he do but say yes? He wasnt the kind of guy to leave the people at Fiorellos, a second family, really, high and dry.


  Youre going into work? On my birthday? Kevin had asked, the hurt obvious in his blue eyes.


  I have to. Theyre shorthanded.


  But its my birthday.


  Kev, youre a grown man. Birthdays dont matter. We can celebrate tomorrow or Monday, when the restaurant is closed.


  Kevin had shaken his head and said softly, once more, But its my birthday.


  Youll live, Vito had said, taking Kevin into his arms, stroking his back.


  God, how he remembered those last few wordsand how wrong they were! Now he could never hear that common scold without wincing, without pain. Over and over, he had recriminated himself for not telling Rosalie no, for even picking up his phone that night when he saw, with sinking dread, that it was the restaurant calling and knowing, even before he picked up, that theyd want him to come in.


  If he had just done that, the outcome of the night would have been different. He would have been with them, and they would have left five minutes later or ten minutes earlier. They would have taken a different route. A million different scenarios could have played out, and in Vitos mind, each of them had a happy ending. Happy because they would not have been what had really occurred.


  If only Id gone with them! We might have not taken the Eisenhower home. I hate driving on the expressway anyway. We would have made our way on a surface street, a local road. They would have been safer. They wouldnt have been clipped as the drunk driver behind them clipped their back bumper, causing them to flip….


  Vito bowed his head again, using as mighty an effort of will as he could to block the movie playing in his mind.


  They had called him at work, a policewoman. He still remembered her name because it was the name of some male comedian whod once been on Saturday Night Live, Dana Carvey.


  Mr. Carelli? This is Dana Carvey from the Illinois State Police.


  Vitos heart had leaped into his throat. Instinct told him this could not be good news. But a part of him was desperate to stave off whatever it was she had called to say, so he had laughed, laughed hard.


  The woman had seemed taken aback. The line went silent.


  Dana Carvey? Seriously? Vito asked, laughing so hard there were tears rolling down his cheeks. Isnt that special? Vito had gasped.


  She ignored the laughter, probably having heard it before. Mr. Carelli? Im so sorry to tell you


  Vito hadnt heard the words she used to inform him that his husband and son were killed in a car accident. He hadnt heard because the phone had slipped from his hands and he had slipped to the floor. He hadnt heard, until much later, that Sal had been killed instantly while Kevin died in the emergency room.


  A place much like this one….


  Vito looked around himself, feeling shaken. He couldnt remember some of the details of that night, like Rosalie and Carmela rushing him to the hospital, even though it was too late. They all knew that. They could have taken their time.


  They had all the time in the world.


  And the people he loved had none.


  It was all over in a heartbeat. And just as surely as Kevin and Sal had passed away that night, so did Vito. His body may have continued to function, but his spirit had been crushed and mangled. Obliterated.


  Now, Vito waited. And waited. It seemed like forever, so long in fact that he began to wonder if something awful had happened, if the cut was something more, or if they had found something else. Youre being silly. Yet he couldnt help but recall the doctor emerging from the swinging doors that terrible night and coming toward him, her face grim. Even before she said a word, he knew. He had stood on weak legs and mumbled, No. Please, no.


  She must have said the words, crushing, but he couldnt recall them. All he could dredge up was Rosalie holding on to him as his legs went out from under him and his world went dark.


  He felt fingers tapping him on the shoulder. Vito looked up, dazed, feeling like hed just been awakened from a dream. There was, for a split second, this moment of disorientation, of wondering where he was, and then it all sort of shifted into focus.


  Henry stood before him, his thumb looking cartoonishly large, wrapped in clean white gauze. Are you ready to go back?


  Vito searched behind Henry, looking for a doctor or a nurse, someone who would explain more, but there was no one. Henry must have seen him looking, because he explained, Theres nothing to tell. My parents insurance covered it. I just need to keep it clean, be careful around knivesduhstuff like that.


  Can you go back to work?


  They told me I should take the rest of the night off. But


  Then thats what you should do. Vito stood. Just go home and take it easy. Ro will understand, and you can go back to running the dishwasher tomorrow. No more cutting, of any sort, for you for a little while. Vito started toward the exit and had taken several steps when he noticed Henry wasnt following.


  Where will I go? The plaintiveness in Henrys voice caught at Vitos heart, stopping him in his tracks as surely as if Henry had grabbed him by the back of his shirt.


  Vito turned. What do you mean? He looked at Henry and saw the hurt in his face, the simple pain there. It made Vito want to reach out and enfold Henry in an embrace, yet his arms stayed by his sides.


  I have nowhere to go.


  I dont get it. Vito put a hand on Henrys shoulder and pressed. Sit down.


  Henry sator more like collapsedinto one of the plastic chairs. He stared forward.


  Vito said, You need to tell me whats going on.


  Henry was silent for a long time, so long, in fact, that Vito began to wonder if the kid would ever speak again. At last Henry looked over at him.


  Ive been kicked out.


  What? Vito asked, confused.


  Can we go outside? I dont like talking with all these people around. Without waiting for an answer, Henry stood and began walking once more toward the exit doors. Vito hurried to catch up with him.


  Henry said nothing for the longest time. In fact, he didnt even look back to make sure Vito was following. Vito watched as he moved along a side street adjacent to the hospital, seeming as though he were looking for something. At last he must have found what he was looking for, and it was none too fancy, but it did offer some privacy.


  Henry plopped down in a plexiglass bus shelter and waited, presumably, for Vito to show up. Vito sat beside him and, side by side, they watched as the sky grew even darker as rumbling clouds moved in.


  Funny how it always seemed they ended up in a bus shelter.


  The sky began to spit raindrops as they sat there in silence, listening to the beat of the drops as they grew louder and more frequent, until they were coming one after the other, fast and furious, and filling the night air with that scent peculiar to summer rain, fresh.


  So are you gonna tell me what you meant back there?


  Henry stared at Vito for a long time, his face unreadable in the shadows. Vito was grateful for the rain because it helped ensure they might be alone for a little while longer and Henry would at last say what was on his mind.


  My parentsmy dad, reallythrew me out tonight.


  Why?


  Henry regarded the wet ground before him for a long time and then lifted his hand to stare at his thumb, as if wondering how it got there, on the end of his arm. Its an old story. My dad found out Im gay. Henry laughed, though there was no mirth in it, and he looked over at Vito out of the corner of his eye.


  Vito supposed he was gauging his reaction. What was there, Vito wondered, to truly gauge, though? Although they had never come out to each other, it should have been obvious without saying on which side their bread was buttered, so to speak. Vito laughed at the metaphor.


  Whats funny? Henry asked and then nodded, a grim smile creasing his features. Oh, I get it. That I told my dad I was gay when its something thats probably obvious to the whole world. Except me, of course. My mom knew right away. She didnt register even the tiniest bit of surprise. Henry laughed again. Here Ive been, walking around thinking I had this big secret, when all along, everyone around me knew and had been wondering when Id fess up. Henry paused for a long time, as though he were thinking. Everyone but Dad, of course, the incomparably macho Tank Appleby. He had this image in his mind of his son, and I think it ripped him to shreds to realize I wasnt that guy, that creature created in his image. Henry hung his head, played with a bit of sodden newspaper on the ground with the toe of his shoe.


  Vito said, If it helps, I didnt know you were gay. He paused, considering if he wanted to say what was queued up in his mind to announce next. He went for it. Although I hoped you were.


  Henry lifted his head and smiled, this time genuinely. You did?


  Vito nodded, and letting that little bit of information out made his heart feel lighter. Yeah. He gnawed at his lower lip, wondering if he had opened a Pandoras box.


  Why? Henry wondered. Why did you hope?


  Vito shook his head. Thats a conversation for later. I need to figure out what to do with you and get myself back to work. Ro is probably going nuts in the kitchen, and Ive been gone too long already.


  Just wait a second. Let me tell you what else is going on.


  And Henry launched into it as Vito sat back, listening and doing his best not to interrupt as the kid spilled out his obviously painful and very recent upheaval in his personal life. His discovery of his mothers affair, how his best friend had exploited him sexually, and of course, how his father had abandoned him when he needed his family the most.


  By the time he finished, Vito realized he was caught up in a web from which there would be no extricating himself, unless he had no heart. Henry, Vito could tell, was trying hard not to cry, staring resolutely ahead while the tears glistened in his eyes.


  The stoic part of Vito, the he-who-would-not-be-hurt-again part, tried to put the brakes on what he would say next. And at that Vito failed miserably, because his heart, all during Henrys recounting of what the last couple of days had been like for him, was being touched again and again, laid open and vulnerable.


  So he said it. You got no place to go, kid? Vito smiled. Sorry. Henry. If you need a place to stay, you can stay with me for a bit. He sighed, feeling as though he had betrayed himself and the defenses he had put so carefully in place over the last year or so were crumbling. But he also was feeling a sense of relief, of letting go. His caring nature would not be denied. Just for a bit. Your dad will come around. Youll see. Vito didnt feel like he was just mouthing the words. He was a veteran of being in the closet. Although he had never fit in its shadows and regret, he had nonetheless been grateful for his days of hiding, not because they had given him marriage to Angela, who had disappeared from his life when he came out, but because they had given him his son, Salvatore. And even though Sal was gone from his life in a real sense, he would never be gone from his heart. As painful as the memory of the boy was, Vito realized he would always be grateful for it. Hell see. Youre family, Vito said, hoping the words would prove to be true in Henrys case. He didnt want to see the boy lose his family, not at such a tender age. Family is family.


  Really? I can stay with you? Henry stared at him with something akin to wonder.


  Vito chuckled. You find that so surprising?


