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Prologue

AUGUST

 

He’s hungry. He eyes the full moon above him through a caul of bloodred. The moon shines as brightly as the sun, warming and energizing him, heightening his senses. He “sees” with all of them, but smell predominates. Before him, the streets of Seattle’s Capitol Hill neighborhood stand out in sharp detail, silvery and shimmering from the moon’s light, making it easy to track potential prey. And in the air, everywhere, are scents—beer, cigarette smoke, the pale fishy tang of Elliot Bay to the west, car exhaust. But underlying all this is sheer bliss. He lifts his snout to savor it: the aroma of human flesh…and blood. Blood pulsing in the bodies of hundreds of carousers out for a Friday night revel, coursing in and out of bars, heedless and unwary, celebrating the beginning of the weekend.

Their heat, movement, voices, and—most of all—scents give him a paradoxically hungry and deliciously tingling feeling of anticipation deep in the pit of his gut.

His leathery black nose quivers, pulling the scent inside, where he can savor it. His pale gray-furred ears point up to the moon, alert, alert for the sound of a man alone, one that’s ripe. He wants to howl but knows such a display will draw attention to him as he sits, panting, in an alley behind a Vietnamese restaurant shuttered for the night. Already a pair of men clad in jeans and tight T-shirts have wandered by and peered into the shadows the alley provides, wondering.

“Jesus!” one of them says. “Would you look at that? What is that? Some kind of dog? It’s huge!”

His friend leans over, farther into the alley, far enough for the creature to catch the scent of the man’s sweat underlying the cologne with which he polluted himself. The sweat makes his mouth water, his stomach growl, and makes him eager to pounce…. But he knows he must be patient. The night affords plenty of time to hunt.

Reward must always be balanced by careful calculation of risk.

“Yeah, dude. I think it’s a German shepherd…or a husky. Somethin’ like that. Come on, let’s get to the Cuff.”

“I thought we were going to Neighbours.”

“The Cuff has hotter guys.”

The men hurry off, unaware of how appetizing they are, how close they edged to their own demise.

He licks his chops and stares up at the moon as a cloud passes over, partially obscuring its radiance.

He has time to wait. Time to let the scents, sounds, and sights of the lively August night ramp up his hunger, his need, making the resulting feast all that much more succulent. There are practical reasons, too, for his patience. “In the Wee Small Hours” (as the song goes), there will be fewer witnesses to his impromptu alfresco supper of flesh and blood. The few people out—his prey—are more likely to be intoxicated and careless of heading down an alley just like the one in which he now crouches, waiting, every sense on alert.

Intoxicated…

Before dawn creeps up over the Cascade Mountains, he knows he’ll be intoxicated. That, and utterly satisfied. He circles a few times and lies down beside a dumpster.

*

He’s dozed off. When he awakens, the air is cooler and the night quieter. The sounds of traffic, laughter, and voices have diminished to almost nothing. The rush of wind ruffles his fur as he gets to all fours, raising his snout to test the air.

Yes. There are humans close by. Two. He smells their perspiration and, beneath that, their blood. Their warmth rides to him like a delicious current on the night breeze. He stands quietly, heart rate quickening, muscles tensing, tracking them. They are just outside the alley in which he waits and are making noises, not talking. But there are definite sounds. He moves forward, silent on black paws, to the alley’s mouth. In a darkened doorway, he hears the sound of human mating—grunts, groans, and sighs. He sniffs, calculating. There are two men, one of them older, not as healthy, and one young, vigorous.

Boldly he trots out of the alley and crosses the street to watch from between two parked cars. The men don’t even notice; they are so absorbed in what they’re doing, and he’s so full of stealth that he might as well be a ghost gliding through the night.

The pair occupies the doorway of a storefront, cloaked in shadow. Human eyes, passing by, would not even register their existence. But he can see them. The younger one, the one for whom he is already licking his chops, stands before the older one, jeans pushed down to his knees. His shirt is pulled up over his shoulders and behind his neck, exposing exquisite musculature and a constellation of inked skin. Throwing his head back, the young man whispers rapidly how “fuckin’ good” it all feels, while the older man kneels in front of him, his head bobbing up and down at his crotch.

