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  My husband Sean,

  for supporting me in every way possible through this entire endeavor, even when I paid more attention to Angelo than to him.


  Zach…


  I OWN a video store, but I hate movies. I know. It’s completely ridiculous.


  It just sort of happened. I guess it started after college. I went to the University of Colorado. My parents wanted me to go to Colorado State, in Fort Collins, but I insisted on CU. I argued that it was a better school, but that wasn’t the real reason. CSU was for veterinary, forestry, and agriculture students; CU was for partying. In hindsight it was a pretty shitty thing to do to my parents. The tuition was a lot higher than at CSU, and I spent all five years drunk or high or both. I barely managed to graduate with a degree in business management. I think my GPA was somewhere around a two. Pitiful.


  Of course I did more than just get drunk and high. I also had sex a lot. My senior year I dated Jonathan, and after graduation, I followed him to Arvada, a suburb on the west side of Denver. He was an accountant. I was a bum. I got a job at the movie rental place down the street and continued to spend my time drunk and high and having sex—sometimes not with Jonathan.


  The day arrived when I came home, and he was gone. On the bright side, that was my wake up call. After that I managed to get my shit together—for the most part, at least. But I never did get another apartment or another job. And when my boss, Mr. Murray, decided to retire, I took out a loan and bought the video rental store.


  It seemed like a good idea at the time.


  


  So now here I am: thirty-four, single, and the not-so-proud owner of A to Z Video Rental. Did I mention that I hate movies?


  Late spring in Colorado, and the weather was stereotypically perfect: sunny, with the temperature hovering around eighty. I had finally broken down and turned on the air conditioner in the store.


  A to Z Video occupied one of four spots in the building. Three of the spots were downstairs—my store in the middle, flanked by a holistic bookstore and a head shop. Between the two of them, my store always smelled like sandalwood incense. The entire upstairs was taken up by a martial arts studio, owned by Nero Sensei. I wasn’t sure if Nero was his first or last name, but mostly we just called him Sensei. Today, the parking lot in front of our building was filled with martial arts students, all wearing those white pajamas they favor, doing some type of forms in unison and sweating their asses off.


  It was Friday afternoon, and I had one customer. He had been in several times lately. He was skinny, with dark skin and thick, black hair that hung in his face, and he looked like he barely had to shave. I’m not good at ethnicity. Maybe Latino, maybe not. He was walking along the shelves, looking at movies. Sometimes he would stop and look at me and shake his head. I had no idea what his problem was.


  He had just returned a movie called Blue Velvet. I was staring at that stupid movie, trying to decide where it was supposed to go on my cluttered shelves. On the one hand, it had Dennis Hopper in it, which to me said Action. On the other hand, the pictures on the box made it look like it was in black and white, which meant Classic. I gave up and stuck it in the first empty spot I saw, on a shelf labeled Special Interest. That seemed good enough.


  That was when Mr. Right walked in. He was my height, just under six feet, but built heavier than me. He obviously worked out. He had blonde hair and blue eyes. He was wearing dark gray slacks and a white dress shirt, open at the collar. I quickly checked my own shirt and was relieved to see that it was still relatively clean. I hadn’t dropped any of my lunch on it for once.


  “I’m Tom Sanderson,” he said, holding his hand out to me. “I’m your new landlord.” I had read about people with rich baritone voices. He actually had one. There was a dimple in his chin. He was incredibly hot, and even better than that, he was looking me up and down with obvious curiosity.


  Work was suddenly getting a lot more interesting. “Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook his hand. “Zach Mitchell.”


  “Zach.” He hung on to my hand a bit longer than he needed to, before letting go and glancing around. “Nice place.” He actually managed to not sound sarcastic when he said that. I hadn’t done anything with the store in years. The movie posters on the walls were faded and dusty, and showed new releases that were several years out of date. “How’s business?”


  “Not bad.” That was a lie. It was bad. Not nonexistent, but certainly not great. In fact the punk with the attitude was practically rush hour, in and of himself. I looked back at Tom. “I survive.” That much at least was true. “You’re my landlord now?”


  “Sure am. Don’t let that fool you, though. I’m not a bad guy.” He gave me a killer smile.


  


  “I’m sure that’s true,” I said.


  He looked at me for a minute, like he was sizing me up, then smiled again, and said, “Let me take you to dinner tonight and I’ll prove it.”


  I couldn’t believe that a guy as attractive as him would ask me out. I’m pretty average: five-eleven, brown hair, blue eyes, average build. Average, average, average. I know I’m not bad looking, but I’ve never been one of those guys that people notice, lust after, or are immediately attracted to. You know—those guys. Guys like him. “That sounds great,” I said, hoping that I didn’t sound overenthusiastic.


  “I’ll stop by here and pick you up at six.”


  


  I hadn’t had a date in months. I was definitely counting the hours.


  Later that afternoon Ruby stopped in. Ruby owned the holistic bookstore next door to my shop. She was in her sixties, at least. She was barely five feet tall and probably weighed less than a hundred pounds. Her hair was silver, cut short and well styled, and she always wore smart-looking pantsuits. Today’s suit was charcoal gray, with a sky blue scarf around her neck that matched her eyes. She looked like somebody’s rich grandmother.


  That illusion was always shattered the minute she opened her mouth. That was when you realized she wasn’t quite playing with a full deck.


  “Hey, Ruby,” I said. “Did you meet the new landlord?” “Of course I did,” she said in disgust. “What a terrible man.”


  “Oh?” She was so serious, and I was trying not laugh. “Why do you say that?”


  “He had no soul,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Couldn’t you tell? Just dark, all around.” She shuddered. “He’s going to be trouble, Zach.” She shook her finger at me. “You mark my words.”


  “Okay.” What else could I say?


  


  “That’s not what I came to talk to you about, though. I want you to know I had a vision about you last night.”


  Ruby claimed to be psychic. She was always having “visions.” I’m not much of a believer in that kind of thing, but I never had the heart to tell Ruby that. “Is that right?” I asked casually.


  “It’s the truth. I saw you. You were standing with an angel. You were in an auto-parts store, and you were handing out plates of chicken Alfredo.” She looked at me expectantly.


  I never knew what to do or say after hearing her “visions.” Was I supposed to clap? Or be astounded? Or look frightened? “Ummm….” I stammered, instead. “That sounds very interesting.”


  “I thought so too.” She was still looking at me with anticipation, like I might suddenly break down and admit that I had indeed been serving pasta at Checker just the other night with Gabriel himself at my side.


  “An angel?” I asked dumbly.


  “Why, yes!” She beamed at me. “Isn’t it wonderful? I keep hoping you’ll meet a nice girl, and now I know you will!” Never mind that I had no interest whatsoever in meeting a “nice girl.” I had told Ruby at least twenty times that I was gay, but she always acted like she hadn’t heard me. I was pretty sure she thought it was just a phase and eventually I’d grow out of it. “I just had to tell you. I thought you would want to know.”


  “Of course, Ruby. Thanks.” I managed to keep a straight face when I said it too. “I appreciate that.” She nodded sagely, then turned and headed out the door. She was just pushing it open when a thought crossed my mind. “Ruby,” I had to ask, “was I dead?”


  She looked back at me in surprise. “Of course not, dear. Why would you be dead?”


  “Well….” I felt silly, but now that the thought was in my head, I really wanted to know. “If there was an angel there, then I must have been in heaven, right?”


  She shook her finger at me. “Don’t be a smartass, Zach. There aren’t any cars in heaven.”


  After her came Jeremy. Jeremy’s head shop was on the opposite side of Ruby’s bookstore, but Jeremy was no long-hair, sandal-wearing hippy. He was the father of three teenagers, he wore a tie every day, and he was an active member of the PTA as well as the city council. In addition to all that, he was a staunch supporter of the Libertarian party. Most of the time that didn’t matter, but this was an election year, which meant that Jeremy was in full-blown campaign mode.


  “Zach, I want to know if you’ve thought about who you’re going to vote for in the presidential election.”


  I was woefully uneducated when it came to politics. “Do we even know who the candidates are yet?” I asked. Weren’t there primaries or caucuses or something first?


  He shook his head at me in disgust. “Zach, it doesn’t matter which talking heads the Republicrats put up as their candidates. Either way you’re voting to maintain the status quo. Is that what you want?”


  “Ummm….”

  “Are you pro-choice?”


  “Sure, I guess.” Abortion’s not something a gay man has to think about often.


  


  “And you must be in favor of allowing gays to marry?” “Of course.” But I’d have to actually date somebody first, right?


  


  “And you believe in the decriminalization of marijuana?” “I suppose.” There was no way I was going to argue with a man who sold bongs for a living on that one.


  “Don’t you think you should be able to vote against our out-ofcontrol welfare state without having to vote against those basic rights? Basic rights which should be protected by our constitution?”


  “Well—”


  


  “Have you even read the constitution, Zach?”


  I had to stop and think about that. I didn’t remember having read it. How could I get through twelve years of public education and five years at a major university, without ever reading the constitution? “I don’t think so,” I admitted in surprise.


  He shook his head at me. “Neither has the president, Zach. Think about that.”


  


  He left a stack of pamphlets on the counter and headed for Ruby’s. It was going to be a long campaign season.


  Since it was Friday, all of my regular customers came by as the afternoon wore on. First there was the punk, who had left shortly after Tom, but before Ruby’s disclosure of her angel and pasta vision. Then came Jimmy Buffett. I couldn’t remember his real name, but he was a dead ringer for the “Margaritaville”-man himself. He always seemed to be embarrassed when he brought his movies up, and I could only assume it was over the terrible Hawaiian print shirts he wore. Next was Eddie. That wasn’t his real name, but he always had on an Iron Maiden T-shirt with the ghoulish Eddie on the front, and he sported the same hairdo as the lead singer. He always seemed pissed at me. I blamed the music. Last, there was Goth Girl. Black hair, thick black eyeliner that always made it look like she had been crying, and three piercings in her bottom lip. She glared at me challengingly as she paid for her movie, and then it was time to lock the doors.


  I had worried through the last hour of the day that Tom wouldn’t show, but he arrived promptly at six. He took me to a fabulous restaurant. We drank a bottle of Chianti and made small talk. There was no doubt that he was flirting with me. Afterward he drove me back to A to Z, then walked me to my car.


  “The previous owner was facing bankruptcy, so I got the building at a good price. He wasn’t much of a landlord. Do you realize you don’t even have a lease at the moment?”


  “Yeah, Mr. McBride wasn’t that big on contracts. I paid the rent, and that was enough for him.” I realized that also meant I could now be evicted at the drop of a hat.


  “I’ll be writing up new lease contracts soon. The bad news is, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep the rent the same. The building needs a lot of work and I am, in the end, a businessman.”


  That was definitely bad news for me. I barely managed to make ends meet now. If he raised my rent, it could be a problem. “How much of an increase am I looking at?”


  “I’m not sure. I haven’t worked through everything yet.” He stepped up close to me, and my heart started to race. “Can you afford a rent increase?” Somehow he made that question sound unbelievably sexy.


  “Not really,” I managed to say. He put his hand up and brushed my cheek.


  


  “I don’t want to run you out of business,” he said as he stepped closer. He was now almost pressing against me.


  


  “That makes two of us.”


  He smiled, and I thought my knees would give out. He pushed closer and brushed his lips over mine. He smelled amazing. I leaned into him, and then he really kissed me. His tongue pushed into my mouth. I felt both of his hands grab my ass, and he pulled me hard against him. Even fully clothed I could feel how firm and muscular his body was. The kiss ended much too soon and left me breathless. “Maybe,” he said in that low, sexy voice as he pulled back, “we can work something out. Would you like that?” he asked.


  “Absolutely.”


  


  “Good.” He smiled and stepped back. “I can’t wait to see you again.”


  As I drove home in my old Mustang—the same one I’d owned since college—I couldn’t help but wish that I had invited him over. The lingering excitement from that one kiss wasn’t quite enough to alleviate the loneliness I felt as I climbed the steps to my apartment. At least I only had a couple of hours to kill before I could go to bed.


  I poured myself a glass of wine and turned on some music. I had a half-finished jigsaw puzzle spread across the dining room table, and I sat down to work on it. A lot of my evenings were spent working some kind of puzzle—crosswords, Sudoku, whatever would pass the time.


  Jonathan’s cat, Geisha, wandered in. I still thought of her as Jon’s cat, even though he hadn’t been there to take care of her for almost ten years. She had long silver hair and green eyes. He was the one who had left her behind, but she had never forgiven me for not being him. She eyed me with open contempt, as only a cat can, and then disappeared through the cat flap in the living room window.


  I remembered how excited Jonathan and I had been when we brought her home. We’d had so many plans.


  


  It was all such a long time ago.


  How had I come to this—still living in the same apartment, working at the same video store? I had managed to survive the DVD revolution but for what? I had no love for my business, and yet I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. I knew it was only a matter of time before I was forced to close. I should have done it years ago. And yet I had no idea what else I could do.


  I was just drifting along, like a man in a life raft, waiting for the next storm to sink me. It was too depressing to contemplate. I finished my wine and went to bed.


  TOM called me the day after our date to tell me he’d had a good time and to assure me that I would be seeing him again, although he didn’t say when. A couple of days passed, and I didn’t hear from him, but I wasn’t worried. I was actually too busy to be worried. I had exactly one employee, a twenty-two-year-old named Tracy. Or maybe it was Tammy. I had a hard time remembering. She was always high and practically bathed in patchouli. She had just noshowed for her fourth shift in a row. I decided it was safe to consider that her resignation.


  The problem was, it had actually been a pretty busy day, and I really could have used some help. The rush had finally ended. The skinny punk with the attitude was back. Today he had returned Blade Runner. I’d never seen it, but at least I knew it went in Sci-Fi. I watched the punk. He stopped and picked up a movie. He looked over at me, shook his head a little, then walked over and put it on a different shelf. Was he moving stuff around? I couldn’t find anything to begin with. I didn’t need him making things worse.


  I was about to say something to him when Tom walked in. Like before, he was wearing dress slacks and a crisp white shirt with the top buttons undone. He looked amazing.


  He leaned on the counter and looked into my eyes, and I knew I had the most ridiculous smile in the world plastered across my face.


  “Hey,” he said in that smooth sexy voice. “I’ve been thinking about you.”


  


  “Glad to hear it.”


  


  He looked around the shop and saw the punk, then turned back to me and whispered, “Will he be long?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe.” But right then, the punk grabbed a movie off the shelf and brought it up to the counter. Mad Max. Good. I knew where that one went too, which would save me time when he returned it the next day. I barely paid attention as I took his money, and then he was gone.


  Tom followed him to the door and locked it after he left. Then he turned back to me with a smile. “Alone at last.”


  My heart was suddenly pounding. My palms were sweaty and I had a hard-on that was threatening to rip the buttons off of my jeans. Tom walked over, still smiling. He nodded at the door behind me. “Where’s that go?”


  “An office.”

  His smile got even bigger. “Perfect.”


  He led me through the door and closed it behind us. Then he turned and pushed me gently against the wall. He pressed his body against mine and his lips brushed my neck.


  “I mean it, Zach. I haven’t stopped thinking about you since we had dinner.” His hands were sliding down my back and then squeezing my ass. “I know we hardly know each other. But I really feel like there’s something between us.” Something other than two very erect cocks? I certainly wasn’t going to argue the point. He kissed my neck some more and pushed his groin into mine. “I think we should get to know each other better. What do you think?”


  “I’d like that,” I said.

  “How about dinner tonight?”

  “That sounds great.”


  He squeezed my ass one last time, then pulled away. “I’ll pick you up at six.”


  He took me to the same restaurant. He ordered a bottle of wine again. He talked incessantly about stocks and portfolios and investment returns. It would have been terribly boring if his hand hadn’t been slowly moving up my thigh at the same time.


  After he paid the bill, his fingers brushed the growing bulge in my pants. He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Can I come over?”


  “Of course,” I said, relieved he hadn’t left it up to me to invite him.


  As soon as we got in the door of my apartment, Geisha came out of the bedroom. She hissed at Tom, then streaked past us toward the cat flap in the window.


  “What’s wrong with your cat?” Tom asked.

  “She hates people.”


  But I had no intention of wasting time talking about my exboyfriend’s pissed-off cat. I put my arms around his neck and kissed him. His body was strong and hard against mine, and I couldn’t wait to see more of it. He backed me against the wall. His kisses were aggressive and insistent. His tongue brushed the roof of my mouth, and his hands were grabbing my ass again.


  I felt like I was on fire. I hadn’t been with another man for more than eight months, and even that had been nothing more than a drunken fuck, forgotten as soon as it was over. This felt completely different. I couldn’t get enough of him. I put my hands under his shirt, feeling his chest, which was covered with thick, coarse hair. I ran my thumbs over his nipples and heard him moan.


  I undid his pants, pushed them down enough to be out of the way, and grabbed him. He moaned into my mouth and pushed harder against me. His hands were still on my ass, his fingers rubbing in my crack. “That’s good, Zach. God, you turn me on.”


  I stroked him for a while, but his hands never left my ass. I let go of him long enough to undo my own pants and get them out of the way. My own erection bumped against him, and I pulled him tighter against me and kissed him more, grinding against him. I loved the feel of our cocks pressed tight between us. I could have gone all night like that, just rubbing against him and feeling his hands on me. I humped into him, holding his hips tight against my own. He groaned, took my hand, and led it back to his cock. Then his arms went back around me.

  I wrapped my hand around both of us and started stroking.


  “That’s it, Zach. A little harder.” His fingers were rubbing up and down my crack, fingering my rim. “Harder, baby. Harder.”


  I gripped us tighter and sped up my strokes. He wasn’t kissing me anymore. His head was buried in my neck. He was breathing heavy and talking low. “That’s it, Zach. Oh God, that’s good. Keep going. Keep going.” I knew he was about to come when his hands clenched tight on my ass. His first shot of come made my hand slick, and that was all it took to send me over the edge too.


  He kissed me some more, and then eventually went into the bathroom to clean himself up while I changed into a clean pair of sweats. Then I walked him to the door. He pulled me close and kissed me. “See you soon.”


  TOM and I had another date three days later. He was supposed to pick me up at six, but instead, he came by the store at four to break it off.


  “Baby, I’m so sorry,” he said. “We have a meeting—it just came up—and I can’t miss it.”


  The skinny punk with the attitude was back, and I was wishing Tom would keep his voice down. The punk wasn’t looking at us, and I hoped that meant he wasn’t listening. “You have a meeting at six o’clock?” I asked quietly, not quite believing him.


  “I’ll be done by eight, Zach,” he said, and he really did sound apologetic. “I’d love to see you afterward, if you’ll let me.” That would certainly be better than nothing. “That sounds great,” I said, trying to sound casual and not pathetic, like I felt.


  He left and I went back to doing my crossword puzzle. I was disappointed, but I tried to tell myself that it could be worse. He still wanted to see me. That made up for missing dinner. Mostly. Still, I dreaded six o’clock, when I would close the store and go home to my empty apartment.


  My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden question in an impudent tone. “Can you help me find a movie?” It sounded like a challenge.


  I looked up to find the skinny punk looking at me expectantly. He was quite a few years younger than me, probably early to midtwenties. He was about five-seven. He was wearing combat boots, a T-shirt that had been washed so many times I could practically see through it, and baggy jeans that were low on his hips. At least his ass wasn’t showing.


  “Maybe,” I said. I would have liked to be able to just say yes, but it would have been a lie.


  “Can’t really figure out your system.”

  “They’re alphabetical.”


  He gave me a lopsided smirk which might have been cute if it wasn’t so annoying. “What alphabet you usin’?”


  He had me there. I had given up on the alphabetical thing a long time ago. “They’re grouped by genre.” I pointed to the little labels at the top of the shelves.


  “In theory, man, but they’re all fucked up.”


  I was starting to get annoyed. Not least of all because he was probably right. Still, I didn’t really want this punk giving me lessons on how to run my business. “Like what?”


  “Like this.” He pointed to the shelf next to him. It was labeled Classics. “Sixteen Candles is not a classic.”


  


  “It’s a classic to people my age.”


  


  “No, man. No way does it belong next to A Streetcar Named


  Desire . I don’t care how much it reminds you of your long lost youth. And this.” He walked a few steps and pointed to another shelf. “True Romance—not a romance.”


  “What do you mean?”


  


  “Quentin Tarantino. It’s an action flick. You never watched it?”


  


  I was getting uncomfortable now. “No. I don’t like romances.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Right.” He pushed his hair out of his face, sighed, and said, “I’m lookin’ for The Bridge on the River Kwai. You got that?”


  “Ummm… I think so. That’s the one where the nun blows up the trestle bridge, right?”


  He gave me the lopsided smirk again. “No, man. That’s Two Mules for Sister Sara. Shirley MacLaine and Clint Eastwood. I’m talkin’ about Alec Guinness. You know—Obi-Wan Kenobi?” I nodded, because I did at least know who Obi-Wan was. “I don’t remember much about it except that fuckin’ song that they whistle, so thought I’d check it out again, you know?”


  “But there’s a bridge, right?” Don’t ask me how that was supposed to help me locate the movie. I was just trying to keep up.


  He shook his head at me. “Forget it, man.” He turned and grabbed The Shining off the shelf next to him, walked over, and tossed it on the counter in front of me. He was a few inches shorter than me. He looked up at me through his overgrown bangs. “Don’t you watch any of these movies?”


  “I guess I like the blockbusters more.” I was trying not to sound defensive.


  “That’s not really the way to go, is it? I mean, all the stores carry those types of movies. You gotta carry the shit that they don’t have space for. Cult classics, you know.”


  “Cult classics?”

  “Right.”

  “Like The Breakfast Club?”


  He blinked at me. Once. Twice. Then, “How fuckin’ preppy were you in high school?” he asked harshly.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

  He rolled his eyes at me again. “Never mind.”


  The Breakfast Club wasn’t a cult classic? Although I had heard that term before, I realized I didn’t really know what it meant. “What kind of movies are you talking about?” I asked him, making an effort to sound sincere. “I really want to know.”


  For a minute he just looked at me, and I could tell he was trying to decide how seriously to take me. Finally he pushed the hair out of his face again and said, “The Toxic Avenger. You got that?”


  “I think so. Maybe. I don’t know.”

  “Ed Wood?”

  “Ed who?”

  “Ed Wood, with Johnny Depp.”

  “Is that the one where he cuts hair?”

  “You talkin’ ’bout Edward Scissorhands or Sweeney Todd?” “I thought we were talking about Johnny Depp.”


  He rolled his eyes. “How ’bout, The Cook, the Thief, His Wife, & Her Lover?”


  “Is that one movie or four?”

  “What about Re-Animator? Or Heathers? Or The Warriors?”


  “Heathers!” I said triumphantly. “I think I’ve got that one here somewhere.”


  “Hey, Ram, doesn’t this cafeteria have a no-fags-allowed policy?”

  “What?”


  “The answer is, ‘They seem to have an open door policy on assholes, though, don’t they?’”


  


  I just stood there, trying to figure out if he was calling me a fag or an asshole or both, and he rolled his eyes at me again.


  “It’s a line from Heathers, man. Never mind. I should have known you wouldn’t get it.” I felt like we weren’t even speaking the same language. My confusion must have been obvious because he sighed and started digging in his pocket for his wallet. “You should watch some of your own movies, you know. How can you run a store like this if you don’t?”


  I had been thinking the exact same thing. And Tracy had quit. I decided to take a chance. “Uh, do you want a job?”


  


  “I got one.”


  


  “Oh.” I wasn’t sure why I had assumed he was unemployed. “Okay.”


  “Sure.”

  “Sure, what?”

  “I want a job.”

  “You just said you already had one.”


  “I do. I got two. But if you’re hirin’, I’ll quit one of ’em. It hella sucks anyway.”


  


  I didn’t know what “helisux” was, but I wasn’t about to ask. “Can you organize all these movies?”


  “Easy.”

  “When can you start?”

  He smiled at me. “Now.”

  “What’s your name?”


  His smile disappeared. “Man, I been rentin’ here almost every night for the last three weeks, and you don’t know my fuckin’ name?” He was right. I was terrible at that kind of thing. He shook his head at me before I had a chance to respond. “It’s Angelo. Angelo Green.”


  EIGHT o’clock came and went that night with no sign of Tom. In fact it was just after nine when he rang my doorbell.


  


  “You’re late.” I tried to say it casually and not let it sound like an accusation. Maybe I pulled it off.


  “I’m so sorry, baby.” He leaned me against the wall and kissed me. His tongue brushed the roof of my mouth, and his cock, already erect, ground against me.


  I wanted to be mad, but it just wasn’t working. He was so gorgeous, and his hands were squeezing my ass, and his groin was grinding against mine, and God, I wanted him so much.


  “I have wine,” I managed to gasp out.


  “After.” His mouth was hard against mine, and he moaned, “Zach, please let me fuck you tonight. I want you so much, and I know you want it too.”


  He was right. Just hearing him say it had me so hard it was almost painful. “Okay.”


  


  We made our way to the bedroom, kissing and groping, shedding clothes as we went.


  I took a condom and the lube out of the drawer and handed them to him. He turned me around and pushed me down onto the bed, then grabbed my hips and pulled me toward him. A second later I felt his slick fingers pressing into me. I moaned and leaned into him.


  “Do you like that?” he asked as his fingers plunged in and out of me, touching that sweet spot inside, sending waves of pleasure through me.


  “Yes.”

  “You’re so tight, baby. How long has it been?”


  His fingers were still moving in me, and it wasn’t easy to formulate a response. “Too long,” I said, pushing harder against him.


  “That’s it, baby. Tell me how much you like it.”

  “I love it,” I gasped out.


  “I can’t wait to fuck you, Zach.” His fingers were gone, and then I felt his cock pushing against me. “I can’t wait anymore.” He pushed in, hard, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out. “Oh God, baby, you’re even better than I expected. So tight. Damn, you feel fine.”


  I was a little bit pissed because I could tell he wasn’t wearing the condom. Why did he think I handed it to him? That seemed like a pretty obvious request. Still, it was too late now. I was trying to let it go and just relax around him. He was already thrusting, talking the whole time, an endless stream of meaningless words. “So fucking fine. So tight. That’s it, baby. That’s it.” I’ve never been one for talking dirty during sex, but I sure wasn’t going to ask him to shut up.


  He was already speeding up, and I could tell he wasn’t going to last long. I braced myself on the headboard with one hand and reached down with the other to start beating myself off. He was slamming into me, and I knew I was going to be sore in the morning. His hands were gripping my hips tight. “So close, so close.” And then he came, pounding into me hard. I was still going. He didn’t reach around. He stayed there, still inside of me, holding tight to my hips until I finished, and then he collapsed next to me on the bed.


  “You’re amazing, Zach.”


  I wished I could honestly say the same thing to him. Still, any sex was better than no sex, and I figured it would get better with time.


  “Why did you have to work so late?” I asked.


  “The meeting ran late. You know how it is. Everybody talking, nobody listening.” Actually, I didn’t know, but I didn’t answer. “It’s boring.”


  “I’m glad you made it.”


  


  “Me too. I missed you.” He rolled over to kiss me, then stood up, and started getting dressed. “I’ll take some of that wine now.”


  I put on some sweats and a T-shirt, then poured the wine. He followed me into the living room. I turned on some music and turned around to find him watching me from across the room. We stood there, awkwardly staring at each other. It was ridiculous. I had just let him fuck me, and yet I had no idea what to say to him.


  He glanced into the dining room and saw the puzzle sitting on the table. He walked in to look at it, and I followed him. “Do you like puzzles?” I asked.


  He smiled at me. “You bet.”


  I sat down in one of the chairs, and he sat in the chair next to me. “This one’s harder than I thought it would be,” I said as I started searching for one piece in particular which had been eluding me. “There are so many different shades of gray.”


  He made a disinterested sound. I kept looking for my piece. He fidgeted for a bit, picking up pieces randomly and trying to fit them in. After a few minutes, he got up and wandered into the living room. Suddenly my music stopped, and he turned on the radio and started turning the knob. It took him a long time to find a station, and the constant stutter and stop of radio chatter punctuated by distressed static annoyed me more than it should have. What was wrong with the music I had on? If he didn’t like, he could have just said something.


  He finally found a station that he liked and came back in to the dining room. He didn’t sit down, though. He set his empty wine glass on the table and said, “I need to get going. I have to be at work early.”


  “Okay,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. I walked him to the door and kissed him good night.


  


  I ended up drinking my wine alone.


  


  THE next morning was Angelo’s first day working at A to Z Video. I almost expected him to do a no-show, but he arrived right on time.


  “Where did you park?” I asked him when he came in the door. “You don’t want to park under Sensei’s balcony. At least twice a year, one of his students pukes over the railing.”


  He looked amused by that but shook his head. “Don’t own a car.”


  


  “You don’t drive?” I asked in surprise.


  “I don’t own a car,” he said again, as if the distinction was important. “Don’t need one. Only live two blocks away. My other job is four blocks over. Grocery store between here and there.” He shrugged. “Easier to walk.”


  “What about in the winter?” I asked.


  


  He gave me that annoyingly cute lopsided smirk. “Like I said, easier to walk.”


  The door opened and Ruby walked in. Angelo was only a few steps away from her, and she headed for him with her arms out like she was going to hug him. His reaction was completely unexpected. He practically bolted. He backed away from her so fast he tripped over his own shoes and ran into the movie display behind him. I thought for a second the whole thing would tip over. It stayed standing, but at least a dozen movies hit the floor. Stuck against the shelves with no way to back up farther, Angelo stood frozen like the metaphorical deer in the headlights as Ruby grabbed his shoulders. He looked terrified, and I fought hard to keep from laughing.


  “You have positive energy all around you,” she said to him matter-of-factly. “I could feel your light through the walls of the store. You’re a bringer of life.” He stared at her in mute shock, and she patted his cheek with her wrinkled hand and then turned and walked back out.


  He looked over at me with huge eyes and asked breathlessly, “Who the fuck was that?”


  “The neighbor. She owns the bookstore.”

  “She crazy?” There wasn’t even a hint of humor in his voice.


  “It’s a distinct possibility,” I said, smiling. He didn’t smile back.


  Who would have guessed that the punk with the attitude problem was afraid of little old ladies? It was too funny for words. It actually took him a minute to get himself back together. He straightened up and took a couple of deep breaths, then shook his head as he started to pick up the movies that had fallen off of the shelf. “Puking kids, a psychic lady, and a head shop. You’re surrounded by weirdoes, Zach.”


  Like I didn’t know that already.


  …Angelo


  NOT exactly sure how I ended up workin’ at that video store, but I’m not complainin’. Funny, though, that it should happen now, when I’d finally given up on ever catchin’ that guy’s attention.


  Zach. His name is Zach.


  I find Zach intriguin’ for a number of reasons. First off, there’s the store, A to Z Video Rental. Somehow that place is still in business, even though every other independent store like it went under years ago. Don’t know if he’s got a brilliant head for business or if he’s just lucky. Even more surprisin’ is that he’s kept the place runnin’ when he knows zilch ’bout movies. Seriously the guy doesn’t know The Legend of Billie Jean from Legends of the Fall. I think it’s hysterical.


  Second, there’s the simple fact that Zach’s cute as hell. I mean, he’s not the type I usually go for. He’s so fuckin’ preppy, sometimes I’m surprised there’s no tennis sweater draped over his shoulders. His jeans never have holes. His hair’s cut just right. His shirts always have little horses embroidered on them. And he actually wears loafers. I’ve seriously never known a guy who wore loafers before. It works for him, though.


  Zach’s got dark brown hair and thick dark lashes, but the bluest eyes I ever saw. If he was ten years younger I’d call him a twink. Not sure what to call him now, since I’m pretty sure that term doesn’t apply to anybody over the age of thirty. Still, he’s not exactly hard on the eyes. In pretty good shape, too, for his age. Not big, like he wastes time liftin’ weights, but he must do somethin’, ’cause he doesn’t have any of that extra weight ’round the middle that so many guys his age have.


  More important than him bein’ cute, though, is the fact that he doesn’t seem to realize it. Never knows when guys are flirtin’ with him. I’ve seen several try. Tried it myself. He never noticed. First, I thought maybe I’d read him wrong and he was straight. Then I thought maybe he was in a relationship. But the day I saw that big jock ask him out, I realized the truth—Zach’s simply oblivious. He’s so sure he’s not interesting, it never occurs to him that somebody else might think otherwise. And am I wrong, or is that just unbelievably sexy?


  Anyway, too late now. That muscle-bound dickhead Tom got to him first. Tom succeeded where the rest of us failed ’cause he didn’t waste time bein’ subtle. Of course now that I’m workin’ with Zach, he’s off-limits anyway. I don’t do relationships. If I hooked up with him now, I’d have to quit the job and find a new store to rent from, and that would bum me out.


  Workin’ for Zach’s easy. I mean, I watched that ditz Tracy do it before she quit showin’ up. She just sat on her ass bein’ stoned and Zach paid her. I won’t take advantage of him like that. I can get that place sorted out, and the truth is, it’s fun. Zach’s got all kinds of weird shit lyin’ ’round that store—old movies and B-movies I never seen before. And he lets me rent for free now.


  I’m happy he never realized I was flirtin’ with him before, ’cause if he had, I probably wouldn’t be workin’ for him now.


  Zach…


  I HAD a dinner date with Tom the next week. He was supposed to pick me up at the store at six. When he didn’t show up, I thought about calling, but then realized he had never even given me his number. It seemed ridiculous that I had never thought to ask for it. Even if he was nothing more than my landlord, it seemed like he should have at least left me a business card. I waited until seven before giving up and going home.


  Two days later, he showed up at the store just as Angelo and I were closing.


  “Hey baby,” he said, as if nothing had happened.

  “You’re two days late,” I said accusingly.

  “Baby, I’m so—”


  “My name is not ‘baby’,” I interrupted him. “It’s Zach.” I saw Angelo, who was just flipping the sign on the door to Closed, smile at that.


  Tom’s smile only faltered for a moment. “Zach. I’m sorry. Really.”


  Behind him Angelo waved goodbye and left the store. Tom put an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “Really, Zach, I’m sorry. We had a meeting, and I couldn’t get out of it, and the battery on my cell phone died. And I know I should have called yesterday, but I was just so busy.” His hands gripped my ass and his lips were against my neck. “I’ll make it up to you, Zach. I’ll take you out tonight.” I could feel his partially erect cock, pressing against my hip. He looked into my eyes. “I can’t stand to have you mad at me, Zach. Please tell me you forgive me.”


  Part of me wanted to stay mad, but that part of me was definitely losing.


  


  He kissed me, slow and deep, and it was incredible. I was so attracted to him. I couldn’t stop myself from wanting him. He broke our kiss and looked into my eyes again. “Say something, Zach.”


  


  “You’re forgiven.” I smiled at him. “This time.”


  


  He smiled back, that amazing, sexy smile that made me weak in the knees. “Good.”


  We had dinner and then went back to my apartment. We didn’t waste any time talking. I unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off of him. His chest was covered with coarse, brown hair. Just below his right collarbone was a round mark, about the size of a quarter. I might have thought it was a birthmark, except I knew I had never seen it before. It was a hickey.


  “Who gave you this?” I asked playfully.


  


  “Must have been you, baby,” he said as he started undoing my pants. Apparently I was “baby” again already.


  “I think I would remember,” I laughed.

  “I haven’t been with anybody else.”


  The fact that he was obviously seeing somebody else didn’t bother me as much as the fact that he was lying about it. At this point in our relationship, there was no reason to expect that we were being exclusive. I would have been seeing somebody else, too, given the chance. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was the real reason he had stood me up two days earlier, and his dishonesty bothered me.

  This time I insisted he wear a condom.


  “We already did it without one once, Zach. It’s too late now.” I bit back my irritation. “I want you to use it anyway.”