  And Henry chuckled right back. Why yes, I do, as a matter of fact. Youre always such a hardass.


  Vito felt touched in spite of the words, honest as they were. Henry didnt say them to be cutting but because they were true. And there was real, scary affection there.


  Vito didnt question what he did next. If he had, he probably wouldnt have done it. But he turned and pulled Henry into his arms. And he realized, holding Henry close, that he wasnt holding a kid, a boy, but another man, and the feeling was both strange and wonderful. It had been so long. Henrys head dropped to Vitos chest, and Vito stroked the silky wheat of Henrys hair, comforting. He could smell the scent of eucalyptus in Henrys hair and something elsesomething unidentifiablethat Vito could only define as essence of Henry. He breathed it in deeply. Henry let go and sobbed, and they stayed clenched together for a very long time, until the rain slowed to a drizzle and a young woman, dressed in shorts and a Cubs T-shirt, a ponytail pulled through the back of her baseball cap, stood just outside the bus shelter and grinned nervously at the pair of them, as though asking permission to come inside.


  Vito extricated himself from Henrys embrace and sat up straighter. Sorry, he whispered to the young woman. My friend here has had some bad news. You can come in.


  Silently she entered and sat down, keeping a careful distance away. She pulled out her phone and began tapping at its screen.


  Henry stayed close, and he whispered in Vitos ear, Not all the news was bad.


  Vito couldnt help himself. He gave Henry a gentle kiss, wondering if it would be the first of many.


  The bus was coming up the street, and the woman stood, putting away her phone and digging in the messenger bag at her side.


  Do you know if this bus goes to Morse? In Rogers Park? Vito leaned forward to ask the woman.


  It does, she said.


  Vito looked at Henry. Thats convenient. Well just get you settled in at my place, and Ill go finish up my shift, whats left of it.


  Henry nodded, and they both stood up as the bus whined and sighed to a stop in front of the shelter.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  


  YOULL COME back? Henry looked up at Vito, knowing that wonder and incredulity mingled in his eyes.


  Vito rolled his own dark eyes and smiled. Of course Ill come back. Where else am I gonna go? He roughly tousled Henrys hair. I live here.


  Thats right, Henry said. Youre not the one thats homeless. Still, its nice for you to give me your bed, to let me stay here. I would have been just as happy on the couch.


  Vito sat on the edge of his own bed, and Henry wondered for how long he had been the beds sole occupant. Henry had lots of questions for Vito, but he knew Fiorellos was open for only a few more hours, and Vito needed to get back to his kitchen to relieve Ro.


  Vito spoke to him, never breaking eye contact. Youre not homeless. You have friends, you have a job, youll always have a place to stay, no matter what. Tonight was bad news, but give your dad time. Hell adjust.


  Henry felt a surge of rage course through him, causing him to ball his hands into fists beneath the blankets and then relax them. The anger went away as quickly as it had come, to be replaced by a numb melancholy. I dont know if I care if he adjusts. Ive never been the son he wanted.


  That may be, Vito said. This might sound heartless, but the truth is, none of us gets to choose who we get for parents. He pulled the quilt up to Henrys chest, which was bare. His finger brushed across one of Henrys nipples. Or who we get for our children. Son he wanted or not, youre still his son. Only son, right? No siblings?


  Only child here. Henry grinned. Spoiled rotten.


  Thats the first sensible thing youve said. I notice you have a curious way of always getting what you want.


  What do you mean? Henry sat up straighter in the bed, and Vito pushed him back down.


  Forget I said it. I need to get back to work, if only for a couple of hours. Can you rest while Im gone? You want the girls in here with you?


  Henry looked over to the bedrooms doorway, where the two dogs paced, eyeing him in their masters bed. Henry wondered if they felt displaced. Of course. This is their bed too, isnt it?


  Too? I sometimes wonder about that. Its their bed, period. They just deign to allow human visitors. Vito patted the bed. Girls! Come keep Henry company. As if they had been waiting, the dogs scampered into the room and hopped up on the bed with Henry. They each sniffed at him and then curled around a few times and settled down against his legs, one on either side.


  Vito smiled. Theyll make you feel better.


  They already are. Henry scratched one of the dogs behind the ears. The other sniffed at his thumb and started to lick at the gauze until Henry hid it away under the sheet.


  Okay, for the millionth time, I need to get back to work.


  Vito stood, staring down at Henry, making Henry wonder what was going through his head. Did he see Henry as someone to pity, someone to desire, a nuisance, something else? Vitos expression was unreadable, and Henry wondered if that inscrutability was the beginning of Vitos defenses going back up. Henry asked himself if Vito would return later that night the old Vito, the one who spoke in grunts and monosyllables. What would Henry have to cut the next time to get him to open up, to show him a little attention? What a thought! You didnt just let that even go through your head. Thats nuts!


  Henry watched as Vito left the room and then listened as the front door opened and closed. He noticed the dogs doing the same thing, their heads up, ears poised and listening. As soon as the door closed and the lock clicked into place, the girls lowered their heads to the beds surface and in minutes were snoring softly.


  Henry wished he could do the samesimply check out. Pursue oblivion and find it. If ever there was a night in his life when a little forgetting would be perfectno, make that a lot of forgetting, on the order of fucking amnesiathis was the night for it. He let himself recline against the pillow, noticing how the case smelled just very faintly of garlic and olive oil, and smiled.


  But the smile didnt last long as Henry lay in the darkness, the rain-scented air coming in through the window opposite him, being blown around by the whirring blades of a box fan.


  What am I going to do with myself? he wondered aloud to the shadows, to the sleeping forms of the dogs. Where will I go? In spite of Vitos reassurances, Henry was not convinced his father would come around anytime soon. Vito was obviously Italian, a nationality, if Henry had learned anything at all from working at the restaurant this summer, that prized family above all else.


  His father, though, came from Germans, and his mother was of Swedish and Dutch stock. Henry didnt know if his parents genetic makeup set them up to treasure family as much as the Italians. Oh, come on, Henry thought, youre being silly. People are people. Every one of us is different, and every one of us has the choice to understand, to love, to allow for variations. He turned on his side, weary of trying to figure out what motivated people, whether it was genetics or something else.


  Still, he would have liked to believe that being an only child would be enough motivation for a parent not to turn his back on that child. How could his father say such horrible, unkind things to him? Im his son!


  Henry felt the tears welling up again, the burning ball in his throat growing and becoming firmer, but he managed somehow to hold his grief at bay.


  Whatever happened when Vito returned home tonight and wherever Henry ended up tomorrow, he knew he had no choice right now but to wait and see what the future held.


  He did know two things. One, he could keep on working hard at the restaurant. If nothing else, he could continue his education as a chef and prove his worth to Ro. He had tosince he no longer knew if a college education was an option for him anymore. And two, he had opened something up within Vito, something he liked and wanted to know better.


  He smiled to himself, letting his hands explore Vitos bed beneath him. Youre certainly in the right place for it, he whispered to himself.


  And that happy thought at last sent Henry into a light but relatively untroubled slumber.


  


  


  THE NEXT time Henry opened his eyes, it was morning. He sucked in a breath, for just one thin moment afraid that he didnt know where he was, his recent history, or maybe even who he was.


  And then reality filtered in, as it had a way of doing on bright summer mornings. The air coming in through Vitos bedroom window smelled fresh, washed clean by the thunderstorms of the night before.


  Henry was alone in the bed, although noises filtered in from the kitchenthe dogs toenails clicking on the tile floor, the soft hum of classical music, the sizzle of something frying, the slap of a refrigerator closing. Henry could smell bread and melted butter, and it made his mouth water. He sat up straighter in bed, realizing he hadnt eaten in a very long time.


  Just as he was ready to throw his legs over the edge of the bed and wander out to the kitchen in pursuit of food, Vito came into the room bearing a white tray aloft with the dogs trailing him, snouts up.


  Good morning, Vito said, his dark eyes roaming up and down Henrys form, clad only in a pair of boxers. Henry noticed how Vito seemed to force his gaze away from Henrys body. Henry pulled the sheet up over himself.


  Good morning. Henry smiled. I didnt think Id sleep.


  You slept like a baby. But then you went through a lot. You were exhausted. Its almost noon. I think you were out about twelve hours.


  Vito set the tray down on a nightstand next to the bed, and Henry glanced over at it. On top of an orange Fiesta plate rested a slice of homemade bread with its center hollowed out. In the hole rested a perfectly fried egg topped with thin slices of red pepper and a dusting of chopped Italian parsley. The butter the bread had been cooked in had toasted it to a gorgeous golden brown. Next to it were a couple of slices of tomato sprinkled with coarse salt. There was a mug of steaming black coffee and a small tumbler of orange juice. Henry felt something catch in his throat. Other than Maxine, no one had ever made a meal especially for him.


  With his voice just above a whisper, which was the best he could do, Henry said, Thank you. This looks great.


  Vito took the napkin next to the plate and, with a flourish, snapped it open. He laid it across Henrys chest. It is great. I had the executive chef at the North Sides finest Italian restaurant prepare it just for you.


  Vito smiled at Henry, meeting his eyes, and Henry swore something melted inside him. Vito laughed.


  But seriously, this is something my mom makes for me. Good old dago comfort food. Itll put hair on your chest.


  Something Im sorely in need of. Henry took the plate Vito handed to him and stared down at it with something like wonder.


  You dont need to change a thing.


  Vito rolled his eyes, and Henry wondered if it was because he was chastising himself for his own mushiness. It was decidedly unlike the Vito he had known until this morning.


  Go on, eat up. You dont want stuff getting cold.


  Vito disappeared from the room and came back holding a small Bluetooth speaker. From it issued a gorgeous aria.


