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      Bill understood Quinn to be whispering “dirty,” but in the raspy, heavy brogue, the word came out as “dehrty”: “Yer a dehrr-ty, dehrr-ty man.” Quinn flicked out his tongue and sucked it in, frog-like. With a thurping sound: “You’re a dehrr-ty, dehrr-ty man,” thurp thurp thurp.

      A journalist for the Chicago Tribune, Bill had arrived in Dublin this morning to write a human interest story on the upcoming gay marriage referendum. Polls anticipated Ireland becoming the first country to authorize gay marriage by public vote. Traditional, Catholic Ireland.

      Not having slept on the plane—and his body reminding that he was older than he used to be—he spent the day napping in his Jury’s Inn Christchurch hotel room, studying local newspapers and webzines, making notes and listing questions for his article. He supped in his room on take-away from the “great wee chipshop” around the corner, Leo Burdock Fish & Chips—greasy, salty, thick-crusted smoked cod accompanied by more fries than he could possibly consume. Later on, he trimmed his gray beard, donned jeans and a button-down blue shirt that showed off his squarish pecs without appearing too obvious—his decades-old uniform whenever scoping out a new city’s gay life. Bill always enjoyed these forays most of all, surveying the terrain before his newspaper’s photographer arrived and hovered, thereby preventing Bill from conducting his most enjoyable background research.

      Passionate encounters with locals were the secret to Bill’s success as human interest story writer—even in his late 50’s, he could still get laid with fair enough regularity, especially as exotic foreigner. Few journalists’ articles contained the under-the-skin insights Bill’s did, revelations feeling like disclosure to a trusted confidant. Bill’s interviews read like intimate pillow talk because that’s precisely what they were.

      Bill put little stock in ethical baloney about maintaining journalistic distance: if you want to get an inside story, you need to get inside. Repressed countries were Bill’s specialty because they burst with scared horny locals who had few other bed partner options. Want a journalist to cover police harassment of Russian gay activists? brutality against gays in Iraq? death-threats against gays in Uganda? Send Bill with a pack of condoms to ferret out the under-cover(s) scoop. Only a matter of time before he’d win a Pulitzer. He sure was having fun trying.

      Bill headed out in the cool evening for George, the nightclub touted on all Irish gay websites as Dublin’s primary gay hangout. He’d undoubtedly find some trick to “interview.”

      Strolling down Dame Street—odd, he thought, how historically grand the word “Dame” sounded in Ireland, whereas in American ears it came across as outdated Al Capone cheap. He walked the narrow sidewalk past restaurants, pubs, cafés, repeatedly bumping shoulders with those walking toward him until he realized that the Irish walked the way they drove—on the left, unlike on-the-right Americans: head-on collisions were inevitable.

      A scan around the cobblestone courtyard of Dublin Castle, a mix of red brick Georgian palace, gray medieval fortress, and white-gray Gothic revival chapel. A quick look-see at City Hall with its white-gray granite columns and triangular pediment. On the corner of South Great George’s Street, a main shopping avenue, he faced an enormous mural covering the entire side of a gray building: two young men, one in white sweater, the other in black, snuggling in romantic embrace. Larger-than-life gay love, four stories high. And tacked to a lamppost on the corner beneath it—a bold, green-lettered “Yes For Marriage Equality” poster sporting a rainbow flag. All this smack in the center of Catholic Dublin. A more in-your-face public display than he could recall having seen in Chicago’s Boystown.

      That must be the place, with the rainbow flag over the entrance and a thick bouncer staring into Bill’s eye. He nodded at the guy and stepped inside. A low-lit cavernous space with stairs to the right—the upper level looked closed…well, it was a Sunday. The music was fast-paced and louder than he liked. Bill walked to the far end of the long bar with men and women in their 20’s chatting, noted the stage behind the bar, empty now of the drag acts he’d read about. He grabbed a black leather barstool, asked the muscular barman for a pint of Guinness, one of those touristy must-do’s. He savored the thick molasses foam, the mix of bitter and heavy sweet, then turned to the lean young man beside him, a handsome fellow with close-cropped blond hair, and introduced himself, knowing that his accent would lead at least to a where-are-you-from conversation. Bill slapped on his personae of naïve visitor: “All I basically know about Ireland is leprechauns and four-leaf clovers.”