The act takes fewer than ten minutes. The scent of sweat and semen hangs in the air. The older man rises, looks around, stuffs himself back inside his pants, and zips. He glances around again, although the creature can’t imagine why—there’s no one else to witness anything—and takes out his wallet. He digs in it, pulls out a few bills, and hands them to the younger man, the one with the shaved head, the bulging muscles, and the tattoos. The younger man snatches the money away and smiles. “Thanks.” He stuffs the money into his jeans pocket.

The older man begins to walk away, and the younger one grabs his arm. “No kiss goodbye?”

They both laugh. The older man pecks the younger on his mouth. At the same time, the younger man pulls him closer as if to embrace him and reaches back, smoothly pulling the wallet from the older man’s pants. The other man, unaware, hurries off into the night toward downtown.

“Muscles” counts the money, chuckling, then rifles through the wallet.

He hears the young man whisper, “What story will you make up for wifey about how you lost your wallet?” He throws back his head and laughs out loud at the thought. He pulls the remaining cash from the wallet, extracts a couple of credit cards, and tosses the wallet to the ground.

The creature takes him in with all his senses. He’s perfect.

He tracks his prey through the streets, uphill. He begins to question whether luck will be on his side when the man ducks into an alley. He follows, amused that, after all these blocks, the man has never once noticed him so close behind. The beast stares as his prey pulls out his dick and sprays a bright yellow stream on the brick wall before him. The scent of piss drifts over, ammonia-like, but it’s part of the man’s essence and his heat. Mixed in with the smell of it is also the scent of his semen, left over from his prior business transaction.

Drool runs from the creature’s mouth. He can wait no longer. He pounces, and without a howl, without a growl, without even a bark, he is upon him.

Tearing.

The man doesn’t even have time to scream.


Chapter One

Music from his clock radio woke Thad Matthews at 6:00 a.m. The song, “Smokestack Lightning,” yanked him from a heavy, dream-laden sleep. Its energy forced his eyes open wider, caused synapses, eight hours dormant, to tingle, and made him want to move. Nonetheless, he slapped at the snooze button, silencing the bluesy wail, rolled over, and then pulled the comforter over his head. He was glad he had tuned his clock radio to KPLU, Seattle’s only all-blues all-the-time station, but he desperately wanted to recapture just a few more minutes of his dream, in which he’d found himself on the moors of England. All he could recall was that the moors themselves were appropriately fog shrouded and lit with a silvery luminance from above. Someone waited for him in the shadows and fog. And he couldn’t, for the life of him, know for certain if that someone meant to do him harm or meant to just do him.

He’d been having a lot of sexual dreams lately.

As much as he wanted to unravel the mystery of the dream—and to perhaps savor the vague sexual vibrations he was getting from it—sleep eluded him. He found thoughts of the day crowding in, preventing even the most remote possibility of a recurrence of slumber.

Thad sat up in the four-poster, rubbing his eyes like a little boy, and wondered why he bothered setting an alarm. He had no job to go to, no pressing engagements, no muse to answer to—hell, he didn’t even have an appointment for an oil change.

This day, like all his others, stretched out before him completely unmarred with obligations other than the requirements life imposed upon him, such as eating and going to the bathroom, which the erection poking up under his sheets compelled him to take care of. He called this morning wood a pee-on, because once he had put that particular need to rest, it most often subsided.

After stumbling to the adjoining bathroom and letting go with a flow that caused a mighty sigh of relief to issue forth from him, he thought once again that maybe today should be the day he looked harder into getting himself some employment—anything to put him into contact with other people and to fill his waking hours. Lord knew he filled out enough applications and answered enough Help Wanted ads on Craigslist to keep the officials down at unemployment sending him checks. But all his efforts, dishearteningly, were ignored.

It had been nearly four months since he had been laid off at Perk, the national chain of coffee shops headquartered in suburban Shoreline. Thad had been there for six years, in the marketing department, spending his days writing clever sayings for paper coffee cups and point-of-purchase signs for the stores. It was a tough job, but someone had to do it. And writing phrases like “Plan on Being Spontaneous” paid the bills, even if it didn’t provide much creative or intellectual challenge. It helped sell coffee, and Thad never kidded himself: that’s why he was employed there.

Except now they didn’t need him anymore. Who would write the signs for their special Iced Coffee blend?

