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      Cat caught me in the kitchen before our parents’ car was all the way down the block.

      She had a cigarette going, which she wasn’t supposed to do in the house. I was sixteen and she was eighteen. That meant she could do what she wanted, provided the evidence was gone before our parents came home. She’d had boys over before. I didn’t know why this one was different.

      “He’s twenty-four,” she said.

      I waited. I have made a living, since, out of waiting. People will fill a silence with the thing they meant to hold back. I didn’t know that then, and neither did she.

      He lived in the projects, she rambled. People talk about him. She tapped ash into the sink and ran the water over it. He had kids. Eight and nine.

      That was a lot, even for Cat.

      I did the subtraction with a glass in my hand. He was making kids when he was my age. I had a locked bathroom and a short roster of faces I didn’t examine too closely. Lee Majors, mostly. Ryan O’Neal, from the magazine our mother left on the coffee table. I kept that off the record.

      “He doesn’t have them,” she said, already answering the look on my face. “The mother has custody. She’s older. Thirties. She makes money, so he doesn’t pay anything.” She put this forward the way she put most of her reasons forward, as if the logic would be plain once I caught up.

      Then she lowered her voice. “He’s Indian. Not from India. The other kind.”

      I winced at the phrasing, but I was glad she didn’t put her fingers up behind her head. “Jesus, Cat. I don’t know who they’re going to kill first, you or him.”

      “Don’t tell.”

      She told me before she asked me. That was a mistake. You don’t put the only thing you’ve got on the table and then start talking about what you want for it.

      I wouldn’t have told anyway. I didn’t care who she brought home, or I cared in a way that had nothing to do with rules, just a dumb, sideways jealousy of the attention she got from boys, and the sound of it through the wall.

      Once she put it in my hands, though, I wasn’t going to give it back for nothing. I didn’t have the vocabulary for it then. She had made me a party to it, and parties get paid.

      “Fine. Order a pizza,” I said. “And I’m watching TV in the living room. I don’t want to sit in my room all night.”

      She stared at me. Then she shrugged, because it was less than she had braced for, and because she was a bad negotiator, but lucky in it. I would not always be that cheap.

      He showed up with a basketball under his arm, in a T-shirt and cutoff shorts, as if the evening were a stop on the way back from the courts. I had built him up from Cat’s warnings into something taller. He wasn’t. I was five-nine and still waiting on the rest of it, and he came up short of me, though he was twice as wide through the chest and the neck. Brush cut. Aviator glasses, lenses tinted.

      He didn’t go straight to Cat. He nodded at the cover of my paperback—Jaws—and asked if it was any good. I said the shark was. He asked if I played ball. I said no. Any sport, then. No. Most guys his age, his build, would have straightened up at the second no and found my sister. He leaned in instead. Up close he smelled like soap and the outside.

      Battlestar Galactica, he tried. I said it was all right. I didn’t say I watched it for the men in the uniforms. Comic books? I said yes, and got ready to be laughed at. The grin that came onto his face was younger than the rest of him. Conan the Barbarian, he said. That was his favorite.

      I could see it. Conan in him. The haircut was wrong, and the glasses. But the thickness was right, the way the T-shirt pulled across his chest, the sleeves snug around his biceps.

      He wasn’t what I had pictured when Cat said twenty-four. He was worse for me than what I had pictured, because he was ordinary and in the room, and he was talking to me as if I might have an answer worth hearing. I didn’t understand how rare that would be. I know it now.

      They ordered the pizza from the wall phone. Extra cheese, which I wanted. We ate it in the living room with the set on and the sound a little loud, the way you did when you wanted the house to seem occupied.

      Cat took the couch. Dave took the cushion beside her. I sat on the floor with my back against the couch, plate on my knee. That was the whole of what I’d bought.

      He wasn’t careful with her. That surprised me more than the age or the projects or the children. An arm along the back of the couch, then a hand at her waist, then his mouth on the side of her neck while a commercial ran.

      Cat did more than she usually did, or she did it sooner, based on what I overheard on other dates. Every few minutes she cut her eyes down at me, a small shake of the head that meant remember there’s a kid. He would ease off. Then he wouldn’t.

      Chico and the Man went to commercial and came back. By the time The Incredible Hulk started he had one leg hooked over hers and the other slid forward off the cushion, the foot in a red-banded tube sock planted near my hip. The calf was squared off, heavy, tanned copper-brown in the television light. The thigh above it was smooth, the hair worn down or never there. A vein ran the length of the shin and vanished under the sock.

      They were kissing. I could hear it, the small wet catch of it, under the dialogue. His calf bumped my shoulder when he shifted, bumped it again, and stayed. The heat of his skin came through the T-shirt I had on. Something in me answered it, low and sudden, and I held still so he wouldn’t know I had felt it, and so he wouldn’t stop.

      I could say now what I knew then and what I wasn’t yet willing to know. On the screen a man was turning into something else. I kept my eyes there. Behind me Cat breathed into his mouth, and the leg against my shoulder didn’t move.
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      After that I started seeing him. Or I started noticing him, which is not the same thing.

      The playground sat on the seam between our neighborhood and the projects, blacktop and a chain-link fence and two hoops with no nets, and he was a fixture on it. I had walked past that court for years on the way to the store but had never noticed.

      He played with the cool Black guys, a head or more taller than he was, and he worked harder than they did to stay in it. His shirt went dark under the arms and across the chest and down the back. Sweat ran into the brush cut and he wiped it with the hem, and the stomach under it was smooth like the thighs I had already memorized without meaning to.

      He didn’t have their reach, but he had a strut anyway, and a way of being in his body that looked easy. A hand on somebody’s back. Somebody’s hand on his. Palms slapping, the grin, the same two words every time. “My man.”

      He had an easy way with girls, too. He drove a yellow Camaro, window down, arm laid along the open frame while he idled at the curb and talked to them.

      I couldn’t hear any of it, but at a distance I watched the arm, the hand. The way his grin would widen, and the way a girl would lean in. I tried to read it the way I read everything then, as if there were a grammar and I had only missed the class.

      It was a miracle he only had the two kids.

      I guessed it was his nature, the flirting, because he was with Cat. I assumed they were having sex. She was on the pill. I put that where I put the rest of it, which was nowhere I had to look straight at.

      A few months later she announced they were moving in together.

      She had her arguments ready. He’d gotten his GED. He was going to college. He had a part-time job on a construction crew. None of it landed. My father asked college for what, and when she said social work he said, “Oh Jesus,” and that was the end of the case she had prepared.

