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      I stood a few feet off the main path. The park was quiet, just the soft sound of rain on leaves and the occasional distant rustle from deeper in the trees. The wet earth squished under my sneakers.

      The guy a little way ahead leaned against a tree like he had all the time in the world. Red hair pushed back, a battered black leather jacket over a thin tank top, a flannel shirt tied around his waist, Doc Martens on his feet.

      I walked toward him, made sure to make eye contact for just three beats, then lowered my gaze. My heart pounded harder than it should have.

      I stopped a few feet away from him, looking off into the darkness. He was smoking.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” the guy answered.

      His chin tipped toward the men’s room down the path. Not a point. A nod you could miss if you were looking at the trees, or the moon, or anything else. The restroom sat there with its dull brick and the pale light from inside visible through a few small windows just under the roofline.

      When I turned back to him, I put my hand in my pocket, found the condom by the foil edge, and held it out between two fingers.

      “Want one of these?” I asked.

      The guy’s cool broke.

      It was almost funny, how fast the costume came off. He grinned and his shoulders dropped half an inch. The park face—bored, available, a little mean—folded up and got put away.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. Artie had spent the last twenty minutes prepping me on the path, but it was one thing to hear it and another to actually do it.

      “Almost got it,” he said. “You don’t want to lead with the rubber.”

      He pushed off the tree and walked back toward me, no longer playing the part.

      “The eye contact, then looking away, was good. That’s the sweet spot. About three seconds. The nod was solid, too.”

      Artie dropped his cigarette onto the grass and crushed it under the sole of his boot. “But when you offer it, you have to give them an out. You say something like, Hey, I'm Artie. Just making sure everyone's got what they need tonight. It softens it. You don’t come in like the health department. You come in like you happened to have extras.”

      I nodded, letting the advice settle.

      “I know you got the speech already,” Artie said. He glanced past me, checking the path the way you check a street before you cross. “But before you do this on your own, I need to make sure you get it. Informed consent and all. The Parks Department knows what we’re doing. They look the other way because the city’s not about to put free condoms in the cruising park restrooms. But if something goes sideways, if someone makes a stink or Vice makes a sweep, they’ll deny knowing anything.”

      He looked me dead in the eye.

      “We’re not a registered nonprofit. We're just a handful of guys working out of a living room. If you get caught up in a sweep, or you do something stupid, there’s no official backing. No protection. Parks will deny they ever heard of us. If you get stopped, you are entirely on your own.”

      I nodded slowly. I knew the logistics. I was ready to just get on with it.

      “I got it,” I said.

      “Any questions?”

      I had one: It’s 1992. We know how it’s transmitted. We know what it does. Why the hell are guys still doing this out in the dark?

      I didn’t ask it. I didn't want a lecture on the psychology of the closet or the politics of public space.

      I wasn’t an activist. I’d been roped in by the new guy at the clinic where I worked, the one who’d moved up from L.A., where he’d been in ACT UP, looking for a practical way to do some good here. He’d said it like he was asking me to help him move a couch. I’d felt like I couldn’t say no without becoming a certain kind of person, and I already didn’t always like the kind of person I was to begin with.

      “What name are you giving out?” Artie asked.

      I said my actual name.

      He made a face, small but visible.

      “It’s too formal. Too many syllables. You don’t want something they have to ask you to repeat. You don’t want a story attached to it. Pick something else. Something easy. Something simple.”

      I thought for a second.

      “Todd,” I said.

      One syllable. Easy.

      He was right, and I knew it as soon as it was out of my mouth.

      I’d lived twenty-five years with an old-school family name that almost always invited a follow-up. Was I named for a grandfather? Or for a dead president? People liked to place you.

      It wasn't a bad name, but it was a curiosity. And being out there in the dark wasn’t about me.

      I tried to let the new name settle into place.

      Out here I could just be Todd. One syllable. Forgettable. A guy with extras in his pocket.

      Artie clapped me on the shoulder.

      “I’ll go loop around the maintenance shed,” he said. “You stay on the path. If you see someone, remember what we practiced. Hey. The nod. Then the rest. If they don’t want one, let them go. You’re not saving anybody. You’re just making sure they have what they need.”

      He shook a fresh cigarette from the pack, lit it, and cut off between the trees toward the shed. The ember was a small orange fact and then not. The night swallowed the rest of him.

      I stood under the tree he’d been using and felt the evening settle onto the path. I had dozens of condoms in the canvas bag over my shoulder, and more in both pockets, so I wouldn’t have to dig in the bag like I was opening a store. The men’s room light hummed. Somewhere farther in, a laugh snapped off short.

      I waited for the next guy.
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      Three weeks later I knew the geography of the park. Which path went soft after rain. Which lamp hummed and which one was dead. Which bend in the trail let you see a man before he saw you, and which one dumped you into him with no warning at all.

      I knew the patterns of the cruisers too. Ordinary husbands. Middle-aged dads in windbreakers who still looked like they had a driveway to go home to. Younger guys in tight jeans who moved like the dark owed them something. A few who looked strung out and didn’t care who saw them, or what they took from my hand.

      The handoffs weren’t always the seamless exchanges Artie and I had rehearsed.

      Half the time the patter worked. Hey. I’m Todd. Just making sure everyone has what they need. The guy would glance at the foil, take it, and disappear back into the dark. Just the smallest transaction in a place built out of small transactions. A few lingered and talked, like we were a couple of guys at the office on a ten-minute break. See you. Have a good night. Taking one like it was a stick of gum as he went back on duty.

      The other half, I triggered their spider-sense. A wave-off. A hard no in the shoulders. A man who looked through me and kept walking as if I were an out-of-place nuisance.

      That was the fatal flaw in the system. The cruisers, the outreach guys like Artie, and the undercover cops were all playing the same game: standing around in the dark, trying to read the signs, hoping the other man was the thing you wanted.

      I knew what I looked like. Clean-cut, short hair, the square-shouldered frame and the jaw. I didn’t mean to, but I looked like a rookie right out of the academy. To a paranoid cruiser I must have looked exactly like Vice: some kid they’d dressed in jeans and sent in to pull a badge when the moment got specific enough.

      I’d learned the lore of the park the way you learn any folklore, in pieces, from men who didn’t give their names.

      Check the shoes. A vice cop might throw on an old flannel to blend in, but the shoes were supposed to give him away. Thick-soled oxfords. Something too new, too sturdy, too much like work. Tactical boots if the department had stopped pretending. The lore was probably half true and half wish. It was still what people used.

      I didn’t fully buy it. Shoes didn’t seem hard to fake.

      But there was a second, more reliable test. If the shoes didn’t give you an answer, you went for a kiss.

