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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      You hold in your hand (or in your reading device) a selection of short stories written in the River City magical realism universe.

      Some of them were always part of this world—Between the Lines is officially the first River City story, and its main couple, Sam and Brad, continue on into the River City novels.

      And Miz Fortune was written specifically as a River City tale for the gay own voices anthology Romance is a Drag, and Chester aka Miz Fortune makes an appearance in Down the River to advise Ben on his love life.

      The others had a more indirect entry into the River City world.

      Flames was originally a stand-alone book, but fit well into the magical realism genre. When I wrote Down the River, I decided that Sam and Brad had gone back to live in Tucson and had met the Flames crew, and Oscar plays an important part in the novel.

      Both “Ten” and “The Bear at the Bar” were magical realism stand-alones, and were adopted into the River City universe. “Bear” was originally set in Seattle, but has been recast as a Sacramento tale.

      I hope you enjoy these glimpses into the magical world that is River City. There are more to come!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BEAR AT THE BAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dex walked into Faces on a Thursday night like he owned the place, grinning at the bouncer, who sneered at him even as he waved him past the door.

      Jealous. They were all jealous.

      The music was the usual thumpa thumpa beat—a mix of house techno and the latest hits this week from the youngest, cutest artists.

      Dex was born for this life—tall, blond, blue-eyed, a beautiful athletic build with six-pack abs, and a body that everyone in the club acknowledged was gorgeous. And he hardly had to work for it at all.

      And so what if he didn’t have a boyfriend? Who needed to be tied down like that? He was still well on this side of thirty and had a virtual lifetime of casual sex ahead of him. He flashed a perfectly white smile at one of the go-go boys on the bar, and the boy blushed and grinned back.

      Dex had a certain kind of sexual power, and he wasn’t ashamed to use it.

      He slipped onto a barstool and grunted “beer” at the bartender. The man set down a pale ale, a local brew, his favorite. They knew him here. They knew him well. Many of them knew him very well.

      Someone sat on the stool next to him, one of the guys everyone was calling bears these days. Far as he was concerned, they were just fat. Fat and ugly, men who didn’t care enough to take care of themselves.

      “Buy you a beer?” the guy asked.

      “Sorry, dude, got one.”

      “I’ve seen you in here before....”

      “Not interested. Fuck off.” He pushed away from the bar and took his beer with him, ignoring the muttering of the man behind him.

      He approached the go-go boy on the bar, a cute young twink with golden eyes who was maybe eighteen, and the guy leaned down to talk to him. “What time you get off?”

      “That depends on you,” the boy grinned, his teeth as white as coke. “I finish work at one.”

      “I can wait.” He slipped away into the crowd, finding a group of his friends dancing in the middle of the floor. Well, fuck buddies, anyway. He slipped in among them, sipping his beer and dancing his ass off, forgetting all about work tomorrow, his bills, and the rest of his life.

      Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around and saw the bear from the bar.

      “Look, I just want to talk.” The bear was frowning, like he was the aggrieved party.

      “I thought I told you to fuck off.” Dex turned away again.

      The man grabbed him by the arm, and an electric shock ran up his arm, like the worst static ever. “You shouldn’t treat people like that.” The bear sneered at him. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

      And with that he let go of Dex’s arm and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Fucking weirdo.” He wasn’t going to let the strange encounter ruin his night.

      Two hours later, he left the bar, go-go dancer on his arm, and forgot all about the bear at the bar.
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        * * *

      

      Dex woke up the next morning feeling thickheaded and groggy. He rubbed his eyes and turned over to find the bed next to him empty. The go-go boy from last night was long gone. Man, I must have been drunk.

      Something was off—he couldn’t quite place what it was. He rubbed his eyes, and his hands felt heavy. Shit, what did I drink last night? He wasn’t usually so fucked up the next day. He sat up and looked around.

      “What the hell?” He wasn’t home. Not his home. He was sure he’d taken the trick back to his place, but this place was nothing like his own.

      Instead of Scandinavian modern, the room was stuffed with dark, bulky furniture. And there were books everywhere—piles of books, shelves of books, books on the nightstands and stuffed into drawers. It was a professor’s wet dream.

      This didn’t look like a go-go boy’s place, either.

      Dex eased himself out of bed. His whole body felt heavy, and strange. He looked down at his arms. They were thick and covered with coarse black hair.

      What the...? These weren’t his arms. His arms were strong, corded with muscle, and smooth. These....

      He ran toward the nearest door, praying it was a bathroom. It was, and it was empty. He glared at the bathroom mirror.

      A stranger looked back at him.

      He pinched himself, but nothing changed, and he didn’t wake up from this strange nightmare.

      His beautiful blond hair was gone, replaced with a badly balding pate surrounded by a fringe of black hair that was cropped close. His face looked swollen, and he’d sprouted a thick black beard. Worst of all, his stomach stuck out before him as though he were pregnant. And his entire body was covered with thick black hair.

      This had to be some kind of sick joke. His friends had broken in during the middle of the night and had done this to him. It was some kind of makeup... a costume... something.

      He tried to pull off the mask, but his fingers met only skin. He wrapped his hands around his belly, but it was as much a part of him as his cock. Which was about half the size he remembered it.

      “Shit shit shit shit shit....”

      “Honey, you okay up there?”

      Dex froze. He wasn’t alone in the house. Worse, the other man thought he was someone else. His mind raced. “I’m fine,” he called, stalling for time. His voice sounded deeper than he remembered.

      Footsteps up the stairs. He looked around. No place to hide. Except....

