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 Chapter 1 
 
    Of course it was raining.  
 
    The homeless shelter turned me away. Apparently, it was first come, first serve, and the smell of rotting lives and sweaty cots didn't exactly appeal to me anyway. They put my name on a list. 
 
    I felt right at home. It was downright German of them. 
 
    We had just arrived in the States a few weeks ago -- back in the States, Mom said, but I had been bundled off to Germany when too young to remember much of the U.S. So far, all I knew of the States were that people my age apparently stopped reading anything after eighth grade, and the beer was shit. And I wasn't allowed to drink it. And being gay is apparently a big enough deal that your Dad will kick you out of the house for it on your eighteenth birthday, when he no longer has to "put up with your faggot bullshit." 
 
    "You're a man now," he said, "or something. So figure it out." 
 
    I had a few months before college classes started. So all I had to do was survive till then. 
 
    But my hoody was soaked through and my jeans stuck to my legs. I was in some sort of park, near a river. It was maybe three or four in the morning, but the water had ruined my phone. I found a park bench under a tree, but it offered no shelter. Fat drops of water splattered me from the leaves. I curled up into a damp ball and tried to sleep a little, figuring a cop would come along to hurry me away in a few minutes. Or maybe take me somewhere warm and dry, give me a cup of coffee. I imagined me, in fingerless gloves I didn't actually have, gratefully accepting a Styrofoam cup. He'd be young, handsome, concerned, not yet burned out by the ceaseless turmoil of Chicago streets. His brow would knit, a single wrinkle marring its smoothness. No, he'd have a couple zits, tiny ones, just on his hairline. So young. He'd place his hand on my knee. His eyes, full of human warmth, human compassion, human -- lust? Yes, perhaps a spark. I'd fan it, encourage it -- encourage him to move his hand higher, and higher --  
 
    Someone was singing. 
 
    My eyes snapped open.  
 
    "I'm dancin' in the RAIN! just a-dancin' in the RAIN!"  
 
    A thin figure moved in the shattered lights of the wet reflections of the city. His naked arms were held up to the sky, whipping a wet cloth -- his shirt, maybe -- around his head. He dropped the shirt on a pile of other cloth and a tattered, soaked military surplus backpack. Then he dropped his jeans, bent over, and sang out: "Wash my asshole, God. You made it dirty, you clean it up." He farted hugely, then looked up, saw me, and straightened. His cock swung and dripped. 
 
    "Hey," he said. "How's it going?" 
 
    I sat up, squishing. "Hey." 
 
    He yanked his pants up -- hard to describe them as "jeans," really. They reminded me of motley, but all in shades of gray and brown and black. More patch than cloth. He approached, holding out the hand he had just used to scrub his ass-crack in the rain. 
 
    "I was just going," I said. 
 
    He looked at his hand, looked at me, and smirked. His face was brittle, thin, sharp even. He looked like someone had hammered his skull out of sheet metal, and stretched a thin, pale, but smooth skin over it. He wasn't attractive, but after my sexual fantasy, I didn't find him unattractive either. I had just seen his cock. That was only the second live one I'd ever seen, other than in gym, and I never looked then. The first had been another military brat back in Germany, and how my dad had found out -- well. 
 
    "I'm Brandon," I said. 
 
    "No," he said.  
 
    "So. What's your name?" 
 
    "We haven't established yours yet," he said. "I think Brandon is a really boring name. You're Puppyface." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yeah. Cause you got that blond Puppyface, all chubby cheeks and sad pouty eyes. Cute. I'm called Cray, cause of the way I act." 
 
    "Taking showers in the rain." 
 
    "Purely sane," he said. "That rhymes. It's a practical matter. Got to get clean, taking showers means paying the price." 
 
    "Shelters are free, yes?" 
 
    "No. There's always a price. You sad because you're wet, or wet 'cause you're sad?" 
 
    "Both." 
 
    "Can I steal half your bench? They ain't put the stupid metal things on them yet to keep us from sleeping on them. The shit this city does, man, to unman a man." 
 
    I hesitated. He was clearly nuts. But he seemed harmless and was making the time pass and his thin, slick body traced with poorly inked tattoos gave me some hope of human warmth in the long, wet night. 
 
    He put on a soggy ragged baseball cap with "CRAY-Z!" under the brim written in Sharpie, and tossed his bag and the rest of his clothes up against the tree. He sat next to me, his feet curled under him, like a yogi. 
 
    "Tell me a story, Puppyface." 
 
    So I told him what happened. My dad, finding me with another of the boys in Germany. His dad, my dad, both outraged, disgusted. Lots of Marine corps bluster. Coming back to the U.S. after my dad's retirement from the military. Turning eighteen. Getting kicked out on my birthday. 
 
    "Today's your birthday? No, yesterday would have been. Hey, man, did you get your birthday swats?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You gotta get swatted on your b-day. That way, you practice for the pain of the rest of the year. Come on. You know you wanna." He unfolded his legs and planted his tattered shoes on the muddy ground. He patted his wet lap. 
 
    I had no idea what the hell he was talking about, and said so. 
 
    "Lean over my knee. I'm going to spank you." 
 
    "Uh, no," I said. 
 
    "Up to you. But if you don't get your swats, you gotta take them from fate, and she hits harder." 
 
    Was this his way of coming on to me? If so, it was deeply weird. But I was tired, sad, and in a strange country, even if it was technically my home. I was open to the deeply weird. 
 
    I leaned over his lap, my ass in the air. 
 
    He paddled me with his hand, lightly, each blow splashing against the wet fabric. Eighteen times. Then he crowed "and one to grow on!" and delivered a huge wallop that nearly sent me face-first into the mud. My ass stung.  
 
    I rounded on him. "What the fuck?" 
 
    "One to grow on," he said, calmly. 
 
    "That hurt." 
 
    "Yeah. That's the point. Come on, man. Tell me the rest of your story." 
 
    Reluctantly, I sat back down. "There is no more. I went to the Metra station to get out of the rain, and on a whim I got a ticket to the city. The shelters were -- closed, I guess, full. So I came here to sleep. You were washing yourself. Then you smacked my ass." 
 
    "It's a nice ass," he said. 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "You have a nice body." 
 
    "I was on the wrestling team. Germans are big on Greco-Roman stuff." 
 
    "I bet they are. You're going to lose some of that muscle on the streets, you're not careful." 
 
    "Yeah. Well. This is temporary. I'm going to school in a couple months." 
 
    "That's cool," he said. "I mean, it's one way to pass the time, I guess. Of course, there's a downside -- " 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    His arm swept around, to take in the darkness of the park, the sparkling of the city, and the now drizzling rain. "You lose all this." 
 
    "Lose what? You're homeless." 
 
    "I'm not homeless, man. I'm home free. Look at how big my bathroom is, man. My shower is the whole damned sky. And if I want to read something, my study is the Washington Library. And if I want to see view my art collection, I stop by the museum on Thursday, when it's free, and see all my art. I own a whole wall of Monets, man. And when I want some quiet, there's every church in the city. And when I want some noise, there's all the sidewalks. And when I want to eat -- " 
 
    "Yeah, well. Eating is what I'm afraid of." 
 
    "You can eat well, if you're willing to eat what other people throw away." 
 
    "Sounds horrid." 
 
    "Poor Puppyface. Come on, I'ma take you home with me, scratch your belly and give you a treat. If you want." 
 
    I was exhausted, terrified, and depressed. Why the fuck not? 
 
    "Why the fuck not?" 
 
    "Good motto. Hup hup, here boy. Follow me. Two doggies in this dog-eat-dog world." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Home was a spandrel -- is that an English word or a German one? sometimes I don't know -- under an overpass. A large cardboard box had been dissected and spread out as a mat. It was more or less dry, and the rain was petering out. He spread his clothes out on the cement. "Get out of those, and we'll let 'em dry." 
 
    "These are the only clothes I own," I said. 
 
    He smiled, showing surprisingly clear, even teeth. "Oh, lucky boy. So little to weigh you down." 
 
    "I mean, I'll be naked." 
 
    "Cool. I'd like to see you naked." 
 
    "Are you gay?" 
 
    He leaned back on the mat and took off his shoes. He peeled off his wet socks and wiggled pale, water-wrinkled feet. "Ain't nothing I'm not, man." He began worming out of his pants. 
 
    I shrugged and stripped off my shirt. I spread it on the concrete, so that it would dry if it ever quit raining. I did the same with my pants after a brief hesitation, and then joined him on the mat in my underwear. 
 
    "What if someone sees us?" I said. 
 
    "You want to be invisible? I'll take you to work the ramp some time. You'll see how invisible we are. Come here. I'm cold." 
 
    I didn't know him. He was a stranger, and a strange one. But I lay next to him and let him nestle me in the crook of his arm. My head rested on his armpit.  
 
    He stroked my hair. "Is this curly when it isn't wet?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said. 
 
    "My little blond curly puppy. I like that." He pressed his lips to my forehead. They were hot. "You, my little blond curly puppy, have a fever." 
 
    "I do?" 
 
    "You do. Dig in my bag there and pull out the Hello Kitty bag. It has some aspirin in it." 
 
    I swallowed two of the aspirin -- after making sure they were, in fact, aspirin -- dry. Then I rejoined him on the cardboard. My body had left a wet mark in the shape of my side.  
 
    "I might learn to love you, little puppy face." 
 
    "I don't know about that," I said. 
 
    "Don't feel too special. I love everyone. I'm a living fucking saint." 
 
    "Yeah?" I said.  
 
    "Yeah. You ever suck off a saint?" 
 
    "I've only ever sucked off one guy." 
 
    "I'm pretty sure that wasn't me. So -- " 
 
    I knelt between his legs. This was insane. It was stupid. But I was tired, and yes, feverish, and sad, and lonely, and he had been kind to me. Everything had the haze of a dream or a fantasy.  
 
    I bent between his legs. He didn't smell bad, not like I imagined a homeless man would smell. But of course, he wasn't brined in ancient cheap wine, dying of internal decay. He was young, healthy, somehow, and vital, more vital than a lot of people I'd known in starched shirts and tight European slacks all growing up.  
 
    His cock, wet and cold, warmed and lengthened in my hand. He lay back and put his hands behind his head. I couldn't see him well, in the dim reflected glow of distant streetlights, but he was traced with black lines, all up and down his thin sides. His cock, though, was free of tattoos. I put my lips on it, had one brief moment of sanity that I stepped on, and swallowed him. 
 
    My tongue lapped the rainwater from his prick, my lips sucked it from his curly brown pubic hairs like wine. It was nice, being intimate with a stranger. 
 
    I inspected his cock, but it seemed clean enough. No lesions. Nothing living in his pubes. I had been vaccinated for everything.  
 
    Well. Wer A sagt, muss auch B sagen. I slipped into German in my head. It was the language of my heart, the language of my gonads. Dad hated it, that I spoke German as well as English (or better -- my English was sterile textbook purity, my German a weed in the street).  
 
    His cock lengthened into a graceful curve, not up or down but to the left slightly. He had no foreskin, something I had learned many Americans somehow stumbled into without the usual requirement of being Jewish. It was a novelty. My own cock had a silken sheath, and Kyle -- the boy back in Germany -- had a foreskin as loose as a knitted sock.  
 
    I ran my lips up and down the smooth curve of him. I couldn't escape the idea that he was dirty, that I was debasing myself. And to my surprise, I found the idea not entirely unappealing. I touched my own cock in my sodden shorts, then divested myself of them with a kick or two. My cock fit into my palm. Familiar, thick, and loose.  
 
    I took him down as far as I could, not to the limit but close. His pubes tickled the tip of my nose, just barely. I gagged, but choked it back. I could tell by his breathing that he liked this. 
 
    I pulled back up. "You can talk if you want." 
 
    "You like that?" 
 
    "I like -- everything," I said. 
 
    "Then suck me," he said, and I returned. "That's right. Suck my cock, my new little puppy boy, my new little whore. Suck me and make me come, eat my cum for breakfast. The sun is rising, the lamp of God is lit, and we writhe under thundering concrete like two dark worms seeking the damp earth. You're my earthworm, sucking me dry, and I'm a worm burrowing into your body to curl below your heart and feed off the warmth of your blood." 
 
    As sexy talk went, it was not -- good. It was hard not to laugh. But his cock hardened. It was getting him off, and now, that's all I cared about.  
 
    He ran his hands over my cold hair and pushed me, gently, down on his dick. I swallowed more of it than I thought I could, and he curled up around my head in a tight crunch.  
 
    "Love," he said. "Love, love, fucking love."  
 
    And he came down my throat, three strong pumps of such force I barely tasted them. They shot directly into my stomach. I barely had to work to swallow them. Then he pulled out, leaving a fourth feeble spurt on my lips. 
 
    I licked it up. It was sweet and salty but smelled like bleach. 
 
    He barely let me lay back before he was on me, and he sucked cock much better than he talked dirty. I felt like an amateur pianist opening for a master. His lips were soft and smooth, and he played the tightness of them like like an expert. His tongue probed, thrust, and encircled. It rolled under my foreskin, over the head of my cock, and then thrust -- somehow, it seemed that way anyway -- into my piss slit and right inside me. I arched back, close already. 
 
    He pulled my balls, not viciously, but enough to bring me back. He wanted to savor my cock. His tongue lapped at it, and then he swallowed the whole spit slicked length of it and let it rest, pulsing, inside his throat. Some muscles inside his gullet pulled and massaged it.  
 
    I came. I couldn't help it. I came a long, sad, and not entirely pleasant orgasm. But he swallowed it all, and pulled up to lay next to me, his thin arm flung over my chest.   
 
    "I'm sorry the world fucked you," he said, after a few moments of silence. 
 
    "I'm sorry too." 
 
    "What would you want to be if you had to grow up?" 
 
    I thought about it. What would piss my dad off most? "A whore," I said.  
 
    He "huhhed." "You know," he said, "you'd have to let gross old men suck you. You'd have to suck off guys you don't want to, maybe fat guys, ugly guys. You'd have to let thugs use you, fuck you, and maybe hurt you. You'd be nothing to them, just a piece of shit to use. Cops would fuck you then arrest you, throw you in cells with skinheads who would take turns turning your ass out." 
 
    "Sounds horrible," I said. 
 
    "But you're getting hard again." 
 
    "Yeah. Hurts a little." 
 
    He wrapped his fingers around my dick, very lightly. "Yeah. But what happens if you love pain? Who can hurt you? And if you love being degraded, who can degrade you?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    His lips rested on my earlobe. He nibbled it. "Welcome to freedom," he breathed, hotly, into the whorl of my ear.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I woke up to the roar of a truck engine-breaking above me. I stared at concrete, traced with red graffiti I couldn't read. It's a cliche to say you wake up and don't know where you are; it's not a true one. I woke up and knew where I was. On a -- under a -- street. I rolled over on the cardboard mat. I was alone. 
 
    He had left, taken his bag, but left me my clothes and, I realized after a quick and panicked search, my meager stash of cash. 
 
    Maybe it hadn't really happened, I thought. Maybe it was a dream. But no, there was dried cum on my chin and in my pubes.  
 
    It had been hot, I had to admit. Hot because forbidden, and yeah, hot because it'd not only piss off my dad, but maybe kill him if he ever found out, and that was fine with me. 
 
    I put on my pants and shirt. He had taken my underwear. A souvenir? But he had left me his tighty-whities, long ago past the life of their elastic and full of holes. I pulled them on and felt a thrill to have my cock rest against the dirty fabric that held his.  
 
    Maybe I did want to be a whore when I grew up. 
 
    I wished, though, that he hadn't left me here. I could use -- I don't know, guidance? 
 
    I claimed the right to be young and stupid, but I didn't give in to disappointment. I had thought, maybe, that he'd be something to me: a friend, maybe even a boyfriend. I needed someone, and he had come and made my first night on the streets a little less miserable. I didn't believe in God, but there was a providence in my meeting him, I thought. 
 
    But no. Young and stupid. It was just sex, with some grungy homeless guy, crazy to boot. I felt grimy. I was a gross man, like my dad said, a disgusting faggot.  
 
    I shrugged it all off and headed into the city. I had no idea how Chicago was laid out. It was a grid, unlike Berlin, I knew that. But that didn't much help. I saw other homeless people, some begging on the street corner, some sitting with signs, some waiting until the light changed and then walking between the cars stopped at the red light. 
 
    I didn't want to beg. Blow some random, mentally ill young man you meet in a park? Sure. But beg? I had standards. 
 
    Wandering between the pedestrians on the wide sidewalks, I imagined I was a soldier dropped in behind enemy lines, in hostile territory. What was my first duty? To survive. And what did I need for survival? Shelter, but no luck there, unless that overpass counted. Water? Yes, that. Food?  
 
    My stomach growled. 
 
    Definitely that. 
 
    I found a Quik Mart between an Indian restaurant and a store that apparently sold nothing but handkerchiefs. The bell tinkled when I opened the door, and a swarthy woman looked up from a newspaper written in some Asian language. I grabbed a generic bottle of water, more for the bottle than the water inside. I could fill and refill it, and keep myself hydrated. The day was heating up, and it might get over 35 degrees . . . I reminded myself I was in America, and tried to think in that stupid Fahrenheit. Might get over 100. Yes. That was hot.  
 
    I scanned the aisles for food. Ramen noodles were dried bricks of noodles, very very cheap. But how would I cook them? Couldn't eat them raw. There were some in cups. Maybe if I just let the water sit in them, they'd hydrate and be edible enough. I grabbed a couple, just to try. Bread was cheap. Cheese wasn't, but one package would last me a while. I hesitated over mustard, and then realized that you could get the little packets for free from restaurants. Fruit? Vegetables? No. I grabbed a candy bar, on a whim. 
 
    Anyway, that'd get me through the day, and didn't put too big a dent in my cash, not that much of that was left. 
 
    I spent a couple days munching my stash. It was hard not to eat out of boredom, but then, cheese sandwiches weren't a distraction after the second day, anyway. There's really not much for a homeless guy to do in Chicago. I took a page from Cray's book and spent some time in the library, reading. I had always enjoyed reading, and there was a Panera nearby where I could get a cup of coffee and nurse it all morning, then head over to the library to read until the sweet young woman gently eased me out the door -- a security guard lurking in the background. At night, I'd head north, find a bench or an alley, and sleep on my now-stale bag of bread and cheese, one hand in my pocket with my wallet. I stayed away from other homeless people, although I saw enough to learn that the crazy ranting guy smelling of death wasn't the only sort of people homeless. I saw families, all clean and carefully put together, but with nowhere to go. I saw young people like me, and a few street punks like Cray -- but not, sadly, Cray. I found that I missed him. 
 
    But then this routine fell apart a few days later. I had found a quiet nook between a dumpster and a brick wall. I curled up in the corner and dozed. You never really sleep when you're homeless. You just drift between dream and wakefulness. I was having a dream where Cray was lying next to me, breathing in long, slow breaths, his hands absently stroking my body, tugging at my clothes. 
 
    I woke up to stare into a dark face, thick and wide and angry. The plastic bag under my head jerked away, and a thick block of muscle and bone and knuckle smashed into my jaw. I rocked back, banged my head on the dumpster -- which actually hurt worse than the punch. When I looked up, there was only a silhouette in the mouth of the alley, and it soon turned the corner and disappeared.  
 
    My wallet, and all twenty-seven dollars remaining, was gone. So was my food, my water bottle, and -- to my horror -- my shoes. 
 
    Shoes were expensive. I could maybe find a pair in a thrift store for cheap, but cheap was more than the zero I had now. 
 
    I hated to imagine what I'd end up with, walking on city streets with bare feet. Images of flesh-eating bacteria swarmed my head. 
 
    I cupped my face in my hand and cried, smelling garbage and piss and blood.  
 
    I cried for what I could have been. Valedictorian of my college? Sure, why not? And after college, maybe a good job, or fuck it maybe grad school. I might become a professor. I was fluent in two languages, nearly three if you counted French, and I could write my ticket, wasn't that the phrase? I cried out the adrenaline, and then -- testament to my exhaustion -- feel into a sort of half-sleep.  
 
    Poor Puppyface, I half thought, half dreamed, my face throbbing and swelling. 
 
    In the morning, I went to the train station, picking my way carefully. I gathered a few dollars from passers-by. Not enough, though, to get a Ventra card and load it with enough fare to get north. I had made up my mind, in my sleep maybe, to go North to what the locals called Boystown.  
 
    I sat in the station. I didn't dare beg openly. That wasn't allowed. I curled my feet under me, though, and tried to look like I belonged. At this point, I looked -- smelled, even -- like someone without a home. My hair was a greasy mess. My clothes were stained and torn. There was blood on the side of my face, which I tried to wash off in the bathroom. 
 
    The station was concrete, steel, ceramic tile, and enclosed. I sat and waited. It was a busy station, near the library. I sat there for hours, most of the morning and then the lunch crowd came through. 
 
    A white man -- suit, tie, maybe early thirties, a little belly but otherwise fit -- walked by me, made eye contact -- rare -- and nodded. Then he disappeared into the crowd crossing the street. I leaned back on the bench. Fine. 
 
    It was a bit like fishing, but I wasn't sure what I was fishing for or what I'd do if I caught one.  
 
    A couple more people gave me a glance, gave me the slippery eye, and then disappeared. But after about twenty minutes, Mr. Potbelly came back, holding a Panera bag. He sat next to me.  
 
    "Hey." 
 
    "Hi," I said. 
 
    He handed me the bag. "Thought you might be hungry." 
 
    "Thanks, man. I am." It was a turkey sandwich. Not my favorite, but I tore into it while he watched. Halfway through, I said, "Thanks, but -- I need some money, too. I got mugged." I touched my face. 
 
    "Yeah. Bastards. Such a pretty face, too." He was a little effeminate. Not very, just a touch. Maybe playing it up for me. A social cue. 
 
    "You want to hang out a little bit?" I said, playing smooth. I stuffed the last greasy bite in my mouth. It hurt to chew a little, but that was the best bad sandwich I'd ever had. 
 
    He grinned a little and gave a covert glance. "Where you want to go?" 
 
    "Library. Fourth floor bathroom. It's big." 
 
    He wrinkled his forehead, then nodded. "Okay." 
 
    He walked ahead of me, and I followed across the street and up the escalator. I was afraid they might kick me out, without shoes, but no one noticed. 
 
    The bathroom was big and the door made a loud squeak when it opened. I had scoped it out earlier, just in case I ran into Cray again. The guy with the potbelly was already sitting in the handicapped stall. He still had his pants on, and he was sitting in a ridiculous nest of toilet paper on the seat.  
 
    "I'll give you fifty if I can suck you," he said. 
 
    Fifty dollars sounded like winning the lottery. "I should wash off first." 
 
    He grabbed my wrist. He was surprisingly strong. "No," he said. "I need it nasty. I want you to -- be mean. Force me." 
 
    "Force you how?" 
 
    "Like, push me down on it. Make me suck it. Make me swallow. But don't get any on my suit, okay?" 
 
    I gave a mental shrug and pulled down my zipper. I fished my meat out of Cray's filthy shorts. Even I could smell my funk, but he just inhaled and shuddered, like he was smelling the finest wine.  
 
    Weirdo. 
 
    I took hold of both sides of his head. His hair was short, brown -- very businesslike, with a little product to spike it up a bit in the front. It crunched under my fingers. He smelled like something citrus and aromatic wood. Some expensive cologne, maybe. He'd be smelling my ball sweat in his nostrils all day. 
 
    That thought hardened me a little. 
 
    I had tried to keep my dick clean, so smegma didn't build up and make problems. But there was a lot more than I usually had. Fortunately, my new friend cleaned me off in record time, and in a way that was a lot more fun than a damp paper towel in a public toilet. 
 
    He said he wanted it nasty, so I pulled his face into my pubes. He gagged a little, but I didn't let up. It felt good, his wet throat trying, failing to eject my cock. And then he sucked against me, swallowed, and accepted my cock down his throat. I could see it moving in his throat, pushing out his larynx.  
 
    He clutched at my ass and pulled me forward as I pushed him down. It was like he wanted to swallow all of me, not just my cock, but my whole body. He wanted me inside him. 
 
    And he was going to get me inside him, get my DNA if nothing else, because I was close to coming. The faster I came, I realized, the faster I'd get paid. I thought of Cray's slim, rain slicked body against mine, all bone and sinew and skin so smooth it was as if it had been oiled. I wished his cock was in my mouth.  
 
    Weirdly, that brought me back from the brink, maybe because I was sad he wasn't here. I had a crush on some weirdo I met in a park and sucked off below an overpass. I wrenched my mind away, back to the track it had been on. This guy, right here, leaning over on the toilet trying not to make gagging sounds on my cock --  
 
    The door squeaked open, and he tried to pull away. I clutched his head tighter and pulled him in. His eyes rolled up, pleading, panicked. I kicked at his foot, just lightly, twice. He got the hint and lifted them off the floor. Anyone peeking would see me, standing in front of a toilet, just a pee shy guy in bare feet taking a piss. 
 
    Weird, but it was the Chicago public library. 
 
    Clearly, the business-man whose lips wrapped around my cock wanted out. But no. He was going to finish me, with someone else in the stall next door. It was nasty, rude at the very least, but he said he wanted it nasty. 
 
    What if it was a cop? I grinned evilly. It'd ruin his life. His wife would find out that he sucked off homeless dudes in bathrooms, his boss might find out, and he might lose his marriage and his job. I winked down at his pleading eyes. Me? I'd go to jail for a couple nights, maybe get a fine I couldn't pay. There'd be food, a cool place to sleep, and they'd probably just give me a pair of state issued shoes. 
 
    I don't know. Maybe not in America. In Germany they would. I wouldn't even have to go to jail for it, probably. 
 
    But yeah, nothing to lose for me. I started to understand what Cray meant when he said "welcome to freedom." 
 
    I pulled away slowly, just very slightly, and then pushed back. He fought back his gag reflex, tears in his eyes but his pants tented noticeably. I repeated the slow-motion thrust, fantasizing about how the cop would bust in, throw us up against the wall. He'd humiliate my new friend, and they'd drag him out. Maybe me they'd have some fun with. Maybe make me suck their cocks a little. Make me. Force me. Fuck me hard and raw against the cold wall, or throw me on the ground. Piss on me. Three young cops, sneering down at me, their piss steams like hard needles on my skin. 
 
    It'd end up in the paper. My dad would find out. Oh, he'd go fucking ballistic. All his friends would laugh at him.  
 
    My balls clenched and I bit back a groan. The guy in the stall next to us rattled the toilet paper roll. Then he stood up, just as I came down my new friend's throat. Warmth spread through my pelvis, like my guts had suddenly melted and poured out of my cock.  
 
    I didn't pull out, though. I rested in his mouth, clutched his head against my pubes, and waited while I softened in him and he tongued the last of the cum out of my piss slit. I tried not to breathe heavily. 
 
    The stranger next door flushed. Washed his hands. Left. 
 
    Only then did I pull out. 
 
    I thought my new friend would be mad, but he just wiped his lips with a wad of toilet paper and stood up. He was obviously hard in those thin slacks, and I thought maybe he'd want me to return the favor, but he just dug into his pocket. He pulled out a wad of bills in an old-fashioned money clip. He counted off three twenties and handed them to me. 
 
    "I can't make change," I said. 
 
    "Call it a tip. That was hot as hell." 
 
    "There's more where that came from." 
 
    He licked his lips. "Give me your phone number." 
 
    I snorted. "I'm fucking homeless, dumbass. I don't have a phone." 
 
    The corners of his lips drooped, a sad clown face. "Lots of homeless people have phones." 
 
    "Yeah. I have an email. I check it at the library." I gave it to him. 
 
    "I'll be in touch." 
 
    No, I figured, he probably wouldn't be. He'd jerk off as soon as he could, and then his lust would wash away in a flood of shame and self-loathing. So what. Not my problem. 
 
    I wiped off my dick and tucked it back in my pants. On the way out I washed my hands.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Boystown in the '90s was probably hopping with street hustlers. I imagined you could find them cruising bars and hanging out at train stations. But now, everything had moved online. The white hustlers ended up on Rentboy, the black ones -- for reasons I didn't really understand -- on Backpage. And they made a good bit more than sixty bucks a pop, from what I could tell. 
 
    But there were still a few of us, maybe with crudely coded Craigslist ads as well, who lived on the streets and worked like the working girls. There were, in fact, quite a few girls with balls under their skirts. Monique, a Creole beauty with a biting wit and a fondness for science fiction and fantasy books, shared a few drinks with me and confused me sexually. She was a woman, definitely a woman, but knowing she had something else underneath than what usually came standard -- I wasn't sure how to wrap my mind or my gonads around that. Didn't care, either, after a while. 
 
    In the month I spent in Boystown, I hung out -- just superficially -- with lots of hustlers like Monique. I played pool with Dre, and kicked his ass every time. He was straight, had no interest in cock, but really liked money. Even if it meant letting a "fag" on his "junk." Nate was a bit like me: taller, maybe, and thinner. But blond, pretty-boy, and we should have been competitors. But he'd say to me, "hey, that guy over there, he's been giving me the eye, but I just came down some fag's throat. Want him?" Or I'd say to him, "If one more guy wants me to make him kiss my boots, I'm going to check the fuck out of Chicago. You want to do this one?"  
 
    Ah. Yes, I got new boots. Docs I found, by some miracle, at a thrift store. But I could pull in a couple hundred a day if I wanted to work. Not enough for an apartment in Chicago, but enough to keep me fed, clothed, and clean. I had a gym membership now, mostly to use the showers and also to pass the time lifting.  
 
    And I asked after Cray, who Dre and Nate insisted didn't exist. 
 
    "No such fucking person," Dre said, when I asked. "A fucking urban legend, man." 
 
    We were standing outside of a bar coyly named "Our Place" (ugh), smoking cigarettes. I didn't smoke, but I got sick of the noise and hanging out with the smokers was a way to escape.  
 
    "Can I bum a fag?" Nate said. He liked to pretend to be English, even though I was pretty sure he was from Ohio or something. 
 
    "You are a fag, and a bum." Dre gave him a cigarette. 
 
    "I'm not a bum. I'm a street entrepreneur." 
 
    "I met him," I said. 
 
    Nate redly illuminated the inside of his hand, dragged on the cigarette. "Met who?" 
 
    "Cray." 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    "No such fucking person," Dre repeated. 
 
    "I did more than meet him. I blew him. And he blew me." 
 
    "Bullshit," Nate repeated. "If he did exist, he wouldn't be a poof." 
 
    "Who you calling a poof?" I said, with no real heat. "Anyway, it's true. Shit, I still have his underwear." I hefted my backpack. "In here." 
 
    "They say he's actually fucking rich," Dre said. "Just lives on the street for fucking fun." 
 
    "Could be. He was weird. Hot, though. I wish I could find him." 
 
    "You dreamed it," Nate decided. 
 
    "I didn't even know who he was." 
 
    "You dreamed it." 
 
    Monique, though, was more accepting. I had a little Platonic crush on her, actually, partially because she accepted everyone and everything. Cray had said he was a living saint, but Monique -- for all her bitchy flirting -- might have been at least in the running for the title. 
 
    "Honey," she said, slurping on a rum and Coke a couple nights later at a place in Wrigleyville we just called the Hole. "I know Cray's for real. I met him, and mmmm, honey, he's fine. You know, for a boy who needs a good pink scrub." 
 
    "I didn't -- actually get a good look," I said, a little embarrassed. "It was dark, you know, and raining, and -- " 
 
    "And that pretty-boy face of yours was buried nostril deep in punk pubes, baby, I know the tale." 
 
    Monique was genuine in her southern accent. She said she came from Louisiana, when her parents fled the floods of Katrina, and ended up here. Her parents had gone back, but she'd stayed. She had been maybe ten or eleven then, when they'd come north, still a boy outwardly. And it seemed odd to me that someone like her would stay here in Chicago, rather than go to New Orleans where, I gathered, fluidity of gender was more acceptable. But she just said she liked the wind. It lifted her long brown hair into a flag, she said, and that was beautiful. 
 
    "I'd like to meet him again." 
 
    She raised one smooth, bare shoulder and let it drop. "Well, the north isn't where he likes to spend his time, they say. He's been seen near Belmont and Clark, but you know, those are all fake punks these days. He likes the train-yards. Old school crusty, that boy. Bless his heart." 
 