      “And all I know about America is that you all carry guns and shoot black teenagers when you’re strung out on crack.”

      “Point taken,” said Bill, impressed by the cleverness, sour as it was. He switched strategies. “Of course I also know Shaw’s plays and Beckett’s, Joyce’s Dubliners and Portrait of the Artist—as a teenager, I even won an award at an oratory contest for declaiming the fire and brimstone sermon.”

      “A literate American? Who’d believe it? No doubt you’ve read Angela’s Ashes, too, loving every page that confirmed your image of downtrodden Ireland.”

      Not unusual for younger men in bars to be disinterested, but hostile?

      “And,” continued the young man, “surely you were self-righteously appalled by that movie, The Magdalene Sisters?”

      “The one about Irish nuns enslaving unwed mothers? Of course I was appalled.”

      “Makes you feel all superior, doesn’t it? Like you Americans don’t have pedophile priests and other such.”

      Bill held up his hand like a stop sign. “Didn’t mean to offend by my mere existence.”

      The young fellow dropped his head. “Three pints and I turn jackass. Sorry. Guess I’m pissed because I’m out of commission.” He grabbed his own crotch.

      Should Bill ask?

      “A fucked-up piercing in San Francisco a year back,” volunteered the young man. “Every now and again, my Prince Albert splits the head of my dick. The healing takes weeks, so all’s I can do is look and drink and grouse.”

      “On behalf of all guilty American piercers, I apologize.” Unusually frank for a first conversation. Is such openness typically Irish?

      The young man extended his hand. “Declan.”

      Firm handshake. “Bill. I’m here on assignment for a newspaper. To cover the gay marriage referendum. I’d love to know your thoughts. It’s a remarkable turn of events.”

      “Because we’re such backward Papists?”

      Bill stared at him.

      “Sorry. I’m being a dick: yah, it’s damn exciting.”

      “It’s always the legislature or the courts authorizing gay marriage, never the people themselves.”

      “Never thought I’d see it. Ten years ago, I’d have said you’re daft. Even five years ago. In a perverse way, the Magdalene sisters and child-molesting priests are to thank.”

      “Really?”

      “They lost the Church its authority to order us around on moral issues. This is a bit of a backlash.”

      An observation that would make its way into Bill’s article for sure.

      “You’re not bad looking, you know, Bill, with your fuzzy gray beard. For them that goes for daddies.”

      “Do you?” Flirtation was fun even if it couldn’t lead anywhere.

      “A bit of vanilla with a cuddly Da would be good for a change. Too much fetish play, and I can only get hard with extremes.”

      Bill raised a naughty eyebrow. “Why do you assume all daddies are vanilla?”

      “Ahah…you like some smacks with your cuddles eh, Da?”

      Bill winked.

      “If only I were healed,” said Declan with a sigh. “You might go to the Boilerhouse, back in Temple Bar across from City Hall. The baths. If you don’t mind drunks. There are two gay Irelands: us lads under 40, comfortable in public. And the over-40’s—mostly closeted, grew up squashed under the Church’s thumb. They need half a dozen pints before they can bring themselves to grope around in the Boilerhouse dark room.”

      “Quite the recommendation.”

      “Or you could just try Jurassic.”

      “Where?”

      “You don’t know it? Next door. Jurassic Park, we call it. A quiet bar for the few out older gays and young lads that likes ‘em.”

      “ ‘Jurassic,’ huh? Flattering.”

      “It’s just our way—playing with names. The James Joyce statue off O’Connell, himself with a cane, we call ‘The Prick with the Stick’ because he was a randy bastard. And the needle statue there—it’s the poor part of town, you know, immigrants and such—we call it ‘The Stiletto in the Ghetto.’ Fun nicknames. ‘Jurassic.’ Right through them doors at the back of the bar.”