      A kiss wasn’t illegal. The prevailing wisdom was that a vice cop might let you touch his belt, but he wouldn’t let you kiss him on the mouth. If he turned his head or shoved you away, you ran.

      I heard those absurd rules and was glad I didn’t have to live by them.

      I had never had sex without a condom in my life. I had still gone twice to the clinic—not mine, the anonymous one downtown—sat in a plastic chair under a poster of a couple who looked nothing like anyone I knew, and sweated out the two-week wait just to be told I was negative and handed a brochure I could have recited in my sleep.

      Everyone had heard the Safe Sex Is Hot Sex talk, and everyone played along, except the guys in the parks who waved me off.

      It was a survival tactic. It also blunted the thing itself, and the thing itself, at least for guys like me, was the point. Fucking was about contact. About the stupid, animal fact of being in another person, or them in you, bare, with nothing between you. Instead we were in each other’s bodies in what was supposed to be the most intimate contact wearing a thin little barrier right where you were supposed to connect.

      Condoms were even the norm in gay porn, the performers glancing down like they were opening mail.

      And still the city council wouldn’t authorize dispensers in the bathrooms. There was a plague going on, and they did not want to “encourage the problem.”

      It infuriated me that they were cowards. It also wore on me that these guys were out here taking the risk anyway, night after night, as if the 1980s had been a rumor.

      So that left me in the park, giving out the thing that would dull the relief, just to throw the smallest wrench in the system, when I could have been home. Warm. Nobody reading my face for a badge.

      Artie was off on his stretch, the loop by the maintenance shed. My path was empty. A fine rain had started, the kind that didn’t commit to being weather, just made the leaves loud and the benches shine.

      I was ready to call it. The bag strap rubbed at the edge of my neck in that particular way that meant I had been virtuous enough for one night.

      Then I heard a sound.

      Not the usual two-step of men already negotiating. Just walking. A silhouette on the path that was wrong in a way I felt before I understood. Too solid. Too unhurried. Not furtive, and not too casual either. Too at home.

      Up close I could see him.

      Solidly in his forties. A head of brown hair, a solid jaw, a mustache. Jeans, a plain T-shirt, a windbreaker. Scuffed work boots. He moved with some heft, like a coach, like Mike Ditka if Ditka had taken a wrong turn after a game and ended up under these trees.

      Honestly, with the mustache and the windbreaker and the way he walked, he looked like my dad. Or one of my dad’s buddies. The kind of man who should have been on a sofa with a beer, watching a game, not cutting through a cruising park in the rain.

      I could have gone home. Let the middle-aged dad figure it out on his own.

      But he had my attention, and not just because I was bored.

      It was a guilty secret. At twenty-five I was supposed to go for other guys who looked like me—young, good-looking, gym-built. But guys like this, middle-aged, but not soft, not needy the way some of the married ones were, a guy who looked like he could sit down and not ask you to make him feel young, had always been a thing for me. Just not the kind of thing twenty-five-year-old guys admitted to each other. Not outside dirty stories in Handjobs magazine.

      It shouldn’t have made a difference.

      But it did.

      Fuck it.

      I felt in my pocket for a condom and stepped out from under the tree.
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      When I stepped forward, he spotted me.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to project my best just-one-of-the-guys energy. It was already off.

      Up close he was even more the thing I had already decided he was. The first silver at the temples. The spread of his chest and shoulders under the windbreaker. The utilitarian barber haircut. You could practically feel the straight dad wafting off him, like cheap aftershave.

      It threw me.

      “I’m Todd. Just seeing if you’re looking for something tonight.”

      I held out the condom.

      He looked at it. He looked at me. He didn’t take it and he didn’t speak. He just stood there in the drizzle like a man waiting for a bus that might not be his.

      I reached out a little further. “Come on, man.”

      He looked around, stopping for a moment on the men’s room. He looked at me once more and turned to go there.

      I was left on the path with my hand still out.

      If they didn’t take it, you let them walk. That was the rule. You weren’t a cop and you were not a priest and you were not anybody’s mother. You offered. You did not chase.

      But looking at him, I thought if I let him go he’d just find someone else. Do it raw. Take something home to his wife. Someone like my mom.

      I followed.

      I pushed open the heavy metal door.

      The men’s room was a bleak cinderblock cell. A low partition stood just inside the door, hip-high, not tall enough to conceal anything. Across from the sink, one urinal. One stall with a half door, the kind designed to discourage exactly what the room was used for. The light was the color of old milk and it smelled like wet concrete.

      He was already around the partition and settling against the sink.

      The wedding ring was right there. Gold. Ordinary. The kind of thing you stopped seeing on men until a place like this made it loud.

      He was undeniably good-looking, or he had been, but I could still see it under the creases at the eyes. A little jowly. Thicker through the middle. In his prime he must have been something. The guy other guys listened to without knowing why. Now he was straight-up dad material.

      It shouldn’t have made a difference.

      It did.

      I held out the condom again.

      “Hey. I’m seriously just trying to help.”

      He looked. He still wouldn’t speak. He still wouldn’t act.

      Just behind his shoulder I could see myself in the mirror. Short hair. Blue eyes. Sharp jaw. The rookie-cop look, stark under the overhead light. Of course he wasn’t moving. He was waiting for me to prove I wasn’t a badge.

      I knew the lore.

      I looked down at my canvas sneakers and wiggled my toes inside them. The shoe test. Still nothing. Just the squeak of cheap rubber soles on the hard floor.

      That left the kiss.

      Usually the kiss was to see if the other guy was a cop. Not to prove you weren’t.

      I was already wildly off script, and he looked like someone’s father, and the ring was still there on the porcelain edge of the sink.

      I pocketed the condom and stepped closer.

      Face to face. Close enough to smell his skin and whatever soap he used that wasn’t trying to be anything. I held there a second, giving him the out. He didn’t take it. He stayed where he was, hands on the sink.

      I pressed my mouth to his.

      There was the bristle of his mustache. Dry lips. The static little shock of doing the thing you were not supposed to do, even in the place where it happened.

      He stayed there, gripping the sink.

      I leaned in and parted my lips and felt the wet slide of his tongue. Slow at first, like he was deciding whether this counted. Then it did.

      Maybe it was misplaced responsibility. He was married. Straight, or straight enough. Maybe past his glory days and looking for the attention he used to get without asking. Attention it didn’t hurt me to give any more than it hurt to press a condom into a stranger’s hand.

      Maybe it was simpler than that. The intoxication of this kind of man. A masculine dad I could give something to.

      After my own streak of sex with gay guys my age, all of us raised inside the plague, there was something about this kind of masculinity that hit the button I kept hidden. I could see him throwing his weight around in a bed. No latex. Humping into his wife without hesitation. Blowing his load right inside her. No rubber. No pause. No fear. No regret. Just taking what he wanted because he was a man and built to take it.