  What is that? Henry asked, his fork held suspended above his plate. The voice was so clear, so crystalline, it caused tears to rush to his eyes, and he suddenly wished he knew a lot more about opera. Or even a little more, because he knew absolutely nothing.


  Vito set the speaker down on the dresser opposite the bed. Its Vissi darte from Tosca. Weve got Kiri Te Kanawa singing Flora. Isnt it beautiful? The opera is about fate, about how everything can change so fast, in just a day. Vito looked away from Henry very quickly, and suddenly the atmosphere in the room seemed charged. When Vito looked back, his dark eyes shone. Softly, he said, Im gonna go have my coffee out on the back porch and see to the girls. I put em out there so theyd leave you alone while you ate. Otherwise youd have to fight em. Mangia! And Vito hurried from the room.


  Henry closed his eyes, savoring the huge soprano voice issuing forth from the tiny speaker for several minutes. Then he tucked into what Vito had prepared for him that morning. It too was sublime.


  When he was finishedit didnt take long, since Henry felt he had eaten much as Vitos dogs would have, wolfing it downhe let himself lie back on the bed, listening as the aria finished. The simple phrasing and rise and fall of the music, accompanied by the almost otherworldly voice, made Henry forget the troubles that had come into his life, made him think only of this moment, in this warm, sun-drenched bed, his belly full from a meal prepared by a man who treated food like art. And tears, simple, natural, and unforced, rolled from the corners of his eyes as the soprano finished.


  Henry hopped from the bed and shut off the speaker. He didnt quite know why, but he wanted the moment to not be tainted by any more music. The aria had spoken to him in ways he couldnt understand, but maybe that was okay. Maybe the best artmusic, food, whatever it waswasnt meant to be understood, like a puzzle, but felt.


  Now all he heard was the sound of traffic rushing by on the street below, filtered through the roar of the box fan in the window. He noticed Vito standing in the doorway.


  You liked it? he asked.


  What? The food? The music? Yes. And yes. Very much. Thank you.


  Henry stared at Vito for a long time. It felt like each of them was frozen in place, bewitched.


  At last Henry moved to the bed and sat nervously at its edge. What time is work?


  Neither of us has to be in until the dinner shiftabout four.


  Henry grinned. What will we do with the rest of the day? He eyed Vito and tried to give him his most flirtatious look. Since he had little experience being a seducer, he didnt know if it worked. He figured it didnt, because Vito merely cocked his head and let out a guffaw.


  I dont know what youre up to, kid. But I can tell you what you need to do for at least a little of the dayclean up your dishes and the pans in the kitchen. House rule, whoever cooks, cooks, and he who eats, cleans up. Thats the way it always was when Vito stopped himself and looked away, not saying anything for several moments.


  Just clean up. Vito moved away, and shortly, Henry heard the creak and slap of the screen door off the kitchen.


  So were back to our normal, grouchy self, Henry thought. He got up out of bed and rooted around in Vitos drawer for a clean T-shirt, hoping he wouldnt mind.


  He padded out to the kitchen and looked out the screen door. Vitos back porch was really nothing more than a landing on the apartment buildings back stairs, but he had brightened it up with potted plants and flowers in yellow and purple. There was even a small fountain on the floor, and the water rushed in a continuous loop over piles of gray stones. Youre not fooling me, Mr. Hardass, Henry thought, eyeing how Vito had breathed life into what would have otherwise been a very drab space. Vito sat, unaware that Henry was looking at him, in a retro aluminum chair, its red paint chipped and faded. Vito was also in boxers and shirtless. Sweat glistened between his fur-covered pecs, and his hairy legs were spread far apart as he slouched. Henrys mouth went dry. Vito sipped his coffee. If he knew Henry was there staring, ogling really, he gave no indication.


  Henry stepped back reluctantly from the vision, fearing he might do something stupid like rush outside and drop to his knees between Vitos spread thighs. You know, just to show his gratitude. But he didnt want that to happen. Not yet. He had learned at least a little something from Kade.


  So he headed back into the apartment proper, thinking he would take a quick shower before he began cleaning up the kitchen. He stopped in the kitchen and rooted around in the drawers until he found a sandwich bag to cover his bandaged thumb with. He moved to the bathroom, glanced inside, and saw that only one bath towel hung on the bar, slightly damp but neatly folded. Henry stepped back into the hallway, where earlier he had seen a door to what he assumed was a linen closet.


  Henry opened the door and smiled. Vito was a neat freak. Along the top two shelves were rows of almost militarily folded sheets, towels, and blankets. He pulled down a bath towel and slung it over his shoulder. But he was too nosy not to keep snooping. The next shelf down held neatly arranged first aid stuffBand-Aids, gauze, Neosporin ointment, stuff like that. There was also a large bottle of Wet lubricant, and Henry grinned, wondering when Vito had last used it. It didnt have cobwebs around it, but out here in the linen closet, instead of in the bedroom, did not bode well for Vitos sex life.


  What Henry saw on the floor of the closet made him catch his breath, made him wish he hadnt been so nosy.


  There was one of those Rubbermaid bins, filled to the brim with a little boys toysHot Wheels cars, balls in different colors, shapes, and sizes, a jigsaw puzzle of Millennium Park downtown, a Game Boy and several cartridges. Henry knelt to root through it, finding stuffed animals and action figures. He bit his lip, feeling a scorching heat at his cheeks and a peculiar pain in his heart.


  It was then he heard Vito behind him. Or maybe he simply felt his presencea change in the air, perhaps, the coolness of Vitos shadow falling across his back.


  Henry stiffened. He turned slowly to find Vito staring down at him, coffee mug in hand, a frown on his face.


  Henry stood awkwardly. Sorry. I was just looking for a towel. So I could, you know, shower. He grinned.


  Vito shook his head. It looked like, for a moment, he was poised to say something, but then he just walked away.


  Henry felt like shit as he headed into the bathroom. Great. Another wonderful day in the life.


  Under the hot spray of the shower, Henry ached for Vito, ached for the man who would keep those toys even though there was no evidence, other than a few snapshots, of a child around. What had happened? It wasnt Henrys business to know, but he wanted to give Vito some sort of solace, some comfort, as Vito had done for him. And the only way he could do that was to know the story.


  He shut off the water and stepped out of the tub. He would ask. What would be the worst that could happen?


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  


  THE KID just cant leave things alone. I try to be kind, and he wont leave me be, let me keep my hurt to myself. Vito sat on the porch, sipping his third cup of coffee, knowing he shouldnt have it. It would make him sweat and feel jittery, but he simply couldnt go in that kitchen and face Henry, brook the question in his eyes.


  Inside, he could hear Henry cleaning up the breakfast dishes, the rush of water and the clatter of cutlery, crockery, and skillet as he placed them on the counter to dry. Henry had brought Vitos Bluetooth speaker out from the bedroom and had synched it with his own phone, so now the music issuing forth from it wasnt opera but something contemporary that grated on Vitos nerves. Some woman who was popularLady Gaga or Pink or Rihannawho knew? Vito had heard the names but didnt know any of their music. He didnt want to.


  When he saw Henry rooting through Sals old toy box, it was almost too much to bear. He wanted to throw the kid out on the spot. Where did he get the nerve? Vito shook his head. He told himself, The kid was just, as he said, looking for a towel. How is it his fault he saw the toys you have in the linen closet? Why are they there, anyway? Sal wont be coming back for them. At the thought, Vito sucked in a breath. Tears rose to his eyes, and he pressed his palms into his eyes to stop their flow. The toys should be donated to Goodwill or a homeless shelter, where they can do some good. Where living children can play with them.


  Vito promised himself, for the thousandth time, that he would gather the playthings up and take them somewhere for donation on his very next day off. He drained the coffee in his cup and stood, stretching.


  The day yawned, a vast and unfilled space, before him. What to do with Henry? The smart move would be to tell him to just get out. Vito didnt need any complications, and he certainly didnt need the temptation the handsome young man offered. It would only lead to more trouble, more heartache. Besides, Henry was not his responsibility. He barely knew him. If his family had thrown him out because he was gaywhich was ridiculousthat was, sadly, Henrys problem. Vito could perhaps offer him some wisdom on the self-acceptance part of the coming-out process, but he wasnt responsible for seeing that Henry had a place to sleep at night. The kid would need to work that out for himself.


  Right?


  Right? Vito asked himself again, but he had no answer to give back.


  He stepped into the kitchen, and the girls stood behind him, separated by the closed screen door. They whined, and Vito turned to glare at them. Sometimes all it took was a look. Both dogs retreated, curling up on the wooden floor.


  Vito turned back to Henry, who had now finished washing the dishes and was wiping down the sink, the faucet, every surface, taking an absurdly long and involved time to do this final step.


  You dont have to make sure it sparkles, you know. Just having the dishes taken care of is enough. Thank you.


  Henry turned to look at him, and Vito could see the fear in his eyes. There was almost a shrinking away from him, and that made Vito sad.


  Was he really that awful?


  Henry swallowed and said, I just wanted to make sure everything was good. He gave Vito an awkward smile. I really appreciate what youre doing for me.


  It was on the tip of Vitos tongue to say something harsh, something real, like Dont get too used to it. I just gave you a place to crash for the night. One night. Instead he moved tentatively toward Henry until he was standing almost nose to nose with him. He stared into Henrys eyes, searching. He smiled. Henry smiled back. Why cant you keep your nose out of my business?


  Im sorry. The smile vanished from Henrys face.


