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        “The sea rises, the light fails, lovers cling to each other, and children cling to us. The moment we cease to hold each other, the moment we break faith with one another, the sea engulfs us and the light goes out.”
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      John unlocked the door and looked up the street. Tommy was walking slowly in his direction, occasionally touching the rusty iron fence along the side of the community garden for balance. To a passerby, Tommy was a small man moving the way someone nearing eighty would—tentatively as if a slight misstep would hurtle him into Mount Sinai. But Tommy was not nearly that old, having turned sixty-three just last August.

      It was the Jack Daniels. Glass after glass. Hour after hour. Year after year. Whoever Tommy might have been had faded into the amber slurry that settled at the bottom of a rocks glass.

      John could not picture Tommy as a young man. Had he ever had big dreams? Was there a moment when everything changed, a juncture where Tommy turned down a path that led only to the bottom of a bottle that never quite emptied; Sisyphus condemned not with a boulder but a bottle of Jack Daniels?

      This was not like John, to think about why people drink. Drinking was his livelihood. The Crow was his life, a small bar tucked into the West Village that stood like a guard in front of Buckingham Palace—an anachronistic reminder of the past that still silently guarded queens.

      The Crow was not famous like The Stonewall Inn which was fine by John. There were no hordes of tourists from Kansas. The Crow was not a brand; it was a life force, deceptive like the silent pauses in a Pinter play, where everything of consequence is revealed.

      For decades, gay men left their mark on the place. Before Stonewall. Before AIDS. Before ACT UP. Before TV shows depicting rich, attractive, bitchy alcoholic queers—because you can’t call them “gay” anymore, which pissed off John to no end—were considered proof that America, except for Florida, had fully embraced diversity.

      John had removed the TV from the bar after one such show became a hit. He couldn’t stand watching a room full of gay men not getting the joke—that they were still the joke. Maybe he had become a bitter old queen himself, John sometimes wondered. He was like the parish priest with the little secret who either becomes bitter or alcoholic. John found the perfect alternative by owning a bar.

      And why not? The Crow was more church than any place with a crucifix. Each day, from noon to 3 a.m., he and his bartenders, Jose, Carl, and Toby, performed the miracle of the Mass—turning booze into salvation. Not eternal salvation, but long enough.

      John would raise the bottles high so all could see and give praise to all who had come to his communion rail to receive. They sat on butt-smoothed wooden stools or leaned against the long oak bar that bore the initials and names of seven decades of gay men who had come before them to that very rail to drink, hands cupping glasses for refills.

      One more. Just one more. Hosanna in the highest!

      They drank. They drank to celebrate. They drank to grieve. They drank to forget. They drank because drinking was all they could remember to do anymore. In a boozy haze, the face of God would appear just out of reach, and so they came back again and again, hoping to touch it just once.

      John understood their need—their need for him and his bar. The Crow was a sanctuary, not unlike the hidden sanctuaries for gay men in the 1950s and 60s. The back-alley darkness of those illicit clubs of the past had given way to the front window where men could pose rather than hide. Police no longer raided The Crow. Two of John’s regulars were NYPD. Yet, The Crow was never bathed in sunlight. It was on the wrong side of the street for the sun. And that suited John as much as his bar not being a tourist trap.

      “You don’t need much light to see people as they truly are,” he would say. “Light only complicates things. It’s in the dim light of dawn and sunset when everything worth seeing is clearly visible.”

      At 6’3”, John always had an unobstructed view. He turned fifty-four last December, with the build of a former baseball player, which he had been in college. He favored battered T-shirts behind the bar; there were no uniforms at The Crow. The shirts showcased his muscular chest and arms that were well-covered in dark hair. His thick, always well-groomed beard had started turning grey when he was in his mid-40s, and now, was mainly silver, as was his full head of hair which he kept short but not buzzed. His green eyes focused on each customer when he spoke with them.

      As for his customers, even the longtime regulars with partners focused on John’s bearish face, arms, chest, and hair that teasingly played against the front frayed neckband of his T-shirts. Many a patron of The Crow fantasized about that flirtatious chest hair. John’s only soft feature was his voice, which was deep but rarely raised.

