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Authors Note





Anyone who lives in San Francisco and is familiar with the Castro area knows that A Different Light Bookstore sadly closed back in April/May of 2011. The Bean, where Jeremy works, is purely a work of the authors imagination and not intended to represent any coffeeshop on Castro Street.




Prologue





AMERICAN AIRLINES flight 370 taxied and paused at San Francisco International. I sat back and took a deep breath. In the cockpit the pilots received the clearance for takeoff, and they eased forward on the throttles; we were moving. As the plane rolled forward gathering speed, a low rumble passed through the cabin.

The plane gained speed and then became airborne, the ground falling away under us, the familiar thump of the landing gear retracting. I watched the well-known landmarks and my favorite places in San Francisco grow smaller, vanishing in cloud cover, then reappearing. I was sorry to be leaving home, but Mark, who sat next to me, eyes closed, sensed that a temporary return to Chicago and a visit to his family in Massachusetts would be good for the both of us.

The jet made a wide, slow turn, and my last sight of San Francisco was the Golden Gate Bridge. Was it really six months ago that I stood on that same bridge preparing to jump, only to fall at Marks feet?


Chapter 1







Six Months Earlier

ALL my life Ive had a love affair with San Francisco. When I was eight years old and living in Chicago, my parents reluctantly let me stay up late to watch the 1936 film, San Francisco with Clark Gable and Jeanette MacDonald. I lay on the floor in front of the television with my favorite pillow, and I was in love. I wanted my own Blackie Norton played by Clark Gable, a bad boy with a heart of gold. I wasnt exactly Jeanette MacDonald, but Blackie always battled his way through the ruins of San Francisco and through fire, flood, or Acts of God to rescue me. Blackie never showed up, but my love for San Francisco never diminished. When I reached the age to travel alone, I would go out there once or twice a year, finances permitting. I would come back savoring every sight, every smell. Never could I admit saying that about any man or woman.

After my thirty-second birthday, I looked back over my whole life as if I had already been through it. I saw an endless parade of men who were nothing more than frogs in disguise. They were beautiful to look at, but I found no depth or trace of goodness, no feelings whatsoever. I suppose every man who volunteers in a soup kitchen or opens a door for someone thinks hes good, like having a big dick makes him a great lover. All over Chicago I found nothing but fake people and false friendships.

At the invitation of my two close friends in San Francisco, Patrick and his lover of ten years, Terry, I decided to go to California and stay with them in Patricks ancestral home in Pacific Heights. I felt I was in a bad situation, and in a moment of weakness I had decided to take my own life. Not with pills or a gun, but by drowning after a fall from the Golden Gate Bridge. Thats rash, you say, but you dont know me.

A whole other world, a lifetime away from San Francisco, I wanted to become a monk. Not as an escape or refuge from the world, a normal reaction of most people. I was attracted by their prayers and their work among the poor and the forgotten refuse of the teeming cities. I felt the call from God to be one of them, so I made applications to several monasteries that had shown an interest in me. I visited and made friends, and the whole process ground to a halt. I told them I was gay. Never mind, of course, that many priests and brothers in religious orders are openly gay and proud of the fact too. I was told to lie about it, but whats the point of being in the service of God if you have to live a lie. I didnt lie, and many a good-natured Abbot or leader of the community would take me into their office and sit me down. They were very kind but very final about my future in their order. Now, if I looked like someone who would climb in the window in the middle of the night and steal the silver, they would greet me with open arms. I was guilty of the sin of telling the truth.

It was very discouraging, to say the least, and would have driven any other man away from God and the church. I have seen both happen in my life. I wasnt acceptable anywhere it seemed, not in the church or even in the gay community of Chicago. A great darkness settled over my heart. Yet my family and friends, the community at large, sat by, blissfully unaware. 

That was the story of my life. I used to wonder if I was really gay because men were such a bitter disappointment to me. To be honest, I met plenty of decent guys, but one or the other of us wasnt ready for a relationship. But you arent reading this far to hear my problems. While I was sitting up in the bedroom of the limestone mansion in Pacific Heights, unable to sleep, the hands on the clock were moving toward 3:30 a.m., and there was someone else on the other side of the city also not sleeping.



MARK ANTHONY CAPARELLI stepped out of the shower and dried himself with an oversized gray terrycloth towel, trying to be as quiet as possible. Hoping to get back in bed before Chris woke up and would want to join him under the hot, steaming spray. Through the dissipating cloud of steam, Mark could see Chris lying on his back through the partly open bedroom door. His lean, muscular body and his boyish face obscured by the shadows. Mark turned and wiped the damp, clouded mirror with his towel to look at his own reflection.

In the foggy glass, Mark examined the small jagged scar in the center of his right cheek. It was no longer painful or swollen, and it only added to his rugged handsomeness, this souvenir from a fight at a bar near Camp Pendleton. A brawl started over a confrontation he had long forgotten, or had chosen to forget. Mark ran his tanned, callused hands over his damp body. He was happy to be in excellent shape for thirty-five years old, though guys didnt look at him as much as when he was younger, still a Marine, and always horny. Over time Mark had come to realize that it didnt matter if he was sought after or not, he had built a life here in San Francisco, and he was happy. Mark found himself smiling at his own reflection before he turned off the light and went back to bed. Making sure not to disturb Chris, Mark eased himself down and pulled the blanket over his naked body. In the throes of some dream, Chris moaned softly and rolled over, facing Mark. 

Mark lay on his back staring up at the ceiling, listening to the noises of the night: Chriss slow, steady breathing, his own heartbeat, the creak of the bedsprings to the movement of their bodies. Somewhere in the city the wail of a fire engine pierced the still night air. In the apartment above, his neighbor Drew and his boyfriend were making love. Their groans and the movement of their bodies in bed were louder than usual. The red numerals on the digital clock flashed 3:59, then 4:00.



I WAS awake on the other side of the city as well. I was up and had gotten dressed quietly so as not to wake Patrick and Terry. Though their bedroom suite was on the second floor and I was on the third, I kept my shoes off until I reached the main foyer and the foot of the stairs. The hands of the ornate Grandfather clock moved, and the chime rang: 4:15 a.m.



UNABLE to sleep, Mark climbed out of bed carefully, so he wouldnt disturb Chris. In the dim light from the hall Mark pulled on a pair of faded jeans and an old NYU sweatshirt. He laced his new black Nikes in the hallway, looking once into the darkened room. Chris moaned softly and shifted in his sleep, but he didnt wake up. Trying to make as little noise as possible, Mark grabbed the keys to his Jeep and closed the door behind him.

A minute or two later, the key turned in the ignition and he drove into the fog-covered San Francisco night.



