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1

	Kevin closed his eyes, picturing the 2002 Ducati 999R as it raced past the southern tower of the Golden Gate Bridge toward Marin.

	The bright red superbike hugged its side of the reflective yellow markers dividing the bridge into four northbound and two southbound lanes. Mid-afternoon traffic was light, the weather cool and overcast. Both heavy winds and rain were in retreat.

	With foot-high traffic cones spaced every twenty-five feet to divide northbound and southbound lanes, the motorcycle slipped easily between two cones and into oncoming traffic. A UPS driver, distracted by the city skyline, caught the bike’s headlight out of the corner of his eye, jerking his attention back to the road ahead just as the Ducati came upon him.

	A distant car horn jolted Kevin back to the present.

	He found himself staring blankly through the windshield of his two-year-old BMW 740i, parked in a one-in-a-million space in front of Jon and Cal’s Pacific Heights home—only blocks from where David now lived.

	His hands still clutched the steering wheel. Cal’s death eight days earlier had left him shaken enough that even now, three days after the memorial, it felt more nightmare than reality.

	Kevin could still vividly see Jon’s drawn visage from his seat in the second row at the service. His friend’s eyes looked sunken, his usually flushed face an almost deathly pale—the result of too much alcohol, too many tears, and not enough sleep.

	For Kevin, it wasn’t just Cal’s death weighing on him. Being back in San Francisco again felt wrong—like stepping into a life he’d already walked away from. A year had passed since he’d left for New York, leaving behind David and the wreckage of their ten-year relationship that had imploded overnight. At the time, it seemed the only reasonable choice among a sea of bad ones. The cost, however, had been steep. Missing the last year of Cal’s shortened life was one more thing he couldn’t undo.

	Not that distance hadn’t made things easier. Seeing David with Chad for the first time was something he hadn’t been prepared for. David seemed to enjoy the performance of it, keeping Chad close as if nothing else in the room mattered—not even the funeral. A year ago, the two were a tawdry affair carried on in the shadows. Today, they were a new power couple, Chad quickly finding his place in their social circle. Back in New York, Kevin had been content to pretend none of it had happened.

	He released his grip on the wheel—his fingers white and aching—then ran a hand through his short brown hair. His heart was racing. He closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths, forcing himself to settle. It was something he still had to do whenever he let himself dwell on David for more than a passing moment.

	Stepping out of the car, he shivered. The rain had stopped about an hour ago, and it had already cooled down to the mid-fifties. He knew he’d come unprepared, the thin black V-neck sweater and T-shirt doing nothing against the chill, though he lacked any better alternatives that weren’t waiting at the dry cleaners or back in his New York apartment.

	Kevin quickly made his way up the steps to the front door of the three-story Victorian. He pressed the doorbell and waited, his hands fidgeting nervously in his pockets.

	“Hello, stranger,” said Ryan Ames, Cal’s younger brother, greeting Kevin with a warm grin. The older they got, the more Ryan seemed to resemble his brother. “Long time no see,” he said as they hugged briefly.

	“Well, at least not at a funeral anyway,” Kevin said, forcing an uncomfortable smile as Ryan closed the door. “How’s it going?”

	“It’s coming along,” Ryan answered. He wore khakis and a pressed oxford, sleeves down and buttoned. When Cal dressed similarly, Kevin always thought he looked too uptight. Seeing it on Ryan felt the same.

	Kevin glanced around. “Where’s Jon?” he asked.

	Ryan rolled his eyes.

	“Never mind.”

	“He’ll be along shortly.”

	Kevin reached out and briefly touched Ryan’s arm. “It’s good to see you again. It’s been what? Two years or so?”

	Ryan glanced away as he searched for the answer. “Yeah—something like that.”

	“I remember Cal told me you and Andrew split up and you’re living down here now.”

	“Yeah. It was around the same time as… you know… you and David.”

	“The twenty-first century hasn’t been too kind to any of us so far.”

	Ryan gave a small smile. “It’s 2003. I hope it goes up from here.”

	“You and me both,” Kevin said. “I’m still sorry to hear it, though.”

	“Well, it wasn’t any big deal,” Ryan said. “I just woke up one day and realized I was trying too hard to make it work—and I didn’t want to live like that. I didn’t want to stay in something just to avoid being alone. After we broke up—I didn’t like Portland much anyway, so I came down here.”