      John hadn’t planned on owning a bar. After college, nothing quite fit. He spent a few years as a banker, then selling real estate, and then with an older friend, now deceased, as a home contractor. That friend left John a sizable amount of cash, and with it, John bought The Crow, not quite sure how to run a bar or even how to make drinks. But he figured it out. There was something about The Crow that lured him in. As time passed, John realized that he had found where he belonged. He understood his customers. They all needed each other.

      As he walked behind the long bar, John heard the door opening. It sounded like the bell ringing from his distinct youth as an altar boy at Our Lady of Perpetual Help, calling congregants to worship. John turned around. “You’re right on time, Tommy. Jack on the rocks?”

      “Yes,” Tommy replied as he sat at the right corner of the bar. It was his seat. And while the wooden stool should have been uncomfortable, it was like thick upholstery to Tommy. Warm and familiar, it was as close to home as he could get at this stage of life. He pulled out a jumbled wad of cash—mostly singles—from his windbreaker and placed it on the bar. John never knew where Tommy got his cash, but he always had enough.

      John took out five from the crumpled pile. Jack Daniels was on special until 6 p.m. By then, Tommy would be leaving. He would pull himself up with a jerk like a discarded marionette that had suddenly been remembered by the master puppeteer and pulled up into life. It was an effort to move the legs and hands—the legs to go forward and the hands to prevent him from falling to the floor and, once outside, onto the pavement. By 4 p.m., Tommy reeked of the whiskey. He sweated the Jack. He exhaled it. Even at 2 p.m., the potent smell of alcohol and failed promise hovered over Tommy like a cloud. But now, at noon, Tommy was near sober.

      “Did you go?” John asked.

      “Go where?” Tommy replied, taking that first sip. Once, he would have savored that warm rush. Now, he barely noticed. “Where should I have gone?”

      “Davie’s memorial,” John replied as he began prepping lemons and limes.

      “That was today? I forgot.”

      “It was at 10:30. I thought you were coming from there. I expect we will get crowded soon as the guys come back.”

      For a second, Tommy looked disappointed at himself for forgetting, but he took a long sip of the Jack, and the moment was lost. “I don’t want to go that way. Being found in your bed after four days. I want to go out in a blaze of glory. Something that gets me a spot on the evening news.”

      “I don’t know,” John said as he sliced at the limes. “Going to sleep and not waking up seems pretty good. Granted, I don’t like the idea of stinking up my apartment, but it’s a peaceful exit. I can’t believe Davie is gone. I expect him to come in here and sit in that stool, two stools from your left. That was his seat.” John looked at the spot where Davie sat nearly every day for the fifteen years John had owned The Crow and for 5 years before then.

      “He was an odd bird,” Tommy said as he continued to drink. “He always had to sit there. You know he never sat next to me. I thought he was a bit of a snob in his blue blazer and fancy shirts.”

      John wanted to say Davie didn’t sit next to Tommy because he couldn’t stand the smell of the Jack and the sound Tommy made as he moved into a deep drunk. Tommy would sporadically make a small, high-pitched sound as he drank through the day. As he squealed “wee,” Tommy would raise his right hand and make a twirling motion as if he were shooing away reality before returning to his glass. In another context, it would have been funny. But like all things Tommy, it was just sad.

      Davie was the same age as Tommy. Most of the regulars were all about that age, give or take—somewhere between fifty-eight and seventy. Davie was a very regulated drinker. Cabernet. Three glasses that he would make last for hours. He almost never varied. It would take a newcomer to change the pattern, a handsome, too-young man, totally inappropriate, to recharge the aging battery inside Davie. In those moments, John would watch Davie from the other end of the bar. Davie was talkative—he was always talkative—but it would be different when he was lit up by another person. Davie would become curious, funny, and John would find Davie sexy at those moments. He never told Davie. John had made a pledge when he bought The Crow to never get involved with a customer. “It would be like fucking a friend,” he would say. “It would never be the same again.” It was too late now for such worries. There’s nothing sexy about a dead body lying in a bed for four days.