WITH the heavy oak door shut securely behind me, I walked the next several blocks in the misty fog to the Fairmont Hotel. I went there only because it was one of the few places I knew where taxis would be lined up waiting for a fare. To make myself look like a guest, I slipped in and came out the front door. The driver was wary of taking someone to the bridge at this hour of the morning.

In this fog you wont see anything, he said.

I curtly reminded him that I could also walk and that he could return to his queue in front of the Fairmont. He drove on, not talking, which is the way I prefer my taxi drivers. If I wanted to have all the sights pointed out to me, I knew how to make use of Gray Line Tours, thank you very much.



MARK drove, not paying much attention as to where. Driving always helped him think. He did it whenever there was a difficult case in his job as police detective. The fog was heavy, and there wasnt much traffic: only buses and delivery trucks, people on their way to work or on the way home from late shifts. Mark recalled the day that he met Chris. It was February, two months earlier.

After work Mark had gone to the Safeway on Church and Market to pick up some food for dinner and then head home to chill out in front of the TV. That was the plan until he found himself in the produce department surrounded by a cascade of oranges. A tall, good-looking guy with blond hair had just happened to pick the one orange that started the whole avalanche. Mark stood in the middle, oranges rolling everywhere, people staring and employees scrambling to catch the rolling fruit.

The young man stood opposite Mark, his eyes wide from embarrassment. He introduced himself as Chris.

Mark and Chris shared a laugh and some small talk. He didnt remember what they talked about, but they spent the rest of the evening hanging out and had dinner at an Italian restaurant in North Beach. 

That was two months ago, about a month longer than Mark had expected it to last. He liked Chris well enough, but something was missing. There was an element of Chris that seemed to be beyond Marks grasp. Many times Chris was emotionally distant, even when talking about love. 

He knew Chris was a model, obsessed with clothes and his body image. He loved gossip, and Mark suspected that he did drugs, a fact that Chris always denied. Even sex was dependent entirely on Chriss whims and desire for control over their every movement. Mark wasnt innocent when it came to partying and hitting the bars and having sex, but lately he wanted more. What that more was, he wasnt sure. He felt sometimes he was being too much of a gentleman by not saying anything.

Last night Chris had come over and was nearly naked by the time Mark reached his front door. Mark felt that he had had enough, so he pushed Chris off.

Chris, I think you should go home!

I just got here, and I want to feel your arms around me tonight, babe.

Im sure any guy in the city would be happy to oblige, just not tonight, okay?

But, Mark, I want to be with you.

Look, Chris, Im tired, and Im not in the mood to play right now!

Chris was undoing the buttons on Marks shirt, but he pulled away.

Dude, I dont believe this shit. Chris looked angry. Whats wrong, did I do something?

Nothings wrong, Im not in the mood for this right now.

They watched a movie in silence, and for once they sat on opposite ends of the couch. They went to bed after 10:00 p.m. Neither one had said a word. Now here he was, sitting in his truck, trying to find a way out, driving God knows why across the Golden Gate Bridge. On the other side of the bridge, he pulled over and cut the engine, taking his jacket as he climbed out and started walking. He narrowly missed being run down by a taxi that stopped near his Jeep. A young man got out of the cab and started walking toward the Bridge. Mark didnt know why, but he followed him.



THE girders of the Golden Gate Bridge came out of the fog like a ghost ship. The distant moan of a foghorn and the early morning traffic crossing the bridge seemed far away, subdued.

As I stepped forward, I felt like an aristocrat in the French Revolution mounting the steps of the guillotine, and my legs felt heavy, almost numb. After coming this far there was no turning back, and I was grateful for the fog this morning because Im afraid of heights. If the weather had been clear, I would never have walked out this far on the bridge.

I kept walking until I was in the middle of the bridge. Gathering courage, I looked timidly over the rail. The greenish-gray waters of the bay beckoned through the wisps of fog. It would feel like falling into a bottomless pit. I looked to my right and left. There were no cyclists or pedestrians nearby, but I had a nagging feeling I was being followed. I hadnt felt it before. Perhaps the fog or my mind were playing tricks on me.

The moment had come. I could muster no anger or curses, just a deep sadness that I had come to this point of desperation. I do remember thinking that it would be just my luck that San Francisco would be hit by another major earthquake right this second. I took a deep breath and waited for the ground to split open. Nothing happened, only an eerie quiet.

The cable cut my hand as I tried pulling myself up on the rail. My fingers, which gripped the cable so tightly, were wet and sticky with blood. I saw it oozing between my clenched fingers and tracing crimson lines on my exposed arm. I ignored it and stared into the nothingness below.

Holding back a sob, I whispered, God forgive me!

Then I fell, not down into the water below, but I fell backward. I landed hard and unceremoniously on the sidewalk. I didnt break anything in the fall, but I felt dazed, and I suddenly wanted to be sick.

I didnt even hear the footsteps that came running up to me, but I heard a deep male voice. A hand lay on my shoulder.

Hey, dude, are you all right?

Dazed, I turned in the direction of the voice, and then I saw him. There, crouched beside me on the sidewalk. Short military-style haircut, deep brown eyes, heavy from lack of sleep, and the handsomest man I had ever seen. I felt his breath, warm in my ear and on the back of my neck. I felt a shivera bolt of electricity passed between us. For a minute I forgot where I was and what I was doing there. 

I stared at him for what felt like forever. He had a square jaw and a small scar on his right cheek. He needed to shave too. When he helped me to stand up, I was shaking and stumbled into him. He was two inches taller than me, and I could feel the warmth of his body beneath his heavy gray sweatshirt. He kept asking me questions to which I could only nod replies.

There are countless books and articles where gay men talk about finding their Mr. Right. For myself, I wanted it to be romantic, profound. Well, it would certainly be memorable. I felt dizzy and lightheaded, there was a sick feeling in my stomach, and I could taste something metallic in my throat. The nearest bathroom was over a mile away, and I was too shaky to run to the rail, so I let it go. I puked all over the guy in front of me, his clothes, the sidewalk, myself. The last thing I remember was the look of stunned shock on his face. 

Oh shit, just great, man! 

I sagged into his embrace, and then everything went black.

I would hear the details from Mark much later: he carried me to his Jeep and laid me across the backseat. Though I was as yet a total stranger to him, he didnt think it was necessary to go to a sterile ER, so he took me to his apartment. He risked speeding through San Francisco with all the windows open because of the smell.



WHEN I opened my eyes, I had expected to be in one of two places: a hospital bed connected to tubes and wires, or lying at the bottom of the bay. This place was quite obviously someones bedroom, but whose? I couldnt recall getting here, and somebody had taken great pains to undress me and put me in bed with a dove-gray blanket under my chin. Sitting up a little, I looked around the room, but my eyes had not adjusted to the dim light. The mini blinds were closed, and I heard rain against the windows. The door was opened enough to see the bathroom across the hall. I still didnt know if it was day or night, or even how long I had been here.