	Kevin nodded. “Yeah… I get that. So what are you doing now, though? Where are you living?”

	“I’m over at Bank of America on California Street. Got an apartment in the Outer Richmond.”

	“Are you seeing anyone?”

	“No. God, no,” Ryan answered. “It’s been good to enjoy the single life for a while. I’ve been out on a few dates, but… you know.”

	“Yeah. If that’s what you want, it’ll happen.”

	Ryan shook his head. “I’m not in a rush to get back into anything serious. It’s been one of those years, what with the breakup, the move, and now Cal on the Golden Gate—of all fucking places,” he said, looking visibly upset. “I told him a thousand fucking times to get rid of that stupid thing.”

	“Everyone did. He laughed at every single one of us.”

	Ryan glanced toward the ceiling. “He’s probably laughing at us again.”

	Kevin smiled, grateful for the brief moment of humor. “Of course he is.”

	“Anyway,” Ryan said. “How’s everything else with you?”

	“Good. Busy—but I like it that way.”

	“How is life in the vaunted halls of Sterling Ashbury? They still treating you well?”

	“I can’t complain,” Kevin said. “No one batted an eye when I decided to move to New York.”

	“Well—you make them a lot of money. If you don’t mind me asking, though—what’s your book these days? Top a billion yet?”

	Kevin shook his head. “God no. Still a couple hundred off.”

	“It’s a hard life, huh?” Ryan asked. “By the way—we saw you on TV at the Academy Awards with Randy Horne. How’d you end up there with him? Is he a client or something?”

	“It’s called private banking for a reason,” Kevin deadpanned.

	“I didn’t know he was gay.”

	“He’s not,” Kevin said. “He’s one of Kathryn’s close friends. She bailed on him, so she got him to take me.”

	Ryan smirked. “Yeah—real tough life.”

	“I don’t know how those people live like that. The lights on the red carpet about blinded me.”

	“You know Cal and Jon threw an Academy Awards party.”

	“So I heard.”

	“I don’t know if they told you, but he was over here watching it with us. He about pissed himself when they showed you two in the audience,” Ryan said, smirking. “Everyone cheered but him and—”

	“Yeah.”

	“I take it things are still—”

	“Shitty between us? Yup,” Kevin said, jamming his hands deeper into his pockets.

	“Have you two talked since you’ve been back?”

	Kevin scoffed. “He didn’t say two words to me at the funeral. And I still can’t believe he had the balls to bring… Chad.”

	“They’re still together.”

	“As everyone keeps reminding me.”

	“Sorry,” Ryan offered. “My bad. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

	Kevin gave him a disarming smile. “It’s fine,” he said. “Water under the bridge. Tell you what—let’s get Jon on track, and the three of us can go out and have a good time tonight. You and I can do our bit to distract him from all this—at least for this evening.” He glanced toward the stairs. “You want me to go up there and hurry him along?”

	Ryan shook his head. “No,” he said. “I didn’t mean for us to get so caught up in conversation already. I’ll deal with him.” He pointed down the hallway toward the back of the house and the kitchen. “Go get yourself a cocktail. I mean…”

	Kevin glanced down the hall. “I’m sure that even in this house, there’s something nonalcoholic to drink.”

	“How’s that coming along?”

	Kevin forced a smile. “Ten months sober,” he said. “It’s been a long ten months, and a hard ten months—but I’m in a good place right now.”

	“That’s all that matters.”

	Kevin glanced toward the stairs. “Are you sure I can’t help you with Jon?”

	“Positive,” Ryan answered. “No offense, but he doesn’t need any more distractions.”

	Kevin thought of Jon upstairs trying to get ready—what was likely already a full-blown production—and couldn’t help but chuckle.

	“Look, I’ll bring him down shortly,” Ryan said. “Go get yourself something, and we’ll see you soon.”

	“Sounds good,” Kevin said.

	Ryan patted his arm twice before heading up the stairs.
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	Kevin walked down the hall and turned left into the kitchen. Completely gutted two years earlier, it still looked as new as the day the work was completed. It smelled of pesto from an earlier dinner, with two Styrofoam takeout boxes stacked neatly on the counter.