    Chicago used to be a dangerous city. No New York, I gathered, but still -- you stayed out of the South and you watched your ass in the West. But now, yeah, well, don't make eye contact and jerk your head up to some Vatos in Latin Kings territory, but if you just act cool, no one gives a shit. Muggings -- oh, I know -- muggings happened. So did murder, rape, and all that other shit. I'd felt safer in Berlin, that's for sure. But if you wanted to live on the streets in the South, you could do it. It helped to be black, though. I don't think that's racist (I can never tell with Americans what is and isn't considered racist -- like, mentioning that someone is black is apparently racist, like, you're not supposed to notice? What the hell is wrong with this country? Well. Andere Länder, andere Sitten). 
 
    "Train yards, huh?" 
 
    "That's what I hear, honey." She took a break from scanning the room and looked at me, and her face fell into a drooping concern. "Oh, sugar. You've got a little bit of puppy love, don't you?" 
 
    I started. Puppyface, he'd called me. "Yeah, I guess I do." 
 
    "I feel I gotta warn you, baby. Cray's got him a dark side. They say he killed a man, kicked him to death and threw his body off a train." 
 
    "They say lots of things." 
 
    "They do, baby, but this one -- they say he's mean. Like, rough. Like, S&M." 
 
    I laughed. "Ach mein Gott," I said, before I realized it came out in German. German was the language of my heart and balls, I think I said, and it was the language I always thought about Cray in. "Monique, how many guys' balls have you stepped on in high heels?" 
 
    She waved her hand in the air, rotating it at the wrist. She had delicate bones, and moved like an actress in an old 1920s silent film. "Sugar, I have lost count, God bless the little perverts. They pay well." 
 
    "So, should I say that you are into S&M, all low and hissy like thunder is going to come roaring in? It is the mark of the werewolf!" 
 
    "You are a strange young man, and I do not hiss. But fine. Just take care, sugar. I'd would surely hate to see you hurt. I kind of like your innocent, stupid ass." 
 
    Vulgarity meant she was truly offended. "I'm sorry, Mon. You know I love you, and I'll listen, but -- I gotta find this guy." 
 
    "I get it. Oh, baby, do I get it. Moth to the flame, sugar. And now, I want you to direct your attention, not to your memory of those unwashed balls, but to the young man at the bar. He's been looking this way, and from his tra-la-la shirt I am guessing it's you he wants, and not me." 
 
    She got the masculine, supposedly straight guys, who wanted a little extra down below. I got the flouncy prancers. No justice, because I wanted the masculine guys and she -- I had no idea what she wanted.  
 
    "What do you look for in a guy?" 
 
    She blinked rapidly at me, fluttering long artificial eyelids. "Are you serious? There is a man there, at that bar, with money burning a hole in his pocket and a cock burning a hole in his shorts, and you're asking me what I look for in a guy?" 
 
    "He can wait. He's a trick. You're a friend. And I'm curious." 
 
    She melted. "Oh, baby. You're my friend too. I know you don't like girls, even ones with a pair of giggleberries. But I surely do love you." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "And to answer your question, I look for a man with a kind heart and a good mind. If he's bald, fat, ugly -- I don't give a damn. Everyone ends up bald, fat, and ugly, but a kind heart lasts forever. And that's wisdom. Write it down, but not before that boy over there has his walk on the wild side and you get paid, and if you accept less than a yard I will spank your tush." 
 
    A yard was a hundred dollars. I was notorious for accidentally undercutting the going prices, partially because I still had to convert American money into Euros. I was a citizen, I could vote, and I couldn't figure out a damned thing about this country. 
 
    I gave Monique a European double-kiss goodbye, and then sauntered over to the bar. 
 
    Every hustler picks a style. 
 
    Some dress as frat boys, and that's a way to go that pulls in the cash, I grant you. Popped collars, slacks, a gold chain maybe if you want to throw in some Jersey Shore guido into the mix. Others take a gangsta approach, but that doesn't work when you have a puppyface. I modeled my style after German punks. Punk never died in Germany. It still goes strong. And so I had the bondage pants, I had the fanny flap, I had the leather jacket with spikes -- which was rolled up and stuffed in my bag because it was hotter than fuck today. I had the Docs on my feet and the torn up band t-shirt on my shoulders. My face didn't quite fit, but I spiked up my hair with glue and water -- cheap! -- and it was close enough for those old fags who still had that fantasy. 
 
    And yeah, punk was dead in America, but Chicago was still a punk city in some ways. There was still the Alley, the store I couldn't afford, ironically, to shop at; still the Exit, the bar in which, sadly, I wasn't currently welcome. That's the bitch of it -- I liked the music there, but they caught me getting sucked off in the bathrooms and said I was out for a few weeks. It was funny. The skinhead bouncer who threw me out gave me a twenty and apologized. Skinheads here are the best. Mostly SHARPs -- the nonracist kind. And mostly so goddamned respectful of gay people it was almost creepy. Like they were apologetic that they didn't want their cocks sucked. 
 
    One good mark for America over Germany. Skinheads there were goddamned racist Neo-nazi assholes to a man and to a bird. 
 
    Punk, too, had its subcultures. I didn't go crust, even though it would be easier, because crusties didn't shower regularly and as nasty as tricks might be, most didn't really want to suck an unwashed cock. Oh, they'd say they did. But no, they really didn't. I mainly struck a balance between hardcore and grindcore, even if the kind of music I liked was a bit more melodic.  
 
    Best part of doing the punk, over the fratboy, thing, was that you could get away with cheap, cheap cheap. My Docs, as I said, I found at a Goodwill and nearly creamed myself at discovering that they mostly fit. The bondage pants, ditto. And the t-shirt -- oh, man, I'd hate to think who gave up a vintage Sex Pistols shirt like this, even with this many holes. Nevermore, man.  
 
    "Hey," I said, to the man in what Monique had called the tra-la-la shirt. It wasn't that bad. Lavender. Shiny. He probably thought it was sexy. He was a bit doughy, but I always looked for the prettiest bit of my tricks. He had smooth skin, and eyes so green they reminded me of a ripe avocado. That wasn't so bad. I could do without the pale red hair that made him look like he had no eyebrows, but I'd just focus on those eyes.  
 
    "Hey, can I buy you a drink?" he said. 
 
    "Sure," I said. I held up my plastic cup and made eye contact with the bartender. "Hey, man, another one of these." These were diet Cokes. I never drank anymore. I saw what it did to people. Monique held her liquor, but lots of other guys went nuts. Not me. 
 
    Fuck you, Dad, I was going to survive. 
 
    The bartender -- oh, God, I'd fuck him, that's for sure, all bulging biceps and killer smile, or he could fuck me, dry, while I screamed -- nodded and started to do a lot more fiddling around than was necessary for a plastic cup of Coke. Good boy. He'd charge Herr Tra-La-La for a rum and Coke. 
 
    "I like your shirt," the trick said. 
 
    I ran my hand over the fabric. There was something about old cheap cotton that had begun to fall apart. It was smooth as spandex, without that artificially oily sheen. I let my fingertip linger on my nipple, which was barely visible through a somewhat more recent hole. 
 
    "Yeah? You like the Sex Pistols?" I lingered on the first word of the band name. 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "Joey's my favorite. Who's yours?" 
 
    "Uh, yeah, Joey." 
 
    "Joey Ramone was in the Ramones. Johnny Rotten was in the Sex Pistols." What the fuck was I doing? I had dug myself a snotty little hole, so I shrugged and decided to live in it. I sneered. A real -- well, faked, 'cause who gives a shit if someone knows who's in the Pistols? -- sneer.  
 
    "I don't really know much about punk," the trick admitted, dropping his gaze to my boots. 
 
    "I could school you," I said. 
 
    "Yeah?" He looked at my face, and then away, like my skin was too bright.  
 
    "Tuition's a hundred bucks, and I'll give you a good lesson." 
 
    "I'm not a very good student," he muttered. He hadn't been sticking to Diet Coke, but I figured he was sober enough. It was drinking for courage, not drinking to the point where he thought my name was Michelle.  
 
    "Then you'll have to take some discipline," I said. 
 
    His face flushed. "Discipline. Um." 
 
    I let the sneer fall. "If you don't want that, we can be more vanilla." 
 
    "No, no, no," he said, very quickly. "I do. I mean, I'm just nervous." 
 
    "Tell you what," I said, "you say 'disco is awesome,' and I'll stop. Seriously. I'll lose my fucking hard-on, you say something that stupid." 
 
    He snorted through his nose. "You're funny." 
 
    "I'm funny," I agreed. "So -- you got a place?" 
 
    He nodded, finished off his drink. "Jesus, I can't believe I'm doing this." 
 
    "I'll take care of you." 
 
    "You clean?" he said. 
 
    I leaned in and dropped to a whisper. "Dude, I let randoes like you suck my cock for cash. There's a free clinic, and I get tested, like, to the point where they hate seeing me come in the door. And so far, so good, but Jesus, if you're thinking anyone is going to answer that question with anything other than 'yes, sirree, gimmee your Benjy,' then you're really stupid. You can suck me raw or not, I don't give a shit. You ain't fucking me, and I ain't sucking you, and that's the deal I give most guys, but not all, and so if you're nervous at all, walk away." 
 
    "I just -- um. It's just that I have a wife and -- " 
 
    "I can come with a rubber on," I said, my voice still low. "And I don't have crabs." Crabs are easy to prevent. And they won't kill you or drive you nuts, but -- they will ruin a marriage. 
 
    We took a taxi back to his hotel. Here's a thing you should know. You pick up an escort in Chicago, and you get a taxi in Boystown, maybe you'd be interested in knowing that almost every single taxi driver in Boystown knows every single escort, and they know where you're going and what you're going to do. Half of these guys, we could go at it in the back seat and save some time, and the driver wouldn't care. There's one guy drives a cab, Sartano or something like that, I think he's Indonesian. He won't pick me up at all, even if I'm alone. Moral issues. Poor dude. The thing is, Indonesian dudes can be kind of hot. I'd do him. 
 
    But we got one of many Ali's who took us to a hotel near Evanston. I liked working in hotels. Comfortable, better than that first trick in the library anyway. That guy, to no surprise at all, never did email me. He has served his narrative purpose.  
 
    "So what do you want to do?" I said, once he closed the door to his hotel room. 
 
    His voice was low, and his face a little red. "Blow you." 
 
    Hotels always have what I have come to think of as the blowjob chair. It's usually an old-fashioned stuffed chair, near a lamp, as if someone is going to sit down in their hotel room and read the collected essays of Montaigne or something. Sometimes, guys wanted to do things in the bed. But I had a good read on this guy, and he wanted the arrogant punk who gets his cock sucked and goes, and that was fine with me. 
 
    I plopped down in it. "Okay." I pointed to the floor between my feet, and he sank to his knees in front of me. 
 
    "You can be rough with me," he said. "Just don't leave marks." 
 
    "You want me to wear a rubber?" 
 
    He took a shaky breath. "No," he said, finally. "Just don't come in my mouth." 
 
    So much for his insistence on safety. Of course, he had asked. That absolved him of any guilt, I guess. Plus, I was clean. At least, as far as I knew. The only fluids I'd had in me had been Cray's, and I'd been tested since then. Not that it was long enough. Some stuff could take like six months, I guess, to show up. 
 
    "So, you like it rough?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Faggot." I grabbed a handful of red hair and pulled him toward me. "You want some of this?" I pushed him into the crotch of my black bondage pants. 
 
    He whimpered and ran his hands up my thighs. His left had a ring on it.  
 
    "I'm going to fuck your face," I said. I pulled him away and held him a few inches from my crotch. He mewled. I pulled the zipper down and unsnapped the button. I stood up a little to shimmy my pants down. I wasn't wearing underwear. It was too damned hot for layers, and I realized when the ball funk wafted out that maybe I should have hit the shower first. I normally did, but he seemed eager and not at all put off. Maybe he was one of those dudes who really did get off on a dirty guy, and didn't just say that he did. 
 
    I pulled him in and let him lick at my balls. It didn't really do anything for me, but he was obviously getting off on rubbing his face against the oily skin of my scrotum. Funny what gets a guy off.  
 
    I was kind of getting off myself, seeing him get so into it. My cock had lengthened in my hand and leaked a crystalline drop of precum. I wiped it away with my thumb and rolled back my foreskin.  
 
    "Get to work, cocksucker," I said, and I pulled his face up and over me. "Make yourself fucking useful." 
 
    He eagerly sucked me in, and I've to say, he knew his business. You'd think I was paying him, the way he sucked. He was enthusiastic, sloppy, and when I clutched his skull in both hands and thrust into his mouth, he took it as well as he could, gagging and choking, but keeping his teeth out of it. 
 
    Not that I cared about teeth. I had a cock of iron. 
 
    I had forgotten to get the money beforehand. Goddamn it. I'm so bad at this. My cock wilted a little, but I yanked my mind back. If he tried to stiff me, I could take him.  
 
    I held him down, ignored his gagging. If he puked on me -- it wouldn't be the first time. I slid in and out of his slimy throat, getting close now. 
 
    I pulled him off my cock and held him, hands firmly gripping both temples, in front of me. I leaned down and looked into his eyes. They were really nice eyes, filled now with storms of lust and shame. I slid one hand down and hooked a thumb in the corner of his mouth. "Open." He did, and I pushed back, my thumb where his wisdom teeth once were. A bit in a horse's mouth. "Wider." 
 
    He did. I put the other hand in there, on the other side. It was beautiful, like this: his chin shining with spit, his mouth held open and cheeks stretched. I could see into him. I could see his fillings, his uvula, and the slick red cavern I had fucked like a cunt.  
 
    I snorted, rattling mucus in my sinuses, down into the top of my throat, then rasped it up. I filled my mouth with salty slime. 
 
    His eyes turned panicky, he shook his head "no, no," as well as he could.  
 
    I leaned down and, holding the wad of snot under my tongue, whispered in his ear. "If you think disco is awesome, just grunt three times real quick." 
 
    He relaxed a little. His eyes closed, and when they opened, that panic had turned to lust. He held his mouth open further, and a long string of drool slid past my thumb to pool on the floor.  
 
    I worked up a bit more spit, then leaned in close and gave him a good old punk rock kiss: I lobbed the wad of phlegm noisily into his mouth. It painted his pallet, and dripped down to gather in white globs on his tongue. He gagged again and closed his eyes, and I guided him back down on my cock. 
 
    I fucked my spit into his face.  
 
    It didn't take long now. That had turned me on and -- from the wet spot in his pants, him too. I was close, and I let go of his head. "I'm coming," I said. 
 
    He didn't stop. 
 
    "If you don't want a fucking mouthful, pull away," I said. 
 
    I was so close, I couldn't hold off. But he kept going at me. I tried to push him off, but he gripped my ass and held tight. 
 
    And then I came, hard, in his mouth. It came out in a stream so intense it might have been piss. My sense of smell heightened. I could smell us both, me like sweat and the dirt of the street, him like some fruity cologne and spit. He sucked it down and swallowed. His tongue worked my sensitive cock, and I shuddered. It hurt, but that good hurt that's too much pleasure to take. He had turned the tables and reduced me to a spasming cock. I managed to push him off when it stopped feeling good. 
 
    There were tissues on the nightstand. I leaned over, grabbed a couple, tossed them to him, and grabbed a few more for myself. That's me. A gentleman. I wiped off and put myself away. 
 
    "I thought you didn't want me to come in your mouth," I said. 
 
    "Changed my mind. Mind if I jerk off?" 
 
    I nudged his bulge with my boot, not quite a kick. He moaned. "Yeah, I mind." 
 
    "Then would you -- keep doing that?" 
 
    I pushed harder, and he wrapped his hands around the leather and pushed me down on him. He lay back. "Just, step on it a little." 
 
    So many freaks, so many wonderful freaks. 
 
    It's not the first time someone has wanted to get off on my boots, and normally I found it boring, but after that orgasm, I was ready to do what he liked to get him off.  
 
    "Spit on me again while you do it. Call me names." 
 
    I hocked another wad, not nearly as large, and splatted it on his face. Good aim. "There you go, faggot." 
 
    "Harder." 
 
    I put my weight on his balls, and he moaned. He tried to pull my boot away but couldn't. I wouldn't let him.  
 
    I spat on him again. I was dry now. It was mostly sound and spray. But he didn't care. He writhed under me, fucking the sole of my boot through his clothes.  
 
    I shifted more weight onto his crotch, and he suddenly curled up around his cock and let out a high pitched whine. Then he lay back and said "disco. I like disco." 
 
    I stepped away immediately, afraid that I'd broken him, especially when I saw how damp the crotch of his beige slacks was.  
 
    But no, that wasn't blood or anything. Just cum. He had come. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    He breathed heavily for a few moments, just nodding. Then he got up on his hands and knees and kissed the top of my boot. 
 
    "You're wonderful," he said. 
 
    "Thanks. That's a hundred." 
 
    He teetered upright and fished his wallet out of his pants pocket. He counted out five, six, seven twenties. "Here. That was -- that was wonderful." 
 
    "I'm glad. Thanks for the tip." 
 
    "Hey. You got a phone number or an email, so, you know, when I'm in Chicago again, I can hook up?" 
 
    I gave him my email, and left him happy and with a stain on his pants.  
 
    And no, I never saw him or heard from him again. Because that's how this worked. No one ever comes back. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    It was a week or so later. I had three hundred dollars in my pocket and my belly was full of White Castle. I had no need to work, and didn't really want to anyway. Sex kind of lost its luster when you got paid for it, so it helped to take a break when you could.  
 
    So I had some options. I went to a movie, but skipped the popcorn. Then I walked around the North Halsted area for a while. I was knocking around the idea of getting a cheap motel or hostel for the night. It'd blow a chunk of cash, but it'd be an air conditioned bedroom and there'd be less chance of having my wad stolen. I could watch TV, take a real shower, and wake up to coffee and free danishes.  
 
    Maybe you're thinking, if you're not from Chicago, hey, three hundred dollars is like a month's rent in some places, or close to it. But think about what it takes to earn the privilege to pay your landlord. First, you got to find a place that cheap that isn't in a war zone, and in the city, you pay more than that for a kitchen wall decorated with bullet holes. But sure, I could head out to the suburbs. And now, there go the clients. In the city, it was easy to find a guy who wanted to blow a curly-haired blond punk. Could you imagine that happening in Skokie, or Naperville? So, okay, let's say I find some rich fuckers who like it dirty out there in Joliet or something. Now I got a cheap apartment, a magical stream of clients to keep me paid, and -- I need first and last month's rent, as well as a security deposit. Oh, and there'll be a credit check. And what's your job? Oh, unemployed, no credit. Sorry, Mr. Puppyface, sir.  
 
    Puppyface. And that was the real crux of it.  
 
    He was somewhere in the city. So I had to be too. 
 
    Because, stupid kid that I was, I had fallen in love. 
 
    I spent every night imagining it was the first wet, cold, miserable, sick night, curled up against his arm, the taste of his cum in my mouth. 
 
    I smelled him on the wind sometimes, and sometimes I thought he might come up behind me, say "hey, Puppyface," and put his arm back around me. He said he was in love with me, but he loved everyone. Yeah. I'd share. 
 
    So I guess it wasn't weird that I was thinking about him the next morning, stretching in the bed, pushing it against the end of the continental breakfast and check out time. I had showered, washed my underwear and socks in the sink -- they were mostly dry, dripping from the shower rod all night. I shrugged into some plaid pants, very old school, and laced up my boots. Then I went down for the continental, which was burned coffee and a gas station cruller wrapped in plastic. I sat in the lobby in front of a window, sipped my coffee, munched my pastry, and watched the passers-by on the street. I doubted I'd find a client here. Most of the people in the motel were tourists or immigrants this time of day. You didn't even get the casual sex crowd; they checked out long before the sullen guy with the goiter brewed the stipulated coffee. 
 
    I had finished up my calories and mostly sloshed the coffee down my throat. I still had a hundred dollars and change, so I figured maybe I'd check out a few bookstore and get something to read. I'd keep an eye on the crowds, look for a trick, but no need to hunt, no need to be desperate. It'd be an easy, slow, casual day.  
 
    Then I saw a hat bobbing through the crowd. Gray, tattered, brim turned up, CRAY-Z written on it in Sharpie. 
 
    I bolted to my feet and left the coffee and wrapper behind. I pushed through the revolving door and out onto the sidewalk. No one. But yeah, there, the edge of a jacket. Military surplus. I sprinted, my boots clomping on the concrete. He turned the corner. I spun around it, juked around a middle-aged fag with a fluffy dog. "Hey," I said, "Hey, Cray." 
 
    The guy stopped and spun just as I bowled into him. 
 
    Cray wasn't black. 
 
    I grabbed him by the arm. Shook him. "Where'd you get that hat?" I said. 
 
    "Whoah, man, whoah, I boosted it man, what the fuck?" 
 
    "Boosted it from whom?" Yes, I said whom. Hard habit to break. 
 
    "Just some store, like, years ago, man." 
 
    I let go of him and stepped back, breathing hard. Yeah. He was shorter than Cray, obviously so, and wider in the shoulder, and also very black. 
 
    "It looks like -- someone's hat I used to know." 
 
    But that hat hadn't looked quite like that, had it? All caps, stained with sweat and weather, eventually turn that gray greasy color. But -- Cray's hair hadn't stuck out in tufts like that in the back. I didn't think. 
 
    It had been dark, that night. 
 
    The black kid stepped back, his palms held up toward me. 
 
    I mirrored the gesture and took another step back. "I'm sorry, man," I said. "I thought you were someone I'm looking for, and then I thought you took his hat." 
 
    "You thought I was Cray," he said. 
 
    I licked my lips. "Yeah." A few passers-by had stopped to watch the confrontation, taken out their phones. "Hey," I said, "listen, man, I'm sorry. Can I buy you a coffee or some breakfast or something?" 
 
    He noticed the crowds too. It was too late to run, and if we didn't make friendly soon, cops would come and ask questions. And most street kids wanted to avoid that, especially if they were holding. I wasn't. But he might have been, judging from the size of his pupils. "Okay," he said. "Come on." 
 
    He set a good pace, but I kept up. "You know Cray?" I said, as we walked. 
 
    "Yeah. You?" 
 
    "Yeah. Met him about six weeks ago." 
 
    "Cool. This place is good. They know me here." 
 
    "What's your name?" 
 
    "Jeff." 
 
    It was one of those cafes that looked like it was established when Nighthawks was painted and hadn't changed much -- or been cleaned much -- since. But the waitress gave us a booth and no attitude, and set us up with coffee unasked. I handed him the menu. "I ate. Whatever you want." 
 
    Jeff ordered half the menu, but fine. Small price. 
 
    "How'd you meet him?" I said. 
 
    "It was like almost two years now," he said. "I was dealing, just, you know, pot. To get by. He came up and said he wanted to buy me out. Whatever I had on me. That was like, I don't know, a lot. So he hands over this wad of cash, all crisp and clean like it just come from a bank or something. And I gave him a handful of baggies. This was down by the river, you know. So he just tosses them over his shoulder, right into the water, like he didn't give a shit. I said 'what the fuck?' and made to go in after em. But he grabs my shoulder. He's just grinning and laughing. 'I could throw in the water, and lose it. Or I could smoke it up, and lose it and myself. Which you wanna do?'" 
 
    I laughed. That sounded like him. 
 
    My laugh seemed to encourage Jeff. "Yeah, so anyone else says that, it's like 'this is your brain on drugs,' but it was just the way he didn't give a fuck, you know?" 
 
    "Like he didn't really care if you listened." 
 
    "Yeah. But then, I busted out laughing. And he laughed too, and then we sat there on this bench and talked for like, hours." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "He's fucking deep." 
 
    I had been too feverish to register whether he was or wasn't deep. All I remembered was thinking he was crazy, and liking that feeling of being out of control.  
 
    Jeff dug into his eggs and hash browns and I drank my coffee. A hell of a lot better than the free swill at the motel. Look at me. A little cash in my pocket, and now I'm a restaurant critic. 
 
    "You ever see him again?" 
 
    "No. But he turned me around. Like, turned my head around." 
 
    "And you don't do drugs anymore?" 
 
    He snorted. "No, man, I do drugs. Fuck. I'm stoned right now. But now I know that I'm doing drugs, you know?" 
 
    I shrugged. "You know where he might be?" 
 
    He popped some melon into his mouth and munched. "I think he's an angel," he said around a mouthful of yellowish pulp.  
 
    "And so you boosted the cap and wrote on it -- " 
 
    "Yeah, to remember him. You know, he had one like it." 
 
    I nodded. This hadn't been as useful as I'd hoped, but at least it was more confirmation that Cray really existed. And had existed some time. Two years ago, almost, this kid said. 
 
    Unless he was, in fact, an angel. 
 
    But no. An angel's balls wouldn't smell like sweat and Chicago asphalt. 
 
    I gave him a handful of cash and sent him on his way. I stayed behind, finished my coffee, and made up my mind. 
 
    I was going to find Cray. 
 
    I started by asking around, but getting information out of my fellow homeless wasn't a matter of a handshake and a smile. It's not that we're a mercenary lot, or even lack a sense of solidarity. For my part, at least, I gave a shit about what happened to the crazy lady who thought the Sears Tower was her boyfriend, and the other young punks like me with their military surplus jackets and patched pants. And the nicest thing you can say about me is that sometimes I'm not an asshole. So I could give a shit, most people could. But still. You had to eat, and you didn't give away something for nothing. Even more to the point, you didn't expect something for nothing. It was rude.  
 
    So I ate up a bit of cash taking people to lunch and dropping twenties into their hands and hats. And in the process, I got snippets of knowledge, some of it almost certainly fiction: 
 
    "He killed a man in New York. Beat him to death with a baseball bat." 
 
    "No, he kicked him to death, threw him off a train." 
 
    "Bullshit, he never hurt a fly. He's actually an ordained priest." 
 
    "He's a Buddhist Bodhisattva." 
 
    "He's a conman. He's running a long con." 
 
    "He's a living saint." 
 
    "He once pissed on Rahm's shoe." 
 
    "No, Rahm once was doing a photo op at a shelter, and asked him 'hey, what could I do as mayor for the homeless of the city?' and he said 'you could pass me one of those dinner rolls.'" 
 
    "Then he pissed on Rahm's shoe." 
 
    "He was masturbating in front of the art institute, like, right by the lion out front. And someone yelled at him and he said 'if I could get rid of hunger by rubbing my stomach, I'd do that instead.'" 
 
    "He likes to go up to tourists and bark like a dog." 
 
    "He broke into someone's house and rearranged all their furniture." 
 
    "He speaks like six languages." 
 
    And so on. 
 
    But getting that much info made me stony, so I went to the Hole up in Wrigleyville and waited for a few of the slumming fags to give me the shame-eye. Dre and Monique were both there.  
 
    "Where's Nate?" I asked. 
 
    "Fucking arrested." 
 
    "Well, shit. For business?" 
 
    "No," Monique said. "Just arrested. Boosting, maybe. That boy has no more sense than my left shoe." 
 
    I glanced down at her high heels. "Your left shoe is quite stylish. Right one too." 
 
    "Sweet talker." 
 
    "Fucking busy here," Dre said. "Just got done fucking some fat guy." 
 
    "And you're still here -- why?" 
 
    "Mon is singing later." 
 
    "It's karaoke night," she said, "and I got to do my song." 
 
    "Moral imperative." 
 
    "You know it, baby." 
 
    "It's morally wrong to have a talent and not display it. That's what Kant said." 
 
    She gave me a smile and an airy wave. "If you say so, honey." 
 
    "Fuck Kant," Dre said, having no idea who he was, I'm sure. 
 
    "I need business," I said. "See any likely prospects?" 
 
    I scanned the room. Three or four horny looking guys. You could always tell. Alone, not making much in the way of eye contact, looking a little shame-faced. Sometimes with rings on their left hands. Usually drinking -- but shit, it was a bar. 
 
    I gave some college guy in a UIC sweatshirt the 'sup nod, and he gave me a smile and looked away. Maybe. He might be too good looking, but you never could tell. Sometimes downright hot guys would hire a rentboy just for the adventure, or so they didn't have to fake an interest in a person when they just wanted something wet to put their dick in -- or, more commonly, a dick to put in their something wet. 
 
    "I'm going to go lone wolf. No one's going to come up to me when I'm with you two." 
 
    "True enough," Monique said. "Have fun. Be careful." 
 
    "I always do, and I always am," I said. I sauntered up to the bar, perched on one of the few empty stools along by the side, so I could swivel around and get a good look.  
 
    A middle-aged business-man type in what he clearly considered a fashionable and understated shirt and jeans sidled up to me. "You waiting for someone?" 
 
    I gave him a look. Hair thinning a bit on top. Glasses. Nice enough smile. If I had to pull out a word from my bookish English, I'd call him milquetoast. 
 
    "Maybe you." 
 
    He gave a little laugh. "I'm looking for something specific," he said.  
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Can I buy you a drink?" 
 
    I did my pantomime with the bartender and got another Coke. Then we found a quiet corner. 
 
    "You might not be interested in this," he said, once we didn't have to yell our business over the low grade rumble of the voices around us and the thumping background music. "A lot of people aren't." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "I want you to be kind of bratty with me." 
 
    "I can do that. Not unusual." 
 
    "And then I want to spank your butt. And then I want you to suck me." 
 
    "You wear a rubber," I said. "And I have a safe word. If I say it, you stop." 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    "It's 'disco.'"  
 
    He grinned. "You're cute." 
 
    "You have a place?" 
 
    We ended up back at his hotel, way the fuck out near O'Hare. He had offered me $250, and I didn't even blink. That was what the online escorts got, the hot ones who starred in porn movies. But I figured, not a lot of guys would let him spank them. I normally wouldn't, but -- $250. 
 
    He gave me the money and I flopped down on his bed. "Nice place," I said. I took out a cigarette and made to light it. 
 
    "You can't smoke in here, young man," he said, standing sternly with his hands on his hips. 
 
    I didn't smoke anyway. But I carried a pack of stale cigarettes and a lighter because there's are more than one pervs who get off on blowing a guy while he's smoking a cigarette. It's a whole thing, so I light one, let it hang off my lower lip, and try not to inhale. I always demand extra for that. It's the grossest thing I've ever done sexually.  
 
    "Sure I can," I said, bringing the flame to the cigarette. 
 
    He stepped forward, snatched the cigarette out of my mouth, and threw it on the ground. 
 
    "You get up out of my bed this instant, and you apologize for your rude behavior," he said. He sounded like a school teacher. 
 
    "Fuck you, man. You can't tell me what to do." 
 
    He grabbed the collar of my jacket and I let him haul me out of the bed.  
 
    "You're a very disrespectful young man," he said. 
 
    "Oh, fuck you."  
 
    I was running out of rude things to say, and I was afraid I'd move from his idea of "bratty" and into "downright antisocial." But fortunately, my improv abilities weren't imposed on much more. 
 
    "You nasty little boy." He sat down on the blowjob chair and patted his lap. "You get over here right now and you take your paddling." 
 
    "No way, man," I said. 
 
    He made a stern face. "Right now, I said." 
 
    I made a show of foot-dragging, but approached. 
 
    "Now, you take off that nasty jacket and that icky shirt." 
 
    I did, throwing them both on the bed.  
 
    "Pants too," he said. 
 
    I hopped about to take off my boots, then I stripped down, naked. 
 
    "Look at you, you nasty young man, all dirty and -- nasty." His own capacity for improv seemed to be nearly exhausted too. "Get over my knee." 
 
    His crotch was bulging rather hugely. Before I tossed my pants on the bed, I fished out a few condoms and tossed them on the nightstand near him. 
 
    Then I bent over his knee and stuck my bare ass up in the air. 
 
    His breath was coming ragged. "Oh, nasty, nasty boy, your little pink ass all ready for its punishment, like the nasty -- nasty boy you are." 
 
    I tried not to laugh. 
 
    Then his hand came down, harder than I expected, and I choked back a cry. 
 
    That stung. 
 
    Another blow, and then another. Then he was paddling me like a machine, his cock jumping through the denim of his pants against my side. I was getting hard, too, strangely. Actually, I enjoyed this sort of thing -- but I normally didn't do it because of the safety issues. There was no guarantee that he'd stop when I said my safe word. And that thought kind of got me going, too. 
 
    Of course, in reality, I could kick his ass, and would. But --  
 
    He was hurting me, and I was taking it, and I kind of liked that. I liked feeling small and -- his word, his favorite word, nasty. 
 
    It was ridiculous, even silly. But in the moment, it felt just a little dangerous and sexy, even if I didn't really find him that attractive. 
 
    His arm was getting tired. I could tell. My ass burned. It didn't really hurt. It was less a pain, and more a sensation. I felt warm, not just on my ass, but throughout. 
 