  “Come on, baby,” he groaned. “You know how much better it is without.”


  


  “I don’t mind wearing one at all if you want to bottom,” I said.


  Something flashed across his face—fear or disgust—it was hard to tell, it was there and gone so fast. He shook his head and took the condom from me. “Whatever you want, baby.”


  It was a little better than the first time. At least he lasted more than a minute. Still, it wasn’t exactly earth-shattering.


  


  Afterward we lay side by side on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “Can we get together sometime this week?” I asked.


  


  “I might be able to come by tomorrow night.”


  


  That wasn’t what I meant at all. “I was thinking more along the lines of dinner.”


  “I doubt it, Zach. We’re really busy right now.” He must have sensed my disappointment, because he rolled over and kissed me. “You’re right. We don’t get to see each other enough. I’ll check my schedule first thing tomorrow and give you a call, okay?”


  “Sure.” I wasn’t sure if I should believe him or not.


  


  “HOW ’bout Casablanca?”


  It was the start of Angelo’s third week, and he was quizzing me on the movies I had actually seen. So far I was about three for eighty.


  “No.”

  “That one’s kinda cool. That’s where lots of sayings come from. ‘Here’s lookin’ at you kid’ and ‘Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world’. And ‘Play it again, Sam’, except nobody in the movie ever says that exactly.”


  I was going through an inventory list which Angelo was making for me. To my surprise he was turning out to be the best employee I had ever hired. Hell, he was a better employee than I was. He was still working on reorganizing all of the movies, making the inventory list—his own idea—as he worked. He certainly was enthusiastic about it. He kept finding movies that made him as excited as a kid on Christmas. Most of the time, I hadn’t heard of them. Even more surprising than his work ethic was the fact that he was great company. We got along really well. It didn’t seem like we had much in common, but somehow it worked. I hadn’t told him yet that I was gay. That was the one thing I was a little worried about.


  “How ’bout Oliver!?”

  “You mean that Disney cartoon with the dogs?”


  He laughed. “No, man, but they’re based on the same book I guess. It’s a musical. It won the best picture Oscar in ’64.”


  “I don’t do musicals.”

  “So I guess you never seen The Sound of Music, then?” “Hell, no.”


  “Yeah, okay, lotsa people don’t dig musicals. What about westerns? Like Clint Eastwood? You watch his old shit, right? I mean I know you seen at least part of Two Mules for Sister Sara.”


  “That’s the one with the trestle bridge?”

  “Yeah.”

  “That’s about all I remember about it.”

  “What ’bout The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly?”


  “Is that where he asks, ‘You feel lucky?’”

  “No, that’s Dirty Harry.”

  “I don’t think I’ve seen either one, actually.”


  He whistled. “You’re missin’ out man. Clint was fuckin’ hot back then, you know? Not Dirty Harry so much. But Blondie, for sure. I think it was mostly the attitude.”


  I stopped and looked over at him. He was standing practically knee deep in piles of DVD cases with his back to me.


  


  “What did you just say?”


  “I said, Blondie was hot. Smokin’ hot. Seriously fuckin’ throwdownable. ’Course, he’d have to top. No way would Blondie bottom for anybody.” I sat there, stunned, and he finally turned and looked at me. I must have been looking at him like he had just sprouted another head, because he dropped the DVD he was holding. “What?”


  “You’re gay?”


  


  “Yeah,” he said with obvious amusement. “You didn’t know that?”


  


  “How would I?”


  He shook his head at me. “Un-fuckin’-believable, Zach.” He laughed, like I had just said something really funny, as he turned back to what he was doing. “You crack me up.” I didn’t have the nerve to ask him what I had done that was so funny. It didn’t matter, though. He was already talking about movies again. “How ’bout A Streetcar Named Desire? Brando was kinda hot, too, back then. ’Course, he’s a fuckin’ rapist. I mean his character. Not him. And Blanche was a total bitch. I bet all you remember is him yellin’ ‘Stella!’”


  It was almost time to close and I was surprised at my disappointment. I was enjoying talking to him. Going home to my empty apartment definitely didn’t sound appealing. “What are you doing tonight?” I asked him before I had a chance to second guess myself.


  He looked up at me, surprised. “I gotta work tonight, but ’til then, I got no plans.” He had a night job at the gas station down the street—eleven at night until five in the morning, on weeknights. Then he would work with me from eleven until we closed, six on weeknights, and eight on Saturdays. I would have been a basket case if I worked that much, but he didn’t seem to mind.


  “Want to hang out for a bit?”


  


  “You tryin’ to get in my pants now you know I’m queer?” he asked in an impudent tone.


  “No!”

  “Yeah.”

  “Yeah, what?”


  “Yeah, I wanna hang out.” He smiled over at me. “Will your boyfriend be there?”


  I bit back the urge to say that Tom wasn’t my boyfriend. Somehow “boyfriend” implied that I actually knew something about him, other than that he talked dirty during sex. “No.”


  “Why not?”


  


  “Does it matter?” That came out sounding angry and bitter, but he just smiled at me.


  


  “No. What we gonna do?”


  


  That was a good question. I had no idea. I looked around the store. “Watch a movie?”


  


  His smile got even bigger. “Only if I get to pick.” “You’re on.”


  


  Just then one of my regulars walked in. The one I thought of as Eddie, because he always wore Iron Maiden T-shirts.


  Angelo immediately walked over to the counter to help him. “Hey, Justin. I got it right here.” He pulled a movie out from under the counter. “Knew you were comin’ tonight.”


  Eddie, whose real name was apparently Justin, smiled. I realized I had never actually seen his teeth before. “Thanks, man.” After he was gone, I turned to Angelo. “How did you know what he was going to rent?” I asked.


  


  He shook his head at me. “He rents the same movie every time, Zach. Heavy Metal. You never noticed?”


  I shook my head.

  “You gotta pay more attention to your regulars, man.”


  “If he always rents the same movie, why did he spend so much time here?” I asked, trying not to sound defensive.


  Angelo smirked at me. “’Cause he couldn’t ever find it. Said you put it in a different place every time. He thought you were doin’ it to fuck with him. I told him you were just clueless.”


  That explained why Justin always seemed pissed, but I wasn’t sure being known as a dumb ass was much better.


  I stopped on the way home and picked up sushi for myself, teriyaki chicken for Angelo (because the look he gave me when I mentioned raw fish wasn’t very enthusiastic), and a small bottle of sake.


  We settled on the floor around the coffee table, and he put the movie in. It was Seven, with Brad Pitt. At least it was in color—and had Brad Pitt.


  “That was seriously disturbing,” I said when it was over. He just laughed. “Kevin Spacey kicks ass as a bad guy, doesn’t he?”


  I split the last of the sake between our cups, and then I remembered that he still had to work. “Are you going to get in trouble for drinking before your shift?”


  He shrugged. “As long as I’m not shit-faced, nobody will even know. Nobody there but me and the customers, and they don’t notice anything.”


  “Doesn’t it bother you, working so much?”

  “What else am I gonna do?” he asked lightly.

  “Do you have family around here?”

  He hesitated a minute, then said, “No, man. No family.” “No family around here, you mean.”


  “No,” he said with just a hint of annoyance in his voice, “I mean, I got no fuckin’ family.”


  


  “How can that be? Are you an orphan or something?”


  “Or somethin’.” He kept staring at the TV, even though it was just credits rolling, but when he realized I was still waiting, he sighed. “My mom was Indian. Not like… from India but American Indian. She married my dad in New Mexico. She said he was Italian.”


  “And his last name was Green?” I asked skeptically.


  He gave me his lopsided smile. “Apparently. Not like I ever met the guy. All I know is, they moved to Denver before I was born. And then a year later, my dad split. And then when I six or seven, my mom left me with the neighbor, and she split too. After that it was foster homes ’til I turned sixteen and dropped out of school and started takin’ care of myself.” He looked over at me, and I was trying to not look too horrified. “It’s not a big fuckin’ deal, so don’t go all after-school-special on me, all right?”


  “Sure.” But I had to look away from him, in case my face betrayed me. My family had been stereotypically Cleaver-ish. My homosexuality was the worst thing that had ever happened to them, and even that hadn’t shaken things up too much. I couldn’t imagine growing up without their rock-solid support.


  He looked down at the cup of sake in his hand. “This shit must be stronger than I thought, if I’m tellin’ you ’bout my parents.”


  “It can sneak up on you.”

  He glanced at the clock, sighed and said, “Gotta get goin’.” “Hey, Angelo?” I said just as he was going out the door. He stopped. “What?”

  “You want to hang out again sometime?”


  “You think I got nothin’ better to do?” It was that impudent tone again, and I didn’t know if I should be offended or not. “It was just a thought,” I said, trying once again not to sound defensive. “Never mind.”


  “Yeah.”

  “Yeah, what?”


  “Yeah, I wanna hang out again sometime.” I wondered if I would ever get used to these convoluted exchanges. “See you tomorrow, Zach.”


  …Angelo


  CAN’T believe Zach didn’t know ’bout me bein’ queer. All those


  times I was tryin’ to flirt with him, tryin’ to get his attention. Guess he just thought I was bein’ extra friendly. Talk about clueless. It makes me laugh.


  Surprises me when he invites me over. It’s cool, though. He actually wants to hang with me and isn’t just aimin’ to get laid. Can’t even remember the last time that happened. Still, not sure why I told him ’bout my parents. It’s not somethin’ I generally tell people. Hate seein’ that look on their faces—that same look Zach had—part horror and part pity. It gets old real fuckin’ fast. Zach at least did his best to not let me see it.


  He invites me over again two nights later, and we spend another night sittin’ on his livin’ room floor, watchin’ a movie and eatin’ takeout Thai food. When I leave I can’t help hopin’ he’ll ask me over again. Sure beats sittin’ at my place by myself.


  Workin’ at A to Z is a trip. First, there’s the neighbors, crazy Ruby on one side and Jeremy on the other. Ruby told me my first week ’bout a vision she had of me tryin’ to choke a chicken. Resisted the urge to make the stereotypical masturbation joke. Have a feelin’ she wouldn’t have laughed. Jeremy wants me to register as a Libertarian. He says Republicrats are the stooges of the corporate empire. Whatever the fuck that means. Nero Sensei keeps tryin’ to sell me supplements, and his students are always runnin’ ’round the parkin’ lot in their gis, kickin’ trees and yellin’ like banshees. Then there’s the customers. The guy in the Hawaiian shirts used to be a lawyer. Now he’s a bartender. He definitely shops at Jeremy’s shop on a regular basis, and he loves tearjerkers. He was embarrassed at first, but why should I care if the guy digs chick flicks? Justin only rents Heavy Metal. The movie’s not that good, and I can’t help but wonder why he doesn’t just buy a copy of the damn thing. And then there’s Carrie, the girl with the pierced lip. Would have figured her for a vampire freak. Turns out she plays cello and sings in her church choir. Loves musicals.


  Never had so much fun at a job as I have with Zach. Look forward to seein’ him every day. I’m surprised how we seem to get along so easy. I feel bad for him, though, waitin’ ’round for that dickhead Tom. It’s clear as day that what Zach’s lookin’ for is a real relationship. It’s equally fuckin’ obvious that Tom isn’t interested in anything of the sort. Zach’s always countin’ the hours ’til he gets to see Tom again. Tom cancels at least half the time and shows up late the other half.


  ’Course who am I to talk? Like I said, I don’t do relationships. Still, I don’t think my way is quite so despicable. I would have shown Zach a good time and then never seen him again. I wouldn’t have pretended to date him and strung him along like Tom’s doin’. It’s the dishonesty that makes it so disgustin’. Got to remember, though, that it’s none of my business.


  Couple weeks later Zach calls and asks me to open without him. Says he’s runnin’ late. That’s not just a phrase for Zach. He actually runs every mornin’. Sometimes a mile, sometimes a few. I don’t get it. Runnin’ isn’t my idea of fun. But it does explain why he still looks so great. Anyway he was runnin’ late and then still wanted to shower, too, before comin’ in. I told him to take his time. Wednesday mornin’: no reason for us both to be there.


  That’s why I’m alone in the store when Tom comes in.


  I gotta be honest. Tom creeps me out. Not sure I can explain it. Maybe ’cause big jocks like him made my teenage years hell. Maybe ’cause a jock like him tried to rape me four years ago. That guy gave off the same bad vibes I get from Tom. I been pretty happy he never noticed me. ’Til today.


  He looks around the store, obviously lookin’ for Zach, but sees me instead. Then his eyes change. Can’t explain it no better than that. Gives me chills.


  “Hey,” he says. He walks over to me, where I’m rearrangin’ movies on the shelves in the corner. “Zach here?”


  


  “Nope.” I don’t look at him. Just keep doin’ what I’m doin’. “I’ll tell him you stopped by.”


  ’Course I’m hopin’ he’ll be happy with that answer and be on his merry fuckin’ way. But I know right away it’s not gonna work. He’s still standin’ there, lookin’ at me, and when I glance over, I see a little smirk on his face that makes my pulse kick into overdrive. Not in a good way. Worst part is, he’s got me blocked in the corner.


  “Zach must be smarter than I thought,” he says suddenly, “keeping a pretty little thing like you around.” I’m not sure which part of that comment annoys me more—bein’ called a “pretty little thing,” or hearin’ him imply that Zach’s stupid. “Tell me. Does he let you fuck him, or is it always the other way around?”


  “Not like that,” I say. I’m weighin’ my options. I’m not afraid of him. I learned a long time ago how to fight big guys like him. Question is, how much trouble will it cause afterward? Just have to bide my time, play it cool, hope nothin’ happens before Zach shows up.


  “You expect me to believe that Zach keeps you around for your excellent organizational skills?” he asks sarcastically. I shrug. “Have to ask him.”


  He moves closer. I don’t back away. Not gonna give him the satisfaction of seein’ me back down. “Come on now,” he says seductively. “Let’s play nice. I bet you’re worth the effort. Why don’t you give me a little of what you’ve been giving him? I’ll even make it fun for you.”


  “Not givin’ him anything. Not givin’ you anything either.” “You don’t have to keep denying it. I don’t mind that he’s got a little action on the side.”


  


  “You’re delusional.”


  He laughs, like it’s all a game. Guess maybe it is—to him. Then he reaches up and tries to brush my hair out of my face. I move before I even decide to, knock his hand away, and turn to face him. “Don’t you fuckin’ touch me!”


  His eyes get darker, scarier, and he says in a low voice, “Be careful, pretty boy.” It’s obviously a warnin’.


  


  I refuse to be intimidated by him. I keep my eyes on his, keep my voice quiet and even. “Or what?”


  “Maybe I’ll tell Zach that his little pet offered me a blow job in exchange for some extra cash. I don’t mind sharing him, but somehow, I doubt he feels the same way about sharing me.”


  I’m tempted to call his bluff. Zach would never believe him anyway. But right then Zach walks in. And I hate how he looks so happy to see Tom.


  ’Course Tom’s good at what he does. He immediately steps back, away from me, and he’s got a smile plastered on his face before he turns ’round to face Zach.


  “Hey, baby,” he says, “I was waiting for you.” He walks over to Zach and starts to reach for him.


  I can’t fuckin’ watch this.

  “Zach, I’ll be back in twenty,” I say.


  I don’t even look over. Just put my head down and head for the door. I know Zach won’t object, though, and sure enough, I hear him say, “No problem,” just as I’m walkin’ out the door.


  Don’t even know where I’m goin’. Just had to get out of there. Can’t decide if I should try to tell Zach ’bout Tom or not. First, I think I should. I’m his friend. That’s my job, right?


  But the more I think about it, the more I realize it’s a stupid fuckin’ idea. Zach’s a big boy. It’s his business. What am I gonna say, anyway? “Your big jock boyfriend creeps me out?” Maybe “Tom hit on me.” No. If I tell him, it will just put him in the bad position of havin’ to choose between me and Tom. I don’t want to do that to him. Despite what Tom thinks, Zach isn’t stupid. Clueless and naïve, maybe, but that’s not the same thing. At some point he’s gonna figure out Tom’s a dickhead. No need to ruin our friendship in the meantime.


  Zach…


  I was pleasantly surprised to see Tom when I came into the store. “Hey, baby. I was waiting for you.” There was an extra button undone on his shirt today, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off of that little triangle of skin and the curly hairs there. He walked over to me and started to reach for me.


  “Zach, I’ll be back in twenty,” Angelo suddenly said.


  I assumed he was just trying to give Tom and me some privacy, although there was something weird in his voice. He wasn’t looking at me, though, and he was out the door before I could say more than, “No problem.”


  “You should fire that punk before he robs you blind,” Tom said as soon as Angelo was gone.


  I bristled at that. I wasn’t sure when I had stopped thinking of Angelo as a punk, but it definitely annoyed me to hear Tom talk about him that way. “Angelo would never steal from me,” I said with conviction. “I trust him unequivocally.”


  That answer obviously didn’t please him, but he shrugged and then gave me that incredible, sexy smile. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around. We’ve been so busy.” He put his arm around my waist and pulled me against him. “I’ve missed you, though.” That low seductive voice—just hearing it made me hard. He kissed my neck, and I relaxed against him. “Do you forgive me?”


  “Of course.”

  “Good.” He kissed me, his mouth soft but insistent, took my hand, and led me to the office. He opened the door and pushed me through, closed it behind us, and then he was all over me. He pushed me up against the wall and kissed me hard. His hands were squeezing my ass again.


  “I don’t have much time,” he said breathlessly in my ear, “but I really wanted to see you. I’ve missed you so much.” He kissed me again and ground his crotch against mine, and then he pulled back to brush his thumb over my mouth. I put my tongue out and licked it. His eyes went a little wide, and he breathed, “God, I love your mouth.”


  I smiled at him. “How much time do you have?”

  “A few minutes.”


  “It’ll be enough.” I turned us around so that he was against the wall. I kissed him again as I undid his pants and then dropped to my knees in front of him. I pulled his briefs down and licked the head of his cock.


  “Oh yeah, baby, that’s right,” he murmured huskily. “I need it bad.”


  I took him in my mouth as deep as I could. I had never mastered the art of swallowing somebody all the way, so I used my hand on the lower part of his shaft. “Oh God, that’s good,” he said. I sped up. I grabbed his balls with my other hand, squeezed them gently. I worked my tongue over his slit whenever I reached the top of his cock.


  “Oh, baby, that’s it.” His hips were starting to thrust in and out, and one of his hands grabbed the back of my head. “That’s so nice. Your mouth is so hot. I’m close already. Just a little more.”


  My own erection felt like it was pulsing in time with his thrusts. I would have used my hand on it, except I didn’t want a huge wet stain on the front of my pants for the rest of the day. I sped up and hoped he was planning to return the favor when I was finished. “Oh God, Zach. A little more. Just a little more.” His fingers clenched in my hair, and that was all it took.


  When he was done, I stood up and kissed him. “Baby, that was so good,” he said as I pulled back. He grabbed my ass again and pulled me against him as one of his hands groped my crotch. I moaned and leaned into him. “I’m sorry I don’t have time to take care of you right now.” He kissed me again. “Can I make it up to you later?”


  I was so horny at that point that it really wouldn’t have taken him more than a minute or two to bring me off, but I nodded. “Sure.”


  “I’ll pick you up at six.”


  He left. My erection didn’t. I knew I’d be tense and cranky all afternoon. I ended up jacking off in the bathroom. It felt terribly adolescent, but at least it relieved some of the pressure.


  Angelo came back ten minutes later, and Nero Sensei was right behind him holding a giant box full of broken boards. “Hey, Zach. I brought you some firewood.”


  Never mind that it was July, and that I had told him a hundred times that my apartment didn’t have a fireplace. Nero’s students were constantly breaking boards, and he was desperate to find something to do with the left over pieces.


  “Thanks, Sensei. You can just leave them by the door.” Angelo turned to me once Nero had left. “What you gonna do with all that wood?”


  


  “Drop it in the dumpster tomorrow morning, before Sensei gets here.” What the hell else could I do?


  


  “Look on the bright side,” Angelo said with a smile. “If we’re ever attacked by an army of boards, Sensei’s students will save the day.”


  I laughed as Nero passed by again, on his way to Jeremy’s door with another box. Jeremy would probably try to lecture him on how government interference in the free market was to blame for the plummeting value of broken boards.


  At about two Jimmy Buffett stopped in.

  Angelo surprised me by calling out, “Hey Mr. D.” “What do you have for me today, Angelo?”


  Angelo pulled a DVD out from under the counter. “An Affair to Remember.” He held it out. “You seen it?”


  


  Jimmy Buffett, a.k.a. Mr. D, shook his head, smiling. “No. You think I’ll like it?”


  


  Angelo smiled back at him. “Guaranteed.” Jimmy rented the movie, thanked Angelo, and left.


  


  Angelo turned to me, and the look on my face made him ask jokingly, “What’s your problem?”


  “‘Mr. D’?” I asked him.

  He shrugged. “Yeah, why not?”

  “That’s his name?”


  Ang shook his head at me. “Seriously, Zach. You gotta know your regulars. His name’s Drew Davis. He digs chick flicks.”


  Which explained why he always seemed embarrassed. Of course I hadn’t ever paid attention to what he rented. “What about Goth Girl?” I asked Angelo.


  “Carrie. She only rents musicals.” He gave me his lopsided smirk. “Honestly, Zach, don’t know how you survived without me.”


  I wasn’t sure either. I felt like it was some kind of divine providence that had prompted me to hire him. But I was saved from answering by Ruby, who came through the door and promptly proclaimed, “Zach, I’ve had another vision.”


  “Really?” I asked. A glance at Angelo showed him looking amused and curious.


  “Yes. A lady in a big green dress brought you a bowl of ice cream. She said, ‘Before it melts, Zach. Because I’m crazy about you’.”


  “A lady in a big green dress is crazy about me?” I asked. Angelo was grinning from ear to ear.


  


  Ruby shrugged. “I don’t interpret the visions, dear. I only receive them.”


  Jeremy came in at four to see if we needed more pamphlets. He was obviously disappointed in how many were still sitting on my counter.


  “I just can’t understand why more people aren’t interested in promoting real change in Washington,” he said to me.


  


  “I’m not sure, either, Jeremy,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic.


  “Do you realize the federal income tax isn’t even legal, Zach? The sixteenth amendment was never properly ratified by the state legislature. The whole thing is a scam—a scam to cheat us out of our hard-earned money.”


  “Is that right?”


  “It is. The Federal Reserve has taken over this country, Zach. There would be riots in the streets if people understood what that meant.”


  “Riots?” I couldn’t hide my skepticism.


  “I’m not kidding, Zach.” And he did indeed look quite serious. “There’s a movie,” he said, and Angelo suddenly looked interested, “called Freedom to Fascism. Do you have that movie here? Have you seen it?”


  I had to look at Angelo. “Do we have that movie?” “No,” he said. He was scribbling on a piece of paper and didn’t even look up. “I can order it, though.”


  


  I turned back to Jeremy. “I have a feeling I’ll see it before the end of the month.”


  


  He shook his head at me sadly. “I hope so, Zach. Ignorance may be bliss, but it’s also no excuse.”


  


  At five, Tom called to cancel. He said he had another meeting. It was always a meeting.


  


  “So I won’t see you tonight after all?” I couldn’t keep the annoyance out of my voice.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” “Whatever.”


  “Please don’t be mad. Listen, I have to go. I’ll call you soon.” I almost told him not to bother, but the line went dead before I had the chance. I hung up the phone and wondered what I would do now that my plans had fallen through.


  “Let me guess.” I looked over to see Angelo watching me from the other side of the counter. “Dickhead ditched you again, right?” “Fuck off, Angelo.”


  


  He was quiet for a minute, and then he said, “Sorry, man. I just don’t get why you let him treat you like that.”


  I was starting to wonder the same thing. And now I was facing another night alone in my apartment. A whole night to think about the date that should have been. “You want to come over tonight?” I asked Angelo.


  “Dickhead ditches you, and I’m your back up plan?” When he said it that way, I really felt like an ass. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “Yeah.”

  “Yeah, what?”

  “Yeah, I want to come over tonight.”

  I found myself smiling at him. “Do I get to pick the movie?” “You gonna pick somethin’ with Molly Ringwald?” “Maybe.”


  He smiled at me. “No way, Zach. You pick dinner; I’ll pick the movie.”


  We got back to my house, and Angelo got a beer out of the fridge while I ordered a pizza. I found him sitting at the dining room table, working on the puzzle. I sat down opposite him, and we worked in companionable silence for a while. It surprised me how much more fun it was working the puzzle, just having him there with me.


  “What movie did you bring?” I finally asked him. “Aliens.” He looked up at me with his lopsided smile. “Violence and mayhem. Nothin’ better.”


  I laughed and was just looking back down at the puzzle when I spotted something above the edge of the table—something soft and gray sticking up from his lap, like a hairy flag. Or a cat tail.


  “Is that Geisha?” I asked in surprise.


  


  “If Geisha’s a cat, then yeah,” he said, without looking up from the puzzle.


  


  “She’s in your lap?”


  


  He looked up at me like I had lost my mind and said slowly, “Yeah. Why?”


  I couldn’t believe it. Geisha would glare at me any time she saw me and meow at me in outrage when her food bowl was empty or it was too cold outside. And she would occasionally bat at my face to wake me up at four in the morning and had been known to pee in my dirty laundry pile when I didn’t clean her box. But she never, ever sat in my lap.


  “How did you get her to come to you?” I asked him in awe. He shrugged. “Just sittin’ here and she jumped up.” I could only stare at him in shock.

  “What’s the big deal?” he asked.


  “All this time I thought she hated people. I guess she really just hates me.” My own cat. Nice.


  The pizza finally came. “Do you want to watch the movie while we eat or stay in here?” I asked. “I could turn on some music, but I have a feeling you’d hate it.”


  He looked at the puzzle and looked into the living room, then pointed to the table and said, “Let’s take this in there and do both.”


  So we moved the table into the living room and sat on adjacent sides, eating pizza, working the puzzle, and watching violence and mayhem. Angelo was right. There was nothing better.


  I DIDN’T hear from Tom at all the next week. I thought about


  calling, but I didn’t want to come off sounding desperate. I was starting to realize that our relationship wasn’t really a relationship at all.


  I tried not to think about it too much. It was just too depressing.


  Somehow Angelo ended up at my place almost every night that week. A couple of times I invited him. A couple of times, I wasn’t sure how it came to pass. Either way I was glad to have the company. We finished the first puzzle and started a second one. We had fun together, and it was definitely better than spending the evening contemplating my non-relationship with Tom.


  Monday rolled around again, but that week, I at least had something to look forward to. The next weekend was Folk Fest, a weekend-long music festival in Lyons, Colorado. I went every year, even if I had to close the shop. I was really looking forward to getting away for a few days. I couldn’t help but wish, though, that I wasn’t going alone.


  My original plan was to give Angelo his choice between covering the store while I was gone or taking the weekend off, but by the time he came in that morning, I had a different plan.


  “What are you doing this weekend, Angelo?” I asked him as soon as he came in.


  “Nothin’. Why?”

  “Have you ever heard of Folk Fest?”

  “Is that like Bluegrass Fest, ’cept with folk music?” “Exactly.”

  “Nope, never heard of it.”


  That made me smile. “You’d love the food there,” I told him. “They have these chicken-basil pot stickers that are to die for. They have curry too. I haven’t tried it, though. They said it was pretty hot.”


  He smirked at me. “Wimp.”


  


  And I couldn’t help but smile back. “I know. You want to come with me?”


  “It’s folk music?” he asked incredulously.

  “Well, yes, but there’s a pretty broad spectrum of music that falls under that category. You’d be surprised. We’ll just hang out in the sun and drink beer and people-watch. What do you think?” He looked over at me, and it looked like he was thinking about it. I realized how much I hoped that he would say yes. “The ticket’s kind of expensive, but I’ll split it with you.” That would seriously cut into my funds, but I suddenly didn’t care. “It’ll be fun. Will you come?”


  He gave me that lopsided smirk. “You want me to hang out with you all weekend and listen to shitty music?”


  


  “I do.”


  


  “Why the hell would I do that?” But I knew that impudent tone and the spark in his eyes, and I knew he was planning to say yes.


  “Just for the hell of it?”

  “Don’t say I never did nothin’ for you, Zach.”

  I was still laughing when Jeremy walked in.


  “Zach, I’m here to get your signature on these petitions.” He had three clipboards in his hand. I didn’t even ask what they were for. I just started signing, passing each one to Ang as I finished. “Have you watched that movie yet?”


  “No,” Angelo answered for me, “but we ordered a copy. It should be here next week.”


  That seemed to make Jeremy happy.

  Ruby was next.


  “Did you have a vision?” Angelo asked her. He sounded completely serious, but I could see the glint in his eyes that betrayed his amusement.


  “As a matter of fact, young man, I did. I saw you standing by two stone doors. Then your brother came and opened one for you, and you pushed a blind man through.” She nodded, then turned to me and said knowingly, “It was that black man who sings.” “Stevie Wonder or Ray Charles?” I asked, trying not to laugh.


  “Well,” she said, looking confused, “the black one.” Angelo’s look of amusement was gone. “Don’t have a brother,” he said bluntly.


  


  “Oh.” Now she looked even more confused. “Are you quite sure, dear?”


  


  Angelo just glared at her, and she turned and left, muttering to herself.


  


  “You could have a brother,” I said gently to Angelo. “Have you ever thought about looking for your family?”


  He turned away from me without a word, and I knew that subject was closed. Before I could say anything else, the door opened and Tom walked in. I wasn’t really sure what I felt when I saw him. Part of me just wanted to end things with him, but there was still a part of me that wanted him too.


  “Hey, baby.” Tom kissed me on the cheek, and Angelo turned his back on us, but not before I saw the look of hatred on his face. “Come in back with me?” Tom asked.


  Another blow job in the office? Not today. “I’m pretty busy right now.” That was obviously a lie, but so what?


  


  “Okay.” He looked a little bit amused but didn’t argue. “Can I see you this weekend?”


  


  “I’m going out of town for the weekend.” It felt ridiculously good to say that to him.


  He looked surprised. “Where you going?”

  “To Folk Fest, in Lyons.”


  His face lit up. “Really? I’ve always thought that sounded like fun. Want some company?”


  I was surprised to realize that my gut response was to say no. But part of me was flattered that he wanted to go away with me for the weekend. A whole weekend together—I pictured us shopping the vendors, holding hands, sharing ice cream, making love. I did want that. I wanted us to be a real couple.


  “I’ll be camping. Are you willing to sleep on the ground?”


  “For you? Of course.” He stepped up to me and put an arm around my waist. “Can I see you tonight? I can come by around nine.”


  “I guess.”

  “Good. I’ve been missing you.”


  He left a few minutes later. As soon as the door closed behind him, Angelo rounded on me. “Are you stupid or somethin’?” he asked angrily.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  


  He shook his head and turned away. “That guy don’t care ’bout you. He’s just usin’ you and you keep lettin’ him.” “You don’t know that.”


  


  “Yes I do, Zach,” he said matter-of-factly. “Don’t go to the festival with him. You’ll end up regrettin’ it.”


  


  I was trying not to sound as defensive as I felt. “Maybe a weekend away will be good for us.”


  


  He snorted. “Good for him, you mean. He’ll get his knob polished, and you’ll get nothin’.”


  


  “Can you give me some credit, Angelo? I’m not that stupid.”


  “Looks like you are to me.” I didn’t say anything, but his words hurt me more than I would have expected. I turned my back on him, so he wouldn’t see it on my face, and a minute later he said, grudgingly, “Sorry.”


  “I’d still like for you to come,” I said quietly.


  


  “No fuckin’ way. Not if he’s goin’.” His voice was gentler now. “I’ll cover the store so you don’t have to close.”


  


  “Are you still coming over tonight?” I knew he would leave before Tom showed up. If he showed up.


  


  “Sure. I got the perfect movie picked out.”


  


  The “perfect movie” ended up being American Beauty. “I don’t get it,” I said at the end.


  “It’s about desire. Sometimes what you think you want isn’t what you really want.” He glanced over at me, and a blush started to creep up his cheeks, but he kept talking. “See, the cheerleader just wants to be wanted. And the daughter wants to be loved for who she is. But Kevin Spacey, that’s who you should think about. ’Cause he thinks he wants his wife to respect him, but what he really wants is to respect himself. And he thinks he wants the cheerleader, ’cause of who he thinks she is. But then he finds out she’s not what he thought, and that means what he wanted wasn’t real, either.”


  I was impressed. I hadn’t realized he was going for specific themes. “Trying to tell me something, Angelo?” I asked lightly. He didn’t answer. He finished his beer and sat looking down at the empty bottle in his hand.


  “How old are you, Ang?”

  He looked up at me in surprise. “Twenty-seven.”


  That was actually older than I thought he was, and I realized it was the fact that he seemed to not have to shave that made him look younger than he was. Still seven years younger than me. It seemed like a long time since I had been twenty-seven. He had been supporting himself for more than ten years. I thought back to when I was his age—I had only been a few years out of college.


  “Stop it,” Angelo said reprovingly.

  “Stop what?”

  “Thinkin’ that I’m so young and you’re so old.”


  I had to laugh at how he magically seemed to know what I was thinking. “I specifically remember you making a reference to my ‘long, lost youth’.”


  His eyes met mine and they weren’t laughing at all. “You’re not old, Zach. You gotta quit actin’ like your life is over.”


  Was that how I acted?

  He glanced at the clock. It was almost nine. “I gotta go.”


  I knew he wanted to leave before Tom showed up. “You can stay longer. I’m sure he’ll be late.”


  


  “I’m sure he will too. The fuckin’ stupid thing is, you’re not even pissed about it.”


  


  “Ang—”


  


  “See you tomorrow, Zach.”


  …Angelo


  TOM’S comin’ over tonight, which means I’ll definitely leave early.


  No way do I want to pass that guy on the stairs, knowin’ he’s on his way to be with Zach. I know it’s none of my business who Zach sleeps with. Still, makes me nuts to think of them together. Can’t stand to think of Tom touchin’ Zach or kissin’ him or fuckin’ him. I tell myself I only feel this way ’cause Tom’s an asshole and Zach is my friend. Can’t be more to it than that.


  I’m headed for the door when I see the condoms. Brand new box of ’em sittin’ on the counter. I’m glad Zach’s bein’ careful, but at the same time, I feel some kind of madness buildin’ in me, knowin’ what they mean.


  Why should that stupid fuckin’ box make me want to scream and cry and rage and stomp my feet on the floor like a goddamn kid? Why do I want to rail at Zach, bolt the door, and pretend none of it is real? Must be ’cause Zach’s gettin’ some, and I’m not. Truth is, it’s been a long time for me. A long time since I let anyone touch me. Before I have time to think about it much, I open the box, take two, and stick them in my pocket. Haven’t been to a club in almost a year, but I know I’m goin’ tonight.


  Clubs are easy for me. I look younger than I am and I’m pretty small. Lots of guys seem to dig that. Always been able to take my pick.


  Years ago I did this all the time. Almost every night. If someone handed me a drink, I drank it. A joint, I smoked it. A pill, I swallowed it. Ended up in lots of bad situations with all kinds of people. Woke up in places I didn’t recognize. Then one night I went home with a guy. He wasn’t the type I usually went for. He was a big jock type. Pushy. Knew in my gut it was a bad fuckin’ idea. He gave me that vibe—same vibe I get from Tom—but I was drunk and lookin’ to score. We agreed on oral before leavin’ the club, but once we got to his place he wanted somethin’ else. Didn’t want to take no for an answer, either. Things got pretty intense for a bit. In the end I got away, and I’m pretty sure that guy ended up with a broken nose and a sore sac. Still scared the shit out of me.


  Didn’t go back to the clubs for a long time after that. Saved money for weeks to afford the tests at the clinic. Lucky as hell they all came back clean. That’s when I quit clubbin’.