      “Colin?” A man’s voice called from the bathroom doorway. “Are you in here?”

      Dex huddled in the bathtub, the heavy shower curtain (covered with fish!) drawn to hide himself. Don’t hear me breathing, don’t hear me....

      The curtain was pulled back with a whoosh. “There you are.”

      The voice came from a young man, probably Dex’s own age, what he supposed the guys at the bar would call an otter. Slimmer than a bear, hairy but in kind of a sexy way. Dirty blond hair and a neatly trimmed beard, with blue eyes.

      And he apparently knew Dex—or at least the guy whose body Dex was wearing.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, scared shitless. He squeezed his eyes shut. This isn’t right. This isn’t right. But when he opened his eyes again, nothing had changed. He was still in a strange place wrapped in someone else’s flesh.

      “One of the nightmares again, huh?” the man said, his voice kind.

      “I guess so,” he managed weakly.

      The man laughed, a pleasant sound. “Come on, get yourself out of there. I love it when you play little games, but I’ve got breakfast on, and then I’ve got to run.”

      He took Dex’s hand, and Dex felt a strange warmth. He allowed himself to be helped out of the tub.

      “Get yourself dressed and hurry down to the kitchen,” the man called from the doorway.

      Dex found the closet, pulled on a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, and followed his host downstairs. He’d bide his time and figure out what had happened. For now, it was probably easiest if he pretended to be this Colin guy.

      What else could he do?

      The whole house was decorated in earth tones—pottery barn colors on the walls and tasteful sculptures, vases, and wall art in ruddy oranges, chocolate browns, and the occasional fiery red.

      There was a wonderful smell emanating from the kitchen. As he entered, the man gestured to him to take a seat at the bar. There was a pile of mail there, and he glanced at it surreptitiously. Colin and Alvin, one of the pieces said.

      “Alvin,” he said, tentatively....

      “Yeah?”

      “I-I feel a little out of sorts today. I think I might stay home.” He sat down, but his belly wouldn’t let him get his chair all the way under the counter.

      Alvin laughed again. “Funny. Like you ever leave the house.” He served Dex a plateful of eggs and breakfast potatoes with a side of bacon.

      Dex practically drooled. He hadn’t eaten a breakfast like this since he had been a fat kid in high school. He usually had a slice of dry toast and a glass of Powerade. Oh my gawd, it smells wonderful.

      Alvin slid over a glass of orange juice. “You gonna get some writing done today? You know the publisher wants your first draft in a couple weeks.” He sat down next to Dex and started eating.

      “Um, yeah, I’ll try to do some today.” A strange feeling was swelling inside him. It wasn’t sexual. Not exactly. He felt a strange affinity for this man, some kind of connection that made him feel safe and warm just being next to him.

      It was weird. But kind of nice, too.

      They finished breakfast together in silence. At some point, Alvin’s hand strayed over absently, squeezing his own gently.

      Finally Alvin turned to him. “I’ve gotta run, really. Tony is waiting for me—we’re doing the June layouts today. I left you a little surprise in the oven. Can you clear these plates?”

      Dex nodded. “Thanks.” He pushed away from the table.

      “For what? I do it every morning.” Alvin gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll be working late—maybe we can catch a bite when I’m done?”

      “Sounds good,” Dex waved after his newly-acquired life mate. “See you tonight.” He waited until he was sure Alvin was gone and then put away the dishes. Then he set about exploring the house. But not before having eaten the fresh cinnamon roll awaiting him in the oven.

      Whatever this body-swap thing was, it did seem to have its perks—eating like this and no guilt.
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        * * *

      

      What he learned in his explorations was this: Colin was a gay writer of some renown. He had a shelf full of his published books and anthologies, mostly gay romances.

      He and Alvin Alvarez had been together for at least five years, based on the photos he found, which included a Christmas Eve shot under the mistletoe.

      And Dex was most definitely playing the part of Colin. To be sure, he’d taken one of the books into the bathroom and compared the photo on the dust jacket to his own new face.

      Although he’d never read any of Colin’s books, the face seemed vaguely familiar. He itched at it in his mind for a bit, but no answer was forthcoming.

      He tried pinching himself again. He tried slapping himself too, hard. He even tried jacking off, just in case, but he couldn’t quite get a handle on his new equipment.

      But none of it seemed to matter—he continued to be, stubbornly, a bear.

      It was still early—he wasn’t due to be at work for another half  hour. Well, obviously, that wasn’t going to happen.

      He found Colin’s cell phone and called his office secretary.

      “Jenny, this is Dex.”

      “Dex? You sound weird.”

      He brushed her off. “Whatever. Let Alex know I won’t be in today. I think I’ve come down with something.”

      “You’ve got a meeting with Applied Dynamics at ten....”

      “You must have that wrong,” he said. “I met with them yesterday. Just tell Alex. I can’t come in today.”

      “OK, see you tomorrow. Hope you get better.” He threw the phone down on the counter and sat down on the barstool. What the hell is going on?

      David. David would know what to do. David was his ex, his first—they’d been together for two years after Dex had come out, and even though they’d been split up for five years, David still answered when he called.

      He called David’s number—thank God he still remembered it. Who knew where his own cell phone had gotten to? “Hey David, it’s Dex? I need your help. No questions asked. I’m at—” He grabbed a piece of mail from the kitchen counter. “—1432 Walden Avenue. Just come over here, now.”

      “Dex, what’s wrong? Your voice sounds funny—are you feeling okay?”