  And Vito, once more, felt like kicking himself. No, no. Im sorry. Sorry I made you feel bad when the things youve seenmy sons toys, his pictures on the bookcase, my husbands photographwere all left out for you to see. Vito shrugged. I guess I never really thought anyone would come here and see my life on display. He nodded toward the refrigerator to indicate the watercolor scene held to its surface by a magnet. It was crude but showed some real style. There were two mountains of snow with a little house in between, a dark night sky with flakes falling. Like that. It reminds me of Sal. He made that for me. How could I ever get rid of it?


  Henry licked his lip and then shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He stared harder into Vitos eyes.


  Go ahead, Vito said, placing his hand on Henrys shoulder and giving it a squeeze. Go ahead. Ask. I know you want to. I just dont know if I want to tell you. I dont know if I can bear sharing that with anyone. Not again. Not ever. I dont even talk about them with Mom much. But you know too much and too little. And maybe its time I unburdened myself. Vito slowly drew in a quivering breath. As if this burden could ever go away! As if I would ever want it to….


  Vito leaned in close, closer, to Henry and kissed him. They pulled quickly away, as if both of them were surprised by what theyd done. Henry gasped, and then they came together again, just as quickly, passionately now, their bodies mashed together, tongues dueling, their sweat commingling. They clutched at each other like men falling into an abyss, as if one could save the other.


  Vito could feel the ache, heat, and hardness of Henrys desire pressed up against his own through the thin cotton of their boxers.


  Vito had to force himself to step back, placing a foot or so between them. He was panting, and from just that fraction-of-a-second connection, that starved kiss, Vito felt the tremors course through him, almost spasms, telling him he was almost there.


  Ask me, he repeated.


  With his finger, he traced a line across Henrys lower lip, and Henry shuddered.


  Henrys pale skin was red with heat, a crimson smudge spilled across the bridge of his nose and cheeks. For a moment he looked confused, but then Vito could see it all clicking into place and knew Henry was mustering up the courage to ask the question prominent in both of their minds.


  What happened? Where are they?


  Vito took Henry by the hand and led him into the living room. They sat together on the couch, close enough that their shoulders touched. For a long time, all Vito could do was stare straight ahead.


  Its hot in here. Vito got up, brought in the box fan from the bedroom, and then plugged it in. He positioned it so the breeze would flow across both their bodies. He disappeared once more to let the girls in. They sniffed for a moment around the bottom of the kitchen counters, foraging, and then splayed out on the relatively cool tile of the floor.


  Vito returned to Henry. He sat on the opposite end of the couch, then swung his legs up and positioned himself so he was lying on his back, his feet in Henrys lap. Is this okay?


  Sure.


  I just dont want to look at you when I talk.


  Why?


  If I look at you, Ill cry. And I dont want you to see me cry.


  Henry patted Vitos calf and said, very softly, Whatever you need to do. We dont even need to talk if you dont wanna.


  Yeah, I kind of think I need to tell about my lover, my son.


  Vito could feel Henry stiffen against the lower part of his legs.


  Are you sure? You dont owe me anything.


  I owe myself, Vito said. Ive never really talked about losing them. Strange, isnt it? Theyve been gone over a year, and Ive never talked about it. Ma, she doesnt push. And the people at the restaurant give me my space, for better or worse.


  They were quiet for a moment, a moment in which the dogs came in from the kitchen. They paced the room and then positioned themselves in front of the fan, lying down.


  Vito said, You may have noticedtheir lives pretty much consist of moving from one napping spot to another.


  Henry chuckled. Were they here when your son was? When your husband was? Henry paused. I mean, if he was your husband.


  Yeah, they were here. And yeah, he was. We were able to make it legal. His name was Kevin. You saw his picture. Its over there. Vito pointed to the bookcase across the room with his foot.


  He was cute. Handsome. Were you together long?


  Long enough to know I loved him with all my heart. Long enough to know he was the only man for me. Long enough to feel like, now, I dont know how Ill continue to move through life in this void he left behind. Vito grew quiet, and he didnt allow himself to say any more. He would not have Henry witness the sound of his voice breaking. He just lay, his gaze tracing a hairline crack in the ceiling plaster, and waited for Henry to ask him another question. Maybe by that time, the urge to sob would have passed.


  So when did you meet? How long ago was it?


  Vito let out a burst of laughter as the memory rose up. He was actually relieved by the question. Oh, its a tawdry tale. Maybe one thats too off-color for your young and sensitive ears.


  Im not as pure-as-the-driven-snow as you might think, Henry said.


  Oh, of that, Im quite certain. Just look at you. Talk about handsome! You must have to beat them off with a stick… or your hand. And you know how to kiss. Vito shifted. I wish I had some colorful and romantic backstory about how I met Kevin, something comic and sweet and innocent, but the truth was I met him in a leather bar down in Boystown. Vito lifted his head for a moment to glance at Henry. Does that surprise you?


  A little. Those places scare me.


  Have you ever been in one?


  Dude, Im eighteen. Henry laughed. No.


  I used to like to go, believe it or not, Vito said. Once upon a time, I looked pretty hot in chaps and a leather harness.


  Henry sucked in a breath, which made Vito laugh.


  Now that seems like a different person who dressed up in leather and latex. Even then, I could be this other guy, one apart from the single dad who had a little boy he was raising. It was like gearing up for battle or putting on a kind of drag when I went out to the leather bars on the weekends.


  Vito let his mind drift back to those days. The person he saw in memory was much younger, even though only a few years had passed. But sometimes it was more than just time that aged people. In his minds eye, Vito saw the neighbor, Walt, who used to live upstairs, an ex-drag queen who was pretty much of a shut-in back then because his AIDS cocktails had caused his face to look hollow and sunken. He could never afford the fillers to combat that look, so he stayed in, watching old movies and listening to disco music that Vito figured brought to life his glory days, when he performed at some of the clubs as Lois Carmen Denominator. He and Vito had been friends, and Walt loved Sal, doted on him.


  Vito went on, But I used to have a gay babysitter who watched Salthat was my sons namean older guy, a big queen if you want to know the truth, and I think he liked to see me dressed up to go out.


  Henry didnt say anything.


  This story is going all over the place, but you asked how we met. You really want to know? Cause, kid, it aint pretty. It aint exactly flowers and chocolates.


  I can take it, Henry said.


  Well, youve never been to a leather bar, so you may or may not know that many of them, at least the ones here in town, have back rooms. You know about back rooms?


  No, Henry said. Educate me.


  Oh, sweetheart, I think youre better off not being educated. Lets just say these rooms offer a dark and close place for men to get better acquainted with one another.


  In public? Henry asked.


  Oh yes. That just makes it better. Some of us like an audience. Vito cleared his throat. Or at least we did, once upon a time. He paused and then went on. Long story short, thats where I met Kevin. In the back room. Before wed spoken even two words to each other, we knew what the others come tasted like.


  Vito stopped again, listening for a gasp, a snort of disgust, anything, but Henry remained silent.


  Are you shocked?


  Um, yeah.


  But youre not judging me, right? Vito asked, not that he cared, but he was curious how this North Shore boy might react to some of his raunchier escapades.


  Im not judging. It sounds kind of hot, but I think Id be too scared to try it. I mean, once Im even old enough to go to one of those places.


  Dont be in a big hurry to be jaded, Vito said. What happened that night isnt so important, anyway. The mechanics of it had pretty much happened to me dozens of times before.


  But Kevin was different. Kevin came home with me. We had wild sex until dawn. But then Vito stopped, unsure if he could continue. His lower lip quivered. His breath was shaky. He blinked away the tears gathering in his eyes.


  Henry prodded gently, But then it became something more.


  Vito nodded and then realized Henry wasnt looking at him. Yeah, a lot more. See, Kevin wasnt a one-nighter. He stayed. After that night, Kevin and I were pretty much together for the long haul. Sal loved him. I loved him. It was just right, you know?


  Not really.


  Ah, youre young.


  Right, old man.


  Vito went quiet again. Then he said, The important thing was that it was like the corny songs and the romance novelseverything was perfect, right from the start. Love at first sight and all that happy horseshit.


  I envy you that, Henry said, and Vito couldnt help but hear the melancholy that tainted his young voice.


  I envy me that. I didnt know the long haul was going to be such a short trip. It was all taken away so soonby a drunk driver on the Eisenhower Expressway.


  Vito swallowed. The bare bones of the accident was a story everyone had heard a million times. Some asshole gets behind the wheel of a car after having oneor sixtoo many and kills a couple of innocent people. Its sad news, something to be tsked over, until those innocent people belong to you, until the loss of those innocent people wrecks your life and leaves you feeling cast adrift in a world thats been drained of all color. Then a drunk driver doesnt seem like a societal ill, a tragic statistic, a reason for tougher laws and vigilance, but personal and a source of nearly unending grief. Sometimes Vito wanted Sal and Kevin back so bad he physically ached.


  Vito sat up suddenly. He looked at Henry and smiled. He hopped from the couch and grabbed one of the framed photos atop the bookcase. It was one of Sal. He had Vitos dark curly hair and cocoa eyes. His lips were like a little Cupids bow, red enough to look as though hed just eaten a cherry Popsicle. His olive complexion was splashed with pink at his cheeks. He looked like a little doll. Yet even though his curls were long and his eyes huge, you knew as soon as you looked at him and his impish grin, he was all boy. Vito put the photo into Henrys hands.


  Thats my boy. Salvatore Giovanni Carelli. Is that Italian enough for you? Hes named after my two grandpas, my two nonnos, as they say in the old country. Both of them have passed away, and I thought Sally would carry on their legacy. Vito smiled sadly. I was already teaching him to cook.


  Hes a gorgeous little boy, Vito, really.


  Isnt he? I cant take all the credit. He had a mama too.


  And what was up with that?


