
Chapter 7

They drove in Sam's little antique red MG, a gift from Gerald, driven by Gerald who, as Sam 

recognized, was more adept at driving it in town and parallel parking.  They drove with the top off, 

enjoying the September sun and the warmth that those who had been in San Francisco only a few years 

called unusual.  They had learned, anyway, that to enjoy the ride in a convertible car, you had to leave 

the heater at its highest setting.  It made no difference on a hot day, and tempered the inevitable 

variations between shade, sun, and wind.

“Now I know why I don't drive this route,” said Sam, as they came to a stop sign at the crest of 

a steep hill.  Gerald set the hand brake to prevent the car from going backwards as he released the 

clutch and revved the engine.  The rear wheels slid over a bit of dust to inch forward and move the car 

to a level plane.

“I just like the view,” said Gerald, “compared to boring Divisadero.”

“Well, I'm glad you're driving.  With this car, I would take a detour just to avoid the hills.”

Gerald said nothing to that.  He was, after all, the expert in most things of any practicality, and 

driving the MG up and down the hills of San Francisco figured as one of his specialties, which he 

considered an art.  “You know, that taxicab behind us?” he said, “I knew it was there, I knew it was too 

close, but you have to ignore that when you're trying to get the car going.  Otherwise you get nervous 

and stall the engine, or worse, lose control and bump into the car behind you.”

“I know,” said Sam.  “I'm just too emotional for this kind of driving.  Better leave it to you.  Oh! 

Let's go down Lombard Street with all the tourists around!”

Gerald turned the car up another hill to come to the top of Hyde Street from where they could 

reach Lombard Street, “the crookedest street in the world” according to the guidebooks.  A group of 

tourists got off the cable car in front of them, cameras ready to capture the parade of cars descending 

the famous hill.

“I would hate living on this street,” said Sam.  “It would feel like living inside Disneyland, you 

know?  People passing by your place to see if the Chipmunks live there.”

“Or some gay couple,” said Gerald.

“Yeah, and they'd ask us to pose for photos to show their friends they even saw actual, live gay 

people.”

“Kissing.”
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“Good idea,” said Sam.  He grabbed Gerald's neck and pulled himself to kiss him as the car 

slowly zigzagged down the cobblestone street.

“We may have been on someone's picture,” said Gerald, turning right onto another hair-rising 

ascent.

“It will be deleted when they see it, no doubt.  Well, that was fun.  On to the Castro!”

Sam knew all the dog breeds when he saw them gallivanting around Duboce park.  It was a 

point of contention between them, maybe the only one, that they couldn't agree on a particular dog to 

have.  They were all adorable, but Sam wanted one that would be small, soft and cuddly while Gerald 

wanted a gigantic, short haired, hunter kind of a dog.  They considered getting both, but Gerald had 

said something about not being ready to “start a family,” which Sam took as a sign, he wasn't sure why, 

of a fissure in the wall outside the solid citadel of their marriage.  So for now, Sam admired silently the 

many different breeds he saw out there in the park.

Little did he know Gerald was looking the other way at a skinny skateboarder in tight jeans and 

no shirt.  He was young enough to have a negligible amount of hair on his chest, and promised of a 

Gumby-like body that yielded in Gerald's eyes the qualities of a good bottom.  Gerald let a streetcar 

pass instead of speeding in front of it, and the driver behind honked.  He looked in his mirror to 

confirm his impression of the driver, but the mirror in an antique MG being so small, and vibrating 

with the rumble of the engine, he could only judge by the generic Japanese entry-level apple green car. 

Perhaps because it wasn't a gigantic SUV, Gerald chose to take his time and tease the driver a little. 

The apple green car passed them in the intersection as if it were James Bond driving in his Aston 

Martin.

“Look at that,” said Sam.

“Lesbian,” said Gerald, who on a Saturday and in the privacy of his car could allow himself to 

be politically incorrect.

“Now, now,” said Sam.  He had nothing to add, not wanting to lecture Gerald on something a 

lawyer like him already knew, and had argued several times in court, that you just can't deduct from 

someone's look what their driving behavior is going to be.

“Doris Day parking space!” said Sam as they arrived, and parked, in front of Peter's framing 

shop.  While Gerald locked the steering wheel, Sam observed the framed art Peter had put in his 

window.  On the left was an abstract painting that, in Sam's expert view, could have been inspired by 

eroticism, the usual fascination with someone's body perhaps, but it was very good.  Sam wondered 
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how it had ended up in the frame shop, perhaps it was a copy of a more valuable painting?  On the 

right, he could see the silhouette of the painting as if it were a religious icon, under which he wasn't 

sure what the things were...  Clothes?  The painter's things?  So as a kind of diptych, he thought, it 

might tell a story of a painting adored by its painter?  The whole thing was quite good, he thought.

“Look at those,” he said to Gerald.