      “Just get over here. And David....” “What?”

      “Keep an open mind.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dex paced back and forth across the living room filled with issues of National Geographic, solid mission furniture, and Tiffany lamps, waiting for David to arrive. This whole situation made no sense.

      It was like some kind of body swap thing—but that never happened in real life, did it?

      He racked his brain for other possibilities. Some kind of strange illness that had come upon him during the night? God, maybe it’s a new STD. But surely no disease would work this quickly. Even that flesh-eating virus took days to kill you.

      Am I dying?

      Finally there was a knock at the door. He went to open it and then thought better of it. “David, is that you?”

      “Yeah, Dex, open the door.”

      “Not yet. Something weird happened to me last night.” He searched for the right words. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      There was a long silence. “I can’t help you from this side of the door.” David sounded annoyed.

      This time it was Dex’s turn to be silent.

      “Are you there?”

      “I look... different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Umm, not like me.”

      “Come on, open the door. I don’t have all day. Stop fucking around with me, or I will leave.”

      “Okay, okay. But just let me explain.” He opened the door. David started to enter, took one look at him, and jumped backward.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “It’s me. Dex.”

      “You’re not Dex. You don’t look anything like Dex. I’m calling the cops.” He pulled out his cell phone and started dialing.

      Dex grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, slamming the door behind them. “Ensenada, 2004. You in a yellow Speedo. Three nights, one hotel room, too many margaritas.”

      David’s mouth dropped open. “No one knows about that.”

      “The day we met, it was the third of July. I remember, because⁠—”

      “Because you wanted it to be the Fourth of July. So you would always remember it.”

      “And I always have.”

      David’s hand came up, two fingers raised, and Dex met it with his own, unthinking. Together they drew the two sides of a heart in the air, something they’d always done as an unspoken I love you when they’d been together.

      David sank into one of the mission chairs. “Shit, Dex, it is you. What happened to you?”

      Dex shook his head. “I don’t know. I brought a guy home last night—cute go-go boy, you would’ve liked him. When I woke up this morning... this.” He spread his arms.

      David started dialing his phone again.

      Dex hissed, “Come on, David, don’t call the police....”

      “I’m not.”

      “Hello?” a voice said at the other end of the line. Dex could hear it through the phone’s speaker. It was his own.

      David hung up. “Seriously, Freaky Friday-Thursday.” David shook his head.

      “This is weird. I’m gonna need coffee before I can take this all in. Come on, there’s a coffee shop at the corner.”

      Dex shook his head. “No way. I’m not going out like this.”

      “Come on, Dex, if that’s really you—no one will be able to tell who you are anyway.” He opened the front door and started down the stairs.

      With a frown, Dex grabbed Colin’s keys and wallet and headed out into the world that had suddenly turned upside down.
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        * * *

      

      Dex followed David down the street to the coffee shop on the corner—the Everyday Grind. Cute, he thought without much humor.

      It was quiet inside, thank God. David ordered a skinny vanilla latte, getting a sly smile from the barista.

      Dex flashed the boy his trademark smile, but the barista avoided eye contact. “What can I get you, sir?” he asked, staring at David’s retreating ass. Dex felt worse than invisible.

      “A no-foam skinny chai latte, extra hot.” He looked away sheepishly. “Name?”

      “De... Dennis.”

      “Ok, Dennis, that’ll be three fifty.”

      He paid in cash from Colin’s wallet, not wanting to have to show his ID. He hadn’t worked up the courage yet to look at it—it would match his new face, he was sure, and he wasn’t quite ready to deal with that.

      He retrieved his coffee and joined David at a semiprivate table by the window. He watched a group of young guys walk by outside. Not one gave him a second look.

      “Ok.” David pulled his chair up close to the table. “Tell me what I said to you the night we broke up.”

      Dex sighed. Another test. He supposed he would have done the same in David’s shoes. “You said, ‘you’ll never find what you’re looking for until you know what you’re worth, and I can’t do that for you.’”

      David shook his head. “Shit, Dex, I always thought you were a little too devoted to the gym, but this is ridiculous. What happened?”

      “Hell if I know. So, you believe me?” He drank David in like a man dying of thirst—all of him, his warm brown eyes and skin, the concerned look that made his face look so sweet.

      “I still think this could be some elaborate joke, but let’s say yes for the sake of the argument.” He stared out the window as if collecting his thoughts. “Walk me through the last twenty-four hours.”

      Dex nodded, grateful. He could feel the weight of his stomach pressed against the table. He tried not to look at his hairy, beefy arms. “I went to work, got sucked off in the copy room at lunch by one of the new interns, went home, hit the bars, and brought this cute go-go trick home for the night.” He sighed. “Then the next morning, this!” He indicated his ridiculous new body.

      “Did anything unusual happen?”

      “Um, I had a salad for dinner at Zocalo. And the go-go boy wasn’t all that great in bed. Nothing else I can think of.... Wait.”

      “What?”

      “The bear at the bar!”

      David smiled. “That sounds promising.”

      “This bear came on to me—really out of shape—a fatty.”

      David looked him up and down. “Like you’re one to talk.”

      Dex blushed.

      “So what happened?”

      He snorted. “What do you think happened? I blew him off.”

      “Like ‘sorry, not interested’?”

      “Like ‘fuck off.’ Twice.”

      “Ouch. That’s harsh.” David leaned back, raising an eyebrow.

      Dex didn’t like the way David was looking at him. “I know. I just hate when they think⁠—”

      “Think what?” David’s eyes bored into his.