      “Join me?”

      “Nah, one look at me by your side and nobody else’d dare approach. I’m too good looking.”

      Bill laughed.

      “If I were healed, old Da, I’d fuck ya sure.”

      “A true romantic.”

      Bill chugged the last of his Guinness, swiveled off the barstool, gave Declan a peck on the cheek, sauntered over to the double wooden doors and through.

      Immediately calmer—softer music. A small, cozy, long narrow room, wooden floors, chipped gray-green paint on the walls, large gilt-framed mirrors. Bill sidled up to the dark wooden bar in desperate need of polishing, scanned the dozen beer taps, ordered a Tuborg from the young blond barman in a “Staff” black tee shirt. He then stepped over to a corner seat against the wall, from where he could survey everything.

      Bill noticed a short tubby in his late 60’s with a young fellow tugging on his arm now to get him to leave—hustler or daddy’s boy? Only three other patrons, in their late 50’s. One, hunched on a barstool—black-framed glasses, thick gray hair, a bit of a paunch—gave a quick rabbit glance. The shy type were often the hottest once you eased their anxiety. The conversation with Declan had gotten Bill worked up. Besides, business had its demands: pillow talk with a man his own age could offer helpful insights, especially after what Declan had told him about the over 40’s.

      Bill took the lead in the standard bar stepdance: he stared stiffly until the hunched guy met his eyes and darted his own away; then Bill looked aside to give the hunched guy a chance to size Bill up; then both met eyes, momentarily stared, looked away; then both met eyes, stared, held gazes long enough for one of them—Bill—to risk rejection and smile. The hunched guy returned a sheepish half-nod. Bill walked over, extended his hand for the as-expected limp-fish shake.

      “Hi there, I’m Bill.”

      “Quinn,” the fellow said. A thick aroma of beer on his breath; clearly, he’d been here a while. “An American, are ya?” A heavy brogue.

      “My accent give me away?”

      “That and yer boldness.”

      “Not too bold, I hope.”

      “No no. Boldness is quite welcome, actually.”

      Bill gave Quinn a light kiss on the lips. Quinn cringed, pulled himself back.

      “Sorry,” said Bill. Too bold. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen anyone kissing in the larger room next door.

      “What one might shun in public,” said Quinn softly, “one might relish in private.” His eyes darted around the small room.

      “Ah. Got it. No PDA for you.”

      Quinn’s eyes scrunched.

      “No public displays of affection.”

      “By no means.” Quinn’s hand reached out and gently grasped Bill’s forearm. “However, if yer up for it…it’s a pleasant walk to my apartment on a cool night such as this.”

      Bill smiled. “Now who’s the bold one?”

      “Well,” said Quinn, grinning shyly, “the evening’s getting on, and I’ll need to wake early…”

      “And you’ve got no other prospects,” Bill teased.

      Quinn squeezed Bill’s forearm. “I’ve always been partial to them with beards. Besides, yer smile radiates needed warmth.”

      Bill was a sucker for honest vulnerability. He clapped Quinn on the back. “I’d love to come to your apartment.”

      Quinn said little more than “this way,” on the walk down the street in the direction of Trinity College, simply hunched his head tighter into his shoulders, a turtle drawing into shelter. Bill respected the discomfort silence, noticed that as they turned onto Nassau Street and proceeded along the university’s outer perimeter, Quinn’s quick gait slowed. They passed shop windows displaying now traditional woolen vests and caps, now unsold pies and scones that would be of questionable freshness tomorrow morning, at red brick Georgian era buildings recalling a wealthier past.