“What are they?”

“Interesting, uh?”

“Very.  I like the one of the left.  It's almost... I don't know.”

“Erotic?” suggested Sam.

“I guess it is, yeah.  Who's the artist?”

“I don't know.  I was wondering about that.  Let's ask Peter.”

They entered the shop as one couple united at the hip.  Peter was at the counter with a customer 

who was signing a credit card slip.

“Hey guys,” Peter said, following the customer to the door.

“How are you?” said Sam.  “We're early, so we'll take a walk on Castro and come back at 6.  We 

parked right in front of your shop.”

“Yeah, I saw that,” said Peter.  He looked at his watch.  “That's right, you have about an hour 

before I close shop.  You can sit in the back if you want.”

“No, no.  We want to see what's new around here.  We don't come that often any more.  We'll 

find a bottle of wine next door and bring it back here.”

“OK,” said Peter.  “It hasn't been super busy today, I'll be ready in no time.”

They went out and walked towards Castro Street.  Peter went back to repair a frame, a task that 

would easily be completed by the time his friends came back.

* * * * *

It's now a given, a routine, to climb up to the 14th floor of this hotel, but this is no longer work. 

Ponder for a moment, if this could be Love?  You're not sure.  It's all new territory.  Jeremy agreed, said 

he did out of good will, that it sounded like a genuine “interest,” and he avoided saying “love,” which 

of course planted the seeds of doubt in that fertile ground of your head.  Of course he sees opportunistic 

people every day, people who won't go to a restaurant unless they have a coupon for a free salad, so 
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why wouldn't he think that man Mr. Wilson, who has a first name, it's Andrew you told him, had a 

genuine interest in a long-term relationship with someone he hired at first?

Ding-dong, it's Max, ready to take you on a tour of San Francisco.  It's true that you haven't 

asked him how he sees your relationship will evolve once his business calls him away from here.

“Hello, Max,” he says, pulling the door wide open as he always does, stepping aside to merge 

with the wall.

You surprise him, and you know he doesn't like stealthiness, going directly for a long kiss.  You 

forget to check if it's OK, because once the kiss has started, nobody can think about checking anything. 

Time passes.

“I hope that was a good surprise,” you say.

“I have to admit, it was.  But it also was my desire.”

You don't bother stopping to check out the view on the bay, and the two of you walk down the 

corridor, his left hand confident in your right elbow.

“Have you noticed,” you say, “the elevator is always ready for us on this floor?”

“Yes, the receptionist calls it ahead for you.  It's a compromise between being spied on and 

being served, I guess.”

“Like a modern version of the butler.”

“Did you read The Remains of the Day?  Good novel.”

You admit you're not much of a reader.

“I get audio books.  You know how easier it is now than before when we had cassette tapes?”

You can imagine.

Downtown is noisy even on a Saturday afternoon, and you have to shout to be heard.

“Let's take the F-line streetcar,” you say.  “It's the historic streetcars going to the Castro.”

You see it coming, and try to describe the rounded shape of the old streetcar in green and silver. 

How to say it?  Then climbing the steps, stopping to flip your Clipper card on the left while he's 

holding your elbow, and to put the money on your right for his discounted fare.  Moving into the 

streetcar, you aim for the double seat on your left, in the area reserved for the elders and the disabled. 

You say you're sorry, after making a strange rotation to get him seated.

“Don't apologize, obstacles have their own way to sneak upon your life.  You just have to go 

around them, climb them, and not worry when you trip on them.”

“Like in real life,” you offer, as the streetcar accelerates smoothly forward.
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“This life is real.  Tell me what you see.”

“It's all metallic and rounded shapes inside,” you start.  “The cream walls curve into the ceiling 

that has round light fixtures.  In the center are larger ventilation rings, or tubes I guess, also round.  In 

fact they have a round light fixture in their center.”

The streetcar sways, and when coming to a stop it bounces forward and back.  You mention that 

the roundness and the smooth bouncing reminds you of old things from the pre-digital times.  It's like 

time travel.  There could be an LP playing jazz and people smoking.

“How old is it, would you say?”

There's a poster telling you.  You're on board car no. 1053, built in 1947.  It served Philadelphia 

from 1947 to 1992.  The exterior paint design is of Brooklyn, NY.

A man walks through hitting each metallic pole with a ring.  Suddenly you hear more dinging 

on other poles.  “Do you hear that?” you ask.  “The poles ding every time someone touches them if 

they have a ring or anything metallic in their hand?”  You tune off the street noise, the loud tourist with 

a large cowboy hat who occupies two seats behind you, talking to another guy on the other side of the 

aisle.  All you notice is “ding, ding.”

“Funny.”