      What won was geography. They were going to do it whether anybody blessed it or not, and the alternative was a place that drifted toward the projects. My parents covered part of the rent. In exchange the flat was in the neighborhood, over an old silk-screen shop, up a steep stair. They paid to keep their daughter on the map they already knew.

      Dave moved his bed over, and his television, and the weights and the bench from the studio he’d been renting. The stereo. The books. Everything else they bought at Goodwill, and it showed. Mismatched glasses, a threadbare sofa and a secondhand armchair. My parents winced at it on the one occasion they came up the stairs. I didn’t wince.

      The place had a heat in it that our house did not have and was never going to have. You could feel it in the stairwell, before you were even through the door. Or I could.

      Cat liked whatever was popular on the radio. Dave’s records were ones I hadn’t heard. Al Green. Parliament. Barry White and the Love Unlimited Orchestra. His favorite song was “Catfish,” by the Four Tops. I thought of them as old-fashioned, something my parents’ generation might have listened to. This song didn’t sound like that. Not with lyrics like “She makes my nature rise.”

      Dave sang it badly, on purpose, and he started calling her Catfish. She pretended to hate it, but she answered to it. I heard the name so often that year that the song stopped being a song. It was just what he called her when he wanted her, and she knew it.

      Where a dining table should have been, he set the bench and the weights. A poster of Arnold Schwarzenegger was taped to the wall above it, already curling at the corners. The shelves were milk crates and planks. His school books weren’t what I expected. Politics. History. Human sexuality, which I took down once when they were both out and put back with the spine exactly where it had been.

      In the crates there were the Conan comics. Also Playboy, and Forum, not hidden at all. At home a magazine like that would have been a federal case. Here it was just one more thing on a shelf. That was the difference I kept coming back to. Not the sex, exactly. The fact that nobody was managing it.

      People dropped by without calling. That was another difference. My parents would have wanted notice, a reason, a departure time. But these were other young couples, and Dave’s friend Richard, who worked at a school he didn’t name and who Cat said had the best pot. They played Scrabble. They put a record on. When the joint came around I took it and passed it, and I planned my next double-word score as if that were the point of the evening.

      They called me Matt. Not Matty.

      Richard was nice enough. When Cat complained about Dave, he took Dave’s side, and when Dave laughed Richard looked at him a second longer than the joke required. 

      I put my tiles down for a triple-word score. Dave took a hit and said it to me while the smoke was still in him. “My man.” The words caught in his throat and then his breath came out, slow, easy, and my briefs went uncomfortable in a way I had to arrange myself around. I kept my eyes on the board.

      For my seventeenth birthday Cat made a cake from a box. It was the first time I could remember her marking anything of mine. They gave me a book, Watership Down. I knew before I had it out of the paper that he had picked it. Cat wasn’t a reader. She would have bought a record, or nothing.

      The book was his, the way the records were his and the name was his. They also gave me a key to the flat, on a paper-clip ring, so I could let myself in whenever I wanted.

      I put it on my own ring sitting there. Cake was going around on napkins. A joint was going around the other way. Cat was telling somebody the mix had come out wrong and Dave was saying it hadn’t, and neither of them was watching my hands. The key fit on the ring next to my house key. I closed my fist around it once, to feel the teeth, and then I took the cake, as Dave clapped a hand on my back.

      It was shaping up to be the best year of my life.
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      School let out and I had nothing to do with myself. Cat had a job at the convenience store on the avenue. Dave had the construction crew in the mornings and class after. I had the key. Most days I let myself in before noon and put music on.

      I read Dave’s magazines the way you read something you don’t have to hide, seated in their secondhand chair, shorts open, the fan going in the window. The photos were of women. There were men in them too, at the edges, in the letters, in the cartoons, and that was where my eyes stayed. The stories were the better part. A whole world of sex that seemed to happen casually, with people who had met an hour ago. I wanted to be invited into it. I had the vocabulary from the pages and nowhere to spend it.

      It wasn’t only the magazines. Dave’s copy of Pumping Iron lived under the Arnold poster. I had flipped through to look at the bodybuilders, and had read one part often enough to have it by heart. Arnold saying he had nothing against a homosexual looking at a bodybuilder. That he would stare the same way if a beautiful woman with big tits walked by. That a man looking at him was picturing what he would do with him, and that this was ordinary.

      I put myself in the looking. If I could get my hands on that chest, I thought, he might not mind. He might be flattered. Even the word he used, tits, set down on a man’s body, made my dick leak a clear thread into my underwear. And if he could be that casual about the desire, then the desire was not the catastrophe I had been treating it as.

      One afternoon I went into their bedroom, looking for signs of the sex I already knew they were having. The bedside table had a jar of Vaseline in it, the lid greasy. In the corner was a pile of clothes. Work shirts. T-shirts gone stiff in the pits. White briefs, worn. Two jockstraps. I stood over the pile longer than I needed to. Then I took the jar and a pair of the briefs and went back to the chair.

      I opened Forum to the story I had already read twice, “The Life of a Stud,” about a man who fucked more women than he could count. In this installment there was a third, another man, in the bed with them.

      I slicked one hand and took hold of myself, and the sound of it was loud in the flat, a wet smack every time I came up over the head and plunged down again. Precum ran down and mixed with the grease and made the stroke sloppier, louder.

      In the story a man was being sucked. In the chair it was Dave. I laid his briefs across my chest and then against my face. They smelled like him, soap gone sour, the day’s sweat, a darker smell at the pouch. I breathed it in.

      My other hand, still slick, went down past my balls. They were drawn up tight. I pressed lower, behind, where I had tried before and stopped. This time I didn’t stop. The first finger went in to the knuckle and my dick jumped in my fist. I worked it. The second finger burned and then it didn’t. The magazine slid off my thigh onto the floor. I eased lower in the chair and let my knees fall open and pushed a third finger in, slow, feeling myself stretch around the width, the other hand still stroking, grease and precum stringing between my fingers every time I came off the head.

      I looked at the poster because the poster was what I had.

      Then I put Dave where the poster was. Between my legs, the thickness of him, pushing in the way my fingers were pushing, thicker and longer than my fingers. The stretch went from too much to not enough.

      I fucked myself on my hand and stroked harder and a pressure built low in my belly, the exact pressure of having to pee, urgent enough that I thought I was going to piss myself and the chair. I could feel it right at the point of letting go. And then I didn’t care. I kept the fingers in and the fist moving and I bore down on it, ready for the hot spill and the mess I would have to clean before they came home.