      And wanting more.

      The kiss deepened.

      I ran my hands inside the windbreaker, over the spread of his chest. Fuck, he was solid, in a different way than guys I’d been with. There was a tick in the mustache, that was all. Then my hands moved around his ribs and lower, to the small of his back, to pull his hips forward, to get his crotch against mine. His hands came off the sink and gripped my arms. He pushed my hands down to the front of his jeans. He held them there, firm enough, long enough to make the boundary clear.

      I could touch his cock.

      That was all.

      I could have laughed. This middle-aged guy dictating terms to a twenty-five-year-old who looked like I looked, in a bathroom built to prevent exactly this. I didn’t laugh. I didn’t leave.

      I stayed. We breathed the same air. I surrendered to the rule he’d made and cupped the mound in his jeans, the heat of him through denim, tongues flicking, the ring a small hard fact against my side when his hand shifted.

      He pulled back just enough to speak. The first words he’d given me all night.

      “You gonna suck it,” he said, “or tease me?”
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      I knew I should have stopped. Thrown a few condoms on the floor and left. That was the extent of the job.

      I glanced at the door. Still shut. Outreach had been a bust. The rain had emptied the path. There was no one but us in that cinderblock box.

      He wasn’t the kind of guy I would ever leave a bar with. Not if my friends were there. They would have looked at the cheap haircut and the dad wardrobe and the mustache and rolled their eyes, and I would have let them, because that was easier than explaining myself.

      They didn’t know about the nights in my old bedroom, my dad and his buddies just below the floor, their voices coming through the slats and the air ducts. The man-laughs. The chairs scraping. The ordinary noise of men who didn’t know they were being overheard. And me on my back with my shirt shoved up, imagining them taking turns on me, pumping my own fist until I came on my belly and then the relief of lying there, listening.

      This guy would have fit right in with them.

      He was hard. He was here. My friends weren’t.

      A guy like this was never going to be an option in my real life, whatever that was.

      I blew out a breath.

      The clinics talked like any fluid exchange was a death sentence. They gave out flavored rubbers nobody used. For a lot of guys, oral was the compromise. The real danger spiked if a guy came, and I had no intention of taking a stranger’s load in my mouth. As long as I didn’t let him shoot there, it wasn’t Russian roulette.

      That was the math I was willing to live inside for a little bit longer.

      I used the same sink he was leaning on as a handhold and lowered myself, one knee and then the other.

      The canvas bag came off my shoulder and went to the floor. I sat back on my heels. The tile was cold through my jeans.

      I put my hand on the mound in his jeans again, felt the heat of him, and unzipped. His belt. His fly. When the waistband gave he reached back, a quick awkward hitch, and then he let me keep going.

      I hooked the briefs down. He was thick—thicker than the outline had promised—the head already dark and wet at the slit. I pulled his cock and balls over the waistband and let them rest there, in his dark pubes, heavy against the taut elastic.

      Fuck.

      I spat into my palm and wrapped him. The spit made a sound against the quiet of the room. I stroked him from root to head until he shone, then leaned in and licked the underside, slow, tasting skin and the faint tang of piss from a man who’d shaken off without planning on this. I did it again, broader, getting him wet on purpose. I opened my mouth and took the head.

      He filled it immediately. I breathed through my nose and sank farther, lips stretching around the shaft, wetting it with spit. When I pulled back it strung between my mouth and his cock and I used it, fist twisting over what I couldn’t comfortably take.

      I went down again. Deeper this time. He bumped the back of my throat and I gagged, a wet involuntary sound I couldn’t swallow in time. Spit coughed over my bottom lip and down onto his balls. I pulled off, cleared my throat, wiped my mouth with the back of my wrist, and went right back to it.

      “That’s it,” he rumbled.

      He was fully hard now, a thick, blunt thing I had to work for. I found a rhythm: down until my eyes watered, up with a tight seal, tongue flat along the underside, spit running. Every few strokes he pushed. Not a slam, just that extra half-inch men give themselves when they think you can take it. And I did take it, throat closing, a wet choke around him, then recovered and kept the seal so he wouldn’t think I was done.

      It wasn’t like it was with guys my own age. No reciprocity. No hand in my hair that was also an invitation to switch. He stood there and used my mouth the way he used the sink holding him up, and I was just another service, built for men like him. I gripped his thigh, then lower, his calf, then back again.

      Drool collected on my chin and dripped off. My own cock ached in my jeans, a trapped, stupid pulse, and I used one hand to rub myself through the denim while the other stayed at his base, holding him steady so I could feed him back into my throat.

      His hand came down on my head and stayed there. Not shoving, but making it clear who set the pace. When I looked up, he was looking down at me. Mustache. Creases at the eyes. Breathing through his mouth a little.

      He pushed in a little too far again. I gagged around him, a raw gluck of spit and air, and his fingers tightened in my hair like he liked the sound. I stayed on it. Eyes wet. Nose running. The taste of him all the way back.

      I pulled off to catch my breath and the cold air hit my lips. I used my fist on him, sloppy now, a surge of precum cutting the spit, the head flaring dark. A thread of it hung from my bottom lip. I licked it off without thinking.

      “Suck it,” he said.

      I did. Took him to the back again, slower, letting him feel every inch go in. My throat fluttered. Spit ran in a sheet down his shaft and over my knuckles.

      “Don’t stop. Right there.”

      I could feel him getting close. His thighs started to tremble against my shoulders. His grip tightened. His hips gave that short, helpless stutter, crowding my mouth, the head lodging too deep for a second, my throat working around him in a panic I tried to hide.

      “Fuck. I’m close. Don’t stop⁠—”

      I pulled off completely. A wet sound, obscene in the tile box. Spit followed him out of my mouth and I caught his cock in my hand, wrapped him tight, and held him there, my thumb pushing in at the base, where the shaft met his balls. Stopping him.

      A last self-preservation impulse.

      The sound he made was small and angry and helpless all at once. I kept the pressure just short of what he needed, waiting for the edge to go out of it. His cock twitched hard in my fist, shiny, abandoned.

      “Easy,” I said.

      The load subsided without breaking. I pushed up off the floor, mouth wet, chin wet, and looked at him from something closer to even.

      “We can finish off together,” I said. “Just not like that.”

      I could still have this without rolling the dice on my life.
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      The look on his face was somewhere between anger and surprise.

      “What the fuck?”

      His cock was engorged, shining from my mouth, a bead of precum welling at the slit and sliding down the shaft I had just taken too far into my throat. Still pointed at me like the conversation hadn’t ended.