      “I’m ready,” Tommy said, pointing to the empty glass. John poured a refill and took another five singles from the pile on the bar. As he rang it up in the register, he heard the door open and the voices of many men. Time for Mass.

      Jody, Gil, and Ben came in together and sat at the end opposite Tommy, who barely looked up from the Jack. Elliot followed with a stranger, a gregarious man in a tweed sports coat, a half-opened shirt, and a large cross on a chain around his neck. Gene, Frank, Paul, and Charlie entered next. Soon, the bar was full, most were talking about the memorial.

      “John, it was very moving,” Elliot said as he watched John pour his regular scotch and water. Elliot sold television advertising. He favored bright sweaters that were a little too tight. “I didn’t know Davie had been that celebrated as a writer. I knew he made money, but I didn’t know he was that respected as an author.”

      “That’s because you don’t read anything except the expiration date on a packet of Trojans, duckie,” the newcomer in tweed said.

      “This is my former friend, Harris,” Elliot said with a gentle smirk. “We used to go out to bars together when he drank and didn’t live in LA.”

      “You don’t drink?” John asked. “And you’re from LA?”

      “I know. Even I disgust myself. I’ll have a ginger ale, duckie.”

      “You sound familiar. Have we met?”

      “Look at your top shelf.” Harris pointed to a scotch.

      John looked at the bottle of top-shelf scotch. “You’re the owl voice in the commercial.”

      “Guilty.”

      “A celebrity. Well, fuck me.”

      “Duckie, no one as attractive as you should ever say, ‘fuck me,’ unless they’re bending over.”

      “That’s just not a place I’m going to go,” John said with a grin. “But the ginger ale is on me.”

      “Would you pour it over your nipples, duckie?”

      “You’re a card.”

      “I’m the whole fucking deck, duckie.”

      Elliot interrupted, “I hate to stop this repartee, but we’re here for Davie, right?”

      “You’re right, duckie. Davie and I knew each other when we were young and new to New York. He was just starting to write that book that got made into the movie, and I had just signed that damn owl contract. Good times, duckie. Wish I could remember more of them,” Harris said raising his ginger ale. “To Davie.”

      Elliot raised his scotch and water and repeated, “To Davie.”

      John moved up the bar. Jose, his best bartender, was setting up at the second cash register. The crowd was growing—it wasn’t just for Davie. It was a Sunday in early May. Gay men out of hibernation needed to prowl in the city before heading to Fire Island from Memorial Day to Labor Day.

      Jody put a red rose on Davie’s stool. Jody was a schoolteacher. He taught science, and he looked like a science teacher. Earnest. Pleasant. He had the kind of face you forget even while you are forgetting his name while he tells it to you. But you had to love Jody. There was no other choice. John, reading the mood of his regulars, poured a cabernet and placed it at Davie’s spot at the bar.

      “Let’s have some quiet,” Gil said sternly, sounding every bit the Long Island cop he had been for 25 years before retiring and moving to Astoria. “I think we should take a few minutes to remember Davie here, where he spent so much time. The ceremony this morning was about another Davie, someone who moved in a different world than here. I remember the first time he came into The Crow. I was sitting right there,” Gil pointed to a spot at the bar.

      “And you still are,” Ben shouted to general laughter. Ben was the joker. The cut-up from high school who never grew up, the kind of kid even Peter Pan would call immature. “As I recall, you have been pretty attached to your spot. Don’t you have pizza deliveries made here?”

      “Ha, ha, ha, Mister Smarty Pants. At least I don’t have wood splinters taken out of my ass from sitting too long on a stool.”

      “Ladies,” John interrupted, “Let’s keep this respectful. And it was only one splinter—and it didn’t come from the stool,” John added with a wicked smile at Ben as he made a paddling motion with his hand.

      Ben smiled. “Bitch.”

      “In your dreams,” John replied, still smiling.