      It broke the other way. Not piss. A hot jet, thicker, whipping up my chest and across the briefs and the back of my hand, then another, then a weaker third that pulsed out and ran down into my pubes. 

      I stayed spread, fingers still inside, because pulling them out seemed like more than I could manage, and the after-pulses kept twitching through my dick onto my stomach. I had jerked off for years, but never like that. Never with anything in me. Never with the fear of pissing myself turned into that.

      When I could move I eased my fingers out and balled his briefs in my clean hand, the cum and the grease wadded into the middle so it wouldn’t drip. In the bathroom I threw them into the hamper, under a towel, and washed my hands and my stomach and my dick. The Vaseline didn’t want to come off. It smeared, and caught at the base, and filmed the head no matter how I soaped it. I was still tacky when I gave up.

      While the water was running I heard the door. Cat’s voice, then his. I shut the bathroom door and only then remembered the chair. My shorts and underwear. The jar, open. The magazine on the floor.

      There was a knock and my heart panicked.

      “Matt. Hey, man. Open up.”

      I cracked the door, the bare half of me behind it. Dave was in the hall with my shorts and underwear in his hand and that grin on his face. He slid them through the gap. His eyes went down and came back up.

      “We’ll be out longer next time,” he said, and winked, like it was a favor between us, and pulled the door to.

      I stood with the shorts in my hand. He had found the jar and the open magazine. He was giving me the flat, not asking for anything. I trusted him to keep the secret.
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      The summer went on that way. I hung around the flat over the silk-screen shop because it was empty and because I had been told, without quite being told, that I could. Cat had her shifts. Dave had the crew and then class. I had his magazines and the chair.

      I jerked off in it most afternoons, the jar on the crate beside the magazines. I was careful to clean up afterwards, putting everything in its place.

      I was less careful than I should have been with the pages. A greasy thumbprint in the margin of a letter. A darker smear where I had held a story open while I came. I noticed, after, which ones I had marked. The three-way. The one with the man in the truck. A letter from a woman who said her husband had asked to be fucked. I told myself I’d be more careful. The new issues would drop on top of the stack anyway. Forum, or Playboy, sometimes a Hustler. The jar was full again when it had been near empty. Nobody said anything about either fact. I came back the next day.

      I read his school books too, when the magazines had done what they could. The sex chapters, mostly. One of them said that men having sex with men was in the range of the ordinary. That a man might experiment with another man and not be, by that, a homosexual. I read the paragraph twice and then a third time, the way you read a contract clause you intend to rely on.

      I wondered if he had. I wondered if he would. The book made it sound like a thing a person could do on a Saturday and set aside, back to ordinary.

      Until that summer the men in my head had been from television. Blonds, most of them, chiseled features and abs, with fur on their chests that I had invented where the costume didn’t show it.

      Dave was built like the men in the old-fashioned black-and-white photos of bodybuilders. Short. Thick through the neck and the leg. When he padded out of the bathroom in a towel I could see the whole of it. A rounded chest, the nipples a brick color, darker than the rest of him. No hair on the torso. A few curls under the navel, leading down into the towel, and I never saw where they ended.

      The aviators were still on, the lenses steamed from the shower. He took them off to wipe them on the towel, and his eyes looked smaller without them, ordinary, and then he put them back on, grinning.

      He would reach for a record and the bicep would come up, ordinary as opening a drawer. By the middle of the summer that was what I brought to the chair. Not the blonds. Him toweling off. The arm. The tits. The calf against my shoulder from the first night, which I had kept without knowing I was keeping it. An ache I took to the jar for relief.

      In July he found the door in the hall ceiling by accident, a square panel I had walked under a hundred times. It let down a ladder. The roof was tar paper and a low wall and a clear view to the east, where the city sent up its fireworks. They invited people for the Fourth.

      Cat made the sides. Dave and I took turns on the ladder with the hibachi, the bag of charcoal, the beer, the plate of hamburgers and hot dogs. I went up behind him whenever I could arrange it. His calves were in my face on the rungs, blocky, the same copper tan, the back of his thigh working under the hem of his shorts.

      I looked the way I looked when he was on the bench, but slower, knowing he couldn’t see me doing it.

      Cat’s burgers were thin but the cooking still took longer than she had planned. There were not as many sides as our mother put out. It didn’t matter. There was beer and there was Richard’s pot and there were people, and it was the best Fourth I could remember.

      Dave wanted WBLK on, the Black station. Cat wanted the station that was playing Elton John for the holiday, and Cat won. “Are You Ready for Love” was on when Dave dropped onto the blanket beside me and crossed his legs at the ankle.

      “Hey man. What are you doing about school?”

      My stomach went tight. I knew he meant college. I had been not doing anything about it. It was a problem that lived in the future and not on this roof.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Nothing. Yet.”

      “You put in anywhere?”

      “No.”

      He didn’t laugh at that. It would have been easier if he had. He shifted on the blanket so he was talking to the side of my face, and I looked at the hibachi.

      “You should. The forms aren’t that bad. There’s aid. Grants, if your parents’ numbers are what I think they are. The state school’s the one where it actually covers you. You won’t be the only one there from a house like yours.”

      A house like mine.

      I nodded. My ears were hot. Across the roof Cat had her head back, laughing at something Richard had said, and I wanted to be in that conversation, whatever it was, and not this one.

      I didn’t know what I was supposed to want from a college. My parents hadn’t gone. Cat hadn’t gone. I didn’t know how to apply, where to apply. Didn’t know how to behave when I got there, if I got there.

      “You’re a smart kid,” he said. “I think you’d like it.”

      I didn’t know where to put my hands. I said yeah, maybe, and pulled at a loose thread on the blanket. He let it sit. I was glad when the song ended.

      When the fireworks started she curled into his lap, his arm around her, her face turned up. Everybody else was watching the sky. I watched his face. The bursts lit the lenses and left them, red and then white, so that for a second I couldn’t see his eyes at all. 

      When the next one faded he had pushed them up into the brush cut. He looked happy. He looked like a man who had gotten the thing he came up here for. I didn’t know if the thing was her or the noise or the people on his roof.

      Afterward the other couples had paired off to go home. Richard was at the far end of the blanket, smoking, in no hurry. Elton John sang “Bennie and the Jets”. The moon was up over the silk-screen shop, in faint clouds of lingering fireworks smoke.