  Mostly.

  Thing is, there’s times when jackin’ off just isn’t quite enough.


  Since that night I got rules. First rule: I never take anybody back to my place. Won’t go to their place either, unless they live within walkin’ distance. Don’t want to have to rely on anybody for a ride home. I’ll go to their car, if they have one. Best bet is to pick one of the guys who work at the club, ’cause they can get us to one of the back rooms.


  Not tonight, though. Tonight I got a guy picked out. He’s sittin’ with some friends lookin’ way out of place. The club’s almost industrial. These guys look like they just wandered in off the fuckin’ golf course. They’re all starin’ around with huge eyes and nervous smiles. Slummin’, I guess. What the fuck ever. My guy’s got dark brown hair. Like Zach’s. But I’m not thinkin’ ’bout him. Wearin’ one of those stupid fuckin’ shirts with the little horses on it. Like Zach. I’m still not thinkin’ ’bout him.


  I lean against the bar and just stare at him. Know it sounds stupid, but it always works. Doesn’t take long for him to see me. When he does, he actually turns around and looks behind him, to see if I’m lookin’ at somebody else. I smile and wave him over. He’s probably in his late thirties, and he’s gettin’ a little heavy around the middle. Don’t matter. Not like I’m gonna be lookin’ at him.


  “Hey,” he says when he gets to me. Then he stops, ’cause he obviously has no fuckin’ clue what he’s supposed to say next. “We don’t gotta bullshit,” I tell him. “Want to go for a little walk with me?”


  


  His eyes get big. Brown eyes. Not like Zach’s. That’s good. ’Cause I’m not thinkin’ ’bout him.


  


  “Sure.” He glances back at his friends, who are just starin’ at us like we’re the fuckin’ main event. “Let me tell my friends—” “Don’t bother. You’ll be comin’ right back.”


  I can’t tell if he’s disappointed by that or not. Don’t really care. He follows me out of the club. I take him down the street to a coffee shop. Never much business this time of night. The bathrooms are big and clean and not the type with the stalls. These are meant for one person at a time and the doors lock. For a nice tip, the baristas will look the other way and leave you alone as long as you want. I know a bathroom ain’t exactly romantic, but nobody here’s lookin’ for romance. The girl workin’ tonight has blue streaks in her hair and lots of metal in her face. I slip her a twenty, and she winks at me.


  My guy follows me in without a word, and I lock the door. He leans against the wall and looks at me like he just won the fuckin’ lottery. Guess maybe he did. He’s waitin’ for me to tell him what to do. I like that. Not that I want to be some kind of domineerin’ asshole, but I won’t let guys push me around when it comes to sex. I gotta call the shots.


  I know instinctively Zach would let me. But I’m not thinkin’ ’bout him.


  More rules now. I don’t let them kiss me. Never let them fuck me. Won’t tell them my name, even though they always ask. They usually tell me theirs, but I don’t listen.


  Right on cue, he says, “What’s your name?”


  


  “Dave.” I pull a condom out of my pocket and hand it to him. “Gotta wear it.”


  “Sure. Okay.” Poor guy’s so nervous, he’s startin’ to sweat a little. He just stands there lookin’ at the little foil package like it might blow up in his hands.


  I make myself smile. I push close to him and start to undo his pants. “It’s okay, man. Just relax. I’ll take care of everything.”


  He’s not exactly relaxin’, but I can see the anticipation in his eyes. Arousal is startin’ to win out over nervousness. I get his pants out of the way. He’s already completely hard. I stroke him a few times with my hands, ’til he quits bein’ freaked out and starts to roll with it. His eyes close and his breathin’ starts to speed up. Then I put the condom on.


  “Hey.” I wait for him to open his eyes and look at me. “You touch my head, I’ll leave you here with a bad fuckin’ case of blue balls. Got it?”


  He nods. Good enough.


  I get down in front of him and start. I’m good at this. Don’t ask me why, ’cause I don’t know. I can swallow a guy pretty deep. Guess that’s part of it. Seems like that can’t be all of it, but like I said, I don’t know. This guy definitely likes it. As soon as I start, he says, “Holy fuck!” He actually starts to reach for my head, too, but then he catches himself and puts both of his hands behind his back.


  I do my best to make it good for him, especially since he didn’t argue with me about the condom. I don’t take him to the edge right away. I let him get real close a couple of times, then back off. Even use my fingers on his rim a little bit. When he finally comes, he cries out and grabs my shoulders so hard, I think I might end up with bruises. I don’t mind. He didn’t touch my head. That’s all I really care about.


  Afterward I rinse out my mouth while he’s still catchin’ his breath. Finally he looks over at me, and if he thought he’d won the lotto before, now he looks like he just found out the payout is twice what he originally thought.


  “What would you like?” he asks.


  


  “Same thing.” I pull out a condom and offer it to him. “It’s up to you whether I wear this or not.”


  He shakes his head. He’s already gettin’ down in front of me and undoin’ my pants. “You can grab all you want,” he says. “I don’t mind.” And then he starts. I close my eyes, and just let myself drift away with the feelin’ of his lips on me. It’s been so fuckin’ long, I almost forgot how good it feels. Can’t remember right now why I don’t let this happen more often. He said I could grab him, and I do. I hold on tight, feel that dark brown hair in my hands, and tell myself over and over again I’m not gonna think about Zach.


  But in the end, I do.


  I imagine it’s his dark hair tangled around my fingers and his mouth on me and his hands hangin’ on tight to my hips. I wonder how it would feel to let him kiss me. And then I come like I haven’t done in years.


  “Fuck!” It comes out almost a yell, and I know I sound pissed as hell.


  “What’s wrong?” I look at the guy, and I immediately feel bad. He looks embarrassed and a little bit sad. He thinks I’m disappointed.


  I make myself smile again. After all it’s not his fault. “Nothin’ wrong, man.” I get my pants done up and make sure I keep smilin’. “Just really needed that.”

  That makes him smile again.


  We leave the coffee shop. Feels like I should say somethin’, so I say, “Have a good night.” Before he can say anything back, I turn and walk away. Not toward the club. I’m walkin’ the other way, headed for the gas station, where my shift starts in twenty minutes.


  Now I really let myself think about Zach. Can’t let this go on anymore. Never goin’ back to that store. Not ever gonna see him again. I know that’s what I need to do. Just gotta stop now, before I fall for him so fuckin’ hard I can’t ever give him up.


  I tell myself that’s what I’m gonna do.


  


  I know I’m full of shit. I know it’s already too late.


  Zach…


  IFELT bad when Angelo left. I hated feeling like he was disappointed in me. And I had to admit, I was starting to wonder if maybe he was right. For better or worse, I ended up having extra time to think that night.


  Tom was forty minutes late.


  “Hey, baby,” he said as soon he was in the door. He kissed me, then started undoing my shirt. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.”


  “Don’t you want a drink or something?” I asked in annoyance, as he took off my shirt and started undoing his own. “I have wine.” He grabbed me and pulled me against him, his hands going to my ass and squeezing hard. “No, baby. I just want you.” “Do you have any interest in me, beyond sex?”


  “Of course I do, baby. How can you ask that? I’m crazy about you.” He kissed me again. “I’m just so hot for you tonight, I can’t stand it. I can’t keep my hands off of you.”


  I wanted to push the issue. I wanted to make him spend time with me out of bed first. But as he kissed me more, I couldn’t help but respond to him. He was so good-looking, and his body was amazing. I wanted him. Even now. I hated myself for it a little bit, but my body didn’t care about my pride.


  He kissed me more as he unbuttoned his pants, then took my hand and placed it on his erect cock.


  


  “Zach, please don’t make me wait. I can’t stand it tonight. I need to come.”


  


  “Tell me what you want,” I said in resignation, knowing as I said it that I would never hear him say it back.


  


  “Your mouth.”


  I dropped to my knees in front of him and pulled his pants down out of the way. I ran my tongue up the bottom of his shaft and around his head. Then I took him in my mouth as far as I could. He was rocking into me, and he grabbed my head with both hands. “Baby, let me do it. Let me fuck your mouth.” I nodded. His grip tightened, and he started pumping in and out of my mouth. I kept one hand on the bottom of his shaft to keep him from gagging me. I got my pants undone, pulled my cock out with my free hand, and started stroking myself in time with his thrusts.


  “Oh, baby. God, that’s good. You make me so fucking hot.” Of course he was talking, another endless stream of meaningless words. His grip on my head was tight, and even with my hand holding him, he was slamming into my mouth pretty hard. But it was working for me too. Knowing he wanted me that much was a wonderful aphrodisiac, and I gripped my cock tighter, kept stroking, feeling my own orgasm growing closer.


  “That’s it, baby. That’s it. Oh God.” He was panting hard. When I glanced up at him, I could see a sheen of sweat on his face. “That’s it, baby. Goddamn, your mouth is so sweet. I love to see those blue eyes while I fuck your mouth.” The look on his face was a little bit vulgar, very arrogant, and not at all pleasant. I closed my eyes again, pushed it out of my mind. “I’m close, baby. I’m gonna come soon.” I thought undiplomatically how this was the longest he had ever lasted with me. Too bad we hadn’t actually made it to the bedroom.


  “Beat yourself faster, Zack. Faster.” I obliged, and he moaned, his fingers clenching in my hair. His thrusts started coming harder. “Oh God, you make me hot, Zach. I can’t believe how hot you make me. I want to see you come. Do it, Zach. Do it now. Come for me, baby.” And without making any conscious decision to do it, I did, and when he saw it, he groaned, and then he came too. He held my head as far down on his shaft as I could go, and it felt like I was going to choke on all that wet saltiness squirting into my throat. I tried to pull back, but he was holding me too tight. I swallowed fast, feeling like I couldn’t breathe, hoping I wouldn’t gag, and still he held me there, until I pushed hard on his legs and pulled myself away, coughing.


  “What’s your problem?” I gasped. I had managed to swallow it all, but my throat burned from it.


  


  He pulled me up and wrapped his arms around me. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I just couldn’t stop.” I pushed him away. “Whatever,” I managed to say, but my voice still sounded a little rough.


  


  “Where’s that wine? Let me get you a glass.”


  Wine didn’t seem like the thing to soothe my throat, but I didn’t complain. I had already opened the bottle anyway. I went into the bedroom to change my pants, since the ones I had on now had a big wet spot on the crotch. When I came out, he handed me a glass, and we sat down on the couch.


  I sipped the wine and tried to figure out what I was feeling. He really did turn me on. It was like I couldn’t keep my body from responding to him. Still, I had to admit to myself that this wasn’t exactly what I had been hoping for when we first started seeing each other. Despite his words to the contrary, it was becoming more and more obvious that he was only in it for the sex. And the sex wasn’t even that good. I felt cheap. I felt used.


  I felt like a fool.


  I thought about the movie and why Angelo had picked it. That made me even more ashamed of what had just happened. “Did you buy your ticket for Folk Fest yet?” I asked him.


  “Not yet. First thing tomorrow, I promise.” He pointed to the table with the puzzle on it, sitting off to the side of the living room. “Why’s that in here?”


  “We moved it in here so we could watch the TV while we worked the puzzle.”


  “Who’s ‘we’?”

  “Me and Ang.”


  “Oh.” He couldn’t have sounded less interested. “Who’s Ang? Your sister?”


  Seriously? I had told Tom about my sister Lauren, who lived in Chicago, and I had certainly mentioned Angelo plenty of times. It only proved how little he actually listened. And how little he cared. If I had been a different man, I might have punched him. I wished for a minute that I was Angelo—that I could think fast and lash out with my words. Instead I closed my eyes, fought back my anger.


  Suddenly I knew exactly what I was going to do.


  I looked over at him. “Yeah, Ang is my sister,” I said as casually as I could. “She came by last night. I was telling her about us going to Folk Fest, and she decided to come too.” Obviously a lie. But I had a theory, and this was the test.


  “Sure, baby. Whatever.”

  “The thing is, I’m not really out with her.”


  “So we can’t spend the weekend together?” He didn’t sound annoyed, exactly, but he didn’t quite sound sympathetic either.


  “Of course we can. We just have to play it straight. It’s no big deal, right? We’ll still have fun. And it will give us a chance to get to know each other better.”


  “You bet.” But I could tell he didn’t like it. He was staring at his wine as he twirled his glass between his fingers. “That sounds great.”


  I got up and turned on some music, then sat down at the table and started working on the puzzle. He sat and watched me for a couple of minutes, then drained his glass and said, “Listen, I gotta go, but I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”


  That, at least, I had no doubts about. I didn’t walk him to the door.


  I finished the bottle of wine, catching a pleasant buzz in the process, then went in the bathroom and took a scalding hot shower. I washed it all away. The evidence of my activities with Tom, dried into my pubic hair. The taste of him in the back of my throat. All of my anger and bitterness and resentment. I let it all go. I didn’t hate him. But I sure as hell didn’t need him either. He was nothing to me.


  It surprised me when I realized that.


  


  The phone at the store was ringing the next morning, five minutes after I arrived.


  


  “Bad news, Zach. We have this—”


  


  I interrupted him. “You’re not coming.” It wasn’t even a question.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I’ll make it up to—”

  “Sure thing, Tom. See you later.”


  It seemed like I should be upset, but I wasn’t. I was relieved. I knew now exactly where I stood. It felt great. I couldn’t wait to tell Angelo that Tom wasn’t going, and I hoped he was still willing to go with me. I knew we would have fun together.


  I was surprised, though, when the start time for his shift came and went, and he wasn’t there. Angelo had never been late before. In fact he came in early more often than not. I wasn’t mad. I knew he would have a good reason.


  He arrived twenty minutes late, and he barely looked at me when he came in.


  


  “You’re late.” It wasn’t an accusation at all. It was more of a question.


  “Yeah. So what?”

  “So nothing. I just wondered if everything’s okay.” “What the fuck do you care, Zach?”


  I was taken aback by how angry he sounded. I was used to feeling two steps behind in my conversations with Angelo, but this was something else entirely. I had no idea what was going on.


  “What’s wrong, Ang?”


  For a minute he didn’t say anything. He just stood there, staring at one of the displays. I could tell he was wound up tight. His jaw was clenched, and his hands were tight fists. Finally he said, “This isn’t workin’, Zach.”


  “What isn’t working?”


  He finally looked at me. “This!” He practically spat the word at me, as he gestured around him. “You. Me. This fuckin’ job. I can’t do it anymore.”


  “You’re quitting?” I felt like that was a terribly stupid question, but it was all I could come up with. My head was spinning.


  He hesitated, like maybe he hadn’t really meant to say that and had to decide whether or not to take it back. But then he said, “Yeah. I’m quittin’.”


  “Okay.” It wasn’t okay at all, actually, but I was too stunned to say anything else. I didn’t want him to quit. He was great at the store. The customers loved him. And we were friends. The thought of losing him was more upsetting than I would have expected.


  He stayed there for a minute, looking at me. All the anger was gone now. He just looked sad. He pushed his hair out of his face, shoved his hands in his pockets, and said quietly, “See you ’round, Zach.”


  He was at the door by the time I found my voice. “Angelo, wait!”


  


  He stopped, halfway out the door but didn’t turn around.


  “I don’t know what’s going on, but I really don’t want you to go. I need you here. And I….” And I’ll miss you like crazy. But I didn’t say that part. “You know this place is going to fall apart without you.” I thought for a second he was going to say something to that, but he didn’t. “If there’s something going on, and you need time off, you can have it.” There was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. “Anything you want, Ang.” He still wasn’t looking at me, but I knew he was listening. He was just staring at the ground. “Come back, though, when you can. Please.”


  He stood there for a minute in the door. I waited. I was practically holding my breath.


  


  And then he just walked away.


  …Angelo


  NORMALLY I get five hours of sleep between the gas station and the video store. Didn’t sleep at all last night, though. Spent all five hours agonizin’ over whether or not to go in today. Don’t even remember makin’ the decision to go. Must have, though, ’cause I find myself walkin’ in the door. Can’t even look at Zach. Don’t want him to be mad. Don’t want him to be all friendly and understandin’ either. Mostly, though, don’t want him to look in my eyes and see I’m so torn up over him that I can’t even fuckin’ think straight.


  “You’re late.” He says it lightly, like it’s a question. Like maybe he doesn’t know for sure. ’Course he’s not mad. Almost wish he was.


  “Yeah. So what?”

  “So, nothing. I just wondered if everything’s okay.”


  What can I say? No, man, everything is not okay. Not anymore. Not since last night. Not since I realized how I feel. I know he’ll never be able to love me like I love him. “What the fuck do you care, Zach?” I see that he’s confused and a little bit hurt, and I’m glad.


  “What’s wrong, Ang?” Why’s he gotta be so nice about it? Make this all so much easier if he would just be a dick back to me. This part, though, I thought out already. Turned the words over and over in my head last night. “This isn’t workin’, Zach.” “What isn’t working?”


  “This!” And when I turn to look at him, the hurt expression on his face is almost more than I can stand. “You. Me. This fuckin’ job. I can’t do it anymore.”


  “You’re quitting?”


  Yeah, I thought about those words all night. Thing is, I never really intended to say them. Can’t take ’em back now, though. And maybe it’s for the best. He’s still watchin’ me, lookin’ like he’s just been sucker-punched, which I guess isn’t too far off. “Yeah. I’m quittin’.”


  “Okay.” I know his simple answer isn’t ’cause he doesn’t care. I know he’s still tryin’ to catch up. I gotta get out of here before he does.


  “See you ’round, Zach.”

  I’m halfway out the door when he says, “Angelo, wait!” I stop. Know I shouldn’t. But I do.


  “I don’t know what’s going on, but I really don’t want you to go. I need you here. And I—” He stops short, like he almost was gonna say somethin’ but thought better of it. “You know this place is going to fall apart without you.” I smile a little bit when he says that. Can’t help it. My back’s to him, though. He doesn’t see. “If there’s something going on and you need time off, you can have it.” He stops for a second, then says, real quiet, “Anything you want, Ang.” And I’m tryin’ real hard all of a sudden not to cry. “Come back, though, when you can. Please?”


  I want to go to him. I want to put my arms around him and have him comfort me like I’m a little kid. I want to just cry like a fuckin’ baby.


  Clearly not an option.


  


  Instead I just walk away.


  I go back home. Crawl back into bed and sleep the whole day away. Wake up feelin’ lots better but have to hurry to make it to the gas station in time for my shift. Night shift mostly consists of sittin’ on my ass, starin’ out the window. I have a lot of time to think ’bout Zach.


  Seemed like a good idea this mornin’ to cut all ties. Get away and just forget all about him and that stupid store. I been alone my whole life. Never intended to change that. Thing is, it feels wrong now. Guess I’m sorta accustomed to him, after workin’ with him every day and hangin’ at his house at night. Feels good bein’ with him, even if what he feels isn’t what I feel. Zach doesn’t look down on me for bein’ a dropout or a fuckup. Never acts like he’s better than me. Never acts condescendin’ or assumes he knows stuff I don’t. Treats me better than I’m used to bein’ treated.


  And crazy as I am over him, I realize part of the reason I want him so much is because he isn’t attracted to me. Met a whole lotta guys over the years who only wanted to get me into bed. Felt sometimes like that was all I was good for. Zach’s the first person who treated me like a friend, not just a potential lay. Means a lot to me.


  After my shift I go home and go back to bed but wake up earlier than usual. Not used to sleepin’ so much. I almost go in for my shift at A to Z. Walk all the way to the store, stand there starin’ at the door for a long time. Chicken out in the end, though. Not sure what to say to Zach.


  I go back home and spend the day sittin’ ’round my apartment thinkin’ ’bout him. Not sure why I been makin’ this so hard. It’s simple, really. There’s no reason to run away. Just ’cause I finally accepted I’ve fallen for him doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends. Maybe eventually Zach will want to be with me. Maybe he won’t. Maybe I’ll quit feelin’ like this. Doesn’t matter.


  Never really had a friend like him. No way in the world am I lettin’ him go now.


  


  I check the clock. I know Zach’ll just be gettin’ home. I stop by A to Z on my way to his house, pick up a movie.


  Can’t believe how nervous I am ringin’ his doorbell. He opens the door, and I make myself look up at him. He’s smilin’ at me like I’m fuckin’ Santa Claus finally brought him the damn pony he’s been askin’ for.


  “I got you curry,” he says.


  


  And for the first time since I knew him, I think I’m the one tryin’ to catch up. All I can say is, “Thanks, Zach.”


  


  I hand him the movie as I walk past. He laughs. “The Breakfast Club? You hate this movie.”


  


  “You don’t.”


  It’s an apology or a peace offerin’ of sorts, and he gets it. He comes up behind me, grabs me by the neck and kisses me on my temple. Him touchin’ me like that makes my heart race, and I pull away from him. He just laughs and says, “I’m glad you’re here.” He pushes me toward the fridge. “Get yourself a beer. I’ll put the movie in.”


  We sit on the floor like always, in front of the coffee table. He looks over at me and asks casually, “You want to talk about it?” “No.” Definitely not.


  He just shrugs. He’s still smilin’ at me. “Okay.” He opens up the bag of carry out and starts handin’ me food. And just like that, we’re back to normal.


  Toward the end of the movie, he says, “Ang, come with me this weekend.”


  “No way. Not if—”

  He interrupts me. “Tom’s not coming.”

  That surprises me. Even more surprisin’ is that Zach don’t


  seem bothered by it. In fact he’s still smilin’. Don’t think he’s stopped since I walked in the door. It’s infectious.


  


  “Why not?” I ask, tryin’ real hard to sound casual and not excited, like I feel.


  “Does it matter?”

  I’m curious, but other than that, no, it doesn’t really matter.


  Never would have thought I’d go for somethin’ like that festival. But ever since he asked me, I been thinkin’ ’bout it a lot. Truth is, I never really do anything. Never go anywhere. Never even taken a vacation ’cause I never had anywhere to go. Kinda like the idea of havin’ a few days to just hang out in the sun. Sounds liberatin’. And I’ll be with Zach. I always have fun with Zach.


  Still, I say, “Not really my scene, you know.”

  “I know. But you’re coming anyway, right?”


  He really wants me with him. In the end, that’s what decides it for me. No way I could deny him anything at that moment. “Yeah, Zach,” I say, and his smile gets even bigger. “I’m comin’ anyway.”


  Zach…


  I NEVER figured out what was wrong with Angelo, but in the end, I figured it wasn’t any of my business. If he wanted me to know, he would tell me. I was just glad that he had worked it out. He was back to his normal self by the next day, and by the time we left for Folk Fest on Friday, he was absolutely giddy.


  Lyons, Colorado was a beautiful little gem of a town nestled right down in the green roots of the Rocky Mountains. It’s sometimes called the double gateway to the Rockies. Originally its economy was based on sandstone quarries, but more recently, it has turned toward tourism.


  Planet Bluegrass is a natural amphitheater on the west end of town, sitting between the St. Vrain River and the mountains. There are two stages, and during the Rocky Mountain Folk Festival, there’s music playing on both from ten in the morning until ten at night. The festival also boasts beer brewed by one of Colorado’s top microbreweries and some of the best food I’ve ever tasted. The atmosphere is family friendly. Kids run in packs like they were meant to and build sandcastles by the river. They can also tube down the river and ride back to the festival on a shuttle bus.


  The campground was a riot of colors. Tents, campers, and popup shade shelters were staked out so close to one another that it was hard to find a path through them. To look at some of the campsites, you would have thought people were staying for a month, rather than just a weekend. They had hung flags and banners and wind kites, and some of them even had rugs. Song circles and drum circles and just plain drinking circles abounded in the campground until the wee hours of the morning.


  Angelo didn’t actually own any camping gear of any kind. I thought that was odd for somebody who lived in Colorado, but I didn’t say anything. He bought a bag but decided to share my tent. We finally found a place in the crowded campground and set up our camp.


  I didn’t know if it was the type of music or just festivals, but I swear there were almost as many lesbian couples as het couples. Gay couples were harder to find, but they were around too. The atmosphere was friendly and open. Angelo stared around for a long time in shock. I could see him, watching all those same-sex couples who were holding hands, kissing, not doing anything to hide. Eventually he looked over at me and said, “I never been anywhere except clubs that it felt okay to be queer.” I just laughed. He relaxed a lot after that.


  The viewing area for the main stage was carefully sectioned. Near the front, people spread blankets or tarps on the grass, and only chairs that sat practically on the ground were allowed. A little farther back, it was still blankets and tarps, but regular chairs were allowed too. And behind that was the area for shade tents. The crowds weren’t large yet, and we were able to spread my blanket near the trees on the west side so that we would be in the shade later in the day. I had the one low-back chair I owned, bought years ago at a flea market specifically for this one weekend each and every year. I felt bad that I didn’t have one for Angelo and hadn’t thought to tell him to bring one. He just smiled and said, “I can nap easier on the ground anyway.”


  We bought beer, then pot stickers—chicken-basil for me and curry for him. I think his eyes actually rolled back in his head when he tasted them. I laughed. “What do you think?”


  “Worth comin’ here just for this,” he said. He blushed but still looked at me when he said, “Thanks for bringin’ me, Zach.”


  All I could think about was how much different it would have been with Tom. I knew instinctively he would have been complaining about everything from how hot it was to how much the beer cost. It felt great to be with Angelo instead. “I’m glad you came.”


  …Angelo


  DON’T get much rest that first night in Lyons. It’s strange sleepin’


  so close to Zach, hearin’ him breathin’ next to me. Feels intimate in a way I never felt before with anyone. I spend half the night wantin’ to touch him and the other half worried that I will. He’s oblivious, like always. He sleeps like a fuckin’ baby.


  Most people at Folk Fest stay up late and then sleep in. Place is dead when I get up at six. Zach’s sacked out next to me, sprawled on his back and takin’ up half the tent. I leave him sleepin’ and head for the shower. It’s an open, locker-room-type shower, with four nozzles. Zach warned me there would be a line later in the mornin’. I want to beat the rush.


  There’s one other guy in the shower with me. Great big guy, at least half a foot taller than me. Short dark hair and a body to die for. Drop-dead gorgeous and probably straight as a ruler. I try not to stare.


  “Nice to beat the crowd,” he says.

  “Yeah.”


  As we’re gettin’ dressed, I ask, “Know where I could find coffee ’round here?”


  


  “I do. I’m headed there now.” He holds his hand out to me. “I’m Matt.”


  


  Not sure why he’s introducin’ himself, but I shake his hand and say, “Angelo.”


  


  “Follow me, Angelo. I’ll lead you to the best coffee in Lyons.”


  Hadn’t really intended to go anywhere with him, but what the hell? He’s sort of a big jock type, but I don’t get that bad vibe off him at all. He leads me down the street to a coffee shop—locally owned too. Not one of those big chains. We take our coffee and sit at one of the tables outside.


  “Is this your first time here?” he asks.

  “Yeah.”

  “Mine too. Are you here alone?”

  “No. Friend’s still sleepin’.”


  “Mine too.” He crinkles his eyes at me, like he might laugh but isn’t quite sure how. “What do you think so far?”


  


  “Food’s good.”


  


  This time he really does laugh and says, “But the music sucks.”


  


  That makes me smile. “Not what I normally listen to.”


  We make small talk for an hour, mostly comparin’ which food vendors we’d tried so far—he liked the gyros better than the curry— and which bands we thought were tolerable. Then we end up orderin’ breakfast. Finally he says, “I should head back. Jared might actually be awake by now, and I promised him coffee.”


  That seems like a nice thing to do, so I get a cup to take back to Zach too.


  “We should sit together,” he says as we walk back. I can’t think of a reason to say no. Still, I’m a little nervous ’bout it. Always a little worried what’s gonna happen when somebody finds out I’m queer. Never sure if I’m supposed to pretend not to be or just not worry ’bout it.


  We stop by and round up Zach. He’s just gettin’ up and is thrilled ’bout the coffee. Matt leads us down to where his friend has a blanket, ’bout halfway up to the stage.


  Jared is Zach’s age. About five-ten, thin and wiry, but his legs are muscular. Wild, dark blond curls hangin’ all ’round his face. Blue eyes. Freckles across his nose. Reminds me of a surfer, ’cept of course we’re a hell of a long way from any waves. Cute as hell. And definitely queer.


  Matt sits next to him, hands him his coffee. I know I’m starin’. Tryin’ to think of a nice way to ask if they’re together. Never even imagined that Matt was queer, but now that I look, I can see he’s definitely sittin’ a little closer to Jared than any straight guy would. Must be been written over my face what I’m thinkin’, ’cause Jared suddenly smiles at me and says, “Nobody can ever tell with him.” Matt just rolls his eyes.


  Zach and Jared are immediately like best fuckin’ buddies. They gab for ages ’bout the other festivals they been to and the bands they know from previous years. Matt smiles at me. “See, this is going to work out well. They can listen to the music, and we can get drunk and nap.”


  They live in a small mountain town, less than an hour away. Matt’s a cop. Of course. Might as well have it tattooed ’cross his fuckin’ forehead. It seems so obvious. Jared’s a teacher. I can tell Zach’s a little bit jealous of their relationship, ’cause it’s clear as day they’re crazy ’bout each other. Still, Matt doesn’t seem the type. He and Jared keep razzin’ each other ’bout football, of all things. “You’re the straightest queer I ever met,” I say to him, before I realize I’m goin’ to.


  He just shrugs, and Jared laughs. “It’s true Matt once suffered from a severe case of heterosexuality.”


  


  I can’t help but laugh too. “Really? Didn’t know there was cure for that.”


  “I wasn’t so sure myself, but apparently there is.” He turns and looks at Matt. “What was it, anyway?”

  “Jealousy.”

  Jared’s eyebrows go up. “Really?”


  Matt reaches over and grabs a handful of Jared’s hair, then leans over to touch his lips to Jared’s neck, just below his ear. First time I seen him touch Jared at all, and now he’s practically kissin’ his neck, right in the middle of all those people.


  “I saw him touching you just like this,” he says, “and I knew right then that I never wanted another man to touch you like that again.” He kisses him then and says, “Nobody but me.”


  Jared’s face is red with embarrassment, but he’s pleased too. “Cole never pulled my hair,” he says teasingly.


  


  Matt laughs and lets go of him. “I knew there was something wrong with that guy.”


  It works out just like Matt said. Zach and Jared spend the whole day plannin’ which bands to watch, goin’ back and forth between the two stages, comparin’ who they like and who they don’t. Matt reads a lot, and I doze in the sun. When one of us gets too bored, we wander ’round the festival together a while, then take food and beer back for Zach and Jared.


  Once, as we’re walkin’ ’round, I finally ask him the question I been dyin’ to ask. “You were straight before Jared?”


  


  His cheeks turn red, but he says, “Yes. Or at least, trying very hard to be.”


  


  “You really caught him with another guy? Let me guess—an ex-boyfriend?”


  He raises one eyebrow at me, and his mouth almost twitches into a smile. “Not exactly. Cole wasn’t an ex. More of a friend with benefits. A couple of months before that, on Jared’s birthday, of all days, I had a few beers and I came on to him. I didn’t really mean to. I know how stupid that sounds, but….” He shrugs. “Anyway, afterward, I freaked out and left. I didn’t see him for a while. But then I realized how much I missed him, so I went to see him. I was planning to give him this big let’s-just-be-friends speech.”


  “But this guy, Cole, was there?”

  “Right.”

  “So what happened?”


  “Nothing, really. Cole let me in. He was actually flirting with me. And Jared came out of the bathroom, all wet from the shower, wearing nothing but a pair of sweat pants. And all I could think about was what had been going on before I knocked on the door. And I wanted to kill them both. And I mean, really.” He smiles a little and looks at me in embarrassment. “I wanted to beat the shit out of Cole, who’s about your size. He probably weighs one-thirty with his boots on. And his boots are probably pink.” I laugh at that, and he does, too, a little, before goin’ on. “But I also knew I had no reason to be so pissed. And that really made me stop and think, you know? I realized that Jared and I could be ‘just friends’, but then he would have other lovers, and I wouldn’t be able to say a thing about it. And that just about sent me over the edge. Jealousy is a powerful thing, Angelo.”


  We get back to the blanket where Zach and Jared are and sit down. Zach looks over at Matt and says, “Jared said you hate it here.”


  Matt raises one eyebrow at him and says lightly, “Not all of it.”


  


  “What parts do you like?” Zach asks.


  


  “The food’s good,” he says, glancing at Jared, “and the nighttime entertainment.”


  


  ’Course Zach is one step behind. “You mean you like the headliners?” he asks.


  


  Matt looks over at him, crinkling his eyes at him like maybe he’s gonna laugh. “No, that’s not what I mean.”


  


  I’m laughin’ my ass off, and I’m not sure who blushes more, Jared or Zach.


  That night Matt and I leave Jared and Zach at the show while we walk into town to eat. Food at the festival’s good, but it gets old sittin’ on the ground all the time. We end up talkin’ ’bout all kinds of things while we eat, and before I know it, I’m tellin’ him ’bout my parents. Somethin’ I hate to talk ’bout, and now I’ve told two people in one summer.


  Matt surprises me, though. He doesn’t give me that look I hate seein’ so much. He just shakes his head and says, “Some people shouldn’t be parents.” I can tell by the way he says it that he’s not just talkin’ ’bout mine. Somehow, after that, I know we’re gonna be friends. Not just hangin’-out-together kind of friends but really, truly understandin’ each other. It’s a new feelin’ for me. Even Zach doesn’t quite get it. Not like that.


  We spend Sunday with them too. That afternoon, Matt and Zach start talkin’ ’bout A to Z. “It’s doomed, really,” Zach says. “Little stores like mine are being driven out of business by the big corporations. There’s one on every corner.”


  “Not on ours,” Matt says. “We don’t have a movie rental place in Coda.”


  “Really?”

  “Really. I wish we did.”

  “Maybe I should move there,” Zach says jokingly.


  “Maybe you should,” Matt says back, not quite jokin’. “We even have a location for you.”


  


  He looks at Jared, and Jared nods. “That’s true. My family used to own a hardware store. It’s closed now. But we still have the building. It’s just sitting there.”


  


  Zach just laughs. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Zach…


  IT WAS great spending the weekend with Jared and Matt. Jared and I had a lot in common. We were about the same age and had both grown up in Colorado. Both came out in college and were lucky enough to have families who took it well. We were also both surprised at the sudden easy friendship between Matt and Angelo. It was like Matt had just been waiting to adopt a little brother, and Ang was the lucky winner. I wouldn’t have expected Angelo to so readily fill the role. Still, it seemed to work for both of them, and I knew they both had more fun at the festival than they would have otherwise.


  We all stayed long enough to see Ellis play on Sunday, and then it was time to go home. Angelo and Matt exchanged numbers, agreed that they would call if either was ever “in the area,” and that was it. Angelo and I got into my car and headed back to Denver. Angelo was talking a mile a minute. I could tell he was glad he had come.


  We were halfway home when he hit me with the question I’d been waiting for all weekend.


  “What happened with Tom? He just flake out or what?” “I told him my sister was coming.”


  Of course that confused him. “Lauren? Thought she lived in Chicago.”


  “She does.” I stopped for a minute. I had known this conversation would happen, but I hadn’t really ever decided how much to tell Angelo. Now that the moment was upon me, I decided to just tell him everything. “I thought about what you said, Ang. And I started to wonder if you were right. So I decided to find out if he was coming to spend time with me or just to get laid.”


  “And?”


  


  “And he obviously didn’t want to come if he wasn’t getting any. So that answered my question.”


  


  “Shit, Zach, I’m sorry.” And even though I knew he hated Tom, I could tell that he felt bad for me.


  “It’s okay.” What I really didn’t understand about the whole thing was why he had ever tried to pretend like we were a couple. He could have just been up front about wanting a fuck buddy, and I probably would have been fine with that. Then again he had never really done anything for me in bed either. Sure he turned me on, but he wasn’t exactly a generous lover. It was always me pleasing him, possibly pleasing myself at the same time. In the end I didn’t think the sex with him was worth my pride.