      “Hey. It’s okay.” My voice came out thick with spit, the words a little ruined. I was trying to salvage the momentum. “We can jerk off together.”

      I didn’t wait for an answer. I pressed in again, mouth to mouth, wetter this time with the ghost of the gag. I kissed him like I could rewrite the last thirty seconds.

      “See? We can finish like this.”

      I reached around his hips to pull him against the ache still trapped in my jeans. My hands found the seat of his jeans, his ass.

      He moved then. Fast. Hands coming for my arms to stop the reach.

      “God damn it.”

      He was too late. My fingers were already on his rear pocket.

      Two metal rings under the denim, nested against each other. The unmistakable oval of cuffs.

      I froze.

      Our eyes locked.

      A freak. A basher. I had just sucked a stranger’s cock in a park bathroom and I was going to end up cuffed on the tile and beaten with a bat, or left dead in the park.

      The scream came out of me before I chose it.

      “HELP—”

      His hands locked on my forearms. Hard.

      “Hey! Shut the fuck up!”

      I wasn’t giving him the chance. It was pure animal instinct.

      “GET THE FUCK OFF ME⁠—”

      I twisted. Fought for footing on wet tile. Tried to make myself small and then violent, anything to keep him off me. My heel slipped. My bag was underfoot, condoms spilling out. I didn’t get my balance.

      He was on me like he’d done this before. That should have been the clue, but I wasn’t in a rational mind.

      He knew how to put a body on a wall. He slammed me into the cinderblock and the cold came through my cheek, through my teeth, a white burst behind my eyes. I threw myself back off it and he was already there, riding the rebound, pinning me with his chest and his hip and that same solid weight I had wanted ten minutes ago.

      “VICE! Don’t fucking move!”

      A cop.

      A fucking cop.

      I twisted anyway, tried to get a shoulder free, tried to make the wall let me go. “Get off⁠—”

      “CITY VICE! Stop resisting or I will put you on the ground!”

      I shoved back into him. Not a plan. I hit the windbreaker with an elbow and felt him rock a half-step.

      He drove a knee into the back of my leg, just above the joint, and the leg buckled.

      “Ow—fuck⁠—”

      But I stopped moving.

      He shifted his weight to keep me pinned and snared my right wrist, cranked it up between my shoulder blades until the shoulder lit all the way into my neck. I made a sound I hated.

      He didn’t ease off. He reached into the windbreaker with his free hand, awkward because of how close we were, and hauled out a fat wallet. He snapped it open in front of my face.

      A silver badge. Close enough I could see the city seal. The number. I knew what it was.

      All the fight went out of me.

      I knew what a 647a meant. Lewd conduct in a public place. The booking room with the scuffed bench. The fingerprint ink that didn’t come off in the first sink. A public arrest record. My real name, the one with too many syllables, attached to a park bathroom and a man with his pants open. The office in the morning. My parents answering a phone in the middle of the night. 

      My face rested against the cool wall.

      There was just the sound of us breathing. No crackle of a walkie. No backup request. No second cop coming around the partition with a flashlight and a joke. The city had sent one man in a windbreaker and a mustache and then looked the other way, the same way Parks looked the other way about the condoms.

      Behind my ear the wallet snapped shut.

      Then he had to get at the cuffs.

      He hitched his hip off me a fraction, enough to get two fingers in, and dragged them out of his rear pocket. The chain chimed once, a sound so specific it made my stomach drop all over again. He almost fumbled them. His hands were not as steady as the badge had been.

      He was breathing hard. Winded. The adrenaline had him too. This had not gone the clean way, whatever the clean way was supposed to be. His cock was still out. My spit was still on it.

      “God damn it,” he muttered. “Give me your other hand.”

      I did.

      I knew enough to know there wasn’t a second version of this that went better. There was only the one where I made it worse.

      He cuffed me. First the twisted wrist, then the other, behind my back. Too tight on the right one. The metal was colder than the wall. When the second cuff seated, something in my chest gave up trying to be a different person.

      My breathing started to come down in ugly pieces. My leg throbbed where his knee had been. My mouth was dry but my lips were still wet. He’d almost cum in my mouth. That was the part I could not get rid of, even with my hands locked behind me: I had been on my knees for a cop, and my body had not known it in time.

      He stood there behind me.

      Then he had to put himself away.

      One-handed. The other stayed on me, a fistful of my jacket and the chain close to my wrists, pinning me to the wall so I couldn’t turn. I heard him pull his briefs up and shove his cock down into his underwear, still half hard. The wet, graceless sound of a man stuffing himself out of sight. He hitched his jeans up, awkward, one-handed, shifting his hips. The zipper. Each small ordinary noise separating him from what had happened, but leaving me there.

      That was when it landed all the way.

      Not the badge. Not even the cuffs.

      The fact of it. I had followed him in here. I had put my mouth on him. I had been so busy not rolling the dice on my life that I had not noticed the other game in the room.

      I was fucked.
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      Pinned against the wall, I had to speak over my shoulder.

      “You can’t do this,” I choked out. “It’s entrapment.”

      Behind me he pulled his belt through the loops and buckled it with one hand. Then he started patting me down. Shoulders. Sides. The seams of my jeans. Follow the procedure, even with his breath still a little high.

      “Entrapment?” he said. “No idea what you’re talking about. I stopped in here to use the sink. You grabbed my belt.”

      “The fuck I did. Your dick is still hard.”

      I could hear how it would sound in a report as I did the math. A vice cop’s word against a gay guy carrying condoms in a cruising-park bathroom.

      “What kind of Vice cop works a sting with his cuffs in his back pocket?” I asked. My voice was quieter now. “That’s sloppy.”

      His hands stopped on me for a second. Just for a second, professional pride hit.

      “They were in my waistband, genius,” he snapped. “Till you unbuttoned my jeans.”

      I could see it then. Me loosening the belt, popping the fly. Him reaching back when the waistband gave, catching the cuffs before they slid down, dumping them in the pocket like a man putting a spill back in the glass.

      “And where’s your piece?” I said.

      I had run my hands over his chest. His sides. On my knees I would have felt an ankle rig. The bulk of it. There had been nothing. No holster at the hip. No weight under the windbreaker except the wallet and the badge.

      “You’re running a solo decoy in a dark park without your weapon? What, did you leave it in the car?”

      Silence.

      I pressed on.

      “You asked for it. You let me blow you. You didn’t try to stop it. What, thought you’d get your dick wet before a collar?”

      Over my shoulder I could see his jaw go tight. I felt it in the way his hands came back to the search, harder now, less by-the-book, like the script had a tear in it that I wouldn’t stop poking at.

      “Like I said. I stepped in here to use the sink. You grabbed my belt.”