The bedroom was not very large, and the bed took up most of the space to the window. My clothes were folded neatly on the seat of an old ladder-back chair next to the door. Next to the chair, the dresser was piled with books and papers. There was a bottle of cologne which must have been used recently: a trace of its smell lingered in the room. There were keys, a cell phone, and a leather-looking wallet on the nightstand by the bed. I reached for the wallet and opened it: a police badge. A policeman brought me home? I didnt recall any policeman around. Then behind it all I saw a photograph.

It was a picture of two men: one older, the other was much younger; both were dressed in Marine Corps dress uniforms. The older of the two had a deeply lined face, aloof, yet proud. In his eyes, I saw or rather felt that he was not given to emotion of any kind. He probably ran his family and his home like a military base. That would explain why the younger man looked stiff and on guard, as if the elder would reach out and strike him. On closer examination, I saw the family resemblance in the jaw and the nose. This was him, the same man who saved me on the bridge. Several years younger, but still it was the same person. 

He brought me to his house, a total stranger. Why? Was it still Wednesday, or had several days passed? My head ached and my legs felt like rubber as I stood up. I put on a pair of sweatpants I found on the floor and went into the hallway. I could hear voices coming from the living room. Two voices, both male: one was a masculine baritone, and the other was slightly higher pitched, not quite effeminate, only a little on the grating side, to say the least. By the tone of their voices, I could tell they were arguing about something. I tried to make no sound, and I strained to listen.

So what did you want me to do, Chris, leave the poor guy out there on the bridge?

You have a cell phone; you shouldve called the paramedics. Then left him where you found him. A fist or a mug slammed heavily on a wooden surface.

He might be dead by now if Id done that!

So, Mr. Good Samaritan, you brought him home. Where are we going to sleep now?

A pause, one of them cleared his throat.

You have your own apartment, Chris. Sleep there for a change. Ill camp out on the couch. Problem solved.

Great, just fucking great. I wanted to be with you tonight, Mark.

Well, for once well have to be apart.

Whats that supposed to mean?

I didnt hear the rest. I had returned to the bedroom by then, but I could still hear their muffled voices through the door. Mark came in later when I was sitting on the edge of the bed.

Well, youre awake at last.

Ive been awake long enough. Translated meaning: I heard most everything that was going on in the other room.

Mark shrugged, and his face showed the same cold expression as the older man in the picture.

How are you feeling?

I feel fine, but why did you bring me here?

Will you tell me why you were out on the bridge at that hour of the morning?

Are you asking me that as a detective? Letting him know I had found his badge on the nightstand. Or are you really concerned?

It was difficult to read Mark; he stood over me with the same impassive look on his face. 

Should I have reason to be either?

No, you dont even know me.

Jeremy Edward Haniver?

Well, you have one on me. Who are you? I asked him with a mix of both curiosity and sarcasm.

Mark Caparelli. I saw your drivers license. I found your friend Patricks phone number on a slip of paper. I promised him I would give him a call when you woke up. Mark sat next to me on the bed.

I didnt take you to a hospital because they would have asked too many questions. You dont look crazy to me.

Thank you for that.

His face softened a little, and he leaned toward me. As goofy as it sounds, I actually trembled.

Do you want to talk about it? Our faces were so close it seemed we were almost kissing. There was a hint of coffee and mint on his breath. I stood up and went past him to the door.

Its not that Im ungrateful, but I dont see where its any of your business….

I think you need saving.

Thank you, but I prefer being in distress! I went into the hallway and Mark came out of the bedroom after me.

Well, youre forgetting something. Mark dropped my clothes into a pile on the floor between us. I blushed; how could I forget something like my clothes? I picked them up off the floor and retreated into the bathroom. I left the door open enough to throw the borrowed sweats out the door at Marks feet.

I came out dressed. Somebody had laundered my clothes.

If you like, you can drive me home. Im not completely rude.

Thats good to know.

So I let Mark drive me to Patricks house. We didnt talk very much at first, because I didnt know what to say. Whenever we would stop for a light or a pedestrian, he would look over at me and smile. 

Jeremy, how long have you been here from Chicago?

You really do know a lot.

Not really, only what your license told me.

I only just arrived here three days ago, and Patrick is not my lover, hes a friend.

I wasnt going to ask that, but its good to know.

Why is that good to know?

Mark shrugged, but he didnt say anything further about it. The rest of the conversation was just small talk: the weather, the city, his job with the police. I told him about my plans for living here, the job with Patrick at his art gallery, but I didnt volunteer any information about why I was on the Golden Gate Bridge. Mark had tried bringing it up, but I changed the subject. Someday, I thought to myself, Ill tell him.

The house was on the brow of a hill in Pacific Heights. When Mark walked me to the door, I told him the little bit I knew about the history of the house. It had been in Patricks family for over a hundred years. The original house had been burned in the earthquake of 1906 and then completely rebuilt. Only the façade of the house was original. The door opened before we were even on the limestone stairs. Patrick stood in the doorway, looking thin and tall in a dark pinstripe suit. He flew down the steps and embraced Mark and I with a strength I didnt know he possessed. 

Youre home safe and sound…. If he had said anything like the Prodigal Son, I think I would have kicked him. Instead, he released me and went on to gush over Mark.

Jeremy, introduce me to this handsome knight in shining armor!

I looked at Mark and rolled my eyes. After the introductions, Patrick insisted that I ask Mark in for coffee, and he couldnt leave without meeting the approval of Terry. I just wished the whole thing was over so that Mark would leave. While we were standing in the kitchen and I handed him a spoon, our fingers brushed and I almost dropped it. Patrick took, or rather dragged, Mark on a tour of the house, and whenever our eyes met Mark would smile. I watched Mark as we passed from room to room. He looked out of place in the middle of the antiques and art and the marble. I watched his face while Patrick explained the history of the house or some piece that we happened on. He listened with a slight smile, the same smile that I imagined he used whenever he was working on a case and asking questions of friend or foe alike. He had shaved since the morning I met him on the bridge.


Chapter 2





Fast Forward Three Months

I CANT believe youre finally letting Mark take you to dinner.

I listened to Patrick as we rode the curving escalators of San Francisco Centre to the upper floors which housed Nordstroms. I had seen Mark almost every day in the preceding three months that I had been in the city. Not naked, if thats what youre thinking about. He was a regular visitor to the house in Pacific Heights, and Mark helped me move into my own apartment downtown. I dont know how Marks boyfriend Chris put up with it all. I went back to the apartment the next morning to see Mark and thank him. I rang the bell, and Chris opened the door. He had a towel around his waist, and drops of water clung to his lean body and fell from his spiked brown hair. He looked as if hed just stepped out of the pages of Vogue Hommes.