  Vito punched Henrys arm. What do you mean? When I was your age, I didnt think I was queer. Maybe I kind of knew, somewhere deep inside, but I didnt accept it. I thought I just wanted close friendships with the other boys I stared at. Thats how I rationalized my fixation on some of the cuter boys at school. Never mind the dreams that came at night, in the morning. Queers were ballet dancers, hairdressers, and interior decorators. Yeah, I liked to cook, but I also liked football, wrestlinghey, that should have been a clueand was always a diehard Cubbies fan. When my dad was alive, we hunted, we fished. I did all the manly stuff. Vito took the photo away from Henry and set itwith reverenceon the coffee table. He stroked the top of it for just a moment, the sense memory of touching the top of Sals head coming back. Sals dark eyes stared out at them.


  Angelahis motherand I met when we were only sixteen. We worked at the same grocery storeshe stocked shelves and I was a bag boy. We were two horny kids who didnt know what we were doing. She was beautiful, even my gay eyes could see that, and so I mistook my appreciation for attraction. We fucked like bunnies, three, four times a day. I was relieved, thought all that sex proved I was straight. But the fact was I was just so full of testosterone I could have fucked a watermelon. In fact, one time I did! Vito laughed.


  The story ends how you might guess. Angela ended up pregnant. And surprisingly enough, after Sal was born, it wasnt me who left her but the other way around. Ah, she was a kid, and she definitely wasnt ready to be a mom. So I took over….


  Thats when I got into cooking. I had a little mouth to feed and needed a real job to keep a roof over our heads. It made me grow up fast. He eyed Henry and said, Sometimes our circumstances force us to mature sooner than we think we will. You know? He didnt wait for an answer from Henry. I thought just being uspop and kidwould last for a long, long time. Then Kevin came along, so unexpectedly, so perfectly, and the happiness just multiplied. Vito shook his head, knowing his features must be a reflection of the deep sadness within. It seems I used up all my happiness early on. Who knew there was only a finite amount?


  Vito wanted to say more. He wanted to tell Henry more about that brief happy period in his life when he had made a family of his own. He wanted to share his definition of real successwhen he realized there was nothing better than simply being at home with Kevin and Sal. No exotic trips, parties, whatever, could equal the sheer bliss and abiding joy that came from just being with the two of them. A dinner in. Cuddling on the couch while some inane sitcom blared from the TV. Bedtime stories. Spooning with the husband on a lazy Sunday morning, knowing that your little boy was safe and warm in his own bed in the room next door. Or little Sal, petrified by a thunderstorm, crawling into bed with his two dads and the three of them drifting off into contented slumber while rain beat a staccato rhythm against the windows.


  That was real happiness.


  Vito always thought he was lucky. Until that night….


  And he found himself retreating again, slipping away and twisting to break the tenuous, fragile bond hed formed with Henry that morning. Something inside Vito forced itself-preservation, maybe? He had told Henry everything, bared his breast. And what had it accomplished? It had only laid his wounds open. Laid them bare, like fresh cuts.


  It hadnt helped.


  Vito stood up and went to stare out the window. So now you know, he said. He turned back to Henry. And now I think I need to take a nap. This talk has taken something out of me. He spoke softly. There wasnt much breath left to put behind his words.


  You want me to lie down with you?


  There was hope in Henrys voice, hope Vito knew he had put there, but he couldnt bear the thought. He suddenly couldnt abide the idea of any company other than the two dogs.


  No. Vito stared down at the street. He rationalized, At least its a hot day. The rains stopped. The suns shining. Not so terrible to be outside…. I want you to leave.


  What? Henry asked, his voice soft, tentative.


  Vito spoke louder, harsher. I said, you need to go, man. I gave you a place to crash. Made you breakfast. Youre not moving in, you know. Vito could see how each of his words was piercing Henry, and it turned his stomach. Yet he couldnt stop himself.


  I didnt think I was. Henry stood. I just dont know where Ill go between now and work.


  Vito gestured toward the window. Its a gorgeous day out there. You mean you cant think of something to do with it? Go to the beach. Hop on the L and take a ride downtown, walk around Millennium Park. Got a bike? Go home and get it and ride the Green Bay Trail. Its beautiful.


  Henry stared at him. Youre a prick, you know that?


  Vito nodded. Yeah, I know it. And I thought you did too. Vito moved across the room. As I said, I need a nap, and I have to think about what I want to serve you losers for family meal tonight. So take a few minutes, get yourself dressed, and Vito smiled but knew there was only cruelty in it, like baring his teeth. and get out, dude. Ive done enough.


  Yeah, you have.


  Henry hurried into the bedroom, and Vito could hear him getting dressed. When he came out, he had on a pair of Vitos shorts and one of his T-shirts, a red one with the Giordanos Pizza name and logo emblazoned across its front. The shorts were too big for him. What am I gonna do tonight? Henry asked.


  Youre gonna go to work, like me.


  I mean, after that. Maybe you didnt hear me. My dad kicked me out. Im homeless.


  I hear the Y in Evanston is nice.


  Henry shook his head and frowned at Vito. Fuck you.


  He opened the door and then stopped, frozen, in the doorframe. Vito thought he would say something to berate him, and in an absurd kind of way he welcomed that, wanted it, but then Henry was gone. He didnt even slam the door on his way out.


  Vito walked to the door, bolted it, and then slumped on the couch, staring straight ahead. He listened to Henrys footfalls on the stairway outside his door. The dogs lifted their heads from the floor and stared at him but made no move to join him on the couch. Yeah, stay over there, Vito said to them. I dont deserve your affection, do I? But see, I had to do it. Were better off alone. This way, nobody gets hurt.


  Vito hoisted himself off the couch, the heat and the unburdening leaving him feeling drained, as though his bones were heavier. He felt like he could go back to bed and just sleep until it was time to go in for his shift again.


  On his way to the bedroom, though, he paused by the window and looked down at Henry, making his way east, toward the lakefront on Morse Avenue. Vito pressed his hand to the glass. Henrys blond hair caught the sunlight, and it made him stand out among the other people milling around on the street. His shoulders were broad, and Vito was paradoxically happy and sad to see that Henry walked with purpose. Those shoulders were not slumped with defeat. He could imagine him making his way to the lake, shucking off his T-shirt at the waters sparkling edge. He could see that smooth, satiny chest, the pecs firm and defined. He wanted to kiss them, first one and then the other.


  Vito forced himself to turn away from the window. The boy would be better off without him. He told the girls so.


  And then he went back to bed.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  


  HENRY WALKED east on Morse, thinking the newly washed air and the bright sunshine warming his face might make him feel better, lift his spirits a bit. After all, they had nowhere to go but up. But all he felt was alone.


  He didnt know where he was going, not in a literal sense, not in a figurative one. A couple of months ago, he had been a high school kid from a well-to-do family with the promise of an affluent path laid before him, if only he would follow in the family footsteps. Everyone would have been happier if he had only done so! But no, he had to pursue his dream of cooking for a living. Cooking! His father was rightit was a stupid dream. Look at him nownothing more than minimum-wage kitchen help, the kind of person his dad employed to pass a tray around or park cars at their annual Christmas party.


  He had nothing. Nothing. Not even a place to live. Hell, he didnt even drink or smoke or use drugs. Those things, at least, would offer a kind of oblivion.


  And men! Men… what a disappointment they had turned out to be. His only experiences with them had been fraught with disillusionment and heartache. And Henry had so much to give!


  In no time, he had reached the lakefront. Even though it wasnt even noon yet, the broad expanse of sand at the end of the street was already filling up with frolickers and sunbathers. Umbrellas, beach towels, and half-naked bodies littered the shoreline, while little kids braved Lake Michigans icy surf. The air was coconut scented. A vendor with his cart was already out, peddling frozen treats.


  The kids screams, snatches of music, and conversation came to him dimly as he stood under a tree just off the beach, frowning. The scene before him should have made him happy and excited, should have made him want to join the carefree hordes on the sand, yet they only served to cause him to feel excluded, that he was alone in the world, a world that had no place for him.


  He sat down on a bench and watched for a while, not thinking. And then, after letting his mind go completely blank for at least fifteen minutesand perhaps letting the sun fry his brain through his skullhe had an epiphany, one he knew was a bad idea the moment it was born.


  I have to go back. He needs me. Whether he knows it or not, he does.


  Henry stood and brushed grit off his ass. He headed west, walking with purpose and not allowing himself to ponder if what he was doing was right or appropriate or sane. He knew if he thought about things too much, he would never have the courage to do what he planned. He was setting himself up for pain, putting himself in the line of fire. But the beauty of his situationlosing almost everything that was importantmade it easy to gamble, to take outrageous risks. What else did he have to lose? Yet there was hope and the possibility that he might gain something.


  It has to be so. Even Henry realized his thoughts were those of an innocent, of someone who had seen too little of the world to understand his odds completely. And again he realized that his youth, his lack of maturity and knowing, just might be to his advantage.


  At last he stood outside Vitos apartment building, pacing. He was sure about what he wanted to do, but he didnt quite know how to accomplish it. Right now Vito was in a kind of fortress, with barriers both physical and emotional surrounding him.


  Physically, the real things holding him back from simply getting in Vitos face and confronting himthe front door to the apartment vestibule was locked. Vitos own front door was bolted. Henry had heard it click into place as he was leaving.


  He considered the back staircase and the screen door, the latter of which Vito may or may not have left unlocked. But to get to those stairs, one had to traverse the narrow space between Vitos building and the next. Henry walked there now and peered into its shadows. Barring his path was an iron gate, topped with spikes and locked. Henry peered longingly through it at the little patch of green he could see in the back.