      “May I?” Gil interrupted. “Davie would not approve of this kind of talk. Show some respect. He was always polite. I don’t think I ever heard him say a nasty thing to anyone here—in twenty years, not a nasty thing. He would always try to diffuse an awkward moment. I remember he came to my rescue a few times when I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. And not a word from you,” Gil added looking at Ben. Gil had big white teeth that flashed behind the wide lips, and between the lips and the teeth, there had been rumored to have been a lot of pleasure. Like most stories in gay bars, the truth was always smaller than the fiction.

      “There’s so much I didn’t know about Davie,” Jody said. “I knew he was a writer, but he never talked about what he had done or whether he was writing anything new. He was kind of quiet about that, even though he liked to talk, he was quiet. Never loud.”

      “Never drunk,” Ben added. “I never understood how you come to a bar most every day for twenty years and never get drunk.”

      “Wee,” Tommy exclaimed from his end of the bar, already disconnected from the conversation. John went over to Tommy’s corner and poured another Jack Daniels.

      “We all have lives outside of here that we know little about,” Jody said. “It’s ironic that we all came out of the closet to go into a bar—the same bar day after day.”

      “Duckie, not a cliché. This isn’t West Hollywood,” Harris interrupted.

      “And it’s not a closet,” Ben said ignoring Harris. “It’s more than that,” he added with conviction, surprisingly sounding like an adult. “We can joke. I do it all the time. We can make fun of each other because that’s what we were taught to do by the old queens who came before us. Or that’s what we thought they taught us. I remember this old guy— probably younger than some of us now—who used to go to Gooch’s Lament.”

      “Christ,” Gil said. “I forgot about that place. Lots of show tunes, cheap liquor, and a cute guy playing piano. What was his name?”

      “Gino,” Ben said. “I had such a crush on him. But there was this ancient guy who would get up and sing the old standards. He wore a thick foundation like he was Joan Crawford, the dead years. And bright red nail polish.”

      “Jungle red!” a unison chorus spontaneously shouted, a reference to young Joan Crawford’s character in the film version of The Women.

      “Jungle red,” Ben repeated. “And he had wicked eyebrows. One day, I don’t know why, I started up a conversation. I was probably feeling sorry for myself because some guy had dumped me the night before and I saw the old guy sitting at the bar. He smiled at me, not in a creepy way but inviting. He bought me a cocktail and we started to talk. He told me what it was like being gay in the 40s and 50s. He had known Cole Porter. He knew all the gay men of that period in and out of closets and even—and I mean this literally—some shipping containers off the Westside.

      “He was fascinating. The more he talked, the more I realized the makeup was his armor. So were his affectations. It was easier for him to be the stereotype. It’s what shielded him from having to confront a lifetime of scars from fights we never had to fight—not that it was easy for us either. But it wasn’t the same for us. We fought different battles. Now, when we come to a gay bar— at least bars like The Crow—we don’t have to be anyone other than who we are. We’re like that Sondheim song: We’re still here. We’re also the last of a generation of gay men who get the references in the song because we connect through the old guys we met in our twenties to the age of Cole Porter and now to the age of Billy Porter and everything that happened in between. When we’re gone, that will be gone.”

      “Wee.”

      “Exactly, Tommy,” Ben continued. “We’re characters here at The Crow. All of us. In a Hell’s Kitchen gay bar, we’re not characters. We’re not even people to 22-year-olds. We’re invisible. But here we look out for each other. This is not a closet. This is a living room. Life happens here.”

      “Here, here,” Jody said.

      “Queer, queer,” Harris followed.

      Everyone drank.

      “OK, I’m going to tell a secret,” Gene said. His normally pale white face flushed. Gene was one of the younger regulars. He would be forty-eight in a month. He had a slight build, a broad smile, and a huge, generous heart that he wore on his sleeve. As a boy, he wanted only two things: to meet Gwen Verdon and to get married. The former was no longer possible, so he focused all his energy on the latter. Many at The Crow said that Gene tried too hard, but John would come to his defense and say Gene was trying, and that was all that mattered and if someone had a problem with that, they had a problem with him.