	On the large, rectangular island in the center of the room, below a hanging pot rack that held one of the largest and least-used Calphalon collections west of the Mississippi, someone had set out a half-empty bottle of vodka, a bucket of ice, some cranberry juice, and six glasses. A lime had been sliced and left beside them. Must’ve been Jon, Kevin thought.

	After pouring himself a half glass of cranberry juice, he glanced into the dining room toward the front of the house.

	In better times, he’d spent many enjoyable evenings there, David by his side, along with a table full of friends as they ate and drank the night away. There were, he knew, good memories here and elsewhere from when the two of them were together. That, however, was history—now and forever. Yes, he assured himself with the familiar ambivalence that always accompanied such thoughts—it was gone forever.

	Drink in hand, he walked across the hall and into the living room. Sitting down on the leather sofa, he placed the glass on the nearest end table before leaning back. His eyes closed, his arms folded across his chest, he finally heard the subtle jazz playing through speakers mounted in the ceiling.

	This music, Cal’s favorite, always made Kevin think of him and Jon, his two closest friends for years. They were also some of his most loyal—among the few who refused to pretend everything was back to normal after Kevin left for New York and David started bringing Chad around. Cal, in fact, forbade David from bringing him to the house until three months after the split.

	A noise from the doorway between the living room and the front sitting room jolted Kevin out of his thoughts. “Princess!” Jon yelled as he and Ryan entered the room. “You getting yourself a little disco nap over there?”

	“Something like that,” Kevin said before he stood.

	Jon had been quite a bit thinner when Kevin left town last year. Dressed in a thick black turtleneck with black jeans, as if trying to hide his growing waistline, his double chin sat prominently above the sweater, his stomach hanging over his belt.

	On the cusp of forty, Jon also looked notably older now, no doubt hastened by the grief of the past week. Kevin had noticed it the first time they were together after he flew in from New York, but amid the constant stream of visitors and condolences, he hadn’t given it much thought. Here, with only the three of them, it was impossible to ignore.

	“That’s all right, sweetie,” Jon said, words slurring as he grinned from ear to ear. “How you doing? It’s so good to see you without a fucking corpse around.”

	Ryan cringed.

	“Hello, darling,” Kevin said to Jon as he walked over, giving him a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. He reeked of vodka and too much cologne. “I’m fine. How’s it going with you?”

	Jon inhaled deeply and let out a long, dramatic sigh, the smile vanishing from his face. “Oh, you know me,” he said as he patted the growing paunch on his five-ten frame, the shortest of the three. “I haven’t completely lost it or anything.”

	Kevin’s stomach tightened. “Jon—”

	“I will survive,” Jon continued. “As long as I know how to love, I know I’ll be alive.”

	Kevin smirked. “Thank you, Gloria Gaynor.”

	“Not that I’ll find love again at my age—but whatever.”

	“You’re not even forty.”

	“For another couple of months. At that point, I might as well be fucking dead.”

	Kevin brushed Jon’s arm. “Have you thought about talking to someone?”

	“About?”

	“Everything going on.”

	Jon waved him off. “Oh, boo to you. I’m fine. Don’t get your panties all wadded up.” He gave Kevin a once-over. “But don’t you look cute in your little outfit tonight.”

	Kevin dropped it. “I think it’s a bit too cold for this evening, but thanks.”

	“Then get yourself another drink, darling,” Jon said as he slipped past Kevin toward the end table. He picked up Kevin’s glass and quickly finished it. “Great Caesar’s ghost!” he cried out, holding up the now empty glass. “What the fuck is this?”

	“It was cranberry juice,” Kevin answered.

	“Jesus Christ, you almost fucking killed me,” Jon said, hand on his chest. “You can’t still be sober?”

	“I am,” Kevin said, taking the glass away.

	“That’s just crazy talk,” Jon said. With both hands now free, he adjusted his already well-coiffed blond hair in the mirror by the doorway into the back hall. It was, Cal often remarked, “a ritual without end.”

	“To you, it probably is,” Kevin said dryly, having long since stopped expecting much from Jon when it came to his sobriety.

	Jon sighed loudly. “Well, to each his own—I guess,” he said. “Come on, missy,” he added, blowing Kevin a kiss as he took back the empty glass. “Let’s go to the kitchen. I’ll make you another.”

	Kevin lightly grabbed Ryan’s arm as Jon went ahead. “Might as well be dead? Is he okay?”