Yeah, what do you want? By the look of annoyance on his face, he knew who I was, even if we hadnt been introduced.

Well, I came to see Mark. Is he home now?

I also made an inquiry about a rosary that I was missing, at which point Chris sneered and was rather curt in his reply.

He just left for work. What do you want him for?

Are you his secretary? Otherwise I dont have to tell you what Im doing here.

No, Im not his secretary, but I am his boyfriend.

You dont have to speak to me that way; I didnt come here to steal him from you, if thats what youre worried about.

Im not worried about someone like you taking him.

I only came here to thank him for his kindness.

Ill tell him you stopped by.

Id like to tell him myself. When will he be home?

Tonight! With that, Chris closed the door in my face. Left standing on the porch, I could hear Chris stomping off into the recesses of the apartment.



I THOUGHT about that encounter with Chris as I walked through the mens department with Patrick, spending the better part of the morning selecting and rejecting clothes. In the dressing room I could at least be alone to look at myself honestly in the mirror. I had been in San Francisco for three months. I had been out with a few guys, but then Mark would come around and I would feel like a teenage girl, nervous and flirty. He had asked me out several times, but I always reminded him that he was seeing Chris. Mark would deny it, of course, and tell me it was over. It was always over until the next time I saw them hanging out together. 

In addition to my job with Patrick and Terry as a receptionist at their art gallery, which I didnt stay with but a few weeks, I worked several hours a week at a coffee shop on Castro Street called the Bean. It was on the second floor of an old Victorian above a card and novelty shop. Chris was one of the regular customers in the Bean. He would sail in and inform everyone in the place, whether they wanted to know or not, of his life story. His voice was usually the one that could be heard above the espresso machine and the hum of conversation. I think I heard it all, what I didnt hear from Mark. Here are some of the more juicy tidbits I heard from Chris himself.

He would order an espresso and sit with a small group that usually formed at a window table. The grab-bag table I called it, because of the eclectic group of guys that formed it. Ill explain more about them later. Anyway, Chris would sit with them and take over the conversation.

I dont really need to work; I have a trust fund, you know. Modeling is such hard work, being beautiful all the time when what I really want to do is consulting. I do have a degree in clinical psychology and business, after all. While I would stand behind the counter or on the other side sitting with the grab-bag table, I never remembered Chris saying anything about Mark being his boyfriend.



WHILE I was trying on and rejecting yet another outfit, a plane was touching down on the runway at SFO. At the arrival gate, the usual mix of passengers filed up the Jetway to lose themselves in the crowd. But were not concerned with the business travelers or the tourists, but a lone sailor, who stood in the arrival/departure area looking around him, unsure what to do next. 

Tom hated to lie to his Navy buddies. They had planned for months to head for Mexico and forty-eight hours of sun, beer, and as much sex as they could throw in for good measure. They were all set to leave, but with no explanation, Tom decided to go to San Francisco for another kind of adventure. He didnt even call his girlfriend, Jenna, to tell her that he had forty-eight hours. She would have insisted he come to visit her in Dallas or joined him in San Francisco. She wouldnt understand. 

Tom moved mechanically through the terminal, following signs and people. He was so anxious; he didnt know how he found his hotel in the city. The room overlooked the street, and his window was open to the noise of traffic. A cool breeze lifted the curtains, but Tom was sweating. He ignored the ringtone of his cell phone, letting it go to voice mail. He reached into his backpack and found a travel guide and a newspaper he picked up at an adult bookstore near the base. The book slipped in his damp fingers and thumped on the floor, the rainbow flag on the front cover taunting him. Tom kicked it away. 

After a quick shower, Tom felt a little better, but he stood naked in front of the bathroom mirror trying to figure all this out. Until he joined the Navy, he spent his twenty-one years in a suburb outside Dallas with his two brothers and a sister. Tom always tried to tell himself that the feelings he had, first for his cousins and then toward the guys on his baseball and football teams, was just a phase. How could he be that way when he joined his buddies in picking on guys they thought might be gay?

In high school, he had his share of girlfriends, but he always broke it off whenever the girl wanted to take the relationship past sex or just hanging out. He joined the Navy because Jenna was pressing him for a ring, and he kept insisting he wasnt ready. What guy is at twenty-one? 

Dressed in blue jeans and a blue Navy hoodie, Tom went out to grab lunch and explore San Francisco. He walked slowly down Market Street and the Embarcadero past the Oakland Bay Bridge and the docks. A cruise ship was anchored at one of the piers, and Tom could see passengers along the rails.



I THANKED Patrick for shopping and for lunch and watched him drive off in his white BMW. I walked through the tourists thronging Pier 39. I always came here to sit at the end of the pier and to continue a tradition I started when I first came to San Francisco. Taking a handful of coins, I would say a prayer and toss them one by one into the bay, kind of like the Trevi Fountain in Rome. As I approached the end of the pier, there was a young man standing there by the railing looking out over the bay. He turned around and looked at me for a moment and then looked away.



BEHIND his Oakley sunglasses, Tom saw him: dark blond hair, an inch or two shorter than his own five eleven. He held a Nordstrom shopping bag in one hand, which he swung in a careless manner. He smiled briefly in Toms direction and stood a few feet away from where he was standing. Tom watched him set the bag between his feet and dig into his pocket for something. What was he doing?

Tom saw a tiny splash in the water. He was throwing something into the bay.



FROM a few feet away, I could tell he was watching me, trying to decide if I was crazy or not. He had moved closer, but I tried not to notice him. Then he spoke: Does it work?

I resented the intrusion, but I turned to look at him. I had to shield my eyes because I dont own expensive sunglasses. 

Excuse me, but does what work? He had seen the pennies I had laid on the wooden railing. 

Throwing pennies in the bay like that. Have you ever had a wish come true?

I shrugged and gathered up the remaining pennies, putting them back in my pocket. If I had a wish, it would have been for him to leave, but he moved closer, so near I caught the scent of sweat, cologne, and some brand of soap. I didnt answer him. I looked away toward the Golden Gate Bridge, softly singing a song that came into my head for no reason. Tom listened.

Turn off your light Mister Moon Man.

Tom listened to a few bars.

I dont know that song.

I hope not, it was written in 1911, long before we were born.

Never heard of it, dude, where did you learn it from?

Dont know. I must have heard it somewhere.

He didnt say anything in response. We just stood there, so close together I could feel the fabric of his sweatshirt on my arm. His fingers were gripping the rail so tightly, his knuckles were white. 