      He reached into my rear pocket and pulled my wallet and flipped it open. He thumbed the license out, held it up in that milk-colored light, and squinted. He looked from the picture to the side of my face mashed against the wall.

      Then he said my name. The real one. The one Artie had told me not to give out.

      A slow smirk spread across his face.

      “Who the hell is Todd?” he said. “Your pickup name?”

      “It’s my outreach name,” I snapped. “I’m doing AIDS outreach. Look in my bag. It’s full of condoms.”

      The bag was still on the floor by the sink, slumped. A joke with a strap.

      “So who are you with?” he asked. “County health? The city?”

      “It doesn’t have a name. It’s a bunch of volunteers.” The answer came out thin. I hated it as soon as I heard it. “Community members.”

      “Right,” he said. “A bunch of guys in the woods.”

      “I want your badge number. And your name.”

      He didn’t even pause.

      “City Vice. Officer Hayes. Badge 4109.” He snapped my wallet shut and shoved it into his windbreaker pocket. “You unbuckled my belt. That’s a textbook 647a. Solicitation and lewd conduct. I don’t give a shit about your public service.”

      “You should give a shit,” I said. “I’m trying to help guys like you out here getting your dick sucked while you tell your wife you’re working late.”

      That didn’t land well.

      He started in on the rights, in the cadence of every movie, the one that meant the night had left the bathroom and entered a file.

      “You have the right to remain⁠—”

      “I KNOW THE FUCKING LAW.”

      It came out too loud for the room. My own voice bounced off the cinderblock and came back smaller.

      “I know how Vice operates. I know you’re out of policy right now. You don’t run plainclothes decoys in a public restroom without a cover officer on the perimeter.”

      That was the first time he looked at me like he was trying to figure out how a twenty-five-year-old kid with spit still drying on his mouth and a canvas sack of rubbers knew Vice deployment protocols. Like the story he’d been writing in his head had acquired an extra page.

      “What are you,” he said, “first year night school? Save your bullshit for the station.”

      He hooked the chain between the cuffs and used his size to haul me toward the partition, toward the door, toward the path and the rain and whoever might still be under the trees. The leg he’d buckled wobbled. The cuffs bit. My shoulder screamed in the position he’d left it.

      The panic went from theoretical to total.

      All I could think of was work. The directory with my real name on it. How would I explain this? And after that, the record that would come up every time someone ran me for a job, an apartment. Anything with a box that said have you ever been convicted. And not a bar fight. Not a speeding thing. A park bathroom. Lewd. The word that would make people stop listening to the rest of the explanation. I’d be branded a sex offender before I turned twenty-six.

      He dragged. My rubber soles fought the forward momentum.

      “Wait—” My voice was small and hoarse.

      He didn’t wait.

      I could see the door getting nearer. The rusty hinges. I was out of time.

      “Please wait⁠—”

      The next part came out of me before I could catch it, before I could decide if it was a card or a humiliation or both.

      “Wait. My dad’s a cop.”

      The forward momentum stopped so cleanly it was like he’d hit a wall I could not see.

      Then it was just us again. The hum of the light. His hand on the chain, and the sound of two men breathing.
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      His fist tightened in my jacket. The chain went short in his other hand.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Sergeant Fitzgerald Monaghan,” I gasped. “Fitz. Fourteenth District. South side. Go ahead. Call it in. Run the name.”

      Hayes was silent.

      “His old partner’s Russo,” I kept pushing. “Ask him about the bulldog tattoo on his left bicep. Ask him… ask him why they used to park behind the Denny’s on 4th to fill out their incident reports. His direct extension is 4-1-1-2. Call him yourself.” And once more, to drive it home. “Monaghan. Sergeant Monaghan”

      The air shifted. I felt it in his grip before I saw anything.

      He had walked into a bathroom and come up with a sergeant’s kid, and the puzzle was arriving in pieces. To check the story he’d have to drag me to a car radio or a payphone in the rain and find out if I was bluffing. Either way, the night got longer.

      He hauled me back in by the jacket and the chain, then turned me until I was standing on my own two feet, facing the sink. My bad leg shook and then held.

      In the mirror I could see his face over my shoulder. Jaw tight. Eyes doing that small search people do when they’re trying to remember. He probably didn’t know my dad. But he had to know what it would look like to walk a sergeant’s son into a booking room at midnight and try to explain the restroom, the missing cover officer.

      Before he could say anything, the door cracked open.

      My heart jumped. Artie.

      It wasn’t Artie.

      It was a regular I knew from the path, one of the ones who took the condom and never said thank you, and another guy behind him, their faces arranged for whatever they thought they were walking into. They saw it all at once. Me. The cuffs. Hayes. They froze like the room had become a photograph they didn’t want to be in.

      Hayes had the badge out before the door finished opening.

      “Vice. Restrooms closed for the night. Turn around. Walk.”

      I caught the regular’s eyes and shook my head once, small. Don’t.

      I don’t know what I thought he could have done anyway.

      They backed out. The door eased shut. The lock didn’t catch.

      I turned to face him.

      “You think that’s a get out of jail free card?” Hayes said.

      The last thing I wanted was to depend on my father. The thought of it sat in my mouth like a coin I had promised myself I would never spend. But when I pictured the rest of it—the record, every job and every lease and every background check for the rest of my life—there was nothing I wouldn’t use to stop that. Including him.

      “No. But if you bring me in, you’d better think about how it’s going to go, Officer Hayes.”

      Hayes shoved me back into the wall, his forearm across my collarbone. The cinderblock found its place against the back of my skull.

      “Ow. Fuck⁠—”

      I fought for footing and didn’t get much. The cuffs bit when I tried to bring my hands forward and remembered I couldn’t.

      “Tell me how it’s going to go, Todd.”

      “You’ll say it was a clean bust. A textbook 647a.” I pushed on, weaponizing everything I knew, blinking through the case as I built it. “I’ll call my dad. He’ll show up. And then I’m going to stand in front of him and your desk sergeant. I’m going to tell them how you didn’t have backup. How you wandered into a cruising park on a Friday night and let a twenty-five-year-old follow you in. How you didn’t say a goddamn word except to ask if I was going to suck it or tease you.”

      A beat. His forearm didn’t ease. I could see the sink in the edge of my vision. The scene of it. The place he had leaned while I was on my knees.

      “I’m going to tell them how you stood at that sink and let me pull your dick out. How you held the back of my head and shoved your hips forward. I’m going to tell them exactly how your precum tasted when I swallowed it.”

      I licked my dry lips.

      “How’s that going to go down in the locker room? A Vice officer who uses his badge to get his dick wet in the park? You didn’t make a bust. You caught a free one and slapped the cuffs on to cover your ass.”