      I lay on my back with my hands on my stomach and felt the ache of wanting some union I didn’t have a name for yet, with the man sitting two feet away and his girl in his lap and the song going out over the roof like it was for somebody else.
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      Cat was fickle. She always had been. By the end of the summer she was taking him apart in pieces small enough to carry.

      “He’s not a man,” she said. “He doesn’t even shave.”

      She said it as if the smooth face were a failing of character and not of hair. He ought to be more like Richard. Wear shirts with collars and pressed pants. A real job, by which she meant a job where you didn’t come home with dust in your ears. I listened and didn’t argue. Dave was never going to be that.

      The thickness, the way he moved through a room, none of it was on its way to a shirt with a collar and khaki pants. She said she didn’t even understand what Richard saw in him. For a while she had loved the name Catfish, and then Fish, called across the flat when he wanted her. By the end of August she had soured on the song and on him in the same week.

      Once he put the LP on anyway. He tried to get her up. She turned her shoulder and stayed on the sofa in a pissy quiet, and he stood there with his hand out and the record already going. Then he looked at me.

      “Come on. Soul Train.”

      He pulled me up off the cushion before I had agreed. My heart was already too fast. The song got to the line, “Make my nature rise.” He pulled me closer and we rocked, his hand at my waist, and I felt myself start to thicken against the front of my jeans. I broke the hold and laughed, badly, and sat down. He let me. I didn’t think he felt it. I had gotten clear before he could.

      As she cooled on Dave, I burned hotter, and I was not subtle about it. I can see that now. At the time I thought I was being careful. I walked in while he was changing and made a show of being surprised, and got a look at the chest, the brick-colored nipples, the trail of hair into the shorts he was pulling up. Once I spilled water on his legs while he was on the sofa in cutoffs, and I had the kitchen towel in my hand and on his thigh before he took it away from me and did it himself. He didn’t make a speech, just took the towel.

      I changed tactics. I joked, once, that Cat had said he would fuck any hole. I wanted it to be true so badly that I smiled when I said it. He looked at me in a flat way and said he didn’t think that was funny.

      It was the same tone he used the night we watched a Burt Reynolds movie, the one where a man gets mocked for liking men. I laughed when you were supposed to, and made a crack about the guy. The kind of thing you say so when the idea of guys liking guys comes up, nobody looks at you. I even glanced over at him like we were on the same side of it.

      What I was doing was watching his mouth. I wanted the grin. I wanted him to let it pass as nothing. He didn’t. He said he didn’t like that kind of thing, flat, the voice he used to end a subject, and the laugh died in my throat. We watched the rest of it without talking. I kept my face arranged, and I didn’t try another joke.

      I jerked off into his T-shirts and his underwear and left them on top of the laundry. I took his jockstraps. Not all of them. Enough that he might notice a gap and wonder who had wanted them that badly.

      I didn’t have a plan a lawyer would recognize. I had a theory. If he could see how much I wanted him, he might consider me. He might set Cat aside and pick me up. If he was as horny as I had built him in the chair, what difference did the hole make? And if his want didn’t match mine, mine was large enough to cover the distance. I believed that. I left the evidence where he could find it and waited.

      Richard came by some afternoons to smoke pot with Cat and sit. He looked a little like John Ritter, the same open face, and he wore his shirts unbuttoned at the throat so a triangle of chest hair showed. He listened to her complaints and defended Dave every time. He’s so smart, he would say. So adorable. Like a teddy bear. You just want to cuddle him. It never bothered her that he took Dave’s side. It bothered me. Something in the way he said it, the fondness, the right he seemed to feel to say those things. There was the obvious jealousy, and under it a recognition I didn’t want.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird,” I asked her once, “how he goes on about Dave?”

      She shrugged. She was smoking. “Maybe he’s in love with him. I always figured him for a queer.”

      The word hit. She didn’t mean it cruelly. It was just Cat, and it was just the word she had. But it opened something. I had wanted men for years and I had kept it as a thing I did, a habit of looking, a use I made of a locked bathroom. A thing I would wake up from and be done with, and be normal.

      But Richard was grown. He had a job and a car and a way of being in the world that was finished. If the word fit him, it was not going to expire.

      I had read the line in the book they gave me and felt a chill I didn’t examine. “All the world will be your enemy, Prince with a Thousand Enemies, and whenever they catch you, they will kill you.”

      It wasn’t a feature of being seventeen, or eighteen, or between things. It was who I was. It was who I was going to be. A queer. I didn’t say it out loud. I sat there while her cigarette burned down and felt the shape of the word settle on me, and it fit.
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      I started senior year with a confidence I had not earned in public yet. I had been using his weights when the flat was empty and I was bored. Crunches. Push-ups. The bar, when I was sure I could rerack it the way I had found it.

      The change was small enough that nobody at home remarked on it, but there was a hardness at the stomach. The shirts sat differently through the chest. I kept at it because the mirror had started to agree with me, and I was not used to the mirror agreeing.

      The guidance counselor called me in because I was late. Most of the applications had already gone. There were still programs, he said, for families like mine, if I would look at a state school, and money that attached to them. He had a list.

      He talked about deadlines as if I had missed them on purpose. I didn’t know enough to know what I was agreeing to. I said yes, sure, and I took the form, and I thought of the roof, and of Dave saying I was a smart kid, and my ears went hot in the same way. I folded the paper into my textbook so my father wouldn’t see it at the kitchen table and ask what it cost.

      I had heard about the new Walkman. I asked for one for my birthday, which fell in the first weeks of school and made me eighteen. It was an extravagance, and my parents were not in the habit of extravagance. I got it anyway. Cat had spent years softening them.

      I wore it everywhere. Foam earphones, the cord down the front of my shirt, a small private room I could take into the world. I must have had a rhythm in my step one morning, because a girl stopped me by the lockers.

      I knew who she was. Dominique.

      Not just one of the cool Black girls. The cool Black girl. She was six feet tall, gold hoops, jeans that fit like they were painted on. Plum lipstick. I had overheard that she had gone to the Barbizon modeling school. I believed it. She stood like the hallway was a fitting she was late for.

      “What are you listening to?”

      I got ready to be mocked. I held out an earphone. Grace Jones, “La Vie en Rose.” Over the summer my taste had moved on from the first lessons, the Al Green and the Four Tops, into things I had found on my own and was not sure I was supposed to like. She took the earphone and listened longer than she had to. One of her friends leaned in and took the other. They looked at each other.