Are you okay? You look like youre going to jump the rail into the bay.

Im good, dude; Ive just never done anything like this before.

What havent you done before?

Pick up a guy.

Is that what youre trying to do?

Tom grinned. He wasnt a bad-looking guy, maybe an inch taller than me, buzz-cut black hair, and a scruffy chin. Not exactly a fashion model, but there was some definition under the dark Navy sweatshirt. He didnt have perfect teeth, but they were white.

Sure, dude.

I picked up my bag and backed away from him.

Do you think Im that easy? That you can just come here and think that Im going to bed with you! You dont even know me!

Toms tanned face flushed, and he seemed embarrassed to have brought it up. He reached out and touched my arm.

Dude, Im sorry. Look, can I buy you a coffee and just talk?

I decided he wasnt crazy, just nervous and in need of someone to talk to, so I agreed.

Sure, why not.

He held out his hand to me. It was rough and callused, like Marks.

Im Tom.

Im Jeremy.

He bought coffee, and we sat at a table away from the crowd of tourists and students wandering everywhere. Tom told me about the Navy and growing up in Dallas. He told me about Jenna, and that led to the truth about his feelings. I told him everything about Mark and my job. He looked a little disappointed when I talked about Mark, but I withheld any mention about the Golden Gate Bridge.

So you might be gay. That must be a difficult secret to keep from the Navy, especially around all those guys.

I dont let myself think about it. Besides, Im not gay!

You should think about it. Im not talking about the Navy. After your tour of duty, youll end up back in Dallas married to this girl, cruising Craigslist at night looking for a blow job because she wont give head.

Tom pounded the table with his fist. The coffee cups bounced.

But the Bible says….

I know how to read, so I do know what the Bible says. After that we sat staring at each other over our coffee. It seemed that we didnt talk for a long time. Finally I glanced at my watch. It was just going on four oclock. I took a long drink out of the no longer hot coffee mug and set it down on the table. Gathering my shopping and messenger bags, I stood up.

Youre a fine one to be telling me about what the Bible says, after you tried to pick me up. And dont deny it, either.

Im not denying anything. Tom sat there impassive, his lips pressed tightly together.

Well, I have a date tonight, I have to go. I took a step or two away from the table and then turned around.

If youre still in San Francisco tomorrow, I work at a coffee house on Castro Street called the Bean. If you cant find it, ask anyone and theyll tell you where it is. Im eager to hear why on earth you joined the Navy.

Tom nodded, and I walked away from him. That was the last time I saw him.



THE coffee was cold and bitter when Tom raised the cup for a sip. He watched the back of Jeremys head disappear among the throng of tourists. He said he worked at some coffee house, on Castro Street? He would ask at the hotel when he had the opportunity. Tom felt around in his pocket for change and found some pennies. Returning to the spot where he first met Jeremy, he paused and tossed the coins one by one into the bay.



THE sun was casting long shadows across the sidewalks when I got home to get dressed. Mark was picking me up around eight thirty.



AT EIGHT thirty, as Mark was pulling up to the building where Jeremy lived, Tom was finishing dinner in the dining room of his hotel near Union Square. From a copy of the Bay Area Reporter he found in a box near his hotel, he learned of a few places where a guy could go to get off. Tom walked along the Embarcadero looking at the lights and the Oakland Bay Bridge outlined against the evening sky. He decided to ask the hotel concierge if he knew of any places he could go, places not in the papers.



AT NINE thirty or so, perhaps later, Mark and I sat in the window of Café Baghdad, finishing our dinner. We talked mostly about Mark and his job on the police force.

When I left the Marines and came here to San Francisco, I was hoping my buddy Steve would join me.

Steve?

Mark shrugged.

Thats a story for another time, Jeremy. I tended bar at a place on Polk for a couple of months, and I was dating a guy who was a cop. He was the one who got me on the force.

I looked at Mark over the rim of my glass and stared into his eyes. No, I dont think I gazed lovingly. I dont recall feeling anything, just the usual indifference. There was something about Mark that made my heart skip a proverbial beat: his shy smile, his rough, callused palms. He certainly didnt treat me like some of the other men I dated. Take me out, get my clothes off, and then walk away. When the waiter took the last of the dishes, Mark suggested we drive across the bay to Sausalito, so he signaled the waiter for the check.



ACROSS the city, an understanding hotel clerk provided Tom with a list of venues guaranteed to relieve boredom. He stood on the corner outside his hotel, nervously kicking the curb with the toe of his Pumas. The place at the top of the list was the Century Theater on Larkin Street, and it was a few blocks walk from the hotel. He decided to check it out first. Tom glanced at his watch: 9:30 p.m.



LEAVING the restaurant, I looked up at the large clock over the cash register; the Roman numerals were also at nine thirty.

Driving across the bridge, I remembered how beautiful the city looked at night.



TOM saw him standing off to one side of the theater, holding himself aloof from the audience and the groping men as if he were superior. He was dressed in a black fitted suit, and Tom guessed he was a lawyer or a banker, coming here to release some tension before heading home to the wife and kids. In the dimly lit interior, his eyes were hidden by very expensive Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses. Across the room, Tom could feel his eyes on him from behind the dark lenses. He was nervous, yet excited, blood rushing to all the right places. The guy in the suit and glasses was gone when Tom looked his way again, and he craned his neck over the group of milling men to look for him.

I know a place where we can go. Tom was startled by a low, coarse whisper in his ear. He smiled at the guy uneasily and offered him a hand which the stranger waved away.

My car is parked down the block, he told Tom as they left the building.

In the passenger seat, Tom looked over the guy behind the wheel. He hadnt said much, other than comments about the weather and asking if this was his first visit to San Francisco. He drove along, offering Tom curt replies to his questions. Still, it excited him more because it had been months since he had been with anyone, other than his girlfriend. Tom remembered the last time, a teenage boy in Mexico that he met outside a bar. He thought about the big brown eyes looking up at him, and the warm, wet lips. He recalled waking up the next morning in a dirty hacienda, naked, with a five dollar bill and a used condom.

Determined to be more in control of himself this time around, Tom rolled down the window, letting the cool breeze cut the alcoholic fog in his brain.

Warm?

No, just a little buzzed, dude.

There was no response.

Tom turned and looked out the window. He had never been to San Francisco before, and he had no clue where he was being driven to. Tom made a mental note of the signs and landmarks they passed, just in case.

He thought about Jeremy, and what he would be doing right now. 



MARK parked the car, and we walked past the shops and cafes in Sausalito to the waters edge. The lights of San Francisco spread out across the bay in front of us. It was cold, and I shivered involuntarily. Mark put his arms around me and pulled me closer.