  “So what happened? Did you tell him to go fuck himself?”


  “Not exactly.” I didn’t miss the look of disapproval on his face. “I just didn’t have a chance,” I said defensively, “that’s all. He called to cancel for this weekend, just like I knew he would. I let it go at that.”


  “So you gonna keep seein’ him?” he asked incredulously. “No.”


  He turned to look out the window, but I could tell he was smiling.


  


  First thing Monday morning, Ruby came in. She seemed upset. “Zach, I’ve had a vision,” she said immediately.


  “Was it a dream,” Angelo began suddenly, with a wicked grin on his face, “where you see yourself standing in sort of sun-god robes on a pyramid with a thousand naked women screaming and throwing little pickles at you?”


  Ruby and I both gaped at him. “Of course not,” Ruby said with disgust. “Why would you even ask such a thing?”


  “Just wonderin’.” He was looking at her, but he held up a DVD case, facing me. Real Genius. I had no idea what that was supposed to mean.


  Ruby shook her head at him then turned back to me. “There was a bird. It tried to land in your hands, but a giant horse scared it away.”


  


  As usual when Ruby announced her visions, I had no idea how to respond. I just smiled. “That’s fascinating.”


  


  She nodded sagely. “I hope you’re not planning any horse riding this weekend.”


  Before I could answer, Nero Sensei burst through the door, breathless. “Do any of you own the blue convertible parked in front of Jeremy’s?”


  Which meant another kid had puked off the balcony. “Hope the top wasn’t down,” Angelo said lightly.


  Sensei shook his head as he headed back out the door. “No, but it’s a soft top, and Tim had cranberry juice before class. It’s gonna stain.”


  Ruby followed Nero out the door. Angelo turned to me. His eyes were sparkling and he was grinning from ear to ear. “Best job I ever had,” he said, and I had to smile back.


  THREE days later Tom came by the store. “Hey, baby. I missed you this weekend.”


  “I’m sure you did.” He didn’t seem to notice the sarcasm in my voice. He stepped closer and started to slip his arm around my waist. I took a step back, away from him. It didn’t seem right to have this conversation in front of Angelo, though. “Maybe we should go in the back and talk.”


  “No!” Angelo said, and there was something like panic in his voice.


  


  I saw a flash of anger on Tom’s face, and then the smile was back. “Sure, baby. That sounds like a great idea.”


  “No.” Angelo sounded calmer this time. Tom’s back was to him, and he mouthed the words, “Don’t trust him,” then said out loud, “I’ll go in back.”


  Once he was in the office with the door closed, Tom started to reach for me again. I sidestepped him. “Tom, I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”


  He froze with his smile still on his face. “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t think this is really going anywhere. We don’t have anything in common. We never spend any time together. What you want and what I want is obviously not the same thing.”


  His smile was gone, and he wasn’t handsome anymore at all. He looked furious. “This is because of him, isn’t it?”


  


  I was baffled. “Who?”


  


  He pointed toward the office. “Him! Your little pet. What did he tell you about me?”


  


  That confused me. “Angelo has nothing to do with this.” “Bullshit!” He practically spat the words at me. “Whatever he said was a fucking lie.”


  “He never said anything about you at all.” That wasn’t exactly true, but I was pretty sure he wasn’t talking about Angelo calling him a dickhead.

  “It was him. He’s the one who came on to me!”


  Nothing would have surprised me more than that. I knew without a doubt that Angelo would never have done anything of the sort. “You’re telling me that Angelo came on to you?” I asked skeptically.


  He looked triumphant. “Yes!”


  I knew he was lying. Yet with all that smoke, there had to be fire somewhere. I obviously couldn’t trust his version of events, though. “Hey Ang! Can I talk to you?” The door opened, and he came out, but I could tell he was surprised to see that Tom was still there.


  “What’s up?”


  


  “Tom is under the impression that you’ve told me something about him.”


  


  “You mean,” he said scathingly, “something other than that he’s a dickhead?”


  I couldn’t believe he said that, and I couldn’t help but smile. Tom turned about ten more shades of red and looked like he was about to start tearing the place apart. “Yes, apparently something more than that. Something about you coming on to him.”


  His eyes flashed with anger. But there was no guilt, as there would have been if Tom had been telling the truth. “You think I would do that?”


  “No.”

  “You fucking liar!” Tom yelled.

  “Ang?”


  He looked right at me. “I know what he’s talkin’ ’bout. I never told you ’cause I didn’t want to upset you.”


  I didn’t have time to puzzle through what could have happened. Tom grabbed my arm. I turned to look at him. He was smiling, but it was a twisted smile, and he just looked evil. His voice had turned malicious when he said, “You’re wrong, Zach. You said that what you want and what I want aren’t the same thing. But you’re wrong. We do want the same thing. We both want for you to continue to rent here.”


  “You sick goddamn piece of shit motherf—”


  I interrupted Angelo—behind me, displaying an impressive talent for stringing every bad word he knew into a single sentence— to ask Tom, “Are you serious?”


  “Absolutely.”

  “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

  “We talked about this the first night, remember?”


  My mind flashed back to our first date. I was trying to remember exactly what he had said to me, but I couldn’t. All I remembered was being so attracted to him.


  I finally found my voice. “You’re actually saying that I can stay here as long as I let you fuck me.”


  He smiled and put his hand on my cheek, brushed his thumb over my lips, then whispered in my ear, “We don’t have to fuck. I’m perfectly happy to just take advantage of that sweet mouth of yours.”


  I pushed him back, turned away. I actually had to fight the urge to vomit. I halfway considered doing it on his shoes. Suddenly something flew past me, and I looked up to see Angelo shoving Tom hard toward the door. “Get the fuck out!” “Watch yourself, punk!” Tom snapped.


  Angelo walked up to him, kept walking up to him, until their chests were touching and they were nose to nose. Or would have been, if Angelo had been taller. Instead it was more like, nose to chin. Still, it was impressive. Tom actually backed up a step and bumped into the wall behind him.


  “Say that again, asshole.”


  


  “I’m not afraid of you,” Tom said, but the slight quake in his voice suggested otherwise.


  Angelo grinned at him, and it was a nasty kind of grin. “Oh yeah? Maybe you should be, white boy.”

  “Are you threatening me?”


  “Not so fuckin’ stupid after all, are you? Lemme give you some advice, dickhead. Get the fuck out of here. You come back, me and my homies gonna track you down and make you sorry.”


  “I could go to the cops.”


  


  “And tell them what? How you’re tryin’ to extort sexual favors outta your queer tenants?”


  


  “They won’t believe you.” And I had to think that Tom was right.


  Angelo’s grin got even meaner. “I got proof, man.” Without turning away from Tom, he pointed to the surveillance camera in the corner. The one that hadn’t even been turned on since Mr. Murray had retired back in the days of VHS. But it did the trick. All the blood drained from Tom’s face. Angelo kept talking. “We got the whole thing on tape, man. So go ahead and bring the cops down here, and let’s all have a nice little fuckin’ chat.”


  “Look,” Tom said, and there was a note of panic in his voice. “I think this is just a misunderstanding. I only meant—” “We know exactly what you meant. I won’t say it again: get out.”


  


  “Okay.” Tom held his hands up in surrender. “It’s cool. I’m leaving.”


  Angelo moved back a step and gestured toward the door. Tom walked over and opened it, then turned to me. “You’ll be hearing from me,” he said. And then he was gone.


  …Angelo


  TOM finally leaves, and I turn ’round to see Zach starin’ at me like I’m his fuckin’ hero. Makes me feel about ten feet tall, too, to see that look on his face. ’Course, I’m also flyin’ high, just knowin’ he finally ditched that jock asshole. But I try to sound casual. “What?”


  I been a little worried that he’ll be all depressed over losin’ Tom, but he’s smilin’ at me. “‘White boy’?”


  I shrug. “Sounded good at the time.”

  “You have ‘homies’?”


  “No, man,” I tell him, “I was just fuckin’ with him. I never been in a gang.” He shakes his head at me. He’s still lookin’ at me with somethin’ like amazement on his face, and I feel myself blushin’. “I been in plenty of fights,” I tell him, “and even more almost-fights. It’s all about posturin’. You just gotta act tough.”


  “What if it didn’t work? What if he took a swing at you?” I grin at him. “Sensei say, ‘Big like door, swift like glacier’.” He actually cocks his head at me in puzzlement. “What?”


  I shake my head at him. “Never mind, man. It was a joke. A wasted one, apparently.” Still cracks me up that Zach can’t ever seem to keep up. But I also know we probably haven’t seen the last of Tom. “He’s gonna cause you all kinds of trouble. You know that, right? Won’t take him long to realize there wouldn’t be sound on that tape, even if the damn thing was actually on.”


  “Yeah, I know.” I can tell he doesn’t want to think about it yet. “What was he talking about, Ang?”


  “Nothin’.” But I know from the look he gives me he’s not gonna drop it. I don’t want to tell him that Tom thought we were lovers. Afraid he’ll see that I wish it was true. “That day you came in late, he was just bein’ an asshole, that’s all. Said if I didn’t put out for him, he’d tell you that I offered to do it for money.”


  Zach looks horrified. “I wouldn’t have believed him.”


  “I know, Zach.” I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I reach under the counter and pull out a box of movies. “Check this out. Forgot to show you earlier. Bought these from the kid across the hall in my buildin’. Said they came from his uncle. Bunch of old pirate movies. Gregory Peck. Burt Lancaster. Whole bunch of Errol Flynn. I never seen half of these. I gotta make room for them on the shelf.”


  “You bought them for the shop?”


  


  I’m not sure why that surprises him. “’Course, man. What else?”


  


  “How much did you spend? I should reimburse you.” “Don’t worry ’bout it.” Truth is, the kid didn’t know what he had. Sold me the whole box for twenty bucks.


  “Thanks, Ang.” I’m surprised by his voice. Like he’s really touched. And when I look up, the look on his face is like he wants to hug me. It makes me feel like I’m gonna melt away and be happy doin’ it, too, just ’cause he felt somethin’ for me at that moment. I know it’s nothin’ like what I feel for him, though. I hate bein’ so crazy in love with him. Be easier if I could reach inside and turn it off. I can’t stand that I just wait for these moments when somethin’ I do makes him happy. “Are we going to watch one of them tonight?”


  “You just assume I’m comin’ over?” I’m just tryin’ to get my balance again.


  “Only if you want to.”

  “No.”

  “No, you don’t want to come over?” Did I say that? “No, I got another movie picked out for tonight,” I tell him. “So, you are coming over?”


  Sometimes it’s like we’re not even speakin’ the same fuckin’ language. “Isn’t that what I just said?”


  So after closin’ A to Z, we go to his place. Stop on the way to grab some takeout Thai food. He’s a wimp and has to order everything mild. He thinks the stuff I eat is so spicy hot it should come with a waiver of liability. He actually said that once, but he was laughin’ when he said it. Just smellin’ it makes him sweat. Makes me laugh.


  Once we’re settled on the floor around the coffee table, me with a beer and him with a glass of wine, I put the movie in.


  “Is this another ‘cult classic’?” he asks me. He asks that every time. Ever since I made him watch THX 1138. He didn’t get that one at all. Since then I try to keep things a little more mainstream for him.


  “No, this one’s modern. V for Vendetta. You seen it?” He looks right in my eyes and smiles, and I swear my heart doesn’t even beat for a second. “Of course not.”


  


  I can’t help but grin back. “I think you’ll dig it.”


  


  ’Course I’m right. At the end, he looks over at me and says, “I liked that one.” He sounds amazed.


  “I picked it for you. It’s all ’bout standin’ up for yourself. ’Course there’s more to it than that. It’s about tyranny and what happens when people give up freedom for security. But it’s also ’bout decidin’ to fight for what you want.” I look over at him. Look into those amazin’ blue eyes. “You gotta decide what you want to fight for, Zach.”


  Zach…


  LIFE went on, for a little while, at least. Business at the store had picked up over the last few weeks, and I knew I had Angelo to thank for it. He knew everybody’s name and what kind of movies they liked. They always asked for suggestions, and he always gave them. The fact that people could actually find what they were looking for didn’t hurt either.


  Tom called once. I saw his name on the caller ID and didn’t answer. He left a message. “Hey, baby. I’m drawing up leases this week. I want to give you one more chance. Just give me a call, and we can work everything out. I promise.”


  I didn’t call him back.


  Two weeks later, I received a new lease in the mail. My rent had almost doubled. Failure to sign meant I had to quit the premises by the end of the month. That gave me about three weeks. There was a sticky note on top which said: We can still fix this. Call me.—T.


  “What happens now?” Angelo asked when I showed it to him. “I have no idea.”

  Ruby and Jeremy came in at the same time.

  “What’s wrong?” Jeremy asked.

  “I’m being evicted.”

  He looked shocked, but Ruby just nodded. “Me too.” “You’re not, Jeremy?”


  He shook his head. “No. Tom mentioned the rent might go up. But the lease that came today is for the same amount as always. Sensei said his went up a little but not too much.” I had to wonder if it was coincidence that the two straight men were the ones not being evicted. Or maybe it was more a matter of Sensei’s black belt and Jeremy’s seat on the city council.


  “You gonna fight that asshole?” Angelo asked Ruby.


  She smiled at him. “No reason to, dear. I was planning to retire after Christmas and move to Florida with my sister. This just means I’ll move a little sooner.”


  We barely talked the rest of the day. It was like we both felt some dark, ominous beast dogging our steps, just waiting for us to let our guard down. At the end of the day, Angelo showed up at my door. He had been coming over almost every night. I didn’t even ask him anymore. It just seemed to go without saying that he would be there.


  “Thought you might like company.”


  


  “You thought right.” He blushed and turned away. “What are we watching tonight?”


  


  “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Wanted to find somethin’ happy, but,” he said with a shrug, “this one seemed appropriate.”


  I vaguely remembered reading the book in high school, but all I could really remember was a nurse with blond hair and big boobs. “What’s it about?”


  “How people will do bad stuff to get control over you. But I think maybe it’s about hope too.”


  “It’ll be great, Ang.” I had an urge to hug him, but I knew he would never tolerate that. Instead I grabbed the back of his neck and kissed the side of his head. He turned red and pushed me away, which made me laugh. “I’ll order pizza.”

  “Get jalapenos.”


  “Only on your half.”


  He was in an unusually somber mood. He wasn’t laughing or joking at all as we watched the movie, and I had no idea if I should try to talk to him or just leave him alone. Finally he looked over at me and said, “What you gonna do, Zach?”


  “I have no idea. I imagine I’ll have to close the store.” “Can’t just move?”


  “I guess I could. But I’ll never find another location as cheap as that place was. My profit margin is pretty small. I’m just not sure it’s worth it.” He looked more upset about it than I was. “It’s true what I told Matt. It’s amazing I’ve managed to stay in business this—”


  “Matt!” he suddenly said.


  The way he said it, I actually thought for half a second that Matt had walked into the room. I barely managed to stop myself from turning around to see if he was behind me. “What?”


  He was really getting excited now. “Matt! And Jared! They have a location. Remember? We should call them! You should go check it out. Jared said it’s just sittin’ there. His family owns it. They might give you a good deal. And they said there’s no movie rental place in Cobra. Or Cola. Or whatever fuckin’ town they live in!”


  “Coda?”

  “Yeah!”


  His excitement was infectious. I couldn’t help but smile. “Are you serious?”


  “Why not?” He pulled his wallet out, dug through it, and finally pulled out a coffee receipt with Matt’s number on it. “I’m gonna call him right now.”


  He disappeared into the kitchen for a bit, and when he came back out, he was smiling. “Hope you don’t have any plans this weekend.”


  TWO days later, we put the top down on my old Mustang and took the winding mountain road to Coda. We left early. It was a gorgeous day; the sun was shining, the sky bright blue. As we climbed higher into the Rockies, we saw patches of aspen, their leaves just starting to turn.


  Angelo was obviously thrilled. Partly I thought it was because he wanted to see Matt again, but it also seemed that he was excited just to be leaving Arvada. We were almost to Coda when he suddenly asked, “How far to Rocky Mountain National Park from here?”


  “Maybe thirty minutes,” I told him. “Why?”

  He shrugged, smiling at me. “Never been there.”


  I was stunned. “You’ve lived in Denver your whole life and never been to Rocky Mountain National Park?” I asked in shock.


  I regretted it immediately. His smile disappeared, and even though he turned away from me, I could see the blush creeping over his cheeks.


  The truth is, the park isn’t something locals bother with often. We take out-of-state visitors there, but other than that, we tend to forget about it. I hadn’t been there myself in more than ten years. When I thought about his childhood, growing up in foster homes, it wasn’t any wonder that nobody had bothered to take him there.


  “Do you have cell phone reception here?” I asked him. He looked over at me in surprise. “Think so. Why?” “Call Matt and tell him we’ll be late.” The smile he gave me made the whole day brighter.


  We didn’t have time to drive all the way through the park, but we did the lower section. I tried not to laugh at Angelo’s face when we saw a herd of elk. “Never knew they were so big,” he said in awe. Then we walked around Bear Lake, and he marveled at how cold the water was.


  “It was snow not too long ago,” I reminded him, and he laughed. He was having so much fun, like a little kid, that I hated to break the mood. “We should go,” I said to him finally.


  He nodded but didn’t look at me. “Like to come back and see the rest someday,” he said quietly.


  “We will,” I told him, and he smiled at me.

  “Thanks for bringin’ me, Zach.”


  We took the twisted road back to Coda. It was a nice little town, a mile off the highway, tucked in between two pine-covered slopes. We checked into a motel—sharing a room with two beds— and then I called Jared.


  “Perfect timing!” he said. “The game starts in twenty minutes. Come on over.”


  


  “What game?” Angelo asked me when I told him. I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I don’t pay any attention to sports. “Baseball, maybe?”


  “Is it baseball season?”

  “I think so. Isn’t the World Series usually around Halloween?” He shrugged back. “It’s hockey season, too, right?” I had no idea.


  Jared was in the shower when we got there. Matt let us in the front door. He was sweaty and covered in dirt. He clapped me on the back hard enough to knock my breath out and actually hugged Angelo, who practically disappeared in his huge arms.


  “What the hell happened to your leg?” Ang asked him. Matt looked down at his shin, which was scraped and oozing and seemed to be caked in mud. “Crashed.”


  “Crashed what?” Angelo asked.

  “My mountain bike. We just got back.”

  “You crashed, then what? Rolled in dirt?”


  He laughed. “Something like that, actually. It’s not a successful ride if you don’t bleed.” He must not have noticed the look of horror on my face, because he asked, suddenly enthusiastic, “You guys ride?” Angelo and I just looked at each other, and he seemed to realize that was a “no.” “Too bad. Well, make yourselves at home. Beer’s in the fridge. I have to get cleaned up. Kickoff’s in ten minutes.”


  “Football?” Angelo asked.


  Matt looked at him like he had just asked if the sky was really blue. “Yeah! First game of the regular season!” We just stared blankly at him, and he laughed and disappeared down the hall.


  Angelo looked at me with a smile on his face. “Four fags watchin’ football. Must be pretty fuckin’ cold in hell right now.”


  …Angelo


  MATT and Jared take the couch across from the TV. There’s another couch, too, but Zach and I do what we always do—sit on the floor in front of it. Matt and Jared are completely engrossed in the game. It’s the Broncos and the Chargers. Lived in Denver my whole life, so ’course I know ’bout the Broncos, but never really cared ’bout them one way or the other. Don’t know who the Chargers are, at all. Jared’s a huge Broncos fan. Matt claims to hate both teams, ’cause they’re both in the AFC West. I don’t bother to ask what that means or why it makes him hate them. Despite hatin’ ’em, he’s cheerin’ for the Chargers ’cause he and Jared have dish duty for the next week ridin’ on the game. They’re razzin’ each other and throwin’ shit at each other, and I’m pretty sure they’ve forgotten we’re there at all.


  Zach and I start out at opposite ends of the couch, but we figure out quick that our constant chatter is annoyin’ to Matt and Jared, so I move over and sit next to him. As the game goes on, we end up closer. Don’t know if it’s me movin’ closer or him. Our legs are touchin’. His arm’s on the couch behind me. He leans over to say somethin’ in my ear, and I feel his hand on my shoulder, pullin’ me closer to him.


  I want him so much. He’s talkin’, but I’m not even hearin’ him. All I can think ’bout is his hand on my shoulder, his thigh against mine, his lips almost touchin’ my ear. He smells so good. I want to kiss him. It would be so easy to just turn my head and put my lips against his. My hand is on my knee, and I slide it over an inch or two, onto his thigh. He doesn’t seem to notice. Can I move it higher? Will he notice then? Will he tell me to stop?


  “ Touchdown!” Jared yells suddenly, then turns and pounces on Matt. Zach and I haven’t been watchin’ the game, and we both jump.


  Just like that, the moment’s over. Zach’s laughin’ at Matt and Jared, and I take my hand away. Move an inch or two away from him. Try to make my heart stop racin’. Try to make my erection go away. Try to make myself stop lovin’ him.


  Two outta three ain’t bad, right?


  We get back to the room, climb into our separate beds. He falls asleep almost immediately, his breathin’ slow and regular. I lay awake for a long time. Can’t stop thinkin’ ’bout him. Wish I had a way to show him how much it meant to me, what he did today, takin’ me to the park. I know he thinks it was nothin’. But nobody’s ever done anything like that for me before. It just makes me want him more.


  I could go to him. Get out of my bed. Take two steps and get into his. Just kiss him, push my body against his, move my hand down his bare stomach, and I know he’ll respond. I know he won’t say no. Two small steps and he’ll be mine.


  For tonight, that is.


  The question is, what happens tomorrow? Will he laugh it off as a one-time fuck? Will he give me the let’s-just-be-friends speech? Will he pretend it never happened and spend the rest of the trip refusin’ to make eye contact? All of those things seem equally possible. And equally unbearable. If I didn’t love him, it would be so simple. A few nights together in this room, sharin’ a bed, and then on with my life. He’d move to Coda. I’d go back home….


  And suddenly, it hits me.


  


  We’re here in Coda so Zach can decide if he wants to move here. And if that happens, I’ll probably never see him again. I have to force myself to keep breathin’. Try to force my heart to beat again. How can I live without him?


  There’s still a chance he won’t decide to move to Coda after all. I hold on to that thought. But if he does? We could spend our last nights in Coda as lovers. But will that only make it harder when I have to let him go?


  I think about it a long time, but in the end, decide to stay in my own bed. If I only get a couple more weeks with him, I don’t want to ruin them by makin’ things weird between us. But I don’t intend to let him walk out of my life without ever touchin’ him or kissin’ him or havin’ him either. If I have to give him up forever, I will. But I intend to make sure that our last night together is worth rememberin’.


  I sleep late the next mornin’. When I wake up, Zach’s just comin’ back in the room with donuts and coffee. Jared’s family can’t meet with Zach ’til later, so we waste most of the mornin’ loungin’ ’round the motel room, watchin’ Jaws on TV, then eventually meet Matt and Jared for lunch.


  “You’re out with your department?” Zach asks Matt. “Yes.”

  “That doesn’t cause trouble for you?”


  He shrugs. “A little at first, but it’s fine now. One of the older cops still won’t talk to me, but it doesn’t matter. Everyone else is cool.”


  “What about the rest of the town? I imagine it’s hard being gay in a town this small.”


  Jared shakes his head. “Most people here are okay with it. I’ve lived here my whole life, except the years I spent in college. I think they’re all used to it by now. Don’t get me wrong—you’ll be the talk of the town for a week or two. But they’ll get over it.”


  We finish lunch, and Matt says he has to go to work.


  “See you two tomorrow,” he says to Zach and me, and then he turns to Jared. He doesn’t kiss him when he leaves. Instead he reaches over and grabs a handful of Jared’s hair, tugs on it a little while they smile into each other’s eyes. The contact between them only lasts a second. Yet I see a lot in that little gesture: possessiveness, desire, tenderness, and love. It’s incredibly intimate, and I have to look away.


  I hate them both so much at that moment.


  Zach…


  AFTER lunch, we went to see the store. Jared was there of course, along with his brother Brian and Brian’s wife, Lizzy. Brian looked just like Jared, except his hair was darker, and he had obviously had his cut sometime in the last three years. Lizzy was all smiles and flashing blue eyes and frizzy blonde hair, and I couldn’t help but like her. It was also immediately apparent that she was in charge. Brian and Jared deferred to her on everything.


  The store was huge. The main room was twice the size of my store in Denver, with windows all around. There was another room in back that was about half that size, plus an office, two bathrooms, and a mop room.


  “It’s perfect,” Angelo said. But there was something in the way he said it, like he was disappointed. When I looked over at him, he wouldn’t look at me.


  “We’ve been trying to rent it or sell it, but nobody’s needed it yet,” Lizzy told me. “We own it, so it’s not like it’s costing us anything to keep it here empty. Still, we’d love to have you here, Zach. Why don’t you and Angelo come over for dinner tonight, and we can talk about it?”


  I looked over at Angelo, to get his reaction to the dinner invitation, but he still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “That sounds great,” I said to Lizzy. She and Brian left. Jared insisted that we ride with him. I tried to talk to Ang on the way to the car.


  “What’s wrong?”

  “Nothin’.” But I knew he was lying.

  “What do you think about the store?” I asked.

  “Not really up to me, is it?”


  “That doesn’t mean I don’t value your opinion.” He didn’t answer, and there wasn’t any more time for me to talk to him without having Jared listen in.


  Jared took us on a roundabout route to Lizzy and Brian’s house, showing us most of the small town on the way. We finally arrived at their house. Lizzy met us at the door, with their son James, who was not quite a year old, in her arms. We were then introduced to Jared’s mom, Susan, and Matt’s mom, Lucy. I knew from my conversations with Jared at Folk Fest that his father had passed away years before, but I was surprised to learn that Matt’s mom Lucy lived with Lizzy and Brian. Nobody mentioned his dad, and I wondered if Lucy was a widow too.


  Angelo was obviously overwhelmed by Jared’s family. I could tell that he was suddenly self-conscious of everything he said. He barely spoke at all. He was wary of Lizzy and seemed terrified of Lucy and Susan. It reminded me of his first encounter with Ruby, when he practically knocked over a shelving unit trying to get away from her. It seemed strange until I thought about his past. Being shuffled through foster homes. He obviously didn’t know how to respond to women at all. Their efforts to draw him out only made him more uncomfortable. I didn’t know how to make him relax, especially since he was still avoiding me too.


  I wished Matt was there. He would have known what to do.


  Finally, after dinner, we got down to business. We started talking about rent. “I might have to get a loan,” I told Lizzy. “I have enough for a deposit, but with moving costs, a deposit, and first month’s rent on a place to live, I’m going to be stretched pretty thin.”


  “You give us the deposit, and we’ll give you the first three months rent-free.”


  I was shocked. “Lizzy, I couldn’t ask you to do that.” “You didn’t.” She smiled. “So it’s a deal.”


  She stood up and walked away from the table, into the kitchen, and I was trying to figure out what had just happened. Jared smiled at me. “Get used to that,” he said. “Lizzy always gets her way.”


  After dessert, Angelo, Lizzy, and I piled back into Jared’s car and drove back to the store, where my car was parked. Now that I had decided to go forward with the plan, I wanted to see it again, so we went back inside. It was all happening so fast, and yet, I couldn’t see any reason to delay. I only had two more weeks before I had to vacate my premises in Denver.


  The entire interior needed to be painted, and we decided to start the next day. I figured we could get the store ready, find a place to live, and then go back to Denver long enough to tie up loose ends. Then we would rent a truck to bring the shelves and our furniture. The more we talked about it, the more excited I got. Angelo, on the other hand, didn’t say a word.


  “What are you going to do with all this extra space, Ang?” I asked finally as I looked around. “You’ll be able to double our collection.”


  He was silent so long, I finally looked over at him, and the look on his face surprised me. I had never seen him look so vulnerable. “You think I’m gonna commute or somethin’?” It wasn’t his usual smartass tone either. He sounded hurt. And pissed.


  I didn’t know why it had never occurred to me that Angelo wasn’t coming with me. The whole thing had been his idea. He wouldn’t be here?


  I tried to readjust the picture in my head, but this time, without him in it. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t find another employee. Maybe even one that I liked as much as I liked him. One who knew all the shit about movies that I didn’t know. One that would hang out with me after work and engage me in conversations that inevitably left me feeling two steps behind and eat Thai food that was so spicy it scared me.


  All of a sudden, I wasn’t excited any more. What had seemed like a good idea only minutes before now seemed crazy and reckless. And lonely. I didn’t want to do it without him.


  What did he have to keep him in Denver? He didn’t have any family, and he certainly wasn’t attached to his night job at the gas station.


  “Ang,” I began, and before I could stop myself, the words were out of my mouth, “I thought you were coming with me.”


  Something flared up in his eyes. Rage. Or pain. Or— something I couldn’t identify. Whatever it was it was directed at me. “Why the fuck would you think that, Zach?” Lizzy suddenly retreated to the back room of the store. Jared stayed where he was.


  “I don’t know. I just, I thought—”


  “You thought I’d come with you?!” His voice was getting louder. He was almost yelling. “You never even fuckin’ ask me? You just assume I’m gonna quit my job and break my lease. You think I’m just gonna follow you here like a goddamn lost dog? Like I need your charity?”


  “Charity? Ang, what are you talking about?”


  


  “You think you’re my whole fuckin’ life, Zach? You think I got nothin’ else?”


  


  “Ang, I never said that. I just—it was your idea, and—”


  “I know it was my fuckin’ idea!!” And if I thought he was yelling before, he was absolutely raging now. “You think I’m so stupid I can’t remember? Think I don’t know I’m the one suggested you leave? Think I can’t put two and two together, Zach? Is that what you think?”


  “No. Ang. Wait.” I was sinking fast. I had no idea what was going on.


  “Sometimes I hate you, Zach. I hate how you just assume I’m gonna come over and I’m gonna go places with you and I’m gonna move to this shithole town with you! You think I’m just gonna be sittin’ around my whole life, waitin’ for you to tell me what to do next, Zach? Well, I’m not! I can’t stand it anymore!”


  “Angelo, stop!” He actually did. He quit raging at me and put his head in his hands. I kept talking, before he could start yelling at me again. “I’m sorry! Whatever I did, Ang, I’m sorry. Just tell me what I did, because, I’m really lost right now. I don’t know why you’re so mad. I….” I was thinking fast. I could never keep up with him. “I should have asked, Ang. I should have realized. I just, I thought this was what you wanted. Of course you don’t have to move here. Of course—”


  But before I could finish, he turned away from me and walked out the door.


  I just stood there, staring at the spot he had been standing in. I didn’t know if I should go after him. I didn’t know anything. I finally looked at Jared.


  “What the hell just happened?” I asked him.


  


  He shook his head at me. “I can’t figure out if you’re a selfish asshole, Zach, or if you’re just blind.” And then he left too.


  …Angelo


  I LEAVE the store. Decide to walk to the motel. Give myself time to think.


  I know I shouldn’t have gone off on Zach like that. It’s not his fault. It’s my fault. The whole fuckin’ thing is my fault. I’m the one who thought to call Matt. I’m the one who suggested Zach move here.


  I was so sure last night that I’d be able to let him go. But all day, as we talked ’bout him movin’ here, it’s just been eatin’ at me more and more. I don’t want to lose him. I want more than one night with him. All that shit I said to him—only reason I was so crazy mad was ’cause it’s all true. He is my whole life. I got nothin’ else. Pinned all my happiness on him, and now he’s gonna leave me.


  I know I can move too. I can follow him. Just don’t know if I should. Is it better to be here with him, seein’ him but never havin’ him? Or is it better to be alone?


  A car pulls up next to me. Lizzy. “Come on, Angelo. I’ll give you a ride.”


  I don’t want a ride, but don’t want to be rude, either, and it’s pretty clear Lizzy isn’t the type to give up. I get in her car. She doesn’t say a word all the way to the motel, but just as I’m gettin’ out, she says, “He’ll come around.”


  “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ ’bout.” ’Course I’m lyin’, but I’m sure as hell not talkin’ to her ’bout it.


  She acts like she didn’t hear me. “You know what’s really funny, Angelo? I had this exact same conversation with Jared once about Matt. I told him Matt would come around. He didn’t believe me either, but I was right.” She turns to me and smiles like she’s some kind of oracle grantin’ me a fuckin’ blessin’. “I’m right this time too.”


  I just shake my head at her. Get out of her car. Go into our room. Take a scorchin’ hot shower. Let all that anger just wash away. What I’m left with is an achin’ hole inside me that feels worse than the anger did. I climb into bed and bury myself down deep under the covers. When Zach comes in, I don’t say a word.


  Zach…


  ANGELO was sleeping when I got back to our room. Or maybe he was faking. Either way it was obvious he didn’t want to talk to me.


  I’d been thinking a lot about what Jared said. I didn’t think I was an asshole, which meant I was blind. I just had to figure out what it was that I was supposed to be seeing.


  I had never seen Angelo as mad as he was tonight. The closest was that day with Tom, when Tom delivered his little ultimatum. There was also that day he tried to quit his job at A to Z. I never did figure out what that was all about. I struggled to think back. What had happened the day before that? I had asked him to go to Folk Fest with me, and he said yes. But then Tom decided to go instead. When Angelo left my house that night, we thought Tom was going with me, and Angelo was staying home.


  But did that explain him almost quitting his job?


  I thought about some of the things he had said when he was yelling at me. “You think you’re my whole fuckin’ life, Zach?” Of course I didn’t think that. Did he really believe that was how I felt? Why would he think that? Obviously because I thought he was coming with me. I shouldn’t have assumed that. And yet coming here was his idea. He had said, “You think I don’t know I’m the one who suggested you leave?” He suggested it. Yet now that it was coming to fruition, he was mad. At me. Because I would be leaving.


  I really was blind.


  


  Angelo was in love with me.


  It didn’t seem possible. And yet it made sense. All the time he spent with me. His hatred of Tom. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that it was true. I thought about the night before, when I had felt his hand on my thigh. I hadn’t thought much about it at the time. I had figured he himself hadn’t even realized it was there. Now I had to wonder.


  Suddenly I was ridiculously aware of him in the room with me, in the bed right next to mine. I could hear him breathing. I could actually smell the shampoo he had used in the shower. I suddenly wanted to know what he was wearing, under the covers. I wondered what would happen if I slid into bed next to him and touched him. I suddenly wanted more than anything to kiss him. I started to get hard, just thinking about it.


  “Zach?”


  


  I jumped about a foot. I felt guilty, like he had just caught me masturbating. “Yes?”


  


  “I’m sorry.”


  


  “Ang, I didn’t know….” I didn’t know what? It seemed like the list of things I didn’t know an hour ago was pretty damn long.


  “I’ll still help you paint, Zach. And I’ll help you move.” “Ang….”

  “I can’t, Zach. I just can’t.”


  I wasn’t even sure what we were talking about any more, but he sounded so sad, so defeated. I wished I was smarter or braver. I wished I could go to him. Instead I said simply, “Anything you want, Ang.”


  A minute later I could tell he really was asleep.

  THE next morning was awkward. He was trying to pretend like nothing had changed. Or maybe that was me. I was hyper-aware of everything he did. Every move he made. It was all I could do not to touch him. I wanted to hold him. I was scared to even look at him.


  Once we were at the store, it got worse. Jared brought a sixpack of Dr Pepper and a couple of fans, and we started painting. Even with the doors open and the fans on, it was hot. Angelo had his shirt off, and I was surprised by how distracting it was. As the hours crept past, I found my eyes drawn to him over and over again. When we first met, I had simply thought he was a punk. That had changed as we became friends. Still, I wondered why it had never occurred to me to really look at him.