He gazed down at the bubbling golden froth in the toilet and flushed it away, along with his thoughts about his former job. He turned and rinsed his hands under the sink, then splashed cold water on his face. Standing up straight, he stared at his reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror.

“You’re too young for a life of leisure,” he said to his reflection, rubbing his hands through his short, coarse red hair, which stuck up in a multitude of directions. People paid good money for products that would make their hair look as fetchingly disheveled as Thad’s did right now. He peered closer at himself, taking inventory of his pale skin, his gray eyes, and the constellation of freckles that spanned his nose and the tops of his cheeks. He flexed, thinking he was looking a little flabby around the middle.

“Workout day. I’ll head over to the gym today. I need it.” He sucked in his gut and let it out again, thinking it was empty and needed refilling. A Pagliacci delivery pizza only went so far. His slumber and active dream life, he supposed, had all but digested the pie.

Thad moved to the bedroom and began tossing pillows on the floor to make up his bed. He wasn’t sure why he bothered with this either, since it was unlikely anyone would see the military-neat bed except for him, when he would approach it once more this evening just to mess it all up again. But it was important to Thad to have a routine. Otherwise his days would blend into one meaningless chunk of time, formless, without definition or purpose.

It was becoming increasingly hard enough to distinguish Tuesday from Thursday—or Sunday, for that matter.

Back when he was putting in forty-plus hours a week, he envied the increasing number of friends and acquaintances who had gotten laid off during the economic downturn. The money they made on unemployment seemed like enough—at least for him and his modest lifestyle in his Green Lake studio apartment—and the freedom they had seemed worth the cut in pay.

But now he wasn’t so sure. The uncertainty of what would happen if he still wasn’t working when the unemployment checks dwindled down to zero hung over him like a vague threat. And the freedom wasn’t really so great, when that same threat prevented him from spending much money, lest he should need it down the road for luxuries like food and a roof over his head.

Worst of all was what the job loss had done to his self-esteem. Thad needed some meaning in his life, a purpose. That much had been instilled in him since he was a little boy, back in Chicago growing up in the working class neighborhood of Bridgeport, where his father was a cop and his mother waited tables at a Lithuanian restaurant.

He pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants, padded out to the office area of his apartment, and plopped down in front of his laptop. He planned to check out the classifieds on Craigslist, then Monster, then CareerBuilder. When he was first laid off, he looked only at writing and editing jobs but had lately broadened his search to include, well, just about everything. Thad realized he would work retail, man a customer service phone line, groom dogs, or wait tables, as long as he had a job.

Yet the rest of the world hadn’t gotten wind of his eagerness to accept any kind of employment. Or if they had, they weren’t saying.

Before he went through the often-depressing ritual of cyber pavement pounding, he would check out what had happened in the world since he had stumbled in last night from an evening of self-consolation and vodka on Capitol Hill. He hit the little orange-and-blue Firefox icon on the dock at the bottom of his screen to bring up the day’s online news…

And was jolted right out of whatever sluggishness he was feeling. He stared at the lead article for that day’s Seattle Post-Intelligencer. A chill coursed through him, and he slowly shook his head as he read the details of that morning’s top story, titled “Brutal Slaying in Capitol Hill.” The article described how an as-yet-unidentified young man had been killed in an alley in the Seattle neighborhood known for its heavy concentration of gay bars and clubs. Thad had to stop reading for a moment to close his eyes because the gruesome details were simply too much to bear. His stomach churned. The man had not just been killed but had been literally ripped apart. Very little blood was found at the scene. And forensics had already determined that there was no trace of metal found on the victim’s flesh, which meant that the deed had to have been done with something other than a knife. The worst detail of all was the fact that the remains bore definite signs that much of the man’s flesh had been eaten. Authorities are keeping details to themselves regarding who—or what—the perpetrator could have been. The story closed with the usual cautions about what to do—don’t travel alone, avoid strangers and unlit places—when something so unsettling and violent occurs.