At 16th Street, you make a left turn and slowly come to a right turn on 17th.  You have arrived, 

start guiding to get down the three steps (warning for the higher step to the street).  You cross in front 

of the streetcar to the sidewalk.  There are signature gatherers for the ACLU who let you go easy 

because they see you're with a white cane and don't need to sign up for membership.  How convenient. 

You try to orient.

“So, we're facing, uh, west now, on the curb at the end of Castro street.  Across the street is the 

giant rainbow flag.”  You make a 90 degree turn.  “Facing, uh, south I guess?  Is the more famous view 

of Castro street, with the big vertical Castro theater marquee.  The street goes down to 18th street and 

then up a long hill.”  You turn a little bit to the left.  “At the corner here, is the famous Twin Peaks bar, 

famous I think because it's been here like, forever.”  This is the bar with windows that make it look like 

an aquarium, in which you can observe gay life as much as, maybe, they can watch the gay life outside.

“Let's get in,” he says.

“I don't see any available table,” you object.  Objection overruled, you're told you need to be 

more adventurous.  You lead him in and find the path is opening to you because, you think, of the white 

cane.  You feel the usual attention from the older men inside, but also because of your companion.  You 
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feel good about it, a bit important.

It wasn't your intention to start a pub crawl, but after Twin Peaks and stopping by the landmarks 

on its side, Hot Cookie, the Castro Theater and Cliff's Hardware, you went across the street to another 

bar, this one a lot louder, making it more difficult to describe what you see.

On the sidewalk, outside the video store that is about to close for good, a guy says “have a great 

Saturday” to everyone passing by.  He balances a clipboard on his head.

“Thank you, you too,” says Andrew.

“How strange,” you say.  “He has a clipboard on his head, maybe he would normally gather 

signatures for something.”

“On his afternoon break, maybe.  Or he's just tired of having people say no to him.  He wants 

positive energy.”

That's a good point, you think.  Continuing down towards the Walgreen's corner, it's harder to 

navigate around the crowd.  There's a photographer with a big lens on his camera aimed at something 

you can't see yet.

“Oh, I see now.  I saw there was this man with a big camera on this side, on your left, but I 

couldn't see his subject, on my right, which is a clown kind of character.”

“What kind of clown?”

“Maybe a mime?  But now I think we're blocking the photographer.  Oh well.  Let's move this 

way a little bit.”

It is always more difficult to move around this corner, it's like a funnel.  People wait for the 

green light one way or the other.

“His face is painted blue.  He wears pink overalls, a black-and-white striped shirt.  He stops a 

guy, oh I see now.  He's giving out condoms.”

“That can be useful.”

“Yeah,” you say.  “Condoms are widely available around here.  Oh, he's coming to us.  He 

wants to shake hands with you.”

“Oh, uh, hello.”

“We just got two condoms, and an HIV prevention sheet.”

You walk across 18th Street and start climbing.  You just keep enumerating the places you pass, 

the pizza place, the Rock Hard store, the high class liquor store.  At 19th Street you remember there was 

a frame shop you wanted to see.
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“One customer at the cafe where I work left me his card.  He has a framing shop on this street. 

I hope you don't mind exploring.”

He doesn't mind.  You look at the businesses on the other side of the street, and cross.  It's at the 

end of the row, and you stop in front of it.  It's a framing shop, nothing really special, and you wonder 

why you bothered.  You look inside, Andrew holding on to your left elbow and following your 

movements.

“There are two paintings, one on each side of the window.  The left one looks familiar to me. 

How can I describe?  It has no definite shapes.  How about if I took your hand while I described it?”

Blue, darker, changing to lighter blue, uh, into skin tone, rounded, following with the hand, 

softly, you even smell something, say like fresh bread or something, down into a rough patch that is 

gray and oh, blue turquoise maybe teal again with a streak of orange and yellow.  Your hands have been 

moving his accordingly, it became an interpretive dance.

“Sorry,” you say, “I'm not very good at it.”

“I got quite a good idea.  It's sensual.  Your hands were transmitting its sensuality.”

“Well, I don't know.  It does make me feel...  Aroused?  I think anyone could say that.  I like it 

though.”

You decide together at the same time to enter the shop.

* * * * *

A couple of men stood in front of the shop together, one with a white cane, the other looking at 

the painting, apparently talking about it.  Peter, from his stool behind the counter, recognized Max, and 

froze, not knowing how to react, not knowing if he could hide or escape by the rear door.  How would 

he explain the painting?  Why was Max describing the painting, unless he recognized in it something 

perhaps too familiar?  Impossible, thought Peter, abstract paintings were like images shattered, melted, 

blended, reshaped, recomposed, filtered, enhanced...  He should have thought about it, what was it, 

Murphy's Law that said if it could happen, it would?  He had given Max his card at the cafe, certain 

that there were a chance in a million Max would bother to come by.  And now, Max stood there with a 

blind man, describing the painting.  It was time to close shop anyway, perhaps Peter could go to the 

door, turn the 'Closed' sign and lock the door, look surprised at the sight of his muse.  Or wait.