  He was rail-thin, but his arms were roped with taut muscles. His skin was dark and he had very little hair on his body. He had a starburst pattern tattooed around his navel and another one between his shoulder blades. His pants hung low on his hips. If they were even an inch lower, I was sure I would have been able to see pubic hair. He was painting the top of a doorframe, his head tipped back, and he was laughing at something Jared had just said.


  He was beautiful.


  A drop of paint fell and landed on his chest. I watched it slide down his chest, over his ribs, and onto the flat plain of his stomach. I could see the soft, downy hairs there and that white paint against his dark skin, and I had a sudden and ridiculous urge to lick it off of him. I was sure that it would taste just like vanilla ice cream. I knew his skin would be soft against my tongue, salty and delicious. I imagined kneeling in front of him, running my tongue over his ribs, sliding my hands up his thighs to grip his ass. I imagined seeing him with his head thrown back in passion. I felt myself growing hard at the thought.


  “Zach?” he said suddenly.


  I ripped my eyes away from that drop of paint, looked up at his face. Jesus, could he tell I had a fucking hard-on? He was staring at me with that lopsided grin, looking incredibly amused, but I didn’t think it was over the embarrassing bulge in my pants. Jared, on the other hand, was grinning at me like he knew exactly what was going on.


  “What?” I sounded defensive, although I hadn’t meant to. “Did you even hear me?” Angelo asked.


  Had I heard him? Had he been talking? All I could remember was the way the paint had rolled over his stomach, and I had to resist the urge to look down at it again.


  “Zach, what’s up with you, man?” he asked jokingly. Jared made a choking sound, and I knew he was trying not to laugh at me. I needed Angelo to put his shirt back on.


  


  “Aren’t you cold?” I asked him.


  “No.” He had spotted the paint and was trying to wipe it off. Now he had a white smear across his stomach. At least it didn’t look like ice cream anymore. “Why?”


  “It’s cold in here.” In my defense it had finally dropped below eighty-five.


  


  Angelo looked at me like I was crazy. “Then why you sweatin’?”


  Jared really did start laughing now. Angelo turned and looked at him in confusion. I did my best to glare daggers at him. He clamped his mouth shut and started putting his brush away.


  “What’s so funny?” Angelo asked him.


  “Nothing.” But he was obviously struggling to get himself under control. “Listen, it is definitely hot in here. Way too hot for all three of us. I think I better go.”


  “Already?” Angelo asked. “Why?”


  Jared laughed again. “I gotta go tell Matt he won our bet.” He looked over at Angelo. “Ang, I was listening even if Zach wasn’t, and it’s a great idea.”


  Angelo looked extremely pleased, and I was irrationally annoyed that it was Jared who had caused it. “Cool,” Angelo said to him. “We still on for dinner?”


  “Sure. Just come on by when you guys are ready.” He was still smiling. He had to walk past me to get to the door, and as he passed me, he said very quietly, “Not blind anymore, are you?” I felt my whole face turn red. “See you later.”


  Once Jared was gone, I looked back over at Angelo. He had gone back to painting the top of the door jamb. His skin was moving over the thin, taut muscles in his arms. His head was back. There was a drop of sweat in the little hollow at the base of his throat.


  I was getting hard again.

  I really needed him to put his shirt back on.


  “Hey, it’s almost dinner time anyway,” I said to him. “Let’s go back to the motel and get cleaned up. I could use a shower.” A really, really cold shower.


  He shrugged. “Okay.”


  First we had to clean the brushes, or they’d be worthless by the time we got back from dinner. We crowded into the mop room and stood next to each other at the utility sink, rinsing out brushes and pans and rollers. There wasn’t much room, and his arm kept brushing mine. At least he had put his shirt back on. Still, I could smell him. He smelled like sweat and shampoo, and paint, and it was sexy as hell. Just standing next to him had me hard all over again. Had he rolled in pheromones that morning or something?


  He was talking again and I was finding it very difficult to pay attention.


  “The thing I never got ’bout Gone with the Wind was why Scarlett was so crazy over Ashley anyway, you know? Here she’s got Rhett on the line, and all she can think ’bout is Ashley, who’s a total fuckin’ pansy.”


  “I never watched it.” I was watching his hands. He was washing out his paint brush, his long, thin fingers working through the bristles, and I thought about what it would feel like to have those fingers tangled in my hair. While I licked paint off of his stomach.


  Seriously, this was getting weird.


  


  He turned and looked at me with his eyebrows up in surprise. “You never saw Gone with the Wind?”


  I had to make myself look away from his hands and look at his face. “Seemed like a stupid chick flick.” I hoped I sounded casual, because for some reason, I didn’t feel casual.


  He gave me that lopsided smirk, and something in my chest flipped over. “It’s a classic. I still can’t believe you own a fuckin’ movie store, and you never watched any of the classics.”


  What were we talking about again? When did I suddenly become incapable of carrying on a simple conversation with Angelo? He tucked his hair behind his ear. I could see the soft skin on the side of his throat, and I wanted to put my lips on it. “It’s about the Civil War, right? But I read once that it didn’t actually have a single battle scene in it, so I never watched it.”


  “It takes place during the Civil War, but it’s not about the Civil War. It’s about love.” He shook his head. “You have no sense of romanticism.”


  I didn’t know about romanticism, but I definitely had a sense of something growing inside of me. It felt like an epiphany. Everything was starting to make sense. Everything was suddenly coming into focus.


  All this time I had been blind to his feelings for me. But it seemed now that I had been even more blind to my own feelings for him. Wasn’t I the one who invited him over every night? Who practically begged him to go to Folk Fest with me? Who assumed that wherever I went, he would be there with me? Wasn’t I the one who couldn’t imagine moving to Coda without him? And while it seemed melodramatic to say that I couldn’t live without him, I knew at that moment that I didn’t want to try.


  I was still staring at him. He seemed so young and wild and beautiful—like something not even of this world. How could he possibly want someone like me? “So Scarlett doesn’t love Rhett?” I asked. I didn’t actually care. I just wanted him to keep talking so I could keep looking at him.


  “Not at first. Even after she marries him, she still wants Ashley. She doesn’t love Rhett until the end, really. But,” he said, glancing sidelong at me and blushing, “by then it’s too late.”


  Was I too late? The thought was enough to make my heart stop beating.


  


  “Ang?”


  He turned to look up at me through his bangs. I had to touch him. I reached up and brushed his hair out of his eyes. He had the longest lashes I had ever seen on a guy. He didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just looked at me.


  “Angelo, I know I should have asked. I know I’ve been an idiot. I know I should have figured it out sooner.”


  


  “Not sure what you’re talkin’ ’bout, Zach.”


  


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m blind. Or I’m stupid. Or both, I guess. I must be. I really don’t know.”


  


  “Still not sure what you’re talkin’ ’bout, Zach.” But there was a slight tremor in his voice as he said it.


  


  “I can’t stand for you to leave, Ang. I can’t stand to move here without you.”


  


  He was quiet for a minute, and then, in barely a whisper, he asked, “Why, Zach?”


  “Because.” It was all so clear now. I knew exactly what to say. “Because I’m crazy about you, Ang.” It was almost like I punched him. He sucked in his breath and closed his eyes. I could actually see him shaking. “I want you to move here with me. More than anything. And I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out. But I know now, I want us to be together.” I hooked a finger in one of his belt loops, and he let me pull him closer. “Please tell me you’ll stay, Angelo. You’re all I want. I’ve never wanted anything in my life the way I want you.”


  He opened his eyes, and there was so much hope shining in them, it took my breath away. “You think I’m just waitin’ for you to decide you want me, Zach?”


  “No.”

  And suddenly, he smiled. “Yes.”

  And before I could say anything else, he kissed me.


  His lips were soft and warm. He tasted like Dr Pepper. His arms were tight around my neck. I put my arms around him and felt his thin body trembling, felt his ribs through his threadbare shirt.


  It was incredible, just feeling him against me like that, like we were meant to be that way. Like it was fate.


  I was dying to touch him more. To get rid of our clothes and touch his skin and kiss him everywhere. I pulled his shirt up, ran one hand up his bare spine, and felt him shiver. I wanted him so much at that moment, I wasn’t even sure I could wait to get to the motel.


  Suddenly he stepped back and broke our kiss. His eyes were bright, and his lips were moist, and he smiled and said, “Been wantin’ to do that a long time.”


  “I’m glad you finally did.” I tried to pull him closer again, but he stepped back, away from me.


  


  He shook his head, still smiling, still shaking a little. “They’re waitin’ for us.”


  


  I groaned. “You’re killing me. You have no idea what you’ve been doing to me all day.”


  


  His smile got brighter. “I guess not.” He turned and headed for the door. “Come on.”


  We went back to the motel and showered. Not together, to my dismay. I didn’t want to go out to dinner. All I wanted to do was feel him and taste him and make love to him. He didn’t seem to notice. He acted like nothing had changed, and I almost started to wonder if I had dreamed the whole thing.


  We drove over to Matt and Jared’s. Matt was in the shower. Jared let us in.


  “You want anything to drink?” he asked as I sat on the couch. “Wine would be great.”


  He laughed. “I should have been more specific. You want a beer or a Dr Pepper? Because that’s all we have.”


  I shook my head, but Angelo said, “I’ll take a beer.” He followed Jared into the kitchen. It was one of those open-floor-plan homes, so it was just a matter of going around the counter to get to the fridge. But when they got there, Angelo put his arm around Jared’s shoulder, and they put their heads together for a minute. Then Jared laughed and handed him a beer, and they headed down the hall together. Matt came out of the shower just then, wearing nothing but a towel and looking amazing. He watched them walk past him into the bedroom. He turned to me and raised his eyebrow. I shrugged at him. But only a few seconds later, they came back out, and Angelo slammed his beer while Matt got dressed, and then we went out for dinner.


  They took us to a pizza joint. We were just sitting down when a man walked past us, muttering just loud enough that we all heard the word “fags.”


  “Don’t worry about him,” Jared said. “Most of the town is fine. Gerri’s just an asshole.”


  


  “Hey, Ram, doesn’t this cafeteria have a no-fags-allowed policy?” Angelo suddenly asked.


  


  To my surprise, Matt replied, “They seem to have an opendoor policy on assholes, though, don’t they?”


  They grinned at each other like Cheshire cats. Jared looked baffled. I was relieved to see that for once there was somebody further behind than me.


  “Did you tell him yet?” Jared asked Angelo, when our pizza came.


  Angelo shook his head, and I said, “What?”

  Angelo turned red, but Jared said, “Tell him. It’s a good idea.”


  He turned toward me, took a deep breath, and started talking. “I was thinkin’, it’s not just movie rentals they’re missin’ here. There’s also no theater. And there’s plenty of room. You could rent the movies in the front, and you could set up a theater in the back. Not like a regular theater, but one of those new kinds, where people sit at tables and you serve wine and shit. You could show old movies. Like some nights you could do a date night, and you could show those stupid John Hughes movies you like so much. You could find a caterer to work with and serve dinner. And other nights you could go for the teens and show old slasher flicks, like Nightmare on Elm Street. You could host an after-prom party and show Carrie. And Jared said how the English teacher gives a list of movies sometimes, and the kids get extra credit if they watch the movie and write a report or somethin’. So, you could get that list and show those too. There’s probably licensing shit to show movies like that, and you’d need licenses for the food and liquor too. But I bet you could make more money doin’ that and rentin’ the videos. There’s not much for teenagers to do here. I bet they’d dig it.” He stopped short. I realized I had never heard him say so much at one time. His cheeks were red, but he was looking right at me. “What do you think?”


  And I could see exactly what he was talking about. I could picture it.


  


  “Are you serious? That’s brilliant! Why didn’t you say something?”


  


  “I did!”


  


  “I even heard about it already,” Matt said to me. “Where were you?”


  


  I remembered a drop of white paint rolling down Angelo’s stomach. “I guess I was distracted.”


  Matt and Jared invited us back to their house after dinner, and I was pleased when Angelo immediately declined. He talked about the theater idea all the way back to our motel. “You could do a family night too,” he was saying as I unlocked the door to our room. “There’s that space out back. Did you see it? You could put in some playground equipment and hire somebody to supervise so the adults could watch a movie while their kids play.” He sat down on the bed and started taking off his boots and socks. “I don’t know ’bout stuff like lawsuits, though. You have to cover your ass, ’cause of, you know—what’s that legal word?”


  “Liability?”


  “Yeah, liability. You might need waivers or somethin’.” He stood up and pulled his shirt off. “That would suck. You know some kid would fall too. Never mind, man. That was a bad idea,” he laughed.


  I was still standing, leaning against the door, just watching him. He stepped up close to me and looked up at me through his bangs. I brushed the hair out of his eyes, traced his lips with my finger. “I hope you’re not still mad at me.”


  He smiled up at me. “Think I’m over it.” He reached into his pants pocket, took something out and pressed it into my hand. It was a travel size bottle of massage oil.


  I looked at him in surprise. “Have you been carrying this around all weekend?”


  “I got it tonight.”

  “Where?”

  “From Jared.”


  I suddenly remembered them going into the bedroom together and groaned in embarrassment. “Oh God! You asked Jared for lube?”


  “Yeah. Why not?”

  “It just seems weird.”


  He shook his head at me and smiled. “When we first met, I thought you were an uptight prep.”


  


  “And now?”


  


  “Now I know you’re an uptight prep.” He pressed closer. “Cute, though.”


  “I thought you were a punk.”

  “And now?”

  “I think you’re amazing.”

  “Zach?”

  “Yeah?”

  “Shut up and kiss me.”


  The urgency I had felt earlier in the day had faded. It had been replaced by something much more tender. I was glad he had made me wait. I kissed him and loved the way his mouth opened up so eagerly under mine.


  We slowly undressed, kissing and exploring as we went, and then he pulled me to the bed. I was trying to touch him everywhere at once, and he was clutching me, urging me on top of him and then into him. I had never felt anything like what I felt for him at that moment—somehow urgent and wild but tender at the same time.


  He was so thin, I felt like I might break him. And yet, he was so strong. His legs were wrapped around my waist, tight, and the muscles in his thin arms were like ropes as he gripped me. His head was thrown back, his neck long and beautiful and begging to be kissed. Looking down at him, I saw ribs and hipbones and a perfectly flat stomach. But he didn’t feel hard or boney. He felt supple and lean and powerful.


  He was fierce and passionate and almost feral. Sometimes I felt like I could barely hang onto him—like I was trying to hold raw energy in my hands. But at the same time, he was almost completely silent, even when I pushed into him. I couldn’t help but think of Tom, who always sounded like a sound bite from a porno. Angelo could not have been more different. Other than his breathing, he barely made a sound. Maybe a gasp or a soft whimper, but nothing more. Yet I knew by the way he clutched at me and arched against me that his silence wasn’t due to lack of pleasure.


  I couldn’t get enough of just touching him. I loved the way his ribs felt under my fingers, the way I could feel his shoulder blades when my arms were around him, and the way the pulse in his neck pounded against my tongue. He was some rare, exotic creature who had magically landed in my life. I hoped like hell he wouldn’t decide to fly back out of it.


  Afterward he lay limp and drowsy in my arms. His eyes were half-closed and his cheeks flushed, and his lips were red and puffy. He was so gorgeous; I thought my heart would break just looking at him.


  “Ang, please tell me you’re not leaving.”

  “Where you think I’m gonna go? It’s the middle of the night.” “You know that’s not what I mean.”

  “No.”

  “No, you don’t know that’s not what I mean?”

  “No.” He smiled at me. “I’m not leavin’.”


  I held him tight until he fell asleep draped across my chest. I wondered if this was what love felt like.


  …Angelo


  I WAKE up early. We moved apart durin’ the night—as far apart as we can be without one of us fallin’ on the floor. Guess neither of us is used to sharin’ a bed.


  It’s been more than four years since I woke up in bed with somebody. Even then, the only reason I didn’t leave before mornin’ was ’cause I was too fucked up to get home. This is the first time I intentionally stuck ’round to see what would happen the next mornin’. I’m tryin’ not to be nervous.


  I’m a little sore from last night. Been more than four years since I let a guy fuck me too. Forgot about how it feels the next day—that soft, quiet pain that reminds you all day of what you did the night before. I don’t regret it, though.


  What happened last night was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Even back when I let guys top me on a regular basis, I never felt anything like what I felt with Zach. Like our souls were touchin’. It was beautiful and amazin’ and scary as hell. Wonder if it will feel like that every time with him.


  I know Zach thinks he loves me. I know he’s gonna say it too. It’s too much to hope that I’ll be able to say it back. I’m just hopin’ I can play it cool and not freak right the fuck out.


  Nobody’s ever loved me before. I mean I like to think my mom did at some point. But obviously not enough to stick around. And some of my foster mothers told me they loved me, but never enough to keep me, or to stay in touch once I got moved again. I’ve had other friends I ended up in bed with too. Not friends like Zach, though. I always took off before they could get any ideas of things gettin’ serious. I never cared for any of them the way I care for him.


  Still, even now, there’s a tiny voice in my head tellin’ me to get the fuck out before he wakes up. That voice is tellin’ me that the closer I let him get, the more it’s gonna hurt in the end. I’m tryin’ not to listen. I’ve wanted him for so long. This is the real thing. If I can’t face it, I’ll regret it. Can’t quite make the voice go away, though.


  I hear him stirrin’. Can’t even turn around and face him. He moves up behind me and wraps his arms around me. He kisses the back of my neck. “Everything okay?” he asks quietly.


  Just the sound of his voice makes me smile. Just like that I can’t remember what I was worried about a few minutes before. “Yes.”


  “Good.” And I know he’s smilin’ too. His hand is movin’ over my side, across my stomach. I can feel him growin’ hard, and the same thing’s happenin’ to me. “Can we stay here all day?”


  I laugh. “You tell me.”

  He groans a little. “Probably not.”

  “Better stop now then,” I say teasingly, and he laughs.


  “You’re right.” He kisses my neck one more time, then starts to get up. “I’m gonna take a shower….” He lets it trail away, and I know it’s an invitation.


  “You go ahead.”

  “Okay.” If he’s disappointed, he doesn’t let it show.


  He goes into the bathroom, and I stretch out on my back, takin’ up as much of the bed as I can. I drift back to sleep.


  I wake up to hands on my hips and lips on my stomach. Zach’s hair is still wet, and cold drops fall on my skin. He’s lyin’ between my legs, and his tongue is movin’ over the tattoo on my stomach. I’m immediately painfully hard.


  “You’re awake,” he says quietly and moves lower. My breath catches. My hips arch up toward him. He’s already anticipated me, and before I expect it, I’m pushin’ through his lips, feelin’ his tongue movin’ around my head.


  I grab his hair before I even know what I’m doin’. I feel bad about it right away, though. Know how much I hate it when guys do it to me. “Is this okay?” I manage to ask.


  He stops and looks up at me in surprise, and I wish I kept my mouth shut. He smiles. “Of course.” He puts his tongue on the bottom of my shaft, licks all the way up to the top. “Is this okay?”


  Can’t believe he’s teasin’ me. I clench my fingers in his hair. “Zach, please….”


  


  “What?”


  


  I push his head back down. Not too hard. Not to be mean. Push just a little and say, “More, Zach.”


  


  He smiles at me. “Anything you want.” His mouth closes over me again.


  Seems like everything’s more intense with him. The water drippin’ onto my stomach is cold enough to give me goose bumps, but his mouth is so warm. He spends a lot of time circlin’ my ridge with his tongue, teasin’ that soft spot below my slit. Sucks hard but only on the head. Pressure builds and builds, and I have to push deeper, but when I try, his hands hold my hips to the bed. I try to push his head, but he won’t let me. Just teases ’round the top, over and over, ’til I cry out, “Zach!” Actually feel him smile then, and the pressure on my hips is suddenly gone. I thrust up. I push his head down. That sudden warmth slidin’ down my length is overwhelmin’. Like a damn breakin’. Orgasm hits me so hard, I almost cry out. Bite down on my lip hard enough to taste blood. Pull his hair so hard, I think it’s gonna come out in my hands. He just pulls me in deeper, holds my hips so I can’t pull away. That beautiful agony tears through me, out of me, into him, and still he holds me there, until all that’s left is the shakin’, and I’m tryin’ to catch my breath.


  When I open my eyes again, he’s smilin’ down at me. He kisses me, licks my swollen lip. “You can pull my hair anytime, Ang.”


  He starts to get up then, and I grab his arm. “Zach, I should—”


  “There’s no ‘should’, Ang.” He smiles at me but pulls away, goes to his bag, and starts diggin’ for clothes. “We’ll have time later. We need to get going. We’re already late.”


  Never been with anyone who would give and not want somethin’ back. Makes me want to do somethin’ for him even more. But he’s right. Matt will be waitin’ for us. I sit up and watch him as he gets dressed. “What’s the plan today?”


  “We can finish painting, and then we need to find a place to live.”


  


  I feel panic flutterin’ in my chest, like a bird tryin’ to break free. “A place to live?” I ask stupidly.


  “We can’t stay in this motel forever. There’s a house for rent up by Matt and Jared, and I saw another one in Lizzy’s neighborhood, but we probably can’t afford that. Or Jared said there are apartments up the hill. Or those ones across the street, but they look pretty small.”


  He’s plannin’ on livin’ together? That voice in my head is suddenly yellin’ for me to run hard and fast. The bird in my chest is thrashin’ like crazy. Panic buildin’ so fast I think I might choke on it. It’s hard to breathe.


  “Ang?” I open my eyes to find him lookin’ down at me. “Are you coming? We have to go.”


  


  “Right.” I take a deep breath, fight back the panic. By the time I’m dressed, I’ve almost forgotten the whole incident.


  


  Almost. But not quite.


  Zach…


  I COULD tell something was bothering Angelo when we left the motel. We were in my car headed for the store when I finally asked, “What’s wrong, Ang?”


  “Nothin’.” But he wasn’t looking at me when he said it. “You can tell me, you know.”

  “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ ’bout.”


  “Okay.” I didn’t believe him. I could tell by the set of his shoulders and the fact that he wouldn’t meet my eyes that something was wrong. I was worried that he was already having regrets about the night before.


  Once we were at the store and painting, he relaxed again, but only because Matt was there. He was barely speaking to me, and I was getting more worried by the minute. Two hours later I had just finished painting the small office in back when he came in.


  “Think we’re done. Told Matt he didn’t have to stay.”


  “Good. We can grab some lunch, and then maybe start looking for a place to live.” He still wasn’t looking at me. We stood there for a minute, me looking at him and him looking everywhere but back. I stepped closer. “Ang?”


  “Yeah?”

  “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

  “Nothin’ wrong.”


  “I think you’re lying.” He just shrugged. I sighed and said, “Angelo, look at me!” He did, but his eyes were wary. “Talk to me.”


  He shrunk in on himself a little bit. “It’s not ’bout you, Zach.” “It feels like it’s about me.”


  “No!” He said it with such ferocity, and it made me feel a little better.


  I stepped closer. I slowly reached out and hooked one of my fingers in his belt loop. He didn’t resist as I pulled him closer. I took his face in my hands, brushed the hair out of his eyes so I could look into them. “Do you regret what happened last night?”


  “No!” He grabbed me and pulled my head down to kiss me insistently. When he pulled away, his eyes met mine without flinching. “Don’t regret any of it.”


  “Are you sure?”


  


  He actually smiled then, his lopsided smirk. “Take me back to the motel. I’ll show you how much I don’t regret it.”


  


  Who am I to argue with a request like that? I smiled back at him. “Okay.”


  …Angelo


  WE COME back to the room. Tear each other’s clothes off and get back in bed, laughin’ like kids. Zach acts like we have all the time in the world.


  Guess maybe we do.


  Been with a lot of guys over the years, but never like this. Always just guys I picked up. It was quick and impersonal, and that was the way I liked it. Bein’ with Zach’s completely different. He doesn’t hurry. Doesn’t go right for the prize. This time seems like he just plans to just touch me and kiss me, feel our cocks rubbin’ between us, all the way to the end. I keep expectin’ him to want more, but he never does. I actually start to worry maybe he’s not into it.


  “You don’t want me?” I finally ask.


  He laughs a little, squeezes me tight and grinds himself harder against me. “Jesus, Ang,” he whispers. “How can you possibly think that I don’t want you right now?”


  It’s certainly true he’s been hard the whole time, and it sounds like he’s enjoyin’ himself.


  


  “This all you want?” I ask.


  “Yes.” He’s kissin’ my neck, and his hands are everywhere at once, and God, it feels so good. How’d I get through life this long without anybody touchin’ me like this? “I’ll do anything you want, Ang. Just name it, and it’s yours. But, for me,” he says quietly, his arms tightenin’ around me, “yes. This is all I want. You’re everything I want.”


  Wish I could tell him then how much I love him. Wish I could open my heart and just let him see. But I don’t know how. Instead I wrap my arms ’round him and surrender myself to him completely. I want him to own very inch of me. I’m amazed how natural it feels to let go like that and let him take the lead. With other guys I always had to be in control. But not with him. I trust him so much. It’s a new feelin’ for me. Think I like it.


  He kisses me everywhere, movin’ over my whole body. He has me lay on my stomach. He kisses my shoulders and my back and all the way down my spine. He even kisses behind my knees. Then he rolls me over and slowly moves back up. He kisses up my thighs, over my hips, and all around my patch of hair. I can’t believe what it does to me—the way the passion inside me just builds and builds.


  “I love your skin,” he whispers as he’s kissin’ my stomach, and I have to laugh.


  


  “Pretty sure nobody’s ever said that to me.”


  


  “It’s true. I love the color. I love how soft it is. I even love the way it tastes.”


  “Salty?” I’m still laughin’ a little bit.

  “No.” He smiles up at me. “You’re sweeter.”


  He finally moves up and holds me in his arms. He kisses the inside of my wrists and the palms of my hands. He sucks on my fingers a little, and I think I might explode. How can somethin’ silly like that feel so fuckin’ good? I don’t understand it. It’s like he’s findin’ secret places on my body I never knew I had. Places that are only for him. I close my eyes and let myself be carried away by the feel of his skin against mine. His mouth and hands, givin’ more and more. Our legs lock together, and we grind against each other. Our rhythm grows frantic and urgent. The release, when it comes, is slow and languorous and crazy intense.


  “You look so surprised,” Zach says to me afterward. I guess I am. “Never did that before,” I tell him.


  The look he gets on his face then—I can’t describe it. It’s almost like that look people get when they find out ’bout my parents. It’s shock and sadness. But this time there’s tenderness, too, and I find I don’t mind it so much. He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight.


  ’COURSE it doesn’t last forever. All too soon, he’s gettin’ dressed


  again, talkin’ ’bout meetin’ with the real estate lady to look at houses. I’m tryin’ to convince myself that livin’ with him will be okay. Feels so good bein’ with him. Why shouldn’t we live together? Be cheaper for both of us. Makes sense, right?


  Still, I can’t imagine lookin’ at houses with him, like we’re married or somethin’. Havin’ some lady I don’t know givin’ us that look, tryin’ to hide her disgust. I convince him to look at the houses by himself. Better if I don’t go. Just have to trust him.


  I pace around the room for a while. Finally decide that’s just stupid. Go out and get a six-pack of beer for me. Buy a bottle of wine for him. I know he likes red, but other than that I don’t know shit ’bout wine, so have no idea what I’m gettin’. Get back to the room and order a pizza. Just finished payin’ for it when I hear him comin’ up the stairs. When he comes in, I’m leanin’ against the wall, lookin’ out the window, tryin’ to tell myself for the thousandth time that I can live with him.


  “I’m so glad you ordered dinner! I’m starving!”

  “Got you some wine too. Hope it’s okay.”

  “Thanks, Ang. Did you get a corkscrew?” Shit. ’Course I


  didn’t think of that. He can see it on my face, though, and he laughs. “It’s okay. I’ll go ask at the office. They might have one.” I take a deep breath, make myself ask the question, “Did you find a place?”


  “I narrowed it down to two. I want you to decide.” “Don’t care.”


  “Well, you should care. There’s a one-bedroom, and it’s cheaper. But the two-bedroom is nicer.”


  


  “Okay.” The bird in my chest is flutterin’ around, and I’m tryin’ to ignore it.


  


  “It all depends on whether or not you want your own bedroom.”


  My own bedroom? I hear his words, but I can’t answer him. That damn bird is startin’ to break free. I’m tryin’ to keep breathin’, just in and out. All I manage to do is nod.


  “Do you want separate bedrooms? It’s up to you. I’ll be happy either way.” In and out. That’s all I have to do. Really easy. People do it all day, every day, not even thinkin’ ’bout it. But suddenly I’m havin’ a hard time with it.


  He’s not lookin’ at me. He’s diggin’ through his duffle bag, lookin’ for somethin’. “The two-bedroom is nicer anyway. It’s got a great kitchen. It actually made me want to cook again.” He finally turns and looks at me. “Do you cook at all?”


  The bird in my chest is frantic. Think it’s goin’ to tear right out of me, like one of those aliens in the movies. I’m startin’ to see spots.


  “Ang?” I can tell he’s worried now. Just have to calm down. Haven’t had this happen in a long time, but still know what I have to do. Just breathe. In and out. Why’s it so fuckin’ hard?


  I feel Zach grab me and push me so I’m sittin’ on the bed, and then his hand on the back of my neck pushes my head between my knees. That’s right. Should’ve remembered that on my own. His hand is rubbin’ up and down my spine, and I concentrate on that. Breathe in when his hand goes down my back; breathe out when it comes back up. Just in and out. In and out. Not so fuckin’ hard after all.


  Once I’m in control again, I say to him, “I’m okay.”


  His hand on my back stops, and he drops to the floor in front of me. Takes my face in his hands and makes me look at him. “Talk to me, Ang!” I close my eyes, start to shake my head, but he hangs on. “Damn it, Ang, don’t do that! Don’t pretend like there’s nothing wrong.” I open my eyes again, and I hate how torn up he looks over me. “Talk to me. Please.”


  I take a deep breath, tryin’ to keep the bird in my chest tied down. “I can’t do this, Zach.”


  


  He suddenly looks terrified. “Can’t do what, Ang? This? Us? Is that what you can’t do?”


  “No!” I push his hands away. Scrub my hands over my face. Have to take another deep breath before I finally say, “I can’t live with you, Zach.”


  I thought I’d see anger. Or disappointment. What I see is relief, and he grabs me and wraps his arms around me. Holds me against him so tight I can hear his heart poundin’ in my ear. “Jesus Christ, Ang, is that all? Why didn’t you just say so?”


  Have to admit that wasn’t the reaction I was expectin’. All this time I been so worried. “Didn’t want to disappoint you.”


  He laughs a little, but it’s a freaked out kinda laugh. “Worry less about disappointing me and more about scaring the shit out of me. I thought I was going to have to take you to the hospital, and I don’t even know where it is yet!”


  Can’t believe now how stupid I was, to think he wouldn’t understand. I put my arms around him. “I’m sorry.”


  “Shhh.” He’s still holdin’ me tight, rockin’ a little like he’s tryin’ to comfort me, but I’m not sure it’s me who needs it. “I’m sorry, Ang. I should have realized. I should have asked.”


  Now he’s gonna beat himself up over it, and I don’t want that. I pull out of his arms, but only so I can look in his blue eyes. “Don’t think either of us is very good at this yet.”


  “I guess not.”

  “You mad?”

  “I wish you had just told me.”

  “Thought I would get used to it.”


  He shakes his head at me, and I know that was the wrong answer. “Ang, I want you to be honest with me. Even if being honest is telling me that I’m being an asshole. I would rather you just tell me that you’re not sure about it so we can talk about it, than see you having another panic attack because I couldn’t guess what was wrong.”


  ’Course when he says it like that, it makes sense, and I feel like an ass. “I’m sorry.”


  


  He puts his hand on the back of my head and pulls me toward him so he can kiss me. “No more apologies, okay?”


  


  “Okay.”


  His tongue is tracin’ over my lower lip, and his arms are pullin’ me close again. “I’ll get the two-bedroom. You do what you need to do.”


  “Okay.”


  His hands are under my shirt. Can’t get over how good it feels to just have him touch me. My heart is racin’, and I’m hard already. My fingers are fumblin’ with the buttons on his pants. “I want you with me, Ang. Whenever you’re ready.”


  Before I can answer, his mouth is on mine, and he’s pushin’ me back on the bed, and we don’t talk for a long time after that.


  Zach…


  I SIGNED a year-long lease for the two-bedroom house. I figured Angelo would be more likely to move in eventually if he had the option of having his own room. He rented a small apartment across from the motel, which turned out to be the same apartment Matt had lived in before moving in with Jared.


  We went back to Arvada. Ruby’s store was already empty when we got back. I felt bad that we had missed her. She left a note taped to my door. It said, “I had a vision. Use breadcrumbs.”


  “What the fuck does that mean?” Angelo asked. I could only shrug.


  Our last day at A to Z, all three of our regulars came in. Mr. D gave Angelo his e-mail address and asked him to keep sending movie recommendations. Justin thanked him profusely when Angelo insisted on giving him our copy of Heavy Metal. And Carrie actually managed to hug him goodbye, despite his efforts to sidestep her.


  Locking the store for the last time was strange. Ten years of my life, all ending with a turn of the key in a lock.


  Jonathan had been with me, the first time I set foot in A to Z Video Rental. It was a Saturday night, and he wanted to watch a movie. There was a help wanted sign in the window. I filled out the application, thinking it would be nothing more than a way to make a little bit of extra cash until a real job came along. Jonathan took exception to that. He said over and over again that real jobs didn’t just come along. I needed to be out looking for one. The fact that he was probably right hadn’t mattered to me much back then. We ended up fighting about it all night. In the end I went out and got drunk, and he stayed home and watched the movie alone.


  It was so easy to let it all fall apart. Easy to do the job, even if I was hung over or high. Easy to just settle in to the routine, and stop looking for that real job at all. It drove Jonathan crazy, and in the end, I dug in my heels and refused to quit simply out of spite. We went to bed angry more often than not. And then there was the night I didn’t come home at all. It was the first of many.


  Needless to say it was all downhill from there.


  Looking back it seemed like that job application had been the first domino, setting off the chain reaction of my life: getting the job, Jonathan leaving, then buying the store, and then a blur of empty days until the day I met Tom. Then like a bright light at the end of a dark tunnel, there was Angelo.


  Suddenly he stepped in front me and leaned against the door, looking up at me with his lopsided grin.


  


  “You’re doin’ the right thing, Zach.”


  


  And looking at him, I felt in my heart that it was true. “I know.”


  


  We left the key with Jeremy and said goodbye to him and Sensei. Angelo even promised to register as a Libertarian. “When should I come by your place?” I asked him as we left Jeremy’s store.


  


  “What do you mean?” he asked, in a confused tone that wasn’t at all typical of him.


  “Your apartment,” I said as I turned to look at him. The look on his face surprised me. His eyes were huge, and he looked like he was getting ready to bolt, if he could just find an escape route. “When do you want to pack your stuff?”


  “Oh,” he said, and his gaze slid sideways away from mine. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “By yourself?” I asked skeptically.

  “Yeah.”


  I waited, but he didn’t say anything else. He still wasn’t looking at me. Finally I said, “Angelo, are you trying to tell me you’re going to carry all of your furniture out of your apartment and put it in the truck by yourself?” I tried not to sound sarcastic when I said it, but didn’t succeed completely.


  He blushed and looked at the ground. Then he glanced up at me warily. “Guess not.”


  


  “Is there something wrong, Ang?” I asked lightly. “Do you have another boyfriend at home you don’t want me to know about?” He smiled a little, and I saw some of the tension leave his shoulders.


  “No, not that.”

  “What then?” I asked gently.


  He shrugged and looked away from me again, like he was looking for an answer to my question. He finally met my gaze and said, “Don’t normally let guys come to my place.”