	Ryan shrugged. “He’s been like that for a few days. He’s just… you know Jon.”

	“That’s what I’m worried about.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	In his dreams, the man still came.

	Dylan saw that he was older, perhaps in his mid-forties. He was tall and muscular, his buzzed hair mostly gray. His broad face—crooked nose and all—showed lines only time could award.

	He seemed closer now. His fists were steel balls. His dark, bloodshot eyes filled with rage as he screamed.

	The room blurred around Dylan. The man stormed forward, shouting, threatening—then charged. Frozen, Dylan could only watch as he lurched forward, spit flying.

	The man’s hands, suddenly unclenched, were now reaching for Dylan’s throat.

	Dylan heard two short rings. He jerked awake.

	He was still lying on the sofa. His heart pounded, his breath labored. His T-shirt was damp with sweat. He blinked a few times. The rust-colored water stain directly above came back into focus. The ringing continued.

	Turning his head, Dylan looked wearily at his cell phone. He didn’t want to answer, knowing it was Rob wanting to hash out their plans for the evening—something they’d already talked to death.

	He reluctantly reached over and grabbed it off the coffee table. After glancing at the caller ID, he let it ring, sending Rob to voicemail. He’d be over here soon enough, and they could talk then without chewing up his dwindling minutes.

	Dylan placed the phone back where it was, next to his earnings for the day—a meager pile of crumpled dollars. His stained work apron lay next to it. Turning his head back to look up at the ceiling, he let out a long sigh, the imagery of his nightmare still fresh.

	It had been only two nights before, an otherwise typical Thursday, when he’d met Todd in a bar. Within an hour and a half, they were at Todd’s apartment, half-naked on the living room floor when Todd’s boyfriend came home. It wasn’t a night Dylan would soon forget.

	He didn’t know how he managed to escape before having the raging bear daddy assault him as he tried desperately to flee. Lucky for Dylan, Todd and his boyfriend were so busy screaming at each other that he caught only an intense glare from the jilted lover. It was so powerful, though, that Dylan believed the man was searing a mental image of him for later. He hoped never to see either of them again and wanted to pretend it had never happened.

	The phone beeped—a new message. Ignoring it, he climbed off the sofa and headed toward the front of the second-story apartment to the kitchen. Once there, he swiped one of his roommate Sarah’s last beers from the ancient refrigerator, knowing she wouldn’t get mad. She rarely did about anything.

	He sipped from the can as he returned to the sofa and flipped on the television, hoping to shake off the lingering unease before heading out for the evening. It would be his third night in a row—no record, mind you, with that having been accomplished over an eight-day stretch a few months back. Like then, however, it was beginning to catch up with him—particularly after the mess on Thursday.

	Dylan hadn’t even wanted to go out that night, and only did so to meet a coworker’s new boyfriend, who wound up being nothing special anyway. He was older, but Dylan liked older. Guys his own age had been nothing more than a seemingly endless parade of bad dates. Commitment, as far as they were concerned, meant not going home with someone else before the night was over. No, he wanted more than that, but was almost to the point of not bothering anymore. And he didn’t expect tonight to be any different.
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	The three crossed the hall into the kitchen, Kevin and Ryan taking stools at the island across from the makeshift bar, while Jon placed Kevin’s empty glass in the sink and settled in across from them.

	Kevin glanced back toward the dining room, uneasy memories returning. Not just those of David, but also from the void left by Cal’s absence. Jon had always been the more boisterous of the two, bringing to life any room he entered. Cal, content to stay in the background, was more than happy to let his partner take center stage. He was never one to talk very much, though when he did, people listened.

	“You two—you’ll never believe this,” Jon said, both hands braced on the cold marble as if to steady himself.

	Kevin wondered how much Jon had already had to drink. “What?” he asked wearily.

	“Ed and Sean broke up,” Jon announced as he began tossing ice cubes into three of the five remaining glasses.

	“You’re kidding,” Kevin said, genuinely surprised. They’d always been the most rock-solid of all the couples he knew. “When?”

	“Get this—Thursday.” Jon poured vodka into two of the glasses, one noticeably heavier than the other.

	Kevin leaned forward on his stool, his elbows now resting on the countertop. Ryan did the same, asking, “What happened?”