      “That they’re good enough for me.” Even as he said it, he realized how stuck-up it sounded.

      David laughed. “I believe you now—you’re definitely Dex.”

      “You do?” The place was busier, one of the morning rushes. Dex looked around nervously, hoping not to see anyone else he knew.

      “Yup. No one else I know is such a conceited ass.”

      Dex blushed. “Guess I deserve that. So what do I do?”

      “What, do you think this guy put some kind of curse on you?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, that’s crazy, right?” He’d missed this back and forth with David—it had always been one of their strengths as a couple.

      “No crazier than you in a bearskin suit. Where did you see him?”

      “At Faces. It’s where I pick up some of the best tricks.”

      David arched an eyebrow.

      “Where I used to pick them up. I mean, look at me.” He stared out the window, wondering once again how he’d gotten here. And remembering how things had been before, with David. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, hit me.”

      “Where did we go wrong?” he said at last.

      David laughed ruefully. “How long have you got? Geez, it’s weird seeing you like this.”

      Dex took David’s hands in his and said, “I mean it, what happened between us? We were happy for a while, right?”

      David rubbed his chin, staring off into space. He took a deep breath and turned away before speaking. “I was happy, for a while. I’m not sure you ever really were. You always wanted the next guy in the bar, the open relationship, the thrill of the conquest. That was fun for a while, but after a couple years, mostly I just wanted a romantic dinner together, a night in front of the TV, in bed by ten.”

      Dex grinned. “I can’t remember the last time I was in bed by ten.”

      “But are you happy?”

      Dex stared at him as if he’d just been asked if he liked to breathe. Of course I’m happy. Aren’t I? But the words wouldn’t come out.

      “Being a gay guy is an amazing gift. And don’t get me wrong. The sex is one of my favorite things. But it’s not the only thing. We went wrong because it was the only thing, for you.” He squeezed Dex’s hands. “So did it make you happy?”

      Dex wanted to say “This makes me happy, being with you, right here,” but he couldn’t bring himself to admit it. “Yeah, it makes me happy.” He let go of David’s hands.

      His ex’s eyes changed, like a light had gone out. “Maybe you could call him?”

      “Tried that.” Damn, I’m an ass.

      “Try again. Here, use my phone”

      Dex sighed. He dialed the number, but it went straight to voicemail. “No go.”

      “So, Faces?” David’s tone was businesslike.

      Dex nodded miserably.

      “OK, if that’s where this all started, that’s where we have to go. Here’s what we’re gonna do.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Dex was walking down 20th Street dressed in a heavy sweater, a baseball cap, and sunglasses. He didn’t want anyone else to see him like this, even if they didn’t know who he was. He would know.

      He stopped at an ATM to get some cash. The screen asked for his PIN, and he automatically entered his usual four-digit number. It flashed “wrong PIN entered, try again.” Crap. This isn’t my card.

      There was a convenience store at the corner. He grabbed a pack of Altoids and slid Colin’s ATM card through the reader at the register. “Credit or Debit?” the clerk asked.

      “Credit,” he said, and breathed a sigh of relief when the transaction went through. He scribbled something on the receipt and handed it back to the clerk, who shoved it into his drawer disinterestedly. Then he pocketed the cash.

      He was supposed to meet David at the bar that evening—he wasn’t sure how he was going to get in like this. But cross that bridge later.

      For now, he suddenly had a free day, and David had suggested he get outside and forget about his strange dilemma for a few hours.

      His new body felt profoundly unnatural. He found himself out of breath climbing the slightest hill, and Seattle had a lot of those.

      He made his way down to Midtown, where he would blend in with the crowd. He wandered through the aisles aimlessly, finding he almost enjoyed the anonymity of looking average. Few people gave him a second look.

      He did catch the eye of one of the waiters at Zocalo. Their eyes met, and Dex smiled sheepishly, as if in apology for the way he looked. But the man shot him back a broad smile and waved between tosses.

      Stranger and stranger.

      He spent so much of his life taking care of himself. Every morning, he was at the gym before work for an hour. He drank only protein shakes for breakfast and lunch. He did crunches at lunchtime in the company gym. He’d even had a secret procedure or two to enhance his gym-toned body.

      When he thought about it, maybe it was really a lot of work.

      And everyone around him was always jealous of him. He could see it in the way they looked at him. He was better than them, and they all knew it. So maybe it separated him a bit from the crowd. Maybe he was just a little lonely, sometimes. But he had the life—and whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted them. What more could he want?

      He found a seat at an Everyday Grind and watched the people go by out on the street. Somehow today, in this strange new body, he felt more connected to the ebb and flow of life all around him. It seemed to include him, not exclude him. Instead of the jealous sneers and whispers he was used to in his own body, Colin’s body and demeanor seemed to elicit smiles, real smiles, from many of the people coming into the store.

      He even broke down and ordered himself a frapp.... God, he hadn’t had one of those in years. He nursed it like a tequila as he took in the scene.

      The folks who came into the café were so much more varied than the gay bar crowd—tall and short, exceptionally thin to grossly overweight. Black, brown, white, and yellow—so much variety. And of course, men and women. Not just fag hags but mothers and sisters and lawyers and nurses and policewomen.

      For an hour or so, he forgot about his new bearhood—and just lost himself in the flow.

      “Anyone sitting here?” a male voice said, and he looked up into the go-go boy’s eyes from last night. They were like liquid gold—hazel, he supposed—and huge. Like anime.