    He pushed me off him. "Get on your knees. You need to thank me for giving you proper discipline." 
 
    I kneeled between his legs. "Thank you, sir," I said. "I deserved that." 
 
    "You think you deserve this?" He unzipped his fly and pulled out a surprisingly hefty cock, larger than mine, certainly. Not the largest I've ever seen, but something I'd have to stretch a bit to get my lips around. 
 
    "No, sir, please don't make me suck your cock," I said. "That's so -- " I am a fast learner. " -- so nasty." 
 
    "That's what you are, and that's what you'll do. Now, or you'll get more punishment." 
 
    Another thing you should know. If you hire a rentboy in north Chicago and you drag his ass all the way to O'Hare, he's going to do his level best to finish you off quick. More spanking might be fun, if this were recreational and if this guy were three or four times hotter. But this was business.  
 
    He rolled a cherry condom over his dick. Why didn't people make dick-flavored condoms? I, for one, liked the taste of cock, and based on the number of guys who requested that I skip the pre-shower, so did a lot of other fags. But -- cherry. Strawberry. Goddamned mint. What the hell? 
 
    I did the best I could. Getting a guy off while he's wearing a condom isn't always easy, but Mr. Nasty was up for it. It was the spanking that got him off, and the submission from a bratty punk, so I played that up. I gave him the eye roll, let him push me back down when I came up for breath, and worked him by hand while I pleaded for mercy. "Oh, please, sir, making me suck your cock is so wrong. It's so nasty." 
 
    "Take your punishment." 
 
    "Yes, sir, thank you sir for punishing me." 
 
    That sort of thing. 
 
    The truth was, it made me hard. 
 
    He nudged my cock with his work shoe. I remembered the guy I'd gotten off by stepping on his cock. We're all the same, we perverts. All the same, the world over.  
 
    "You're going to make me come, you nasty little brat." 
 
    I bobbed up and down over his cock and ran my hand up his smooth, soft belly to find his nipples. I rolled them between my fingertips; they puckered under my attentions. 
 
    He twined his fingers in my hair, not quite pulling but using my the curls of my hair as handles. He pulled me down a bit. The condom had long ago given up that cough-syrup ersatz cherry flavor, and now it was just a dick in my mouth and a man riding my throat. 
 
    "Oh. Oh. Good boy, good boy, you good, good boy," he said, and the condom warmed and expanded in my mouth. I teased the head with my tongue, slipping more easily now with the lube of his cum between rubber and skin. Instead of pulling, he was stroking my hair now.  
 
    Then he gently pushed me off. His face was red. "Hand me a couple of those tissues," he said, "if you would." His voice had grown husky. 
 
    I got him a couple tissues from the box on the nightstand and then started to dress. I glanced at the clock. That was fast. If I got a cab, I could get back early enough to maybe pick up that fratboy, if he had been interested. I hadn't come. I could do another, and he had looked more like someone who wanted to suck. Believe it or not, but more guys who pick up rentboys would rather suck than be sucked. Especially if, like me, you insisted on using a rubber if they were going in your mouth. 
 
    "Hey," he said, as I shrugged back into my jacket.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    The red had left his face, and now he was just a middle-aged man sitting in a chair in a hotel room. "You're a good kid. You really are." 
 
    "Thanks, man." 
 
    "I didn't hurt you did I?" 
 
    I laughed. "No, man, I like that sort of thing." 
 
    "Okay. Good. Hey. Before you go, could you just -- give me a hug?" 
 
    Aww. "Sure. C'mere." I wrapped my arms around him and he embraced me. He buried his face in my shoulder, inhaled the smell of leather and, I imagined, two or three days of sleeping on the street.  
 
    "You want to take a shower before you go?" 
 
    I did, but if I could pick up one more job today I'd have enough to carry on the search and also maybe sleep in a hotel. Plus, sometimes guys asked you to shower beforehand anyway, so -- I'd get my shower either way. "Thanks, man, but no. I have to head." It also occurred to me that I might still get to see Monique do her thing on the stage if she hadn't already.  
 
    He took out his phone. "I'll order you an Uber." 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "A car. I'll pay." 
 
    I bit back the polite reflexive You don't have to do that. Taking the train would eat up another hour; a car, though, could get me back to the Hole before I knew it, especially at this time of night. 
 
    While we waited for the car, we made some small talk. For some guys, the small talk is awkward and they'd rather skip it. For others, it helped them find their way back to normality. You don't pay a prostitute to sleep with you, the old saying went. You paid for her to leave afterwards. But some guys are lonely. 
 
    "Are you a school teacher or something?" I said. 
 
    He barked a laugh. "Oh, dear God, no. I'm a manager at an office. I just like -- you know, doing that." 
 
    "That's cool. Lots of people like lots of things. I don't judge." 
 
    "That makes you rare." 
 
    We dropped into less personal things, pessimistic predictions of weather, that sort of thing, and then his phone buzzed. "Your car is here," he said. "It's all paid. He'll take you back to where we met." 
 
    "Nice," I said. "I really appreciate that." 
 
    "You don't worry about it. You were great." 
 
    After some tricks, there's a crushing shame. I've felt that before. You get this sense that there's a guy who can't really just deal with his self-esteem problems, so he's sucking off street punks, and you just helped him feel worse about himself. That sucks. But after some tricks, there's a rush. I haven't tried a lot of drugs, but I can't imagine they're better than that feeling when, your ass cheeks stinging and your pocket bulging with cash, you slide into the seat of a car. He got off. I got him off. All tidy, safe, spic-and-span. Easy as a cake. Um. Pie? Easy as pie. Idioms. Even though I didn't have an accent, they outed me as an alien.  
 
    Mon and Dre were still camped out when I got back, and fratboy was still in the bar too, although he was chatting to some other guys. Well. I figured maybe I'd get more money, or maybe not. Two and a half yards was a good distance to go on a night like this. 
 
    But even if he wanted a hundred dollar blow-and-go, well. That was a hundred bucks, and I was kind of horny. That didn't happen often during business. That spanking had gotten me going. I could probably come down some fag's throat in record time. 
 
    "Before you say any fucking thing," Dre said, "that fratboy has been eyeing us all night but I don't think I'm his type." 
 
    "I spotted him," I said. "I'll do him, if he needs to be done. Did you sing yet?" I asked Monique. 
 
    "Not yet, hon. They like to save me for later in the evening. La pièce and all that." 
 
    "Good. I've never heard you sing." 
 
    "In all these years we've known each other?" she said, her long eyelashes fluttering. 
 
    "In all these weeks," I corrected her. 
 
    "Years, weeks -- honey, to people like us, time is meaningless. It's just the names of the boxes we pack experience in, and no one packs as tight as we." 
 
    Dre busted out laughing. I knew where his mind had gone, and I laughed too. Monique just looked put out, and she opened her mouth to flay our skin off, no doubt, but the current drunk guy finished warbling some 70s crap and the MC -- or was it a DJ? -- broke in: 
 
    "Okay, we have a real treat now. Monique, singing her signature song, 'Do They Think of Me At Home.'  Jeez, I didn't even know we had anything that old." 
 
    Monique bounded up to the stage and grabbed the mic. "Sugar, age is just a number, and this song's my number. Hit it." 
 
    There was a long piano intro, then some horns came in. I'd never heard the song before, and I gathered from the DJ's comments as well as the style of music, that it was an old one. Maybe really old. 
 
    Monique closed her eyes. "Do they think of me at home?" she sang. "I who shared their every grief, I who mingled in their glee? Have their hearts grown cold and strange, to the one now doomed to roam? I would give the world to know, do they think of me at home?" Her voice was high, pure, and clear. Unlike the music, something in it felt modern, relevant. Ah. Well. She was far from home, wasn't she? And weren't we all? I was. And did they think of me at home? Did anyone ever think of me but myself? Nein. Ach, so. That might be enough, though. Me alone. Against the world.  
 
    I wished I wasn't alone, though. They might not think of me at home, but maybe sometimes Cray thought of me. Not as often as I thought of him, but -- maybe sometimes. I wished he was here, his arm around my shoulder. Monique was swaying slowly, her eyes still closed, to the instrumental, waiting for her part to come back in. "Do they think of how I loved, in my happy, early days? Do they think of him who came, but could never win their praise? I am happy by his side, and from his side I'll never roam, but still my heart will sadly ask, do they think of me at home?" She repeated the chorus, and then swept back to her seat amid applause. 
 
    "Well," I said. "You sing really well." 
 
    "Yes, I know." 
 
    "Yeah, that was cool," Dre said, for once not punctuating his sentence with an expletive.  
 
    "It's the saddest song I ever heard," Monique said. "So I said, I'm going to sing that. That'll be my song." 
 
    "Well, shit," I said, breaking the spell. "I was hoping to get that fratboy's lips around my cock and his money in my pocket, but now I'm not sure I'm in the mood." 
 
    Monique laughed. "Oh, honey, what man isn't in the mood to have a mouth wrapped around his willie? Go on, don't let my admittedly fabulous and moving performance put you off your game." 
 
    I let out a laugh and sauntered up to fratboy, who had finished his conversation and was alone again. 
 
    "Hey," I said. "You look lonely. Your friends leave?" 
 
    "Yeah." He jerked his head up to the stage. "Your friend sings nice." 
 
    "Yeah. She does. Hey, you looking for anything specific?" 
 
    He looked me up and down, and I did the same. He was muscular, clearly not unfamiliar with sports or physical labor. Judging form the symmetry of his body, probably sports and lots of gym time. That pointed to college boy. You'd think, maybe, that the only people who hire rentboys are broken down old men, but you'd think wrong. Sometimes hot young guys like this, with a taste for cock, figured it was safer to spend a hundred or two on a blowjob than get on the internet and find someone who might out them. We were, at least, discreet, probably because what we were doing was illegal. 
 
    "I'd need some compensation," I said. I've run into the situation where the john thinks it's a date, and I think it's a job, and that was just awkward. And me being me, it usually ended up in a free blowjob and abject apologies from me. I was so wishy-washy. 
 
    "How much?" he said. 
 
    Fuck it. He looked loaded. "Two hundred." 
 
    "Okay," he said, after a very brief pause. "I just want to blow you." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "And you definitely got to take a shower first." 
 
    "Of course. You got a room?" If he didn't, I could get one. I would probably find one tonight anyway, just to rest up for tomorrow's search. 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah, I got a place." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    I left the Hole with a guy in tow for the second time in one day. I'd be a legend among the other rentboys. But hey, I was cute and had no shame. I wasn't strung out, desperate, or pushy. I was just a guy with a tough-guy look, a nice-guy face, and an ever-hard cock. 
 
    Later, I would remember that I was thinking life is good. I was going to get my cock sucked by a fairly good looking guy, who was going to give me two hundred bucks and then I'd find Cray, I had no doubt.  
 
    I snapped out of my fantasies. "Where is your place?" 
 
    "Just through here. I'm parked over here, and I can take you to the hotel." 
 
    There wasn't parking through here. It was a narrow ally between two old buildings, a place Al Capone probably did business back in the bad old days of Chicago. "There was a night game tonight," I said. "How'd you get a parking spot?" 
 
    "I just did." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    You get a sense. And if you're smart, you listen to it, and if you're not smart, you let your mind wander to your cock and the future and hopes and dreams and sad reverie of old songs. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    "I think maybe I forgot something at the bar," I said. 
 
    "No, you didn't." 
 
    He stopped. I spun to run but he got a handful of leather jacket and yanked me back. He was bigger than me, a hell of a lot stronger. Maybe if I hadn't been living on the streets and eating like shit and sleeping under overpasses four nights out of seven --  
 
    He sent me down to my ass. I banged on the dirty asphalt, and the pleasant stinging of my spanking returned now as a full-fledged pain. 
 
    A sneaker flew at my face. I spun away, as best I could, and it smashed into my shoulder. I was nose-to-mortar with a brick wall. Another kick missed my kidney by inches.  
 
    I tried to curl into a ball, but his fingers tangled in my hair and yanked me up, pulling out a handful with a sickening tearing sensation. Pain wrapped my scalp. His fist came down into my face, once, twice. Something snapped in my jaw, and a new arc of pain shot through my skull. 
 
    I was going to die. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Well. 
 
    He was saying something. I think I muttered "ich verstehe nicht" or something, but then he once again grabbed my hair, tearing at my scalp. His face thrust into mine. When did I ever think he was good looking? He looked like a bruise felt, a scar in the shape of a man. 
 
    "Drugs," he said. "Money. Everything you got." 
 
    I fished the wad of money out of my pocket and tossed it on the asphalt. "No drugs," I said. "I don't do drugs." 
 
    "Bullshit. All you dirt-bags do drugs." 
 
    And he kicked me again. He aimed a stomp at my hand, but I pulled away. Instead, he smashed his shoe between my shoulder-blades. Then he kicked me again. I had a moment to feel my head rock forward, and then -- a buzzing, a dimming, and silence. 
 
    Then it was dark.  
 
    The ground was hard. Someone was trying to take off my boots. 
 
    I kicked out, and pain lanced through my body. "Get the fuck off me," I said, and it probably came out like a sloppy rag dragged over a rock wall. I tasted blood. 
 
    I tried to get to my feet, and the bearded bum working at my laces turn and ran. Can't blame him. He probably thought I was dead. No idea how long I'd lain there. 
 
    I wasn't dead. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    I reached up to touch my face, but pain burned through my side and shoulders. I couldn't get my hand that high. I tried my left hand, and that worked a little better. I was puffy, sore, raw. Everything hurt. 
 
    My legs worked, but standing up nearly made me pass out again. The edges of my vision retreated. I rested my hand on the cool, gritty brick of the wall, and that wasn't enough. I leaned up against it and pushed my forehead on it. It hurt. But it was cool and kept me upright and soon the edges of my vision regained their color and the distant plucked string vibrating in my ear quieted. How long had he beaten me after I fell unconscious? Maybe hours, maybe not at all. Maybe once he had the money, he took off. I wasn't dead, I thought again with surprise. So maybe he had booked once he had my cash. 
 
    I had nowhere to go, but I couldn't stay in this alley. The bar wasn't far. My vision kept swimming, and I kept having to rest, my hand on lamp-posts. Crossing streets would have been a terror, with that constant danger of passing out in the crosswalk. But I didn't feel any terror, any fear at all. If death came, he'd come. Otherwise, each step forward. 
 
    The bar was closing. People were in the streets, planning their next move in the early morning. Breakfast? Sex then breakfast? Or a private party? I scanned for Monique or Dre, saw neither.  
 
    I sat down, defeated. I had no other plan. 
 
    I drifted out. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I opened my eyes to noise and light. Curtains were drawn around me, but there were sounds outside of those curtains. One guy crying. A child, somewhere, wailing. A few people talking in low voices. An occasional laugh. 
 
    I had an IV in my arm, a machine beeping behind me. 
 
    Hospital? But -- so many people around. 
 
    Emergency room. Charity hospital.  
 
    Now that I thought back, I fuzzily remembered those clumps of partiers turning toward me, expressing panic, disgust, concern. I had ruined a few people's evenings, I figured. Maybe someone's car upholstery.  
 
    I sat that way for a while, just enjoying the bed and the drugs. The curtain rolled back after maybe half an hour, maybe an hour.  
 
    A doctor, I guessed, from the stethoscope around her neck. Maybe a nurse. Name tag. Dr. Frost. Nope, a doctor then. 
 
    "Hey," I said. 
 
    "Hello, Mr. Doe."  
 
    "That's not my name." 
 
    She smiled. "Good. Do you remember what it is?" 
 
    I told her. 
 
    "Great. And what day is it?" 
 
    "Doc, I'm homeless. I pay very little attention to what day it is when I don't have a brain injury, let alone when I -- oh, shit, it's Friday. Karaoke night. No, wait, Saturday. It was after midnight." 
 
    "Great. And who's the president of the U.S.?" 
 
    "Angela Merkel," I said.  
 
    She made a note. "Okay. It looks like you've got a bit of a concussion, as you self-diagnosed. Not terrible, but you're still a little symptomatic, so -- " 
 
    "No! Barack Obama!" 
 
    "Right. A little symptomatic, so we're going to keep you overnight. We'll get you a quieter room. Your other injuries -- " 
 
    "I feel fine." 
 
    "You're on pain medication. Your other injuries are a bruised rib, a few contusions, a chipped tooth, and you seem to have bitten a hole in your tongue. Nothing serious, believe it or not. People do that all the time, and it heals fast. You also dislocated your jaw. I took the liberty of snapping it back into place while you were out." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "No problem. That leather jacket probably saved you worse trouble. It acted as armor." She made another note on her clipboard. "I take it from your mention of homelessness that you don't have insurance?" 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "Would you like to talk to someone about pressing charges? We have to report stab wounds and gunshot wounds, but not -- for some reason -- getting beaten." 
 
    "No," I said. "No cops." 
 
    Her lips tightened and she put her pen in her pocket. "Yes. Fine." 
 
    "Thanks for your help." 
 
    "As I said, we'll keep you overnight. Then I'm afraid you'll be stable and have to be discharged." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    It was nice to sleep overnight in a bed, especially with an IV pumping opioids into my blood. And in the morning, good to her word, they discharged me with a prescription for pain medication I couldn't afford, and a small bottle of pills that wouldn't last me long.  
 
    I wondered what Dre would give me for it. Probably a few bucks. 
 
    The sunlight hurt my eyes at first. It took me longer to adjust to the brightness of a summer day than it had before, maybe a symptom of the concussion but probably the drugs. It was too hot for my jacket, but I put it on. Armor. 
 
    I saw my face in the bathroom before I left. All bruises down one side, eye swollen almost shut, lips puffed up. I hunched my shoulder and shuffled across the crosswalk with the light. "I am not an animal! I'm a human being!" I gurgled at the passers-by, then laughed. 
 
    It was no laughing matter. 
 
    I had lost my livelihood, and nearly my life. 
 
    Few would fuck a guy like me now, and those who would are the sorts of people you don't take your pants off around. 
 
    I'd never get enough money, now, to find Cray. 
 
    Or even to stay fed. 
 
    And yet -- here I was, alive and fairly well. I'd be less well when the meds wore off. But still. And I'd heal. Maybe with a scar or two -- they'd had to close a wound on my forehead with stitches, just a few, right near the hairline. But scars were sexy in a way that a beat-up face wasn't. 
 
    The next few days took some getting used to. I went back to the beginning. Chicago was a city of spaces between things, a liminal city. Rusted beams held up overpasses, ancient railway lines spanned alleys. You could find a nook or a cranny anywhere in this city to do whatever dark business you pleased. So now that I knew the surface of this city like I knew each scar and scuff on my leather jacket, it was time to find out what was underneath.  
 
    I had been to the train-yards many times on my search, but the freight hoppers wouldn't talk to me -- at least, not about anything substantial. I was too clean, too obviously an escort. They had their own society, and I kind of yearned for it, but couldn't do it. I needed roots. But I had haunted the edges of those tangled fields of steel. I learned the patrols of the bulls, the railway police, and they got to see my face and get to know me. It was always a duel. They weren't just protecting the train's property; they were trying to keep from scraping squashed punk off the rails. The bulls weren't so much an enemy of the freight hoppers as a necessary obstacle. 
 
    I had to live. And I had to do what I could. 
 
    So I went back to the trains and staked a claim to a place between two rusted iron girders near the Stephenson Expressway. I lay down my cardboard box and took a nap. 
 
    Pain woke me up. The last dose had worn off. My head ached, my jaw throbbed, my whole body rebelled against the hard concrete. I tried not to cry. Every time I did, it hurt my rib. 
 
    I crawled out of my hiding space and fished in my bag for the pills. I was supposed to take the with food, but I had no food, so I swallowed one down with the last pull of water from my bottle. 
 
    The pain slowly faded, but then I started to feel queasy. I needed to eat something. If nothing else, to keep from puking up that pill. But also, to have something to support my healing. 
 
    The sun was turning red, reflecting off the glass in the sky-scrapers. I felt like Frankenstein's monster, a hideous sight, hiding from day. 
 
    I walked a few blocks east, where there were a row of restaurants. I went around back, where the green metal dumpsters nestled in the smell of rot. I had no pride left. I crouched, waiting. I wasn't the only one. A woman with stringy hair but otherwise put-together in a t-shirt and yoga pants squatted nearby. "I get dibs," she said. 
 
    "You know it." 
 
    "You look like shit." 
 
    "I feel like shit." 
 
    "Did you owe someone money?" 
 
    I laughed and immediately regretted it. Even through the fog of drugs, that set my rib off. "I'm the only fucker in America who doesn't." 
 
    "That's the truth." 
 
    No one on the street ever asked your name, or gave you theirs. I kind of liked that. 
 
    After awhile, the door opened, and a young black guy lifted up the dumpster lid and tossed a bag in.  
 
    My new friend fished it out, which was probably a good thing. I was in no condition to climb into a dumpster. She tore it open. "Okay, some veggie scraps. Those are good for soup, you know, if you have a place to cook." 
 
    "Take 'em, you have dibs." 
 
    She dug through the bag, filled up her own smaller bag with food scraps, and came out with a piece of burned fish and a bag of overcooked pasta. "Here," she said, giving it to me. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Really. You need it. Eat it fast now, and you won't even taste the burning. This place is good. It's Italian and the cooks fuck up a lot. The pizza place down the road sucks. You never get anything good, 'cept maybe moldy cheese. The Mexican place up north isn't bad, but it's hit or miss. If you go up there, sometimes the dishwasher will come out and smuggle you some tortillas or something. Might just be cause he's sweet on me, though." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "And not everyone is nice as me. Some bitches are vicious about protecting their spots, so watch out." 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "I figure, there's enough for everyone." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    She took off, heading north, maybe to score some tortillas to dip in her soup. I waited a little longer, but now my stomach had calmed down, and I wasn't so urgently hungry. 
 
    In the weeks I spent recovering under that overpass, I probably ate some of Chicago's finest food, albeit burned, slightly spoiled, or dirty. I got sick once, thought I might die for three days, but fought it off, even though the constant puking aggravated my rib. Then I was a little more careful about chicken, but mostly, what I found was fine. 
 
    I had a lot of time to think. A lot of time to sit in the library, too, and read or surf the web. 
 
    I had a few nibbles on my Craigslist ad, but they were almost always just guys living out a fantasy without any intention of really making it happen. You could usually tell. Endless emails, and then silence. 
 
    Then, about two weeks in, my concussion seemed to be better but my rib -- "bruised" my ass; it was broken -- still bugged me. My face looked a lot better, too. The swelling had gone down, and the bruises weren't so ugly. I thought I might be able to get back in the game. 
 
    But when I tried to go to a bar and pick up some guys, or hang out at the train station, I couldn't bring myself to do it. I -- balked. 
 
    There he was: early forties, hair just turning gray, obviously out of his depth in this dive, obviously desperate and horny and feeling a little foolish, a little wild, a little overwhelmed in his midlife-crisis. And I couldn't walk up to him. He made eye contact. I looked away. Again and again. 
 
    I didn't want to be a whore anymore. 
 
    Or, I did, but I didn't want to face the risk. 
 
    But while I was now pretty sure I could live on very little money, or even no money, that wouldn't help me find Cray again, and if anything, I was more obsessed than before with finding him. I wasn't even sure why. 
 
    But then, I got another answer to my Craigslist ad that didn't seem like the others. It was from a woman, for one thing. 
 
    I normally didn't hook up with women. I wasn't attracted to them, but that wasn't why. I could get hard for a woman, I was sure. I could get hard for a slice of pizza and a soda. It's just that women usually got the professional escorts on the high-priced sites, not grungy street punks in gay bars. 
 
    "I would like you," she began, "to help me dominate my husband. He is aware and consents, and you can meet him beforehand to confirm that, and we'll put it in writing if you like. He would like you to force him to fellate you, and then have you sodomize him. This would be his first experience with a man. I wouldn't be there until the end, and at that point you can leave." 
 
    She didn't mention money, and I couldn't imagine a cop going through that kind of elaborate planning. So I wrote back, "I'd be willing to do that, if he has a safe word and knows about this beforehand." 
 
    "How much?" she wrote back, almost immediately. 
 
    This was different enough from picking up a stranger in a bar, so even though my heart was pounding, I figured I could do it without triggering that fear. I quoted her a number "for my time," and she wrote back immediately: 
 
    "Nonsense. That's way too low. $500 is more fair to you." 
 
    Was ist das? That's a first. 
 
    I met her two days later at a Starbucks near Lakeshore. I expected her not to show up and the cost of the train ticket to be wasted, not to mention the cup of coffee I managed to order with scrounged change. But then she was there, matching her picture. Black slacks, red blouse, just as she said. Her hair was short, stylish, and her face wasn't pretty, but it wasn't ugly either. She made eye contact with me and nodded.  
 
    I was fairly clean, but I couldn't shake the street, and she probably didn't want me to. 
 
    I sat across from her.  
 
    "What happened to your face?" 
 
    "I lost a fight. Is that a problem?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Not at all. Besides, I want you to wear a mask." 
 
    "A mask?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yes. I'll provide it. It's part of the fantasy. You'll come over, meet my husband -- wearing the mask. He's never to see your face or know your name." 
 
    "Fair enough." 
 
    "He'll make it clear that he consents, and then -- Well, then, you'll take him." 
 
    "And you'll walk in. Near the end? How will you know it's the end?" 
 
    "I'll be watching." 
 
    "This is weird," I said. "I keep looking for the scam, or the cop, or the -- something." 
 
    "I know. It's hard to arrange. No one trusts anymore." 
 
    I laughed. "Yeah. What has the world come to? You just can't get a street punk to fuck your husband's ass for cash anymore." 
 
    "If you say that a little louder, perhaps the people at the back of the shop will also hear, and then we'll all be up to speed." 
 
    I lowered my voice. "Sorry." 
 
    "Okay. Do you need a ride?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "Come on, then." She finished her coffee. I took mine with me. 
 
    Her car was a Lexus, her home a house in the near north 'burbs. Her husband was waiting, watching TV when we came in.  
 
    "Honey, I'm home. And I brought a friend." She put the briefcase on the stand by the door, opened it up, and pulled out a biker's bandana with a skull on it. I had imagined a lone ranger thing, but this was creepier. I put it on and looked at myself in the hall mirror. Spooky. From the eyes up, I was me, my scar even more visible. From the nose down, I was a bare skull. Even in Arcadia, I am there. 
 
    She kicked off her shoes, but when I made to take off my boots she just shook her head.  
 
    He came out into the hall. He was about thirty, a bit short -- maybe five-six, or so -- but fit. He had short, stylish hair, probably costing more than I've seen in months. He wasn't unattractive, but he also wasn't the sort of guy I'd go for recreationally. He'd be a treat for a trick, that was sure -- I'd had uglier guys on my junk.  
 
    He didn't even look at me, just turned to go upstairs. "I consent to whatever my wife has arranged," he said, on his way up the stairs. "My safe-word is 'Tripoli.'" 
 
    "Tripoli," I said, but he was gone. I heard a door close upstairs, and then the sound of running water. 
 
    "He'll take a minute to prep, and then you'll be on. Take your time, feel free to tear his clothes, hit him, whatever you think of doing. Don't leave marks on his face, but marks on his body are fine. Nothing broken, of course." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Condoms will be in a bowl by the bed. Lube too. Please do use it. He's got this fantasy of being dry-fucked, but I don't really think my insurance will cover reconstructive surgery." 
 
    I winced.  
 
    "Have fun," she said. "Give him about twenty minutes. Or longer, if you want." 
 
    "I normally get paid in advance." 
 
    "Oh, right." She dug in her purse and pulled out a handful of twenties. "I think that should be $500," she said. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Count it." 
 
    I did, and it was twenty-six twenties. I handed one back. 
 
    "Aren't you a sweetheart," she said. "An ethical rentboy. I love it. Go on, keep it. Just earn it." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    And she went into the back of the house. I heard a door close back there, too. Some room with CC TVs, I imagined, but then of course I realized it would be easy to hook up a laptop to some remote cameras. She'd be watching, probably recording. But that's fine. My face was covered. And a career in politics was probably out of the question now anyway. 
 
    I had some time to kill, so I went into the kitchen, leaving some scuffs on the hardwood floors on the way. I felt a bit like a turd on a caviar dish. But whatever. 
 
    I opened the fridge, was pleased to see imported beer. I got one, drank half of it in one pull. Holy shit, I hadn't had beer -- good or bad -- in so long. I checked the clock on the microwave, thumbed through some cooking magazines on the counter, just looking at the pictures. Goddamn, look at that food, I thought. All glossy and pretty, it hardly looked like what I ate these days.  
 
    I opened the fridge again. A Tupperware dish. I pried it open. Something with rice. I hunted around for the utensil drawer, got a spoon, and ate the whole thing, cold. It was surprisingly sweet, but tasty.  
 
    That was about a half an hour. I put the spoon and dish in the dishwasher, belched, and then headed upstairs. 
 
    I almost had forgotten to put my mask back on. I pulled it onto place and walked down the hallway. Lots of doors. All closed. Keep the rentboy out of the study, I guess. One was slightly ajar, the sound of voices and music -- TV -- coming from behind it. 
 
    I pushed the door open. 
 
    He was lying on the bed, in a t-shirt and pair of jeans, watching some reality show that involved a British man yelling about food. He saw me and let out a shout. 
 
    "What are you doing here? Who are you?" 
 
    I had a moment, taken aback, but -- there was a bowl of condoms by the bed, a conspicuous tube of lube. I looked closely at him. This was the guy who just a half an hour ago brushed past me. 
 
    A good actor, then. 
 
    Well. He had his safe-word, and I knew it, and five hundred bucks was a lot of money. 
 
    "Shut up, bitch. Where's your money?" 
 
    "I don't have any money, I swear." 
 
    "Then I guess I'll have to get something else out of you." It was all I could think of, even though I knew it sounded corny. Everything I said in English always sounded to my ears like something in a textbook, and there weren't a lot of kinky sex scenes in textbooks. 
 
    I advanced on him, grabbed him by the legs, and pulled him toward me, and immediately regretted it. My rib screamed, and I shouted in response, turning into a shout of anger at the last second. "Get the fuck over here." 
 
    He whined and puled. I grabbed double handfuls of his cuffs and tried to pull his jeans off, but again, my rib complained.  
 
    So I climbed up on him and, with better leverage, got his jeans down. He fought back, perhaps a bit harder than I would have expected, but still clearly play-fighting.  
 
    I nearly had him pinned when his flailing arms smashed me right in the rib, hard. Already tender from the exertion, my rib just gave up. I expected it to burst out of my body, go off into the world on its own and make some gay pervert Eve. I tried to turn my grunt into a grunt of anger, but it wasn't convincing. He slugged me again, and this time, I punched him back -- reflex, more than anything -- right in the gut. Hard. 
 
    "Tripoli," he gasped. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, while we both got our breath back. 
 
    "You okay?" he asked. 
 
    "I should have mentioned," I said, between gasps. "Broken rib." 
 
    "Oh, shit. Sorry." 
 
    I laughed, and that was stupid, because it just hurt more. "Yeah. Any way to do this without quite so much yanking and punching?" 
 
    "There's a gun in the drawer. Threaten me with it." 
 
    "No fucking way." 
 
    "It's not a real gun." 
 
    I opened the drawer. It was, indeed, a fake gun, with an orange plug sticking out of the end. "You are freaky." 
 
    "You can make me suck it. That always gets me off." 
 
    I took it up. "Okay?"  
 
    "Okay," he said, and he made to slug me. I aimed the gun at him, and his arm descended slowly. 
 
    "Get up and lay on your face. Put your hands above your head." 
 
    "Don't shoot me." 
 
    "Do what you're fucking told and I won't. Or maybe I will. Maybe I'll blow your head off right at the end. Does that sound fun?" 
 
    He whined convincingly and lay his face in the pillow, his hands above his head. The drawer beside the bed, in addition to a gun, had a few other treats, including duct tape. Huh. Well-prepared for anything. I put down the ersatz gun, stretched out a long length of silvery tape with an obscene tearing sound, and wrapped it around his wrists. "I'd put it over your mouth, but I have plans for that," I said. 
 
    "No, please, please don't." 
 
    "Shut up." I straddled him. I started slapping the back of his head. Not hard, but hard enough to hurt a little. I lay down against him, knowing that the spikes in my jacket were digging into his skin. I wore the jacket all the time now, no matter how hot. It was my armor. 
 
    "Hey," I breathed in his ear. I knew his beer was on my breath. "Hey. Guess what?" 
 
    "What?" he whined. 
 