      Quinn hesitated at a building on a particular corner, pointed at the wrought-iron-fenced park across the wide avenue. “Merrion Square.” He then glanced up to the building behind them, typical with its white-gray stone first floor façade and upper story red brick, glanced at a round plaque too deep in shadow for Bill to make out, crossed himself, continued walking, took out his keys, hobbled up a few steps, fumbled, let Bill into a white-walled vestibule and up to the second floor apartment. The moment the door shut behind them, Quinn breathed in deeply and stood tall, as if having stepped out into fresh country air. “You are very welcome to my home,” he said. “A refuge of safety because...” Leading Bill by the arm to the living room window, he pointed. “There.”

      “Merrion Square?”

      “Inside the fence. The corner.”

      Across the wide avenue, beyond the park’s fence and shrubs, Bill made out a huge rock supporting a reclining male figure. “Is he real?”

      “At one time he was most surely. A statue now. My patron saint.”

      “St. Patrick?”

      Quinn chuckled, freely. “Tourist cliché. No.” Quinn turned Bill by the shoulders and faced him toward a photograph hanging over the bricked up, white-manteled fireplace. “Here: A photograph I took. A close-up of Himself on the rock across the street.”

      Bill examined the replica thin, sunlit man reclining on a rock, legs spread wide with left knee propped up, right hand saucily holding red lapel of green smoking jacket, wavy hair covering ears, long face offering a wry smile. Totally recognizable. “Oscar Wilde.”

      “Himself. Born and raised just a few doors down this very block, on the corner. It’s American College now. They don’t allow tours. At least there’s a plaque where one can pay respects. Every morning and evening I gaze out my living room window at the patron saint of all Irish homosexuals. And on Sunday mornings—early before others are about—I sneak over, reach up and caress his feet in those black Oxfords. He suffered for our sins, did poor Oscar. Imprisoned and shamed. But now eternally young in resurrected state. Watching over me, showering me with ever grace. And permission.”

      This guy was more than a little strange. Creepy even. Bill hoped to lighten the mood. “Quite the coincidence getting this apartment.”

      “Coincidence? For 10 years I struggled to find a flat in His Holiness’s aura.” Quinn slipped his hand into Bill’s, brought it to his lips, kissed it, slid Bill’s index finger into his mouth, rolled his drooling tongue around it, slipped it out. “You wouldn’t be wanting another Guinness, would ya?”

      “I don’t know,” said Bill, retracting his hand and wiping it on his jeans. “I —”

      “Not to be rushing, but…tomorrow I must wake early so as to reach school before students and faculty.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I’m Vice Principal, ya see. Discipline is my bailiwick. Rules and regulations. Moral order.” He turtled into himself again, looked out the window. “If one shows up late or bleary-eyed, there’ll be questions. Mustn’t give reason for questions. No suspicion of any kind. Not any.” He brought right thumb and first two fingers to mouth, pressed them against lips while whispering, “No suspicions. If they find out, they’ll sack ya, and then where will ya be?... Shamed before the community. Utter humiliation. Penniless. Living on the streets you’ll be, and then—”

      Maybe this was a mistake. Unless… Such a cliché—a closeted school teacher. The over-40 type Declan had told him about at the bar. Bill should shift gears, turn this into a simple interview, then make his “I’ve got a headache” excuse and leave it at that. “The school would fire you?”

      Quinn snapped his head and straightened up as if coming to.

      “They’d fire you for being gay?” pressed Bill. “But the country’s about to approve gay marriage.” Contradictions, inconsistencies, and injustices made for dramatic newspaper stories.

      “I’m Vice Principal in a Catholic voluntary school, ya see. The Church is the last venue where it’s legal to fire a sinner. That will never change. I fight temptation best I can, but…the Devil’s a strong one, he is.”

      Yes, a great angle for his article—the gay marriage referendum and the Irish Church. But as for this poor traumatized guy…Bill should cool his heels. Bill took a step backward. “Listen, I know I was pushy at the bar. My American way, that’s all. I’m really just looking to meet some folks and get to know Irish life a little better. How’s about we sit and chat…. Unless you’d rather I just leave.”