      “No, go ahead—you can have the chair. I’m not using it.” The man had a Starbucks apron on—one of the baristas, apparently. And those eyes....

      “I’m sorry.” He looked a little taken aback. “I just finished my shift. I was hoping to sit here with you. I’ve been watching you.”

      Dex blushed. “I know, I know, I’m not the prettiest thing in the room. Look, I’m really not myself today....”

      The man shook his head. “No, that’s not what I meant. I just... you looked a little lost.” He extended his hand. “I’m Simon.”

      Dex laughed, embarrassed. “Dennis,” he said, taking the man’s hand in his. It was warm.

      “Can I be honest with you?”

      Dex nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “I think it’s great that you’re not a gym bunny, that you’re down to earth.” He shook his head. “You don’t find that often in the scene here.” Simon gave him the look.

      God, he knew that look. He had used it himself for years.

      He took a deep breath, and then followed Simon out of the bar and up the street to his place, a small apartment in a low-rent building. About what he’d figured the man could afford.

      They climbed into Simon’s bed together, Dex’s thick belly pressed against his lithe one, their bodies intertwining, the man’s mouth hot on Dex’s neck.

      He made love like a bear. He thought about his hairy, heavy body and what had been done to him, and suddenly the shame at what he had become turned into something else, channeled into a passion for this man who wanted him even like this. Or maybe because he was like this.

      For the first time all day, he embraced who he was, not who he thought he ought to be.

      He sought Simon’s mouth with his own, hungrily, eager to explore his new form, this unfamiliar body, so different from the gym-toned muscles he was used to.

      But it was more than simple lust. He saw those eyes again, and this time they were filled with compassion. With something close to love.

      They climbed and climbed together on a wave of ecstasy- excitement-love, gasping aloud at the intensity of it.

      When he found his release, it was the most intense orgasm he’d experienced in months, if not years.

      He lay there next to Simon for a long time afterward, without moving, wondering what this all meant. Why was it so different? Same guy... but different Dex. He’d spent far less time worrying about his own body—Was it perfect? Should he have spent ten more minutes at the gym that morning?—and far more time being in the moment with Simon.

      When they parted, Simon hugged him affectionately, kissing him on the forehead. “See you again sometime?”

      Dex could only nod.

      For the first time in years, he began to wonder what a life shared with another man might be like.
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        * * *

      

      Dex returned to Colin’s house and gathered a few things. After a moment’s thought, he left Alvin a note: Had to go out for a bit. Late dinner when I get back? Alvin had been so nice to him, and he didn’t want to screw up Colin’s life any more than he needed to.

      Eventually he made his way back to Faces.

      He waited for David in an alley behind the bar, hidden away from the street where no one would see him. He didn’t want to take a chance on being turned away at the door, and as much as it galled him to admit it, his ex was now much hotter than he was.

      Especially in his “disguise.” God, he must look like Mama Cass in this get-up—head scarf, big dark sunglasses, heavy wool coat, and a pair of black Doc Martens.

      He peered out from the alleyway and was spied by a couple of queens who started at the sight of him and hurried away.

      “David, where are you?” he hissed, and sent his ex a quick text.

      On my way! came the reply.

      What if he was stuck like this? What if he had somehow offended the gay gods—Dance, Fashion and Style? Well, if not, he was certainly offending them now.

      Finally he saw David walking down the street toward the bar. “David, over here,” he called. David looked good—tall, slender, his gorgeous eyes dancing with laughter at the sight of him.

      “I know, I don’t look so hot.”

      “It’s not that. What are you wearing?”

      “You said I should wear a disguise.”

      David laughed out loud. “You look like an out-of-work silver-screen film goddess—twenty years past her prime.”

      “It’s all I could find at... at Colin’s house,” Dex hissed. “It’s not like I could go out shopping.”

      “Well, give me your scarf, glasses, and coat. You can’t go in there like that.”

      Dex complied, and David stuffed them behind a trash can. “Come on. You remember what we planned?”

      Dex nodded. “I’m going to chat my old self up at the bar. That is if I—if he shows up....”

      “You always end up here eventually, Dex. You’ll—he’ll come.”

      “And if he really is the old me, I’ll ask him what the hell he did to me.”

      “That’s about it.” David grinned.

      They reached the bouncer, who smiled, actually smiled, at Dex as he waved them through.

      David sat at one end of the bar for moral support while Dex waited near the middle, nursing a beer. An hour passed, then two, and he was almost ready to call it quits when he felt a hush come across the bar.

      In strode a beautiful man.

      It was strange, terribly strange, to see himself from outside. But it was stranger still to see the reactions his old self engendered. People cleared out of his way, but behind the casual lust in their faces was something else. A mixture of jealousy and disgust.

      And the unmistakable arrogance on his old face was shocking. Why had no one ever told him that?

      This other Dex reached the bar next to him, grunted something at the bartender, and turned away, missing the look of anger that crossed the bartender’s face. But Dex saw it.

      Be tactful. “Buy you a beer?” he asked, keeping his voice carefully neutral.

      “Sorry, dude, got one.”

      “I’ve seen you in here before...,” he tried again.

      “Not interested. Fuck off.” His words almost dripped with venom.

      He pushed away from Dex, moving toward the go-go boy on the bar. And then it hit Dex. This wasn’t just another night. This was the night. Last night. And this time he was cast in the role of the bear at the bar. God, he’d been such an ass.

      With a growing sense of déjà vu and inevitability, he followed old Dex out onto the dance floor. He tapped himself on the shoulder, and old Dex turned to face him.