	“Ed’s red-eye flight got canceled,” Jon said, reaching for the cranberry. “So after he got done doing whatever pilots do, he comes back up from SFO, gets home, and walks in on Sean and some… teenager at the apartment.”

	“Teenager? Like a minor?” Kevin asked.

	“No, no, no—silly,” Jon said indignantly. He squeezed lime into the glasses, then slid two across the island. “Like nineteen, twenty. Young, but not that young.” He lifted his glass. “Anyway—cheers.”

	“Cheers,” Kevin and Ryan echoed, touching glasses before taking a sip.

	“And get this,” Jon continued, “Ed kicked him right out—and it’s going to be ugly from this point forward.”

	“God, I figured they’d be the ones to stick it out,” Kevin remarked. “I can’t believe Sean would blow that up.”

	“Ed’s totally enraged about the whole thing,” Jon went on. “I’m surprised he didn’t kill the two of them right then and there.”

	Ryan turned to Kevin. “See—this is what you’re missing by hiding out in New York.”

	“Hiding-ish,” Kevin said. “I’m actually enjoying it out there.”

	“Even without us?” Jon asked.

	“That’s the hard part,” Kevin replied. “I do miss you guys.”

	“When you heading back?” Ryan asked.

	Kevin shrugged. “Probably a couple of days. It’s an open-ended ticket, so… whenever.”

	“Stay longer,” Jon whined.

	“I can’t,” Kevin said. “I’ve got to get back. I have a bunch of client meetings to catch up on.”

	Jon sighed theatrically. “Well, I was just thinking—now that I’m a lonely widow—you might stick around for a bit.”

	Kevin knew Jon wouldn’t be able to resist playing the grieving widower. “Jon—I may be Catholic, but please don’t try to guilt-trip me. If it doesn’t work for my mother, it sure as hell isn’t going to work for you either.”

	“Oh, boo to you, then,” Jon said, waving him off. “You moved there. You can move back.”

	“I’ll think about it,” Kevin said. “Now—new topic.” He glanced over at Ryan, who seemed content to sip his drink and let the two of them keep at it.

	“How’s your sister?” Jon asked, his now half-empty drink poised just under his lips.

	“A little frazzled,” Kevin answered. He knew this was where Jon would head next. His love of all things Kathryn bordered on obsession. “Talked with her two days ago—very briefly.”

	“Where was she?”

	“Paris—in the middle of another fashion show,” Kevin said. “It’s some women’s collection thing, or whatever. She’s got so many of them back to back. She went from New York to London to Milan to this one—one after another after another. It’s hard to keep up with her sometimes.”

	Ryan shook his head. “I can’t imagine.”

	“Oh my God,” Jon blurted. “Speaking of Kathryn—have you been in her boutique lately?”

	“Here in San Francisco?” Kevin asked. “No, not yet. Why?”

	“Fabulous store,” Jon said. “It’s supposed to be better than the one in LA. And my God—they’ve got some hot studs in there.”

	Kevin raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure they do,” he said, his mind already turning to the evening ahead and the possibility of running into David. “You know—I still haven’t heard the game plan for tonight.”

	Since Kevin moved to New York, San Francisco had become David’s territory, and he was still out a few nights a week—with or without Chad. Kevin didn’t know what he’d do if he ran into them. He thought about asking Jon if he knew anything about their plans, but didn’t want to look like he cared. Better not to know, he told himself.

	Jon shrugged. “I sure as hell don’t know,” he said. “We can always call that slut David. I’m sure that tired old queen knows all the hot places to go.”

	“How about Globe Sessions?” Ryan offered, eager to steer the conversation back to safer ground. He hadn’t been in San Francisco very long and was still new to his brother’s social circle, and had no interest in getting pulled into whatever was between Kevin and David.

	“Isn’t that where all the kids go?” Kevin asked.

	Jon slammed his hand on the counter. “And the problem with that is what?”

	“Nothing,” Kevin said. “Not that I’m a chicken hawk—like David,” he added. He immediately put a hand to his mouth. “Oops. Did I say that?”

	“You are so bitter,” Jon commented.

	“I got traded out for a newer model. Of course I am.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	David had just finished his usual half hour in the bathroom when his cell phone rang. Rubbing the last of the eye cream around his eyes, he reached down, glancing at the caller ID before flipping it open.