  But these obstacles werent the ones that really worried Henry. What made his extremities go cold with a peculiar kind of fear were Vitos emotional deadbolts. His grief, Henry could see, had made Vito erect all kinds of barriers to closeness. Even if Henry could talk to him, reason with him and tell him how much he cared, even though their knowing each other was new and brief, he didnt know at all that he could get through to the man. Their knowledge of each other was still kind of profound. It was what propelled Henry forward, back to Vitos outer front door.


  Henry leaned on the buzzer. No answer. He leaned again, waiting, pressing harder and knowing Vito was up there. Henry didnt believe he was sleeping. Yet there was still no answer. Henry pushed the intercom button again, leaning into it as though the extra pressure would bring about the desired response. This time he heard the dogs barking through the screened window above his head. He could even make out Vitos whispers, telling them to shut up.


  Henry smiledand rang the intercom one more time.


  There was a pause, and Henry wondered if he really would be unable to see Vito again, at least before their shift at Fiorellos was due to start. The pause lasted long enough for Henry to begin thinking seriously how he might spend his day. If his father was sincere in wanting him out, perhaps it wouldnt be such a bad idea to ride the L up to Evanston and see if he could get a room at the YMCA. He had no idea what it would cost, but surely even his meager paycheck could cover a room at the frickin Y.


  The front door clicked, letting Henry know it had been unlocked. No voice came through the intercom. Henry grabbed the doorknob before the door locked itself again, dashed inside, and hurried up the stairs.


  He had no idea what was waiting for him. He heard the door above him open. He looked up to see the dogs come out onto the landing. They stared down at him as though accusing, You again.


  Vito was nowhere in sight.


  Henry took the last couple of steps cautiously. Even though the staircase, with its frayed, colorless carpeting, was dashed with brilliant sunlight, he was afraid, as though he were feeling his way in the darkness, unsure of what lay ahead.


  At the top of the stairs, he stopped. The dogs looked up at him, seemingly considering. Henry thought they must have realized he was no one new, not worthy even of sniffing, and they turned tail and headed back inside the apartment.


  Henry followed.


  Inside, the apartment was dark and quiet, no music or sounds from the kitchen. After Henry left, Vito must have pulled all the blinds. Sunshine peeked in through the gaps, creating slats of light in which dust motes danced. Henry looked around and didnt see Vito in the living room or the kitchen. The bathroom door, in the hallway off the living room, yawned open. Unless Vito was hiding behind the shower curtain, he wasnt in there either.


  Henry moved to the hallway and peeked into the master bedroom, where he had slept the night before. The sheets were still mussed, and their pale blue was dappled with warm yellow light. Here, Vito had not shut the blinds. But this room too was empty.


  Henry turned, looking around, expecting Vito to maybe slide out from under the bed, grinning. The absurdity of the notion made him chuckle.


  And then the anxiety returned and the laughter stopped.


  Had Vito left the apartment while Henry was at the beach? But hadnt he said he was tired? Needing a nap?


  He has to be here! Im sure it wasnt one of the dogs who buzzed me in. As if in response to the thought, Henry heard a crash from the other bedroom. It sounded like something had dropped to the floor and shattered.


  Henry walked slowly to the other room, uncertain why he had this vague queasy feeling in his gut. He knew the other bedroom must have belonged to Sal.


  The door to that room was partially closed. Henry pressed gently on it, and with a creak, the door swung open fully. Henry stood silently at the threshold, taking in the scene.


  Vito knelt on the floor, weeping. Before him were the broken shards of a pale blue ceramic piggy bank. The head was still intact, and just below the grinning cartoonish face was a darker blue bow tie. Scattered across the floor were coins, mostly pennies, but nickels, dimes, and even a few quarters mingled with them.


  Before saying anything, Henry continued to process what he was seeing. The bed was stripped bare. At the foot of it, in a rumpled heap, lay a colorful comforter decorated with Sesame Street characters. There were two big cardboard boxes in the room, and Henry could see that both were about halfway full of little-boy toyscars, balls, action figures, a stuffed animal or two. Beside them was the plastic container of toys from the hall closet Henry had seen earlier. It was closed, and duct tape held it shut. The walls were bare, but Henry could see, from the paler rectangles, that pictures or posters of some sort must have recently hung on them.


  Hes stripping the room, wiping it clean of his son. Why?


  Vito continued to cry, his face buried in his hands, shoulders jerking up and down. Behind Henry, the dogs paced, casting nervous glances into the second bedroom. Connie, Henry thought her name was, whimpered low in her throat in sympathy for her master.


  Vito? Henry asked, taking a step into the room.


  Vito looked up. His face was stained with tears, and his eyes and the area around them were red. His nostrils were moist. In spite of this, Henry couldnt help but think that Vito was still one of the most handsome men Henry had ever seen. Henry asked, Why did you buzz me in?


  Vito sniffed and seemed to pull himself together a bit. He used his hands to gingerly brush the shards of shattered blue ceramic into a pile, then looked up at Henry again. I dont know. You tell me.


  Henry took a few steps closer and then knelt down on the floor in front of Vito. He forced Vito to look at him. Because you wanted someone here? Because what youre doing is one of the hardest things youve ever had to do, and maybe you didnt want to be alone for it? You needed someone


  Vito cut him off and grabbed one of Henrys hands in his own. No.


  No? Henry asked.


  No. I didnt want someone. I wanted you. Vitos watery gaze scanned Sals room.


  Already, Henry thought it was devoid of character, with its blank white walls, pale yellow sheets on the bed, and its furniture stripped of anything that might personalize the room.


  You did? Henry covered Vitos hand and squeezed, locking it inside his own two hands. Im glad. Is there something I can help you with? Henry made sure his voice was soft and, he hoped, comforting. At the moment, big, strong, and taciturn Vito seemed very fragile.


  Vito shook his head. Im pretty much done here. Maybe later, before work, you can help me seal up these boxes and take them to the Goodwill down the street.


  Sure, I can do that. Henry felt selfishly glad that Vito was at least considering a later with him in it.


  And without another word, Henry fell in to work with Vito, packing up the toys and, at one point, getting a broom and dustpan from the kitchen so he could sweep up the remains of the shattered piggy bank. He gathered up the change and put it into the top drawer of the dresser.


  Inside the dresser were lots of little-boy clothes. Henry opened and shut the maple drawers, revealing small shirts, shorts, jeans, socks, and underweartiny tighty-whities like Henry himself used to wear. Just the smallness of the clothes, and the loss they represented, took Henrys breath away for a moment.


  He turned to Vito. The clothes too?


  Vito looked at him, and Henry could discern the anguish on his face as he nodded.


  Look, why dont you go lie down. Ill finish packing in here and come get you when its all ready to carry downstairs and over to that Goodwill you mentioned.


  I should do it, Vito said, his voice barely rising above a whisper. He was my boy. The last few words came out ragged.


  Henry went over to where Vito still sat, cross-legged, on the hardwood floor. No. No, you shouldnt. Youve made this decision, and I think its a good thing, a healthy thing, even though you might not see it that way. Not now. Henry allowed himself to touch Vitos tightly curled hair. It was surprisingly soft, and he let his fingers linger in its strands for a moment. He wanted to hold him, to kiss him, but didnt think that now was the right time.


  Please, Vito, let me finish up here.


  Vito said nothing as he rose from the floor and left the room. Henry stood frozen, a pair of OshKosh BGosh jeans in his hands, listening. He heard the creak of the bed, the clicks of the dogs toenails on the floor as they followed Vito. Henry lowered his shoulders a bit, relieved that Vito had lain down.


  There really wasnt much left to be done, so Henry had the two boxes of clothes and toys packed up and sealed shut with duct tape in no time. He glanced around the room and felt sadit looked so lifeless. It could have been anyones room.


  He looked at the broken piggy bank in the dustpan. He was about to go get the trash can from the kitchen and dump it inside, but the eyes of the pig looked up at him, and Henry thought maybe there was one thing Vito would like to hang on to. He went into the kitchen and rummaged through the drawers until he found what he was looking fora tube of Elmers glue.


  He returned to the bedroom and painstakingly, as though he were assembling a jigsaw puzzle, glued the pig back together. It took a while, and the pig crumpled a couple of times, but at last he had it together, even if it was cracked all over. Henry smiled sadly at the grinning face and the upturned snout, thinking that blue was an appropriate color for this pig.


  He crept out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him so the dogs wouldnt get inside to disturb the piggy bank. Henry wanted it to set. He hoped it would be a nice surprise for Vito, a gesture that showed Henry cared. Henry walked on silent feet down the hallway, wondering if Vito had fallen asleep. He took his time getting from one bedroom to the other, trying not to make the floorboards creak. If Vito was sleeping, Henry didnt want to wake him.


  He reached the other bedroom and looked inside. Vito was stretched out on the bed, wearing only his boxers. The dogs lay on the floor beside the bed. One lifted her head to regard Henry and then returned it to the floor.


  Henry paused there, almost breathless.


  He had two choices. One, he could quietly move the boxes to the front door, and maybe if Vito hadnt awakened from that, he could take the boxes to Goodwill himself. Henry thought Vito might appreciate the small kindness.


  Or two, he could do what not only his mind was telling him to do, but also his body. Instinct pulled him inside the bedroom. He stood for a moment beside the bed, gnawing on his lower lip. He could hear the rumble of the L train down the street. A breeze, actually cool, came in through the window.


  Henry didnt allow himself to think as he removed his clothes, all of them, and lay down beside Vito. He tried to move gingerly, so as not to disturb the slumbering man next to him, but the box springs creaked. Henrys weight caused Vito to roll toward him.


  Henry lay back on the bed, hardly daring to breathe. He looked over at Vito and was surprised to see his eyes open, those dark brown irises considering him. He was expecting Vito to ask what the hell he thought he was doing or to tell Henry to get dressed and get the fuck out of his bedroom, get the fuck out of his apartment, his life. That was the Vito Henry knew and expected.