      “Look, I just want to talk,” Dex told his old self.

      “I thought I told you to fuck off.”

      “You shouldn’t treat people like that,” he said, and thought he saw a twinkle in old Dex’s eye. He wasn’t the only actor in this little drama. “You never know who you’re messing with.” God, he sure hadn’t known.

      His old self put his mouth to Dex’s ear and whispered, “It was fun being you.”

      “Colin?” he whispered, seeing now what had happened. It really was Freaky Friday.

      He grinned and grabbed Dex’s arm, and Dex felt an electric shock go through him. That was the last thing he remembered before he fell to the floor, unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      Dex woke up. The morning light was filtering through his bedroom window. His bedroom window.

      His hands went to his face. And it really was his face, the one he had grown accustomed to over the years.

      He grabbed his phone—right there on the nightstand, where it was supposed to be. It said Friday.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, he turned on his side, and there was David. All glorious six feet two of him. Simon the go-go boy had opened Dex’s eyes the day before, but he was no David.

      David’s eyes flickered open, and he grinned a lazy smile.

      Dex brought his hand up, and together they inscribed a heart in the air.

      “Guess you owe the bear at the bar a thanks, huh?” David said with a grin, his eyes alight.

      “I’ll thank him later,” he said. It was time for Dex to see if he could be happy making someone else happy. Judging by the way he felt right now, the answer was yes.

      Things were going to change. He was going to change. He could feel it.

      He kissed David’s lips, and they made love like bears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BETWEEN THE LINES

          

        

      

    

    
      It began with a medallion.

      Brad stared at it through the old, fogged glass, forgetting that he was in a hurry to get back to the Capitol Annex.

      The piece was a simple wooden disk, hand carved with the shapes of leaves and forest boughs and polished by centuries of use, giving it a patina of great age. It sat upon a small green velvet pillow—the kind jewelers sometimes use, rather unsuccessfully, to enhance a plain necklace of false pearls. The kind you might expect to find on your grandmother’s settee, in a slightly larger size, embroidered with "Home Sweet Home."

      Yet there was something compulsive about it—something hidden in the dark crevices of the carving, filled with the dust of ages-that drew his gaze to it and wouldn't let go.

      At least that’s what Brad would recall, years later, when he thought back on the first time he saw it: the moment when the lines of his mundane life snarled, snapped, and ultimately recombined into something quite different.

      Of course, he didn’t know any of this at the time.

      Brad had discovered the little curio store in the heart of downtown Sacramento quite by accident on his lunch hour, shortly after finishing a meal that included something called "candied bacon," which he was pretty sure was neither. It had left a wretched taste in his mouth.

      His six-year anniversary with Alex was the next day, and something about the place—a little boutique store with a faded sign that read "Murdock’s Hardware and Fine Things," on a nondescript block of K Street—caught his eye.

      Brad had almost missed it. In fact he was sure he had missed it many times before, on this busy Sacramento street that he walked four times a day, every day of the workweek. Funny how sometimes you know a place so well that you no longer really see it.

      Crossing the threshold into the little shop, he'd felt strangely excited. Well, not quite excited. Entranced, maybe. Enticed by a strange smell inside—sandalwood or cedar?

      Long rows of fading pegboard were full of tarnished metal hooks holding dusty little packets, some of them so covered in grime that it was impossible to tell what they held. Brad refrained from touching any of them, a little disgusted by the dust and general uncleanliness of the store. He liked things neat and tidy, everything in its place.

      An old fluorescent light fixture lit the cramped space. It had a short—one bulb flickering with an annoying buzz, the other shining a steady, reassuring glow. There was no one else about, not even the owner. "Hello?"

      From somewhere in the back of the shop, music drifted through the air, a little scratchy as if it were from a record player… an old song. "Moon River"? His grandmother would have known.

      He wandered down one of the aisles, drawn by something he couldn't define. Some combination of the music, the incense, and strange a sense that there was something old and subtle at work here. The place was a window into the past, just a block away from the bustle of his office and the twenty-first century.

      The lighted case sat at the back of the store, illuminated from inside, pushing back the gloom. It was filled with bits of junk: plastic lighters with pictures of World War II girls in bikinis, three decks of playing cards (the old style with the flowing red patterns intersecting like antique lace on the back), striped candy sticks in red and green and orange, their plastic wrappers yellowed with age. Salt and pepper shakers shaped like penguins with red-and-green scarves, an ancient little black typewriter, and a stack of old pens from various motels and gas stations.

      Then he saw the medallion.

      "Can I help you?"

      Brad looked up, startled, to find the proprietor staring at him from behind the counter. She was a woman one might charitably call old, one of her gnarled hands resting on the edge of the case and another on a black wooden cane with a raven carved into the handle.

      Brad had a hard time remembering seeing anyone who looked quite so ancient. Her gray hair was tucked into a bun, but several locks eluded her control, hanging down her neck in long listless strands. Her face was nothing but wrinkles and her nose was crooked. In a strange way, she was beautiful: a portrait of age personified.

      She looked Brad up and down, taking in his smartly tailored Italian suit, his sharp red tie, and his neatly manicured appearance. She likely saw many people just like him come through her shop, this close to the Capitol building.

      He must have looked confused, because she asked him once again, "Can I help you?" in a voice much stronger and clearer than he would have expected. She had an accent. Irish, maybe? Or Scottish?

      There was something kind yet threatening in her clear blue eyes. The wrinkles around them gave her a sweet old-womanly aspect, but her gaze was cold and hard. The kind of person you didn’t cross lightly. Despite her obvious cataracts, he had the feeling she saw him as clearly as he could see her.