    "I'm going to fuck you." 
 
    "No, please, please don't." 
 
    I ran the gun down his still-clothed back, to nestle in his bare ass-crack. "It's either me, or this," I said, pushing it against the tender skin of his hole.  
 
    He moaned. 
 
    "And if it's this," I said, pushing the rough barrel deeper into the lips of his asshole, "when it comes, it's going to come lead." I knew this had to hurt, but I applied some more pressure.  
 
    My nerves, my fear, had faded. Here, at least, I was in control. I was the bully, the bastard, the brute. I was hurting him. I had been afraid I couldn't get hard, but getting hit by him and hitting him back -- that hardened me. And this gun on his ass, this fake weapon turned into real threat -- that hardened me too.  
 
    "Please, no," he begged. 
 
    "Or, you can take my cock, be a nice little faggot hole, and maybe I'll let you live." 
 
    "Okay, yes, please, fuck me." 
 
    I pulled the gun out. "Or maybe I'll just shoot you in the gut and fuck the hole." And then I realized that was too far even for me. My hard-on wilted, and I could tell that he pulled back from that threat of violence. I put the gun down. Even a fake gun was dangerous. 
 
    I wrapped my cock in one of the rubbers -- there were dozens of them. Then I squirted some lube into his ass. They actually had those lube-shooter things, plastic syringes filled with lube that you could insert and empty inside of an ass. I fisted a handful and shoved them in my pocket. Call it a tip. I threw a few condoms in there too. There were these guys who actually came around and delivered rubbers to you if you sent them an email. But -- hey. These were the expensive kind, and since I was feeling larcenous anyway . . .  
 
    I lubed him up, teasing his asshole. He had cleaned himself out beforehand. They were boyscouts, these two, always prepared.  
 
    He moaned and whined under me, but I ignored him. I pulled a handful of his hair, and the cry of pain got me hard again. Wow. I was a sadist. I had always thought I was just a masochist. Go figure. 
 
    I pushed into him, none too gently, straight forward up to the balls. He cried and moaned, and I slapped the back of his head. 
 
    "Shut up, faggot. You're just a fucking hole." 
 
    "Yes, sir, yes, sir," he said. 
 
    I fucked him for a while, but he wouldn't keep his ass up and holding myself was making my shoulders sore and my ribs burn. If I kept this up, I figured, I'd injure myself again, and I was losing my hard on. 
 
    I pulled out, flicked the rubber off, and sat back on the bed. "Get down on me. Don't worry, fag. I washed up a few days ago." That wasn't entirely true. I had cleaned myself fairly thoroughly with a paper towel and some hand soap in a gas station bathroom last night. "Lick the crumbs off. Little treat for you." 
 
    I was pretty meticulous about cleaning up the smegma down there, but -- he went at it like he'd never seen it before and wasn't sure what to do about it. I figured this was part of his reluctant act, so I grabbed a handful of short hair and pushed him down on my dick. I was still lubed up from the condom. That wouldn't taste good. 
 
    He put it in his mouth like a picky eater trying escargot. He gagged on it, while the head rested on the tip of his tongue. The queen doth protest way the hell too much. 
 
    I pushed him down and fucked his face. He choked and gagged, but I kept going. "Puke on me, and I stick that gun up your asshole for real. Fake or not, that'll hurt." 
 
    He dialed down the poor maiden schtick at that point, and started sucking properly. I wouldn't say he did a good job, but he did a job, at least. He kept the teeth mostly out of the way. Once, just as a maneuver de rigueur, I yanked him off my dick and slapped him in the face. "Watch the fucking teeth," I said, because I'd seen it in porn. And then, remembering that one guy who got off on it, I spat in his face and pushed him back down. 
 
    He was bringing me close, despite his amateurish cocksucking. I realized he was probably really straight, and the turn on here wasn't that I was a hot young man. That was for her. His turn on was that I was a man, and his wife was making him have sex with me. "Making him." I didn't judge. There was even something beautiful in that. How much power could you have over yourself, if you could find pleasure in the things you, by definition, didn't find pleasure in? Welcome to freedom. 
 
    I didn't want to come in his mouth, for some reason. Maybe out of respect for their marriage. I pulled out and pumped my foreskin up and down my shaft. I caught a thick dribble of cum in my other hand. I rarely shot anymore; I didn't hold it in my nuts long enough to build up any pressure. 
 
    He eyed the pearly slime with a look that somehow mixed disgust and desire. So I once again grabbed his hair and smeared it over his forehead and nose. "There you go, fag," I said. "A nice little facial." 
 
    He lay on the bed, whimpering and begging me not to fuck him again, which was of course begging me to fuck him again, but I had come. My time was up. I cleaned my cock off on his shirt and tucked myself back behind the soft denim of my jeans. I had barely drawn up the zipper when the door opened, and a Valkyrie entered.  
 
    Her voice dripped contempt. "You filthy, disgusting pussy," she said. 
 
    For a minute, I thought she might be mad at me because he had used his safe word. But no, she ignored me, as if I was invisible. 
 
    "You just lay there and let this thug fuck you, because you're not man enough to fight back. I saw it all from the panic room. You disgusting whore. Maybe I should let him fuck me, right in front of you, so you could see how a real man treats a woman." 
 
    I didn't follow the logic, but she waved me toward the door, turned her head so he couldn't see, and mouthed thanks, great job. She rounded back on him as I backed out the door. "I watched him fuck your nasty cunt face, and watching him fuck you made me wet. I wish he'd fuck me, but you'll have to do. Get over here and lick my clit, you pathetic fucking queer -- " 
 
    He was whining "Yes, dear, sorry dear, yes dear I am," and I headed down the stairs, helped myself to a Coke from the fridge, and showed myself outside. 
 
    I walked for a while, found a small park with a bench, and sat to enjoy my pop. The sun was setting, the day was warm. Soon, classes would start. I hadn't thought of going to college in years, it seemed, but I had a dorm waiting for me, and mostly paid for. I had grants. Scholarships. A full ride, covering room and board even. And --  
 
    I'd rather find Cray and live under an overpass. Maybe fuck the husbands of grateful dominatrices on the side.  
 
    I had five yards in my pocket and a new courage. I'd find him. And if I didn't, in a few weeks, I would leave Chicago and never come back. Get a degree. Get a life. Become something successful, a giant fuck-you to my father. 
 
    Or maybe both. Find Cray, take him with me somehow. I couldn't even imagine how that would work out, but maybe somehow. He'd like California. Nice place to be homeless, I imagine. And maybe he wouldn't be homeless, there. I'd -- figure something out. 
 
    I finished my pop and toss the can in a recycling container. My rib was tender but fine, and I had a long way to walk the train station. I hummed a little, on the way, a popular Eurovision song no one in this whole country would probably recognise. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Three weeks of gathering information. 
 
    I had a whole anthology of Cray stories. They fell into three classes. Cray the mystic saint. Cray the on-the-run criminal, sometimes a thief and sometimes a murderer. Cray the urban legend. At least a few of the stories I picked up from the bums and street kids of Chicago were half-remembered plots of TV shows. One told me a good long spiel I recognized as the plot of Oliver Twist about halfway through. 
 
    Classes started in two weeks. I had to leave now if I was going to get to California, and I had just enough money to do that.  
 
    It was over. 
 
    And maybe that was okay, I thought. As a token, I boosted a bit of white paint and some stencils and neatly painted PUPPYFACE over the back of my jacket. At least I could remember him by it. 
 
    I figured I'd pick up a ticket at a Greyhound in a couple days and make my way across the country. But first, I did a quick tour. I tried to find the park I met him in, but other than knowing it was somewhere near the Chicago River, I couldn't be sure which one it was. I also tried to find the overpass we had spent that night in, with less luck. The concussion might have knocked it out of my head, or maybe it was just that it was all a fever dream. 
 
    One last time, I walked through the rail yard. Three young punks all in greasy bandanas, two boys and a girl with a dog, were tossing rocks in a can. I waved at them. They waved back, less leery of my face.  
 
    "Puppyface!" someone shouted behind me.  
 
    I turned around, sure it'd be him. But of course, it wasn't. It was an older man, not one of the modern freight hoppers, but a relic -- a hobo, or a hobo wannabe. He had read my name on my jacket. But he was jogging toward me, and I recognized him. 
 
    "Bob," I said.  It was Pervert Bob, actually. He liked to peek at the other freight hoppers while they peed in the bushes. Most people tolerated him. Some beat him. Yet he never stopped. I kind of understood that need.  
 
    "Hey, Puppyface, I got a story. You pay for stories, yeah?" 
 
    "Not anymore, Bob. All out of cash." 
 
    The three freight hoppers grinned at me, and looked away. 
 
    "Naw, naw," Bob said. "It's about Cray. He's in town." 
 
    I glanced at the woman, short hair, facial tattoo of leopard spots on one side of her face.  
 
    "Yeah," she said. "It's true. I heard he came in at the Highlands a couple days ago. Been up north, they're saying." 
 
    My heart thumped, all thoughts of college forgotten. "Do you know where he went?" I asked her. 
 
    "No, man," she said. "I'd tell you, cash or no cash. You get so cute when you talk about him." I didn't even know I knew her. 
 
    "I know where he went," Bob said. "Come over here." 
 
    He drew me away from the other three, who went back to their game. We stood behind some bushes, on the edge of the scrubland separating the train yard from the city. "I need some payment, though, man." 
 
    "I told you, Bob. I don't have cash." 
 
    "No, man. Like, I wanna -- " He looked at my crotch, licked his lips. He wasn't as old as he appeared from a distance, but he was maybe forty. He had a scruffy beard and his two front teeth were missing: the mark of crack or meth.  
 
    "You want to suck my dick?" 
 
    "No way! I'm not no fag! I just -- wanna watch you jerk off." 
 
    Would it be worth it?  
 
    Yes. It would. 
 
    "You really know where he went?" 
 
    "Yeah, man. I know." 
 
    "Okay." I pulled my cock out of my fly and worked the foreskin up and down the shaft. Bob's watery eyes fixed on me. He was ugly, gross, smelled like MD 20/20 and self-loathing. But I just stepped away upwind and kept working my meat, thinking about Cray. I'd find him. I'd meet him again. I'd put my arms around those thin shoulders, trace those tattoos in the light, run my tongue over them. We'd run together, maybe jump trains, travel the world. We'd live together forever, two rough boys forever in each other's arms. I'd hold him in my mouth, and he'd hold me in his. And we'd swallow. 
 
    I'd take his long smooth cock again between my lips, run my tongue over the head, taste the salty precum of his lust. He'd push a finger against my asshole, invade me -- no, not invade. Just penetrate, and I'd enfold him.  
 
    I imagined he was watching me, and I was masturbating for him. He'd tell me, "I want to see how you do it," and I would show him. And he'd show me. We'd come in each other's hands.  
 
    We'd swallow each other, and I wouldn't be alone. 
 
    I came. It didn't feel like an orgasm. It didn't feel like cum came out of my cock, but tears.  
 
    But it satisfied Bob. Sort of. He kept smacking his head. "Nasty," he muttered, "so nasty. I'm a bad man. Bad." 
 
    "Okay, Bob, it's okay. It's not nasty." 
 
    "Yes, it is." 
 
    He probably needed it to be nasty. "Okay, it is. But anyway, where's Cray?" 
 
    "He said he was going to check on his money." 
 
    My hope dropped like a shot bird.  
 
    No, he didn't. That wasn't Cray at all. All the stories made it clear what contempt he had for money, even the concept of it. He'd never check on his money, because he had none to check on. 
 
    "Is that really what he said?" I asked, hoping that maybe Bob hadn't just played me for a free show after all. 
 
    "Yeah. He said, he was going to see his money." 
 
    "Is that all you remember?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    The birds sang, a mating call or a warning. The wind carried Bob's smell away from me, and the smell of coal and creosote to me. 
 
    This may be the last time, I realized, that I would ever trade sex for money -- or anything -- again. 
 
    Sex was for me, now. I claimed it back. If I did trade it, it would be on different terms. Because I was free of need now. It had no hold over me. 
 
    "Nothing else," I said. 
 
    "Nope. Hey, can I watch you pee?" 
 
    "No," I said.  
 
    "Oh, hey, you look sad." 
 
    "Yeah, well. I am. That didn't help. I don't know where he'd go to check on his money." 
 
    "Sorry, man. Hey, you know, maybe it's like English money, you know?" 
 
    I blinked. Sometimes, you couldn't parse what a bum said to you. "What?" 
 
    "He said it kind of funny, like he was from England or something. He said, 'glad to be back in town, I need to check on my moneys.'" 
 
    "Moneys?" I asked, "with an ess?" 
 
    "Yeah. And English like, like, mah-neys." 
 
    I counted forward the days. "Is today Thursday?" 
 
    "Yeah," Bob said. "Yesterday was pie day at the shelter." 
 
    "Could he have said Monets?" 
 
    "Huh. Maybe. What's a Moe-nay?" 
 
    But I had turned and was running. I vaulted the fence, darted into the street, and flagged down a cab. I knew better than to expect service without question, so I flashed my get-to-California money. "Art Institute," I said. "Und schnell -- um, fast." I collapsed in the back seat, my rib on fire. 
 
    The cab driver spoke with an Indian lilt. "Yeah, fast," he said. "Fast means the speed limit, and in this traffic, not even that." 
 
    "Fine. Just -- soon." 
 
    The cab's doors swung open in front of the lions. I tossed him my full remaining wad of money and took the stone stairs two at a time. I came to a halt in the echoing hall. It smelled of time. A woman in a blue jacket was smiling at people as they went by. Free day.  
 
    "Hey," I said, panting, each breath burning my rib, "Where are the Monets?" 
 
    She pulled out a trifold and pointed out the proper wing on the map. It was all I could do not to run. My Docs were loud on the polished stone floors. 
 
    My heart thumping so loud it drowned out the school kids behind me, I came into the Monet room. Frame after frame of swirling color, each of them somehow speaking of sadness and nostalgia and hope. I had never seen them in reality, and if it had been any other reason I was there, I might have stopped and stared. But I didn't. I scanned the crowds, found a gray baseball hat in front of a blue and green canvass.  
 
    I walked up behind him, and without turning around, he said, "Hey, Puppyface." 
 
    I stood next to him. "Hey." 
 
    "Waterlillies," he said. "You see it, a hundred times in books and on the net. But -- " 
 
    "But here it is, real." 
 
    "Yeah. Real," he said. He put his arm around my shoulder and drew me close. 
 
    "I missed you," I said. 
 
    "You barely know me." 
 
    "You barely know me," I shot back. 
 
    "Yeah. I barely know me, too, and you barely know you. We barely know. And we knew each other, bare." 
 
    "I missed you," I said again. 
 
    "No, you hit me. Here I am." 
 
    "Don't leave." I looked at him, but his eyes were still fixed on the canvass.  
 
    "I've got to. Everyone dies, Puppyface." 
 
    "Don't leave yet, then." 
 
    "Okay. Or I'll take you with me. You'd like that?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He looked at me now, a mean grin on his face, his eyes narrowed. Here, not in the rain but in the good light of the museum, his face shone like the edge of a knife. The nose was too long, the chin too sharp, the cheekbones too high and the cheeks too gaunt, but together, his face -- I wondered if there were Rodins somewhere in this museum? He would look good next to a Rodin. He looked good now.  
 
    "You know, that could have been interpreted as a threat," he said. "You know, taking you with me. Dying." 
 
    "Then threaten me. I've been through worse." 
 
    His arm still around me, he touched the healing scar under my scalp. "Yeah." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Want to go find a dumpster and get something to eat?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said. 
 
    "Let's go." We walked toward the door. I put my arm around his waist. And he let go of my shoulder just long enough to slide his arm under my open jacket, across my back.  
 
    Inside my armor.  
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 Chapter 8 
 
    The Italian place threw away an entire tray of perfectly good bread, once you ripped off the burned crust. With pockets full of boosted butter packets, we camped out in the park and had a picnic.  
 
    Cray lay back on the grass and closed his eyes. "I spy with my little eye something that begins with D." 
 
    I looked around. "Dog." 
 
    "Nope" 
 
    "Hm." I stuffed a chunk of bread in my mouth and chewed it thoughtful. "Dogwood." 
 
    A snort. "Hell no." 
 
    "I give up." 
 
    "Desire." 
 
    I grinned. Pushed more bread in my mouth and said nothing. 
 
    "You'd never stop wanting me to fuck you," he said, "if it weren't for food and sleep." 
 
    "That's the truth," I said. "You fuck very nicely." 
 
    He busted out in laughter, little bits of bread spraying from his mouth.  
 
    "What's so funny?" 
 
    "The way you talk," he said. "It's like I'm screwing a butler dressed as a punk." 
 
    "That would be a very specific fetish," I said. 
 
    He burped. "Too many carbs. I want to take a nap." 
 
    "An athletic nap?" 
 
    "Sure. We can get some cardio in." He looked around. It was the middle of the day in a public park, so there wasn't much in the way of privacy.  
 
    I got up and dusted off my pants, not that it mattered much. They were as gray and dirty as his. My quest for him had turned me into a crusty without any particular effort on my part. But that was the great advantage of a crusty punk: it didn't require much effort or any particular sense of style. 
 
    I dug in my pocket. "I've got some cash. Let's head to the arcade." 
 
    The arcade wasn't the innocent place of your youth, a long line of beeping machines, the sound of PacMan dying, the cheese fries in a paper boat. This arcade lay in the dim back of a bookstore that never sold a book. Each room had a screen that came to life when you put a quarter in. Each quarter bought you five minutes of jerk-off time to a random porn. A tattered sign printed on a dot-matrix printer at least twenty years ago hung on the wall beyond the curtain that led to the row of booths. "Only One Person per Booth!!!" it said. Despite its three exclamation points, it had probably never been obeyed. 
 
    Of course, if you squatted in there without feeding the beast every five minutes, you got a knock on the door, whether you were one person or ten. 
 
    I actually knew the clerk a bit, a gangly pale nerdy type who looked like he should be working in a real bookstore, not a sex shop. I also knew that he had turned a trick or two in his time, although more as a hobby than anything. He gave me a head-toss when we came in. 
 
    I plugged the meter, and a woman with enormous jiggling tits came on the screen, riding a very large black man. I ignored it. I cupped Cray's thin cheekbones, as sharp as a hatchet, and pushed my lips against his. He tasted like bread. My bread of life. 
 
    His tongue flicked mine and he pulled away. His hand dove down my pants, groping roughly at my balls. Mine slid down the back of his and I pressed against his moist crack with my middle finger.  
 
    He tasted like sweat and smelled like the street after a rain. That might not seem appealing, but you get used to such scents, even begin to crave them, after a while on the street. Pheromones, maybe.  
 
    "Better get to work," he said. "We're on the clock." 
 
    I don't really want to drop to my knees on this floor. Even a crusty punk sleeping under an overpass has some standards, and this floor probably housed more DNA than a paternity lab. So I crouched down, even though it hurt my rib, and Cray pulled out his cock.  
 
    It was pale, slender, and still a little soft. It was warm as asphalt in the sun and smelled of the sweat that gathered in secret places. I put my lips to it and it twitched, hardened, and began to curve to the left. I will always remember that: the shallow arc described by his cock, like the graph of some equation --  
 
    He put a hand on the back of my head and shoved his meat into my mouth, fucking the stupid metaphor right out of my mind. I gagged a little, but I'd had lots of practice and observed a lot of expert and not so expert cocksuckers work on my own cock. I put my experience to good use. 
 
    His hips thrust forward and he pulled me further onto him. 
 
    I pulled down his pants and the tattered underwear beneath them. I ran my hands over the smooth curves of his ass, and then once again probed his crack with my fingers. It was damp, and tangled with hair, unlike the rest of his body. I pushed one finger against the hole and rubbed it. 
 
    "You keep doing that, and I'm going to feed you the future." 
 
    The screen darkened and a notice came up. "Please deposit another token." No way that was five minutes. I fished out a quarter, plopped it into the slot. Added another for good measure. If we couldn't get it done in ten more minutes, we couldn't get it done.  
 
    He watched me secure our time. "Well, that's one way to tease a cock," he said. It hung out in front of him, bobbing like a dowsing rod. 
 
    I stuck my middle finger in my mouth. It was sweet and salty from dirt and sweat. Now I returned to his cock and slid my moist finger against his asshole. Into it, just a bit, the smooth skin parting to admit me.  
 
    "Your nails are a bit long for this," he said, "but don't stop." 
 
    I didn't. I pushed further into him, up to the first knuckle, while I swallowed him to the base of his cock. His pubes smelled like soil. 
 
    His breathing was shallow now. He exhaled each time with a faint, thin whine of air. I gently stirred my finger in his ass, pushed a little further. I'd love to find his prostate, but he was right: my fingernails were too long and I didn't want to hurt him. In fact, I wanted him to hurt me. 
 
    "Fuck me," I said. My lips and chin were slick with sweat. 
 
    "Not here. No time." 
 
    I went back down on him. Now his cock filled my mouth, hard and slick.  
 
    "I'm going to feed you," he said, "the milk of human kindness." 
 
    He was so weird. I sucked in my cheeks, giving him a vacuum, and that took his breath. His asshole relaxed around my finger and I slipped in a little farther. Then it clenched around me. His abs hardened under my other hand, stroking the smooth expanse of his slender stomach.  
 
    He came. It ran over my tongue, thick and hot, and I swallowed. I had him inside me now. Part of me.  
 
    He took a few deep breaths. "Okay," he said. "My turn." 
 
    I put another quarter in the box. 
 
    He didn't have any qualms about getting his knees dirty. I dropped my pants, and he enfolded my balls with the slender fingers of one hand. His hands were like a pianist's. But he played a different instrument. 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    "What's funny?" 
 
    "My brain." 
 
    "Mine too. Let's see if it can tickle your dick." 
 
    He licked my glans clean, then slowly let me slide down the silken shaft of his throat. I closed my eyes. "Shit," I said. "That feels good." 
 
    He rolled his eyes up at me, dark and glinting in the dim light of the booth. The tits on the screen jiggled, the girl giggle-moaned.  
 
    His long fingers wrapped around the base of my balls and pulled firmly downward, drawing them out. It wasn't a sensation I liked, usually, but my nipples hardened inside my dirty t-shirt, behind my scarred leather.  
 
    Somehow, even though I penetrated him, even though he was on his knees, even though he was in the submissive position of sucking, he was in charge and in control, and it was I who submitted to him. And that felt right. It felt right almost in a cosmic sense, as if there were a law of submission that, as inexorable as the equations that govern gravity, always ended with me in the denominator, always ended up with me at the bottom. 
 
    It was my place. 
 
    I laced my fingers into his hair. He had shaved it very close, and it was soft on my palms. I let my hands roam down to trail fingers over his cheekbones, his tall forehead. Then down, gently, to the hollow of his throat. 
 
    He pushed my hands away. "No," he said, around my dick. "I don't like it when people touch my neck." 
 
    "You could tie me up some day," I said. "Just tie me up, use me. You can use me any way you want." 
 
    I imagined him tying me spread-eagle somewhere, maybe even a booth like this one. Using me, then opening the door for strangers. I hardened in his mouth at the thought, even though sex with strangers was more of a job to me than a fantasy usually. But the difference was him: he was making me do it. All those cocks and mouths were extensions of him. A thousand Crays, a million, using me and using me forever --  
 
    I had no warning myself, so I gasped out "I'm coming!" at the same time as I did so. He, too, swallowed. Now I was part of him. 
 
    It was a kind of marriage, a mixing of parts, in a dirty booth at an adult arcade. 
 
    He wiped the back of his hand against his lips and stood up. 
 
    "Sorry," I said. "I would have warned you, but -- " 
 
    "I like the way you taste," he said. "Well. That half of you." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Your cum. It has half your DNA, right. The other half -- that's your dark side. That's your bitter cum. You gotta be ready to eat the sweet and the bitter, Puppyface. I got my own bitter cum, and someday, you'll have to drink it." 
 
    "I will," I said, half question, half promise. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    A polite tap on the door of the booth. 
 
    I adjusted myself. Cray futilely brushed off his knees. I opened the door. 
 
    It was my friend the clerk. I couldn't remember his name. "Hey, um." He looked down at the floor and ran a hand against the back of his neck. "A little loud," he said. And then, as if reluctant to add it, "and only one person to a booth, too." 
 
    "We're done," I said, just as the screen went blank again and requested more money. 
 
    "Oh, okay. Well." 
 
    We left the arcade, our hunger for food and our hunger for each other satisfied for the moment. Maybe my appetite wouldn't have been so strong, for him or his for me, if we'd know what was happening at that moment to a young trans woman who took the name Jane Plane, deep in the city north of us. And maybe it was a good thing we didn't know, were ignorant for a few weeks longer, because her death would set us on a path we weren't ready to take. Not that we had much choice.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I swam through the next few weeks, marking time only by the fact that the weather was changing. It had gotten a little cooler at night, and the wind had picked up across the lake. But now he was with me, and I was with him. 
 
    I had never been in love before, and I was young. So it was stupid: mooning, all-forgiving love that overlooked the signs of trouble. Or saw those signs of trouble as yet more things to love. When Cray said or did something inappropriate, which was almost always in every situation, I adored him for it. I imitated him. I wanted to impress him. I wanted to piss on the mayor's shoes. When Cray woke up at night, in this or that alcove of the hard city, wrapped up in my arms against the cold, and kicked or punched me, screaming -- I took that as another thing to love, his tender wounded and mysterious past. 
 
    In Germany I'd had to read The Great Gatsby, and even in my love-sotted state, he reminded me a bit of Gatsby. I didn't doubt the truth of the few nuggets of history he dropped here or there, and there were precious few of them. But he almost seemed to be living his life as if he wanted to imitate a book, as Gatsby did, and I had nagging sense that I'd already read the book he modelled his life on. Some of the things he did or said, I seemed to remember from somewhere, something I had read or been forced to read. Maybe something in German, when my dad was stationed there, before we returned to the States and he threw me out of the house. 
 
    The leaves had just begun to show some color in the park, and we had scored some stale and moldy tortillas. We sat on one of the benches, and ripped off the moldy bits and tossed them to the iridescent pigeons that swarmed our feet. 
 
    "Is this the park where we met?" I asked. 
 
    He looked around. "Could be." 
 
    "I think I loved you the minute you smacked my ass." 
 
    "I thought you didn't like it." 
 
    "I liked it," I confessed. "You can always do it again." 
 
    "It's not your birthday." 
 
    "True." 
 
    We sat for a while longer, two pests feeding the pests. "Hey," he said, "so you got to live your dream for a while, huh?" 
 
    "Yeah." I'd told him about being a rentboy.  
 
    "Like it? Hate it?" 
 
    I wobbled my head. My hair was too greasy now to curl. "Mostly liked it." I touched the scar on my face. I'd also told him about the guy who beat me nearly to death in the alley. "Sometimes hated it."  
 
    "I like the scar. It's hot." 
 
    "I like that you like it." 
 
    "I wish I could mark you, too. Doesn't seem fair that fucker got to first. Can I draw on your skin?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "I mean, like, permanently?" 
 
    "A tattoo?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    I couldn't disappoint him. "Sure." 
 
    He pumped the air with his fist. That was all. 
 
    We gorged the pigeons, but still they came, until we had used up all our tortillas. "All gone," I said, showing the birds my palms. They cocked their heads, cooed, milled about. 
 
    I lay my head on his shoulder.  
 
    "You still want to be a whore?" he said. 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "I'll be your pimp." 
 
    "I thought you didn't care for money." 
 
    "I don't," he said. "I won't get paid. You can keep all the money." 
 
    "That's not a pimp." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    I turned my head up to look at his face. He was watching the pigeons. "So why would you want me to be a rentboy?" I asked 
 
    "Maybe I could be a rentboy, too. Just try it." 
 
    My lack of jealousy surprised me. But business wasn't really sex. It was exercise, acting, maybe playing make-believe. "Okay. We could pair up." I remembered my promise to myself, while jerking off for Pervert Bob. "But -- this time, I want to do it different." 
 
    "Different how?" 
 
    "I don't know. I don't know what I mean by that." 
 
    He laughed and his shoulder shook under my head. 
 
    Another long, comfortable silence. "We'll have to take a shower," I said. "Maybe two." 
 
    "I haven't taken a shower since 1978." 
 
    "You haven't taken a shower since before you were born?" 
 
    "Yeah. Last life." 
 
    "Then it'll be an almost new experience for you," I said. 
 
    It wasn't dark yet, but it was getting there. It was that time of day when the light stretches out. It's my favorite time of night, living on the streets, when the street lights just begin to glow. You might think it'd be a bad time, with all the challenges of sleep and darkness, but no. It always made me feel like the world was mine, and I was slipping through the crack in the door between day and night to claim it. The normals got the day. We weirdoes got the night. 
 
    There was a crunch of a bike on the path. The slim muscles holding Cray's body together tensed under me. I sat up. 
 
    Bike cop. 
 
    Like most bike cops in Chicago, he was younger, fit, and wearing ridiculous shorts. The air was getting a little too cool at night for those, I thought. 
 
    "Park is closing," he said. 
 
    "It closes at sundown," I said. "And there's an old guy over there doing the same thing we're doing." 
 
    He smirked. It marred an otherwise pleasant enough face, thick dark eyebrows and an even nose and cheekbones that said his name probably ended in a -ski. "I don't think he's doing exactly the same thing." 
 
    "Feeding pigeons." 
 
    "Doesn't matter. Move along." 
 
    I expected something out of Cray, something weird and anti-authority, iconoclastic and bizarre. Maybe, I thought, he'd piss on the cop's shoe, or steal his bike, or -- but no. Cray stood up. "Come on," he said, holding out his hands.  
 
    "The park doesn't close until sunset. The sun is still setting," I said, but without Cray's support, I lost much interest in staying there anyway. 
 
    We moved along.  
 
    Why had Cray not stood up to the cop? He stands up to everyone. Hell, he'd pissed on the mayor's shoe, at least according to legend. A bike cop, not much older than us, scared him?  
 
    Or maybe he was scared for me. I wanted to ask him, but -- everything was too new, too bright in the attenuated light of impressionistic sunset. And he quickly distracted me. 
 
    "So I can really ink you?" he said. 
 
    "Yeah, but -- " 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "I like yours a lot. But some are better than others, you know, just, like, the lines -- " 
 
    "Yeah. Some were done when I was pretty young. We didn't have proper equipment." 
 
    "We?" 
 
    "Me and my friends." 
 
    "I tell you what," I said, "why don't we turn some tricks, get some money, and then spend it all on getting me properly inked up. You can decide what I put on my body and where." 
 
    He pulled me close and set his lips, dry from the wind, against mine. But he didn't kiss me. He just breathed words into my mouth. "I wanted to slip the needle in myself. I wanted to break the skin." 
 
    His hardness pushed hotly against my own. "You're already inside me," I said, and pushed my lips against his. 
 
    Chicago isn't New York, famously indifferent to the weird, but passers-by in any big city ignore such things. Especially when you're invisible. No one wants to look at the homeless, because they're afraid that looking will obligate them to give cash. 
 
    We picked up some new clothes at the thrift store, something cleaner than what we were wearing, at least. I had long since let my membership to the gym lapse, but the Y was cheap enough and so we scrubbed down good. Cray's slim, dark body grew pink under the hot water. I had to look away, to keep from getting hard. I didn't want to get arrested at the Y for public sex, that was sure. He kept the joking to a minimum, as if showering were a distasteful necessity.  
 
    I had to wash my hair twice, but afterwards felt more like myself. I wasn't meant to be as grungy and crusty as Cray. That'd be a thing to work on in our relationship, I thought, and then snorted. There's an episode of Dr. Phil for you. 
 
    I think the carrot of getting to pick my first tattoo led him past the stick of the shower, but I felt kind of bad for making him do it.  
 
    "I'm itchy," he said later, dressed in a new pair of pants that were a little too short and a flannel that looked downright stupid on him. I wasn't much better.  
 
    "It's the soap," I said. "You're not used to it." 
 
    "Yeah, the rain usually doesn't suds. Sud? Suds?" He thought for a moment, staring out into the street in front of the Y. "And I don't like this place," he said.  
 
    He didn't elaborate, and so I didn't push. 
 
    I took him to the Hole, in the hopes that Monique might be there. But she wasn't. We staked out a table, I got us both a Coke -- paid for in change, and that just about wiped me out completely. What little we had gleaned from holding clever signs by the museum had quickly disappeared in paying for showers and our drinks. Sometimes, you could get a soft drink for free, but not today. 
 