      Like the former ballplayer he was, John understood that just stepping up to the plate took courage. Gene, by John’s standards, was fearless in his quest for love. But when it came to drinking, Gene was a lightweight. Two drinks in, and he was already a little wasted and couldn’t say anything. Gene was two drinks in.

      Gene circled his friends around him and announced, “Davie and I had sex.”

      Cheers erupted across the bar.

      “I’m amazed,” Jody said. “You had sex with Davie. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “I’ll never tell. Well…maybe it was in me and…it was sizable,” Gene said, emboldened by the alcohol and Davie’s memorial service.

      “Jesus, Gene,” John said laughing. “This is a family place.”

      “Apparently, some family members were sleeping together,” Ben said. “I think you should change the name of the place, John, to West Virginia.”

      “As I was trying to say,” Gene continued unfazed, “Davie and I had sex. Yes, we did. I want to tell this story because Davie wasn’t anything like I thought he would be. He was all buttoned up here, but when we got back to his apartment, he was passionate. Passionate,” Gene added for emphasis. He was very animated now from the two drinks.

      “We never hooked up again, and it was awkward afterward,” Gene continued. “After a few months passed, we started to talk here like nothing happened, which is what we all do when we hook up with someone we see regularly. Davie didn’t talk much that one night we hooked up, either. He didn’t need to. There was something about his hands. And nobody make a comment,” Gene directed at his bar friends, “I’m being serious.

      “After we had sex,” Gene continued, “we were lying on the bed playfully kissing, and then he started moving his fingers up and down my chest like he was playing the saxophone, and the keys were all over my chest. He was smiling like a little mischievous boy. It was playful but erotic—his fingers were firm and gentle. As he moved them up and down my chest and stomach, I was lighting up inside. I thought this was a man I could get used to. This was my husband. We exchanged numbers. He didn’t call. Who knows why? I always wondered if he did that thing with the fingers and the keys with other men. If I was special? I wish I had told him all these years later that it didn’t matter that nothing more came of that one evening because that one evening was so memorable. He played the saxophone on my chest.”

      “First, I never had sex with Davie,” Paul said as everyone laughed. Paul was a jock in high school. A jock in college. It made perfect sense that he became a high school football coach. He would brag about his teams like they were his children. They were.

      Paul was the only regular at The Crow tall enough to almost look John eye to eye. “We started talking about six years ago,” Paul continued. “The Met had a new production of Tosca and Davie hated it. Hated it. He was giving John an earful about how horrible the production was and how Tosca should have stabbed the director instead of Scarpia.”

      “I remember that production,” Frank, an avid opera fan, added. “It was horrible.”

      “I remember that conversation,” John said as he went around the bar refilling glasses. “Gene, you said that Davie was always buttoned-up, but he wasn’t if you got him started on the things that mattered to him. Opera was his religion.”

      “I found that out,” Paul continued. “I told him I had never been to the opera. In fact, when I first heard him talking about the Met to John, I thought he was talking about the Mets. That’s why I sat next to him. I love the Mets.”

      “Someone has to,” Ben said.

      “Wee!”

      “Exactly,” John said, holding up a bottle in Tommy’s direction.

      “If you’re a gay guy, you have to love a baseball team associated with Queens,” Paul said.

      “Jesus Christ, Paul,” John said. “If you’re gonna make dad jokes, you might as well impregnate someone.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Gene said. He was on his third drink.

      “The Mets need love,” Paul said, ignoring both John and Gene. “And according to Davie, so did the Met. I think that was the only place he liked being more than here,” Paul added.

      “You’re probably right,” said a man who had entered the bar without being noticed. He had been standing there for a few minutes. He looked familiar, but he was a stranger to The Crow.

      John spoke first. “You knew Davie?”

      “Sorta knew him,” the man said, moving closer to the bar. “I’m his brother, Alan. He always talked about this place when he wasn’t on a tirade about something at the Met. I saw some of you at the memorial service this morning and I assumed you had to be regulars at The Crow. I wanted to see for myself what this place was all about. What had such a draw for Davie.”