      "I saw the sign…." he managed.

      She chuckled. "That old thing? Me father hung that shingle out when he first opened the store… must be seventy, eighty years ago now." She grasped one hand over the other on her cane, a small smile crossing her features. "Needs a good new coat of paint, it does."

      He smiled back. "Got me in here." He looked back down at the medallion. "I was looking for a gift. Something for… my boyfriend. Anniversary, you know."

      "Let’s see," the proprietress answered, searching the case. "I’ve got something here you might like." She set down her cane and bent over the back of the glass case, working the wooden door open.

      Brad watched, a bit alarmed that she might lose her balance, wondering what he should do if she fell. Call 911? Yell for help?

      "Ah, here it is." She stood up, rearranging her old woolen shawl with one hand and holding out her prize with the other. "Real old-fashioned pocket watch."

      It was gold trimmed in silver, engraved with a beautiful pattern of vines and leaves, and hung on a short silver chain. It was beautiful.

      "Mmmm…." He admired the watch but was still strangely drawn to the wooden medallion. "It’s quite nice, but he has a watch. Rolex, actually." He'd bought it for Alex the year before, although he hardly ever wore it. It sat in his sock drawer gathering dust. Brad sighed.

      The woman didn't look impressed. "Good price on this one. Bit of a story. You see, back in the Second World War⁠—"

      "Actually—" Brad sneaked a peek at his own watch. His lunchtime was quickly drawing to a close. "—I had my eye on something else. That medallion in the front." He pointed at the little wooden disk with the leaves and branches, sitting forlornly on its green velvet pillow. Alex loved all things old and Celtic.

      She frowned. "That’s an ancient piece. It’s from the old country. Are you sure that’s what you want?" Her hand whipped out, quick as a snake, and grasped his arm.

      As she stared him in the face, Brad felt something electric pass between them.

      She nodded. "Yes, I think you’re right. That’s the one for you, yes indeed." She let go, and he stumbled back a step.

      That was odd. Whatever had possessed him to come into this dirty little shop, anyhow? He’d have been much better off going to Nordstrom.

      She turned away to get a bag and some tissue to wrap up his purchase.

      Brad took the opportunity to back slowly away from the case, ready to leave this strange little place with its flickering light bulb, strange smells, and bits of old bric-à-brac. He really should be getting back to the senator’s office. Or, as he called his boss, Her—capital intended. It suited her pretentious nature.

      Before he could override his good manners and make a clean break, she turned back to him and smiled again. This time, a distinct chill ran down his back. What the hell?

      She took the medallion from the case and slipped it into a small black velvet pouch. She said something softly to herself that he didn’t quite catch.

      "What was that?" His skin was crawling, but it would be rude to just turn and run. Wouldn't it?

      "I said, ‘I hope he likes it.’" She flashed a smile at him, and her teeth were yellow and uneven.

      Brad nodded. "There’s just something about it. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled." He hoped so. They’d been through a rough patch lately, with their different hours and incomes. He was always offering to pay for things—he could afford it—but Alex hated it.

      So they’d come up with the idea of "equitable, not equal"—they each paid for what they could afford, not fifty percent of everything. Otherwise, they’d be eating burgers and fries every meal out, and Brad missed the good life.

      She pulled the drawstrings tight on the pouch, wrapped it in tissue, and slipped it in a bright yellow plastic sack. "Here you go."

      "How much do I owe you?" He took his wallet from out of his pocket and pulled out his American Express.

      She pushed his hand away. "Nothing. It’s my gift. It’s been gathering dust around here for years, waiting for the right person." She gave him her gap-toothed smile again.

      He shivered. "Are you sure?"

      She nodded. "It belongs with the two of you. Tell him happy anniversary from an old woman from the Isles."

      "Well… thank you. That’s very kind." He turned away, and then, feeling awkward about the gift, thought better of it. "Are you sure?"

      But the shop was empty again—she must have already disappeared into the back. He could hear her whistling along with the record player.

      He shook his head. What a strange little place.

      The words of the song followed him out the door, carried on the warm spring breeze like the promise of treasure at the end of a rainbow.
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        * * *

      

      Sam Fuller juggled the coffee cup holder in one hand while he shoved his wallet into his back pocket. He hated having to wear these cheap black dress slacks and his starched white shirt and tie for the senator's office. Give me a pair of well-worn jeans and a flannel shirt any day.

      And yet the clothes went with the job, and it was this job that had gotten him far away from Tucson, and Jameson.

      A guy seated on wide bench near the door whistled at him. Sam blushed. He still wasn't used to the openness of gay culture in Lavender Heights.

      These runs to the Everyday Grind coffee shop were part of his job too. There were at least three Starbucks closer to the Capitol, but if the boss wanted his two-pump, sugar-free, nonfat soy, decaf vanilla latte—extra hot, of course—from the EG, that was what he’d get. As the intern to the chief of staff, it was Sam’s job to keep Brad Weston happy, so that Brad could keep Senator Wakeman happy.

      Not that he minded. He’d been there now almost four months, and the warm Sacramento weather was not all that different from Tucson’s spring, when it came right down to it. But the vibe sure was. Tucson was a college town, a liberal city in deep red Arizona.

      Sacramento was a political one, and that made all the difference. During the weekdays, politics was the lifeblood of the capital city, but half the town shut down on Friday night for the weekend.