  But Vito stared for only a few moments, and then he reached for him with both arms. Henry leaned into his embrace, scooting closer until his smooth body was aligned with Vitos hairy one, one continuous line of flesh merging and meshing, electric. Henry swore he could feel Vitos heartbeat.


  Henry closed his eyes. He couldnt help it. He grew rock hard and could actually feel spasms, indicating he could come any second. He sucked in a breath, gritting his teeth and willing himself not to let go, and the moment passedfor now.


  Vito pulled him close, so close, almost mashing Henry up against him, although Henry was definitely not complaining. Henrys head was pushed over Vitos shoulder, and he maneuvered himself back just a bit so he could gently kiss and lick Vitos neck. The skin was hot, slightly salty, and the taste of it was close to heaven. Henry gently bit down on Vitos ear.


  He pulled back more so he could peer into Vitos dark eyes. Is this okay? he whispered.


  In reply, Vito put both hands on Henrys face and pulled him close, drawing him in for a kiss that was like no other Henry had ever experienced. Deep, soulful, and probing, Henry could do nothing but surrender to the power of those lips, that tongue, as in effect they consumed him. He kissed passionately back, the thoughts and worries at the edges of his mind floating away on the warm summer air.


  He felt Vito pushing against him, wriggling, and realized he was taking off his boxers. He got up from the bed, and Henry felt the absence of Vitos body next to his own as a cold ache. He watched Vito kick off his boxers; they sailed into a corner of the room. And then he watched the rise and fall of Vitos fur-covered ass as he shooed the dogs from the room.


  When he turned around, Henry gasped at the sight of Vitos cock, rising from between his thighs and already leaking precome.


  Vitos eyes met Henrys, and he said softly, This is so wrong.


  Henry merely shook his head. I think its just the opposite. Come back here. Henry held out his arms.


  And Vito fell into them, covering Henrys body like a warm, furry blanket. Their cocks were mashed together, and their lips soon followed suit.


  It had been, Henry guessed, a very long time for Vito. With a few more kisses and just the simple rub of their bodies together, Vito gasped after a minute or two, and Henry closed his eyes as he felt the hot gush of semen spurting across his belly. It caused a sympathetic reaction in Henry, and he arched his back and cried out as he came.


  They kissed again, their come merging, gluing them together as they squeezed one another, both shuddering.


  And then Vito rolled off Henry. He stared up at the ceiling for a long time as his breathing returned to normal. Henry wondered what he was thinking about. Was he feeling the same kind of ecstasy now coursing through Henrys veins, or was something more melancholy asserting itself under those unreadable features? Henry studied Vitos face in profile but couldnt read his expression. To Henry, he merely looked tired.


  After a long while, Vito spoke. That was the first time.


  Henry wondered for a moment what he meant. For himself, Henry would have to say that was about his own third time, but he knew Vito had to be a lot more experienced than that.


  And then it dawned on him. Of course. Since


  Vito turned toward him, putting the back of his hand against Henrys cheek. Yeah. Since Kevin. He shrugged. I couldnt bring myself to be close to another man after he was gone.


  He removed his hand to let it rest on Henrys chest and then moved it again, replacing the hand with his head. Henry stroked the dark hair, delighting in its silk.


  Vito said, But when I saw you, that first day in the restaurant, when Rosalie brought you back in the kitchen, I knew. I knew you might be the one to make me do something I wondered if I would ever want to do again.


  You did? Henry remembered what a klutz hed been. How that could attract someone was beyond him. Yet he was glad for what Vito said.


  I know, I know. You wouldnt have been able to tell. But Ive lusted after you since the moment I saw you. Vito took in a deep breath and held it. You remind me so much of my Kev.


  Henry shut his eyes, feeling a heart-piercing kind of pain that nearly eradicated the joy hed felt only seconds ago. Of course. That has to be it. I just remind him of his dead husband. Its kinda sweet and very, very sad. Dont kid yourself, kid. This isnt about you. Henry turned away from Vito and stared at the wall. Amazing how fast a moment can turn to shit.


  Henry listened as Vito breathed easily behind him. He wanted to get up and leave the room, leave the apartment. Maybe try and return to his old life. He had no place here. He should have known thatbefore he let himself be used again. There might be a resemblance between him and this Kevin, but he wasnt Kevin, and Henry was not too young to realize he could never compete with the idealized image of a ghost. Who could?


  He turned back to Vito, feeling something simmering within him. He wasnt sure if he could call it anger or sadness or simply bewilderment, but he felt off, nowhere near the calm and contentment hed felt just after coming. The words were out of his mouth before he had a chance to consider them.


  He asked again, Why? Why did you buzz me in? Was it because of him? Because I reminded you of Kevin?


  Vito ran his fingers over Henrys face as if he were a blind man. He traced the contours of Henrys lips, and Henry resisted the urge to take his fingers in his mouth. He wasnt sure if he wanted to suck themor bite them.


  Is that what you think? Are you jealous? Vito asked.


  Henry started to protest but then realized jealous was exactly what he was. It might be petty, but his feelings were what they were, and when called out so baldly, Henry couldnt deny that Vito was right. I dont know. Maybe a little.


  Vito laughed. You cant be jealous of Kevin. Hes gone.


  I can be whatever I want. Henry sat up but allowed his back to rest against the wooden headboard. He was realizing, maybe for the first time, that jealousy was not a rational emotion. But it sure could be a strong one!


  Look. If it makes you feel better, Im not looking for a replacement for Kevin. I dont know that Im looking for anything, period. I still hurt. I still feel like my world has a hole in it, and I dont know what to do to fill it. Vito sighed. I dont even know if I want to fill it. Sometimes grief is the only thing that connects us to ones weve loved and lost. He stared hard at Henry. It can be hard to let that go.


  Henry nodded, feeling a twinge of shame at his own emotions. He touched Vitos chest for a moment and then drew his hand away. Henry had never lost anyone, not in such a permanent way, and he realized he couldnt even hope to understand the depths of Vitos despair.


  Vito swallowed and laid his head on Henrys stomach. When I said you reminded me of Kevin, I meant it as a good thing. You not only look something like him, although your looks are sweeter, more innocent, and maybe thats just your age. But the real reason you remind me of him is because you are sweetand stubborn. Just like he was. I can tell youre a little afraid of me, but I can also see that you wont put up with my bullshit for very long.


  Henry didnt know how true the latter part of that statement was, so he didnt say anything other than to ask another question. Why did you wanna have sex with me?


  Vito chuckled. Because you laid down naked beside me?


  I suppose thats as good a reason as any, Henry said sadly.


  Vito reached up and tweaked Henrys nipplehard. Ouch! Henry pulled away.


  Vito said, You want to know the real reason? The real reason is because I like you, maybe even Im falling for you, in spite of lots of little voices inside me telling me its a very bad idea. Theyre saying youre too young, too rich. Youve got too many problems of your own. Ive got too many problems of my own. Im not ready. I need more time. Theyre telling me all that.


  And I think, finally, and I know Im right, that those voices are full of shit. I made love to you because I wanted to, because, as I have to admit as much to myself as to you, I wanted to from the first moment I saw you.


  I wanted to make love to you because you werearea bridge back to living. Its a bridge I wasnt sure I ever wanted to cross again.


  Vito pulled himself up so he could kiss Henry deeply, soulfully. He moved away, and their eyes locked. But I do. You came into my life just when I needed you. You gave me the one thing I realized I was lacking since Kev and my Sal passed away.


  Whats that? Henry asked.


  Hope. Do you know what its like to lose hope? Before, even when my life was shitty, I could always make myself believe that something good was waiting for me just around this or that corner, that the rain would stop and the sun would come out again. Vito laughed. Dont make me sing that song from Annie, Henry. But seriously, I always had hope, until it seemed even that emotion died with those two boys I loved so very much. Vito kissed Henrys ear. I feel hope again. And its because of you. Not because you remind me of him, although you do, but because you gave me that incredible gift back. I didnt know how much I missed it, how much it was making my whole life a very dark and lonely place. Vito kissed Henrys lips softly. I dont know where well go from here, sweet boy, but I have this warm thing in my heart that allows me to think that we may wind up somewheretogether.


  Henry pulled Vito close, trying hard to hold back the tears, which was pretty easy when he considered his other head, the one farther south, had risen up and was weeping its own tears of joy.


  Thoughts, emotions, and heat all became tangled up as they gripped and groped each other again, exploring and tasting. This time, they took their time, and when it was over, they both knew what the others come tasted like.


  The light outside the window had changed, telling a tale of late afternoon. Outside the door, the dogs had become restless. Henry could hear them pacing and realized they needed to go outside, be fed, or both. Both, yes, indeed.


  We have to get to work soon. Henry swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


  Vito pulled him back down. We have a little time. Theres something I want to say to you.


  Are you gonna tell me you love me? Henry asked.


  Oh, you kid. No, that wasnt what I was going to say. And even if I did feel that right now, I wouldnt say it for fear of it sounding like I was coerced into it. So lets wait on that, shall we? What I wanted to tell you was just as important, though.


  Henry looked at Vito, knowing there was a question on his face.


  You know what I said about hope?


  Henry nodded.


  You should take it to heart. You told me about your family and, in particular, your dad.


  Henry turned his head away, and he found himself staring intently at the wall. He wasnt sure he wanted to listen anymore.


  Vitos hand on his shoulder forced him back. I know its hard to hear this now. But there is hopefor you too. And for them. Vito took a breath and said, Family is everything. Be patient. Be there. Wait. Love.