      “No!” exclaimed Quinn, reaching out into the air between them. “Do stay. I welcome yer forwardness. I need it. If ya must know…I rarely risk visibility in Jurassic, but tonight… tonight I…”

      “Tonight you were lonely.”

      Quinn looked up into Bill’s eyes. “It’s been half a year, ya see. How long can a body go without? The headiness of the upcoming referendum…the posters all over town and the news every night on the telly with handsome young couples hugging their embraces…well…my excitement got the better of me, ya understand. Just to be in Jurassic, to sit amongst my fellows, imagining possibilities with this one and that. Possibilities I could take home after, to fill the imagination and…and my hand, if you’ll excuse the crudeness. Not that I expected actually to engage in suggestive conversation with a stranger, let alone invite one into my home. But you…an American...”

      “You mean, a non-Irishman.”

      “A man not from these parts.”

      “No risk I’d interfere with your life.”

      Quinn nodded. “For 25 years I lived with my ‘brother,’ or so thought the fathers at school. Half a year ago, Seamus died from lung cancer. I told them the sudden loss of my ‘brother’ addled me, so they let me take time off to get my head in order—they know compassion, ya see, those fathers, in their way. Tomorrow’s my first day back.”

      Bill pursed his lips in sympathy, took a tender step close. Quinn reached up to Bill’s shoulders, stepped in for the kiss Bill intentionally gave him. With their lips pressed together, Quinn released into Bill’s mouth a high-pitched, beer-scented whimper. Quinn’s tongue probed Bill’s mouth, as if frantically searching.

      With a tenderness rare for himself, Bill used his lips to guide the kiss from desperate to gentle. Of course Bill had no genuine interest in this disturbed man, but he’d long been a believer in the solidarity of the oppressed. In compassionate brotherhood. In the moral duty of out men to nurture less fortunate closeted ones. This wouldn’t be his first sympathy fuck.

      Without loosening his grasp, Quinn sidled Bill to the brown sofa opposite the fireplace, lay back pulling Bill on top of him. Quinn kissed and tongue-thrusted and clutched at Bill’s shoulders, at his back, grabbing tight as if to merge Bill into himself.

      Bill lifted his head. “Whoa, boy. You gotta let me breathe. You’re a hottie.”

      Quinn grinned so broadly that upper lips retracted over gums, revealing crooked upper eyeteeth. “I’m nasty, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah, you sure are.”

      “Say it. Ya must say it. Talk dehrty to me with yer American porno movie accent.”

      “You’re a nasty nasty boy.” Bill found himself getting turned on. Maybe this wouldn’t be as much sympathy as freakish pleasure. “You’re the nastiest boy I ever met.”

      “Yessir, yessir. I am. Nasty nasty.” Quinn wriggled with delight. “Tell me what ya want, my Da,” Quinn hissed through clenched teeth. “Say what ya want from yer nasty boy.”

      Yeah, Bill could get into this. He slid off the sofa, kicked off his shoes, removed shirt and jeans as Quinn stood and tore off his own. Both men naked, Quinn fell to his knees, took Bill into his mouth, grunting.

      “That’s it, nasty boy. Like that.”

      Quinn moaned.

      “Take your Daddy like that.”

      There was no charity now in Bill’s reaction. He grabbed the back of Quinn’s head, pulled so hard that Quinn gagged and gasped, yanked himself back, stared up at Bill with eyes that gleamed nearly red. Bill shuddered, looked away, his gaze falling onto the sofa wall, onto a painting of the Sacred Heart of Jesus—the Savior’s hair wavy to the shoulders, his bleeding heart vulnerable on the chest and exposed.

      Quinn grabbed Bill’s hands, pulled them down onto his thick nipples. “Squeeeeeze yer boy’s titties, Da. Squeeeeeze me.”

      Bill did.

      “Harder. Harder…Aaaah,” moaned Quinn. “Yess. Yess.” He flicked his tongue, murmured in raspy whisper, “Wi-ckehhd….wi-ckehhd. So wi-ckehhd.”