Thad exited Firefox sooner than he had planned and stared out the window. His heart thumped in his chest. Bile splashed at the back of his throat and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He had been in Capitol Hill the night before, having a dirty martini or three at Neighbours, one of the gay ghetto’s most popular hangouts. He wondered if, as he had made his way back to the bus stop, he had passed the killer or killers. If perhaps the killer or killers had eyed him, wondering if he would suffice for their demented purposes. He could see himself through their eyes, being watched from the shadows of a vestibule or an alley as he made his way back to the bus stop on Broadway. He wondered if he looked appetizing. He had been told on more than one occasion that he was “tasty” and “delicious,” but those doing the describing were not thinking of him as dinner—at least not in the conventional sense. He wondered if perhaps the only thing that had saved him was the coincidental passing of a boisterous group from the University of Washington, coming up alongside him just as the fiend in the dark was ready to pounce. He shivered. For once, rejection was a comforting thought.

Rejection, under these circumstances, was the new “getting lucky.”

Still, some poor soul had not been as lucky as he had, and today forensics was probably busy trying to figure out just who this unfortunate soul was. From what Thad had read, it didn’t sound like they had much to go on. Dental records, maybe? What kind of animal would not only kill a fellow human being but also eat his flesh and drink his blood? Was this a human being at all? Thad had heard of bears occasionally making their misguided ways down from the mountains and into Seattle, but they usually got no farther than suburban parks and backyards. And the “bears” that routinely cruised the Capitol Hill neighborhood were of a much more cuddly variety.

Surely, though, an animal couldn’t have been roaming around busy Capitol Hill on Friday night. The neighborhood, on weekend nights, was a blur of barhoppers and partiers, its hilly streets filled with people and cars jockeying for position. Loud and well lit, it was the kind of neighborhood that would scare the shit out of an animal, at least an animal with normal fears and inclinations. This had to be the work of a person, or people, right? And whoever was behind such a thing had to be majorly warped. Thad had a quick vision of pale-gray eyes and enormous canine teeth until he banished the imagery to the back of his brain, grateful for another kind of canine distraction.

That distraction had just sidled up beside Thad, her arrival signaled by a clicking of toenails on hardwood. Thad glanced down at his gray-and-white Chihuahua, Edith, staring up at him with her dark eyes. Her tongue stuck out one side of her mouth, giving her a both comical and wizened appearance. The dog was about a hundred years old, and Thad thought, for better or worse, she was his very best friend in the world. Edith got up on her hind legs to paw at Thad’s lap, indicating to him that he was not the only creature in the house that had to pee first thing in the morning.

Thad got up and, with Edith following impatiently behind, slid into flip-flops and grabbed her leash. “C’mon, sweetheart, let’s take a little walk down to the lake, and then we’ll see about getting us both some breakfast.”

*

Saturday passed much as Monday had, and Tuesday, and Wednesday, and so on. In other words, Thad cleaned his studio apartment that didn’t need cleaning; updated his Facebook status five times and his Twitter status three—stealing quotes from Lily Tomlin and Kathy Griffin to make himself sound more witty than he was; searched on Facebook for several hours for old friends, relatives, classmates, and boyfriends; made tuna salad for lunch—half the can of Chicken of the Sea went to Edith, who seduced him out of it with her eyes—and streamed three episodes of True Blood on his laptop.

By six o’clock Thad was staring out the window and thinking about counting his freckles, just for something to do. Perhaps he could shave the hair between his eyebrows? Do another online crossword? Google himself again?

“I gotta get out of here, money or no money.” He glanced down at Edith, who was lying at the opposite end of the couch. She looked up at him as if she understood and then glanced over at the door.

“That’s right, sweetheart. Daddy needs to get out…at least for a little dinner.” Thad had just gotten a flyer in the mail the day before, describing a new place that had opened on Green Lake Way called the Blue Moon Café. He had gone by it several times during his runs around the lake and watched as the restaurant had slowly come together: one day kitchen equipment was delivered, another it was dark-cherry tables and chairs, still another a shipment of beer and wine. Yet he had no idea, really, what kind of cuisine they’d serve.

But one thing Thad had loved about the Green Lake neighborhood when he moved in was its abundance of stores, restaurants, pubs, and cafés within walking distance. Thad had never owned a car and didn’t want one. So he liked to support the businesses there, even though many of them were more geared toward families and couples than the livelier—and gayer—Capitol Hill neighborhood, ten or fifteen minutes away depending on traffic.