  Yeah, but your family loved you. They didnt love some idea


  Vito cut him off before he could say any more. For one, my family of origin, the one I grew up with, wasnt always crazy about me being gay. When my mom first found out, she went to church and lit a candle, praying the gay would be ripped out of me. Vito flopped Henrys penis from one side to the other. We both know how well that worked out. My point is, people change. It sounds like your mom has her own issues. You need to remember that our parents are people too. They dont exist solely as parents, you know? And your dad? I think hell come around. He loves you.


  I dont know about that.


  All Im saying is, keep an open mind, give him a little time. Vito gently turned Henrys face until he was forced to confront Vitos dark-eyed gaze. We never know how long those we love will be with us.


  All at once, Henry understood. He didnt know how or when or even if the rips in his family could be mended, but they might be. One day. In the meantime, he had this man who had more depth than he ever imagined, lying here beside him, naked and full of hope for the two of them.


  Things werent so bad after all.


  Henry put his arms around Vito and whispered, Do we have time for one more round?


  Vito chuckled. My, you are young.


  And so are you, Henry said, pulling Vito closer, closer. Come on.


  And Vito did.


  EPILOGUE


  


  


  Four Months Later


  


  HENRY STANDS next to the table where his father and Maxine are seated. In each of Henrys hands is a plate. The aromas wafting up from them just about eclipse the nervousness Henrys feeling because, well, the braciole just smells so damn good, its hard to think about anything else.


  And yet its not enough.


  He sets the first plate down before Maxine, who looks up at him with tears in her eyes.


  What? Food makes you cry now? Henry says to his parents housekeeper and his surrogate mother. He says the words in a mocking way because the expression on her facethe pride, the love, the joy all jumbled together in her damp eyes and crooked smileis making him want to cry and this is the only way he can think to stop from shedding a few tears himself. And he wants to be professional.


  No, Henry, Maxine says. Im just so damn proud of you. She touches his hand and looks up at him. Her eyes say a lot, but what theyre mostly saying is You did the right thing.


  And then theres his dad. Henry hasnt spoken to him since the summer, since his father said he was no longer his son and threw him out. Little did Henry know, back then, his father was doing the best thing he ever could have done for him. He doubted his father knew it either.


  His father doesnt say anything right away. He looks down at the plate of food before him. The bracioleflank steak rolled up and stuffed with a mixture of breadcrumbs, garlic, parsley, and Romano and provolone cheesessits, perfectly rolled, in a pool of steaming marinara sauce, redolent with garlic and sweet basil. Theres a dusting of Italian parsley and shaved Parmigiano-Reggiano. His father picks up his fork, puts it back down. He takes a sip of wine, a very nice Sicilian import Rosalie helped Henry pick out.


  You made this? his dad asks.


  Yeah, Dad. First time Ive been allowed to cook in the kitchen by myself.


  Henry watches as his father lifts his knife and fork, slices off a piece of the tender beef, and puts it in his mouth. As Henry absorbs the expression on his fathers face, he feels a little relief. Its the look, what all cooks dream of when someone takes a bite of their food. Its a kind of ecstasy, born of pure delight and sensation. His father has the look.


  Oh my God, his father says softly. Damn. Thats good.


  Henry beams. The head chef here, his name is Vito…. He glances over at Maxine and winks. He has told her all about Vito, a long time ago. Vito says its even better than his own version. He doesnt know why, since we use all the same ingredients, but he says mine just has more flavor, more layers, more intensity.


  Its magic, Maxine says, taking another bite.


  Henry nods.


  His father laughs. God. My son! He looks at Maxine. Full of himself.


  Maxine smirks. He takes after his dad. And She takes a sip of wine and closes her eyes for a moment, savoring it. he deserves to be full of himself.


  Henry steps back from the table. I need to get back to the kitchen. This is the first time hes spoken to his dad since that terrible night four months ago, and Henry knows they have a lot more to talk about than food, but duty calls. Hes been in touch with Maxine, though, during this period and shes sort of become his fathers unlikely friend and Henrys tireless advocate.


  He starts to turn away.


  His father reaches out and tugs on his apron to stop him. Henry is in full chef garb tonight, even though it will be a long time before he can call himself chef. But because hes actually cooking tonight and not just assisting Vito, hes worn the chefs clothes he bought for his nights cooking in the kitchen at Big Shoulders Culinary Institute, where hes been enrolled full time since, well, two weeks ago, when classes began.


  Henry turns to look back at his dad.


  You look good, son. His father smiles.


  The words are simple, as simple as Henrys outfit of black-and-white checked pants, white smock, and black Crocsshoes he wouldnt have been caught dead in when he was in high school, but theyre practicalbut his father saying them means so much. Henry takes them as an acknowledgment that maybe he was right in following his dream.


  Thanks, Dad.


  He hurries back to the kitchen.


  Vito grins at him from the stove, then barks, You got about half a dozen orders for your braciole! Get busy!


  Henry moves toward his station, smiling. Later, his mother has promised to come in with John. Shes been to the restaurant many times, and Henrys made his peace with her over the past several weeks, coming to understand that she, just like him, needed to find love and acceptance for who she was and not some idealized image. Her husband, over the years, lost the capacity to do that.


  Shes met Vito, and she too saw the resemblance between Vito and her own beloved. In a weird sort of way, it helped mother and son come back to one another and to bond.


  


  


  THE NIGHTS over. It almost seems like an illusion, like some sort of time warp, the evening went by so quickly. Henry shouldnt be surprised. Its always this way when theyre slammed in the kitchen. Theyll be deep in the weeds, thinking its never going to end, and then, all of a sudden, four or five hours have passed like minutes.


  And Henry should be exhausted. Not only has he cooked, chopped, and cleaned, hes also had an emotional catharsis, serving both of his parents.


  Instead, Henry feels exhilarated. He waltzes over to Vito, whos putting away his knives in their case, and takes a look around to make sure Rosalie is nowhere in sight. He gives Vito a deep kiss and smiles. Rosalie knows about their relationship, but she still doesnt permit any PDAs in the kitchen. I dont need to see that! she says.


  You wanna go out? Henry asks.


  Vito shakes his head. What I want to do is go home, walk the dogs, then put my feet up with a glass of wine.


  Wildwood has wine, Henry says, referring to one of the few gay bars this far north, in their Rogers Park neighborhood.


  Wildwood has swill. Vito closes the case. Arent you tired?


  Not a bit. Isnt that odd?


  No. Not really. I get that way sometimes too. Everybody does. Working like we do, I think we get an extra hit of adrenaline.


  So does that mean we can go out for a drink? I mean, come on, what was the point of you getting me that fake ID if were never gonna use it?


  Vito smiles. Sometimes I have to remind myself that only ten years separate us. He chucks Henry under the chin as he would a baby. But yes, if it will make you happy. But we have to stop by home and take care of the girls first.


  Of course. And change.


  And change.


  They step out into the autumn night, and Henry thinks theyve both changed a lot in a short time.


  The air has a snap to it, almost a note of iciness that portends frost by sunrise.


  Vito takes Henrys hand in his own. Henry revels in the heat and strength of the hand and interlaces his fingers with Vitos, squeezing. He looks up at Vito and says, Maybe just staying in will be okay after all.


  You sure?


  Oh, Im sure. But dont get any ideas about going to sleep anytime soon.


  The wind coming toward them from off the lake holds the promise of winter. Leaves rustle in the trees, sounding dry. A shower of them falls to the earth before Vito and Henry as the pair heads south, toward home.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  RICK R. REED is all about exploring the romantic entanglements of gay men in contemporary, realistic settings. While his stories often contain elements of suspense, mystery, and the paranormal, his focus ultimately returns to the power of love. He is the author of dozens of published novels, novellas, and short stories. He is a three-time EPIC eBook Award winner (for Caregiver, Orientation, and The Blue Moon Café). Lambda Literary Review has called him, a writer that doesnt disappoint. In his spare time, Rick is an avid runner, loves to cook, and reads voraciously. Rick lives in Seattle with his husband and a very spoiled Boston terrier. He is forever at work on another novel.


  Rick always enjoys hearing from readers and answers all e-mails personally. Contact Rick at:


  E-mail: jimmyfels@gmail.com


  Website: http://www.rickrreed.com


  Blog: http://rickrreedreality.blogspot.com/


  Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/rickrreedbooks


  Twitter: @RickRReed


  Also by this author


  [image: img5.jpg]


  Bashed


  


  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.
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  Blink


  


  By Rick R. Reed


  


  Life can change in the blink of an eye. Thats a truth Andy Slater learns as a young man in 1982, taking the Chicago L to work every morning. Andys life is laid out before him: a good job, marriage to his female college sweetheart, and the white picket fence existence he believes in. But when he sees Carlos Castillo for the first time, Carloss dark eyes and Latin appeal mesmerize him. Fate continues to throw them together until the two finally agree to meet up. At Andys apartment, the pent-up passion of both young men is ignited, but is snuffed out by an inopportune and poorly-timed phone call.


  Flash forward to present day. Andy is alone, having married, divorced, and become the father of a gay son. Hes comfortable but alone and has never forgotten the powerful pull of Carloss gaze on the L train. He vows to find him once more, hoping for a second chance. If life can change in the blink of an eye, what will the passage of thirty years do? To find out, Andy begins a search that might lead to heartache and disappointment or a love that will last forever….
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  Caregiver


  


  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


  


  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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  Dinner at Home


  


  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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  Raining Men


  


  By Rick R. Reed


  


  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


  


  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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  Homecoming


  


  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.


  


  http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com


  [image: img12.jpg]


  Hungry for Love


  


  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?
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  Husband Hunters


  


  By Rick R. Reed


  


  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


  


  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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