    "I like this place better," he said. He still wore his cap, insisted on it, even though it was now the grungiest thing on his body except for his shoes. Even his underwear was fresh, and he squirmed in his new -- or new to him -- clothes like a kid in church. 
 
    "Okay, so we're looking for guys who don't belong." 
 
    "Yeah, well, here's one." He tapped himself on the chest. "And here's another." He flicked my nose. 
 
    "Who don't belong in this shit-hole, I mean." 
 
    "Ah. Different story. How do you know they're not cops?" 
 
    "You don't, but cops don't bother with this small time shit. They're all online now, setting up stings only idiots fall for." 
 
    "Good news. Let's not be idiots." 
 
    "We won't. Plus, the bartender gets a pretty good idea and will tip you a sign if you're making a mistake." I thought back to one mistake I made. The one that nearly got me beaten to death. "Usually." 
 
    "Friendly guy." 
 
    "He is. Never cards me. But then, I never drink here." 
 
    "Good rule. Alcohol is the solvent of sense." 
 
    "See that guy over there, looking all extra casual?"  
 
    His eyes followed my nod without him moving his head. "Oh, yeah. That's one horny terrified dude." 
 
    The prospective trick was almost prototypical. Maybe early forties, expensively cut brown hair, but even a fancy haircut couldn't hide the thinning hairline. A bit puffy around the face.  
 
    "So, what," Cray said. "You go over and offer to suck his dick?" 
 
    "Nope. I used to make that mistake, but you gotta look like you're not interested. Here, I'll catch his eye." 
 
    I did, held it for a moment, then smirked and looked away. That was my signature move, a part of my snotty-punk toolkit. I didn't have my spiked hair today; Cray insisted that it would be a shame to put glue in those curls. So I didn't quite have the full look, but I had the leather jacket and I had the attitude, and that was enough. 
 
    It wasn't long before the bartender flagged me over with two of my signature drinks -- Coke with ice made to look like something alcoholic.  
 
    "From that fine young man," he said. 
 
    "I imagined. Thanks." 
 
    I took them back, gave one to Cray, sipped mine slowly. I caught the trick's eyes over the plastic rim of the cup, rewarded him with a longer look, a smile on this side of a sneer, and looked away again. 
 
    And that was the dance. 
 
    He finished it by joining us. 
 
    "Hey," he said. "I've seen you in here before." 
 
    "Yeah," I said. "I'm in here a lot." 
 
    "This your friend?" 
 
    I wanted to say No, jackass, it's a stranger sitting at my table. But I didn't. "Yeah. Cray, meet -- I don't know your name?" 
 
    "John." 
 
    "Of course it is," Cray said. "Everyone's name is John." 
 
    I nudged him with my foot. Now was not the time to get weird.  
 
    "What are you looking for?" I asked. 
 
    "You guys together?" he asked. 
 
    Before Cray could speak, I said, "Nah, we're both straight. But broke, you know?" 
 
    "Yeah." His tongue darted out and back in again. "I could probably help you with that a little." 
 
    "I could probably hang out with you for a couple hundred." 
 
    "What about -- hanging out with both of you?" 
 
    "Three," I said. 
 
    "I've never done this before." 
 
    "Neither have I," Cray said. "I'm a virgin." 
 
    I thought we had lost him. Cray was doing his level best to appear normal, but there was no normal in that boy, and I loved him for it. But the crazy-eyes, the sarcastic grin, even the way his long fingers moved through the condensation puddles on the table -- if I were John, I'd be gone.  
 
    But John wasn't as cautious as I was, and good thing. 
 
    "I've got a place," he said. The magic words. We're all looking for a place. 
 
    His was the standard hotel room. The ubiquitous chair I called the blowjob chair was pushed up against the wall. The beds were tidy, two of them, only one of them slept in. Married men who weren't in the military never manage to make a bed properly. 
 
    I should be a detective. 
 
    He gave us three hundred in twenty dollar bills. "Can I just watch you guys -- make out?" 
 
    Cray spoke up, all innocent country drawl: "Aw, golly, Mister, I'm straight. Making out with another guy is just gross, you know." 
 
    "I'll give you another forty." 
 
    Ach, Menschenskind! I had to sit down in the blowjob chair, because otherwise, I'd fall on my ass. Is that what roleplay looked like from the outside? That silly? That obviously fake? Or was it the sarcastic sneer in Cray's voice, the amused contempt, that sold it?  
 
    Cray wedged his skinny ass next to mine, so we shared the chair. He put an arm around me and pressed his lips to mine. 
 
    We had made out in public already. Not a lot of options when you're homeless, and most people looked right through you anyway. But this guy didn't look through us. I felt his eyes on me, and kept glancing over. He lightly rubbed the crotch of his Dockers.  
 
    Okay then. I threw myself into making out with Cray, and found it not as much fun. Evidently, I wasn't an exhibitionist. 
 
    Not that it wasn't fun. It was always fun to run my hands over his body, and have his hands on mine. But now he was playing reluctant, and I was conscious of those eyes on me. 
 
    "Lie on the bed," John said. "Take off your clothes and lie down." 
 
    We did, side by side. Cray giggled.  
 
    John crawled up between my legs. I let him in, watched him suck my cock in. I wasn't soft, but I wasn't as hard as I wanted to be. Cray leaned over and put his lips against my ear and his hand on my chest.  
 
    "This is fun," he said, and I hardened. "Watching you be a whore." 
 
    That did the job. Now I was ready. John sucked, inexpertly but effectively.  
 
    Cray, as he often did, got bored. He got up on his knees and pushed John's head down on me, so that he was using his face to jerk me off.  
 
    John came off my dick. "I don't like that," he said. 
 
    "Yes, you do," Cray said. "You love it. Go back down on him." 
 
    He hesitated, on the edge of something, and then tipped over, back down on my cock. Now he was a slack face, an object. Cray guided him up and down my cock with one hand on the back of his head. Cray slipped his other hand down the man's waistband, into his jeans, between the crack of his ass.  
 
    "You really love this," he said, "don't you." 
 
    John whined around my cock. Cray let him off me for a moment. "Rubbers and lube in my luggage," John whispered. 
 
    The bed shifted when Cray got up and searched. Then his weight returned, and once again he set the rhythm on my dick for a while. I closed my eyes. 
 
    The packet crinkled, the lube squirted and coughed. And then the rustle of clothes. And John was back on me, and this time, taking me deeper, rattling my cock deep in his throat with his moans and whines.  
 
    Light flooded back. John had his pants off, but not his shirt. Cray was behind him working his fingers into his ass. Now the jealousy hit; I wanted him to do that to me. 
 
    He grabbed John by handfuls of shirt, pulling it tight so the fabric stretched around the buttons, the t-shirt showing through, like vertical white eyes. 
 
    I couldn't see him invade John, but I could see the effects. Instead of sucking, John let my cock sit in his gasping mouth. He grunted, in evident pain, but didn't stop Cray from entering him. 
 
    And then he relaxed a bit, went back to my cock. I wasn't so into it any more. I'd rather just watch him get fucked. The problem with a threesome. I'd run into it before, with two clients: one always gets left out. I wanted Cray to fuck me like that, not this idiot. 
 
    I didn't like having that thought in my head. It made me feel guilty. So I put my cock back in John's head, growled "suck it," and took control of his skull myself. I fucked his face while Cray fucked his ass. I met Cray's dark, sparkling eyes over his shoulder. He gave me a crooked grin and then it was like he was fucking me, not John at all. John was just the elaborate sex toy we used between us.  
 
    I wonder if he'd like that thought, being an object. I thought he might. We all want to be things, sometimes. We all want to be objects. 
 
    I wasn't going to come this way, but I could tell that Cray was close. 
 
    "I'm gonna turn inside out in a second," he said, and then he leaned forward, clamped his teeth hard through the fabric on John's shoulder, and shuddered, slamming his hips to bottom out in John's ass. 
 
    He lay for a moment, while John just gasped about my cock. Then Cray pulled out and snapped the rubber off. 
 
    "Your turn," he said to me. 
 
    I geared up, drop of lube, rubber, much more lube. John was open for me already, and sliding in didn't take much effort. Cray was a little bigger than me so maybe I was a break for John. I normally preferred getting blown to fucking, but it wasn't too long before I felt that first deep tingle that meant I was coming up to the finish line. Then Cray was behind me, spreading my cheeks. Was he going to fuck me too? But now, it was his lips on my ass, then his tongue inside of me, warm and smooth and insistent. 
 
    He licked at my hole, probed it, while I drilled into John's. Then, he slid a finger in, found my prostate, touched it -- and my body clenched around him. I drove into John's tortured ass. Fire arced up my balls, and they clenched tight, like a fist, against my body. Coming in this guy's ass felt more like punching him.  
 
    So I did, not hard, just a thump on his shoulder, then a thump on his other. Cray pulled out of me, and I pulled out of John. 
 
    We lay, all three of us, exhausted on the bed. John played with his cock, and we ignored him, until he squirted his abs with his own stream of cum. 
 
    "Fuck," he sighed. 
 
    "You owe us forty more," Cray said. 
 
    John got up, dabbing his ass with a tissue from the nightstand. He tossed us a couple as well, and we cleaned up. 
 
    "Here," he said, handing us two more twenties. 
 
    Cray was getting dressed. I kind of just wanted to sleep, but no -- business, not pleasure. I drew on my pants and shirt as well.  
 
    Out on the street again, Cray handed me all the money. "Here. Did you like that?" 
 
    "I liked the parts that involved you," I said.  
 
    "Aw. Well. I don't blame you. I fuck like a wizard. I liked that. It was funny." 
 
    "Yeah. You seemed entertained." 
 
    "You're jealous," he said. 
 
    "Was that obvious?" 
 
    "It's okay. Jealousy's a natural madness. Stop walking." 
 
    I did. 
 
    He grabbed my shoulders. Kissed me, right there, on the corner of the street. Then he pulled away. "That tongue's been in your asshole," he said. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Yeah. How's it taste?" 
 
    "Like you." 
 
    "Right. That's the only time I've ever licked ass voluntarily," he said. 
 
    That last word opened up in a pit in my heart, but I said nothing. "Okay. Thanks." 
 
    "I'll do more. That's why I want to be your pimp." 
 
    I didn't follow the train of logic. "Ja?" 
 
    "I only ever want you to suck, get sucked, fuck, get fucked by me. Only me. So if I decide you fuck this guy, then that guy's me, and you're fucking me. Get it?" 
 
    "Not at all." 
 
    He cupped my face in his hands, a silly sentimental gesture. Then he let go. "We got to go get you inked," he said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    It took us a couple days to find a guy who did reasonably good work, and Cray explained what he wanted to put on my body. 
 
    We had just enough money for something small, and I was glad, because once I sat in the chair and the nice young man with the double sleeve of tattoos began hitting me with that needle, it was like someone wrapped my arm in bees. Hornets. I liked a little pain with my sex sometimes, but this was not a turn on.  
 
    When he was done, though, I had a happy little dog with his tongue lolling out stupidly. A puppy face. And I immediately wanted more of it, as the endorphins rushed in. I see how people ended up like Cray, a canvas covered in haphazard art, all tracing his chase after that rush of endorphins.  
 
    "Aww, cute," Cray said, reaching for it. 
 
    "Nope," the guy with the sleeves said. The spike through his lower lip flashed. "No touching, not until it heals. You know better, man." He smeared it with cream, bandaged it, gave me instructions I ignored. The first one was "keep it clean," so -- yeah. 
 
    Then we went out into the street. "I love my new ink. I want to go to the Hole," I said. "Show it off." 
 
    "Sure." 
 
      
 
    I loaded my Ventra card and we took the Brown Line to Belmont and Clark, where we walked the couple blocks to the Hole. I didn't know if Mon would be there tonight. I never knew, any given night, who might be there, in the shifting faces, the coming and going, that was street life in Chicago. And you know, maybe if those faces didn't shift so much, didn't fade away after days or weeks, maybe Jane Plane would have missed earlier. But no. That's what happens on the street. People come, people go. What ever happened to Titch? Where did Skinhead Mike run off to? Jail? No, out west. No, I heard jail. All stories, all legends, like Cray's life. Like mine. 
 
    I could go missing, like Jane, and all anyone would say is What ever happened to that boy in the leather jacket, the one with the curly blond hair? What was his name? Brandon, Brendon? 
 
    But I wasn't thinking about that, pushing through the door of the Hole. I wasn't thinking about anything, except showing off my tattoo, and showing off my Cray, to my friends. 
 
    And so when I caught the unmistakable do of Monique bobbing above the crowd, I grabbed Cray's hand and pulled him through it. Friday night, and early yet, but already people were here, and lots of them. I saw business in the corners, some of it my kind, some of it the drug kind. But I wasn't here for business. Cray and I, we were free of that. We'd work if we wanted to, and we never needed to. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    You could be rich, I realized, and have nothing at all. Just as long as you didn't want anything more than you already had.  
 
    Monique stood up and held her arms out, hands flexed at the wrists, head tilted. "Oh, my lovely boy! And look what you brought." She hugged me, gave me a kiss on both cheeks.  
 
    "Don't I get a hug?" Cray said. 
 
    "Baby, you can get all the hugs, you make my little Brandy happy." 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him, and then we sat.  
 
    "Dre's here, somewhere," she said. "Chatting up some fella with a bald spot and an expensive shirt, bless his heart." 
 
    "Well, let him work." 
 
    "He does that gangsta thug thing, you know, with some of those guys, and I'm just not sure I approve. He says, 'ya know whut a'm sayin'' and I just want to slap him and say, 'yes, you silly twit, we all know what you're saying.'" 
 
    "Mon, didn't know you to be so intolerant." 
 
    "Honey, watch yourself, lest I slap you too. I'm just saying, that's not the way that boy talks." 
 
    "That 'boy' talks like a sailor," I said. "Is that a thing people say here, to mean 'says fuck a lot'?" 
 
    "Yes." She fanned herself. "You're right. I'm being intolerant. A boy's got to make a living. I'm just feeling bitchy tonight. I got a bad feeling in my belly." 
 
    Cray said, "Yeah, I had that a few times. Stay away from the chicken, that's what I learned." 
 
    "No, baby. I mean in my belly belly. My heart's belly." 
 
    "Why?" I asked. 
 
    "I'm just being silly. I see you found your golden boy. Well, brass, at least." 
 
    I'm sure I brightened. "Yeah. And look, got my first tattoo." I showed it. 
 
    "Baby, at least you sprang for some good art, but I wish you'd left yourself all clean and smooth." 
 
    "I like it," I said. 
 
    She put her hand on my forearm. "I like it too, baby," she sad, her voice sad. 
 
    "What the hell is up, Mon? You act like someone died." 
 
    And then she started crying, just a bit, a few tears overflowing her eyes. She dabbed at them, delicately, with a tissue, trying not to smear her mascara. "That's what I'm afraid of," she said. She rummaged in her purse, pulled out a tattered clipping from a newspaper. More of a ripping, really, than a clipping. 
 
    She handed it to me and Cray leaned in.  
 
    "Body found in Chicago river," Cray read.  
 
    I looked up. "They say it's not identified." 
 
    "Not it, baby, she. I'm sure." 
 
    I read the rest. "They say it's -- they say he was male." 
 
    "They say lots of silly things." 
 
    "Well, it -- she was in the river for weeks. There's nothing to identify, really, but some bones. I'm sorry, Mon. I get that it's upsetting, but -- this stuff happens in the city." 
 
    "It's Jane," she said, nearly wailed. I put down the clipping and grabbed her hand.  
 
    Monique did not wail. She sniped, insinuated, bit and snarled, but she never, ever wailed.  
 
    "It's Jane," and her voice cracked, deepened for a moment, and now I took both hands. Cray understood before I did, way before I did.  
 
    "Sometimes people just move on, though," he said. "Even if it -- you know, matches up with the time this person died, that doesn't mean -- " 
 
    "Cray, baby, I've known you for ten minutes, and I'm sure of one thing: you don't have that much bullshit in you. Speak truth, baby, that's all we got." 
 
    "Who's Jane?" he said. 
 
    "Jane Plane. Oh, she was lovely. Couldn't pass worth shit, but had that je ne sais quoi anyway, and so the Johns would come and take her home and ignore that silly bump in her throat and those size ten plates." 
 
    Jane Plane. I searched my memory. Oh, yes. I'd seen her around, never really talked to her, but I had a vague memory of Monique saying some scathing things about her one night after karaoke. But I also knew that didn't necessarily mean anything; Monique showed love by being bitchy, sometimes. I'd seen her ads on Backpage, too, now that I thought of it. But she had barely been on my radar. Different clientele. We'd never hung out, and I don't think we'd ever spoken. Frankly, Monique was the only real trans woman I hung out with, and that's just because she was -- well, shit, motherly, I guess.  
 
    "I am missing a lot," I said. "Can we start at the beginning?" 
 
    "Jane didn't show up to karaoke, and then she didn't show up again. And I started worrying. And then I saw this in the paper, and -- " She held her tissue over her nose, and blew with impressive force. 
 
    I looked at Cray, and he shrugged back at me.  
 
    I squeezed Monique's hand. "Listen, Mon. If she's Jane, they'll find out, eventually. And if she's not, then maybe Jane's out there, just heading south for the winter or something. People do that, you know." 
 
    She sniffled and nodded. "I know, and I hope you're right, honey. But I don't think you are." 
 
    We got some drinks, Mon something alcoholic and fruity, us some Cokes with ice, and we spent the rest of the night trying to distract her from her intuition. We told her stories of our adventures. I tried to keep the dirty parts out, but Cray supplied them, to her giggling glee. And then when Dre joined us I had to show him my tattoo. "Fucking sick," was his verdict, which Mon confirmed meant "very nice." We laughed the whole night, until the bar closed and we had to find a corner to sleep in, and I think Monique forgot her dread for a few hours. 
 
    But then, maybe we should have listened. Not that we could have done anything, anyway. What could we do, Cray and I, sleeping on cardboard where trucks thundered overhead all night, in the eternal cold light of the city?  
 
    We were small, we two, in each other's arms. Small, and drunk on the shared warmth of our bodies, and our eyes were too focused on each other to see what happened in the darker parts of the city. 
 
    But we wouldn't stay blinded for long. Survivors can't.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Cray and I rarely separated now. He was as close to me as my tattoo, or closer. It was under my skin, but he was deeper.  
 
    The days were getting noticeably shorter. Farmers and street kids, we see the light fade in a way that most people don't. We started spending more and more time at the library. There were paper ghosts on the walls now, fake spiderwebs in the lobby. 
 
    Cray was at one of the large wooden tables, flipping through a paperback about "The End Times," according to the blurb on the back, and I was on a computer nearby. 
 
    Time to check my email. 
 
    The subject just said, "Encore?" 
 
    I read it, and spun around. "Hey," I whisper-shouted. "Hey!" 
 
    Cray put down the book. "I thought I found a secret code," he said. "If you read every other word, it's a porno. What?" 
 
    "Come here." 
 
    He swung the chair from the neighboring carrel and spread his body on it. "What?" 
 
    I pointed at the screen, and he read over my shoulder. I watched his thin lips twitch over the words. "Lovely," he said.  
 
    I dug around for my cheap ass homeless-guy phone. It could take pictures, sort of. "Smile." 
 
    "No," he said. "No pics." 
 
    "Oh, okay." I put it away, and typed a message: 
 
    Sure. If you want a twofer, I got a buddy. We kind of come as a package deal now. No pic but you won't be disappointed. Could meet up first for coffee if you like. 
 
    "How does that sound?" 
 
    "Like the sweet song of a slogan." 
 
    We stuck around a while longer, Cray looking for sex scenes in Christian literature, me surfing the web, mostly reading comedy sites. Then I got a message, with that "sent from my iPhone" tag at the bottom. What was that? Advertising? Apology? I was thinking like Cray, now. I read the body: 
 
    Sure. Tomorrow, 7ish. Same Starbucks. 
 
    The next day, we took the train up to the near northern burbs. I tried to brief Cray. "She likes guys to dominate her husband, and he gets into it too. She watches, and then comes in and -- I guess she finishes him off, but we can leave before that. Don't be too weird." 
 
    "Weird?" 
 
    "You know." 
 
    "I don't." He dug around in his slim nose and cleaned his finger on the seat in front of him. 
 
    "Okay." I lay my head on his shoulder. "Okay, be as weird as you need to be." 
 
    But he wasn't too weird. Or maybe I was a bad judge of weird these days. She didn't seem put off, though, in her business pantsuit and Oakley sunglasses. She tapped her manicure against her paper cup, looked Cray up and down, and said, "perfect."  
 
    "Obviously, the price -- " 
 
    "I will give you nine to spend an hour with my husband." 
 
    "An hour?" Cray said.  
 
    She stirred the air with her fingers. "Not all doing -- things. Humiliate him. Reduce him to his place." 
 
    "Can we fuck him?"  
 
    I nudged Cray, but she didn't react, didn't even raise those sculpted eyebrows.  
 
    "Of course," she said. "But do be creative. You look like creative boys." 
 
    "I am a fiery engine of creative power," Cray said. 
 
    "Nothing like a fiery engine," she said. "Gentlemen, I assume you need a ride?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," I said. 
 
    Last time, I had to wear a mask. This time, though, she just led us into the living room, our faces bare. Her husband sat there, a small man in a tailored suit, short and expensive hair, and thin-rimmed glasses. He stood from the cream couch when we entered. "Good evening," he said. 
 
    "Honey, these two young men followed me home," she said. "Do entertain them while I'm working in the study." 
 
    He looked from face to face. "My safe word is Tripoli," he said. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Oh. Good." 
 
    She flipped a wave at us and headed to the back.  
 
    A connoisseur of awkward moments would like to bottle the moment when a rentboy faces a client for the first time, especially when his wife is in the next room. But Cray couldn't feel awkward moments; they passed through him like light through air, or those particles that passed through the earth without interacting with it, what were they called? Neutrons? No, not that. I'd learned in physics, I knew I had. Or had I read it in a book? 
 
    Cray stalked around the coffee table, then flopped down on that couch. I didn't want to sit on it, afraid I'd stain it. But of course, that was part of the game, wasn't it. Cray kicked his legs up and thumped his feet on the coffee table. Duct tape held together one of his shoes, old Converses from another owner. 
 
    "Oh my God your fucking couch." He ran his dirty hands over it. "I wanna fuck it, it's so comfortable." 
 
    "Uh, it's -- uh, custom made for -- " 
 
    "Shut up, faggot," Cray said, as easily as he might say good morning. 
 
    "Neutrino!" I said.  
 
    Cray busted out laughing. "Yeah, 'don't be too weird, Cray.'  Come on over here and sit on the couch, Puppyface. It's the nicest thing that's happened to your butt all day." 
 
    I sat, spreading out, taking up half of it. Cray took up the other half, leaving no place for the -- I didn't remember his name. The client. Leaving no place for the client to sit. 
 
    "I -- " he said.  
 
    I kicked my legs up, too, and smacked the coffee table with my boots, and that pinned him between us. Now he had nowhere to go, pinned in by coffee table, couch, and the legs of two dirty rentboys. "What's your name, fag?" I asked. 
 
    "Dan," he said. 
 
    "Bullshit. You don't have a name. You're just a bitch." 
 
    "Little bitch boy," Cray said. "Get us some beers, little bitch boy." 
 
    "I can't -- um -- can you move your -- " 
 
    "No," I said. "Step over them." 
 
    He did, and I raised one long, slender leg, not fast or hard, but high. He straddled me like a fence. To get over me now he'd have to put his weight down on my shin, on his balls. He'd have to hurt himself. I gave him my best evil smile. 
 
    "Come on, bitch, get us some beers," Cray said. "I'm thirsty." 
 
    "I bet he's thirsty, too," I said. "Maybe we'll get him some beer later, after we've used it." 
 
    Panic flitted across his face. A hard limit, or a soft one? I'd find out. 
 
    And later, maybe, I'd see if Cray wanted to do the same to me. I wanted to know what every part of him tasted like.  
 
    I was getting hard at the thought, and so was he. His cock pushed against my shin. I put down my leg, and he stepped over, quick, lifting his leg high to avoid kicking me with those designer shoes. Smart of him. If he kicked me, we'd have to beat his ass.  
 
    Not really. But he knew, like a good sub, how to escalate and how to maintain. His care was a sign that this was a level of intensity that worked for him for now, so we'd keep it here for a bit. If he'd been disappointed, I might have gotten a brush of his foot, or when he came back with the beers he'd slosh some on me. He'd look for something he could do that would make us "mad," and we'd get "mad." Later, of course, we'd get "mad" at pretend slights. 
 
    There was a narrative arc to this sort of play, a three-act structure. But we were still in the first act, and really, that was my favorite. For one thing, it came with beer. 
 
    He popped the tops in front of us -- only polite, so that we knew he wasn't putting anything in them. We drank deep.  
 
    "Kneel," I said, pointing to the floor beside the coffee table. I didn't look at him. Once he got on his knees, I pointed between us. "Crawl." 
 
    I didn't move my legs, making him crawl under them in order to get between us. His back brushed my legs. 
 
    "You don't step over me again, fucker," I said, mildly. "You need to get by me, you fucking crawl." I reached down and flicked his ear. "And you do it on your belly so you don't disturb me. I don't want to be brushing up against you all the time, you soft body little bitch." 
 
    "My foot itches," Cray said. "Take off my shoes." He bumped the side of Dan's head with the duct-tape wrapped shoe.  
 
    Dan worked the filthy laces with gingerly fingers.  
 
    "What's the matter?" Cray said. 
 
    "They're really dirty, sir." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry. And here I am making you touch them with your fingers. Let me take that back. Instead, take off my shoes -- with your teeth." 
 
    I traded a grin with him. He had the perfect face for this, as thin as a knife. He licked his lips. I loved the pink blade of his tongue.  
 
    Working with Cray was distracting. I dragged my attention back to the client, who was pulling Cray's laces apart with his teeth. They were pretty dirty, those shoes. Cray lifted them up to help a bit, and Dan clamped his jaw around the back of the heel and pulled off first one, then the other. I was impressed. He'd done this before.  
 
    He gagged and rocked back, and even I smelled it.  
 
    "When did you last change your socks?" I said. 
 
    "I don't know. When did we take that shower?" 
 
    "Like, weeks ago." 
 
    "Fuck."  
 
    Fuck was right. Poor Dan. I actually felt kind of bad for him, but then again, he had his safe word. If this was too much, he could use it.  
 
    "Socks too," Cray said.  
 
    "Sir, can I please use my hands?" 
 
    "No way," Cray said. He was good at this. 
 
    Dan got his tongue under the grey fabric -- it had once been white. He pulled it into his teeth, and slid it down Cray's startlingly pale ankles.  
 
    I was used to our grime, the taste of the street and the salt of sweat. And it was surprisingly difficult to put myself in his place, back in that suburban life of soap and perfume. That world seemed a hundred years away, farther away than Germany, farther away than my father, who --  
 
    I stomped on the thought, and my boot actually came down on the table. "Hey," I said, covering up my unconscious reaction. "What about me?" 
 
    He eyed my boots, and worked the laces for a while with his tongue.  
 
    But you can't take a boot off with your mouth, no matter how skilled you are. Finally, I took a sort of pity on him. "Use your fucking hands, or we'll be here all night, you worthless fuck." 
 
    Even with hands, it's kind of hard to take Docs off someone else. He worked my foot out like you work a nail out of an old board, back and forth, pull and tug. My socks were a little cleaner. It was one thing I didn't skimp on. I'd seen what happened to guys who let themselves get blisters, get wet and stay wet, get infections. We were two pretty boys, but the streets weren't pretty. 
 
    No, not true. Not true at all. It had started to rain. I could hear the hiss on the windows. Later, tonight, when we walked down Halsted together, we would see the streetlights reflected on the glossy obsidian asphalt. We'd see ourselves, our feet coming up to meet us, our hands swinging in the misty autumn rain. That would be our treat for the night, our beauty. 
 
    But right now we had work to do.  
 
    Dan was sucking my toes. I think I'd heard that called "shrimping," which struck me as a very odd name. It felt odd, though, so maybe that was appropriate. His tongue was warm, soft between my toes. I was glad I wasn't ticklish. 
 
    "That's enough," I said. "Do Cray now." 
 
    "Please sir, his feet are so dirty." 
 
    That was my cue to escalate. I slapped his face with the sole of my foot. "Do what you're fucking told, faggot." 
 
    He got down on Cray's feet, put his lips on the rough skin of his big toe. Cray had some epic callouses, from wearing those Converses, which were a bit too big. It was clear that Dan's reluctance wasn't just an act. He was genuinely disgusted. I pushed his face into it. "There's some toe-jam there," I said. "Lick it out." 
 
    "Oh, please sir, please don't -- " 
 
    He had a safe word. He could use it. I paused, just a split second, letting him remember that fact. 
 
    "Please, no," he begged again.  
 
    "Do it," I hissed.  
 
    His tongue poked out of his tongue, tentatively, like some animal sticking its head out of a burrow after hiding from the shadow of a hawk. I pushed him, firmly, in the space between Cray's first two toes. Cray spread them apart and wiggled them. Dark, flakey dirt, lint, glued together with sweat, crusted the skin between. Dan's tongue met it, then his lips. He sucked. 
 
    How must that taste, that grit of sweat and oil? I made it a point to find out, next time we were together. And then I'd buy Cray some new socks and make him wear them. 
 
    Dan pulled back, gagging. "Fuck, please, I can't -- it's fucking rank, sir." 
 
    "Yeah, it's fucking rank," Cray said. "But not as rank as this." He pulled at the crotch of his grey, faded pants.  
 
    "Can I suck it, sir?" 
 
    "Not yet." He drained the rest of the beer. "I kinda gotta piss. You wanna be my toilet?" 
 
    His eyes flicked between us. I wasn't sure if this counted according to their strictures of "safe sex." Piss was safer than cum, but not as safe as sucking toejam off of a rentboy. I waited, I didn't know quite for what, and so did Dan. But the door in the back didn't fly open, and no one stopped the scene, and Dan's lips didn't form the syllables of "Tripoli."  
 
    "No, please, no," he said, instead. "I'll do anything else, anything." 
 
    "Yeah? You wanna suck my asshole clean? I think I last wiped it in, what is this, October now? So -- " He counted on his fingers.  
 
    "I'll drink your piss," Dan said, fast.  
 
    I laughed, and Cray joined me. "You're fucking pathetic," I said.  
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    I had thought Cray might be bluffing, but I should have known better. He reached into his fly, pulled out his half-soft cock. "Open, if you don't want it on your couch." 
 
    Dan closed his eyes, tight, and opened his mouth. Cray grabbed him by his expensive haircut and drew him closer, over his dick. Then he tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and let out a deep breath. 
 
    A moment later, Dan gurgled. I pushed his head down, keeping him on the piss stream. Liquid dripped out of the corners of his mouth, and then he made the cardinal error and gagged. Piss came out of his nose, but he kept his mouth sealed over Cray's unwashed cock.  
 
    Cray finished and pulled out, squeezing the last few drops out of the tip of his cock with his fingers, like milking a cow.  
 
    Dan sat back, looking a little stunned. I don't think he'd ever done this before, or ever even thought of doing this. 
 
    "Do you wanna suck my cock now?" Cray asked. He was playing with his dick, which was lengthening in his hand.  
 
    Dan looked up at him, a blank look, a cow look. He nodded slowly. 
 
    "Do it."  
 
    "Wait," I said. "Take off all your clothes, first. Doesn't seem right, a fag should be clothed in front of his superiors." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    Dan stripped down, now, some of the awareness pouring back into his face. I had just given him the order to grant him a bit of a break, but it occurred to me it had some uses to have him naked. You don't hire two rentboys at once in order to just bring them beer. 
 
    I amended that in my head. Most people don't. Some do. 
 
    Anyway, he wanted to be spit-roasted. The bowl of condoms and lube on the side table attested to that. Not usual decorations for most north suburban living rooms.  
 
    "Move this fucking table out of the way," I said, kicking it with my bare foot.  
 
    Dan dragged it back. Then he kneeled in front of Cray, whose cock stuck pinkly out of his dirty pants. He put his mouth on it and, to his credit, didn't gag. Of course, I knew from personal experience that Cray's cock was cleaner than his feet. Of course it was. I cleaned it, with my mouth, as often as I could, just as he did mine. 
 
    I let him suck Cray for a while, just watching. He had some technique, more than he had with me the first time I'd done a scene for them. Maybe that piss down his throat had broken through the scene for him, and this was just sex now. I didn't know.  
 