Its cold, Jeremy, maybe we should go back to the car.

Or at least thats what I thought he said. My mind was so crowded with thoughts he could have said Take off your clothes and jump in the bay. I wouldnt have heard him.

I was thinking about him and the way he made me feel: safe and warm. I was wondering which of the myriad of lights belonged to Patrick and Terrys mansion and which landmarks could I see among the blinking lights around the Bay Area. For a second, I wondered about the sailor, Tom, I had met that afternoon. What was he doing right now? Would he show up at the Bean tomorrow? What would I do if he did? I wasnt keen on being involved with any guy as confused as he was. Mark was the one who pulled me out of it.

Ill give you a dollar fifty for your thoughts. He kissed me lightly on the back of the neck.

I was just thinking about tonight.

Mmm, and whatre you thinking about tonight?

I had a good time, Mark, thank you.

Youre welcome, Jeremy, he whispered in my ear. But it seems like your mind was elsewhere too.

Im sorry, Mark; I guess I was for a minute.

Anything you want to share?

You would laugh.

Maybe not, try me.

Well, I was trying to pick out the lights of Patricks house.

That was only partially the truth, but I didnt want to tell Mark that I was thinking about a young sailor who was somewhere among all those lights right at this moment. With Marks arms around me, San Francisco, a young sailor named Tom, the Bean, and the lights of a mansion seemed like a million miles away. Mark felt me shiver, so he took me back to his car and got his leather SFPD jacket. It was slightly too large for me, but it was comfortable. Mark laughed when I walked ahead of him, swaggering, and then I turned around, deepening my voice, my hand raised.

Stop! In the name of the I never finished the sentence.

Mark pulled me to him, and he kissed me. I could feel his slightly chapped lips, and there was a taste of coffee, alcohol, and the essence of mint: a kiss rough and smooth. I could feel the warmth of his body, his hands pulling me closer. Mark was the first to speak.

You ready to go back to the city?

Whenever you are, but I would like to stay awhile longer.

Fine, but lets go back to the car, its getting cold.

We went back to the car, but no, we didnt do anything in the front or the back seat. Mark was a real gentleman. 


Chapter 3





IN HER thirty years in the hotel business, Agnes Bilck had seen it all. Through the glass partition that separated her from the outside world, she saw men and women, men and men, and on occasion two women paid their money for an hour or a night of pleasure. As long as they kept the noise down and left when their time was up, she didnt care what they did in the privacy of the room. Agnes saw so many people come and go that nobody made much of an impression on her.

It was nearly midnight, and nobody had come in for the past couple of hours. The regulars didnt start coming until after one in the morning. With no interruptions, she immersed herself in the tabloids. She loved reading which celebrity was caught with someone elses spouse or seen at which party this week. She didnt hear the door bang shut or hear them approach the desk. Someone cleared their throat; she looked up from her paper to see two men.

They were both in their early twenties. The taller of the two men Agnes was sure she had seen before, but his eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, and his face was turned away from her. The other man was a sailor: Thomas Casche, by the name on the military ID he handed across the desk along with the money. There didnt seem to be anything unusual about them, other than the guy who stood back purposely avoiding eye contact with her. 

Still it was none of her business. Once she handed over the keys to room 401 across the counter, she would be home by the time they scrambled out in the morning. She wouldnt see them again, unless of course they were regulars, so Agnes didnt care.

Checkout time is 6 a.m. She said curtly. With her head of long gray hair she motioned toward a large bowl of condoms and lubricant at the foot of the stairs. Tom grabbed a handful of each as they went up. Agnes went back to her reading.

Im Tom. His voice echoed up the stairwell.

His companion didnt answer right away. Finally he extended a hand to Tom. It was warm and sticky, not a firm handshake.

Im Dave. Dave, if that was his name, led the way. The stairs groaned under their feet as the pair went up. The linoleum was dirty and cracked, and it was difficult for Tom to discern any trace of color. It looked as if it had been there untouched for decades.

Tom tried to recall the words of the tune he heard from Jeremy. He asked the guy up front if he ever heard that song. No answer, but Tom thought he heard him mutter something under his breath.

If he backed out now, he could go back to his hotel, do a few miles on the treadmill in the fitness center, beat off, and go to bed. Tomorrow he would find Jeremy and ask him out to dinner. The cell phone in his pocket vibrated: there were two texts from Jenna and several from his friends in Mexico. Tom flipped the phone shut and put it back in his pocket. Tom was so nervous he hoped that when the time came he could get an erection. Would these stairs ever end?



MARK and I were driving back across the Golden Gate Bridge into the city. The Bean would be open until 4:00 a.m., so I asked Mark if we could stop in.



DAVE leaned over and tried to kiss Tom. Tom pulled back.

Dont be nervous, I wont bite you.

Its just…I havent been with many guys before.

Dave ran a long finger across Toms scruffy chin

Ill be gentle. He grinned.

Tom smiled weakly; he wished that it had been Jeremy.



THE bar crowds on Castro hadnt made it into the Bean yet, so there were plenty of seats when Mark and I sat down. 

You havent been living here that long and youre already popular, Mark said, as yet another person greeted me as they walked past our chairs. 

A local celebrity, what can I say. I smiled at Mark, and I added, Really, Mark, most everyone is a regular customer here.

I figured.



IT TOOK some coaxing for Dave to get Tom to remove his Pumas and socks and finally his shirt. Dave sat with him on the bed. Wet slobbering kisses on his neck and chest.

Nice abs. Do you work out a lot? Daves voice was a whisper.

Yeah, at least I try, and boot camp did the rest. Tom was still nervous and wanted the whole thing to be over.

Well, you have a hot body, and Ill bet its even hotter beneath those jeans. Dave reached and grabbed the top button on Toms jeans. 



WE GOT our coffee to go and walked side by side down Castro, past shops that had closed for the night.



DAVE and Tom lay naked on the bed. Tom kissed him deeply, the first time he had kissed another guy. But there was no warmth, no answering pressure to his touch. Tom closed his eyes and tried to think what it would be like to kiss Jeremy.



MARK and I stood looking in the window of a clothing store, bathed in the bright neon. He took my hand in his.



DAVE licked Toms abs, moving downward. Tom moaned, feeling the pressure on his dick.



I LEANED in closer to Mark; there was a hint of cologne on his clothes.



TWO naked bodies twined on the tangled sheets in the half darkness of a hotel room. Masculine toes on a smooth leg. Moaning and licking sounds.



MARK lifted my chin and kissed me on the lips.



TOM and Dave moaned in unison. Something wet and sticky spread across Toms stomach. Tom closed his eyes; he saw Jeremys face instead of Daves.