Max looked into the shop, turned the handle and pushed the door.  The two men entered 
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somewhat awkwardly, the blind man holding Max's elbow while Max turned around to close the door.

“Hi, Peter!” said Max.

“Oh, uh, hi!” said Peter, stepping in front of the counter.  He reached the couple before they 

could move towards him.  They shook hands, showing much restraint on Peter's side, who could have 

jumped to Max's neck like a lover returning from a long absence.

“Max,” said Max, to make sure Peter recognized him.

“Of course, Max, I remember you,” Peter said, eying the blind man.

“This is my friend Andrew.”

Peter invited them in, offering to sit in the back, on small wooden chairs.

“We were looking at that painting,” said Max.

“Oh really?  Which one?”

“The one on the right, I mean on the left when you look from the street?”

“Very sensual,” said Andrew.

“It looked familiar,” said Max.  “Is it a local painter from around here, maybe?”

“Oh, it's,” Peter hesitated, “it's just something I did.”

“Wow, you painted that?” said Max, the iris in his turquoise eyes growing as if they wanted to 

swallow Peter.  “It's beautiful!”

“Oh, thank you,” Peter said, modestly.  “I like it too.  I thought it would be nice in my window.”

“It belongs in a museum, I think,” said Andrew.

“Well, I don't know how it would get there, but that is quite a compliment, thank you.”

“Is it for sale?” said Andrew again.

“Oh,” said Peter, glancing uncertainly at Max, “I haven't thought about it.”

“Too bad we don't have a place,” said Andrew, taking Max's hand.

“You would want to buy it?” said Max, with a hint of suspicion.

“Is there a problem with a blind man wanting to buy a painting?”

“Oh no, no,” both Peter and Max said at the same time.  “Well, let's say I'm surprised,” said 

Max.

“It's just unusual,” said Peter, hoping he would not say anything offensive.

“Let me explain,” said Andrew.  “I have just experienced that painting outside, through your 

eyes and into my senses.  It may be something becoming very precious to me.”

Peter and Max glanced at each other and saw a hint of humidity in their eyes.
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“Wow,” said Max, putting his other hand into Andrew's.

“Wow,” said Peter.  “I'm doubly flattered.”  More multipliers were forming in his head, none of 

which he wanted to reveal.

“Will you let us know if you decide to sell it?” said Andrew.  “I'd like to be first in line.”

At that moment, the front door opened to let Sam and Gerald in.

“Hey Peter, we're back!”

“Oh,” said Peter, looking at his watch.  “I'm back here!”

“Sam and Gerald, this is Max, from the cafe near your house?  And his friend Andrew.”

“Yeah, I know you,” said Gerald, shaking Max's hand a little longer and harder than usual.

“We should probably be on our way,” said Max, holding Andrew's hand.

Andrew pulled a business card from his wallet and motioned towards Peter.  “I'd like first right 

of refusal on that painting,” he said.

After they had left, Sam wanted to know about the painting.  Even Gerald was interested.  Sam 

was particularly impressed, perhaps even shocked, that it was Peter's.

Gerald went upstairs to find a corkscrew and glasses for the wine.  Sam ran to the front of the 

store.

“And that other one?  The picture within the painter's mind?”

“Yes,” said Peter, “done the following night.”

“What inspired you?”

Gerald brought them the wine glasses.  They cheered “to our art.”

“So, what inspired you?” repeated Sam.

“Oh,” hesitated Peter.  “Let's say a nice encounter.”

“Nice boy for the night?” said Gerald.

“Good for you,” said Sam.  “Let's drink to that.”

Peter had only made a face, suggesting it might have been a “nice boy.”

“Actually,” he said, “I painted those after meeting Max at the cafe.”  He drowned the last word 

into his wine glass.

“He is beautiful,” said Gerald.

“Perhaps a bit young for you,” said Sam to the space between Peter and Gerald.

“I'm not in love with him,” said Peter.  “He's my muse.”

“He seems pretty much in love with that blind friend of his,” said Gerald.
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“Andrew is from out of town.  I don't know how often he visits,” said Peter, conscious that he 

was speculating on an issue that he didn't want to be concerned with.  But he wondered, after only one 

glass of red Beaujolais in his stomach, why Gerald showed interest in Max's affairs.  He had felt an 

invisible current going from Gerald's body to Max's.  Perhaps it couldn't be avoided, and Peter 

imagined Max walking around the Castro attracting such currents from a majority of the men.  But 

Peter was certain that Gerald had boyfriends on the side to make the best of surplus testosterone.

The subject of Peter's art was set aside to make space for the night's celebration.  Sam's gallery 

show had been a success, and he wanted to thank Peter for his help.  Peter had one last look at his 

paintings as he locked up.  They were becoming priceless.
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