    I slapped his ass, and both of them jumped. 
 
    "Damn it, man, he just about bit off my cock." 
 
    "Fucker should have better control," I said. 
 
    "Damn right." Cray grabbed him and suck his cock back in his mouth, pulling his head down on it. Now he gagged, but not from disgust -- it was sheer physical pressure on his gag reflex now, as Cray stabbed his throat with his dick. 
 
    I slapped him again, harder, but other than a quick, thin whine he managed to keep control of himself. I did it again, and again, slowly reddening his ass. Then I grabbed a couple of those lube-shooters and stuck one between his cheeks. It wasn't hard to find his hole, empty the syringe, and grab another. My motto with lube: too much is almost enough. I squeezed a crystalline drop from a more conventional tube, and worked it over the head of my cock. Over that, I rolled a rubber, and then slicked on yet more lube.  
 
    After that, I was wilting a bit, but all I had to do was look at Cray's face, those sharp features twisted in pleasure. Then I could slide, slowly but firmly, between Dan's cheeks and into his body. I didn't warm him up, stretch him out, even give him much warning. But then, that's what he -- or his wife -- was paying for. 
 
    To his credit, he took it. He dropped Cray's cock for a moment to groan, but Cray pulled him back on it, and he resumed his rhythm of bobbing and slurping while I matched it with my thrusts into that warm, tight enclosure. 
 
    Fucking guys actually wasn't my favorite thing. I'd much rather get a blowjob. But Cray had that honor, and rightfully so. That gave me the other end, and like an actor showing up for work even if he doesn't want to, I'd do my job, say my lines, and play my part. "Fucking faggot, got a tight little asshole on you. Bet I could tear you up." 
 
    Dan whined around Cray's meat. I slid in and out, a bit further each time, until my balls rested against his skin.  
 
    I reached up and took ahold of his shoulders, but that didn't really work. Now I wished he'd kept his shirt on, to give me some handles. I made do with his hips instead. 
 
    "I don't have long on the meter," Cray said.  
 
    That redoubled his effort on Cray's cock. I pulled out of his ass, and he grunted, but didn't slack on the blowjob.  
 
    I snapped off the condom and wiped off some lube with a tissue. I sat on the couch, my dick bobbing wet and shiny.  
 
    Cray covered his eyes with one forearm, wrapped the other around his belly. "I'm having -- a really -- good time," he said. And he bucked his hips. 
 
    It took me a second to realize he was coming. I leaned over and held Dan's head on his cock, forcing him to take it. I leaned down. "Don't swallow," I hissed in his ear. "Hold it in your mouth." 
 
    Cray shuddered and bucked under him, then relaxed. He brought down his arms. His face and chest were slicked with sweat. "Not bad, for a -- " He was aiming for the dominant thug role, but cracked up on "faggot."  
 
    I pulled Dan over to my cock by the hair, a big handful so it humiliated more than hurt. "Blow me," I said. 
 
    Cray shook with laughter, then finally got a tissue and cleaned off his cock. He threw the tissue on the floor. 
 
    Dan still had a mouth full of cum, so he was wet and warm and slick when I entered him. He tried to hold the cum in his mouth the whole time he sucked me, but I'm sure he had to swallow some of it. Hopefully, he was afraid that I'd punish him for that. I wouldn't. Didn't care. All I wanted to do now was come.  
 
    He didn't suck as good as Cray, and I don't think he sucked as good as me. But then, I was a pro. Still, even a bad blowjob is a good one, and the thought of Cray's cum lubing his throat brought me pretty close all on its own. His lips were soft, his tongue firm on the underside of my cock. He wrapped one hand around the base of my dick, and worked it in tandem with his mouth.  
 
    "I'm close," I said. 
 
    Now it was Cray's turn to hold his head, order him to hold it in his mouth, to mingle our cum. 
 
    A warmth started behind my cock, below my balls. It spread into my abdomen, up like some sort of shining liquid. And then my muscles, all of them, clenched for a moment. It was like my cock was a tongue dipped in honey. Three or four rolling waves of pleasure pulsed through it, and Dan gagged again, this time getting more than piss out of his nose.  
 
    I pulled out of him, going soft. "Good boy," I said. 
 
    I figured we were about done, but no. "Lay back on the ground," Cray said. "Legs apart." He lay parallel to the couch, and Cray kicked at him. "Keep that cum in your mouth. No, not like that dumbass. Balls facing me." 
 
    He repositioned himself, keeping his mouth closed.  
 
    "Show me the cum," I said. 
 
    He opened, and our mingled wads coated his tongue. 
 
    "Gross," I said. 
 
    Cray squirted a significant quantity of lube on the guy's cock. What was he up to? 
 
    Then Cray put his heel on his balls, the sole on the shaft. The head of his cock rested between his toes. "If I stood up," he said, "I'd crush your balls." 
 
    "Fuck, yeah," I said. "Make him a fucking eunuch." 
 
    "He already is," Cray said. He rubbed his foot upward, and the guy whimpered. Then down. He was jerking him off with the sole of his dirty foot. "You gonna come, bitch?" 
 
    He couldn't answer, of course, not with his mouth full. 
 
    "If you do, I'm gonna stand up and put all my weight on this foot, maybe jump." Cray leaned forward, and Dan's eyes pleaded with him. 
 
    But no, he wouldn't do it. Dan knew that, or he'd use his safe word. 
 
    But then, I wasn't so sure Cray wouldn't. He seemed awfully convincing, even to me. He wasn't joking around, playing a role. His face was as serious as a scientist examining a specimen.  
 
    I had this puppy love for Cray, but what did I really know? There were these stories, of course. Stories of him killing a guy on a train. 
 
    There were lots of train yards near the Chicago river. 
 
    I forced that thought out of my mind. Of course not. It was a stupid daymare, a dumb thing to think. 
 
    But when I looked at his sharp features, glaring down at our client, I saw a killer's face. I had just come, so my mind wasn't fogged by lust. In my other life, before I'd ended up on the streets, I'd have stayed away from anyone with that face, with that expression. 
 
    Dan squirmed, and Cray sped up the movement of his foot, obviously putting more weight on it than was comfortable, but also not so much that Dan wasn't edging up to an orgasm. But as he did, he threatened him. 
 
    "Won't stop with your balls, either. My buddy and I here will roll your ass, beat you black and blue, maybe just kick you until our legs get tired. Then if you're still alive enough to fuck, maybe we'll take turns one more time." 
 
    I grabbed Cray's arm, and he shook me off. I don't think his eyes recognized me, when he turned his head to mine. 
 
    Dan was real close now, clutching at Cray's bony ankle, working it into his own cock. 
 
    "Don't you dare fucking come, you bitch, unless you want to get fucked up." 
 
    But Dan couldn't help it. He tried to hold back, I think, but probably not too hard. If he thought this was real, he would be shouting "Tripoli." I'm not sure it'd do much good.  
 
    I had half a mind to shout his safe word myself. 
 
    And then he let escape a high-pitched whine through his mouthful of cum. And his cock squirted out from between Cray's toes, a long white line of sperm halfway up to his chest.  
 
    Cray stood up, and now I grabbed his arm hard enough to leave marks. But he didn't put weight on the foot over Dan's balls. Instead, he ran that foot lightly through the cum, and then pushed it against Dan's lips. 
 
    Dan ran his cum-smeared tongue over it, licking up his own cum, and then swallowing his, mine, Cray's all three at once. He lay back, caressing Cray's ankle and the top of his foot.  
 
    Cray stepped back from him, probably leaving a stain on the light carpet. He put away his dick. When he looked back up at me, he had that same amused half-grin, but maybe with some sadness. "Should we go?" he said. 
 
    "Yeah. I think we're done here," I said. 
 
    We got dressed, got our shoes on. Eventually, once he recovered from his orgasm, so did Dan.  
 
    "Thanks, guys, that was intense," he said. "I thought you might really hurt me there for a minute," he said to Cray. 
 
    So did I. But I didn't say anything. 
 
    He shot me a look, reading my mind. "Rumors of my psychopathy are greatly exaggerated." 
 
    Once we were all dressed, she came out of the back room. "Good job, gentlemen." 
 
    I realized I once again forgot to get paid in advance. The simplest things, I screw up. 
 
    "Here you go," she said, peeling bills off a wad in her purse. "Should be right, and a little extra as a tip." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "Thank you," she said. Her husband sat on the couch now, fully clothed, wiping spit and worse things off his face. She sat next to him and spread out her arms on the back. "Now you," she said to him, "you and I have unfinished business, once you take a shower and get all that cum out of your teeth, you whore." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," he said. He squeezed her thigh. 
 
    "And we're out of here," I said. 
 
    "Aw, I wanted to watch," Cray said. 
 
    "You can," she said, "if you like." 
 
    I grabbed Cray's arm and pulled him to the door. "Nope, we're heading out," I said. 
 
    "You two be careful out there," she said. 
 
    "We will," I said. Of course, she watched the news. She knew already what we wouldn't find out for a couple days. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    "You don't trust me," Cray said. We sat under an overpass. It was raining still, and we were trying to stay a little dry.  
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "You really thought I'd beat that dude up after he came. Man. I like it when people come. I want everyone to come, right now, one big massive splooge-wave to wash over the city. I'd never hurt someone for that." 
 
    "You'd hurt them for other things, though," I said, almost a question. 
 
    He didn't hesitate. "You bet." 
 
    "What things?" 
 
    "If they tried to hurt you, I'd kill them. Is that okay?" 
 
    I leaned my head on his shoulder, and he didn't pull away. But he didn't commit to it, either. Some imperceptible tightness in his muscles locked me out, or maybe there's such a thing as an aura and he had closed his off to me.  
 
    "Sorry," I said. 
 
    "It's okay." 
 
    "You're lying." 
 
    "Yeah." Now he did pull away, but only to look at me. "I'm not a killer," he said. 
 
    "There are rumors. A guy, on a train." 
 
    He stared straight ahead, studying on one of the pillars. "I -- he didn't die. And he deserved it." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "And he wasn't on a train. I don't know where they get that." 
 
    "Oh."  
 
    Now he put his arm around my shoulder and drew me back in. "You really shouldn't trust me, though," he said. 
 
    "I want to." 
 
    "You shouldn't trust anyone on the street. You shouldn't even be on the street. Go to college." 
 
    "And give up all this?" I said, echoing his words from when we first met. 
 
    "I am full of a lot of shit, Puppyface." 
 
    We sat in silence for a long time, feeling sad, from our first real argument if it could be called that, but also from the slow grey rain, falling cold all around us.  
 
    "I was thinking about Jane," I said. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I think Mon is right. I think that was her they found in the river." 
 
    "That happens on the street," he said. "People fall asleep on tracks, they fall into the river, they just give up in a doorway." 
 
    "Or they get murdered." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I was beaten up twice. One bum took my shit and punched me once. And then a guy, at the Hole -- never seen him since -- almost beat me to death. Broke my rib. Just now feeling better." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "What if -- " I licked my lips. "What if I'm not the only one he did that to? But maybe the others didn't get back up? Had more than a broken rib." 
 
    Now he drew me tight, close. "I'll protect you." 
 
    "I'm not afraid for myself. Maybe I should have told someone, talked to the cops." 
 
    "We're not superheroes, Puppyface. We're not detectives. We're not -- anything, really. Just free." 
 
    "I don't want to be free." 
 
    "No one does. It's fucking terrifying. That's why dudes pay us to pee in their mouths. An escape from freedom." 
 
    "And I don't want to be a hero, either." 
 
    "Good."  
 
    I took a deep breath. It had only been recently that I'd been able to do that without wincing. "But if I see that guy again, ever -- you might have to help me do something bad to him." 
 
    "Now who's the killer?" he said. 
 
    "I'm serious." 
 
    He put his thin lips on my forehead. I was cold. His lips were hot. "I will," he said. "I'll do what you need. I promise." 
 
    The promise of a street kid is worth very little. Promises are luxuries of those with homes and regular meals. But it's still worth something, the sentiment if nothing else. I pushed up against him, sharing his heat, and the spitting rattle of rain sent me into a doze. 
 
    When I woke up, he was gone. I scrambled up off the cardboard mat, ready to search, shouting in the browning underbrush. But then he came around the corner tucking away his dick. "Taking a leak," he said. 
 
    "I thought you left." 
 
    "So -- " He sat, hugging his knees. "We've got like a million dollars -- " 
 
    "Nine hundred," I said.  
 
    "Yeah, so, like a million dollars, and we're sleeping under the street. Any reason why?" 
 
    "I didn't think you'd mind." 
 
    "I don't. Hotels creep me out, with their four walls and roofs. But I know you mind." 
 
    "Yeah. Well. Not really anymore. Anyway, I was thinking maybe I could get another tattoo." 
 
    "Already?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Of what, then?" 
 
    "Irre." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "It's the German word for 'Cray,'" I said. 
 
    "What's the word for Puppyface?" 
 
    I laughed. "I have no idea." 
 
    "I'll get it in English, then. But let's not spend our money on that. I'll tattoo you, and you do me." 
 
    "I don't know about you, but any tattoo I do will look like shit." 
 
    "That's the point," he said. "Some things are more real when they look like shit." 
 
    So I spent my cash on a room and some tattoo supplies: needles, thread, India Ink, disinfecting ointment -- the last was my suggestion. He'd be fine doing without it and just sneering at the E. coli until it surrendered. 
 
    He pushed the needle into the skin on my hand, over and over, until the word -- small, black, blocky, but neat -- appeared on the web between my thumb and finger. I did the same for him, but my name was longer -- Puppyface -- and took longer. While I did it, he stroked his cock with his free hand, a very distracting way of dealing with the pain, I thought.  
 
    But I finished, with only a couple wobblier lines than I might have liked. I spread ointment on it, wrapped it, and then he pulled me down to his cock and I sucked him. After a few minutes, he pulled me off. "I wanna fuck you in this nice bed," he said. 
 
    "You got it." I had a pocket full of lube, so I handed him my jacket and stripped down. 
 
    I lay, naked, facedown on the bed. "Arch up your hips a little," he said. 
 
    I did. His lips met my asshole, and his tongue darted in, warm and soft. I couldn't help giving a little squeak of pleasure. Nothing quite like a tongue up your ass. You'd be amazed how many people will pay a rentboy just for the honor of licking out their asshole. I think it's less about demeaning themselves, for some of them, and more about getting back to the root of the dirt that we are.  
 
    It's hard to philosophize, though, when a tongue is flicking into and out of your hole.  
 
    I squirmed, and he pulled away. The lube-shooter was cool, smooth. It erupted in me, and then another.  
 
    "I maybe should have cleaned up back there before -- "  
 
    "Too late," he said. Now his fingers probed me, and I relaxed, had to relax, because he was relentless.  
 
    "Go slow," I said. 
 
    "I'll take good care of you." 
 
    "And you better not be using the hand I just tattooed, because that isn't -- " 
 
    He slapped my ass and I yipped. "Oh, shut up," he said. 
 
    I could hear his clothes rustling as he squirmed out of them. "Do you want me to wear a rubber?" he said. 
 
    Did I? No way, ever, in hell, would I let any trick fuck my ass without one -- or, really, for pretty much any of them, with one. But Cray?  
 
    My hesitation went on too long. "I'm gonna wear one," he said. 
 
    "No, no, you don't have to -- " 
 
    His lips met my lower back. His breath was hot, stirring the fine hairs there. "I'm gonna, though." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    The wait seemed infinite, hours or days, but it had only to be a minute. Then he pushed against me and I tried to open up my ass to meet him.  
 
    "Just the tip," he said. 
 
    "Just the tip." 
 
    He smeared more lube on it, and pushed again. I took a deep breath, let it out -- and felt myself stretch open around him. He held himself. "Little more?" 
 
    "Lot more," I said. "Fuck me." 
 
    "Okay, Puppyface. I wasn't going to stop now and go watch Oprah." 
 
    "She quit," I said. "Retired. God, a long time ago. How long -- ahhh!" 
 
    And he slid into me, slowly, maybe a centimeter. Out again, and then in again, two centimeters this time. Then three or four. And then when he pulled out I relaxed enough, and he pushed in all the way. 
 
    He lay against me, skin to skin, chest to back. "How does that feel?" he breathed into my ear. 
 
    "Hurt a little at first, better now." 
 
    "Just stay relaxed." 
 
    He reached around and found my small nipples with his fingertips. He teased them, pulled them, and flexed his hips, in and out slightly.  
 
    "How's that feeling, Puppyface?" 
 
    "Hurts good," I said.  
 
    "Feels pretty fucking nice on my cock, too, Puppyface. You're like fucking a pot of honey, all gold and sweet." He put his teeth against the skin of my shoulder. He didn't bite, just rested them there while his hips undulated in me. He wasn't so much fucking me as moving around in me, but that seemed to be enough for him. 
 
    It wasn't enough for me. 
 
    "Take off your rubber," I said. "Fuck me raw." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I think you're drunk, Puppyface. Drunk on dick." 
 
    "Drunk on your dick. Cray, I want to feel you in me, all the way." 
 
    "Not safe." 
 
    "You got something?" This was a weird conversation to have, pinned to my bed by his cock, still stirring the ring of my asshole, still grinding my cock into the hotel bedspread. 
 
    "For all I know, I got everything, Puppyface." 
 
    "Please, Cray, please fuck me raw." 
 
    He pushed into me, hard, and his teeth grazed my shoulder again.  
 
    "Please," I said. "Please take off the rubber." 
 
    He pulled out. "I would," he said. "But it won't do any good." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "I already filled it." 
 
    I rolled over, not caring if lube or worse stained the hotel bedspread. "You son-of-a-bitch." 
 
    He snapped the rubber off and held it up, sagging like a water balloon, filled with white liquid.  
 
    I snatched it away, upended it over my open mouth. I sucked down his cooling sperm, already liquifying.  
 
    "I tell you what," he said. "If you want, we can get tested, and -- " 
 
    "I get tested every month," I said. "Free clinic." 
 
    "Then let's go and do that. It'll be romantic." 
 
    "You've got a fucked up sense of the romantic." 
 
    He lay next to me, and I nuzzled up against his side.  
 
    "Hey," he said, after a while. "Want to go take a shower?" 
 
    I lifted my head. "Seriously? You hate showering." 
 
    "You like it, though. And it's not as bad when it's private, not a big communal thing like at the Y." 
 
    I lay my head back down, thought for a moment. "Well," I said, "we're here, might as well." 
 
    We did, soaping each other and laughing so hard someone banged on the walls and we ran out the hot water. Then we slept in a warm bed, in each other's clean arms, like -- like normal people, like people with homes and roofs and all the impediments of suburban life that we both left behind. 
 
    But we both knew it was pretend. Tomorrow, we'd be on the streets again, in our dirty clothes, the tire dust and city grit in our hair, the coal from the train yards on our hands. In a way, that was a comforting thought.  
 
    It's hard to remember, but when I try, I cannot recall another comforting thought I had that fall. I think that was my last, and maybe the last night I slept, feeling safe and loved, without a thorn of fear in my heart. 
 
    The thorn was planted the next morning, when I flicked on the TV to watch the local news before we had to check out. Cray had brought back two plates filled with free breakfast, and I had brewed up some of the prepacked coffee. Why was everything in America so pale and watery? The beer, the coffee, even the television shows, all seemed diluted to me. 
 
    Still. I'd get the taste for it eventually. We sat on the foot of the bed, picked at the plate of scrambled eggs between us, and I sipped my watery coffee, while we half-watched the news. 
 
    Half-watched, until we heard the words "Chicago's homeless." 
 
    They didn't show pictures, but the gist was enough to give us images in our minds. Two dead, found beaten, one thrown into the river but found the next day. The other left in an alley. Young men, rentboys we gathered although the news would never say so. No, don't admit we exist. Don't admit we're here, getting serviced by your husbands and your bosses and your friends. Don't admit that we live and breathe and bleed until we stop --  
 
    I turned off the TV.  
 
    We didn't talk about it. You don't. Do you think that the Cro Magnons sat around, debating what to do about the Neanderthal problem? I doubt it. When a danger is real, when it's present and lurking and taking out your friends, you don't talk about it. 
 
    What you do is you huddle. 
 
    So we went to the Hole. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    "Holy shit," I said, "the whole gang." 
 
    Monique was holding court, and at her sides, her usual jesters: Dre and Nate. 
 
    "Who the fuck's this?" Dre said, when Cray swung his leg over a chair and settled down.  
 
    "Honey, that is the living legend himself, Cray in the flesh, aren't you baby?" 
 
    "I'm no legend, Miss. Legends don't fart." He let one rip. "Not in public, anyway." 
 
    "Crass," Nate said. 
 
    "'Crass.'" I mocked his fake British accent. "Yeah, like letting guys suck your junk isn't crass." 
 
    "I don't have junk, I'll have you know. I have equipment." 
 
    "I got fucking crass once," Dre said. "Had to get some special shampoo and scrub my fucking balls." 
 
    "You may be a little mixed up, honey," Monique said. "But that's okay. Love you anyway." 
 
    "How was the can?" I asked Nate. He'd been arrested a month or so earlier, for stealing or drugs or something. 
 
    "It's never as bad as people think it's going to be. Had a good time. Played cards. Lots of large and intimidating young black men in various gangs owe me money. They proved unskilled at bluffing." 
 
    "What did you go in for?" 
 
    "Shoplifting, of all embarrassing things." 
 
    "Fuck, man, everyone boosts," Dre said. "And for the record, I ain't one of those black guys who owes you money." 
 
    "I doubt I shall collect at any rate." 
 
    Cray was ignoring the conversation, leaning back, scanning the room. "Are any of you fine young knives working tonight?" he said.  
 
    Dre dropped a shoulder. "I'm fucking always up for money. Why?" 
 
    "Guy in the corner keeps eyeing the table." 
 
    "I'm off," I said. "I'm fucked out. We just double-teamed this married fag. His wife arranged it." 
 
    "Holy shit, I know them!" Nate said, forgetting his accent for a second. "Small world, yeah?" 
 
    "Infinitesimal," Cray muttered. 
 
    "I'm out too," Dre said. "Too fucking dangerous these days." 
 
    That cast a shadow over the table. I think maybe we had all agreed not to talk about it. The news said two dead, but we all knew there were three. For me, the guy thrown into the river clinched it. He'd been found before he decayed. Jane hadn't. And no one cared about her, and no one would ever know. 
 
    For that matter, I don't know if anyone knew who the others were, either. 
 
    "Anyone you haven't seen in a while?" I said. 
 
    The table grew quiet. 
 
    "We're not heroes," Cray muttered. "Not detectives. We're walking dirt, Puppyface." 
 
    "Shush," Mon said. "Shush with all that talk." She held up her manicure, counting off on each long finger. "Jane Plane. Korea Kim."  
 
    I had to wrack my brain, but yeah, Kim. Hadn't seen him in ages. But then, I only knew him from across the room, like Jane. 
 
    "Spider," Dre said. "And Baltimore." 
 
    "Baltimore went home," Nate said. "That's what I heard. But I haven't seen Drake anywhere." 
 
    "People come and people go," Cray said. "Doesn't mean they're dead." 
 
    "The fucking bodies mean they're dead," Dre said. "But how many bodies do the cops not know about?" 
 
    Mon took a tissue out of her purse, getting it ready, arming herself. 
 
    "I'm just saying, a lot of people leave when winter comes on and winter is coming on," Cray said. "Kim'll be back with a tan. Well. A burn. And so will Drake and this Baltimore whoever the fuck he is." 
 
    "Two people won't be back," Nate said. 
 
    Monique corrected him. "Three." 
 
    Cray slapped the table, louder than I think he intended. "Goddamn it. So what do you do about it? Put on a fucking cape? Fight crime? Go to the cops?" 
 
    That wasn't like him. I put my hand on his arm. "Hey, hey." 
 
    He shook it off, and then shrank in on himself. "I gotta piss," he said. He scraped the chair back. 
 
    I watched him go. I sat, stunned, until Monique leaned over the table. "Honey," she said. "You follow that boy. That's what you do now." 
 
    You don't argue with her.  
 
    I pushed into the toilets. One stall occupied, a pair of familiar shoes, bound with duct tape. I pushed on the door. "Open up," I said. 
 
    He didn't move for a moment, and then leaned forward and swung around the latch. 
 
    I pushed in, closed the door behind me, and locked it. 
 
    "What's up?" I said. 
 
    "I am sitting on a toilet in a dive bar and crying." 
 
    I leaned casually up against the door. "Yeah? That's cool." 
 
    He laughed through his snot. Sniffed it back up. "Yeah. Well. Passes the time." 
 
    "So, what's going on?" 
 
    He shook his head and wiped his nose with a glob of rough toilet paper, thin as parchment. "I think I fucked up." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "You." 
 
    Now I was thinking maybe I should be sitting on a toilet, crying. But I stayed casual. "How so?" 
 
    "I don't like to have anything that I'm afraid of losing. You do that, and you end up a prisoner, you know? I got out of one jail. I don't need to make another." 
 
    "You're not going to lose me. And you don't have me, for that matter. We have each other." 
 
    "One of us is going to lose the other, at some point. Get it?" 
 
    "Fuck some point. Aren't you all about living for the moment, carpe diem, yolo, all that shit?" 
 
    He stood. When he kissed me, his tongue was salty with tears, though none had run down his face. "Let's leave," he said. 
 
    "Leave what?" 
 
    "Leave Chicago. Go south. No, fuck that, too many fucking bugs. Let's go west. Shit, man, you've been talking about LA since I met you, and I've been there. I have friends there. Living on the street there is fucking sweet." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Yeah, always comfortable, never cold rain or snow or dead punks in the gutter who couldn't make it through the winter." 
 
    "I don't think you're afraid of the winter." 
 
    "I'm not afraid of anything," he said. 
 
    "Not even the psycho out there? 'Cause I bet there's just as big a chance of psychos in Los Angeles." 
 
    "Bigger. They have Hollywood. Come on, man. We can hop a train tonight, be there before the first flakes fall in this shitty town." 
 
    "I kind of like this shitty town." 
 
    He chewed his thin lip. "Yeah, me too. Come on." 
 
    "I'll go anywhere you want to go," I said, and he enfolded me in his arms, pressed me close to his bird-thin body. It was true. If he wanted to hop a train to hell, I'd hop it with him. "But you know, we have money. We can just buy a train ticket. Shit, we could buy a plane ticket -- " 
 
    "No," he said. "You need ID for that." 
 
    "Okay. So a bus. Faster, easier, safer. Okay?" 
 
    "If that's what you want," he said.  
 
    I put my head back on his sternum, the fragile bones against my cheek. "Yeah. I'll get the tickets tomorrow morning." 
 
    A promise from a street kid isn't worth a lot. I didn't get the tickets tomorrow morning, because tomorrow morning a cold autumn storm hit, sleet and icy needles, fierce wind. The last hurrah, before the miserable storms of summer turned into the miserable Chicago storms of winter. So we spent some money to get a room, and spent the day watching TV and fucking.  
 
    And then Dre needed a few bucks to help him out of a jam. And then Nate heard I loaned Dre some money, and needed a few bucks of his own. And then I got a craving for blueberry pie with ice cream. And then -- and then. . . .  
 
    I blame myself. If I'd lived pure, as Cray did, with contempt for money and comfort, we'd have been on a train that night and in LA in a few days. But I'd forgotten that lesson when I got some money in my pocket, and Cray had gone along with it, along with my need for comfort and easy pleasures, maybe because he loved me too much to tell me no. And there were a lot of tears, a lot of blood, and one man dead, because of that. 
 
    The days shortened. They do that fast, in the city. There's so little light as it is between the buildings, than when the sun dips south we descend into shade and gloom.  
 
    Then the money ran out, and the days grew not only shorter but colder. "Let's go," Cray said, daily. 
 
    "Soon." 
 
    I didn't want to jump a train. I'd never done it before. It sounded dangerous, uncomfortable. A bus ticket was cheap. I told him so, under the overpass, watching the leaves orange and black swirl against the concrete below us. "We just need a couple hundred," I said, "maybe three, and we get a ticket and enough food to last us for the trip. We'll be like kings." 
 
    "How much do we have left?"  
 
    "Twenty bucks." 
 
    He watched a dust-devil whip about a circle of red and golden leaves. "Then I guess we need a job," he said. 
 
    In hindsight, I think I betrayed him by not hearing what was in his voice, or in the words he said. He'd never say such a thing without expecting me to pick up on what it meant, what it cost him to utter those words. I never listened, though. I was young, and that's no excuse. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    So we went where you go: the Hole. I'd gotten over my fear of cruising it, mostly because I'd never seen that frat-looking motherfucker again. If I had, I probably would have ended up arrested for beating the hell out of him, maybe murdering him, right there in front of everyone. It was a sparser crowd today, maybe because of the news, maybe just because. Such things ebb and flow with a rhythm more mysterious than the tide, guided by some dark moon we cannot see. The black waters of lust and need came and went, and those of us who surfed them, we had to learn to respect those dry periods as well as the wet. I guess I was thinking about LA, about the ocean. Perhaps we could sleep on the beach, some night, when we got there, sand in our hair and gritting between our teeth.  
 
    I scanned for Dre, Monique, or anyone else I knew. Saw no one at first, then Nate's blond head bobbing through the crowd. I waved him down, and he gave me a hand-pull and a hug.  
 
    "Dry tonight," I said. 
 
    "The driest." 
 
    "That money I loaned you, you got any of it?" 
 
    He poured himself into a chair and sipped a beer. "Yeah, no, sorry mate." 
 
    We joined him. "Any leads on work, then?" 
 
    "You want to take one of my tricks?" 
 
    "I want to take anything I can get." 
 
    His tongue darted out, moistened his lips, and he took another thoughtful swallow. "I've been playing it safe. There's a guy -- he's a shady geezer. Been bugging me for a while, and I just don't know. More your area than mine." 
 
    "You mean rough stuff?" 
 
    "Yeah. But I thought, you know, if we do a group thing, maybe -- " 
 
    "You think he'd go for that? Three guys?" 
 
    "He's offered me three yards. I'll split it three ways, one each, and I bet he'd go for it. And then we'd know, you know, if he starts shit, we can put him down." 
 
    I'd never really done anything with Nate. We'd traded off tricks before, but never in the same bed. He wasn't an ugly boy, a couple years older than me, but in somewhat better shape. My muscles had melted under the pressures of the street and poor eating. He took care of himself, though. I think he even had an apartment of his own, or at least some regular place to crash. A flophouse, maybe, or a squat.  
 
    "Let's do it," Cray said. "We'll be like a big ol' squirming pile of arms and legs, it'll be hilarious." 
 
    Did Cray find Nate attractive? I gave him a look and a smile, and he returned a wink. Maybe. Or maybe he just wanted to have some fun. Either way, it was Cray, and I didn't mind. Jealousy was really one of those things best left to those who had a housekeeper come in weekly, who kept a piano tuned, who became angry over dandelions. I'd had it once, jealousy, but lost it. I knew Cray was with me, no matter who else he fucked or wanted to fuck. Nothing could change that, I thought. He was with me. 
 
    "I'll call him," Nate said. And he held his phone to one ear, stuck his finger in the other. 
 
    He talked for a while, then put away the phone. "He's into it," he said. "I figured he would be." 
 
    "So, what, we go to him?" 
 
    "Yeah. He said he's getting an hotel." He didn't pronounce the h. "He'll call us when he's ready." 
 
    "Three-to-one he doesn't," I said. 
 
    "No way. This guy's serious. But like I said, shady. Called me a faggot." 
 
    I had to laugh. "Shit, man, that's foreplay." 
 
    "Not with my clients. I demand respect." 
 
    Cray flagged down the waitress. "That's a way to guarantee disappointment at all times," he said to Nate, then to the waitress: "Two Cokes or the equivalent brown sugar water, please." 
 
    "Here's the good news," Nate said. "But also a bit shady. He said before that he just wanted to watch me jerk off." 
 
    "Not unheard of." Some people just wanted three-dimensional porn. I thought of Pervert Bob. I'd given him a show once, out of a desperate need for information.  
 
    Information that had led me to Cray. I slipped my hand under his arm, over the smooth and dirty fabric of his pants. I played with one of the seams on a frayed patch. His patches needed patches.  
 
    We three talked aimlessly for a while, about nothing of consequence. The closest we came to serious discussion was the upcoming Chicago winter, when sleeping on the streets can be fatal. "You can stay with me," Nate said. He did have a place, and it was just a step above a squat. Someone who lived there actually owned it or paid rent, but he wasn't sure which of the many people who crashed there were roommates, and which were guests.  
 