MARK and I resumed our walk, past Twin Peaks bar and down Market Street.



DUDE, that was awesome, thanks. Tom was breathing heavily

Youre welcome. Dave grinned up at the ceiling. He felt Tom move off the bed.

I dont know about you, but Im going to grab a shower, dude. Tom stepped over the tangle of clothing on the floor and headed for the bathroom.



1:30 a.m.

AGNES had drifted to sleep over her tabloid, and she roused herself at the sound of heavy footsteps coming down the stairs. She opened her eyes and saw the guy who had come in with the sailor more than an hour ago taking long strides out the door. She only saw his profile in the light, but she felt that she had seen him before tonight. She knew the hotel was frequented by hustlers and their johns, and there was an unspoken network of married men who used this place to cheat on their spouses. Agnes had seen any number of fights, and aside from calling the cops she had never interfered in the drama, until now.

She threw aside her tabloid and sat for a few minutes. Agnes pulled out the register. What was his name? Tom. If the other guy left, then Tom should be coming down soon also, unless he had decided to stay the night. She took the passkey from the drawer. She would give him fifteen minutes, and then she would go up to 401 and ask him. 

As usual about this time of the morning, it became busy with all the frequent customers coming in, chatting for a few moments, and heading upstairs. The few long-term residents would already be in their rooms asleep, or in front of the television. It was almost an hour before Agnes went upstairs to 401. She knocked; no answer. Putting her ear to the door, she heard running water. Maybe he was in the shower. Her passkey slid home in the lock, and the door swung open.

Hello, she called out. Its the desk clerk from downstairs.

No answer, so Agnes went further into the room.

Is everything all right? There was still no answer, and then she looked toward the bathroom and saw a puddle of water on the floor, reflected in the overhead light. There was a pinkish tinge to the water that didnt register in her mind at first. 

Hello. Is everything all right in there?

Still no response, so Agnes entered the bathroom. She almost screamed. Tom was sitting up naked in the shower stall. His lips were turning blue, and there was a bloody gash in his forehead, and one of his feet had blocked the drain so that the water was spilling over the edge and onto the floor. Agnes reached in and turned the water off, and with a trembling finger she dialed 911.



IT WAS just going on three in the morning when Mark got the call on his cell phone. I guess they gave up trying his apartment. Reluctantly, Mark let me come along after he made me promise to stay out of the way. I tried unsuccessfully to ask him where we were going and what had happened, but I got no reply. We drove on Market Street to Van Ness and into an area south of Market that I had never visited, but I heard that it was particularly unsavory, even during the day.

We turned at a side street off Van Ness that was a logjam of police cars and an ambulance. I remember getting out of the car with Mark into a glare of flashing lights, the harsh static of radios, and lots of people talking at the same time. On the fringes, I saw people who I took to be residents of the area, or simply the curious who follow screaming sirens in order to view the sensational and enrich their otherwise dull lives.

The center of all this excitement was a narrow five-story building in the middle of the block. There were no signs on the structure, but as we got to the front entrance there was a rusty sign above the door and a printed sign in the large bay window facing the sidewalk. A sign printed in childish block letters on weathered yellow construction paper: COMMODORE HOTEL. I could only imagine the poor commodore who gave this place its name and what kind of people this hotel catered to. Perhaps the curious spectators that lined the sidewalks had all been in here at one time or another.

The lobby, if I could even call it that, was not exactly saying Hyatt Regency. Green and white tiles in a checkerboard pattern across the floor. There were no overstuffed sofas or chairs, tables piled with fresh flowers and the latest periodicals. There were two chairs and a table that might have been salvaged from the garbage dump or a thrift store, so I guess you were not encouraged to be comfortable here. There was no reception desk of highly polished oak, only a short butcher block counter and a glass partition with a hole in the bottom so that the ID and money could be passed through.

I followed Mark across the lobby and up the stairs, where he was met by a taller, much older man with salt and pepper hair and a thin moustache. He didnt pay any attention to me, so I might have been invisible to him. The two men walked ahead of me, and I only heard bits of their conversation.

The victim was a Caucasian male in his twenties…. The other man said something else to Mark that I didnt hear because two other police officers joined in the conversation at that point.

Who discovered the body?

The desk clerk got nosey when she saw the other occupant of the room leave, and the kid didnt come down. She used her passkey to get in.

Did you get a description of the other guy from her yet?

Done, but she didnt get a very good look at him. The victim did the talking when they came in.

What room is it? Mark said in a commanding tone I had never heard him use before.

Room 401, its at the top of the stairs on the fourth floor, and first door on the right.

On the fourth floor there was a scene right out of a true-crime drama. Police, some in uniform and others in ill-fitting ties and jackets, stood around everywhere. I think there must have been at least one reporter in the group, a very brusque young woman. She grabbed Marks sleeve, shouting questions that Mark brushed aside as he entered 401.

Mark turned around to me.

Jeremy, I think it might be a good idea if you wait in the hall. This may not be a pretty sight.

The room was crowded with cops and lab technicians, and the paramedics were there. Wearing Marks jacket, nobody noticed me in the room. I saw Mark in the bathroom talking with another officer and a paramedic. The three of them were standing over a stretcher on which I assumed was the body, covered with a sheet. Propelled forward by the movement of people in the room I somehow managed to get next to Mark. I dont think he noticed me standing next to him, disregarding his order to stay out of the way.

I watched Mark reach down and pull back the sheet over the face: It was Tom.

Oh my God! My voice came out in a hoarse whisper, and my whole body went numb. I had to grab Mark by the sleeve to keep from fainting.



MARK was talking with the paramedic and the officer who arrived first on the scene. He didnt notice anyone standing beside him.

We wont know anymore until we get an autopsy. So get everyone out of this room now. Nobody is doing any good standing around! Mark leaned over the stretcher and pulled back the sheet. He was a good-looking kid, except for the bloody gash on his forehead. There was pressure on his arm, and Mark turned to see Jeremy, his face drained of color, and he looked as if he was going to faint. Or scream.

Jeremy, are you all right? Whats wrong? Mark pulled the sheet back over the face. Mark took Jeremy by the hand. It was cold as ice.

Another paramedic and a policeman got Jeremy to a room across the hall. Jeremy would later learn that they burst in on the unfortunate occupants in mid-coitus, giving them no choice but to vacate, and laid Jeremy on the bed. The paramedic administered a sedative and covered the protesting Jeremy with a blanket, then both men went back to finish their work in room 401.



I CLOSED my eyes and feigned sleep when Mark came in later. There was pressure on the mattress. He sat down next to me, and I felt his hand brushing my face. Mark leaned over and kissed my forehead.