      Bill yanked the nipples taut.

      “Ohh,” moaned Quinn. “Dehrr-ty…dehrr-ty. Ahh… Yer a dehrr-ty dehrr-ty man… Yes… yes… fil-thy.” His tongue repeatedly flicked and slurped. Thurp thurp thurp.

      Quinn shoved Bill onto the sofa and spat on him, sucked him deeply in and out, over and over, then lifted Bill’s legs and plunged his tongue deep, pulling back to whisper, “Perfec-tion.” Lick lick. “Oh, the taste of dehrty perfec-tion.” On and on in a trance-like state, all as Bill himself felt entranced, eyes rolling back. Quinn’s tongue thrust. “Please, Da, please let me join in yer perfec-tion…” Probe probe. “Our perfec-tion. Christ’s perfec-tion.”

      Bill shoved Quinn back, leaned in and bit his nipples hard as Quinn moaned, grabbed Bill’s middle finger and yanked it behind himself, begging Bill to “put it where it belongs, where it belongs. Make me perfec-ted. Perfec-ted. Take me, Jesus, for I am yer own. Impale me, sacrifice me on yer holy cross, pierce myself as Yerself were pierced, make me holy, yer devoted slave in eternity, forever burning in the hellfire of the undeserving and wicked.”

      Bill slid his finger into the moist tightness. “Yes!” said Quinn. “Now feed me yer host.” Suck suck. “Give me blessed cum-union…” Suck suck. “Give me! Give me!”

      Bill couldn’t hold back, shuddered, clutched Quinn’s head to himself as he spasmed and grunted.

      Quinn gulped and moaned.

      Then he held Bill in his mouth softly.

      He slid Bill out with a kiss.

      Naked and still on his knees, Quinn gazed up at the Sacred Heart of Jesus hanging above Bill, clasped hands in prayer, murmured, “Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.”

      Bill leaned forward and held him while Quinn continued to murmur prayer with the solemn calm of the confessional.

      After Quinn finished, they sat side by side on the sofa, Bill holding Quinn’s hand. “I don’t know what to say,” said Bill honestly, agenda-less and somewhat sad.

      “I thank ya for that,” said Quinn, his face relaxed. “For yer indulgence.”

      “I should be thanking you.” Bill kissed him on the cheek. “Would you like to talk? Maybe tell me about your…your late partner?”

      Quinn withdrew his hand from Bill’s. “I’ve got to wake early.” Quinn stood, reached to the floor for his clothes, the universal signal to tricks that it’s time to leave.

      They dressed in silence. Bill again hugged Quinn, who stood with arms limply at his side. “I don’t feel right just leaving,” said Bill. “Will you be okay?”

      “Saint Oscar watches over me.”

      Bill stroked his cheek. “Quinn, your openness…what you shared of yourself. I’m a little speechless.”

      Quinn gave a weary grin. “I’ll remember you, my American porno star.”

      Bill gave a light kiss on the lips and lingered, Quinn allowing him without encouraging.

      “Take care.” Bill left, headed down one flight to the white-walled vestibule, heard the apartment door click closed behind him. Deadbolt.

      Outside, in a bit of afterglow haze, he crossed the avenue and paid momentary homage over the iron fence to the statue of Oscar Wilde, recalling snippets of his plays and wit, his imprisonment on account of love that, for good practical reason, had dared not speak its name.

      In a series of cool breezes, Bill walked toward his Jury’s Inn Christchurch hotel, replaying the evening’s encounter. What had he just experienced? In a matter of minutes, that walking cliché had revealed so much of himself to Bill, depths Bill would never have expected to be permitted to see.

      The journalist in him wanted to describe this experience, to show Americans the Irish pain Bill had just witnessed, whether singular or universal, Bill couldn’t know. Yet he must respect Quinn’s privacy.

      No breeze now, just stillness in the bruised-blue night sky. Solitary gray clouds.

      Bill shivered in the dry chill.