    Cray shook his head. "We were going to ride into the sunset, like cowboys on a . . . bus, I guess." 
 
    "Yeah, heading to LA," I said. "Right after we get paid." 
 
    "That's a long trip by train, I'd think." 
 
    "Cray was right. We're gonna get a bus, just ride out in comfort, like two dirty kings. Well. Relative comfort." 
 
    Nate was playing with ketchup packets, building a fort with them. A shelter. "Good luck on that. You coming back?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said. "I mean, it's Chicago." 
 
    I meant that as a compliment, but Nate swept his hand through his little square foundation of ketchup packets. "Sure the fuck is," he said, with surprising bitterness. 
 
    His phone played the first few notes to Anarchy in the UK, and he put it up to his ear. "Yeah, okay," he said into it. "Sure, mate. Cheers."  
 
    We ended up at a chain hotel in Boystown. The trick -- he said his name was Fred but no one is named Fred -- was shorter than me, bald, with a paunch stretching the fabric between the buttons of his shirt. He reminded me a bit of the guy who wanted to spank me that one time, but with none of the underlying sweetness.  
 
    "I just want to watch," he said, and I found I was relieved. I'd let uglier guys suck me, but it wasn't that he was ugly. I can always find something beautiful in someone. No, it was that he looked at us with something missing in his eyes. Shame? Or just a sense that we were people? Is that how a shark looks, just before it bites? 
 
    No wonder Nate didn't feel safe, and now I was sure that three yards was a stupidly low price for this risk. 
 
    The client pulled the blowjob chair out of the corner, faced it toward the bed, and plopped down in it. His blue shirt clashed with the green upholstery.  
 
    "I want the cute one to take off his shirt," he said. 
 
    We looked from one to the other. "Which of us is the cute one, mate?" 
 
    He pointed at me, his finger a fat knife jabbing the air. "He is." 
 
    I threw my jacket on the bed and peeled off my t-shirt, not that there was much t-shirt to peel off.  
 
    "Okay, now, the English one, you grab one of his nipples. Yeah, like that, kind of hard. Pull on it, real slowly, and twist." 
 
    Nate gave me a slow motion titty-twister. I couldn't help it. I laughed, which annoyed the stipulated Fred.  
 
    "Stop that. English, kick him in the balls." 
 
    Nate let go of my nipples. "No." 
 
    "Then -- then grab his nuts and squeeze 'em." 
 
    Nate groped me. First time he'd touched me like that, and he squeezed gently. I put my head over his shoulder, gave his ear a playful lick, and said, "Oh, fuck, stop, please, oh fuck that hurts." It didn't, of course. Nate knew better.  
 
    "Make him suck your cock." 
 
    Nate let go of my balls and pushed down on my shoulders. I got to my knees. In a way, I thought, this was kind of getting a freebie. After all, people paid to swallow Nate's junk, and here I was, getting a treat on some other jackass's dime.  
 
    Nate's zipper rasped down, and he dropped his pants, and the red and white boxers under them. His cock and balls jutted out of a tangled mass of dark blond hair. No foreskin. 
 
    "I knew it!" I said. "British people don't get cut." 
 
    "Maybe I'm fucking Jewish, you don't know." 
 
    Fred wasn't amused. "Stop talking. Suck him. Make him choke on it." 
 
    I gave it a quick once-over visually before I went down on it, checking for vermin and spots and anything that looked like it might bite me back. Looked good -- in fact, it looked really good. I threw a glance over my shoulder at Cray, but he was grinning at me and rubbing his own bulge. No jealousy in him, not ever. One flaw he never had. 
 
    Nate wasn't all that hard, but he was hard enough, especially once I put his surprisingly clean cock between my lips and started massaging the frenulum with my tongue. He fed me some precum, and tossed his head back. "Fuck, you're a pro," he said. 
 
    I garbled "thank you" with his cock in my mouth, then deep throated him. The trick is in how you breathe, of course. Through the nose, relaxed as can be. It's like anal, but in your mouth. 
 
    "Okay, now, suck the ugly one." 
 
    "Fuck you," Cray said. "The ugly one." 
 
    "Shut up. Fuck his face." 
 
    Cray's cock was, to put it mildly, quite a bit more flavorful. But I didn't mind. If anything, I preferred it a little. I wasn't sure being really clean seemed normal to me anymore. The idea of a shower a day, the pure luxury of that, almost seemed sinfully wasteful. 
 
    Cray was a lot harder than Nate, and I sucked down the familiar length of his cock. My idea of heaven, if I believed in it, would be a jaw that never tires and Cray's cock forever hard. I slid my hand over the smooth skin of his ass.  
 
    "Okay," Fred said. His breath was coming faster, and I looked over to see his hand down the front of his khakis, massaging what he had down there. "Now, you -- " he pointed to Nate " -- hold the cute one down while the ugly one makes him lick out his asshole." 
 
    If I had to lick anyone's asshole, it'd be Cray's. I lay back, Nate made a show of holding my shoulders ineffectually, and Cray squatted over me. His ass had tangles of hair, in round, dark curls. They were already moist, tasted of sweat and something vaguely bitter-sweet. I licked his hole, trying to burrow into him, but my tongue was too short. I could never stick it out very far. He ground his ass in my face. 
 
    "Fart in his face," Fred said. "Fart a big wet one." 
 
    "I don't have one in me, man," Cray said. "And plus, no." 
 
    Fred was obviously getting close now, his breath a ragged pant. "Pretend," he said. "Pretend to fart." 
 
    Cray pulled his ass off me and made an obscene noise with his lips, and Fred pulled his hands out of his pants. He took a few shaky deep breaths. "Good, good, fuck, that was close." 
 
    "Did you come?" Nate asked. 
 
    "No, not yet, don't want to come yet. You, English boy, you suck the ugly one's cock." 
 
    "I wish you'd stop calling me that," Cray said, as Nate went down on him. "It's -- oh, wow. Good job, Nate. You're a pro." 
 
    "We're all pros," I mumbled into Cray's balls. 
 
    I couldn't see now, since Cray's ass was back over my face, but the rustle of cloth sounded like Fred was once again kneading his cock. "Okay," he said, almost gasped. "You two, now, you turn the tables on the ugly one, hold him down, make him suck your asses." 
 
    Everyone wants to direct, I thought. I bet it would be even worse in LA. 
 
    Nate dutifully tugged on Cray's arms, and I slid out from under him and grabbed his legs. Cray couldn't help laughing, and neither could I, but Fred didn't seem to care. It was a lot like horsing around, but with more bodily fluids. I was glad not to suck air through Cray's butt hair. I loved the guy, but fresh air is still nicer than butt. 
 
    Fred's voice was a staccato barrage between breaths. Guy needed to get some exercise, if jerking off winded him that bad. "Be more serious. I'm real close. Yeah, now, you, English guy, sit on his face like he did with the cute one." 
 
    Nate straddled him, pressed his ass to Cray's face. Cray did turn serious, pushing at Nate's ass, but Nate put his full weight down. "Eat me, bitch," he growled in his best South London.  
 
    "English, reach down and wrap your hands around his throat, choke him, like you're choking him." 
 
    Nate did, pantomime I'm sure, just as he had with my balls. 
 
    I lifted up Cray's legs, started rubbing my cock against his wet asshole. I wouldn't fuck him, not without lots more lube, but Fred was getting so close I wouldn't have to. Now that I could see him clearly, I could see his face was red as a stoplight. I hoped he came soon, for his own goddamned good, before he stroked out and we were left having to call 112 on a client. No, that's not right, not here. In the US it was 911, I reminded myself.  
 
    I wasn't paying attention, caught in my own dumb thoughts. Nate stood up, suddenly. "Will you fucking stop punching me so hard?" 
 
    But Cray sat up, his face twisted in unfamiliar panic, his fist flying.  
 
    I ducked aside and his fist grazed my ear. "Fuck," I said. "What the fuck?" 
 
    Cray scrambled backwards, yanking up his pants and gasping for air -- not like Fred, not in passion and lust, but in panic. His eyes met mine but didn't focus, and I remembered all those nights, woken up with a shove or a punch or a scream. I remembered comments he'd made, about things he'd done unwillingly, things that had been done to him. I'd never dug. I'd never questioned. He'd pushed my hands away when I touched his throat, even lightly. Shit. Why didn't I remember that? 
 
    "What the fuck is going on?" Nate said, also scrambling back, but his pants left on the floor. 
 
    I didn't move back. I reached out for Cray. "Hey, man, hey," I said. "Hey." 
 
    He punched me in the shoulder, aimed another one for my face, but he was swinging wildly and was easy to avoid. 
 
    I got him in my arms, his thin body twisting and shuddering. "Cray, it's me, baby, it's me, Puppyface." 
 
    He screamed, howled. He punched me again, not hard. I was glad he didn't hit my rib. It was finally almost healed, and I'd hate for him to bruise it or break it again. But if he did, I wouldn't let him go. I held him tight. "Shh," I said, like for a baby. "Shh." 
 
    I heard Fred doing something, saying something, but I ignored it. 
 
    Cray calmed down. His eyes, shining with tears, met mine. "Did I hurt you?" he said.  
 
    "No, but we should probably go. Someone's going to call the front desk after all that yelling." 
 
    "This is unacceptable," Fred said. "I paid you in advance and you -- " 
 
    "Jesus, dude, guy had a fit or something," Nate said, sounding not the least bit English. "Get over yourself." 
 
    "Do you know who I am?" 
 
    "Yeah, you're the asshole who needs to hire guys to jerk off to." 
 
    "I demand my money back, or I'll -- " 
 
    "What, give us a bad Yelp review?" 
 
    I ignored the argument, just stroked Cray's greasy hair. "Come on, man," I said. "Let's get out of here."  
 
    "I'm okay. You get dressed." 
 
    I did, and he sat on the bed, still shaking. "I kind of thought," he said, "that -- maybe that wouldn't happen to me anymore." 
 
    Nate stepped into his pants, zipped his dick away, and pulled out a wad of twenties. He threw it at the guy. "Here, fucker." 
 
    Fred scrambled for it, but we stepped around him. We passed someone in a hotel uniform on the way out, probably coming up to tell us to be quiet or see if the police were needed. Let Fred handle it. 
 
    Nate was all apologies, but we told him not to worry about it. We'd make do. 
 
    We shook Nate, finally, and found a quiet corner under an overpass.  
 
    "That didn't go well," Cray said. 
 
    "I noticed." 
 
    "You probably wonder why." 
 
    "Looked like a flashback or something, I guess." 
 
    "Yeah. I guess. I get 'em sometimes. Or used to. I was in -- I was in juvie. Bad things happened there. Yeah?" 
 
    "Yeah. That's all you gotta say, Cray. The past is past. I got you now, and you have me, and I ain't letting you go even if you do go nuts and punch me once in a while." 
 
    "Before I did, though -- you were rubbing your dick against my asshole." 
 
    "I know. I remember." I grinned. 
 
    "You wanna do more? I've been in you, wanna be in me?" 
 
    "Are you sure you won't -- " 
 
    "Not with you. Never with my Puppyface. Not gonna hit you again. I already gave you your swats for the year, yeah? So we're good." 
 
    The first time we'd met, he'd spanked me for my birthday. "Yeah," I said. "You did. I don't have any rubbers." 
 
    "Then fuck me bare." 
 
    I dug around in my pocket. I did have a couple of those lube-shooters I'd boosted from the happy couple. "Okay," I said. 
 
    "Great." He shrugged out of his pants and lay face down on the cold cardboard mat. 
 
    "No, how about you sit on it?" I said. "More control, and easier." I lay back, slicked up my dick and got it hard. It wasn't difficult. I could still kind of smell his ass in my nose. Anyone else, that'd be gross. What repels us about strangers attracts us in the people we love. Maybe that's what love is, just the inverse of that repulsion.  
 
    He straddled me. He still had his army jacket on, once olive green, now faded gray. In the dim shadows of our cave, his face was savage. How dare that fucker call him the ugly one? He was beautiful, an eagle slicing through air to kill a mouse, a snake darting through the dry autumn leaves. I held up my cock, and he settled on it. 
 
    It slid in easily. He wanted me in him and didn't resist. He sat on my pelvis, and I pulsed inside him. 
 
    "I wish you could climb inside me and you'd never leave," he said. 
 
    "I won't leave." 
 
    He clenched his ass, pulsed it around my cock, and I gasped. "One of us will, one day." 
 
    "Yeah, well, let's not talk about death while I'm fucking you." 
 
    "You're the top. What you say goes." 
 
    "Ride me," I said.  
 
    He pulled up and slid back down, just a tiny amount, but enough for me to rub inside him. I was surrounded by warm, smooth flesh. The biting chill air, the damp smell of concrete, all of it enfolded us in the moment. I reached under his jacket and shirt, over his thin ribs, over the hard jewels of his nipples.  
 
    His cock was soft, but his head was thrown back, his throat a sharp knife against the air. "This feels so fucking good," he said. "So much better than -- than -- " 
 
    "Than what?" 
 
    "Than anything else." 
 
    "I'm going to come in you, real soon now, if you keep doing that thing with your muscles." 
 
    "This?" He clenched his pelvic floor and rocked forward.  
 
    "Fuck, fuck." 
 
    "Don't fucking come. You have to fuck me forever, and you can't come yet, because it's not forever yet." 
 
    "Forever better come soon," I said. "Because I know I'm about to." 
 
    He stroked his cock, and now it was hardening. "When I rock back like this you totally hit my walnut," he said. "Right there, behind my cock." 
 
    "Feels good?" 
 
    "Feels fucking awesome. That's why you can't come yet." 
 
    "Then stop fucking moving." 
 
    I reached up and knocked his hands away, to start milking his cock. If nothing else, it distracted me from the edge I rode. He was close to pushing me over, but I focused all my attention on his cock. I was thinking in German now, intermixed with English.  
 
    "Fuck, I think I might beat you," he said. 
 
    "Let's come together." 
 
    "Okay. Okay, let's try." 
 
    I stroked him, and he worked my cock in his ass, until he said, "I'm real close." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Gonna cream you like mushroom soup." 
 
    "Do it," I said. "Do it." 
 
    His voice was a gasp. "No way to stop it now." And waves of muscle undulated deep in his body, around me, drawing me in deeper. Then he tightened around me, his asshole a smooth, tight fist around my cock. I shifted slightly, and that was all it took. I poured out into him at the same time as his balls emptied. Cum drooled out on my stomach, some getting on my jacket. I shook under him, flailing as the orgasm tore through me, sending its sweet light to all my limbs. 
 
    He sat on me for a moment, until I softened. Then he pulled off me, taking my cum with him. He leaned over and licked up his offering, off my jacket and pubes, and I shuddered at the warm probing of his tongue. 
 
    Then he lay down next to me.  
 
    We lay there for a long time, warm despite the chill. I thought he had fallen asleep, and I was pretty sure I was about to, when he said, very quietly: "Puppyface?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "For fucking up our plans, for fucking up our chance to get a bus out of here." 
 
    I laughed a little, a thick tired burble. "Yeah, well, that guy was an asshole and I didn't want his money. We can always get another trick. There's still time." 
 
    The next morning we had brunch out of a dumpster, stale bread and half a bottle of vinegary wine. Then we sat in the park and threw crumbs to the birds. We could beg, of course, but neither of cared much for that. He had a sign, "I Should Have Been a Stripper." I liked to go with "Smile If You Masturbate." But it was boring as fuck, and we had better things to do. Like sit and stare at the trees as they shed the last of their leaves in the wind. 
 
    "So, if we're not hopping a train," he said, "we still need money." 
 
    "Yeah. How about we turn a trick?" 
 
    "Works for me, as long as it isn't like that last asshole." 
 
    "We're not letting Nate pimp for us again." 
 
    "He told us the guy was shady." 
 
    "Every time he called you the 'ugly one,' I had to fight back the urge to bury my boot in his asshole," I said. 
 
    Cray licked my face, like a dog. "So, let's find someone worth the time," he said. 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    He slapped the knees of his dirty pants, raising a cloud of dust. "To the library, then," he said. 
 
    "Not the Hole?" 
 
    "We need to email your nice married friends, see if they need some recreation." 
 
    "Oh, good idea." 
 
    He waggled the eyebrows on his smooth forehead. "Indeed. I'm sagacious." 
 
    "You're something, that's true." 
 
    We went to the library. Cray, with no interest in the internet, set up shop at one of the tables with a randomly selected book. I logged on, sent Dan's wife an email, and got a quick response from her iPhone. Sorry, not this week, she wrote. 
 
    Next week? 
 
    A few more minutes. Probably not. Not uninterested, just busy. 
 
    "Looks like no nibbles," I said. 
 
    "Damn. Check Craigslist." 
 
    I did. One rarely found anything interesting there, mostly people living out fantasies without planning on making them reality. I emailed a few, including one that seemed particularly urgent. 
 
    Then I sat next to Cray for a while, and had a pleasant hour or so reading. I checked my email every half hour, sometimes every twenty minutes. It was getting cold outside, but the Washington library was warm. We took a break from reading, walked through the winter garden, holding hands like teenagers. Which I guess I was, at least technically, for a couple more years.  
 
    I was too worried to enjoy that moment, which was too bad. It was the last chance we'd have to be happy for a while, but I didn't know that. We never do. Those are always the moments that sneak past us. 
 
    When we got back, I logged back on. I had an email. In Chicago for the weekend, staying near O'hare. Available? And then, a number. 
 
    I texted him back. "Sure," I sent. "Me and a friend if you want a twofer." 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "Three. For our time." 
 
    A pause. "Okay. Text me when you get here." 
 
    I looked up. "Hey, Cray. We got a live one. One of the O'hare hotels." 
 
    "Then let's catch a train, get paid, and get out of this town. Then you know what we'll do? We'll go out to the Hollywood sign and I'll fuck you under it like you're a star." 
 
    We took the train out to O'hare, then I texted our trick. He sent us to a particular hotel, and gave us a room number. It wasn't, safe to say, one of the swank options. The floor in the lobby was scuffed by decades of wheeled luggage, and the concierge, if he could be called that, ignored us when we came in. Cray grabbed a coffee in a styrofoam cup from the lobby, then we rode the elevator up to the second floor. 
 
    "He's gonna want me to take another shower, isn't he?" 
 
    "Chances are good. Remind me if I forget, we get paid in advance." 
 
    "Yeah. You're not so good with money, are you Puppyface?" 
 
    "I at least believe it exists." 
 
    "Yeah, that's why you're not so good with it. It's all an illusion, Irre." 
 
    I touched my tattoo. "Is that my new nickname?" 
 
    "Yeah. Cray and Irre, two kinds of crazy." 
 
    "I like it. I like Puppyface, too." 
 
    He licked my cheek just as the door opened. A guy stepped in, suit, short hair, the kind of guy who wouldn't like watching two dirty punks lick each other. He studiously avoided looking at us. We stepped around him and headed down the hall. 
 
    "Here it is," I said. 
 
    "Here goes nothing or all." 
 
    "'All or nothing' is the English idiom," I said. 
 
    "Like you'd know. Knock already." 
 
    I did. Something eclipsed the light behind the peep hole. Then the door chain clattered, and the door opened.  
 
    Young man, maybe twenty, in a suit that didn't hang right, too bulky. Wide shoulders. Narrow waist.  
 
    You wouldn't think he'd have to pay. But then, some people have very specific needs, and find it easier to contract out. "Hey," I said. 
 
    "Hey. Come on in." 
 
    "Mind if I take a piss?" Cray said. 
 
    He glanced at the bathroom door. "Maybe hold it for a second." 
 
    Cray brayed a laugh. "What is it about dudes wanting to drink my piss lately?"  
 
    The guy smiled, a little sickly, like he was ashamed or disgusted of his own needs. I tried to give Cray a turn-it-down signal, but he ignored me. Of course. He walked around the room, touching things with his longer, dirty fingers. The TV Guide. The remote. The lamps. A big ugly vase with silk flowers on the desk.  
 
    "Three hundred, you said?" The guy took out his wallet and began pulling out crisp hundreds.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "For both of you?" 
 
    "You bet." 
 
    He still held the money between his fingers, like he was considering, like I hadn't sold him. Maybe this was his first time, I thought.  
 
    "I just want to suck both your cocks, and -- maybe that other thing. If that's okay?" 
 
    I held out my hand. "It's fine," I said.  
 
    "Three hundred for that? For the blowjobs?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said. And then I saw myself, saw the situation, saw everything as it was. "Fuck," I said, just as the money touched my hand and I realized why that suit didn't hang right, why the bathroom door was closed, who that guy was who met us coming into the elevators, and what was about to happen. 
 
    The guy grabbed my hand and I saw the gun hidden under his jacket. The bathroom door opened, two more guys -- these in uniform -- rushed out, blocking the door. 
 
    "Puppyface!" 
 
    "Shit, it's a fucking sting," I said. I'd said only idiots fell for that. I was right. 
 
    Cray grabbed that big ugly blue vase in both hands, and for a moment I thought he'd smash it into the head of the plainclothes cop holding my wrist. That'd just get us busted for worse.  
 
    "No!" I yelled, but Cray wasn't aiming for the cop. He went for the window, threw the vase. The vase broke, the window only cracked. He rushed forward, picked up a chair on the way, and swung it full force. Now the window broke, half the pane falling out onto the street below. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said. He hesitated, between me and the window. "Love you, but I can't." A moment longer. "I can't." One of the cops from the bathroom pushed past me to grab him, and I tried to trip him, and Cray ran for the window, grabbed ahold of the sill, flipped himself down and then I heard him hit the street, heard him gasp out an exhale of pain, and then running feet, running away. Uneven footfalls, one thin rubber sole, the other duct tape, faded. 
 
    "Fuck," the cop who went for him said. He thumbed his radio. "We got a runner. Went out the window." 
 
    "I'm on him," crackled out of the radio.  
 
    There was a smear of blood on the cream wall and on the sheer curtains, where he'd cut himself on the glass. 
 
    I was on my knees, then on my face. Handcuffs clattered, none too gentle, around my wrists. 
 
    I looked into the nap of the carpet. Tight woven and blue.  
 
    He'd left me. Let me get arrested. 
 
    But what should he have done? Stay? Get arrested too? Go back to jail -- not juvie this time, because he was a man. Real jail.  
 
    Where I was going, me with my cute Puppyface. I took a deep breath. You hear stories in Germany about American jails, what happens there. The gangs. The favors.  The -- worse things. 
 
    I know most stories aren't true, though. The cops hauled me to my feet, not too gently. They recited the litany of my rights. I didn't listen. Everyone knew this from TV, everyone in the world. I stared at the broken window, that smear of blood. 
 
    He'd left me behind. 
 
    If he had leapt out of that window and flew to the sunset, I'd have been less surprised. 
 
    They led me out the back, quick, before their next appointment. 
 
    Of course, they'd have a broken window and a bloody curtain to explain to the next prostitute they roped in. Oh, that? Yeah, nothing to worry about. So, about sex --  
 
    I started laughing. Sure, they'd just move to another room, but I couldn't stop laughing at my imaginary scenario, until even my healed rib began to hurt again. Yeah. No, come in, man, everything's fine. Ignore the blood. 
 
    They put me in a van, with three women. "Ladies," I said. 
 
    "Gentleman," one of them said. 
 
    As the cop closed the door, his radio crackled. "That kid was fast," it said. "I -- hold on --" Panting.  "I couldn't get him. I think he's headed west on foot. Want me to call it in?" 
 
    The cop thumbed the radio as he closed the door, but all I heard him say was "No, don't bother, we -- " and he was cut off by the slam of the steel door. 
 
    I leaned back against the cool metal. I wasn't laughing anymore. I closed my eyes. I imagined Cray running through the streets, into the underside of the city. Chicago was a city of spaces between, built by gangsters in fedoras and as dark as a termite mound. He'd slip into those lengthening shadows, slip back into legend, and no one would know whether he really existed, or was a phantom dreamed up by young romantic men, who lived on the street, and made their living in the dark. 
 
    He would be free, and that was as it should be. Welcome to freedom, he'd said to me, that first night. I'd never wish anything but freedom on him, and I think he knew that. I hoped he knew that, and that his freedom comforted him in the cold Chicago nights, or when the black waves crashed against the sand in California, or wherever he went. And I hoped that I'd see him again, someday, so I could let him know that my heart ran with him, beating inside his chest, alongside his, in perfect rhythm forever. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Book III: Winter 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I saw my first Chicago winter sliced into diamonds by a chain-link fence.  
 
    The judge offered me deferred prosecution, which as far as I was able to follow would mean going free. But they wanted information on Cray. He'd embarrassed them, breaking through that window and escaping the cops. One of the cops had cut himself on the glass, and apparently that meant I'd also assaulted a police officer, or so they told me. 
 
    So I'd held up my middle finger, on the hand with IRRE, "crazy" in German, tattooed in the web between thumb and forefinger, and I'd said, Fick dich ins Knie. Evidently the judge knew German. 
 
    A fine of $2500. But I couldn't pay, so then and only then did they throw me in jail. I laughed when they sentenced me to sixty days. The lawyer told me it could be a year if I didn't "fix my attitude." 
 
    But they didn't want people like me in the jails. The jails were for other men, tough men, not rentboys. 
 
    They gave me a baggy orange jumpsuit and locked me in a large room with ten other men. Blue mats lay on the floor, for us to sleep on. I sat crosslegged. The lawyer had suggested I apply for protective custody, but I'd spoken profane German at him too. Enough of that good old socialist spirit was in me, and I was ready to be down with the down.  
 
    As pretty as I was. 
 
    "I know you," someone said, and settled on the met across from me. 
 
    My age, shaved head, knife scar across his cheek. "Skinhead Mike. So you are in jail," I said. It was nice to see a familiar face, even if that face was mostly familiar from across the room. "We thought maybe you were dead."x 
 
    "Nyah, not yet. Drugs. You?" 
 
    "The usual," I said, casting a glance sideways. 
 
    He knew better than to make it a big deal. I didn't need protective custody -- which I suspected was just solitary confinement under another name -- but I might if people knew I'd been a rentboy.  
 
    I was in Division III, the minimum security division. We weren't the violent or the dangerous, and I kind of wondered why we were in jail at all. If we weren't violent, weren't dangerous, what harm did we do to society that we needed to be separated from it? I gave society orgasms. That was my harm. 
 
    They could all, the whole damned edifice of them, fuck themselves in the knee with my father and that judge and that asshole he'd beaten me and broken my rib that time and -- everyone.  
 
    Everyone but Cray. 
 
    Even though, when it came time to be with me or to run, Cray had run. I didn't blame him or hate him. He was free. That was what Cray was. He could no more stand and let a cop put steel on his wrists than I could fly by farting. 
 
    "It's not so bad," Skinhead Mike was saying. "Eventually you get rotated into the general population, and you can get state blues instead of these orange things, too. You can get a job, even," he said. 
 
    "Do I have to join a gang or something?" All I knew of American jails I got from TV. 
 
    "I ain't." 
 
    "Not even the skinheads?" 
 
    "The only skinheads in here are boneheads. I'm a SHARP." 
 
    The SHARPS were Skinheads Against Racial Prejudice. "Maybe I'll play up that German accent I get when I'm drunk." 
 
    "Good plan," he said. "Make people think you're nuts." His tone didn't sound all that impressed.  
 
    "They'll call me Herr Professor," I said. "I'll train rats in my cell, wear wire rimmed spectacles, and read people's letters to them from home, so their loved ones never know that they're illiterate." 
 
    He snorted a laugh in spite of himself. "Knock off the weird, here, man." 
 
    "I don't know that I can ever knock off the weird. So if all the skins here are boneheads, and you're a SHARP, then -- aren't you kind of in a bad situation?" The boneheads were the racist skins, what most people thought all skinheads were. They were actually a minority, at least in Chicago, and the SHARPS fought a more or less constant war with them. You also had queerskins, which were SHARPS who liked sucking other guy's cocks. Skinhead Mike wasn't queer, though, at least not avowedly. 
 
    He shrugged. He had muscular shoulders, I knew, from seeing him in his bomber jacket and t-shirt, but these jumpsuits did nothing to emphasize a man's body. "It ain't like in movies," he said. "If you don't start shit, people don't start shit with you." 
 
    "I'm not going to start shit. I'm going to enjoy my three meals per, sleep as much as possible, and try not to miss my friends." 
 
    "Lots of people from the street come through here. Some of 'em on purpose. It's a way to get through the winter." 
 
    "I was going to go to California." 
 
    "Yeah, no one's ever thought of that before," he said. 
 
    He had a point. That wasn't an uncommon dream. He made me feel stupid, and I realized I didn't much like Skinhead Mike. "Okay." 
 
    "Eventually we get out of here, get in the gen pop." It was a dream he was telling himself. 
 
    "Is there a library?" I asked. 
 
    "Sort of. You can get books. You probably read them all already." 
 
    "Probably," I said. "I like to reread books. A lot of them I read the first time in German. It's nice to read them again in English. Like jerking off with your left hand." 
 
    "I'm left handed." 
 
    "Right hand, then, for you." I lay back on the mat and put my hands behind my head. "I miss Cray." 
 
    "Don't miss people." 
 
    "Okay." I closed my eyes, and in the privacy behind my skull, missed Cray as much as I liked. Skinhead Mike kept on talking, and I realized he was lonely and wanted a friendly face. But I kept my eyes closed, ignored him, and waited. 
 
    He was right. Eventually, we got clothes, baggy and blue but better than jumpsuits. I'd have to do some work, they said. I asked to do something with the library, so they put me in the kitchens.  
 
    Every knife had a serial number and when you were prepping you had to write down the serial number and sign your name next to it, and the time on the big round clock with the cage over it, so that time couldn't escape. And then you put the knife back, and the kitchen supervisor -- a big black guy named Bee -- checked it and locked it. Bee showed me how to use a chef's knife, thick fingers as deft as a pianist's, sliding the knife like a razor through potato after potato. I learned fast. 
 
    I didn't hate it. In fact, it kept me out of the cafeteria, because we ate first, and then served the inmates. I chopped vegetables, sometimes worked the line. Reach in, slop out. Even good food would be gross in these quantities, not just gross but groß. The recipes were from the state, and this reminded me of base food, back in Germany, when my dad was stationed there. When you fed hundreds there was no room to season to taste. There was no room for taste at all. 
 
    So I slopped nutrition into the plastic cubicles in tray after tray. Sometimes I'd look up, meet eyes. That wasn't wise, but it was a risk I took, like skydiving, to feel alive. 
 
    I met Lucian that way, stark gray-blue eyes under shocking blond hair, smooth skin, pretty. Mean. Rough. He kept his knuckles skinned, but never got busted for fighting.  
 
    "What?" he said, pronouncing it wut, when I met his eyes and laid down a scoop of mashed potatoes that only needed a splash of milk to make them edible, but were more glue than food as they stood.  
 
    The right answer to that is nothing (pronounced nuthin) and to look away, but I'm never right. "These potatoes taste like ass," I said. "No, ass is better." 
 
    His eyes widened, then narrowed. He had a neck tattoo, an obviously deliberate attempt to scribble on his beauty, deface it and make it tough before someone else did. He had blowjob lips, thick and tender-looking. "You eat a lot of ass?" 
 
    "I toss a lot of salad back here." 
 
    "Move along," the guard said. "No talking." 
 
    Jail was a lot like school. You moved through it like a rat through a maze. Every turn was planned, every moment scripted. There are cracks to move in, between, especially in a low security division like Div III. But like teachers, who never let you forget their authority over you, the guards watched, the glaring uniformed panopticon, the pepper spray and baton, and they used them if they had to or, sometimes I think, if they wanted to. I had a theory that pepper spray went bad, and they had to use up the supply. I caught a side-blast once, my first week in, even though it was aimed at two guys fighting in the line, and I spent the rest of my work shift -- when they let us get back up off the floor -- oozing and blind with tears.  
 
    The difference was, some of the teachers at least got into teaching because they liked students. None of the guards liked prisoners.  
 
    Lucian walked away with his tray of ass potatoes, and I told my dick to lay down. I wasn't cheating on Cray, either way. That wasn't how our relationship worked, possessive and middle class. I was bored. I wanted something to look at, until they let me hit the library this weekend, and Lucian was worth looking at, danger or no danger. Plus, I liked danger. 
 
    We get some rec time, more than the maximum security prisoners in Div I. We can even watch TV, in the communal rec room. There was no pool, no games, nothing that could become a stick or a spear or a sword in the hands of an angry inmate. We lacked impulse control, we did. We lacked wisdom. We lacked access to our prefrontal cortex. So we were fed TV. 
 