When Mark left, I got out of bed and moved to a chair. There wasnt much sound from the hall so I assumed they must be wrapping up or done. So thats what death was like. You were simply gone, and police and paramedics came and took you out wrapped in a sheet. I was still numb and physically all right, but I wanted to know who had done this to Tom. I only knew him for a short time. He may have been confused about his identity, but he seemed like a good guy with hopes and dreams. If I had gone with him, could there have been something I might have done to prevent this tragedy? 

I tried to pray, but I couldnt think of any of the prayers I knew so well. So thats how I got involved: I made a silent vow to Tom that I would find the person who did this and bring them to justice.



I HAD expected to see yellow tape everywhere, as in the movies, but there was only Mark, the hotel clerk, and another police officer standing in the bathroom. I knew enough not to disturb the bed or anything in the room. I could at least observe the things I could see. The most unusual to me was that Toms clothes had been folded neatly and set on a chair. I never knew anyone who had been so fastidious before or during sex. The three people in the other room didnt see me yet, but I heard snatches of the conversation.

They came in around midnight…no, the other guy didnt speak.

Autopsy report…weapon…description…. 

The rest might have been another language. The desk clerk turned and made a face when she saw me. She looked to be in her mid-fifties, navy slacks stretched across wide hips. Her thinning gray hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail. Her eyes were puffy, and she looked tired under the harsh lighting in the bathroom.

Mark followed her gaze, and he saw me standing outside the bathroom door.

Jeremy, what are you doing here? You should be lying down. 

Im fine. Really, Mark.

Well, were done here for now. Wait for me in the hall and Ill take you home.

I went into the hall while Mark finished his conversation. I tried to listen at the door, but I couldnt hear anything. When they came out, the officer with Mark sealed the door with yellow tape. I almost said out loud, Just like in the movies!

The desk clerk, whose name I learned was Agnes, led the way down the stairs. I noticed that from the back there were traces of red in her hair. In the lobby, Mark thanked her and informed Agnes that he would be back later for more information.



THE sun was just coming up when Mark and I left the hotel. It was quieter than it was a few hours earlier, but the street was not completely empty. I turned to my left and saw a guy standing on the corner. He was wearing dark glasses, and a black hoodie was pulled up over his head. I knew him from somewhere, didnt I? We seemed to lock gazes for a moment, and then he turned the corner and disappeared.

Hey, Jeremy, what are you looking at? Mark took my hand.

I thought I saw someone I knew over on the corner. I didnt see who it was.



THERE was a private funeral service for Tom followed by burial in the family plot in Dallas. Here in San Francisco there was nothing; nobody came with flowers or candles. No anti-gay protesters at city hall or petitions passed around demanding that the hotel be torn down. In the days that followed, I found only brief mention of the murder in the San Francisco Chronicle and a sentence in the Bay Area Reporter. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to forget, or regarded the whole thing as another unfortunate incident that happens when you pick up the wrong person.

I tried getting details from Mark, but he didnt want to tell me anything. Maybe he was remembering the look on my face that night at the hotel. I did overhear a phone call five day later, and all I learned was that Toms parents and Jenna were coming to San Francisco.

What was that about, Mark?

Nothing, Jeremy, it was a work call.

Didnt I hear you say that his family was coming here?

Mark shrugged.

Theyre coming to collect his personal effects. Why do you want to know?

I was just curious. I tried to remain impassive. I didnt want Mark to know that I wanted to meet his family and maybe ask them to take part in a small memorial I wanted to plan for Tom.



MARK dropped me off in front of the Bean since I was working the late shift, and he parked his car around the corner. 



CHRIS had called Mark earlier and wanted to meet him for a drink at the Midnight Sun. Chris was sitting at the end of the bar with a martini, sucking on the olive as he waited. Mark walked over and took the stool beside him.

Hey.

Mark, youre here at last. Chris tried to give Mark a wet kiss, but he pulled away.

What was that for, Mark? Chris slapped the top of the bar with the palm of his hand.

Mark knew what Chris was talking about, but he didnt answer him. He ordered a beer from the bartender and waited until he was gone.

Its good to see you, Mark, without your tagalong.

If youre talking about Jeremy, hes at work right now.

Good for him. So is he your boyfriend?

Mark set his beer down and looked at Chris.

Why do you care about Jeremy?

Because Im your boyfriend, if you dont remember.

Chris, I didnt come here to pick a fight. You called me to meet you, so here I am.

Chris reached over and put his hand on Marks knee, moving toward his crotch. He leaned over to Mark and whispered in his ear.

Lets get out of here, Mark. Take me home and make love to me. Take me back, and Ill make you forget Jeremy.

Mark pulled away and stood up.

Come on, Chris, you know as well as I do that you only want me when there are no other options.

Thats not true, I have always…. Chris turned away and was silent for a while. Their raised voices were attracting attention. Chris almost said the L word, and he had never in his twenty-seven years uttered that before. He ran a manicured finger around the rim of his martini glass and with his other hand crumpled the napkin into a tiny ball.

You know, Mark, youve changed. Ever since Jeremy came around youve been ever the gentleman toward him.

Leave him out of this, he has nothing to do with this, Chris, this is between you and me. Ive been over our relationship before Jeremy entered the picture, and I didnt know how to tell you.

You mean just like thatits over? 

You just said it, Chris. Mark drained the last of his beer, set the bottle on the counter, and walked out of the bar.

Chris ordered another martini and sat there, fuming inwardly, ignoring the friends who passed by his stool. He may have been the one to break up with a guy in the past, but nobody ever dumped him before. He didnt want to go back to his apartment or face Tim and Dan, his two close friends. Not after he had bragged to them how well his relationship with Mark was going and told them only a week ago that he might be moving in with him.

The martini arrived, and Chris popped the olive in his mouth.

Hes a big, tough Marine in bed, but hes not much in the dick department. He said this out loud to nobody in particular, but a couple of guys sitting next to him turned around and stared. His cell phone vibrated with an incoming text which he hoped was from Mark, apologizing and wanting to come back. It was a note from his agent about a photo shoot. Chris grimaced and pushed the phone away. He took a long swig from the glass in front of him. He signaled the bartender for another.



MARK was relieved when he left the Midnight Sun and was standing on the corner. Chris was on the verge of making a scene, and Mark was not in the mood that night for drama. He looked up and saw the inviting lights of the Bean, so he went up to see Jeremy and wait to take him home.

Mark took a paper from the rack and sat down near the counter. He looked over at intervals to observe Jeremy with customers and people who appeared to be regulars. Jeremy was animated and all smiles, but in unguarded moments when no one was looking, his eyes would dim, and a faraway look would cross his face.

Mark had seen that same look on his face on the night of the murder.
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