After serving Edith her dinner of Thad’s own special blend of brown rice, chicken, and peas and carrots, Thad hit the shower. He took a long time under the hot spray, washing and conditioning his hair, soaping every orifice, and shaving the hair on his balls and adjacent to his penis, revealing his manhood in its most flattering light. Even in Green Lake and even on an outing for a quiet meal, one never knew whom one would meet. Besides, Thad had all the time in the world.

Don’t remind me, he thought, sliding his head under the shower to rinse the conditioner from his ginger hair.

He dressed in a pair of black jeans, combat boots, and a vintage Cockney Rejects T-shirt he’d found a couple of weeks ago at Value Village. He worked a dollop of hair wax through his hair, making it stand on end fetchingly and giving him that just-out-of-bed look. Although he hadn’t made it to the gym that day, the black made him look thinner and made his shoulders, naturally broad, stand out. The thin cotton fabric also clung alluringly to his pecs.

He thought briefly that he should head to Capitol Hill instead, or even the University District just east of him, but Thad was the kind of guy who, once he had made a plan, stuck to it.

He took Edith out for a quick bathroom break, kissed the top of her head, and set off for the Blue Moon Café. His step was light, and he’d set his status on Facebook to “optimistic.”

Who knew what the night would bring?


Chapter Two

From the moment Thad stepped through the front door of the Blue Moon Café, the décor cleared up any mystery about what kind of food they served. The little café, with its mahogany bar along one wall, its grouping of maybe a dozen tables, and its faux-tin ceiling, could have been straight out of central casting for “Italian joint.” Thad saw the requisite checkered tablecloths, the oil paintings of Italian landmarks like the canals of Venice, the Coliseum, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, and St. Peter’s Square. And yes, each table sported a candle plugged into the opening of an empty green-glass Chianti bottle. A TV sat above the bar, thankfully turned off.

“Buona Sera” by Louis Prima played from the overhead speaker system. Thad was certain the rest of the evening would be peppered with the likes of Dean Martin, Jerry Vale, Rosemary Clooney, and of course, Sinatra. Underneath the music was the usual restaurant orchestra: conversation, laughter, the clink of glassware, and the tinkle of silverware.

The scents of garlic, oregano, basil, and tomatoes perfumed the air. Over a counter at the rear of the restaurant, Thad could see into the kitchen: a wood-burning oven, chefs busy at their stations, the occasional upsurge of flame as one of them poured alcohol into a pan and ignited it by tipping the pan. Thad’s mouth began to water.

He already liked this place.

And he liked it even more when he saw the bartender, who was busy drying wineglasses and reaching up to hang them upside down on a rack above the bar. He was a compact little guy, olive skin and shaved head. His muscles tested the endurance of the black T-shirt he wore, and even from his vantage near the hostess stand, Thad could make out the thick black five o’clock shadow that covered his jaw. He was just the kind of guy Thad fantasized about. One who would take him roughly and be in charge.

Stop it, now! I’m in Green Lake, not Capitol Hill. This guy probably has a wife and two kids at home and would not appreciate I’m imagining how he would look should the seams of that tight T-shirt burst and reveal a defined and hairy chest. He wouldn’t cotton at all to my thoughts of wondering how his asshole would taste, for cryin’ out loud.

Or maybe he would…

Thad grinned and bounced up and down a couple of times on his heels, feeling strangely energized and definitely a little smitten.

Shut up, horndog. Behave yourself.

As if the bartender had heard him, he looked up at Thad standing by the door. Thad realized he was looking at the guy in a way not all that different from the way Edith would eye a filet mignon. He couldn’t quite be sure, but if some telepathy had taken place, the guy was not flattered. He wasn’t smiling. In fact, there was something surly and challenging about the look he gave Thad that caused his buoyant mood to wither.

“Someone will be right with you. Or if you wanna come over to the bar, I can make you somethin’.” His voice was gravelly deep and had a trace of an Italian accent. In spite of the bartender’s obvious lack of interest and perhaps even a touch of homophobia, Thad was, nevertheless, still charmed.

He nodded at the bartender and shifted his gaze to a new object of adoration and lust, heading right toward him. What? Me, fickle? Thad grinned at his own hormones and wondered if they suffered from attention deficit disorder.