      “Bullshit,” Hayes grunted. “You’re not gonna say shit with your old man standing there.”

      “See, the thing is, it’s too late for that. I don’t give a fuck what he thinks about me.” My voice came out shaky. I let it. The shake made it sound like the truth. “But he sure as hell is not going to be happy about how it looks for him if a Vice cop is treating his son’s mouth like a glory hole in a public bathroom and then dragging him in. How long do you think this solo decoy op holds up when my dad has Internal Affairs pull your jacket?”

      I watched it land. The gears turning. Mutually assured destruction, ugly and simple. If he walked me in, my life was fucked. If he walked me in and I opened my mouth, his was too. A sergeant. Internal Affairs. A story that didn’t sound like a clean bust even if you propped it up.

      Slowly, the tension in his forearm eased. He gripped my shoulders to turn me.

      He took a step back, breathing heavily through his nose. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to.

      The key scraped. The first cuff opened. Then the second. The blood came back into my hands in pins and heat.

      I turned around, rubbing my wrists, the skin already marking.

      And it was just the two of us again. The bag was on the floor where I’d left it. Condoms spilled out across the tile, little foil squares, looking like the stupidest evidence in the world.
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      I slumped back against the cinderblock. I felt hollowed out. My lungs ached and my knees practically shook.

      Hayes stepped back too, to the low partition, putting some distance between us. He hit the half-wall and slid down into a low crouch, elbows on his knees, head tipped back.

      He was less a cop and more a guy coming down off the same fight-or-flight high. The badge was back in the windbreaker. He was only the shape I had followed in here: a coach, a neighbor, somebody’s dad cooling off after a bad inning.

      “What’s a cop’s kid doing in a crapper giving strangers head?” he asked.

      “I told you. AIDS outreach.”

      He looked up from under his brows. The fluorescent light cut his face into planes. Still handsome in that blunt way, but tired.

      “That’s a hell of a way to do it.”

      “Yeah, well. I don’t do that. That was an exception.”

      He kept looking at me.

      Any other guy would have thanked God he wasn’t cuffed in the back of a car. Would have taken the open door and run until the park and the whole encounter was just a blurry memory. But I had been raised in a cop’s house. The questions didn’t stop just because the metal was off. You didn’t leave a scene until you understood it. That was the lesson, whether anyone had meant to teach it.

      “What about you?” I said. “What’s a Vice cop doing with his dick in a stranger’s mouth? You do that often? Is that your beat?”

      He ran a hand over his face, dragging at the mustache, at the eyes.

      “Fuck. I don’t know. First time.”

      “First time.” I let it sit. “Guys don’t just accidentally trip and end up with their belts unbuckled in a cruising park. Especially not Vice cops.”

      The look he gave me was the old one, the blue line starting to come down, the one that said you don’t talk to me like that, and then it didn’t. He just looked weary. Older than when we came in. Like the night had used up the part of him that knew how to be official.

      “I didn’t plan it,” he said. “I was off duty. Didn’t want to go home. I knew what this park was. We ran a sweep here a couple of years back. I just parked and walked into the trees.”

      “Looking for a bust?”

      “No. I didn’t even bring my piece.” His hand twitched up, a vague half-gesture. “Just looking to see if it was as easy as they say. To just walk into the dark and… disappear for a few minutes. I didn’t even know what I was going to do until you stepped up to that sink.”

      I frowned. The pieces didn’t sit flush. A man didn’t leave the gun and bring the cuffs unless some part of him was still on the job, or still afraid of being seen off it.

      “Then why the cuffs? You leave your gun behind but you bring those? If you wanted this, why the hell did you slam me into the wall and read me my rights?”

      “Habit. Fuck me. I don’t know.” He shook his head once. “Then you started screaming.”

      “I thought you were a basher.”

      “And I thought a patrol car was about to roll up and find me with my belt unbuckled.” He pinched his eyes shut. “Instinct.”

      His voice drifted after that, like he’d stepped off the official version and there was nothing under it but the truth, unfiled.

      “My wife moved out six months ago. My kid is eighteen and doesn’t want a damn thing to do with me. The divorce papers showed up on Tuesday.” He opened his eyes. “I’m Mark.”

      “Mark,” I said with half a nod.

      That was all I gave him back. The name hung there anyway, smaller than Hayes.

      “I was just trying to turn my head off for ten minutes,” he said. “Same as anybody else out here.”

      For a minute there, we were just a cop and a cop’s kid. Family, in a way.

      The kind that recognized the furniture in each other’s houses. The silences. The way the job came home anyway. The way a man sat with his forearms on his knees when the night had gotten away from him. 

      “Sounds like a real shit sandwich,” I said. I’d heard my dad use it at the table, usually about a case or another cop, never about himself. It fit here better than it had ever fit there.

      A beat of silence passed, and then a small, rough laugh broke from his chest.

      I managed a weak smile, looking down at the canvas bag on the floor, the foil squares scattered near his boots.

      The threat was gone. But what had pulled us together was not. It had only been waiting for a different shape.

      I softened.

      “Look. Like I said. You were an exception.”

      Mark’s mouth moved like he almost smiled and then didn’t.

      “So how does this end?”

      I took him in again.

      A guy who could have sat in my father’s living room and not looked out of place. Unselfconsciously masculine, as if there had never been another way to be. Forearms on his knees, coiled to yell at a game on TV. The cheap haircut and stache. The wedding ring that had outlasted the marriage by a few days or a few years, depending how you counted.

      And I understood it, finally, in the ugly light.

      The middle age of those men wasn’t the compromise. It wasn’t incidental. It was the draw. I had obsessed over those effortlessly masculine men because they were a little broken by age, by the job, by the life that had used them. The cracks showed, letting the vulnerability leak through whether they wanted it to or not.

      And realizing I had the power to press my fingers right into those cracks and break them down myself?

      That was what made me hard as fuck.

      I guess you could say I came programmed that way.

      The danger was gone, but whatever brought Mark to the park wasn’t. Not yet. And I might never have this chance again.

      I reached into my pocket, found a condom by the foil edge, and held it out between two fingers. The same gesture I’d started the night with, before I knew his name.

      “We could finish what we started,” I said.
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      I nodded toward the stall.

      Mark pushed himself up off the wall with a grunt, knees complaining. He turned and scoped the room the way he would have scoped a doorway. Cop instincts still firing even now, after the badge had gone back in the pocket and the name had gone from Hayes to Mark.

      He rounded the hip-high partition and tested the space with his body, back to the door, measuring the angle, the swing, how much room a second man would have if the night walked in on them.

      “Over here.”

      I understood what he was doing. He was controlling the choke point. If the door opened he could put his back into it and stop the entry. Nobody walking in on a Vice cop with his pants down unless the Vice cop allowed it. 