      “Welcome,” John said. “I’m John. First drink is on me. We’re just remembering your brother. He sat right over there, nearly every evening.” John pointed to the stool with the red rose. “On opera nights, he’d come in late. But he was always here it seemed.” John poured a drink and put it down in front of Alan. “Scotch OK?”

      “Yes, thanks,” Alan said taking the glass. “What did that owl say in that old commercial?”

      “Hoot can say no?” Harris said from the far corner of the bar.

      “Damn, that was good,” Alan said sipping the scotch. “You sound just like the commercial.”

      “Thank you, duckie.”

      “This place looks exactly as Davie would describe it. The wooden bar. The initials carved in it,” Alan said fingering the carving.

      “Davie never signed the bar,” John said. “Technically, no one is supposed to carve into the wood, but everyone does after enough time passes. They can’t help themselves. Davie never did.”

      “That sounds right,” Alan said. “Davie was such a fastidious person. I assumed he made some of this up and everyone would be in suits drinking martinis.”

      “Come back after seven,” Jody joked. “And after midnight, we put on black ties.”

      “And jock straps,” Elliot chimed in.

      Alan looked a little uncomfortable, so John spoke up. “You have to understand that a neighborhood gay bar is a little like a locker room, confessional, and church.”

      “So many of you came today,” Alan said slowly. “Why?”

      “Why not?” John replied.

      “I don’t know. I can’t understand why he came here. I could never get him to come out to the Island.”

      “Maybe you should have come into the city?” John asked.

      “I have a family.”

      “Davie had a family, too,” John said pointing to the men around the bar.

      “You know what I mean—and I mean no disrespect. But it’s not the same.”

      “You’re right, Alan,” John said, but he couldn’t give Alan a pass. Not today. Not about Davie.

      Today, John would speak his mind rather than just make the miracle happen with the raising of the bottles and the distribution of its blessed liquid. “Families are made in different ways, but all of them come from acts of passion. In your world, Alan, it always comes from sex. Here—well, sometimes sex but that’s not what makes us family, made us Davie’s family. We have a shared passion, not for each other in a way you may understand, but a shared passion to be who we really are. We come here for that. Here. No shame. Maybe a little judgment. But no shame, no boundaries. Just a passion to be who we are.

      “The spaces between each stool?” John pointed at the stools lining the bar. “That’s where the love is. The affection. The shared memories that we don’t even have to say out loud because we all have experienced some of the same things before we got here. Stand between any of these stools, Alan, and you feel that love for Davie. He was loved here. He still is.”

      “It’s a lot for me to take in,” Alan said quietly. “Davie and I never quite got each other. I wish we had.”

      “When did you speak with him last?” John asked.

      “About a month ago.”

      “A month ago,” John said so quietly it was almost inaudible. “Davie was dead in his apartment for four days. Four days. I called the police because I knew something was wrong when I didn’t see him for four days. I should have called sooner. If I called sooner, he would have been found with more dignity.”

      “Does that matter?” Alan said, not with anger or scorn but in a pragmatic tone.

      “That was his greatest fear,” John said. “He told me once he didn’t want to be one of those old gay guys who falls or has a stroke or a heart attack in their apartment and can’t call for help and they lie there losing consciousness, knowing no one will come.”

      “We all die alone,” Alan said.

      “Yeah, we do,” John said. “At that last moment, we’re alone. But up to that final second, we need to feel not afraid. I pray to God, and I don’t know if I believe in God, that Davie did not feel afraid.”

      “We’re all afraid. All the time, we’re afraid,” a voice from the far corner said. It was Tommy. He was putting all his weight on his hands so he could stand up. His stool fell backwards onto the floor like a sucker-punched fighter who never saw it coming. “We come here because we’re afraid of what Davie was afraid of. We don’t say it. We make jokes. We look for a lover. Or a friend. And when we don’t find him, we find the Jack, ever dependable Jack. Always willing to succumb.

      “When I was a boy, my mother would tell me that I should sing when I was afraid. I would sing in my room when my dad would get drunk and start throwing things against the walls and the floor. He started with books or dishes and then moved on to my mother. I’d sit in my room singing quietly all the Irish songs my mom would sing at the piano we had in the living room. She and I would sing before my dad came home or when he was out. I still remember those songs. I’m going to sing one for Davie.”