      “Grace Jones,” she said. Not a question. She handed it back. “What’s your name?”

      I’d heard other people say hers the French way. Dom-i-neek. She didn’t answer to that. Not even to teachers, not until the Q was in it, the way she said it. I wasn’t going to be one of them.

      “Matt. You’re Domini-kyew.”

      She gave a small nod, the way you nod when somebody has managed a thing that should not have required managing.

      “It’s not hard,” she said. “There’s a Q in it.”

      I nodded.

      She looked me over with her arms folded, nails long and plum. The other two looked too, and I stood there and let them, because what else could I do.

      “The jeans are sad,” she said. “You need them tighter. And that hair is not a haircut. Who did that to you.”

      “I don’t know. The place on the avenue.”

      “Don’t go back there.” She tipped her head. The friend with the bangles nodded like this was a finding they had already expected. “Feather it. Short. You have a shape. You’re hiding it. No more Sears or wherever your mother takes you. Jordache, or don’t bother.”

      She told me where to go, and I did what she told me. My father nearly had a coronary when I said I needed money for the jeans.

      “A hundred dollars for jeans?”

      He paid. Cat had spent the outrage down to a level I could survive.

      I came to school in the jeans and the short feathered cut, and I found them at the table where they held court at lunch. They inspected the result like a project they might still fail. Dominique walked around me once. She studied the fit of the jeans. She didn’t smile.

      “Fierce,” she said, and shook her head at her own work. The girl with the bangles laughed. The third one said the jeans were right and the shoes were a separate problem, and Dominique told her not to confuse him, he could only do one thing at a time.

      They taught me to dance later, in the corridor by the gym, the one the monitor didn’t bother with. A table couldn’t hold it. Dominique counted. She was not kind about the feet. Again. No. The hip, not the shoulder.

      I was bad, and then I was less bad, and by the end of the week they were satisfied I could do a passable Bus Stop for a white boy. She said it that way, flat, a passing grade and not a compliment. I took it. It was more credential than I had arrived with.

      When the bell rang she was already turned toward her friends, done with me until she wasn’t.

      Years earlier I had seen Lee Majors and Farrah Fawcett jogging on a People cover, impossibly tan, impossibly happy, and I had kept it filed away, the way I kept things.

      Now I had the nerve, and I had the music, and I had a girl who had said fierce out loud at a lunch table, and who had let me say her name the way she said it.

      I cut a pair of old jeans into shorts. I cut the lower half off a T-shirt so it showed my stomach and the first suggestion of a line there. The shape I had been told not to hide.

      I looked at myself once in the hall mirror, which was more than I usually allowed, put the headphones on, and went out.

      Nobody had seen me, and that was the part I was counting on.
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      I started too fast and was winded in a block. The park by the lake was empty, the path smooth, the water flat. I walked, then ran, then walked, with Prince in the earphones, “I Wanna Be Your Lover,” the song a private fact.

      I was glad of the emptiness. Glad there was no one to see the awkwardness of the first session, the way I had to stop and put my hands on my knees. There was only a rust-orange sports car sitting along the path with every window down. When I ran past the car, it revved and pulled out beside me, matching the pace I had, which was not much of a pace.

      I slowed and looked in. The driver was older than Dave by a decade, mid-thirties, light brown hair, a mustache, a snug T-shirt, mirrored aviators. Donna Summer played under the engine. I stopped and took an earphone out. The car stopped too.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Just enjoying the sights. What are you listening to?”

      “Just music.” It was none of his business. I put the earphone back in and started again, and I expected him to pull off. He didn’t. Instead, the car crawled along beside me. I could feel him looking. The cutoffs. The stomach. The shape Dominique had told me to stop hiding. I ran until I couldn’t, and the car stayed.

      When I had to walk he called over.

      “Hey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m Paul. What’s your name?”

      “Matthew.”

      “Nice. You want a ride, Matt?”

      What?

      “No thanks.” I was running. Or trying to. A ride was the opposite of the point.

      “You’re not scared, are you?”

      Every kid knows not to talk to a stranger, and to never get in a car. But I wasn’t a kid. I was eighteen as of that month. I didn’t want to sound like a kid, and my lungs hurt, and the car was right there with the windows down and Donna Summer going.

      I had reservations, but they were modest. I got in.

      I could see under his shirt he was lean but fit. His jeans were tight as a second skin, especially the mound at the crotch, like the station manager on WKRP but not like him at all.

      I waited for him to ask which way. An address. He didn’t ask. He drove a few blocks and turned into a dead end behind the boathouse and parked. He looked around once, checking the trees, and then he turned to me.

      His hand landed on my crotch. I went stiff all over.

      “Feels like a big fucking cock,” he said.

      “What?”

      I was surprised. I was not unwilling.

      He unzipped me. I didn’t move his hand. I didn’t do anything, but I heard myself make a sound, not a word, and I let him. He got the cut-off shorts down, and I was already hard. He wrapped his fist around the shaft once, like he was confirming it. “Fuck, yeah.”

      Then he bent down.

      “Just relax.”

      His mouth was nothing like my hand. Hot, wet, a softness that gave and then closed, his tongue under the head where I was most sensitive.

      I had imagined this and I had not been close. My hand was a grip and a rhythm I controlled. This took the control. He went down and came up and the sound of it was obscene in the small car. My hands looked for a place to be. I looked at the trees and then at the back of his head. I didn’t tell him to stop. I put a hand on his shoulder. Not to push him off. To have somewhere to put it.

      He took me deeper. I felt the back of his throat and my hips came up off the seat on their own, a short thrust, then another, fucking his mouth without having decided to. He didn’t pull away. He set a hand on my stomach, under the cut-off shirt, and let me do it.

      The pressure built the way it built in the chair when I thought I’d piss myself, urgent, except there was no jar and no fist and nowhere for it to go but into him.

      “I’m—” I said, and that was all the warning I managed.

      I came hard, up into his mouth, hips jerked tight, the rush of it leaving me in jets. I could feel him swallow. Not the mess in my hand or a shirt or a towel. Gone into a person.

      I grabbed the seat and then his back, the T-shirt bunched in my fingers, and I said, “Oh my God, oh my God,” because I didn’t have any other words for a mouth taking what I had only ever wasted before.

      He stayed down until I stopped twitching. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist and sat up and smiled like a man who had done a small, competent thing.

      The song on my Walkman was still going, tinny, against my chest, for no one.
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      I had a few friends my own age by then. School took the day, and the college forms took the evenings, and those were the reasons I gave for not being at the flat. They were convenient.