      The same brain that had slammed me into the wall was now building a little fortress out of cinderblock and a metal door. In the short time we’d spent together he’d figured out the mechanics of the park better than I had in three weeks.

      Watching it made me ache. The competence. The way he still couldn’t turn it off.

      I stepped in front of him, facing the partition, the door at his back and mine to his chest. By the time I was there I knew it was not to finish him in my mouth.

      The night had already used that story. What was left was the other thing, the thing I had not let myself name when I followed him off the path. The thing the bag of condoms was supposed to stand in front of.

      I turned my back on him.

      Unbuckled. Opened my jeans and shoved them down, briefs with them. The cool found my ass and the backs of my thighs like a hand that wasn’t his. I braced my palms on the top of the partition. The cinderblock was damp and as unforgiving as the wall had been when he’d had my face against it. If I were a different person it might have killed what was happening in my jeans. It didn’t.

      Behind me I heard him do the same. Belt first, then his fly. The sound of him taking himself in hand, working his cock back up from the half-hardness the fight had left him with. I looked over my shoulder. His eyes went from the thing in his fist to my ass and back again, making the connection in his head like a man lining up a shot. Seeing what he was about to do to a twenty-five-year-old against a bathroom wall, and not looking away.

      He stepped in, closing the gap. He took my bare hip, positioned himself and pushed. Not in. Between my cheeks, the thick heat of him riding the sweaty cleft. I thought for a second he meant to try to take me dry, but he was looking down, getting the feel of it. Testing the fit of us the way he’d tested the door.

      “Okay,” he said, under his breath. Like a box checked.

      Holding himself there, he reached into my jacket pocket with his free hand like he was confiscating something and came out with a condom. He ripped it with his teeth and flicked the torn end away with his tongue.

      It was the most cop way to do it imaginable. I reached down to stroke my hard cock, feeling the momentum build.

      “Wait,” I breathed, my head turned just barely over my shoulder. “Are you clean?”

      I could imagine the horror on Artie’s face. Not that I was doing this, but that I’d use that word that way. The ugly implication sitting inside it that the infected were dirty, that the rest of us were not. He’d be right. In the real world it was a word I’d never use. Not that way. But here, with a cop about to fuck me against a park bathroom wall, I fell right to it.

      “Yeah,” Mark rasped. His voice was tight. Defensive. “I never…”

      It was the oldest lie in the park. Half the guys out here insisted it was their first time. No history, no risk. No danger. A clean slate offered in the dark like a courtesy so everyone could carry on.

      I stood there with my jeans at my knees and one hand on my own dick, keeping myself hard by force of will, and ran the calculation I was supposed to be there to prevent.

      He was green. He had practically panicked when I came in after him. He had not known what to do until I put my mouth on him. He looked healthy, which meant nothing and still meant something because the brain is a coward and wants a face it can trust.

      He was a cop.

      He was also a cop.

      A professional liar. A man whose wife had left him for reasons he had not named. The exact kind of guy out there spreading it in the dark.

      “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      He looked almost confused. Like the question had come from a different script than the one he was in.

      The condom in his hand was a wrench in the system, and I was about to take it out with my own hands.

      I said it before I could dress it up.

      “Drop it,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “Don’t use it.” I pushed my ass back against him, so there could be no mistake about what I was asking for. The friction intended to bring him along, just in case. “Just don’t.”

      I put my head down and squared my hips. My hands gripped the cinderblock under my palms.

      The open package hit the tile. I saw it in the edge of my vision, a little discarded square, the job I had come here to do lying on the floor like trash.

      He spat into his hand, and God, it sounded good. He smeared it over himself, root to head. He spat again and worked it until the blunt length of him was wet and shining, the spit catching the light the way it had when I’d had him in my mouth. Then he slapped the wet palm between my cheeks and dragged it over my hole, crude and sufficient. A cop’s idea of preparation.

      He bent his knees and gripped my hip hard to lock me in place. He found the height. The angle. The head of him notched against me and stayed there, waiting for the last word to be mine.

      “Do it,” I said.

      He pushed in.
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      It wasn’t smooth and it wasn’t easy.

      When he pushed in, the size of him arrived all at once, a thick ram that had little to do with the spit he’d used. My insides filled around it whether I wanted to or not. The air went out of my lungs in a curse.

      “Fuck—ah⁠—”

      I gasped for the next breath and got only half of it. My palms slipped on the cinderblock and scrambled to find it again.

      He was in me. Not all the way. Enough that my body had to make room it did not believe it had.

      He drew back and the drag of it made my eyes water. Then he pushed in again, deeper, and I felt every inch of the decision I had made when he asked how this would end.

      For a second I thought it was too much. He could pull out. I could get back on my knees. Blow him. Let him come in my mouth and call it finished, the way I had almost called it finished an hour ago. Just get off of me.

      I was still bargaining, but he held there.

      The pressure changed, the way it always did if you stayed with it long enough, the burn tipping over into something else. This was that, only better. Fuller. The fat length of him seated in me until there was no argument left in the muscle, only the fact of a cop buried to the hip in a park bathroom.

      “Oh fuck,” my lips numbly muttered.

      “That alright?” Mark asked, head cocked. Not tender, just checking. The last scrap of the man who had crouched against the same partition, talking about his wife moving out.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. Go.”

      He withdrew and pushed in again. Yes. And again.

      He was finding it. The height of his knees and the angle of my hips. The grip on my hip shifted to get it right. A rhythm that started ugly and then found a groove, the slap of him arriving sooner each time.

      His other hand slid up under my jacket and shirt and landed on my ribs. Holding me like I might walk away from the wall. His thrusts shifted.

      “Fucking tight,” he said.

      From the waist up we were two dressed men in jackets and shirts. From waist to knee we were bare, skin slapping skin, his jeans and mine shoved down and forgotten. The contrast made it filthier.

      The rhythm built. The pain was gone and in its place that thick cock was hitting every nerve I had, dragging over the spot inside me that made my hands splay on the wall. My feet did their job. My palms did their job. I held myself in place so the cop could bury himself in my ass, and I let him, and I wanted him to.

      He picked it up. More intent. The polite checking was gone.

      I thought of him leaking in me, the precum coating me from the inside. Readying me. The outreach version of me stood somewhere near the bag and watched. I did not invite him closer.

      “Fuck me,” I gasped.

      He did. Harder. The sound of it filled the stall, wet and shameless.

      “You like that?” His breath was hot against my ear. “You like getting fucked raw in a public restroom?”

      I couldn’t answer with words. The answer was the way I pushed back onto him, the way my breath broke in the open air.