	“Hey, you,” he said, heading into his walk-in closet, still in his T-shirt and underwear. “What’s up?”

	“Just thought I’d give you a ring. Haven’t heard from you all day,” Chad said, his Boston accent still intact despite a decade in California.

	“Yeah. I’ve been busy,” David said, tucking the phone against his shoulder as he flipped through his shirts. “Sorry about that.”

	“What’s going on?”

	“Nothing,” he said a little too quickly, already irritated. Chad had only been gone two days, and he’d already checked in more than David cared for. “I’m on my way out the door to meet Ed for dinner, and I’m already running late.” He pulled a shirt from the rack and slipped it on.

	“Oh.”

	“I just figured that since you two didn’t get along all that well, and he’s one of my closest friends—”

	“No, that’s all right,” Chad said. “That’s fine. I don’t care.”

	David pulled on his pants and started tucking in his shirt. “It’s the only time I really get to see him.”

	“For the record, I get along with him just fine,” Chad said. “He’s got the problem with me.”

	“Ed’s a hard-ass sometimes,” David said, reaching for his belt. “He’s going to have to pout until he gets it out of his system. He’ll come around. Don’t worry about it.”

	“Well… whatever.”

	“Listen, I hate to cut this short, but I’m hideously late, and I’ve got to go.”

	“Okay. When can I talk to you again?”

	“I guess you and your friends are going out tonight?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Call me tomorrow, then,” David said, not bothering to say goodbye before snapping the phone shut and slipping it into his pocket.

	Seeing Kevin for the first time in over a year had unsettled him more than he expected—or would admit to. He’d done a good job pushing him out of his daily life, but having him around again—even for a few days—had brought back a flood of emotions, both good and bad.

	David stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror. At thirty-five, he was still an attractive man—tall, lean, and disciplined. The gym was part of that—habit by now.

	Meeting his own gaze, he finally admitted what he usually avoided—his carelessness had cost him the relationship. Kevin had accepted more than he should have—an open arrangement, or nothing at all. David had kept pushing, convinced it wouldn’t matter. His gamble couldn’t have been more wrong.

	Kevin had been steady. Necessary, even. There was no one else who fit David’s life the way he had, and David had still let it go. He now had everything he thought he wanted, and it still wasn’t enough.

	So he pushed forward, as if there were no other option.
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	“I’ll have another,” Ed told the bartender, lifting his empty glass and sliding it across the bar.

	He sat slightly hunched over, turning the cocktail napkin between two fingers from a diamond to a square and back again. As he did, light caught the ring still on his finger, a gold band from Tiffany. He and Sean had gotten each other matching ones only months after becoming a couple. Eight long years now gone, he reminded himself.

	Ed thought dating someone seven years his junior was safe, at his age anyway. He was only thirty-four then, Sean twenty-seven. It seemed a perfect match at the time. Both were avid outdoorsmen, often spending the weekends up in the Marin Headlands mountain biking or hiking. Both enjoyed occasionally heading out to the bars on the weekend. The two of them were big Star Trek fans—TNG, not so much the original series. They even agreed on the kinkiness of the sex.

	He looked back down at the ring. He still couldn’t bring himself to take it off. Only days old, the descent into hell still felt unreal. He couldn’t make sense of what had happened that night—how Sean could do that to him, especially with someone so markedly younger than either of them. That Sean didn’t even seem remorseful—that he was defiant instead—was almost worse.

	“Here you go, sir,” the bartender said, setting the drink down. Ed sat up, pulling his hands from the napkin as he eyed the new cocktail. He wasn’t flying out again until tomorrow night.

	“Thanks,” he said.

	The man smiled and walked away.

	The restaurant was still packed despite the hour. Seated on the short side of the L-shaped bar, facing the front door, Ed watched the crowd—mostly gay couples, both young and old. They all seemed so happy. He had been too at one point, yet all of that was now over. Thanks, Sean, he thought.

	He inadvertently made eye contact with a man in his fifties to his right. They exchanged smiles, Ed hoping he wouldn’t try to strike up a conversation. He wasn’t in the mood, particularly with Sean still lingering in his mind. Glancing at his watch, he noticed that David was running late again. It was, Ed knew, something David did to make himself seem more important than he really was. Ed was comfortable enough with himself not to bother with such games, but David still needed a few more years to understand that.