      The other reason was that the place had gotten ugly. The nesting was over.

      Cat accused Dave of other women, and one woman in particular. She used words for her I won’t repeat. He didn’t defend himself so much as answer in kind. “The blacker the berry, the sweeter the juice.”

      He said it like a joke he had told before, but there was an edge under it, the way things were.

      Everybody knows the line now, but that was the first time I heard it. My mind went where she didn’t want it to go. Dave between dark legs. His tongue in that juice. His cock. The grin he got when he was pleased with himself. I wished the legs were mine.

      I took that home with me and didn’t go back for a while.

      I went by one afternoon anyway. Her shift started at noon. He had class after the crew. I thought the flat would be empty, and that there might be a new magazine if I was lucky. On the way I saw him.

      He was in an apartment doorway, a block off the avenue, with the woman Cat had been naming. T-shirt, shorts, the basketball nowhere in sight. I didn’t need to hear the conversation. I had watched him with Cat long enough to know the moves. The lean. The grin. His whole body in that back-and-forth I had tried to decode from the curb when I was sixteen and he was idling the Camaro.

      It went on until he looked around and saw me. The demeanor came apart for half a second. But it confirmed it for me. He was caught.

      I kept walking and let myself in with the key. The flat was empty. Her purse wasn’t on the chair. The weights were where he left them, Arnold curling on the wall above the bench, the crates of magazines under the plank. The chair by the window was the one I used. I didn’t sit.

      It was a weekday and she had the afternoon shift at the store. I had the place until six, if the schedule hadn’t changed.

      He came in a few minutes after I did. Same shirt, same shorts, the heat of the walk still on him. He stopped when he saw me by the chair. I didn’t wait.

      “I saw you. Outside. With her.”

      He didn’t deny it. Just gestured vaguely and sighed. “Man, don’t tell Cat, okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? She’s my sister.”

      Even then I knew the outrage was not about her. He ran both hands through the brush cut.

      “Fuck, man. Things with Cat. It’s complicated. We don’t even have sex anymore. Let me handle it.”

      “Does she make your nature rise?”

      I threw the song at him. I could hear Cat in my own mouth, the bitter accusatory music of her, and I hated that I sounded like her and I didn’t stop. He heard the edge.

      “Man, don’t you get on my case too. Your sister does that enough.”

      “It’s not about her.”

      It came out before I could keep it. He looked at me.

      “Who’s it about?”

      “Nothing.”

      I turned. He caught my arm. The grip was firm, not rough. His eyes went down and came back up.

      “Matty. Come on. We’re probably done anyway. Just give me a chance to do it right.”

      I said nothing.

      “Matty.”

      He was asking for grace. His voice had gone soft, and his eyes were pleading, and in that moment I could see the rest of it. He knew. The walking in while he changed. The water on his legs and the towel. The joke about any hole. The T-shirts I had left on the laundry, the jockstraps I’d taken from it.

      He had seen the signals. It wasn’t that he’d missed them. It was that he didn’t want me the same way I wanted him.

      His voice stayed soft, but something in me hardened. The wrong thing, too. I was stiff in my jeans, despite myself, the chair at my side and his hand on my arm, and I hated that it had happened in the middle of being right.

      “Fine. I won’t tell,” I said. “If⁠—”

      I am not proud of what I said next. He had been kind to me, and this was how I repaid it. In my defense I was eighteen.

      “I want to blow you.”

      This is the hardest part of a negotiation. The wait after you’ve put the offer on the table, when the air is so full of your own doubt you can barely breathe. Later you learn to wait it out. I hadn’t learned it yet. I stood there with his hand still on my arm and the sentence in the room, and I didn’t take it back.

      It made a twisted kind of sense. I had kept a secret for my sister, the first night, the twenty-four-year-old from the projects. Now I would keep his secret from her. He would keep mine. All that was required was terms. These were mine.

      Years later I have tried to reconstruct the moment he agreed. His face. His mouth. The exact tone.

      This is the trouble with lingering on a thing. Each retelling shifts it, a little, toward what you wish had been there and away from what you fear. Like a record played too often. The fidelity goes.

      I only know that the wait ended, and that he didn’t take his hand off my arm.

      Maybe it was only a transaction. Maybe we owed each other something by then. Maybe he thought, hey, a free blowjob. It was the seventies, after all.
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      I had learned from Paul in his car in the park. Not everything, but enough. His mouth on me until I understood what a mouth could do that a hand could not. Not just the one time. I had gone back to the park, and by the time I was on my knees with Dave, I wasn’t inventing it, I was repeating it.

      Dave sat in the chair. The secondhand one, where I had sat with the jar of Vaseline and his magazines and his briefs across my chest. I knelt between his feet and ran my hands lightly over the thighs I had watched on the ladder. The skin was taut and so smooth.

      Then I took the waist of the shorts and worked them down. He lifted his hips enough to let me, underwear with them. I got them to his knees, then to his ankles, and left them there, bunched, so he was bare to the sneakers and tube socks.

      His cock was there. Half hard and rising.

      The want had been larger than the fact of it. It wasn’t the size I had built up in my imagination. Six inches, I guessed, slightly shorter than mine. The guess was the most mundane measure for a thing I had wanted for so long. The hair at the base was black, shorter and finer than I had pictured.

      I took him in my hand as he stiffened. It was the first cock I had touched that wasn’t my own. Warmer than I expected. It filled and shifted against my palm while I learned the feel of it.

      I was already hard myself. I had been hard since he sat down, pressed crooked in my jeans, a damp spot starting at the head. I let it be. Both hands were spoken for, or about to be.

      I put my thumb under the head and pressed in the slit. A clear bead came up and I swirled it. Then I leaned in to lick him from the base to the head and back down, and up again, the way I had felt Paul do it, learning the map before I took on the work.

      My own dick throbbed at the taste of him, useless, trapped. I shifted my knee and the seam of my zipper dragged across it. I still didn’t chase the friction. If I took a hand off him I would lose some of the thing I had bargained for.

      I worked spit into my mouth and went down. The head passed my lips and I took him until I hit the place in my throat that closed. I held there, and his body answered with a jerk through the thigh under my hand.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      In that moment I knew if I could get past the close, I would have him. The gag was the price. I swallowed around it and pushed, choking him down, until my eyes were wet, spit running to my fist where I had wrapped the base so I wouldn’t have to take all of it at once.