  “Okay.” I had to think about that for a minute, about what exactly he was trying to tell me. He never took anybody home? “Not ever?” I asked skeptically.


  “Not ever,” he said with such conviction that I couldn’t help but believe him.


  “Okay,” I said softly, trying not to let my frustration show. “I’m not trying to push you, Ang, but I think you might need to make an exception, this one time.” He looked at me distrustfully. “I’m not trying to move in, Ang. I’m just trying to help you move out.”


  He sighed. He pushed his hair out of his face and looked away from me. His shoulders slumped a little, and he said, “I know, Zach.”


  “What about when we get to Coda?”


  


  He looked back at me again, and a slow blush started to creep up his cheeks. “What ’bout it?”


  


  I had a feeling he knew exactly what I was talking about, but I said it anyway. “I’ll have to help you move your stuff in there too.” His cheeks turned an even deeper shade of red, but he didn’t look away. “No,” he said firmly. “Matt’s helpin’ me.”


  “You already talked to him about it?” I asked in surprise. “Yes.”

  “Why?”

  “I don’t want you there.”


  I had no idea what to say. All I managed was, “Oh.” He could have punched me, and it would have hurt less. I tried not to let him see how upset I was. “If that’s how you want it.”


  “It is.”


  He was moving all the way to Coda to be with me, but at the same time, he was closing a door between us, shutting me out of his life. How was I supposed to react to that? I just nodded and turned away from him, heading for my car.


  “Zach,” he said as he reached out and grabbed my arm, waited for me to turn and face him. He looked up at me, and I could see in his eyes that he was desperate for me to understand. “I need my place to be mine, Zach. That’s all. It’s not ’cause of you.” He stepped closer, leaned against me, and looked up at me through his bangs. “Don’t be mad, Zach.”


  “I’m not mad,” I said, and it was the truth. Hurt, yes. But not mad. “Do you want me to help you move out or not?”


  He hesitated, and then nodded. “Yes.”

  “When?”


  He smiled up at me. “How ’bout now?” I had a feeling he was only saying that so he wouldn’t have a chance to back out, but I let it go.


  “Okay,” I said as I handed him the keys to the truck. “You’ll have to drive. I don’t even know where you live.”


  His apartment turned out to be in the upstairs of a split-level four-plex. We each grabbed a stack of empty boxes out of the truck. Just as we got to the stairs, one of the downstairs doors opened, and a boy stepped out. He was about thirteen. He had bad skin and wild blond hair that had been carefully styled to look messy. “Hey, Angelo.”


  “Hey, Josh.”


  


  “Some lady came by looking for you. She’s been here, like, a hundred times since you left. She really wants to see you.” “Are you sure she wanted me? Not Fred?” I could only assume Fred was one of the other tenants.


  


  Josh nodded. “Yeah. She asked for Angelo Green.” He grinned. “That’s you, right?”


  


  Angelo looked confused. “Yeah, man, but—a chick?”


  Josh shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, I wouldn’t call her that. She was, like, old, you know? She asked when you’d be home. I told her to check back today.”


  Angelo still looked confused but said, “Thanks, Josh,” and Josh went back inside.


  “You have a woman looking for you?” I asked jokingly as I followed him up the stairs to his apartment. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”


  “Thought you knew, Zach” he said to me over his shoulder. “I’m a real ladies man.”


  


  “Right,” I said, laughing. “But she’s old.”


  “Josh thinks everyone over twenty is old. Asked me the other day if we had TV when I was growin’ up.” We reached his apartment. He set down his boxes and unlocked the door but then turned to me apprehensively before he opened it. “No foolin’ around here, okay?”


  “Okay,” I said. He was so serious, and I was trying to keep from smiling. I couldn’t help but add, “Not even a little bit?”


  I said it jokingly, but he didn’t laugh. His eyebrows went down a little, and he got that stubborn look in his eyes that was starting to become very familiar to me. “I mean it, Zach. It’s my space. I need it to stay mine, even if it’s only for a few more days.”


  “Okay, no fooling around, I got it!” He watched me for a second, like he wasn’t sure whether or not to believe me. Finally he sighed, pushed the hair out of his face, and opened the door.


  There wasn’t much in the apartment: one couch straight out of the Seventies and showing every year of its long life; a dining room table that was covered with junk mail; and a kitchen that looked like it had never been cooked in.


  “That is the ugliest couch I’ve ever seen,” I said, and he laughed.


  “I know, right? Came with the apartment. The table too.” “So what do you have that needs to go in the truck?”


  “My bed. A dresser. And that.” He pointed to the wall behind me.


  I turned around to see what he was talking about, and my jaw dropped. On the wall behind me was a giant plasma TV. Then I noticed the speakers. “You have surround sound?” I asked in astonishment.


  “’Course, man. You’re the only guy left in the world who doesn’t.”


  


  On a low table underneath the TV was a VCR, a DVD player, and a Blu-ray.


  


  “Blu-ray even?” I asked.


  


  “Yeah. We gotta start orderin’ those for the store, too, you know? Lots of people have ’em now.”


  “New technology will be the death of me.” I wasn’t kidding actually, but he laughed anyway. “You have all that,” I said, “but where are the movies?”


  He gave me that lopsided grin. “I rent ’em, remember?” I had to laugh at that. “Right. Is there a wall in your new apartment big enough for that thing?”


  


  “No,” he said, suddenly looking unsure of himself. “I was gonna set it up at your place.”


  It was ridiculous, how happy those words made me. Not because I was dying to have a plasma TV, but because it meant that he was planning to be there with me, at least some of the time.


  “I’d like that.”

  “Thought maybe you could let me take your little TV instead?”


  “Anything you want, Ang.” And whatever doubts I may have formulated over the last hour, they were all swept away by the smile he gave me. He walked up to me and kissed me once, quickly.


  “Thanks, Zach.”


  He turned and picked up an empty box and headed for what I assumed was the bedroom. “I’ll be back here,” he said. He turned and looked at me. “You can’t come in.”


  “I won’t.”

  “I mean it.”

  “Okay,” I said, holding my hands up in defeat. “I promise.”


  He watched me again for a minute but then sighed. “Not tryin’ to be jerk, Zach. I just—”


  “Angelo,” I said, interrupting him, “it’s fine. Really.” I smiled at him and was relieved when he immediately smiled back. “Go pack. I’ll be here.”


  “Okay.”


  It took me less than twenty minutes to pack up his kitchen. I eyed the mail on the table, trying to decide if I could sort through it for him or not. It was mostly junk—fliers, pizza coupons, credit card offers. One porn magazine. I glanced through that for a few minutes, before realizing I better stop. It was having the intended effect, and I had a feeling Angelo was pretty serious about the “no fooling around” thing. I didn’t want to push it. I put the magazine down and decided to start on the entertainment center. I was unhooking the stereo equipment when there was a knock at the door.


  “Zach?” Angelo yelled from the back.

  “Yeah, I got it.”


  I opened the door and found a woman looking back at me. She was tiny, maybe five three. She had dark skin and thick black hair. It was hard to judge her age. She could have been as young as thirtyfive, as old as fifty. Her eyes were deep brown, and she looked scared to death.


  “I’m looking for Angelo Green,” she said shakily.


  And I knew immediately that this was not going to be good. I was actually considering telling her that he wasn’t home, but I wasn’t fast enough.


  “Who is it?” Angelo called as he came out of the bedroom. And then his eyes landed on her.


  He froze. For just a second, he was completely still. The room practically crackled with tension, like the calm before a storm, when you see the lightning and know the thunder isn’t far behind.


  And then without saying a word, he walked over and slammed the door in her face.


  


  “Angelo,” I said, “was that—”


  


  “Angelo,” she called through the door, cutting off my question. “Please let me in.”


  


  He turned and leaned against it, like he was afraid she might try to break it down. “Fuck you!” he yelled back.


  


  “I know it’s been a long time, but—”


  “A long time?” he snapped. “Is that what you call it? A long time? You leave me with the goddamn neighbor and never come back, and twenty years later all you got to say to me is, ‘It’s been a long fucking time’?”


  It was quiet for several seconds, and I almost wondered if she had left. But then she said, quieter, “Angelo, please. Let me in. I just want to see you.”


  He put his head in his hands, but he didn’t move.


  Nothing happened for what seemed like an eternity, but it must have only been a few moments. I waited for some kind of clue as to what he needed. I had no idea what to do. Finally I said, “Angelo?”


  He looked up at me, and there was so much pain and anger and confusion in his eyes, it was heartbreaking to see. I closed the distance between us, and wrapped my arms around him. I thought he might resist me, but he didn’t. He leaned into me, like he couldn’t keep standing on his own. He was shaking, and I held him tighter.


  “Zach,” he whispered, “tell me what to do.”


  


  “Angelo?” she called uncertainly from the other side of the door.


  


  “Just a minute,” I yelled toward the door. And then to him, softly, “Take your time. She can wait.”


  


  “Why, Zach?” he whispered. “Why she gotta come back now?”


  


  I didn’t have an answer. I was pretty sure he didn’t expect one. I could feel him putting himself back together. His breathing slowly evened out. He quit shaking. He became stiffer in my arms. “What should I do?” he asked again, firmer this time. “It’s your call, Ang. But I think you should hear what she has to say.”


  


  He nodded against my chest, took a deep breath, and pushed me gently away.


  


  “Do you want me to stay?” I asked.


  


  He looked at me, and I could tell he really was considering asking me to leave, but then he said firmly, “Yes.”


  


  “Okay.”


  He pushed his hair out of his face, stood up straighter. He also went around to the other side of the couch so that it would be between them when she came in. Then he looked at me and said, “Guess I’m ready as I’ll ever be.”


  I opened the door, and she looked up at me in confusion. There were tears on her cheeks.


  


  “Come in,” I said and moved aside for her.


  She stepped through the door and stopped. She stood there, nervously looking around, looking everywhere but at him, while I closed the door. It became evident right away that neither of them knew what to say, so I stepped up to her and held out my hand.


  “I take it you’re Angelo’s mother?”


  


  “Yes,” she said, shaking my hand. Her hand was tiny and her grip weak. “Nita.”


  


  “Nita, I’m Zach. I’m a friend of Angelo’s.”


  “More than my friend, he’s my—” Angelo stopped short, and when I looked at him, he looked alarmed, like he hadn’t actually meant to speak. He obviously wasn’t sure now how to finish. I stood there wondering if he was going to tell her, but then he said softly, “He’s my boss.”


  “Well,” she said awkwardly, “nice to meet you, Zach.” “Nice to meet you too.”


  I looked back over at Angelo. He was looking at me with a mute apology in his eyes, and I smiled encouragingly at him. That obviously made him feel better, and I saw him relax a little.


  “Why don’t we sit down?” I suggested. Of course in the living room, there was only the couch. Angelo and Nita both eyed it with obvious apprehension. “In here,” I said, pointing to the dining room table, and they both relaxed and nodded.


  I went in ahead of them. I pushed the pile of mail to one side. I hid the magazine at the bottom of the pile. If he didn’t want to tell her I was more than a friend, it was a safe bet he didn’t want her seeing exactly what was on that magazine either.


  “Thanks, Zach,” he said quietly, and when I turned to him, I was relieved to see him grinning at me. It was that same lopsided grin he always had, and I was glad to see that he was getting his bearings so quickly.


  We sat down, Angelo and I on one side of the small table and Nita on the other.


  “So,” she said, “you still live in Denver?”

  “Obviously,” he said dryly.

  She licked her lips, cleared her throat, and tried again. “Do you work around here?”

  “Work for Zach.”


  She waited, but he didn’t say anything else, and she slumped a little when she realized that was all he was going to give her.


  “You look good,” she said. “You look like your father.” “Wouldn’t know.”


  She nodded absently. She looked around for a few moments, like a topic of conversation might present itself, but none did. She finally turned back to Angelo. “Will you tell me,” she asked cautiously, “what happened after…?” She let her question trail away.


  “After you ditched me with the neighbor?” he asked angrily. I put my hand on his knee, under the table, but he pushed it away. “What do you think happened? Social services came and got me. Went through thirteen foster homes in ten years.” She closed her eyes, sucked in her breath, but he didn’t stop. “First few kept me a whole year or two before they sent me on. But nobody wants teenagers. The last few, I got pushed out before I could unpack my bag.” He leaned back, crossed his arms across his chest, and glared at her. “Real fuckin’ party. Thanks for askin’.”


  She sat there for a minute, absorbing that. Then she took a deep breath and looked up at him apprehensively. “Is there anything you want to ask me?” she asked.


  “Like why the fuck you left? Where you been the last twenty fuckin’ years? Why you never bothered to find me before now?” He stopped, and she sat there looking down at her hands in her laps. Then he laughed a harsh, angry laugh. “No, man. I got nothin’ I need to know from you.”


  She just nodded, and I saw tears forming in her eyes. Angelo obviously wasn’t moved by her distress. He sat glaring at her, not saying a word.


  “Nita,” I said, leaning forward, “do you have any other children? Does Angelo have any brothers or sisters?”


  


  She shook her head. “I had a daughter, but….” Her words died away.


  


  “You leave her with a neighbor too?” Angelo asked, and she winced.


  


  “No,” she said quietly. “She died. Crib death.” She took a deep, shaking breath. “It was a long time ago.”


  


  Angelo was still just glaring at her, and it was left for me to say, “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  She looked over at Angelo, and she looked so desperate, I almost felt bad for her. “Angelo?” she asked. She put a hand toward him across the table. It might have been a snake, the way he looked at it. He pushed back away from her so fast that his chair scraped harshly against the floor, and she quickly put her hand back in her lap. “Angelo, I’m sorry. I was so—”


  “Keep your fuckin’ apology,” he said, interrupting her, “and your excuses too. I don’t want ’em.”


  “Okay,” she said, nodding. “I deserve that.” She fidgeted some more. “Angelo, I know I have no right to ask this of you….” He made a snorting sound, but she sped up, talking fast so she could get it all out before he said anything else. “I would really like a chance to get to know you.”


  “What the fuck ever.”


  She blinked at him for a moment, confused, obviously unsure whether his answer meant yes or no. When he didn’t elaborate, she tried again. “Your dad never found you?”


  “No.”


  She sighed. “He never found me either. I looked for him, but….” She shrugged. “Both of my parents are gone now, so if you have any grandparents left, they would be on his side.” Angelo just stared at her, his face blank.


  She apparently decided to give up on him for the moment and turned to me. “Angelo works for you?”


  


  “Yes.” I smiled at him. “He’s my best employee.”


  It had the effect I was hoping for. I actually saw a little crack in his stony expression—just a tiny ghost of a smile in his eyes as he glanced at me.


  “That’s good,” she said. She glanced around the apartment and saw the box on the kitchen counter. “Are you moving in or moving out?”


  Angelo waited, looking at me like he thought I might answer for him. I just kept smiling at him, and he finally sighed and said to her, “Moving out.”


  “Where to?”

  “Coda. In the mountains.”

  She smiled nervously. “That sounds wonderful.”

  “We’re leavin’ in a few days.”


  I wasn’t sure he realized what he had said, but I saw her eyes go a little wide, and I knew what was coming. “You’re married?” she asked hopefully.


  “Close as I’ll ever be.”

  “That’s wonderful!” she said, smiling. “Do you have kids?” “Fuck no.”


  Between his harsh answer and the venom in his voice, her smile disappeared in an instant. “I see,” she said quietly. She seemed to ponder it for a minute as she looked down at her hands in her lap. Then she apparently decided to let it go. She looked back up at him with a nervous smile. “I’d like to meet her.”


  A heartbeat of silence, and then he said stonily, “You already did.”


  


  She looked confused, and I could tell he was enjoying it. “I haven’t met anybody.”


  


  “Sure you have,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s Zach.” “Oh.” She looked over at me, uncertain, and said, “Well, I realize he’s your friend. But that’s not what I meant.”


  


  “I know what you meant,” he said.


  


  “But”—her cheeks were turning red—“I meant, a woman. A girlfriend or a wife.”


  


  “I know what you meant!” he said, louder this time. “But—” she began but stopped short, and her eyes got wider as it started to sink in.


  


  He leaned closer to me, looked right at her, and said definitively, “It’s Zach!”


  She looked positively alarmed now. Her eyes were huge, her face was flushed, and her hands were fluttering nervously all around like some kind of strange leashed butterflies. “Well, no. I mean, that can’t be….”


  Suddenly Angelo stood up. He grabbed the hair on the back of my head, pulled it back and kissed me, hard. It wasn’t a long kiss, but certainly longer than she probably wanted to see. He caught me completely off guard.


  And then just as quickly, he let go of me, slamming his hand down on the table as he leaned aggressively toward her. “Is it crystal fuckin’ clear now, or do you need to watch him fuck me too?”


  


  Her jaw dropped, and I stood up and laid my hand gently on his shoulder. “Ang—”


  


  “No, Zach! She wants to know me? She better fuckin’ deal with it.”


  “But Angelo,” she said quietly, “it’s a sin. It’s not natural.” Tears ran down her cheeks, and she wiped them away quickly. “It’s wrong. God said—”


  “Fuck you, and fuck your God too,” he snapped. “Neither of you ever done shit for me.”


  


  She sat there for a minute, staring at the table. Then she took a shaking breath and said, “I think I should go.”


  Angelo straightened up then and looked down his nose at her. “Go ahead,” he said icily. “Leave. Again. Only fuckin’ thing you’re good at, isn’t it?”


  She closed her eyes, caught her breath like she had been slapped. He leaned back against the wall and glared at her. She took a minute to get herself together. Then she reached into her purse and pulled out a pen. She grabbed an envelope off of the table. She carefully wrote out a phone number, an Albuquerque address, and then stood up, holding it out to Angelo.


  “Here,” she said quietly. “Just in case you ever want it.” “I won’t,” he said.


  “Please, Angelo,” she said, and she was really starting to cry now. “Take it. Just in case.”


  He just stood there, with his arms crossed and fury in his eyes. He didn’t reach for it. She pushed it toward him again, but he didn’t move. She made a little sobbing sound, holding the paper out for him. Still, he didn’t budge.


  Finally I stepped up and held my hand out. She looked at me warily, obviously distrustful, but she handed me the envelope. I followed her to the door. She stepped out of the apartment, onto the landing, stopped, and turned back to me.


  


  “I know what you must think,” she said quietly, “but I do love him.”


  


  “So do I,” I told her and closed the door.


  


  When I walked back in, he was sitting at the table with his head in his hands.


  


  “Are you okay?” I asked quietly.


  He looked up at me, and his eyes were blazing with anger. “It’s not wrong, Zach!” he said fiercely. “It’s not! What you and me have, it’s not wrong!”


  I took his hand, held it between my own. “I know, Angelo. There’s nothing ‘wrong’ about us.”


  


  He nodded, looking down at his hand held in mine. He took a deep breath, and then he pulled away.


  


  “Go home, Zach,” he said. He wasn’t angry anymore. Now he just sounded defeated.


  


  I didn’t want to leave him. It felt wrong to walk away now. “Are you sure, Ang? I could—”


  


  “I’m sure,” he said, interrupting me. He looked up at me with sad, tired eyes. “I need to be alone now.”


  I went back to my empty apartment and started packing. I ordered pizza. I even got jalapenos on half. I hoped he would come by at dinnertime, but he didn’t. Finally I climbed into bed and fell asleep. I left the front door unlocked, just in case.


  It was three a.m. when I heard him come in. He crept quietly into my room. He didn’t say a word, and I didn’t either. I was afraid to speak, afraid that I would scare him away. I watched his shadow in the dark as he got undressed. Then he crawled into bed with me and pushed his warm, lithe body against mine.


  “Help me remember, Zach,” he whispered as he wrapped himself around me. “Remind me again how right it is.”


  It started out slow and tender. But then that fierce, passionate part of him took over, and I let him take the lead. He pushed me onto my back, straddled me, and drove himself down onto me like he had something to prove.


  I guess maybe he did.


  


  Afterward he moved to the other side of the bed, away from me, although he still hung on to my hand.


  “You have her number, Zach?”

  “I do.”

  “What you gonna do with it?”


  “Whatever you want me to do. If you tell me to throw it away, I will.”


  He was quiet for a minute. All I could hear was his breathing, and I wondered if he had fallen asleep. But then he said quietly, “Keep it, Zach. I don’t want it yet. Not right now. Maybe never.” He stopped, took a deep breath, and sighed. “But, it makes me feel better for some reason, knowin’ you have it.”


  “Anything you want, Ang.”


  


  He held my hand tight until he fell asleep.


  


  AFTER that it was like the whole thing had never happened. It was


  as if he had forgotten about it altogether. Of course I knew that wasn’t possible, but I was glad to see that he had recovered so quickly. He never mentioned it, and I didn’t either.


  Our last morning in Denver, I spent three hours trying to catch Geisha, but she wouldn’t come near me. I wasn’t going to wait around for my ex-boyfriend’s ungrateful cat.


  “I guess we’ll just leave her,” I said to Angelo.


  


  “What?” I was surprised at how outraged he was. “No way, Zach! We’re takin’ her!”


  Of course it only took him about ten minutes to coax her over. We finally got her shoved into the cat carrier and left Arvada behind us. I drove the rental van, and Angelo followed behind in my Mustang, with a yowling Geisha in the passenger seat.


  Less than four weeks after our first night in Coda, we were residents. Two weeks later, we opened the rental side of A to Z Video.


  “What about the back room?” Angelo asked me a few days after our grand opening. “You need to get tables and chairs and start lookin’ into all the licensing bullshit.”


  “I don’t think I’ll be able to do that anytime soon.” “Thought you liked the idea.”


  “I do. I love it. I’m just not sure I can afford to do it right away. We need one of those projection home theater systems, with full surround sound. I don’t have that kind of money.”


  “I do.”

  I looked at him in surprise. “You do? How?”


  “Been workin’ two jobs for a long time. I pay rent. I buy food. Other than that, my only expense is rentin’ movies.” He walked over to me, leaned into me, and looked up at me through his bangs. “Few months ago I met this cute preppy guy. He’s been givin’ me a discount on the movies.”


  I laughed. “He must be trying to get in your pants.” He smiled. “It’s possible.”

  “If you’re going to invest, you should be a partner.” His smile disappeared. “No, man. I don’t want that.” “Why not?”

  “Just don’t.”


  I could see that look in his eyes—the same one he had when we talked about living together. It was just one more thing he wasn’t ready for. “I’ll pay you back.”


  His arms went around my waist. “I been meanin’ to tell you, Zach—I want a raise. And that’s not a sexual innuendo.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”

  His lips brushed mine, and he smiled. “I lied.”

  “You don’t want a raise?”

  “It was a sexual innuendo.”


  “I think I love you.” The words were out of my mouth before I knew I was going to say them. I wanted to take them back immediately. If talking about living together sent him into a fullblown panic attack, there was no telling what the L-word was going to do to him.


  He froze, for just a second, and I braced for the worst, but he just smiled and said simply, “I know.”


  ONE day in mid-October, Matt and Jared stopped by the store just as we were about to close to see if we wanted to go out for dinner. Angelo was making a Halloween display, with horror movies sorted into four categories: bloody, spooky, campy, and downright disturbing.


  “You think The Exorcist goes in spooky or disturbing?” he asked us.


  


  “Disturbing!” Jared said right as Matt said, “Campy.” “Really?” Jared and Angelo said in unison, looking at Matt in surprise.


  Matt shrugged. “Never did see what was so scary about it.” Angelo turned to me. “What do you think, Zach?” “Never se—”


  “—seen it,” he finished for me, smiling. “Should have known. We’ll go with spooky.”


  “Scariest. Movie. Ever,” Jared said with finality.

  “No way,” Matt laughed.

  “Zach, what’s the scariest movie you seen?” Ang asked me.


  I could count the number of horror movies I could actually remember watching on one hand. “The Shining?”


  He smiled at me. “Okay. That’s respectable.”

  “What do you think?” I asked him.

  “Not sure. Maybe The Changeling.”

  “That one with Angelina Jolie?” Matt asked skeptically.


  “No, man. With George C. Scott. You seen it?” We all shook our heads. “Nobody’s seen that movie.” He turned to Matt. “What’s your pick?”


  “Jesus Camp.”


  


  Angelo actually looked confused. “Never heard of it. Is it a slasher flick?”


  “It’s a documentary.” We all laughed, but he didn’t seem to be joking. “I’m telling you, if that movie doesn’t scare you, nothing will.”


  Jared was looking at him in astonishment. “A documentary about religion?”


  


  “It’s not about religion. It’s about fanaticism. Not the same thing.”


  


  Angelo was looking thoughtful, and I knew we’d have a copy of it by the end of the month.


  We had dinner with Matt and Jared, and then they came to my house to watch a movie with us. Angelo usually liked watching movies, but I could tell his mind was elsewhere. He was sitting next to me on the couch, and his hand was slowly moving farther up my thigh. As soon as they were out the door, he grabbed my hand and led me into the bedroom.


  I watched him undress. I loved to just look at him. There was something wildly exotic about him, something rare and precious and beautiful but also shamelessly audacious. Something that was divine and yet completely irreverent. He practically radiated sensuality. Now that I knew it was there, I wondered how I had ever not seen it. I really had been blind.


  “What’s your deal?” he asked suddenly, in that impudent tone he always used.


  


  “You’re amazing.”


  


  He gave me his lopsided smile. “If I’m so amazing, why you still have clothes on?”


  


  I had to laugh. “I have no idea.” It didn’t take us long to remedy that situation.


  He got the lube out of the drawer and pulled me over to him. I was hard already, and I started to stroke him while I kissed him. I felt his hand on me, wet with lube, and then he whispered in my year, “I want you to fuck me, Zach.”


  Just hearing those words could almost have sent me over the edge. I had to push his hand away from my cock to keep from losing it too soon. I wanted more time with him—more time to taste him and feel him and become part of him.


  I pushed him down so that he was sitting on the bed and knelt in front of him. He kissed me and ran his fingers through my hair. His hand rested on my head, and it felt like a blessing.


  I took his other hand, turned it palm up, and kissed the inside of his wrist. I sucked gently on that soft skin. I could actually feel his pulse against my lips, and it was unbelievably arousing. I kissed the palm of his hand, ran my tongue in a small circle, and heard his breath catch. He was always so quiet. It was sometimes hard to know what he liked. I loved when I could actually elicit a response from him—fingers clenching in my hair or a hitch in his breathing.


  I pushed him back on the bed and leaned over him to suck one of his nipples. His fingers went into my hair, and his head went back. I teased each one, until he was tense and panting, arching his hips toward me. I ran my hand down his side, circled as close to his cock as I could without touching it.


  “Zach….” It was so quiet, but I could sense the growing need behind it.


  “Roll over.” He did, and I moved down between his legs. He was so slim and beautiful. His skin was dark all over but even darker in that soft place behind his balls, leading into his crack. I ran my tongue up that dark trail, heard his breath catch again, and he spread his legs farther apart for me. I licked around his rim, over and over, teasing us both. His breathing stopped, stuttered, almost like a sob, and he pushed back toward me. I let my tongue penetrate him and actually heard him make a soft sighing sound that almost undid me altogether. I pulled his cheeks apart and pushed deeper with my tongue. He started to reach for his cock, but I stopped him. He tried to grind himself into the bed, but I held his hips. I pushed into him as deep as I could, over and over, until I could feel that he was tense and straining toward the bed, trying to get some release.


  I pulled out, locked my mouth over him and sucked. That little sighing sound came again, and I pushed my tongue deep back into him. He tried again to reach for his cock, and I stopped him but slid my own hand up between his legs. He immediately thrust into my hand, started to tense up, and I knew he was close.


  “Zach, please….”


  


  I wasn’t going to last long, either. I moved as quickly as I could. I covered his body with my own and slowly pushed into him.


  I felt like I could see heaven. It felt like coming home. I could never be close enough to him or deep enough. I wanted to sink into him forever, to burn myself into him until we became one. One body, one spirit, but two beating hearts. I gripped his cock with my hand, thrust into him again. His hands were gripping the sheets tight. He made that small sighing sound again and arched up to meet me. I felt pressure inside of me, building and expanding, threatening to tear me apart. I heard his breath catch, but he never released it. He always held his breath when he came. I buried my face in his hair, felt his body trembling beneath me, and clenching around me. That pressure inside of me, burning and pulsing, finally exploded. It tore through me and erased me completely. I didn’t even exist, except in that beautiful, holy place where I was joined to him.


  My hand on him was slick with his come, and he was breathing again. Breathing hard, like he’d just run a mile, and his fingers found my free hand and gripped it tight. We stayed that way for a while, until his breathing was back to normal. And then he said quietly, “Everything feels so much better with you, Zach. Is it that way for you too?”

  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  I knew why, but I was hesitant to say it. I ran my hand down his side, felt his ribs against my fingers, kissed the back of his neck, and finally whispered, “Because we love each other.”


  His fingers clenched in mine, but then he sighed and said sleepily, “That must be it.”


  It was the closest he had ever come to saying it. I swallowed around a sudden lump in my throat and held him tight. We fell asleep tangled together, but when I woke up a few hours later, he was getting dressed.


  “Where are you going? It’s the middle of the night.” He tensed and didn’t look at me. “Home.”

  “I wish you wouldn’t.”


  He didn’t say a word. Just turned and left. I tried to tell myself it was no big deal. But that empty space on the other side of the bed haunted me the rest of the night.


  …Angelo


  BEEN in Coda almost two months now. Still tryin’ to get used to bein’ with Zach. Still tryin’ to make that bird in my chest be still.


  Zach tells me he loves me. He says it all the time. I can’t say it back—not ’cause I don’t feel the same way, but ’cause I just can’t seem to make those words come outta my mouth. Seems like he doesn’t mind.


  I go to his house almost every night after work. He cooks dinner sometimes. Maybe we watch a movie or work on a puzzle or hang out with Matt and Jared. Sometimes we just talk. Sometimes we spend the entire evenin’ makin’ out or havin’ sex. I love bein’ with him. Still can’t believe how good everything feels with him. Never realized love could make sex feel so much better.


  Every night, though, that moment comes when I have to decide if I’m stayin’ there or goin’ home. Hate how hard that moment is for me sometimes. He asks more and more if I’ll spend the night. Makes that stupid bird in my chest frantic. The more he asks, the more I want to leave. Feel like no matter how much I manage to give, he just wants more. Sometimes I think there’s nothin’ left of me to give.


  I been spendin’ a lot of time with Matt and Jared. I watch them. They’re obviously crazy ’bout each other. What’s interestin’ to me, though, is that they don’t love each other the same way. Neither way is less or more than the other. Just different kinds of love.


  Jared’s love is a sated, contented kind of love. It’s like he’s been given everything he ever wanted, and now he’s just sittin’ back, enjoyin’ the ride. That cliché ’bout a couple bein’ two halves of a whole—I thought it was sentimental crap ’til I met Jared. Matt really is part of him. He knows where Matt is and what he's doin’ almost all the time. Not ’cause he’s keepin’ track; I don't think he even knows he’s doin’ it. He just seems to sense it. I watched them once, cookin’ together. They were on opposite sides of the kitchen, with their backs to each other. But every time Matt turned to hand somethin’ to Jared, Jared was already reachin’ back to take it from him. I know they’ve only known each other a year and a half, and yet, I can’t imagine Jared without Matt. He must have been only half alive.


  Matt’s love for Jared is somethin’ else entirely. For him it’s not so much constant contentment as it is a series of sudden, intense realizations. Watchin’ him, most of the time, you wouldn’t know they were a couple. He’s just spendin’ time with his best friend. But then, every once while, he’ll turn to look at Jared, and it’s like, instead of findin’ his best friend sittin’ there next to him, he suddenly sees the answer to every question he’s ever asked. And when that happens, you can see it on his face. It’s sheer amazement. Those moments he can't keep his hands off of Jared, either. Suddenly he has to touch him. Just to make sure he’s really there, I guess.


  I know the way Zach loves me is closer to the way Matt loves Jared. Not exactly the same, though. Matt doesn’t worry ’bout losin’ Jared. I know Zach worries ’bout losin’ me all the time. ’Course Zach’s never been stupid. I think he can sense there’s still some piece of me that’s scared shitless. That little voice inside of me that’s constantly tellin’ me to run like crazy before he has a chance to hurt me.


  I try not to listen to that voice. I know Zach practically worships me. Zach’s love is reverent. He’d do anything in the world for me. Still, sometimes that voice gets pretty fuckin’ loud.


  Two weeks ago, I found a second job—stockin’ at the grocery store three nights a week. I know Zach’s annoyed ’bout it. He tries not to show it. I know he’s tryin’ to give me my space. But I also know he feels like I just took three nights of our time together away from him.


  Guess he’s not wrong.


  But the job keeps the bird quiet three nights a week. Sometimes, though, there’s not much for me to do. Tonight they tell me I can go at one in the mornin’. Get all the way into my apartment, all the way to my bed. It’s empty, except for Geisha. I know it’s not where I want to be. Get to Zach’s a little before two. ’Course he gave me a key. I let myself in, go in the bedroom, where he’s sleepin’.


  I get undressed and I’m just about to climb in bed with him when he says, “You’re here.”


  


  “That okay?”


  


  “Of course. I’m glad you’re here. I wish you were here every night.”


  There he goes again, always wantin’ for more. Suddenly I’m so annoyed that I wish I was still dressed so I could just walk back out. I don’t know who I’m annoyed at more—him for always pushin’ or myself for bein’ so fuckin’ scared. I sit on the edge of the bed with my back to him, put my head in my hands, try to figure out what to say.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks quietly, but there’s annoyance in his voice too.


  


  Suddenly that bird is thrashin’ in my chest again, and I have to put my head down between my knees, breathe in and out.


  He sighs, and I don’t know if he’s annoyed at both of us, too, or just me. He gets out of bed, gets on his knees in front of me. I sit up, and he’s lookin’ up at me. “I can’t even say that I wish you were here?”


  “Never happy, are you?” I ask bitterly. “I’ll never be good enough for you.”


  “That’s not what I said.”

  “It’s what you meant.”


  “No,” he says, and I can tell he’s tryin’ hard to be patient, “it’s not.”


  “Seems like I can’t be what you want, Zach.”

  He shakes his head at me. “You are what I want, Ang.” “Doesn’t feel that way sometimes.”


  “Damn it, Ang, I’m telling you—you are! You’re the one who’s so sure that I want something you’re not willing to give.” He sounds so mad, but he’s not yellin’. Still just sittin’ there on his knees in front of me, wearin’ only his boxers. “You need to stop, Ang. Stop assuming that I mean more than what I say. Just because I say I want you here with me, it doesn’t mean I blame you for not being here. I’m just telling you how I feel.”


  Have to think ’bout that for a minute. Makes my anger disappear real fast. I never thought about it that way. Every time he says it, I think he’s mad. Think he’s tryin’ to coerce me into doin’ what he wants. But maybe he’s just sayin’ it. Just like when he tells me that he loves me.


  “Angelo, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells around you. I can’t ask you to spend the night. I can’t come to your place. I can’t tell you that I miss you. I’m trying to learn to walk this line you’ve drawn between having you and smothering you, and I feel like I’m never going to get it right.”


  Never meant to make him feel that way. Never thought about how it felt to him.


  “Don’t know why you put up with me,” I say quietly. “Because I’m crazy about you, Ang. But I’m so afraid of losing you I don’t know what to do. I feel like you’re ready to take off if I make one wrong move. You’re like some beautiful, crazy bird, and any second now you’ll just fly away, and I’ll never see you again.”


  I have to smile at that. “You think I’m a bird?” It’s like he knows about that bird in my chest. He’s been seein’ it all along.


  He smiles back but only barely. It’s a sad smile. He takes one of my hands and holds it between his. “Ang, if I move too close, you’ll be gone before I know it, but if I put you in a cage, you’ll just beat yourself to death against the bars.”