	“How’s your weekend going?” the man asked.

	Ed looked back at him. “Fine,” he said. “Just fine.”

	“You waiting on someone?”

	He wanted to strangle the man. He couldn’t have given off a clearer signal if he tried. “Yes, I am,” he said.

	“Mr. Crow,” David called out, arms outstretched, a hostess in tow. “I’m finally here. Sorry about the delay.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	When Rob, his best friend of the past two years, arrived, Dylan was still sprawled on the sofa, half-watching television.

	They’d met out one night and hooked up, and while neither wanted anything more, they somehow managed to build a friendship out of it. There were times Dylan felt they were still going more out of habit than anything else, but Rob had been there through enough late nights and worse mornings that Dylan considered him a genuine friend.

	Dylan and his roommate, Sarah, lived on Sanchez in the Castro. Rent wasn’t cheap. It took him almost two weeks to scrape together his half of the rent for their two-bedroom, one-bath apartment. Laundry was done down the street. The dishwasher was whichever human volunteered. Like most of the cleaning, it was usually Sarah.

	He knew he’d lucked out getting her as a roommate—and as a coworker at Anson’s. She was more than just those, however, or even a good-looking fag hag. In many ways, she was also something of a big sister, always looking out for him—something he sometimes needed. At twenty-five, he still sometimes rushed in where angels feared to tread.

	Rob showed up with the customary six-pack of beer, this time Miller Lite. It wasn’t Dylan’s favorite, but Rob actually brought bottles this time, so he couldn’t really complain. Besides, it was three he wouldn’t have to buy later.

	As usual, Rob was loudly dressed—tonight in a form-fitting, short-sleeved, reflective silver T-shirt, baggy black jeans, and combat boots. His scrawny body was almost four inches shorter than Dylan’s six-foot-one frame, even with the spiked black hair with bleached tips.

	“So what’s up for tonight?” Dylan asked as they sat in the living room listening to one of Sarah’s nameless techno CDs. He was on the sofa, Rob sitting in one of the two unmatched chairs that faced him on the other side of the battered coffee table.

	The furniture was all hand-me-downs from Sarah’s parents, assorted friends, and relatives. Except for three pictures, the textured walls were bare. The only two plants in the apartment, both by the bay window in the living room, were on life support from neglect. It was Pottery Barn meets Target meets Goodwill—and outside of his bedroom, Sarah owned it all.

	Rob slouched in the chair, his already weak chin now more pronounced. The dark circles under his eyes also didn’t help. He partied more than Dylan ever wanted to.

	“I’m voting Globe Sessions,” Rob announced. Perpetually single, there wasn’t a weekend in recent memory when he went there and didn’t get lucky.

	“Gee, that’s surprising,” Dylan said dryly.

	The remains of the beer, which they had been consuming rapidly, were on the coffee table. Rob placed his latest empty bottle next to the others before pulling another full one from the six-pack and twisting off the cap. He then leaned back in his seat before briefly turning the bottle upside down.

	He looked over at Dylan and shrugged. “Unless you have any better suggestions.”

	Dylan couldn’t care less where they went. Even if the people changed, the scene never did. In a way, it was becoming his personal hell. All he needed was to run into that guy or his psycho boyfriend again.

	“Nah,” he muttered. “Globe Sessions is fine.”

	“Is Sarah going?”

	Dylan shook his head. “No,” he answered. “She’s got the closing shift and is still pretty hungover from last night.”

	Rob chuckled. “I told her not to do those shots.”

	Dylan ignored him. He was still annoyed that she was sending him into the world alone once more. Since they met, she’d become his security blanket, and even in a large group, it never felt right when she wasn’t beside him. It was always easier to talk to her anyway—there was no competition, no hidden agenda.

	With his gay friends, honesty was never guaranteed. “Cockblocking,” as they called it, was always part of the deal.

	“When do you want to go?” Rob asked.

	“Whenever,” Dylan said.

	He knew the walk over to the bar wouldn’t take long, and the night was still young. Sitting here for a while longer would allow them to finish what they had and linger a little longer before the evening really began, even if Rob would bitch about it. Besides, Dylan thought, only old trolls and losers showed up before eleven thirty.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Saturday night parking in the Castro was impossible
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