      My other hand cupped his balls. I stayed. Every time he pulsed in my mouth my own cock jumped, leaking, a small kick I couldn’t do anything about. I came up for air and went down again, and the second time was easier, and the third time his hand found the back of my head.

      “Yeah. Like that. Don’t—yeah.”

      His hips rose off the chair. Not a thrust so much as a lift, giving me what I was already taking. The hand in my hair tightened when I took him deep and eased when I came up. The more I got the more he gave me back. A breath. A word. The lift. I was aching by then, the wet patch cold and then warm again, my hips wanting a landing I wouldn’t give them.

      “Fuck,” he breathed. “Just like that.”

      I had been right about the depth. It was the thing he responded to, and I had it, and I used it. I was suddenly glad for the six inches and not more.

      I pulled off to wipe my mouth. Spit on my chin, on his cock. He didn’t wait. He took his cock in his fist and pumped, slick with what I had left on him, and I slid both hands up under his shirt. The chest was what I had seen in the towel and in the doorway of their bedroom. Smooth. The nipples a brick color against my palms, hard when I dragged across them. He breathed out through his nose. His fist kept moving. I knelt there hard and untouched, his chest in my hands, watching the fist do what I had been doing with my mouth.

      “Stay there,” he said. “I’m close.”

      I watched it. The head had gone darker. The shaft stood harder than it had in my mouth. When it jumped I got my mouth on him. The first hit was thick and sour and filled my mouth so I snorted. There was another, and I swallowed because I wanted it in me, and wanted Dave to know it. I worked to bob my head and gulp him all down, and felt his thigh ease under my hand.

      “Oh, fuck⁠—”

      He shuddered, but I stayed there until he softened and the taste turned thin. I was still hard. It almost hurt, the pressure with nowhere to go, but I didn’t reach for it. I wanted his pleasure more than mine.

      Then his hand moved from my hair to my jaw. He leaned in and pulled my face up. He kissed me, slow and open, softer than anything he had said. My spit was cummy, but his mouth was on mine with the taste of him between us. A reward, if that is what it was, and for a moment he was unguarded in it.

      My dick pressed against the front of my jeans, neglected, and the kiss went through me, a rush that wasn’t quite enough to finish.

      It didn’t last. He let me go. He sat back.

      “You’d better go. She’ll be home.”

      The deal was done.

      That’s one version of what happened. It may even be the true one.
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      But it’s not the only one I’ve told myself.

      Another was the same deal, same chair. This one didn’t end in my mouth.

      After I choked he started to jerk himself. I had come up off him, spit on my chin, and his hand took over the slick shaft.

      Oral is a hell of a gateway. I could see the possibility in his face.

      I got up. My knees were achy and my dick was still cramped in my jeans, but I walked to the bedroom and got the Vaseline jar. He watched me open it. I scooped a little out and slicked it down his cock. He watched, and his body twitched under my hand, a small involuntary reaction, close enough that anything was possible if I didn’t let the moment cool.

      “Yeah,” he said, quiet. Already in it. “That’s good.”

      I stood. I pushed my jeans down, pushed off my sneakers and stepped out of the legs. My cock was standing straight up, leaking. I gave it one stroke before I climbed onto the chair, straddling him. His hands came to my hips, not to stop me.

      I wasn’t worried I could take it. I had done the fingers thing plenty by then, two and then three, in that same chair. I was a natural that way.

      His cock wasn’t my fingers. I reached under and lined him up and sat, slow, and the stretch burned past what I knew and then so much more, and I felt him fill me. Six ordinary inches, and they were enough to knock the breath out of me.

      “Easy,” he said. “There you go.”

      I held on. My hands on his neck, his shoulders. As close as I had wanted to be since I was sixteen, his calf against my shoulder. I rode him, testing the depth and feeling my vision blur.

      He pumped up into me, what he could, the chair creaking, his feet braced. It was awkward, the angle was wrong. He couldn’t get under me the way he wanted, and I couldn’t get the fuck I had climbed on him to have.

      His hands tightened on my hips and he shook his head, in it now like I was.

      “This isn’t working. Come on.”

      The man on the roof, the one who had talked about the state school, wasn’t the man under me. This was the one who had been sexual since before he could shave. The one an older woman, a woman with a job and money, had wanted badly enough to have two children by him before he was my age. The one who idled the Camaro with his arm on the window and girls leaned in. He knew what to do with a body. He had known for years.

      I got off him, feeling the sudden empty ache inside. He stood up and pulled his shirt off, nearly taking the glasses with it. He tossed the shirt behind him without a glance. The glasses stayed on.

      We moved to the couch where he put a pillow down under me, and I lifted my hips because he said to. He took my legs and folded them up, knees toward my chest, and then he set one calf on his shoulder so he could see my face and still have the angle. The other leg he held in the crook of his arm. He positioned, watched what he was doing, and pushed in. It was easier the second time, the first stretch already spent.

      “There,” he said. “That’s it. You good?”

      I said yeah. He waited a second, which I had not expected, and then he didn’t just move. He fucked me.

      He was a man who had done this enough to know where his hips went. Short strokes at first, letting me take it, then harder, the shove of him steady inside me. His neck was thick and shiny. Sweat in the brush cut, glasses on. The brick-colored nipples had gone tight. I watched them. I watched his mouth. He looked down at where he was going into me, and then at my face. He was in it with me, a partner, not a man enduring a bargain.

      “Fuck, man. You feel good.”

      He got a hand on the back of the couch and kept the other on my thigh, holding the leg up, and he worked. The burn had gone over into pressure. My own cock was hard against my stomach, leaking, bouncing with him. I didn’t touch it yet. I wanted to feel him finish. He shifted his footing and the angle changed, deeper, and I made a sound I didn’t plan. He heard it.

      “Right there? Yeah.”

      He hit it again.

      He was made for this. He had fucked older women. Younger women. My sister. Me. I could see the boy in him who had already known how, and the man who had not forgotten. He fucked me until his rhythm went short, and then a warning—“I’m gonna—” he choked and he jammed in and held, a grunt, pulsing, the orgasm rippling through him.

      I felt the heat of it, or I told myself I did. He stayed. His chest heaved. His hand was still on my thigh.

      “Go ahead, man,” he said. “I got you.”

      I got a hand around myself and jerked, fast, greased with my own leak and residual Vaseline. I came on my stomach in a few strokes, looking at his face, the nipples, the neck, feeling his cock still in me. He held still until I was done, hard or hard enough.