      Muffled sounds of drinking buddies as he passed this pub, and that.

      By the time he reached the imposing Dublin Castle whose cobblestone courtyard, he’d read, would host hundreds of revelers awaiting the marriage referendum tallies in a mere few days, Bill felt a surge of writerly inspiration, and began structuring the article he’d traveled here to write: he would present lengthy descriptions of the referendum process, of course, and the historical struggle to achieve marriage equality. He’d recite obligatory vote tallies and exit poll statistics, would include extensive quotes from ecstatic young couples about to tie the knot and from joyful parents whose children will have just gained social legitimacy. He’d even try to include diplomatically phrased quotes from shocked and dismayed priests. And then, in honor of Quinn, yet without referring to him except in thought, Bill would conclude the article with a rally to awareness that, as glorious a harbinger of future freedom as this marriage referendum truly was, it had arrived too late for centuries of couples living fearful hidden love, too late for widows and widowers grieving in silence alone, too late for lonely individuals knowing romance only in safe imagination recesses, too late for women and men suffering damage beyond repair, like Oscar, able to live carefreely only after death and only now, in others’ memories or in rock-bound effigy.
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      Just as Sol bit into a poppy seed roll from Zabka grocery store, his eyes fell upon the laborer across the street: thick black hair, high cheekbones, prominent nose. Shirtless but for an orange workman’s vest, wiry muscular arms. Chest all deeply tanned by late summer sun. Instant enchantment.

      The laborer glanced up, looked at Sol with a quizzical expression. What did he think of Sol’s narrow-shouldered physique, somewhat boyish for a man of 35? Sol’s trim black beard? His eyes that Ma used to say always sparkled?

      After giving Sol a subtle nod, which Sol returned, the laborer looked up at the cloudless sky and nodded again, as if at the flock of passing white birds. He returned his attention to setting cobblestones in place.

      It was a polite nod, Sol told himself, that’s all. Maybe the man thought Sol a neighborhood observer checking that sidewalk cobblestones were being properly laid. Or if he recognized Sol as curious tourist, he meant simply to nod a polite welcome. Unlikely that he read Sol’s glance as one of interest.

      Swallowing the last of his roll—so reminiscent of Ma’s in its yeasty flavor and the way it prompted Sol to poke tongue behind teeth to dislodge stray poppy seeds—Sol stood from his bench on the triangular plaza and, determined to embarrass neither laborer nor self, he set out on his sight-seeing day, purposely walking not down the laborer’s Vĕzĕnská Street, but down Kozí Street past Bakeshop, the take-out store Sol’s vacation rental landlord had recommended, its English name probably as gourmet-suggestive here as “Patisserie” was back home in Brookline, MA. Piles of croissants through the window. Cakes, cookies. He’d have to stop in at some point.

      Look at the gorgeous five-story Rococo apartment buildings with curlicue design ornamentations. And how interesting that some restaurant signs welcomed both English-speaking and Russian-speaking tourists. Thick heavy cobblestones paved the streets, small delicate ones covered the sidewalks in patterns—stripes and squares, diamonds and rectangles, lines and diagonals, a cross shape before a church entrance. Maybe Sol shouldn’t have thought of the man so much as laborer, but as artisan.

      He sighed. A pointless digression. Sol would never do anything remotely cruisy because who knew what social norms were here? So easy to misinterpret politeness or even friendliness as flirtation. Sol, barely out of the closet, feared a black eye.

      Kozí turned into Dlouhá, that led directly to Staromestké Námĕstí, Prague’s famous and enormous Old Town Square with the white and pink Kinský Palace on one side where Kafka had studied and his father had run a shop. The sand-and-gray-colored Gothic Church of Our Lady before Týn with its two high towers. And opposite—the similarly colored Gothic-Renaissance Old Town Hall that displayed on one side the famous 15th-century Astronomical Clock with moving Apostle statuettes and a skeleton, the figure of ever-present Death. Off-center mid-square, amid hordes of
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