But the man making his way across the small space, most likely the proprietor, head chef, whatever, made Thad forget all about the bartender and his stubbly face. This man was even more Thad’s cup of T…and that T stood for testosterone.

Clad in a crisp white shirt and black pants, the man wore an apron sashed around his middle and the most welcoming smile Thad had ever laid eyes on. He was a big bear of a man, not so much in height—Thad estimated him at about five foot ten—but in sheer bulk and mass. He was not fat by any means, but his shoulders were broad, and his arms looked like tree trunks, straining against even the loose white cotton of his shirt. He had rolled up his sleeves, probably to work, but to Thad he had rolled them up to show off the thick coat of coarse black hair that covered his forearms. Curly black hair peeked out from his collar. And his face! There was no mistaking: this guy was from Southern Italy. He had the big nose and full lips and the rich olive complexion. He sported a thick black beard, well trimmed. When his eyes met Thad’s, Thad all but melted into the floor. They were the darkest irises Thad had probably ever seen, so brown they were almost black. The guy’s pupils all but disappeared in them. Thad could think only of dark chocolate. Well, actually he could think of a lot of other things.

He barely had the breath to croak out, “Table for one?”

“Prego!” The man said, nearing him and smiling even more broadly. “Of course. You will follow me, okay?”

Anywhere. Thad walked behind his host and was not too proud to check out how his black pants gripped his high-riding ass. An ass that could probably be used to set a tray of cocktails on, should the need arise.

Thad was all bottom, but he could appreciate a nice culo. He was grateful he knew a little Italian. He hoped to learn a lot more…and soon.

The man led him toward a small two-top in the back of the restaurant and pulled out a chair. Their eyes met, and Thad, a firm believer in the language of the eyes, was completely taken aback when he detected that the interest he felt in this man was mutual. Thad grinned and knew he probably looked as stupid as Edith with her tongue lolling out one side of her little mouth.

He didn’t care.

“Grazie.” Thad sat down. “That’s right, isn’t it? That’s Italian for ‘thank you,’ huh?”

“You are right, sir. But we like our customers to speak English here, okay? Keeps them—and us—out of trouble later on, like when they order something not on the menu but on a woman, by mistake.” He grinned. The man’s velvety voice penetrated Thad and made his nerve endings quiver.

And it gave him a hard-on. He blushed.

“You never been to the Blue Moon before, no?”

“No. You guys just opened, right? I run around the lake a few times a week, and I watched as you got set up.”

“So this is your first time?”

Thad wanted to laugh but instead reined in his stupid, lustful grin just a bit and nodded. “Yes, but I’ve been dying to try what you have to offer.” Jesus! You can call me Blanche Devereaux!

“Will you permit me to, eh, try something a little different with you?”

Thad couldn’t help but smile, and his thoughts shifted to about a hundred “different” things the host would be more than welcome to try with him. The funny thing was, none of them involved food.

“I see by your smile you like my idea.”

Thad nodded. He felt like an idiot. When had his capacity to form words disappeared?

“I just give you a little taste of where I’m from, okay? I came over from Sicily a bit more than a year ago and just moved to Seattle a couple of months ago. But I think you’re gonna love my food. It’s not the typical stuff you get at these Italian restaurants around here. You ain’t gonna find no spaghetti and meatballs here! No sir! I make good Sicilian food, the kind country people eat.” The guy winked at Thad. “The kind that satisfies, you know?”

“Oh, I know.” Thad grinned. He was charmed by this big, overflowing lump of Italian masculinity, his black hair, his warm eyes, the way he made such a game attempt at speaking English.

“So you just sit back, relax, and let Sam take care of you, okay?”

“Okay, Sam.” Their eyes met, and Thad thought, now that he knew his host’s name, he should offer his own. Before Sam could leave the table, Thad stuck out a paw. “Hey, by the way, I’m Thad. I just live a couple blocks over. You treat me right and I’ll be back for more.”

Sam raised one bushy eyebrow. He might not have been an expert English speaker yet, but Thad could tell from the gazes they exchanged that the man was fluent in the language of innuendo.

Sam grasped Thad’s hand warmly and firmly, and the pair shook hands just a beat longer than two straight guys would do it. And two straight males would have never made eye contact the way the two of them did: intense and held for the entire duration of the handshake.