  “Can’t believe I ever said you had no sense of romanticism.” “I love you so much it hurts, Ang. I know you hate hearing it, but—”


  “No.” I put my fingers on his lips to stop him. “I don’t hate hearin’ it.” And it’s the truth. I love to hear him say it. Wish I could say it back without that fuckin’ bird beatin’ me to death. “I just, I can’t….” I stop. Not sure how to finish. But I don’t need to.


  He puts one hand on each side of my face, looks into my eyes. “You don’t have to.”


  


  “Hate it when you’re mad at me.”


  


  “Don’t you see, though, Ang? That’s the problem. Because I’m never mad at you.”


  


  “Really?”


  “Really. I’m trying to trust you and to let you set the pace. But I wish you would trust me back. I hate feeling like I can’t even say what I feel without you assuming I’m trying to push you into something.”


  I know he’s right. I been doin’ everything my way and runnin’ away every time he tries to be close to me. “I’m sorry.” “Don’t be sorry, Ang. Just don’t be so scared of me, either, okay?”


  


  “I’m tryin’, Zach. I’m tryin’ so hard.” I have tears in my eyes now, and I fight them. I don’t want to cry in front of him. “I know.”


  “I can’t be like them yet.” And he doesn’t ask who I mean, so he must know it’s Matt and Jared. “I want to, though, eventually. I really do.”


  “I understand.”

  “Can you wait for me?”

  “As long as it takes.”

  “Will you hate me for it?”

  “Never.”

  “Will you say it for me now?”

  “I love you like crazy.”

  “Zach?”

  “Yeah?”

  “Shut up and kiss me.”


  He does. And it’s gentle and so sweet. He pushes me back on the bed, just keeps kissin’ me, his hands soft and lovin’, movin’ all over me. Never demandin’. Just givin’. And he whispers in my ear again that he loves me. And suddenly some wall inside me comes crumblin’ down. Before I know it, I’m cryin’ for real. Don’t want to, but I just can’t stop all those tears. So much emotion I didn’t quite realize I had, all crammed up inside. I’ve been sure for so long that he couldn’t really love me. That he loved some idea of what he wanted me to be. Now all that tension and fear and anger—it all just comes out. All I can do is hang on to him, and still he just kisses me and holds me until the tears finally dry up. Until finally all that’s left is desire.


  I get our shorts off, then roll us over so I’m on top. Get the tube out of the drawer and spread some on him.


  “You’re not a bird at all,” he says suddenly.

  I smile down at him. “No kiddin’.”


  “You’re an angel. You’re mom must have known, too, because that’s what she named you.”


  


  “No angel ever did this,” I say as I push down onto him, all the way, feel him fillin’ me. I lean down to kiss him, but he stops me. “Ang, are you planning to fly away?”


  


  When we’re like this, him inside of me, it’s like the bird in my chest doesn’t exist at all. I love him so much. “Say it again.”


  “I love you.”

  “No.”

  “No, what?”

  “No. I’m not flyin’ anywhere.”


  Zach…


  THINGS between us got a lot better after that night. Angelo quit being so skittish. He came to my house almost every night and stayed through the night more often than not. Geisha even ended up back at my house, although she still didn’t want anything to do with me. Angelo still had times when he had to get away—usually only one or two nights a week but sometimes more. I never complained, but when he finally came back, I always told him how much I had missed him. And he would just kiss me and say, “I know.”


  Business at A to Z was good. Angelo had been going crazy buying all kinds of movies online to add to the collection. We were slowly getting everything together for the theater portion of A to Z. We bought the projection equipment and had it installed. We debated for a week between big, cushy, home-theater-type seats or tables with restaurant style chairs. In the end we did both: we had two rows of theater seats at the front, and had an elevated stage constructed behind them with the tables and chairs there. I found a caterer to serve dinners. We were still waiting for the food and alcohol licenses to be finalized but were planning to open on Thanksgiving weekend.


  I was just getting ready to close the shop one Wednesday afternoon when Angelo called. “Will you pick me up at Matt’s on your way home?” he asked. We took turns closing Monday through Thursday, and he had left at two that day.


  When I got there, Jared answered the door.

  “They’re back there,” he said, pointing down the hall. There was a strange buzzing sound coming from that direction. I turned and headed towards it. “Brace yourself,” Jared said jokingly. I wondered what he was talking about, but I didn’t have to wonder for long.


  I found Matt and Angelo in the bathroom. The door was open, and Ang was leaning over the sink. The buzzing sound was an electric hair trimmer. Matt had just finished shaving Angelo’s hair off. They had used an attachment, so it wasn’t as brutally short as Matt’s, but it was still a huge shock to see all that hair lying in the sink.


  “I’ll go get the broom,” Matt said and went past me, leaving me standing in the doorway staring at Angelo.


  His hair was now only about an inch long all over and stood straight up. “Hey, Zach,” he said happily, smiling at me. “What do you think?”


  I couldn’t help but grin back. I reached out and touched it. It seemed thicker and courser now that it was so short. “What made you do it?”


  He shrugged, still smiling. “Why not? Haven’t cut it in a while.” He looked even younger now, with all that hair out of the way. His eyes seemed so big. They were the deepest shade of brown, ringed with long black lashes. “Do you hate it?” It was a casual question. It had nothing to do with vanity. He wouldn’t have cared if I said yes.


  “No.” It made me want to touch his cheekbones and kiss him and just look into his eyes forever. I was wishing like crazy that we were at home alone, rather than in Matt and Jared’s bathroom. “I like it,” I told him. “I can actually see your face.” That made him laugh.


  Matt came back with the broom, and I had to move out of the bathroom to make room for him. Jared came up behind me, his own wild blond curls hanging loose around his face.


  “You look good,” he said to Angelo.

  Ang held the trimmer toward him. “Your turn.”


  Matt moved so fast, I almost wondered if he had super powers. He grabbed the trimmer out of Angelo’s hand and yanked the plug out of the wall all at once. “Don’t even think about it,” he growled, and Jared laughed.


  We were just leaving when Matt suddenly said, “Wait, Angelo!” He went back down the hall and came back out a minute later with a book, which he handed to Angelo. “This is the one I was telling you about. You’ll love it. Trust me.” Angelo didn’t look enthusiastic. In fact he actually looked a little bit green. Matt didn’t seem to notice. “Keep it as long as you want.”


  “Thanks,” Angelo said, but his heart definitely wasn’t in it. He was quiet the whole way home, just staring at that book like it was a snake that might bite him.


  You always hear about those kids who get through high school without learning how to read, but I knew he wasn’t one of them. Yes, he had dropped out at sixteen, but that certainly didn’t make him illiterate. I had seen him read the blurbs on the back of the DVD cases and write an inventory list, and I had read notes he had left for me. His spelling wasn’t great, and he seemed to have no idea what an apostrophe was. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t read.


  “You want to talk about it?” I asked.

  “’Bout what?”

  “The book.”

  “Nothin’ to talk about.”


  “Okay.” I knew it was still bothering him, but I also knew he wouldn’t say anything until he was ready, so I waited. Once we were back at my place, I went in the kitchen and started making dinner—lasagna. I had been cooking dinner a couple of nights each week. I couldn’t believe how good it felt to have a real house, with a real kitchen. And Ang there with me, for tonight at least. I opened a bottle of wine and was just pouring a glass when he came in.


  For a while he just watched me. I waited. I got the noodles out of the water and browned the sausage, and still I waited. Finally he said, “Can’t read it.”


  “Why not?”


  He slumped against the counter, and he looked so young and so dejected, I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or put my arms around him. “Just can’t.”


  I waited again, but nothing else seemed to be forthcoming. I put down the cheese I was grating, turned around so I could face him and leaned against the counter. “If you don’t want to read it, don’t read it. But if you’re choosing not to read it just because you think you can’t, I’m not sure that’s a good reason.” He looked at me skeptically. I racked my brain, drank a little wine, and finally managed to pull something out of my memory. “It’s like when Luke Skywalker is first learning to use the lightsaber. Ben puts that helmet on him, with the visor down, and Luke says he can’t do it. But once he decides to trust Ben, and he tries it, and it works.” I smiled at him triumphantly, and he grudgingly smiled back.


  “Pretty proud of yourself for that one, aren’t you?” I laughed. “I am, actually.”


  But as quickly as it had come, his smile was gone again. “Don’t want Matt to know I can’t read it.”


  


  “I’m still not sure why you think you can’t.”


  He sighed, walked over, and leaned against me, looking up at me. It was strange to be able to see his face, instead of having all that hair in the way. “Have to be smart to read books.”

  “You don’t think you’re smart?”


  He shook his head. “Never even finished high school.” Finally we were getting to the real issue. But it pained me to see that he actually believed what he said.


  For the first time ever, I didn’t have to brush his hair out of the way before looking into his eyes. “I don’t even know where to start on that one. First, you don’t have to be smart to read books. Lots of idiots read books. Trust me, the ability to read does not necessarily mean the ability to think. Second, whether or not you graduated from high school or ever went to college has nothing to do with how smart you are. Yes, you dropped out, but Ang, you’re not stupid. And something like this—it’s exactly the kind of thing that you’re good at.”


  “Reading?” he asked in confusion.


  


  “Not reading, specifically, but understanding things. Finding the deeper meaning.”


  


  He shook his head at me and said honestly, “Don’t know what you mean.”


  


  “Okay I’ll show you. What was that movie we watched the other night, with Mel Gibson?”


  


  “Signs.”


  


  “Right. What was it about?” Because, truly, I didn’t get it. I just thought it was weird.


  


  “Faith.” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, man.” I could tell that he didn’t understand why I was asking, but he went on anyway. “See, his wife died in that freak accident. But she lived just long enough to give him a message. And even though he lost his faith after that, that message ended up bein’ what saved him and his family. So maybe it wasn’t a freak accident after all, right? Maybe it was meant to be. And that little girl was all freaky ’bout her water, but that’s part of what saved them too. Little things that all ended up savin’ them. It’s like his brother said; you can look at it as coincidence, or you can trust that it has a meaning. So in the end, he gets his faith back.”


  “Ang, you know what I thought it was about?”

  “What?”

  “Aliens.”

  He laughed at me. “Well, yeah, but not really.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about, Angelo. I was in honors English in high school and took literature classes in college, but all that shit about themes and symbolism—I never got any of it. I thought it was just bullshit. But you get it.” He actually looked thoughtful at that. I could see the wheels turning behind his dark eyes. “I can count on one hand the number of books I’ve read since college, so I won’t think any of less of you if you don’t want to read it. But I think you should try. I think you might like it. It might open up a whole new world for you.” I almost had him convinced. I could tell. He wanted to believe me. “Just read the first chapter and see what happens. If you don’t like it, then quit. What have you got to lose, Ang?”


  And suddenly he smiled at me, really smiled, with no more doubts in his eyes, and it was beautiful to see it. “Zach….” He put his arms around my neck, and looked into my eyes, and I knew what he was trying to say. He even opened his mouth, but it was like the words just couldn’t make it past his throat.


  I put my arms around him and kissed him. “I know.”


  He put his head on my chest, and for a minute we just stood there. Then suddenly he smiled up at me and started to unbutton my pants. That made me hard immediately. I tried to kiss him, but he pulled away and went down on his knees in front of me. He pulled my pants down just far enough to be out of the way, and then his mouth was on me.


  I was convinced that nobody in the world could give a blow job like Angelo. It was unbelievable. I’ve never been able to do the whole deep throat thing, but he could. He sucked me all the way in, and I had to grab on to the counter behind me to keep myself upright. He had this mysterious way of making it feel like his tongue was constantly teasing the sensitive spot right below my slit, even when I was so deep in his mouth that I could feel his nose against my pubic bone. I let go of the counter with one hand but then didn’t know what to do with it. I wanted to touch him, but I knew better than to touch his head. I settled for grabbing a handful of his shirt. His hands were moving, from my thighs, up my hips, over my stomach, and back down. It was amazing, his warm mouth, and whatever he was doing with his tongue. I wanted to tell him before I came, but I only managed to choke out his name before it hit me.


  It seemed like ages later, when I came down from it. He was standing in front of me, half-way holding me up. My shirt was unbuttoned, and he was kissing my chest. I put one arm around him and reached with my other hand for his belt. “Tell me what you want, Ang. I’ll do anything you want.”


  He looked up at me then, and it didn’t matter what he could or couldn’t say with words, because it was all in his eyes. He pushed my hand away from him. “You already did, Zach.”


  I finally got the lasagna together and took my glass of wine into the living room. He was on the couch. And he was reading.


  …Angelo


  I WAKE up in Zach’s bed, early Sunday mornin’. We moved apart in the night like we always do.


  I don’t sleep here every night. Sometimes I still have to go home. The nights are the hardest, tryin’ to keep that damn bird in my chest quiet long enough for me to fall asleep. But the mornin’s are easy. I love wakin’ up and hearin’ him breathin’ next to me.


  For a minute I just watch him sleep. He’s startin’ to get tiny wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He swears he found a gray hair the other day. He laughed, but I could tell it really did bother him a little.


  I’ve seen pictures of his dad. He’s got the same dark hair that Zach has but with gray mixed in at the sides. I know that’s how Zach’s will be too. He’ll still be cute as he is now but somehow a little more distinguished. I think it’s gonna be sexy as hell. I like thinkin’ I’ll be here to see it.


  I scoot closer, nudge him a little. He wakes up enough to wrap an arm around me and pull me tight against him. Spooning. Such a stupid word. I’d never say it out loud. But that’s what it is, and it’s my favorite part of the mornin’. I love the way he fits against me, the way he sighs a little as he relaxes into it, and the way I can feel it when he starts to wake up for real and gets hard against me.


  I wait for him to relax, for his breathin’ to slow again. Then, just barely, I push my hips back against him.


  


  He makes that sound I love so much: halfway a sigh, halfway a moan. His arm tightens ’round my waist, and then he pushes back. “Hate to wake you,” I say, smilin’.


  


  I can tell he’s smilin’, too, when he answers. “Liar. You love to wake me up.” And of course he’s right.


  


  I push against him again, and this time he really does moan. “I can stop and let you go back to sleep.”


  Sometimes that happens. Sometimes we just tease each other a little before driftin’ off together. But today he chuckles and says, “Not a chance, angel.” He calls me that now sometimes. It’s silly, but it always makes me smile.


  We go on like that for a while, just pushin’ against each other. Eventually he reaches down and pushes my boxers off, then his. He rolls me slowly onto my stomach. His weight on my back is so perfect. “Ang,” he asks quietly, “is this okay?”


  He always asks. Kinda funny, really, but sweet too. “Yes.”


  He gets the lube out of the drawer. He’s still on top of me, kissin’ the back of my neck, and then I feel one of his fingers slide into me. My breath catches, and he moans in response. Sometimes he’ll tease me to climax this way, just usin’ his fingers on that sweet spot inside while I grind against the bed, but not today.


  His finger is gone, and then his cock is pushin’ against me. He goes incredibly, agonizingly slow. Not thrustin’. Just gently pushin’ in, one tiny nudge at a time. He’s still kissin’ my neck and whisperin’ that he loves me. Just barely, barely movin’ against me. It’s the sweetest torture in the world. I resist the urge to push back against him, but the anticipation makes me whimper a little.


  “I love when you do that,” he says and pushes in another fraction of an inch.


  He’s about halfway in now, and I’m so close. I feel like I’m stretched so thin, pulled so tight, I can barely breathe. It’s exquisite and frightenin’, all at the same time. I don’t know if I should beg him to keep goin’ or beg him to finally fuck me for real so I can climax. “Zach?” I whisper.


  “Shhh.” Another tiny nudge. “Like this, Ang.” One of his hands slides down, under my stomach, down to my groin. “Can I make you come like this?” His hand closes around my cock, and he strokes me but just barely. “With only this?”


  “Yes!” It’s almost a sob.


  “Good,” he says. “I’m close too, Ang.” His hand is movin’ on me, touchin’ me, strokin’ me just right, exactly the way I like. He knows me so well. Then he shoves in that last little bit, and that’s all it takes. It’s amazin’, such a rapid, overwhelmin’ relief. I hold my breath so long, I start to see spots. My body clenches around him, and then he comes too.


  I finally manage to catch my breath again. He’s still on top of me, kissin’ my neck and my shoulders.


  “Tomorrow, I’ll let you sleep,” I say, and he laughs. “I hope not.”


  He rolls off of me, and I get out of bed. He doesn’t, though. In an hour or two, he’ll get up and go for a run, but for now, he just pulls the covers over his head and goes right back to sleep. He always does. One more thing about him that I love.


  Little later that mornin’, I’m still loungin’ ’round on the couch in sweats when Matt knocks on the door. I know it’s him right away ’cause anybody else would ring the bell. Matt pounds on it instead, like the damn thing insulted him personally, and he’s here to set it straight. Must be somethin’ they taught him in cop school.


  Sure enough when I open the door, it’s him, leanin’ against the door jamb, and Jared standin’ behind him.


  


  “What’s your problem?” I ask. Jared looks a little startled, but Matt just raises his eyebrow at me. He never takes my bait. “Get dressed,” he says and pushes past me into the house. “Wear something warm.”


  


  “Where the hell we goin’?”


  “To church!” Jared says with way too much enthusiasm. ’Specially since I know for a fact he doesn’t believe in God. “Here, you can wear this,” and he hands me a Denver Broncos shirt.


  “What the fuck?” is about all I manage to say.


  


  “We have an extra ticket to the game,” Matt says to me. “Go get dressed. We don’t want to miss kickoff.”


  I go in the bedroom, where Zach’s awake again. Probably woke up when muscle boy pounded on the door. “What’s Matt doing here so early?” he asks.


  I crawl onto the bed, lay down on him so I can look down into his eyes. “Can I have the day off?” I ask. That makes him laugh. He always thinks it funny when I act like he’s my boss not my lover. ’Course he’s both, but I’m glad he doesn’t let one get in the way of the other. “Seriously, Zach. They want to take me to the football game, but I’m s’posed to work today.”


  He wraps his arms around me, nuzzles my neck a little. “I suppose I can manage one day without you.” His hands are slidin’ down my back, under the waistband of my sweats. There’s only a thin blanket between us, and he grinds against me a little. It’s only been a couple of hours, but I can tell he’s ready to go again, already.


  “Sure you don’t mind?” I ask. Truth is, he’s got me thinkin’ ’bout all the other ways we could be spendin’ our mornin’.


  “I don’t mind,” he whispers. He pulls me tighter against him and grinds against me some more, then gives me a wicked smile. “But you’ll have to make it up to me later.”


  “I promise,” I say, smilin’ down at him. But then Matt yells from the livin’ room, “Cut it out, you two! Ang, we have to go, now!”


  Zach laughs and lets me go. I get dressed, kiss him one last time before I leave. Then we get in Jared’s car with me in the back seat and head for Denver.


  “Sorry for the late notice,” Jared says to me. “It’s supposed to be Brian’s seat, but he’s sick today.”


  “Plus,” Matt says over his shoulder to me, “he wants to be able to turn the channel when the Broncos are getting their asses handed to them by the Colts.”


  Jared scowls at him, and I have to laugh.


  We leave the car at a park-n-ride and take a bus to the stadium, which Jared assures me is way better than tryin’ to park downtown. I’m surprised when we get there. I’ve seen Invesco Field before but never up this close. Somehow it’s bigger than I ever realized. I’m also surprised how it’s like one big party, all ’round the stadium.


  Matt and Jared are talkin’ ’bout Peyton Manning and pass rushin’ and special teams and a buncha shit that’s total fuckin’ Greek to me. Doesn’t matter. Not really listenin’ to ’em anyway. I’m too busy just lookin’ at all the people. It’s like a fuckin’ circus of blue and orange. Feels like the whole place is charged, and you can’t help but feel a little bit excited.


  I find my excitement wanin’, though, when we get inside and start to climb. And climb and climb and climb. There’s an escalator, but there’s a huge line of people waitin’ to get on it, and Matt and Jared don’t even look at it. They just walk right by, and ’course I follow ’em. Up and up and up.


  “Where the hell we sittin’?” I finally ask.

  “Fifth level,” Jared tells me, “middle of the north end zone. That’s where they get the coaches’ film, you know. They’re actually great seats.”


  “Plus,” Matt says to me, under his breath, “they’re cheap.” Jared just laughs. “That too.”


  We finally get to our seats and flag down a beer vendor. The best part of the whole thing is before the game. The team comes out, then some chick with a killer voice sings the national anthem. Then the jets fly over. They fly in from the south, so we see ’em comin’: straight at us and over our heads, so close you can practically feel the wind comin’ off ’em, and so loud the whole stadium shakes. The crowd goes wild, and it’s almost enough to give me goose bumps.


  The game finally starts. I’m not really a football fan, and sometimes I have a hard time understandin’ what’s goin’ on. Couple times I wish I could ask somebody what the hell just happened. Nobody to talk to, though. Somehow we ended up with Jared in the middle, me and Matt on either side of him. Jared’s so engrossed in the game, I know better than to try to talk to him. Sure as hell not gonna talk to the nutty lady on the other side of me either. She’s got blue and orange paint all over her face, and she hasn’t stopped screamin’ for the whole game. I gotta admit she scares the shit outta me. Wish Matt was sittin’ next to me. He’s a big fan, too, but his team’s not playin’, and I know he’d at least help me understand what the hell’s goin’ on.


  Halftime finally comes. “The donkeys are losing!” Matt says triumphantly to Jared, givin’ him that half-assed smile he uses instead of a real one. “Looks like you’re buying.”


  Jared groans but hands his binoculars to Matt and then leaves to buy beer. Once he’s gone, I look over and find Matt’s usin’ the binoculars to scope out somethin’ down on the field.


  “What you lookin’ at?” I ask him.

  “The cheerleaders,” he says, without takin’ his eyes off the field. “What else?” Sure enough, when I actually look, I see they’re dancin’ ’round in the end zone below us.


  “Are you serious?” I ask.


  


  Now he puts the binoculars down and looks over at me like I asked him if ghosts really say boo. “Yeah. Why?”


  “You’re lookin’ at chicks?” He blushes a little but doesn’t answer. I know he told me he was straight before Jared. Still, guess I sorta thought all this time that once he decided to be with Jared, he started actually bein’ queer like the rest of us. Never occurred to me women might still be his first choice. “You look at guys too?” I ask.


  He leans back in his seat and shakes his head. “No.” “What about Jared?” I ask.

  “What about him?”

  “You look at him, right?”

  He shrugs. “That’s different.”

  “Different how?”


  “Just is.” He starts scratchin’ at the label on his beer bottle like he always does when he starts to get uncomfortable. “Because I’m with him. And because of the way I feel about him.”


  “But you’re attracted to him, too, right?”


  


  He glances sideways at me in exasperation, and then goes back to fidgetin’ with the label. “You know I am.”


  


  “You like lookin’ at him?”


  


  “Of course.” He’s startin’ to sound defensive now, and I wonder if I should drop it, but I can’t.


  


  “You know he’s hot, right?”


  


  His head whips my direction so fast, I think he’s gonna get whiplash. “What?”


  “Jared’s hot. You know that, right? I mean, he’s got that whole surfer boy thing goin’ on. Nice body from all that bike ridin’. Great smile. All those freckles.” I can see as I’m talkin’ he’s gettin’ more and more uncomfortable. And more than that, I think he’s gettin’ mad too. I never actually seen Matt lose his cool before. Know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help but push his buttons a little more now that I found them. “He have freckles like that all over? I mean he’s got a pretty nice ass. If he has those freckles down his back, too, I can only imagine—”


  “What the hell?!?” Matt snaps, interruptin’ me. He’s not yellin’, but his face is red, and he’s definitely flustered. “Stop talking about him like that!”


  “Like what?” I ask, innocent as I can manage.


  


  He sort of stumbles for a second, tryin’ to figure out what to say. Finally he blurts out, “Have you been checking him out?”


  I have to laugh. “’Course I have. So what?”

  “So—stay the hell away from him!”

  “I’m just lookin’.”

  “Well, stop looking!”

  “You worried I’m gonna steal him away from you?”


  He turns back to the field, hunches down in his seat and doesn’t say anything. I’m fightin’ hard to keep from laughin’. Jared comes back then. He looks back and forth between the two of us— me, grinnin’ at him, and Matt, who practically has steam comin’ out of his ears—and says, “What’s going on?”


  “I was just tellin’ Matt that—”


  


  “Nothing!” Matt snaps.


  


  Jared looks back at me, and I just smile at him. “Guess it’s nothin’.”


  Jared looks kind of amused at that, but he hands us each a beer and starts to sit down in his seat in between us. Matt jumps to his feet like a fuckin’ jack-in-the-box and says, “No!”


  Jared freezes, halfway in his seat, and this time I really do laugh. “What’s wrong?”


  I can tell Matt regrets his outburst a little, but he might as well say somethin’ now. “You sit over here,” he says to Jared, pointin’ to his seat. “I want to sit next to Angelo.”


  Jared looks a little confused, and who can blame him? Matt’s obviously pissed at me, but now he wants to sit next to me? But Jared doesn’t argue, and they switch seats.


  Matt scowls at me as he sits down. He’s makin’ a point of not talkin’ to me, and I don’t push it. I just sit there, drinkin’ my beer and waitin’.


  I don’t have to wait long. Pretty soon, I can see him watchin’ Jared. He’s lookin’ at him kind of sideways, out of the corner of his eyes. Jared’s watchin’ the field, where the players are comin’ back out and doesn’t notice. But I see it. I see when Matt starts to get that amazed look on his face again, like he always does when he suddenly remembers how much he loves him. Finally he leans over to Jared, grabs a handful of his hair and whispers somethin’ in his ear. Jared smiles and blushes up to his hairline, which, to tell you the truth, is pretty damn cute to see, and then Matt lets go of him and leans back in his seat next to me.


  He sighs and glances warily over at me. “You’re an asshole,” he says, but his tone’s at least halfway jokin’. I can tell he’s gettin’ back to normal.


  “I know,” I say. I leave him alone for a couple of minutes. Wait for him to relax a little more, then say, “You know I was just fuckin’ with you, right?”


  He sighs, and then says in resignation, “I know.”

  “You totally took my bait.”

  He rolls his eyes. “I know.”


  “You know Jared’s so fuckin’ crazy over you, he’d never even look at another guy, right?”


  


  He smiles just a tiny bit. “Yeah.”


  “You know you outweigh me by like three hundred pounds and could probably beat the shit out of me if I ever tried anything, right?”


  He finally looks over at me and smiles. “What do you mean, ‘probably’?”


  I laugh at that. “So, we’re cool?” ’Cause as much as I may like seein’ him all flustered, the truth is, I don’t really want him mad at me.


  “Yeah,” he says, as he turns back to the game. “We’re cool.” He’s quiet for a minute, drinkin’ his beer, and then he nudges me with his elbow. “Hey, Angelo, by the way?”


  “Yeah?”


  


  “Not many freckles. But he has a big tattoo between his shoulder blades. Bigger than yours, even.”


  “ Jared does?” I ask in disbelief.

  “Yep.”

  “Of what?”

  He grins wickedly over at me. “I’m not telling.”

  I have to laugh. “But it’s hot, right?”

  He winks at me and says, “You have no idea!”


  And so the second half of the game starts. But now I got Matt to talk to. And that, of course, is what I wanted all along.


  AFTER the game Matt drives home. Jared lets me have the front seat. He drank more than Matt or me at the game. He lays down as much as he can manage in the back seat and goes to sleep before we’re even outta Denver.


  “Are you and Zach coming to Lizzy’s for Thanksgiving?” Matt asks me.


  Lizzy’s been invitin’ us over for dinner at least once a week since we moved to Coda. I hated it at first. Sittin’ there with Jared’s picture-perfect fuckin’ family. Lizzy always knowin’ what’s best. Jared’s mom and Matt’s mom constantly tryin’ to talk to me. First few times, I refused to go. But then I saw how much Zach hated goin’ without me. He tries not to let me see it, but the truth is, he sucks at hidin’ his feelin’s. So now I go.


  Last few times, though, it hasn’t been so bad. Startin’ to get used to Lizzy and the moms. Startin’ to figure out how to be part of it all. Most important I’m startin’ to see that Jared’s family isn’t quite so perfect after all. Can’t explain it, but that simple fact makes all the difference in the world to me. Sometimes they bicker. Sometimes they hurt each other’s feelin’s. One time Matt’s mom made some half-assed comment ’bout how she still wished she could have grandkids of her own. Don’t think she realized how much that was gonna hurt Jared, hearin’ that. Like she’s blamin’ him for it. He left the table, and Jared’s mom snapped at her. Matt’s mom started to cry, and Lizzy jumped in. Pretty soon seemed like me and Zach were the only ones there not pissed at someone.


  Somehow, though, it all worked out. By the time Lizzy brought out the dessert, everybody was smilin’ again.


  Just like that.

  No matter what they always forgive each other.


  Matt’s still lookin’ at me, waitin’ for an answer, and I say, “Yeah, guess we’re comin’.”


  “Good.” He winks over at me. “I’ll have more fun if you’re there.” Pretty sure he’s just sayin’ that to make me come, but I don’t say anything.


  “You get along with your mom?” I ask him.


  He looks surprised at my question. Guess it is kinda outta the blue. But he says, “I guess so. I didn’t always. Especially when she was still married to my dad. But we do a lot better now.”


  “All that stuff that happened before—you just pretend it never happened?”


  


  He shrugs. “As much as we can, I guess. Forgive and forget. She is my mom, after all.”


  


  “How ’bout your dad? Think you’ll ever talk to him again?” He looks over at me kinda funny, but he still answers. “Depends on him, I guess.”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “There are a lot of reasons, really, but the biggest one is Jared.”


  “He doesn’t like Jared?”

  “He doesn’t like the fact that Jared and I are together.” “So if he got over that, you’d forgive him?”


  Now he’s really givin’ me a funny look. “What’s this about, Angelo?”


  I just shrug, turn away from him. We’re out of Denver now, headed up into the mountains, and I stare out the window at the trees flyin’ past.


  “Are you thinking about contacting your mom?”

  I don’t answer. I don’t have to know. He knows me too well.


  “She made the first move, Angelo. That took a lot of guts, if you ask me.”


  


  “Pretty sure I didn’t ask you.”


  ’Course he doesn’t take my bait. Just keeps talkin’ like I didn’t say anything. “Some wounds take longer to heal than others, Angelo. You don’t have to forgive her right away. But she is your mom.” I don’t answer him, and suddenly he punches me in the arm, just to get my attention. Wants to make sure I’m actually listenin’. S’posed to be a friendly nudge, but I’ll probably end up with a bruise from it. He waits until I look over and meet his eyes. Then he says, “It can’t hurt to give her another chance, can it?”


  Guess that’s the fuckin’ million dollar question, isn’t it? I sure as hell don’t have the answer.


  Zach…


  “YOU know Jared’s the only guy Matt’s ever been with? Only girls


  before that.”


  


  We were in bed, and he was lying half on top of me, with his chin propped up on my chest.


  I thought about what Angelo had said at Folk Fest, that Matt was the straightest queer he had ever met. I never would have used those words, but I knew exactly what he meant. “That explains a lot.”


  Angelo looked thoughtful before suddenly asking, “You ever been with a girl?”


  


  The question surprised me. “Yeah. Not for a long time, but in high school and college, I slept with a few.”


  


  “And you got off?”


  He was so serious, and I tried not to laugh. “Well, yeah. It was never quite as good as with other men, but it was good enough, I guess.” He looked thoughtful. “You’ve never been with a girl?” He shook his head. “You always knew you were gay?”


  He shrugged. “Guess so.” He was quiet for a minute. “Never thought about it much before that first guy. Guess I just had other shit to worry ’bout. Gettin’ moved ’round from home to home. Different schools all the time. Just when I got used to one, they’d move me again. Never had any friends. Always failed my classes. Just bein’ a foster kid, it was like the teachers decided I was a fuckup, before I had a chance to not be one. Every school, some dickhead jock wanted to prove how tough he was by pickin’ fights with me. I hadn’t learned how to fight yet. Or how to not fight. And I was even smaller then. So I just went where I was s’posed to go and kept my head down. Didn’t really think about guys or chicks, I guess. Not that I remember.


  “Just before I turned sixteen, I got put in a new home. Had a foster brother. Bobby. He was seventeen. We shared a room. One morning I woke up, and I could hear him… jackin’ off, you know? It turned me on, so I rolled over so I could see him. And he looked over and saw me watchin’. And he must have been able to tell that I liked it, ’cause he moved the blanket, so I could see everything. I was so fuckin’ turned on. When he came, I came, too, without even touchin’ myself. So, that night, when we went to bed, he started to do it again, but he said, ‘You do it too’. So we watched each other jack off. And then again the next morning. That night, we started again, but then he came over and got in bed with me. At first we were just sorta holdin’ each other but still doin’ ourselves. And that was pretty hot, but suddenly I felt his hand grab me.” His face had been slowly turning scarlet as he talked, and I could feel him growing hard against my leg. “I think I lasted all of two seconds after he touched me.” He blinked up at me, and closed his eyes, like he was ashamed and couldn’t face me. “It was eleven years ago, and I still remember exactly what it felt like the first time he touched me.”


  “It’s nothing to feel bad about, Ang.”


  


  He opened his eyes again. “I feel guilty. Still turns me on thinkin’ ’bout it. Feel like it shouldn’t, now I’m with you.”


  I smiled at him. “Don’t be silly. It turns me on thinking about it, and I wasn’t even there.” That seemed to make him feel better. “Did you love him?”


  “No, man. It wasn’t like we were friends or anything. We barely even spoke to each other. Just got each other off.”


  “He was your first?”

  “First fuck? No, we never did that. Everything else, though.” “So what happened?”


  “Two weeks after I turned sixteen, his mom caught us. Went total apeshit. Called me a pervert and a freak. Said she was gonna call social services first thing in the mornin’ and have me moved again. I thought, no fuckin’ way am I goin’ to another home. So I packed up my shit and left. Never saw him again.”


  I wondered if I would ever get used to hearing about his past and his matter-of-fact acceptance of things that seemed so painful. I hated the fact that nobody had been there to fight for him. “Ang, I’m so sorry.”


  “No reason to be.” He shrugged and smiled at me a little. “It don’t matter. It was easier for me, actually. I think ’bout how it must have been for Bobby after that. Havin’ to face his mom. I never had to come out to my family or any of that shit. I never had that whole identity crisis some guys have ’bout bein’ queer. It was just me, and I knew what I liked, and that was it, you know?” For a few minutes, he looked like he was lost in thought. Then he looked back up at me. “It doesn’t bother you, hearin’ ’bout Bobby?”


  “No. I suppose if it had happened recently, it might bother me more. But it was a long time ago. I think we both know we weren’t virgins when we met. We both obviously have history with other people.”


  His face clouded up. He moved on top of me, brought himself up so that we were eye to eye. “I can’t hear yours.”


  


  “Okay.”


  


  He kissed me, hard, with a ferocity I had never felt in him before. Then he said hoarsely, “You’re mine now.”


  “More than you know, Ang. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.” Before he could worry about whether or not to say it back, I reached down and pressed my hand against his erection. “Tell me what you want, Ang. Anything you want.”


  I saw desire flare up in his eyes, something more primal and possessive than I usually saw in him. He looked into my eyes and said huskily, “Anything?”


  I didn’t hesitate. I knew there was nothing he would ask for that I wasn’t willing to give. “Yes.”


  It was like something broke loose inside of him. He suddenly pushed me, hard, onto my stomach. He had never topped. I would have done it for him at any time, but this was the first time he had shown any interest. I heard him fumbling in the drawer by the bed, and there was a second while he opened the tube and got himself ready. Then he grabbed my hips, pulled me up onto my knees, and without any warning he pushed in, hard, all the way. He wasn’t broad, but he was long, and I fought to stay loose around him.