      John walked over to Tommy. “That’s a real nice thought, Tommy, but maybe you should sit down?”

      “I’ve been sitting for the past thirty years,” he snapped.

      “But you never liked Davie.”

      “You don’t have to like the living, but you have to respect the dead. All of us know that better than most. How many friends are gone? How many assholes who annoyed us are gone? No one wants even them dead. In my family, we sang at the gatherings after wakes and funerals. It’s respect.”

      Tommy started to sing “Danny Boy.” The key was too high. The regulars began to wince at what was to come, but no one wanted to stop Tommy. Instead, Tommy stopped himself. “I can do better. I will start again.”

      He did, and in a better key. As Tommy began to sing again, the men were surprised by his slightly hoarse Irish tenor. It was not a bad voice after decades of the Jack. It must have been extraordinary once. As he sang, Tommy kept one hand on the bar for balance. He didn’t appear to need it.

      John wondered if perhaps Tommy had been a singer, one of those young people who arrived in New York with a dream and eventually traded it for a bottle. He looked at Tommy, standing almost erect as his voice, strong and powerful, filled every crevice of The Crow. And unlike his patrons who could never quite touch it, for a brief second as he listened to the closing of the cliched Irish song, John touched what he thought was the face of God. He shivered.

      Then there was silence.

      Tommy looked back for his stool, his companion on the floor. Someone pulled it up and Tommy sat down, his body returning to its more familiar state. His face was hard to read. The emotion so present while singing had already faded. Tommy stared at his empty glass. He was empty, as well. The last bit of who he might have been poured out in his tribute to Davie. It had filled the air. The traces of his voice still hovered above the bar, slowly dissipating. When it was gone, there would be nothing special left. No refills for an empty man. Tommy needed a drink.

      “This is on me,” John said as he stood across from Tommy. “So are the rest of them today. You were amazing, you know that?”

      Tommy looked up from the glass at John as he poured. Tommy didn’t respond. Whatever Tommy was thinking—if he was thinking beyond the promise of an afternoon of free drinks—no one could tell. He lifted the full glass, took a sip, and then faded back into the perpetual twilight of The Crow.

      Alan was struggling with his emotions. The song was unexpected. Everything about The Crow was unexpected and unfamiliar. The bar was just like his dead brother. “I wish I had known him better,” Alan said. “I was the older one by three years. I always knew he was smarter than me. More at ease with people. And I figured out early on that he was gay. Our mom, during the winter, would call out to us from the kitchen as we came in from playing in the snow, ‘cocoa,’ she would say, and Davie would reply, ‘Chanel.’ My mom never quite got the joke. It embarrassed the hell out of me if he did it when my friends were around. It wasn’t easy having a little gay brother.”

      “It wasn’t easy being gay,” John said, feeling more like himself now.

      “I know you’re right. But it was hard understanding why he wanted to stay in the city all the time. It’s not like I didn’t want him to come spend time with me and my family. I did. I just couldn’t figure out how to get to know him. That’s why I came here after the service. I want to know him. I want to know him.”

      “He loved cabernet,” Elliot volunteered.

      “He liked walking in the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens when the cherry blossoms started falling from the trees,” Jody said. “Davie would say it was snowing perfume. He loved flowers.” Jody picked up the rose he had placed on Davie’s stool.

      “His favorite opera was Der Rosenkavalier,” Paul said taking the rose from Jody, looking at it for a second before saying with a smile, “and he never could understand baseball.” Paul placed the rose back on the stool.

      “His first boyfriend was named Robert,” Ben said.

      “He once played me like a saxophone,” Gene said.

      And then the responses came from across the bar, from faces familiar and not so familiar to John. Memories of Davie poured down like rain.

      “He loved sunsets. He talked about watching the sky go from gold to deep blue standing in Mallory Square in Key West.”

      “He wrote early in the morning, even when he had someone in his bed. He would get up quietly and write before dawn.”