Once again, Thad felt a paradoxically delicious yet uncomfortable tightening in his jeans.

Rosemary Clooney was belting out “Mambo Italiano” when Sam brought over the first course. “We start with something special. In Sicily, this is street food, but I think that here…it’s something, um, a little different?” Sam set a plate before him. “This is arancini di riso con ricott’.” Thad noticed how Sam dropped the last vowel off “ricotta” and wondered if that was part of his dialect. Sam gestured with open hands toward the plate, upon which sat three golden balls of deep fried rice on a bed of fresh basil leaves. “I make these just for you. You tell me how you like, and if you think they’re good, I add them to the menu.”

“What are they, exactly?” Whatever the answer to that question, Thad knew they were going to be spectacular.

“They’re balls I make from rice, filled with ricott’ and spinach. Then we roll in fresh breadcrumbs, parmigiano, and deep fry. Delizioso!”

And they were. As was the rest of the meal…pastina—tiny pasta—simmered in chicken broth with parmesan and roasted butternut squash, flavored with onion and thyme; and then a simple roasted chicken half and new potatoes dressed with olive oil, garlic, and fresh basil, with a side of broccoli; and finally, a simple olive oil cake with marionberries and powdered sugar. “We’re not too big on dessert in Sicily,” Sam explained, “but when I moved here to Washington, I tried the marionberries and fell in love.”

The strong espresso that came with dessert set Thad’s nerve endings to tingling but gave him the staying power to remain at his table until closing. He was a man with a plan. And Sam didn’t seem to mind him whiling away the hours at his little table, stopping by to bring him a grappa, then another, then another, explaining that he made the fermented brandy himself, just like “his papa used to.”

By the end of the evening, Thad was feeling giddy and drunk, and not just because of the grappa. If Sam had not been flirting with him all night, then Thad had the intuition of an armchair.

Finally the parade of Italy’s greatest hits came to a close, to be replaced by softer strains of a Verdi opera, turned low. The restaurant emptied, and the overhead lights came on, casting a brighter glare on the room, yet it still managed to look homespun and comfortable. Thad wondered if this was all some sort of interior designer plan or if it just happened, based on Sam’s memories of his homeland. Thad had the feeling he was being accorded even more special treatment, because the place was officially closed, signaled by the busboy turning the little sign in the window around so that now “Open” faced the restaurant interior.

Where would the night go? Outside, the foot traffic along Green Lake Way had slowed. Certainly, throughout the evening, Sam had made his interest clear with lingering gazes, a firm touch on Thad’s hand or a squeeze of his shoulder as he passed by, and comments like how Sam had a weakness for red hair.

Thad was pretty certain that if he invited Sam home with him, he would accept. But Thad wasn’t sure he wanted to taint the magic of this night by cheapening it into a one-night stand. Wouldn’t it be better to wait for sex, to build the anticipation, to let it happen after they had gotten to know each other better? His hormones and his sentimental side were at continual war throughout the evening, once Thad knew for sure that Sam reciprocated his feelings of nearly overwhelming attraction.

At age twenty-four, Thad wasn’t surprised that his hormones were beating his more romantic side to a pulp.

In the end, Thad knew there was no contest. He just hoped that if Sam followed him home, it would mean the kindling of a flame that would only continue to burn more brightly. He wanted to see him again. Never before had Thad felt himself so powerfully drawn to not only to a guy’s looks, which were smoldering, but to his warmth, kindness, and sense of humor. And the fact that his cooking was on a plane akin to art didn’t hurt either. A man who could satisfy all his appetites wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

Thad began to worry when Sam didn’t join him at his table after a half hour or so had passed. In fact, Sam had vanished into the kitchen, and it was clear that the grappa had been cut off.

Thad, in spite of his youth and bad-little-boy good looks, wrestled with feelings of inadequacy and self-esteem, just like almost everyone else. And when he wanted something as badly as he wanted Sam, the paranoia within him rose in direct proportion to his desire.

So he was greatly relieved, after he watched the bartender exit, locking the door behind him, that Sam finally reemerged from the kitchen with a glass of red wine and stood next to Thad’s table, looking down at him. Or should that be leering down at him? Sam wore a lopsided grin that was almost feral. Thad loved it.
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