      He wrapped his arms around me. The windbreaker rasped. The wedding ring was a small hard fact against my stomach.

      “You want to jerk off or something?”

      Oh that.

      The pleasure was already climbing. I peeled one hand off the wall and lifted it toward my mouth for spit and found nothing. My mouth was paper. I held the hand back by my ear instead.

      He understood. He spat into my palm. Warm and crude. Then he did it again. He sucked up the string on his lip, pumping harder into me.

      I reached down. I was already leaking and painfully hard. My fingers tightened around the shaft and then up over the head and back again.

      He grunted his approval and curled around me then, one hand still under my shirt, the other locked over my chest, humping straight up into me in short, deep thrusts that made my knees want to go. I kept them.

      “That’s it,” I said. “Don’t stop.”

      “Fuck.” His rhythm stuttered and then didn’t. “I’m right there⁠—”

      He locked in and shot in me and it hit like a drug.

      I saw it whether I wanted to or not. The white of it filling me. That blunt cock driving it deeper with every last thrust, packing it in, putting it everywhere there was room. He humped through the aftershocks, small helpless punches of his hips, a sound in his throat that was not official and not careful.

      My own cock went over the edge with no more warning than that. I pumped through my fist, striping the partition, spilling over my knuckles. The orgasm tore through the place he was still occupying, rippling around him.

      His hand came up and pushed the sweaty hair back from my brow. The gesture didn’t belong in the room, but it stayed anyway.

      I stood there, on my shaking arm and legs, milking out the last of it, my forehead tipped down, his weight still draped over my back.

      For a few seconds there was just the twitch of him emptying and the mess I was making of the wall.

      Then he pulled out. The backs of my thighs felt the rush of cooler air. Then the loss in my guts. A wet, hollow ache where I’d just been so full. Air where he had been, and whatever he’d left in me.

      He stepped back, his back hitting the metal door.

      I stayed braced to the wall with my jeans at my knees, and the knowledge of what I’d done settling in like a second pulse.
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      Mark flicked himself once, twice, clearing the last of the postcum, then put his junk away with a cop’s graceless efficiency. The zipper. The belt. The ordinary noises of a man becoming public again.

      As my breathing settled, he rounded the partition and reached the sink. He ran the water over his hands. The hand he’d used to spit and smear and open me. A quick pump of industrial pink soap. A scrub and then the water.

      He gave a look in the mirror while he finger-combed his hair into something that would pass in a parking lot. He studied the face as it settled into place over the man who had just done what he’d done. The mustache. The gray at the temples. Officer Hayes, reassembled.

      The same way the earlier awareness of becoming a twenty-five-year-old sex offender had hit me in waves, so did this.

      Not the empty place he’d left when he pulled out, but what he’d left behind. It sat in me like a ticking time bomb.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I staggered into the stall with the half door and let my ass hit the plastic seat. If I bore down, if I pushed hard enough, I could get it out. Most of it. Some of it. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe the body could still undo what the body had asked for.

      I let out a rip of air and something wet.

      Mark’s eyes caught me in the mirror. He cleared his throat.

      “I’ll be outside.”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t care where he stood. If he was alive or dead. I braced my feet and strained, forcing every muscle I had to expel what he’d put in me. A body sweat broke across my back and under my arms.

      The men’s room door opened and shut, letting in a quick draft of cooler air. When it found the open stall, the sweat went cold. I pushed anyway. Pushed the risk like it was a solid thing that would come out if I hated it hard enough.

      I wadded up toilet paper and wiped.

      There it was. His load on the cheap paper. Not an idea anymore. I pushed it down into the water, cursed and did it again. And again. Until the paper came away cleaner and my guts settled into a raw, hollow quiet.

      I hoisted myself up and looked at the mess in the bowl.

      I was as cleared out as I was going to get, which was not the same as clean.

      I flushed. The sound was too loud.

      I went to the sink and washed. Not a splash. A real wash. Soap up past the wrists, thumbs into the palms, under the nails, the way they made you do it at the clinic. Like ritual could still count after the thing it was meant to prevent.

      I put myself together. Jeans up. Belt. Jacket straightened. I splashed cold water on my face and looked in the mirror for a sign. As if it worked that way. There was only me. The same short hair. Blue eyes. Sharp jaw.

      I had to be okay, I told the face. I had to be.

      I picked up the bag, leaving the spilled condoms on the tile where they had fallen. On the way I bent to pick up the one Mark had torn open and dropped. That was no good to anyone.

      Outside, the rain had thinned to nothing. The leaves still dripped. Mark was waiting off the path, a dark shape with his hands in his jacket pockets, looking like any other man who had stayed too late.

      We walked to the lot without talking.

      There was one car waiting under a yellow light: an off-duty cop’s car. I knew the type. Unmarked enough to fool a civilian, not unmarked enough to fool me. The light made everything look cheaper than it was.

      He turned.

      “You said you didn’t give a fuck what your old man thought of you. Were you bullshitting me?”

      “No.” I shoved my hands into my pockets and shook my head. “We don’t really talk. Not about my life.”

      He pulled the wallet out again. What now?

      It wasn’t the badge this time. His thick fingers found a photograph, worked out from behind the plastic.

      “It’s a little old.”

      He passed it to me. It was a teenage boy. One of those school-picture-day photos. Sweater, mottled blue background. The stiff almost-smile. I could see Mark in the features, the jaw starting, the set of the mouth, mixed with something else.

      In the eyes I thought I could see the other thing. The ache of wanting to be close to men like Mark and not knowing how. Especially when what you wanted felt dirty. Shameful. Something you did in a room with the door shut and the vent carrying other men’s voices through the wall. 

      And under that, maybe, the other rehearsal: how to put distance in. How to get free of the house without anyone calling it leaving.

      What did he want me to say? That it would all be okay? That the kid would find a door that wasn’t a bathroom? That wanting it didn’t have to end in a stall with a half door and a ticking clock?

      I could almost have said it. He looks like me a few years ago.

      I didn’t. I was just projecting my own shit onto a stranger’s son in bad light. Giving the boy a story so I wouldn’t have to stand there empty-handed.

      “Good-looking kid,” I said.

      I handed the photo back. He slid it home with a care he had not given my license.

      “He’s a good kid.”

      He said it with a kind of guarded pride. The kind that didn’t want to be tested.

      “I know.”

      He closed the wallet. Looked around the lot once. The old sweep, the habit that didn’t clock out. Then he walked to the car, got in, and shut the door on the interior light.

      I stood there and watched the darkness take him, then the turn. The place where the park road bent and he was gone, back into whatever house the divorce papers had left him.

      I shifted the bag on my shoulder. The strap found the same groove it had worn all night.

      Then I walked back toward the path.

      END
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