      “He hated zoos.”

      “Autumn was his favorite season.”

      “He never ordered spaghetti or linguine in restaurants because it splattered.”

      “He used to say if Satan exists, he sings Andrew Lloyd Webber songs now and forever.”

      “He loved chocolate.”

      “Hershey bars.”

      “This bar.”

      “Amen to that,” John said. “It wasn’t impossible to get to know Davie. It just took an effort. He didn’t open up easily, I’ll give you that. But when you pried away his shell, your brother was an amazing man. He was worth the effort. If you wanted to know your brother, you should have tried visiting him in his world.”

      “That’s not fair,” Alan said. “Families are complicated.”

      “You’re right,” John said. “But families shouldn’t be so complicated that two brothers can’t figure out how to talk to one another. I said this bar is part locker room, part confessional, part church. There isn’t much difference among any of those three. You go to get clean in them all. You cleanse your body in a locker room, your conscience in a confessional, and your soul in a church.”

      Alan was troubled. Not angry or offended. Not moved either. He was like Davie in one way—set in his ways and unlikely to change. In Davie’s case, death ended the possibility of change. In Alan’s, it was the life he had embraced decades ago, and with his brother dead, there was little point in turning in a new direction. He finished his drink.

      Jody walked over to Davie’s stool, picked up the rose, and handed it to Alan. “Take it—not as a remembrance of Davie, but of us, his family. We loved him. I think you did, too, or you would not have come here.”

      “Stand between his stool and the next one,” John said. “You will feel Davie. The real Davie. This love between the spaces is all for him today.”

      Alan walked over to Jody and stood between him and Davie’s stool and took the rose. He felt tears started to well up, but he stopped them. He felt his brother and did what he had always done; he turned to go away. As Alan started to move toward the door, he stopped. He had put a packet on the floor next to a stool when he came in and had forgotten about it. He picked it up and handed it to John. “I also came because I found this in Davie’s apartment. It was marked to you— ‘John at The Crow.’ Whatever it is, Davie wanted you to have it.” Alan handed the sealed packet to John.

      “I don’t know what more to say,” Alan added.

      John fixed his eyes on Alan. John could have said something snarky, but he could see Davie in Alan’s face. “Be well, Alan,” John said, extending his right hand. “I mean it.” He gripped Alan’s hand firmly. “Come back if you want to learn more about your brother. We’re his family. You’re his family. We have someone in common.”

      Alan managed a half smile, then turned and left the bar.

      “Let’s have one last toast,” John said putting the envelope on the bar. “To our brother, Davie.”

      Across the bar, “Davie.”

      Soon afterward, the men started to file out. Not all at once. They had said what they had come to say about their friend. Some would go to other bars. Some to husbands or lovers. Some to the quiet of a book. Some to the loneliness of an empty room. Some would stay at The Crow until the lights in their eyes dimmed like the golden sun setting off the horizon in Key West.

      John surveyed the bar covered in empty or almost empty glasses and beer bottles. Jose had gone down to the basement to get ice. There were a few men at the far corner opposite Tommy. They weren’t regulars. John could smell the Jack coming off Tommy, who was lost in his whiskey.

      John picked up the packet from Davie. He carefully opened one end of the envelope and pulled out a printed document. He began reading:

      On the corner of a not-very-pretty street in the West Village, a street where Holly Golightly might have turned a trick, where the past, present, and future mix like rye, vermouth, and bitters into a perfect Manhattan, where old men become young, where young men become, and where all are welcomed at the communion rail, there is a bar and in that bar, there is a man, tall and sturdy, who offers all who would drink, a glass of salvation. His name is John.

      John tried to read further, but his eyes had started to blur. This was a story about him and his bar and his buried feelings about Davie—about how sexy Davie looked when he was animated, about how he had wished he hadn’t held to his damn code about not getting involved with a customer—filled his lungs like water in the ocean did once when he swam out too far.

      John gasped for air. He put his hand on the bar and looked down. It was faint. Barely noticeable. It may have been there for years, for all John knew. And maybe it wasn’t him. But he could see the word
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