      Then he pulled out and backed away. I felt hollowed out, relieved and lonely for him in me again at the same time. My hand wanted to go there. Two fingers, to fill what he had left empty, to hold him in. I didn’t. 

      I stayed on my back with the pillow under me and kept still, so I wouldn’t push it out. He had already made two children with what he had just put in me. I wanted it in me for as long as I could keep it.

      He stood there between the couch and the coffee table, half hard, his dick tacky and shiny, a string of it at the head. He looked at the door. The partner was gone. His voice had gone distant.

      “You’d better go. She’ll be home.”

      I could tell this story at least a dozen other ways. I know, because I’ve told them all to myself. In each of them the end is the same. Him, his voice gone distant. You’d better go, she’ll be home.

      Nostalgia is the most unreliable narrator, and I’m a close second, especially in the things I tell myself. Whether it’s history or fantasy, to you it’s still only a story. Choose the one you prefer.

      I knew this: I kept his secret, and that afternoon we made a new one. The shared silence, more than the sex, was the closest I would ever get to what I had wanted from him. At the time I thought it might be the most I could hope for.
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      Dave was right. Cat left him a couple of weeks later. She had grown tired of the convenience store and of keeping house for a man she had decided was a child. She moved back home. He moved on. I finished high school.

      Just like that, the brief knot of us came apart, each thread going back to where it had started.

      Cat married a man who never turned me on at all, not even a little. They had a couple of kids, and seemed, from the outside, content in ordinary ways.

      I was a natural at college, which surprised everyone. Dave wasn’t around to be the one who wasn’t.

      Law school followed. The JD took the time it took. I never had a taste for a courtroom. I preferred the work behind it, contracts and clauses, the language and bargains that hold when nobody is performing.

      My husband and I lived together a long time before marriage was a possibility for us, which we did when we could. We moved twice and settled in the Bay. That’s the life. I’m happy in it. The rest of this is a thing I go back for, not a thing I live in.

      I had kept the book, Watership Down.

      What was the quote? “All the world will be your enemy, Prince with a Thousand Enemies, and whenever they catch you, they will kill you.”

      What I took from the rest of it was the instruction. “But first they must catch you, digger, listener, runner, prince with the swift warning. Be cunning and full of tricks.”

      Be cunning and full of tricks.

      I did my best.

      Years after 1979 I was back home for a conference and I gave myself an afternoon in the old neighborhood. It had not fared well. A lot of those cities hadn’t.

      My parents and Cat had been in the suburbs for years, and it seemed as if half the houses were for sale. In a richer place a developer would have bought them by the block.

      There were signs of hope anyway. Young families, Somali and Latino. A stroller on my old porch. I didn’t knock, or ask to look in. The reality couldn’t have been better than the stroller.

      The silk-screen shop under their old flat had become a Puerto Rican bodega. I went in and bought a pernil sandwich.

      I stood on the sidewalk and texted my husband between bites: You should see these Century Homes. So cheap I could buy one on a credit card.

      He wrote back: LOL. But don’t.

      Five minutes later: Matthew. Seriously. Don’t.

      And then: I love you.

      I loved him too. I was so lucky in that way.

      That night I stopped at a gay bar for a drink. Not a club, not a real dance floor. Just a quiet dive that played oldies, the lights low and spots at the bar where you could sit.

      Richard was there. Dave’s friend, the one with the good pot who had said Dave was like a teddy bear, the one Cat had figured for queer before I had a word I could live in. He was older, of course, but I knew him at once. His hair was dyed to something like his natural brown. I didn’t mention it.

      Over the second drink he told me Dave had moved out of state after he finished school. Last Richard had heard, he was a social worker. He worked with kids. The ones nobody else cared about.

      I was glad to hear it. So glad I could have cried. Not for the job. I had been afraid I had damaged him. The bargain, the afternoon. He had finished school. He was working. He was all right. I had not broken him.

      I had spent years calling his two children proof of him. His nature. The man who had been sexual before he could shave. The stud. But he had been fifteen. She had been a woman with a paycheck and a house. The kids nobody else cared about were the ones he had been. 

      I hadn’t wanted that version in 1979. I had it now.

      Somewhere in the third drink Richard told me he had been in love with Dave himself, and that Dave had once let him give him a blowjob. I wondered, for a moment, if it was true, but it was his story to tell. I kept mine.

      After that he was too far gone to drive. I took his keys, pried his address out of him and drove him home. We staggered up the steps, and I put him to bed in his clothes and sat with him for a minute. I wondered what was moving behind his eyes. In the end I smoothed his hair, once, the way you do when you’re not going to stay.

      I had meant to call a cab from his place to the hotel, but it was a warm clear night and I was restless. My hotel was about two miles away, so I walked.

      I put my earbuds in and scrolled past Fiona Apple, past the sainted Sharon Jones and the Dap-Kings, then back up to the only Four Tops song I had.

      The boulevard was dark and mine. The song started. There was a flutter in my hands.

      I began to walk-dance, a little something in my step. By the first refrain, “Catfish, was her name, dancing was her claim to fame,” the rhythm had me. My stride stretched out and I put the Bus Stop in it, the one Dominique had graded me on in the corridor by the gym. Forward, back, forward again. A quarter turn and a clap on “Do what you wanna do, I wanna lay it on you.”

      The Bus Stop is a simple dance. You draw a line and then you trace it. The style is in the shoulders, rolling with the step, and mine did, arms and hips loose. Forward four steps. Then back. A good turn on the third “Makes my nature rise.” Take a pause to look good.

      A line dance is supposed to keep you in place. I improvised, more steps forward than back.

      Dominique would have failed me for the extra steps. I took them anyway, or I would never have gotten anywhere. I had to move on.

      I kept at it, singing under my breath. Two steps back, three forward, cunning in the shoulders in the whitest Soul Train line in the world, laughing at myself under the whole of the moon.

      Before I left Richard he had asked me not to tell anyone about him. He worked at a Catholic school and was still deeply closeted. He wanted Cat kept out of it, the feelings and the rest. I would never have told her, but she wouldn’t have cared if I did.

      He should have secured the promise before he disclosed. That would have been the smart thing. She had made the same mistake, years ago, in our kitchen, with a cigarette going and our parents’ car not yet at the end of the block. You don’t put the only thing you’ve got on the table and then start talking about what you want for it.

      But he was safe. Gay bars have always come with an unspoken confidentiality clause. And keeping secrets was an old habit of mine by then.

      

      END
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