      Irony of ironies, he’d left red-state Arizona for the much more liberal state of California. Now he was here, working for a Republican senator.

      He backed out of the door, smiling at the balding bear of a man who held it open for him.

      "Thanks." Sure, the guy was older and maybe not his type, but his mother had instilled some common decency in him.

      The bear flashed him a grin. "Any time, handsome."

      Sam blushed again. You gotta learn to be a gentleman, Sam was one of his mother's favorite sayings, but here it might get him in trouble.

      Sam glanced at his watch. It was almost one thirty. He’d have to hightail it back to the office to make it in time for the meeting. He hadn’t counted on such a long line for coffee.

      He hurried down L Street, marveling at how fast Sacramento had become home. Not that he didn’t miss his hometown, but it was good to have made a fresh start here, after his painful breakup. If he never saw Jameson again, it would be too soon.

      He reached the Capitol building after a brisk ten-minute walk and breezed through security. He bounded up the stairs and into the senator’s offices with a minute to spare, depositing his boss’s coffee on his desk. Brad was on the phone but waved absently in thanks.

      Sam dropped off the other two coffees with Toby and Jacqui and sat back down at his desk to gather his notes for the meeting.

      He ran his free hand through his blond hair—it was about time for a cut. His surfer looks got him a lot of play in the bars, which was kind of ironic since he was from a landlocked state and had never surfed a day in his life. C'est la vie.

      Even so, he ignored the men who regularly approached him at Faces and the Depot, the ones who sent him a drink from the other end of the bar at the Mercantile Saloon. There was someone else he had fallen for.

      Trouble was, the guy had no idea how Sam felt about him, but that was going to change soon. Sam had made himself a vow when he’d finished college and left his cheating ex behind in Tucson.

      Time to start living my life.
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        * * *

      

      Brad's afternoon passed in a rush of donor calls and vote counting, trying to hold the line against the Democratic majority to get some of the GOP’s priorities in this year’s omnibus spending bill. The party was outnumbered in the blue state, but it was Brad's job to do what he could to hold the line.

      Sam, his intern, must have popped in at some point with his latte. Brad hadn’t noticed, but when he wrapped up a call, there it was, sitting on the corner of his desk. He picked it up, wrapping his hands around the paper cup. Still warm. He made a mental note to thank the handsome intern later.

      The senator was out of the office today on some press-the-flesh tour of the Silicon Valley, but that didn’t mean Brad had any less work to do. There were stacks of it on his worktable inbox in one corner of the room—the voluminous text of pending bills, FedEx packages from other legislators' offices, and phone messages waiting to be responded to.

      He had his own private office, if you could call this glorified broom closet with no windows an office. His desk filing drawer was filled with more paper: things that needed his attention later in the month, and bunches of things that crossed his desk for no apparent reason whatsoever. State government still ran on paper, even in this technological era.

      Even so, he took pains to keep his desktop scrupulously clean.

      He was the senator’s chief of staff, an acknowledged rising star in the arcane bureaucracy of the state government. It was a shit job, and the senator shoveled most of it onto him, but in a few more years, he might be able to run for a seat of his own. If his constituents were ready for a gay Republican by then. That was a big if.

      His phone rang—it was Alex. He picked up the call, replying to an e-mail from Senator Haines with his free hand. "Hey, handsome." He added budget numbers up with the other side of his brain. "What’s going on?"

      "I’m on late tonight at work." Alex sounded exasperated. "I picked up an extra shift at 15L—I had to. They were short-staffed. Plus the money's really good."

      "Damn. I was hoping we could make dinner together." Brad glanced at his watch. It was already two thirty. "I have to work a little late, but I had planned to be out of here by seven at the latest. I could come by for a quick dinner at the restaurant with you on your break."

      "Can’t do it, sorry. It's going to be a madhouse. I probably won't eat until after ten, and I know you don't like to go so late." Alex sounded distracted. "Don’t wait up for me. I’ll see you in the morning."

      "Love you⁠—"

      Alex had already gone.

      Things had been like that a lot lately between them—halfhearted conversations and missed connections. Brad hoped to rectify that at their anniversary dinner tomorrow night. He had planned a romantic evening for them to reconnect, complete with a cozy fire, a bottle of champagne, and a chef-prepared dinner at home.

      As Brad set down the phone, he saw the yellow plastic bag from the curio shop sitting on the corner of his desk. He'd all but forgotten about it in the rush of the afternoon's business.

      Something drew his hand to it.

      Brad opened the bag and pulled out the bundle of red tissue paper. He unwrapped it to reveal the black velvet pouch—the sort of bag you might get at the Renaissance Fair when you bought an ocarina, or a handmade silver ring.

      He loosened the drawstrings and spilled the contents out onto the desktop.

      The old wooden medallion’s round shape was a little irregular, as if it had been carved by hand. On one face was engraved a tree, its branches reaching into the sky, matched by roots sunk deep into the earth.

      There was a hand-scribbled note tucked into the pouch: "What lies beneath is seldom seen, but grasp this firmly and truth you’ll glean."

      Brad chuckled. That's a little corny. It was like some kind of Celtic fortune cookie, complete with a nonsense rhyme.

      He picked up the medallion to see what was on the other side. It settled into his palm, and the world shifted.

      Flashes of light punctuated the darkness all around, as the branches of an ancient oak were lashed about by the wind and pouring rain. The scent of ozone was heavy in the air, and the hairs stood up on his forearms. Earthy soil was piled deep and rich around the trunk, the majestic tree’s roots drinking deeply from the blood of the earth…
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