  He stopped there, buried to the hilt inside of me. He leaned down against my back and said fiercely, “You’re mine, Zach.” His teeth bit into my shoulder, at the base of my neck, and he sucked hard. It hurt, but at the same time, it was as if he lit a fuse inside me. It burned slowly through me, setting my whole body on fire. He was still deep inside of me, and I moaned and reached for my own cock. He stopped me.


  “No.”

  I groaned. “Ang, please….”


  “No.” His tongue traced up the top of my spine. His hand moved down my stomach but never touched my swollen dick. Then his mouth locked onto my shoulder on the other side, and that sweet pain started again. I was panting, trying to get more, trying to push against him, trying to make the pleasure inside of me match the pain outside, but still he stayed still. He let go of my neck and said, “Say it, Zach.”

  “I’m yours.”


  Finally his weight moved off of my back. His hand, still slick from the lube he’d applied to himself, closed around my cock, and I cried out. He stroked me a couple of times, then pulled out almost all the way, and started to thrust, slow and deliberate. I couldn’t even hold myself up any more. I let my elbows bend, put my head on the bed, and tried to hang on. Each time, he pulled out almost all the way, before thrusting back in, allowing his thrust to push my own cock through his hand. After that pain and the anticipation, it was almost more than I could stand. His fist on me was already wet with pre-come, and I felt that pressure deep inside of me fighting to break loose.


  “Jesus, Ang—”

  “Not yet, Zach.”


  I tried to hang on, heard myself whimper. It triggered something in him. He drove into me harder. I was gripping the sheets, pulling hard, trying to find some leverage, but he drove me down flat on to the mattress, kept thrusting harder, and his hand on me was fast and urgent, and his teeth were biting into my shoulder again. I might have cried out. Maybe it only felt that way to me. Then I felt him throbbing inside of me, and I finally let go. Finally let that wave of pleasure crash down over me, and it was so intense, I actually thought I saw stars.


  I had pulled the sheets halfway off the bed. My head was on the bare mattress. I was laying in the wet stickiness of my own come. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t move. Certainly couldn’t think. Sleep was already pulling me under.


  Angelo was still on top of me. He laid his head against my shoulder. “You’re mine,” he whispered.


  


  “Yes,” I whispered back.


  


  He sighed, and I felt his body relax against mine. He kissed the back of my neck, lightly and said quietly, “I’m yours, too, Zach.” All I could manage to say was, “I know,” before sleep took me.


  WHEN I woke up the next morning, he was already up. He was sitting on the couch, with a book in his hand and Geisha in his lap. Geisha, of course, jumped up and left the room as soon as she saw me. I climbed onto the couch and stretched out with my head in Angelo’s lap. When I looked up into his face, his eyes were closed.


  “We’re going to have to wash the sheets today,” I said lightly. He almost smiled. He opened his eyes and looked down at me sheepishly. “Are you mad?”


  


  “Are you kidding, Ang? Not even close. Please don’t tell me that you feel bad about what happened last night.”


  


  “A little.”


  “You shouldn’t. I’m the one who should apologize. I think it’s considered bad form to fall asleep that fast afterward. You’re supposed to demand that I cuddle first.”


  He gave me his lopsided smile. “I’m not a chick.”


  “At no point last night did I think that was a chick behind me.” He finally smiled when I said that. “I’m trying to decide which one of my past lovers to tell you about first so you can get all jealous and possessive again.”


  He shook his head at me. “You looked in a mirror yet?” “No.”

  “Good thing all your shirts have collars.”

  I laughed. “Good thing you’re not taller.”

  He pushed me off his lap onto the floor, but he was laughing.


  I CAME home the next afternoon to find the light on my answering machine blinking. I hit play and then dropped my keys on the floor as a familiar voice, low and sexy, came out of the speaker.


  “Hey, baby. How’s life in the sticks? I wanted to let you know that I’ve had a change of heart. I want you to come back. I’ll let you have the same location for the price you were paying before. Just give me a call. No strings, Zach. I promise.”


  The machine clicked off, and I stood for a minute in stunned silence, thinking about what Tom had said.


  I could go back.

  Back to my old store. My old apartment. My old life. Sure, I could go back. But why the hell would I want to?


  It was so absurd that I laughed out loud. I realized how miserable I had been back then. My life had been stagnant. I had been completely alone. Completely directionless. I had known the store was failing, and I hadn’t cared. And yet, at the same time, I had felt like I had no other options in the world.


  In some ways nothing had changed. Even now having just opened the store, I knew it wouldn’t last forever. I knew we only had a few years here in Coda—maybe as few as three, maybe as many as ten. Probably not more than that. What was different was that the thought didn’t bother me. I didn’t necessarily know what I would do next, but I didn’t need to know.


  What I did know was this: I had Angelo. We could go anywhere. We could do anything.


  Back then I felt like a man in a life raft, waiting for the next storm to finish me off. I realized that hadn’t ever happened; in the end I had been rescued.


  Angelo walked in at that moment. “Hey, Zach. You want—” I was still laughing, and he stopped short and grinned at me. “What’s up with you?”


  I grabbed him and held him tight against me. “I love you,” I said into his short, spiky hair.


  


  He laughed nervously, obviously confused by the fact that I was acting like a nutcase. “Okay.”


  


  I pulled back and looked down into his eyes. “Where should we go, Ang?”


  


  He was still grinning at me in that lopsided way. “What are you talkin’ ’bout, Zach?”


  


  “Where would you like to go? Anywhere in the world.” His smile didn’t change, but his eyes grew more thoughtful. “You talkin’ bout to live or for vacation?”


  “I don’t know. Either one, I guess.”

  His smile was gone now. “You serious?”

  “Absolutely. Just name a place.”


  He hesitated for just a moment and then said quietly, “Want to see the ocean.”


  His simple answer surprised me. I had been expecting Paris or New York or maybe Rome. But it wasn’t a city at all. “You’ve never seen the ocean?”


  He shook his head at me.


  The ocean. For somebody who has lived their whole life inland, it can be an amazing thing. I could still remember the first time I saw it, when I was twelve years old. I could remember how small it made me feel. I could remember the sheer beauty of it and the surprise. How it seemed to go forever. The awe that it held life. The wonder at its strength. Even as young as I had been, it had felt like a life-changing moment for me.


  I could give that to him.


  


  “I’ll take you there, Ang. Where do you want to go? California? Florida?”


  His cheeks were red, but he didn’t look away. “Oregon.” “Okay.” What the hell was in Oregon? “Why?”


  His blush got deeper, but he didn’t hesitate. “Had a foster mom once. Used to talk ’bout goin’ to see her family in Oregon. They’d go out and catch fresh crab. Said you can bring them in and cook them in big pots right on the dock.” He smiled at me, just a little. “Always wanted to sit on the dock too. Cold beer and fresh crab and the ocean.” His eyes closed for a minute, and I knew he was embarrassed, but then he looked back up at me. “Sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”


  “No.” I held him tight against me and felt his arms go around my waist. “It’s not stupid. We’ll go in the spring, Ang. I promise.” “Why?” he asked, and I could tell by his voice that he was smiling again.


  


  All I could do was shrug. “Because we can.”


  OPENING night at the theater finally arrived. Of course I let Angelo pick the movies. We opened the day before Thanksgiving. Wednesday was all dedicated to the teenagers, since they didn’t have school that day. They didn’t exactly sit and watch the movies much, but we had a full house, and they bought more soda and popcorn and candy than I would have thought possible. We had one show on Thanksgiving night, The Nightmare Before Christmas, which I thought was downright weird, but Angelo assured me was perfect—a family movie that somehow was about both Halloween and Christmas at the same time. He showed it again as our Friday matinee. That evening was ladies’ night. He showed Chocolat, and I almost ran out of wine, those women drank so much. Then on Saturday we did our first date night, which included dinner.


  We were sold out for every show except the one on Thanksgiving Day, and I quickly realized I was going to need to hire more help.


  I was grateful when I finally made it home after closing A to Z on Sunday afternoon. I felt like we had barely had a chance to eat or sleep in five days. I knew Angelo would arrive any minute, and Matt and Jared were coming over, too, ostensibly to watch a football game. Angelo and I still weren’t football fans, but we had fun with Matt and Jared.


  I was just dialing the phone to order pizza when the doorbell rang. I figured it had to be Matt and Jared, since Ang wouldn’t have bothered to ring the bell. But when I opened the door, I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Tom. I had never expected to see him again. My first thought was to wonder what the hell he was doing there. My second thought was that I was glad Angelo wasn’t there, because I knew he would have lost it.


  “Hey, baby,” Tom said. “I’ve missed you.”


  His smile was the same as always, flirty and sexy. He was wearing jeans and a tight T-shirt that showed off his body. He was still gorgeous. And yet my perception of him had completely changed. Looking at him now, I realized that his blonde hair was dyed. He did have a nice body, but it somehow seemed all out of proportion. It was nothing compared to Matt’s. I knew that Matt not only lifted weights but also did sit-ups every day, ran three times a week, and went mountain biking regularly. I was willing to bet that Tom’s body was built by heavy lifting in the gym and steroids. The tight T-shirt seemed ridiculously contrived, and I suspected even his tan was fake.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.

  His smile faltered a bit but then was back. “I came to see you.”


  “Well, you’ve seen me. Now you can leave.” I started to close the door, but he put his hand up and stopped it.


  


  “Come on, baby. Are you telling me you haven’t missed me at all?”


  “I haven’t missed you at all.”

  “I don’t believe you.”


  “Not my problem.” I started to close the door again. This time he stepped forward, pushing the door open and shoving me backward at the same time as he stepped inside.


  “I came all this way to see you. The least you can do is hear me out.”


  I sighed but closed the front door. He followed me into the living room. Geisha, who had been napping on the couch jumped up. Her back arched, and her hair stood on end. She hissed at him and bolted for the door. It was the first time in ten years that I felt like she and I were on the same page.


  Tom was watching me expectantly. I wasn’t about to ask him to sit down. I leaned against the back of the couch and said, “Make it fast.”


  I could see him struggling to get control of the situation, and I realized he had actually expected me to fall back into his arms just because he had come this far to see me. It only made me stronger in my anger. “Look, baby—”


  “My name is Zach. And I am most definitely not your ‘baby’.”


  “Okay,” he said smoothly, “Zach. The thing is, I’ve missed you. I’m sorry things ended the way they did. I was mad, and you were mad. But I thought maybe we could pick up again where we left off. We were good together, weren’t we? You must get lonely up here all by yourself.”


  “I’m not by myself, actually. I’m seeing someone. I’d like you to leave now.”


  


  “Baby, please don’t be like that.”


  He reached over and grabbed me, put his arms around me, and tried to pull me against him. I was trying to push away from him, when the worst possible scenario came true. The door opened. Jared walked in, with Angelo right behind them. They were both laughing at something until their gaze landed on Tom. And then all hell broke loose.


  Angelo’s face went from laughter to rage in a fraction of a heartbeat, and he launched himself at Tom. Tom actually let go of me and stepped behind me, like I might protect him. Luckily Jared was in front of Angelo. He saw what was about to happen and grabbed him. Still, it was immediately obvious that he wouldn’t be able to hold him. Before I could get across the room to them, Matt walked in the door, and I’m sure to him it looked like Angelo and Jared had suddenly and inexplicably broken into a fistfight.


  Matt grabbed Angelo from behind, wrapping his big arms around him so that Angelo’s arms were pinned to his side. And if I thought Angelo had been wild before, it was nothing compared to the rage that gripped him then. He was screaming at Matt. “Let go of me right now, Matt! I’m gonna kill that motherfucker! He can’t come into my house!” Matt obviously had underestimated how strong Angelo really was, because Angelo broke partway out of his grip. Jared was still trying to help Matt hold him, and for a minute it seemed like all I could see was fists and elbows and hair. Matt finally managed to get Angelo wrapped up in some kind of neck lock, and he turned and pinned Angelo with his face against the wall. Matt’s lip was bleeding. Jared was next to them, bent over, one hand on his knees and the other on his groin, gasping for air. Every single guy in the world knows what that means and winces in sympathy when he sees it.


  “Angelo, goddamn it, knock it off!” Matt growled.


  Angelo wasn’t fighting anymore, but I could tell that every muscle in his body was tense. He was still poised to break free as soon as Matt loosened his grip. “Let go, Matt. I’m gonna kick his fuckin’ ass for darin’ to walk in my house.”


  Matt sighed in exasperation and said in a low voice, “ Think, Angelo! I’m a cop. If you assault him, I have to arrest you, take you in, and sit there filling out paperwork while he presses charges against you. You’re my friend, Ang. Please don’t put me in that position.”


  Angelo thought about it for a second, and then I saw some of the tension go out of him. He said quietly, “Let me go.”


  “Are you going to be cool?”

  “Yeah, man. Just let me go.”


  As soon as Matt’s grip loosened, Angelo broke free. He turned and shoved Matt away from him hard enough that Matt stumbled backward a step. Then he stalked into the spare bedroom, slamming the door behind him. A second later we all heard the unmistakable sound of something shattering against a wall.


  Good thing I didn’t spend much on that lamp.


  …Angelo


  CAN’T even say how much I wanted to kill that asshole, seein’ him


  standin’ there. Felt like Coda was our sanctuary. Nothin’ bad could touch us here. Then I walk in the door and see Tom. In my house. Touchin’ Zach.


  Always heard that expression, seein’ red. Never knew what it meant ’til today. Don’t actually remember much before Matt got me against the wall. Just rage. Didn’t really want to hide in the spare bedroom, either, but knew I couldn’t stay out there. With him. So I hid after all. Broke Zach’s lamp too. Hope he’s not mad.


  Can’t believe Tom came all this way for Zach. ’Cause I know that’s why he’s here—to try and get him back. Never cared ’bout him outside of gettin’ laid, yet now he’s come all the way here to see him. Wastin’ his time. I trust Zach. I know he wouldn’t ever be with Tom again, even if it weren’t for me. But Tom can’t be here. This is our house. Ours. Mine and Zach’s.


  Except….

  Except that….

  It’s not.


  And that thought hits me so hard, I have to sit down. Actually get tears in my eyes.


  


  It’s not my house.


  So fuckin’ stupid how much it hurts when I realize that. It’s Zach’s house. And if Zach wanted Tom here, wasn’t really much I could say ’bout it. ’Course I know Zach don’t want him here any more than I do. Not the point. Point is, Zach’s been tryin’ so hard to get me to think of this as my home. And the whole time, I been lettin’ that stupid bird in my chest rule my life. Been hurtin’ the one person in the whole world I never want to hurt, just ’cause I’m scared. I hate myself for it.


  Zach’s been so patient. Tryin’ to wait me out. Tryin’ to tempt me inside. Like I’m a stray cat that comes ’round, and he just keeps puttin’ out milk, hopin’ one of these nights I’ll decide to come in. Or maybe I really am a bird, like Zach always says. He’s tossin’ out breadcrumbs, leavin’ a trail up to his door. And I been too fuckin’ stupid to just walk through. Thought all this time it was some kind of trap. Guess it is. It has another name, too, though.


  Home.


  My whole life Zach’s the first person who really wanted me. I don’t mean sex. Plenty of people have wanted me for that. But Zach’s the first person who ever just wanted me around. Wanted me at the store, wanted to spend time with me after work, and wanted me to come to Coda with him. Now he wants to give me a real home. Never had one ’til now.


  That’s why I love him so much.


  All this time I been thinkin’ ’bout the kinds of love I see— Jared’s contented love, Matt’s amazed love, and Zach’s reverent love. I thought my love had to be one of those. I see now I have my own love. My love is belongin’. ’Cause before Zach I never had a place I belonged at all. Now I know. I belong with him.


  It’s as simple as that.


  Zach…


  EVERYTHING was quiet for just a second after Angelo left.


  Matt was wiping the blood off of his face with his T-shirt. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Crazy little bastard.” I couldn’t tell if he was impressed or annoyed. He looked over at Jared, who was still bent over but was at least breathing normally again. “You okay?” Jared nodded but still didn’t try to stand up.


  Behind me Tom laughed derisively. We all looked over at him. He was looking at me. “Zach, come on now. I understand wanting to slum sometimes, but seriously, is that the best you could do?”


  Hatred welled up in me, and I saw it mirrored in the looks that Matt and Jared were giving him. “Get out!”


  


  “Come on, baby. This is ridiculous. Are you telling me you would rather play house with your little gangbanger than—” I didn’t wait to hear the rest of the sentence. I didn’t need to. “Yes!”


  


  His smile actually faltered, started to disappear.


  “Yes, I would rather play house with Angelo than be your goddamn fuck buddy. There is nothing—absolutely nothing—that could change that. I don’t know how I ever stood to let you touch me. Now get the fuck out!” I didn’t wait to see what his reaction would be. I had to see Angelo. I turned to Matt. “If he’s not gone in two minutes, arrest him.”


  Matt smiled at me. No matter how badly Angelo had behaved, I knew Matt loved him like a brother. “My pleasure.”


  I walked through the door into the spare bedroom, and immediately, Angelo was in my arms. He slammed into me so hard that I might have fallen over backward if the wall hadn’t been there to hold me up. His face was buried in my neck, and his arms were tight around me.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


  “Don’t apologize to me. I’m not mad about anything. You might want to apologize to Matt and Jared, though. Matt’s bleeding, and you kicked Jared in the nads.”


  He made a sound that might have been laughter or might have been a sob. Then, “Broke your lamp.”


  “I bought it at a yard sale. No big deal.”

  “Just made me so fuckin’ mad, seein’ him here.”


  I laughed. “Really? I never would have guessed.” But he didn’t laugh.


  “The stupid thing is, I kept thinkin’ how I wanted to kill him for bein’ in my house. But then I realized….” His voice died out, and I felt him shaking, and I knew then that he was crying and not even trying to hide it from me. “It’s not my house, is it, Zach? I’m so fuckin’ stupid, because I felt like it was. I thought it was. But it’s not my house at all. It’s your house.”


  Nothing could have surprised me more than that. It hadn’t even occurred to me. I felt like Angelo had plenty of reason to be pissed about Tom being there, regardless of whose house it was, technically.


  Then, in just a whisper, he said, “Feels like home to me.” All I could do was hold him tighter. “It can be, Ang, whenever you want it to be.”


  


  He was still hanging on to me. I knew it felt safer for him, right now, to not have to face me, so I just held him and waited. And then, finally, “I want it to be.” He wasn’t crying anymore. His voice was quiet but firm and confident.


  I resisted the urge to shout with joy. I told myself not to get my hopes up. It felt a little bit wrong to let him make this decision right now. “Are you sure? Nothing in the world would make me happier, but I don’t want you to do anything you’re not ready for.”


  He took a deep breath and said, “I’m ready. I think I belong here, Zach. I belong with you.”


  He moved in a few days later. This time, he even let me help him move, instead of Matt. He took the second bedroom as his own, and I knew without asking that I was not allowed in. I didn’t mind. Several nights a week, he even chose to go to sleep there, rather than with me. But somehow, by morning, he always found his way to my bed. I couldn’t have been happier.


  I could tell, though, that something was bothering him. I asked a few times, and he always shrugged me off. I knew better than to push him. It didn’t seem to be about me, and so I waited for him to be ready to tell me.


  I didn’t have to wait long. It all became clear the day I came home from work to find him sitting on the couch, waiting for me. He looked scared to death, but he didn’t hesitate. He looked right at me and said, “I need my mom’s number.”


  …Angelo


  EVEN after talkin’ to Matt, it took me a few weeks to make the decision. But I finally decide to do it, and as soon as Zach gets home from work, I ask him for the number. His jaw ’bout hits the floor. I know he thinks it’s outta the blue. Probably seems that way to him. But not to me. Feel like I haven’t stopped thinkin’ ’bout it since that day she knocked on my door back in Denver.


  I wasn’t ready back then. It was all so sudden. Caught me completely off guard. And somehow I thought talkin’ to her had to mean I forgave her too. That bothered me. Right or wrong, I’m not ready to forgive her just yet.


  I realize, though, after talkin’ to Matt, it’s not like that at all. Just ’cause I call, doesn’t mean I let it all go. It only means that maybe someday I will.


  Zach goes to his desk and pulls out the envelope. “Are you going to call her?” he asks as he hands it to me.


  “Why the hell else would I ask for it?” I snap. Know he doesn’t deserve it, but the whole thing has me tied in knots. He understands, though. ’Course he does. He just looks at me, searchin’, like he might be able to understand what’s goin’ through my head if he looks hard enough. Want to tell him not to waste his time. I don’t even understand it, and it’s my head. No way anyone could expect him to sort it out.


  “Do you want me to stay?” he asks. I’m glad, too, ’cause I was worried he’d be upset when I asked him to leave.


  


  “No. Need to be alone.”


  


  “Anything you want, angel.” He kisses me on the forehead. “I’ll go to the store. We’re out of coffee anyway.”


  He leaves, and I sit there for a long time, just starin’ at that stupid fuckin’ number in my hand. Just the thought of callin’ makes me a mess. Have to sit with my head down, between my knees, and concentrate on breathin’ for a long time.


  Finally get myself together enough to pick up the phone. Can’t believe how fuckin’ nervous I am dialin’ the number. Twice I get halfway through and hang up. The third time it starts to ring and I’m ’bout to hang up again when she answers.


  “Hello?”


  I was so worried ’bout just makin’ the call, never really thought out what I was gonna say once she answered. I almost say, “Mom?” Almost. But turns out I can’t make that word come out of my mouth, any more than I can tell Zach I love him. Can’t call her by her name, either. For a second I just sit there, sayin’ nothin’ at all.


  “Hello?” she says again.

  A heartbeat, and then I manage to say, “It’s Angelo.”


  Now it’s her turn to not know what to say. I hear her gasp in surprise and then “Angelo? Is it really you?”


  


  Seems like a stupid question. Don’t know who the fuck else would call, claimin’ to be me, but I say, “Yeah, it’s really me.”


  “Oh, Angelo,” she says, and then she bursts into tears. She just cries for a few seconds, and I wait. But then she takes a couple of deep breaths and says, “I’m so glad you called! I want you to know that I’m sorry about that day at your apartment. That wasn’t the way I wanted it to go.”


  “Didn’t figure it was.”

  “I’ve been thinking about you.”

  “Don’t know why now, after all these years.”


  “Angelo, I never stopped thinking about you. I understand if you don’t believe me, but I swear that it’s the truth. I’ve thought about you every single day of my life since I left you.” There’s another pause, like she has to get her nerve up, but then she goes on. Her voice is real quiet now. “You don’t have children, so you don’t know what it’s like when they’re little, and they call for you in the night. After I left, I would wake up thinking I heard you call for me. It went on for years. Not every night but often enough. And then one night it happened, I thought I heard you call, and I realized—” she has to stop for a second. She’s cryin’ hard now, and I’m tryin’ not to break down and do the same thing. “I realized it had been six years. You were twelve years old, and you probably hadn’t bothered calling for me for a very long time.”


  I’m startin’ to lose it, and I swore to myself I wasn’t gonna let this happen. “Stop!”


  “Angelo, I could try to explain why I left—”

  “Don’t!”

  “I know it was wrong—”


  “ Will you shut up, already?” She gasps a little, like I’ve slapped her. I have to wipe my eyes and take a deep breath to calm down, then I say, gentler this time, “Don’t wanna talk ’bout any of that.” Because what’s the point, really? Don’t see any reason for diggin’ up a buncha shit that’s twenty years old.


  “Okay.” She sounds confused by that but a little bit relieved too. Guess I can’t blame her. “What would you like to talk about?”


  This is the one part I thought about ahead of time. I know exactly what to say. “Me and Zach.” ’Cause we might as well hang up now if we can’t get past this.


  “Okay.” Her voice is hesitant. That one word is almost a question.


  “I’m not leavin’ him.”

  “I would never ask you to, Angelo. But—”

  “Stop,” I say, interruptin’ her. “Let me finish.”

  It takes her a second, but then she says, “I’m listening.”


  “I’m queer, and I can’t change what I am. Just the way it is. You want a chance to get to know me, that’s the first thing you gotta deal with. Second thing is, I’m with Zach. And I don’t plan on changin’ that either. Not ever. And I’m not listenin’ to any lectures ’bout God, or ’bout how it’s a sin, or nothin’ like that. So you gotta decide right now, and you better be sure. ’Cause I’m never talkin’ to you ’bout this again. Whether it’s now or a year from now, the minute you start tryin’ to tell me it’s wrong, I’m hangin’ up the phone for good.”


  She’s quiet a long time. So long, I start to think maybe she hung up, and I missed the click. But then she says, “Can I ask one question first?”


  That surprises me, but I say, “Guess so.”

  “Are you happy?”


  That surprises me even more. Not sure what I was expectin’, but not that. It’s not hard for me to answer, though. “Happier now than I’ve ever been.”


  “That’s all I really want, Angelo—for you to be happy. I was shocked, at first, and a little upset. But if you’re truly happy—”


  “ I am.”

  “—then I can accept it.”


  I almost don’t believe it. Truth is, I didn’t expect her to agree so fast. “Are you sure?”


  


  But she says without hesitation, “I’m sure.”


  


  Two tiny words, but the weight that lifts off my shoulders when she says ’em is enormous.


  “You and Zach live in Coda now?” she asks, and I can tell she’s tryin’ real hard to make things feel normal between us. Whatever “normal” is for a mother and son who don’t know each other one bit.


  “Yeah.”

  “Do you like it there?”


  “Love it,” and I’m almost surprised to realize how much I mean it. “Have some good friends here. Matt and Jared. Jared’s family’s here too. Feels kinda like I have a family now too. First time ever.” I hear her breath hitch, and I stop short, realizin’ what I said. “Didn’t mean it to sound like that.”


  “It’s okay,” she says gently. “I’m happy for you, Angelo.”


  It goes quiet for a while after that. Guess neither of us knows what to say. Finally she takes a deep breath, like she’s gotta get up her nerve again and says, “Angelo, I have time off for Christmas. Would it be okay if I came up to see you?”


  “No!” I say, harsher than I meant to. I hear her make a little hiccup sound, like she’s cryin’ again, and I say softer, “Not this year. I’m not sayin’ never. But not yet.”


  “Okay,” she says. She’s still snifflin’ but she sounds hopeful too. “Maybe…?” she stops, like she’s afraid to say it but finally does. “Do you think maybe next year?”


  “Rather just deal with one year at a time,” I say.

  “Can I call?”


  I’m startin’ to feel a little overwhelmed now. Feel like I made a pretty big step already. Not sure I’m ready for any more than that. “I don’t know. Gotta think ’bout that first, okay?”


  “Okay.” But she sounds happier now. “Angelo, I want so much for us to try to be a family again. I know it’s a lot to ask after all this time. But anything you’re willing to give me, I’ll take it.”


  “Not sure how much I can deal with right now.”

  “I understand.”


  “I’m not very good at this kinda thing. Zach could tell you.” I stop short. Not really sure why I said that.


  “You’re doing great, Angelo.”

  “Don’t really know what to call you.”


  She’s quiet again, then says in a real sad voice, “You can’t call me ‘Mom’?”


  


  “No.” I know it hurts her when I say it but nothin’ I can do ’bout that.


  “You can call me Nita.”

  “That seems wrong too.”

  “I’m not sure, then,” she says uncertainly.

  “I’m not, either.”


  “Whatever you’re comfortable with, Angelo. You don’t have to decide right now.”


  


  “Guess not.” And for some reason, at that moment, I want to give her somethin’. Can’t really explain it, but I do.


  “Maybe I can call on Christmas,” I say. It comes out pretty quiet. I think maybe she won’t hear it at all. Almost hope she doesn’t. But she does.


  “That would be wonderful!” she says, and she’s cryin’ again, even harder than before, but I can hear that she’s smilin’ too. I can hear in her voice how happy I’ve made her. I’m not sure how that makes me feel. Happy or relieved. Or angry and resentful. So many emotions I can’t possibly sort through them all. It feels like more than I can handle. I feel like I’m drownin’. I need somethin’ to hang onto. Anything.


  No. Not just anything. I need Zach.


  Suddenly more than anything, I want him here. I want to call him on his cell and tell him to come home. ’Cause even though he said he was just goin’ out for coffee, I know he’ll want to give me time and space. Probably wander ’round the grocery store all fuckin’ night if I let him. Makes me smile a little, thinkin’ ’bout it.


  “I gotta go,” I say.


  


  “Okay.” I can tell she’s a little disappointed, but just like Zach, she’s tryin’ not to let it show. “I’m so glad you called, Angelo.”


  And I don’t even have to lie when I say, “Me too.” “Goodbye.”

  “Bye.”


  I’m just about to hang up when she says, “Angelo, wait! Are you still there?”


  


  “I’m here.”


  “Angelo, I….” She stops, and I know what’s comin’. And more important than that, I realize I wouldn’t stop her from sayin’ it, even if I could. “I love you.”


  All I can say is, “I know.”


  Zach…


  ANGELO called me sooner than I expected and told me I could come home. I could tell by his voice that the phone call must have gone okay. When I got there, he was laying on the couch, with Geisha on his chest. She bolted, of course, the minute I came near. He moved his legs enough for me to sit down, and then stretched them out again across my lap.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked.


  


  He thought about it for a second, then said, “Maybe tomorrow.”


  


  “Okay.”


  He started watching whatever was on the TV. I wasn’t paying attention. I was looking at his bare feet and the little bit of ankle I could see before the hem of his jeans blocked my view. It still amazed me sometimes how every single inch of him turned me on.


  “Ever noticed how in movies and TV shows, everybody’s always carryin’ ’round empty coffee cups?” he asked suddenly, his voice full of amusement.


  “No.” I let my fingers brush over the tops of his feet, then up to his ankles.


  “Drives me crazy. So fuckin’ stupid. Like you can’t tell watchin’ ’em that the cup’s empty. They’re wavin’ ’em all over the place instead of holdin’ ’em careful, like you do in real life.”


  “Uh-huh.” My fingers moved farther up his ankle, then around to the smooth, soft skin of his calf.


  “You’re not even listenin’ to me,” he said, but he was smiling at me. I could see in his eyes that he was starting to respond to my touch.


  “I am listening.” My fingers were behind his knee now, and his eyes drifted closed. Thank goodness his jeans were so baggy. “I’m just distracted.”


  “You’re distractin’ me too,” he said, and I laughed. “Good.”


  I moved up then, took his hand, and kissed his palm, then his wrist, then the soft skin on the inside of his elbow. He always thought it was funny, the places I kissed, but I could never get enough of his smooth, dark skin against my lips. I took my time, slowly letting my fingers and my lips explore. Then I moved to the other arm.


  He head was back, his eyes closed. He was quiet of course, only his quickened breathing to give away his arousal. But I knew him so well by now. I knew what he liked.


  I pushed up his shirt, just barely brushed my lips against his stomach.


  “How do you it, Zach?” he asked breathlessly.

  “Do what?” I asked as I started to unbutton his pants. “Make me like this, without even really touchin’ me?” I smiled and kissed his stomach. “Like what?”


  “So fuckin’ turned on, I’m gonna lose it the minute you touch me for real.”


  


  “I don’t know,” I said as I moved my lips lower, “but I like it.”


  He laughed a little, but then I pulled his jeans down, and his laughter died out and turned into something that was almost a moan. I pulled his boxers down, too, so his erection was free, but I still didn’t touch it. I teased him as long as I could, kissing him everywhere else, sometimes barely brushing his groin with my hand, until he hissed at me, “Zach!”


  I ran my tongue up his shaft and felt him shiver. My lips barely brushed his head. Before I could do anything else he grabbed my hair with both hands and pushed down. His hips thrust up, and that was all it took. His orgasm hit him so fast—much faster than usual—and I let him hold me there, as far down his shaft as I could go, until it was over. When he finally let go of me, I kissed his stomach and said jokingly, “I thought you were kidding when you said you’d explode the minute I touched you for real.”


  He looked down at me in surprise, and for a split second, I thought I had offended him. And then, without any warning at all, he burst out laughing. It took me completely off guard. It was something I had never really heard from him—the kind of laughter that you can’t control, no matter what. The kind that comes from way down deep and somehow changes everything. He put his head in his hands and laughed hysterically, without explanation. It went on so long that I started to worry. It seemed like he was only laughing because it was the only thing he would allow himself to do. When he finally stopped, there were tears in his eyes. He lay back on the couch trying to catch his breath.


  “Everything okay?” I asked lightly.

  He sighed and said, “Man, I needed that.”

  “The blow job or the laughter?”


  “Both.” I laid my head on his stomach, and his fingers started to comb through my hair. “Neither.”


  “What does that mean?”

  “I just needed you, Zach.”

  He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world, and I


  could only tighten my arms around him and kiss his soft stomach. “There’s nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for you, angel.” “I know.”


  For a while we lay like that: me with my head on his stomach and him staring wordlessly at the ceiling. I was actually halfway asleep when he suddenly sat up, which caused me to sit up too. He pushed me backward on the couch, so our positions were reversed. Now I was on my back, and he was halfway on top of me. He started to unbutton my pants.


  “You don’t have to do that, Ang.”


  He looked up at me with his lopsided grin. “I know, Zach.” He pushed my shirt up out of the way and leaned down to kiss my stomach. “That’s why I want to.”


  Call me selfish, but I wasn’t going to argue too much.


  I wanted to touch him while he did it. I always wanted to touch him. I loved the feel of his skin against my hands. He let me pull off his shirt, and then he started, and I couldn’t think about anything else. There was only the exquisite warmth of his mouth on me and his soft skin under my fingertips as I touched his shoulders and the back of his neck. There was my hand on his head and his thick black hair, coarse and spiky against my palm. And—


  Everything stopped. We both realized at the same moment what I had done.


  I pulled my hand away, already apologizing. “Angelo, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean—” But when I looked down at him, I was stopped short by what I saw. He was looking up at me with his eyes wide. I expected anger, but it wasn’t there at all. There was only surprise.


  “It’s okay,” he said, and his voice was filled with astonishment.


  “I didn’t mean to,” I said again. “I got carried away.” “It’s okay,” he said, firmer this time, and he started to smile. “It won’t happen again, Ang.”


  “Never listen, do you?” he said, shaking his head in amusement. “It’s okay!” He really did smile then. He moved up so that we were eye to eye. “Everything’s different with you, Zach. Everything. I always hated it when other guys did it. Lots of reasons why. But the biggest one was ’cause it felt like they were tryin’ to be in control. It felt like they were taking.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that—”


  “ I know, Zach! That’s what I’m sayin’. That’s why it’s okay. ’Cause you never try to take anything I’m not willin’ to give.” He kissed me then, softly, and his lips were still touchin’ mine when he said, “You never take anything at all.”


  “I’m not sure that’s true.”


  


  He nodded. “I’m sure. Think I would know. You give me so much, Zach. Don’t think I ever give anything back.”


  


  I knew that wasn’t true. I had my business because of him. I had my whole life back because of him. “Angelo—”


  “Shut up, Zach.” He took my hand, kissed my palm, and then turned his head so that my fingers were in his hair. “I want you to take whatever you need, Zach. That’s the only thing I have to give you.”


  I still thought he was wrong. I didn’t understand how he could possibly feel that way. But his eyes begged me not to argue, and to accept what he was trying to give. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close against me. “I love you so much, Angelo.”


  “I know, Zach.” He laid his head on my chest. And I could tell, holding him against me, how much effort he had to put in to what came next. I felt his arms around my waist clench and his whole body tense up. And his voice was so soft, just a whisper, I had to strain to hear him. He said simply, “I love you too.”


  It brought tears to my eyes, hearing him say it. I knew I probably wouldn’t hear him say it again for a long time, but I didn’t care. It was more than enough. I held him tight and said simply, “I know.”


  Epilogue…
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