    There's only some things we can watch. Violence is more or less out of the question, and sex is a no on the weirdly puritan grounds that it might make us violent (there is so much fossilized Freud in here, it's hard to stomach). That cuts down on most options. So a lot of reality television, a lot of cooking shows. I watched those with interest. Only Americans could make cooking into a swearing contest, and then I realized that the guy swearing was British. Okay, only Americans and the British. The TV assumed I was an idiot, needing to be reminded of the plot after every commercial, so I quit watching it. 
 
    We could watch sports, too. One night, Lucian commandeered the TV and put on a basketball game, and that was fine with me. I sat back in the corner, a book on my knee -- at this point I'd been allowed to go to the library and check out one, and only one, book. I'd found a copy of Siddhartha, and I was reading it again, this time in English. I liked it better in English, I found. But I looked up and watched the TV, watched men sweat, and watched Lucian watch them.  
 
    I was going to suck his cock. 
 
    I didn't know why I wanted to, other than the fact that he was pretty. 
 
    I think I wanted to push back against -- something. Not just rebel against the system that put me here, but against my own loneliness. Against the fact that I lived in a world where people were separate, where space came between us, where I couldn't touch my mind to someone else.  
 
    Skinhead Mike sat down on one of the blue plastic chairs next to me. We were allowed to socialize, if it didn't get rowdy. "What you reading?" 
 
    I held it up. 
 
    He tried to pronounce it, and I let him. "Looks gay." 
 
    "Very gay," I said. "It's about peace, the search for meaning, hope, that sort of shit." 
 
    "You talk to me like I'm stupid," he said. It wasn't an accusation or a complaint. An observation. 
 
    I cast my eyes sideways at him. I hadn't realized he'd notice. "Yeah." I knew I should say sorry, but I wasn't. Es tut mir Leid. It does hurt to me. But it didn't. Maybe it should have. He wasn't a bad guy. 
 
    "It's 'cause I'm a big guy," he said. "Everything thinks I'm stupid. I ain't." 
 
    "I know," I said. 
 
    "I ain't." He jutted his chin -- he had a large chin, wide and long -- at the TV. "Who's winning?" 
 
    "I have no idea who's playing," I said, "let alone who's winning." 
 
    He licked his lips and looked around. "We're gonna get yard time tomorrow," he said. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I know a place," he said, his voice a hoarse rasp. "Everyone does it there." 
 
    "Does what?" I whispered back. 
 
    "You know. What you like to do." 
 
    I looked him up and down. If he paid me, I wouldn't say no. I might even do him for trade, at some point, but I was trying to work up a crush on Lucian, my ersatz Cray with the incongruous classical name. "Okay," I said, finally. It'd be a thing to do. 
 
    "I don't do it back, though." 
 
    Oh, how the world changes. The economy of sex here was different, and now I wasn't the supply, but the object of demand. "You do now," I said. I opened my book. "With me." I ran my eyes over the words, an echo in a foreign tongue. I sank into it. I dissolved. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Yard time is also recreation. Walk around. Lift weights if you like. The guards liked it because it was easy duty. Just keep an eye out and make sure we don't kill each other. We mostly behaved, other than a fight here or there, because unlike the cafeteria, they didn't have to let us get back up and eat after a fight. A fight meant we all laid down or risked getting shot or tazed or sprayed. Sometimes, if we were slow to lay down, we'd get sprayed anyway, and then get to lay there snotting and burning. The fighting inmates would be taken away, disciplined, punished. And we'd lay there in the cold dirt until someone decided to blow the whistle, then we'd line up and march back to our cells and spend the rest of the day locked up. So we policed ourselves. Fighting in the yard wasn't a thing we put up with, and whatever punishment the guards gave someone who fought, we often did worse. I once saw Bee snot-rocket into a guy's pasta, because he started shit in the yard and ruined rec. He ate it anyway, saw him do it more than once, but didn't speak up. Because he knew he deserved it. 
 
    I'd had a trick once who wanted me to do that, blow my nose, in his open mouth. I had, for an extra fifty, and nearly injured myself laughing afterwards. That was before that fucking fratboy-looking fucker broke my rib. If I'd laughed like that with my broken rib, it might have killed me, emptying my sinus into some fag's throat.  
 
    We weren't allowed to bring books out to the yard, for some reason, so I spent the time mostly walking laps and avoiding the gangs. Skinhead Mike wasn't wrong. No one started shit unless you started it first, but it was hard not to start shit. You almost wanted to out of boredom, and some did. The boneheads lifting weights, the Kings in the corner, and the Folk and the People and all the others that I couldn't care about. 
 
    Skinhead Mike fell in step beside me.  
 
    "Wie geht 's?" I said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Okay, seriously, SHARP or bonehead, you gotta know some German." 
 
    "The first skins were Jamaican," he said. 
 
    "No shit?" 
 
    "None." 
 
    "Are you cut?" 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    I gave him my puppyfaced grin. "You're cute." 
 
    "No one ever said that before," he said, shrugging his big meaty shoulders. 
 
    Lucian was dribbling a basketball, not throwing it, not passing it, just dribbling it, up and down. His eyes were on me, and mine -- the sides of them anyway -- were on him. 
 
    Fuck, I thought, I think I'm falling in love. 
 
    "You wanna suck my dick?" Skinhead Mike whispered. 
 
    I wanted to suck Lucian's, but -- "Yeah." It wasn't a lie. 
 
    "I ain't sucking yours." 
 
    "We'll see." 
 
    "I ain't." 
 
    "We'll see." 
 
    He did have a place, a corner between two buildings in the shadow of the guard towers. The guards had to know it was a blindspot, had to see us go in there. Maybe it was intentional, I thought. A way to give us a place to blow off steam. To blow off something. If they caught us, it'd be disciplinary action. I wouldn't mind being in another thirty days, really. Even if they let me out, it'd be winter, and I'd have to stay on the street until I found Cray, and he was probably not even in the city. I'd have to stick around till Spring in any event. Might as well spend it here as under an overpass where the homeless go to die. 
 
    Mike pulled down the zipper of his ill-fitting government pants, hauled out a long, thick cock. 
 
    "For future reference," I said, "you are not cut." 
 
    I crouched down, putting my back against the wall for support, and touched his dick. My fingers were cool. His cock was too, and when I exhaled steam condensed in the air. Winter was coming, winter was nearly here. I pulled on the foreskin, and his head was as a pink as the tip of his tongue. I put my own tongue against it and licked up the salt. A few grimy crumbs crusted behind the head, but I licked them up. Salty, a bit bitter maybe. I sucked him down. Bitter from soap? Or just his body, just his hate and his fear.  
 
    Hate and fear. The same thing. 
 
    He was getting hard, pretty hard anyway. I slid my lips, up and down, back and forth, over the shaft that filled out between my lips. My tongue skated under the head of his cock, teasing him.  
 
    But there wasn't much time to tease. There wasn't much time for leisure. It had to be fast, and it was fast, because he had a load saved up for me.  
 
    "I'm coming," he said. 
 
    Already? Fuck. 
 
    I bit, not hard, but so he felt my teeth. 
 
    "Hey. No teeth." 
 
    No coming yet, damn it, I thought. I rolled my eyes up and swallowed him down, and now his thick palms held my head and he thrust his hips into me.  
 
    Fine, feed me, I thought. 
 
    He drew in a sharp breath. I looked up over the rise of his chest. He held his lower lip under his upper teeth. He hissed, and exhaled. A bubble of spit grew under one canine.  
 
    And cum poured over my tongue, salty and bitter as coffee. I swallowed it, one of many loads that have become part of me. 
 
    I stood. My knees popped. 
 
    "You gotta suck me," I said. 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Handjob." 
 
    "No." But now he hesitated.  
 
    "I'm not really that horny right now," I said, taking him off the hook. 
 
    "You don't talk about this," he said. 
 
    "Don't threaten me," I said. "Don't do that." 
 
    "I wasn't." 
 
    "Don't. I'll be your friend. I'll suck your dick. But you don't own me." 
 
    "No," he said. 
 
    "Right." I walked away, stupidly angry, the taste of cum on my teeth. I looked up. Gray, flat flakes, like bits of ash, floated out of the sky. Winter was here. 
 
    My breath made a plume, blue-white. I looked through it. Lucian's eyes were on me, and he was holding the basketball, both hands, at his waist. I gave him a little smile and looked down. When I looked up, though, on the other side of the yard, my eyes met another pair. 
 
    A guard, fresh-faced, even cute. Blue cap. Blue uniform. Baton. Pepper spray. No gun, those were in the towers. His eyes were on me too, hard.  
 
    I breathed out another white-blue plume of winter breath. He looked familiar. But uniforms are all the same. It's in the word: uniform, one form. 
 
    I walked around the yard, a short lap, over and over, my hands tucked into my armpit, chasing that plume of winter breath. 
 
    This isn't a pretty place. It's aluminum diamonds, cinderblock in staggered stacks. Everything is a right angle, everything is a stark color. Gray predominates, gray and pink and green, because some psychologist said something stupid to a stupid person about the colors of paint that subdue prisoners. And the bodies, iron-wrought, in orange jumpsuits for the fresh meat, in blue for the old timers, all wound of steel cable muscles -- few are beautiful. Keloid scars and dark smells. That's the world, here. Inside smells of old soil. Outside, of diesel and dust. It's not a pretty place, but I distrusted pretty. It was ugly I trusted. The ugly of Skinhead Mike's unwashed cock.  
 
    So maybe that was the thing that drew me to Lucian, that flower in the muck. I had no illusions. I knew that a beautiful body might hide an ugly soul. In fact, I hoped so. I wanted a sociopath to suck.  
 
    I got one, but not the way I planned. 
 
    Every time we went to the yard, then, I kept my eyes on Lucian, but I wasn't ignorant of the fact that the guard kept his eyes on me.  
 
    Something bugged me about that guard, some background familiarity. But I kept my eyes on Lucian, waiting for a chance. Skinhead Mike asked for a couple more blowjobs, but I didn't want to give them in the yard. I wasn't as convinced as he was that his private nook was in such a blind spot after all. Maybe the guards didn't see it, but that didn't mean that individual guards might not. I was particularly suspicious of my fresh-faced friend.  
 
    Then, one day, while we stood in the thin skim of gray snow that lay on the asphalt, Lucian met my eye. He had once again been dribbling a basketball. He held up the ball, in both hands, and thrust it toward me. I snatched it out of the air. 
 
    "Twenty-one?" he said. His first words. 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    He held up his hands and I passed him the ball. He tossed it at the rim, where it rebounded, and we both went for it. It was cold, getting colder, and the ball was wet from snow and melted frost, but it didn't matter. He pushed past me like a drop of oil on glass, but I expected no better. I hadn't played basketball since high school, and it wasn't really my game. Soccer, now, that I could play. But the Kings kept the soccer ball to themselves. And I'd wrestled, but that was out of the question here -- at least, as a sport. 
 
    He made a quick three-pointer, or at least so he claimed. There were no lines on the court, and I wasn't going to argue. He made three free throws in a row, bringing him up to six. 
 
    I got the ball, aimed for a two-pointer, screwed it up, but the wet ball slipped through Lucian's slick fingers. I snagged it, probably committing at least a traveling foul in the process, and tried again. I missed my second free-throw. 
 
    "You suck at this," he said. 
 
    "I suck at a lot of things." 
 
    "I heard that about you." 
 
    He drove past me, knocking me on my ass, and wracked up another three. I thought the guards might object. They sometimes did if a game got too rough, to forestall fighting. But when I checked the eyes on us only fresh-face was watching.  
 
    I picked myself up, and again Lucian made all three. 
 
    "You're really good at this," I said. 
 
    "I played in college." 
 
    "You were in college?" 
 
    "Two years. Then -- here," he said. He gestured with the basketball, taking in the yard, the buildings, the ashen snow. 
 
    "Here's not too bad." 
 
    "Yeah. Could be worse. I miss pussy though." 
 
    "I don't," I said. 
 
    "Yeah, I know." He stole the ball from me, wracked up another six. 
 
    "My strategy," I said, "is for you to bust twenty-one. I'll achieve this by playing very badly." 
 
    "You're on your way." 
 
    I lost the game, and he went back to dribbling. 
 
    "I ain't queer," he said. 
 
    "You would not believe the number of times I've heard that." 
 
    "You'll get your ass beat. Or worse. Going after straight guys in here." 
 
    I shrugged. "Rematch?" 
 
    He tossed his head at the guard. "No time. We're heading in soon." 
 
    "Damn. Best exercise I've had -- " 
 
    "Since you sucked off that skinhead?" 
 
    "That wasn't much exercise." 
 
    "He didn't work you over?" 
 
    "Why? You like working people over?" 
 
    He sneered at me. Then the siren sounded, and we lined up, marched in.  
 
    That went well, I thought, a satisfied smile sitting comfortable on my face. It wouldn't be so bad in here, I thought. A narrow world, sure, inside and not out -- everything was in the ringing binary of in and out here. But prison was in the mind.  
 
    Then Cray swam into my mental vision. Cray, whom I loved. Cray, who ran from the cops, and left me to wear chains on my wrists.  
 
    My smile felt less satisfied, and I let it melt. 
 
    Then an arm stopped me, in starched dark blue cotton. "Hey." 
 
    I was on my way back to my cell. We had a half hour to shower if we wanted to, then an hour of "free" time before I had to report to the kitchens to start dinner. I had a book, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge. I had never read it, in German or English, so it was fresh to me, and I read every line in English and translated it into German in my head. I would order the German version from the real library, when I got out, I thought, and go through it again, line by line. I wanted to see how close my phantom back translation matched. It was a book I thought I might love, a book that would join my pantheon --  
 
    "Come with me." It was fresh-face. The guard, or, as they called them here, the C/O. 
 
    "Am I in trouble?" I'd fallen on my ass in the yard, but I didn't think being bad at basketball was a punishable offence. 
 
    "No," he said. 
 
    "What's your name?" 
 
    "Shut up." 
 
    He led me -- pushed me, really, standing behind me, one hand steering my shoulder -- away from the cells, the showers. "We shouldn't be here," I said. "The kitchen is closed for another hour."  
 
    "Shut up." 
 
    He was young, I realized. Really young. Fresh out of college, maybe fresh out of high school, a frat boy. But built. His muscles moved under his shirt, like someone accustomed to the gym, and not just the gym. Someone who knew his way around a baseball diamond, a football field. I'd had a thought like that before, I thought. Somewhere. 
 
    Nine million people live in the greater Chicagoland area. A one-in-a-million coincidence happens nine times a day in this town of dark miracles. 
 
    He closed the door of the pantry. It smelled of rotten potatoes, sweet onions, government cheese. "You like sucking dick?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said.  
 
    "You like getting fucked in the ass?" 
 
    I thought of Cray, rocking up against me, sweet and slender and dirty in the spitting rain. "No," I said, half-lied. He wasn't Cray.  
 
    "Too bad." 
 
    "I'm not exactly -- ready for that," I said. No one wants to dive into a dirty pool. 
 
    He surprised me. "Don't care." 
 
    "Use lube," I said. 
 
    "Okay." He worked his zipper and spat in his hand.  
 
    "That's not enough. Have you ever fucked an ass?" I said. I reached up and brought down a bottle of cooking oil. 
 
    "You don't talk to me like that. You call me sir." 
 
    "Fine. Use lube, sir." 
 
    "Your pussy'll get plenty wet enough." He didn't really understand assholes, I figured.  
 
    "If you tear me, I'll have to go to the infirmary," I said. "And they'll ask me who did this." I paused, looking into those blue eyes. "And I'll tell them," I said. 
 
    He paused. 
 
    "And they'll ask me if I said 'yes,'" I went on. "And I'll say no. But if you use lube, I'll tell you this, I'm horny enough right now not to care that you're a -- what's the term, a screw? Is that the term now? I'm not from around here. I'm horny enough not to care who you are, so if you put some nice salad dressing on your cock, I won't say 'no.'  I'll say 'yes.'" I paused a long time. "Sir." 
 
    I saw calculus behind his eyes, a weighing of cause and effect, of cost and benefit.  
 
    This man, I realized, wasn't sane. 
 
    Well. I'd wanted to suck a sociopath. 
 
    I sank to my knees and reached into the dark mouth of his fly. His cock radiated heat, and when I pulled it out, it was already half-hard. He still seemed to be thinking, so I put the head of his cock, as soft and pink as a peach, in my mouth. I licked it, and it filled out. When a peach ripens, I thought, it gets softer. When a cock ripens, it gets harder. 
 
    And then all the seeds come out. 
 
    If I sucked him well enough, I thought, I might get him to come in my mouth rather than fuck my ass, and I'd much prefer that, even though the idea of being bent over here in the food pantry of a Chicago municipal jail sent my cock straining against my government-issued (but still somehow charged to me) pants. The thought did. The reality -- reality hurt more than thoughts. 
 
    And again, I thought of Cray, as if to put the lie to that stupid notion. No reality hurt more than the thought of him, lying somewhere, shivering in the snow. I hope he went to California. I hope he didn't stay in Chicago to freeze in self-punishment for his cowardice. I wish I could tell him I forgave him, more than forgave him. I loved him more. I loved him completely. 
 
    I licked this fratboy cock, slick and hard. It wasn't the ugliest cock I'd ever sucked. If anything, it was kind of pretty: not huge, but not tiny. Firm, smooth, straight. He didn't fuck my face or try to choke me, to my surprise. He just watched me under that hat, his fingers clenching and unclenching. 
 
    He wasn't going to come this way, though. Sliding up and down his cock, I rolled up my eyes to look at that head under its blue guard's cap. So familiar, I thought. But I'd sucked a lot of guys, or rather, really, had them suck me. And college guys all had that bright-faced fresh unbaked look. A lot of college guys, more than you might think, hired a dude to suck them off the street. It was safer than trying to hit on their lacrosse teammates or whatever the hell Americans have. Baseball, I guess. Whatever they called football. 
 
    His eyes had started to narrow, and I knew he was going to pull out and take a tighter hole. So I pulled down my pants. And I took the bottle of oil and I treated his cock like a chicken wing, filled my hand with thick golden oil.  
 
    We don't call it canola oil in Europe. We have another name for it, because in German, that name isn't an embarrassing homophone. 
 
    I reached behind myself and shoved -- not too gently -- a couple fingers up my ass. I slicked myself up, and he took my shoulders and bent me over a box of vacuum-packed bags of rice.  
 
    He slid into me, not gently. His cock punched my hole, demanded entry. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I never let tricks fuck me, but I'd let Cray do it, wanted him too. I let out the air in my lungs and relaxed.  
 
    He filled me, stretched me. At first, it hurt, but again he surprised me by being gentle. He slid in and out, very slowly, giving me time to cope.  
 
    But it was what I'd said, I realized. That I would talk. He took a fistful of my hair and pulled, hard. I liked my hair, curly and wild. He yanked it back, sending a burning down my scalp. 
 
    "Fucking faggot," he muttered. "Filthy fucking shithole faggot cocksucker pig bitch punk." He went on, a long string of nouns, pulled from the sewer of his language. Dark Anglo-Saxon syllables rolled over me, and if this were a scene, if I were in control, maybe I'd have said "red," my own magical syllable, to stop the action. Or "Tripoli," like that fag on the Gold Cost with the rich wife who liked to watch him lick dirty sneakers. But then, maybe I wouldn't, because my cock drooled and pulsed, feverishly hot in my hand, dangerously close to coming myself. 
 
    He leaned over me, pushing his weight against me, the whole length of him in me. His balls pushed against mine, and his teeth -- those fine, square, white teeth -- met the meet of my shoulder. He bit me, hard, harder. 
 
    He'll break the skin, I thought. He'll drink blood. 
 
    Those teeth will sink through my flesh, and he'll take a bite. He'll eat me whole. 
 
    He latched on with his lips. His cock was a sword in my guts. I was pain, hair and shoulder and asshole. But he shuddered against me wet with sweat. Was he coming, or just hungry for blood? I had to be bleeding. He was biting me so hard, fucking me now like he was breaking rock with his cock. 
 
    But my cock -- my cock rubbed against the rough cardboard of the box of rice. It all hurt, and I was out of control, but my cock wanted more. Wanted all the guards, even the ugly ones. Wanted all the prisoners to line up by gang, and make peace by mingling their sociopathic cum in my asshole. I wanted the whole city, cold and broken and sad, to line up behind me in their dark jackets and black mittens, and take their turn warming up my ass. 
 
    I wanted to be a saint, the sainted all-accepting asshole of Chicago. I rolled and pulled at my cock, ready to come, on the edge of coming -- but it wasn't my fate to have that satisfaction. 
 
    He came. I didn't feel it, but I could tell, because he bit me so hard I cried out and then he stopped thrusting. 
 
    After a long hanging moment, he pulled out. 
 
    I craned my head around my shoulder, and his lips were red. I reached back and looked at my fingers. He had broken the skin, just a little. A vampire. 
 
    The guard pulled up his pants and put away his dirty cock. And it was dirty. 
 
    I got a roll of paper towels and cleaned up. I pushed the dirty towel into the trash, under some apple peels, for latter composting.  
 
    He obviously didn't want to talk. "You do this often?" I asked. 
 
    "None of your business." 
 
    "Why'd you pick me?" 
 
    "I just did," he said. 
 
    And then, my ass still filled with his cum, my shoulder still aching from his bite, my scalp still burning, I remembered. A cold wave flowed over my skin, and it prickled.  
 
    "There was a night game tonight," I had said, that night when I'd almost died. "How'd you get a parking spot?" He was leading me down a dark alley, supposedly to his car, a loaded trick on the night when I most needed money.  
 
    "I just did." 
 
    I had tried to find a way out, when something didn't feel right, when something felt wrong and like a lie, when someone was leading me down a dark alley. "Okay. I think maybe I forgot something at the bar," I had said.   
 
    "No, you didn't." 
 
    He stopped. I spun to run but he got a handful of leather jacket and yanked me back. He was bigger than me, a hell of a lot stronger. Maybe if I hadn't been living on the streets and eating like shit and sleeping under overpasses four nights out of seven --  
 
    He sent me down to my ass. I banged on the dirty asphalt. 
 
    A sneaker flew at my face. I spun away, as best I could, and it smashed into my shoulder. I was nose-to-mortar with a brick wall. Another kick barely missed my kidney.  
 
    I tried to curl into a ball, but his fingers tangled in my hair and yanked me up, pulling out a handful with a sickening tearing sensation. Pain wrapped my scalp. His fist came down into my face, once, twice. Something had snapped in my jaw, and a new arc of pain had shot through my skull. 
 
    I touched the place where he'd pulled my hair. He liked pulling hair. I'd resigned myself to dying that night. But I didn't die. I didn't, and I wouldn't, not here, and not because of him. 
 
    I gave no sign. You live on the street, you learn to keep yourself to yourself. I stole one last glance, to be sure, and now his face was as plain as my own. The Chicago streetlights had dimmed it in my memory, and then memory had dimmed it more, and nightmare had darkened it.  
 
    But his seed was in me, and maybe that helped me see. That fratboy face under a baseball cap, a sweatshirt, and you had the guy that night in the Hole, supposedly looking for a fun night, but really looking to beat me down, nearly kill me. 
 
    And then, later, the other missing people of the night. Jane Plane. And others, found dead in the river and in alleys. I wasn't one of them, but only by accident. The woman at the ER said it was my leather jacket, that it'd acted like armor and absorbed some of the blows, enough to keep me alive. I didn't have my leather jacket now. 
 
    I had nothing now, I realized. Not my armor, not Cray, and now -- I'd let him fuck me. He didn't force me. I'd said yes. I'd even gotten some pleasure out of it, thinking that I was letting a sociopath fuck me, down and dirty.  
 
    And he'd killed Jane. Who else? Who else was missing? Korea Kim. Spider, who'd I'd met once and not liked, but he was one of us. Baltimore, maybe. And Drake. He was slight, girlish, with an incongruous name, and he'd had a thing for gangstas. He said if he could could find a cholo, he'd be happy forever. A cholo, he'd said, in Chicago, was like an apple-tree in death valley. And maybe he was dead. No one saw these people, no one knew of them, and we'd talked in our grim comfort in the Hole, over beer and Coke, whether they would ever come back.  
 
    And had I just been fucked by their murderer? 
 
    Maybe not, I told myself. I turned over on my cot, and my shoulder hurt where his teeth had pressed into me, taken a bite of me. I might have imagined it. It had been dark, that night, and maybe I just took that dumb hat the guards all wore and saw it as a baseball cap, saw him as a fratboy because he had the college babyface. I might just be imagining things. How likely is it, I thought, that the guy who nearly killed me worked as a guard in the jail where I ended up? How likely? 
 
    Nine million people in the Chicagoland area. A one in a million happens nine times a day. 
 
    I was imagining it. I had to be.  
 
    After all, he hadn't given any sign that he recognized me.  
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I stared at the ceiling. The men that shared my cell snored and farted around me.  
 
    He hadn't recognized me. But what if he did? And what if he realized I could identify him? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I took some comfort in the fact that I didn't see him for a couple days. Guards had their shifts rotated regularly, probably to prevent any sort of fraternization. Not that it worked, but I figured that was the idea behind it.  
 
    Skinhead Mike and I were playing cards. We weren't allowed to gamble, but that didn't stop us from playing for imaginary money. He was trying to teach me some game he learned as a kid, something American that didn't use a full deck. 
 
    "The jack is the bower, right, and the jack of the trump suit is the right bower, and the jack of the off suit is the left bower. The right bower is the highest card, then it goes left bower, trump ace, down to nine, yeah?" 
 
    "What's the trump suit?" I asked.  
 
    "It changes. We'll get to that." 
 
    Something -- body-heat, maybe, or maybe just Skinhead Mike's eyes flicking up -- told me someone was behind me.  
 
    "Doesn't this game need two partners?" It was Lucian.  
 
    "You can play it two-handed," Skinhead Mike said. 
 
    Lucian swung his leg over a chair and settled down. "Let's play cut-throat." 
 
    "I still don't know the rules," I said. 
 
    "You'll learn them. It's a game for drunk old men. Deal." 
 
    Skinhead Mike dealt out the cards, first in groups of three, then in groups of two.  
 
    Then Lucian leaned in, looking intently at his cards, and I realized the game was a pretense. 
 
    "I want your punk," he said to Skinhead Mike. 
 
    "He ain't mine." 
 
    "Bullshit. What you want for him?" 
 
    "I'm not exactly for sale," I said, maybe a bit too loud. 
 
    Lucian's eyes flicked to mine and he broke into a grin, showing what would be even white teeth if one of the front incisors wasn't chipped. "I'm just fucking with you," he said. "But I bet you got a boner, thinking you might get sold for a pack of cigarettes." 
 
    "It wouldn't be the first time I've gone cheap," I said.  
 
    "I'd rather have the cigarettes," Mike grumbled, but he went back to his cards.  
 
    "It's your turn," Lucian said. 
 
    "Pass?" 
 
    "Smart." He looked at Mike, then down at the card on the table. "Pick it up." 
 
    "Shit. Hope you got something, Brandon, 'cause I got shit." 
 
    This apparently made Mike and me partners for the hand, but I had no idea what to do, other than to follow suit, so that's what I did. We lost, and Lucian fiddled with some cards, keeping score.  
 
    "This is a weird game," I said, shuffling. 
 
    "I like weird games," Lucian said. 
 
    I started passing around cards, and Lucian stopped me. "You gotta do it in groups of three and two," he said. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Tradition." 
 
    I put down the deck. "Let's go back to negotiating my sale." 
 
    "Why you so hungry for my dick?" 
 
    "I'm just hungry for dick in general." 
 
    "Gee. I feel special." 
 
    "I don't know, man," I said. "I'm bored. Lonely. Going a little nuts. A couple days ago I was convinced a murderer was out to get me." 
 
    Mike stood up. "Talking about being bored, I'm gonna go watch the game." 
 
    Lucian picked up the cards, shuffled in the rest of the deck, and dealt out a solitaire layout. "A murderer, huh? In minimum security?" 
 
    "Not an inmate. A guard." 
 
    "More likely. I don't really let guys suck my dick," he said. 
 
    "Make an exception. You can play that two." 
 
    "I hate it when people tell me what to do." 
 
    "I like it, myself." 
 
    "I bet you do," he said. He played the two. "Okay, if I let you, it's between us," he whispered. 
 
    "You know it is." 
 
    "Like anyone keeps a secret in here." 
 
    "That seven plays," I said, and bit my lip. "Lots of gossip in here?" 
 
    "Shit yeah." 
 
    "Who's the biggest Klatschweib?" 
 
    "The biggest what?" 
 
    I searched for the English word, found only dust in my head. "Person who gossips a lot." 
 
    "I don't fucking know. Whole place is filled with old women. Where you wanna do this thing?" he said. 
 
    Eager now, was he? "Library?" 
 
    "Okay. Next time we get privileges." 
 
    I wasn't sure that was really going to happen. But I had my own stuff to work on, and now sucking on Lucian's cock seemed more like a side issue than a burning desire. I had to know if my paranoia was just the effect of these cinderblock walls on my psyche, or if that guard really was the guy who beat me up that night long ago, and maybe even the guy who murdered those other street kids.  
 
    So I kept my eyes and ears open. I watched, and I listened. And it didn't take me long to trace out which inmate had the biggest mouth. It was a slight, scrawny bonehead -- a member of the Aryan gang -- who appeared to be somewhere near the gamma of his particular pack. A nerdy little guy, who sought approval from all and sundry by spreading rumors, by knowing or pretending to know. I waited until I had a chance. Finally, we all had some yard time. Lucian was working on his jump shot and ignoring me. We still hadn't met up in the library, and I was pretty sure we wouldn't. Didn't matter. The Aryans were around the weights. We were low security, so even the gangs were a bit milky around here. These weren't all hard-core swastika-face-tattooed Nazis, but mostly guys who worked in grocery stores or as mechanics and just found a recreational interest in blaming their shitty lives on black people. 
 
    I took a deep breath, told myself again that I wasn't in maximum security, and stalked over to the weights. 
 
    "Mind if I work in?" I said, to someone who could be an accountant who did CrossFit on the weekends. His sneer didn't strike me as that of a CPA, though. 
 
    "No." 
 
    I deliberately misunderstood. "Cool. I'll let you finish your set." I sat next to my Klatschweib on the bench. "What's new?" I said to him. 
 
    He stared at me with wide eyes. L'audace, mon ami, toujours l'audace. The eyes of the boneheads were hot on my skin, but I gave no sign that it bugged me.  
 
    "Nothing," he said. 
 
    "I hear that Skinhead Mike found a piece." 
 
    "Fuck that guy," one of the Aryans said, but they kept lifting.  
 
    "Yeah?" my  Klatschweib said. 
 
    "That's what I heard. Shit, more sex in here than in my old job." 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "Nothing. You see that guard over there?" 
 
    He knew how to look without looking, just as I knew how to point without pointing. "Yeah." 
 
    "I was just wondering -- he looks really familiar." 
 
    "He's new. Came up just this year, I heard. Dropped out of college or got in trouble or some shit." 
 
    "Couldn't be bad trouble," I said. "Not if he ended up on that end of the bars." 
 
    There were, of course, no literal bars. But still. I like a turn of phrase. 
 
    "I hear you're a punk," he said.  
 
    Here, that didn't mean what it meant on the street. On the street it was a compliment. Here, it meant victim, meat, unwilling whore.  
 
    "Nope. I've been known to fuck a guy or two, but I'm no punk." 
 
    "Faggot, then." 
 
    I turned to him, giving him my best mild street smile. He pulled down his lower lip. On the pink skin, slimy with spit, he'd tattooed SS88. SS, of course, for Schutzstaffel. Eighty-eight for the eighth letter of the alphabet, repeated: Heil Hitler. I smiled widely. He'd be cute, with his shaved head and big ears, but if I want to suck a skinhead I'll take Skinhead Mike any day. He at least didn't put that shit on his body. I showed him my own tattoo, Irre, the German word for crazy. I saw no comprehension, so I grinned wide. "Du bist Müll auf dem Boden der Geschichte," I said.  
 
    "You speak Deutsch?"  
 
    "Deutsch" and "heil" were probably his only words of German. "Yeah." 
 
    "Cool." 
 
    Nothing gets to a Nazi's heart as fast as the ability to conjugate haben. "I could teach you." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "But -- " I held up my palm and cocked my head. "There's a price." 
 
    "You wanna suck my dick?" he asked. 
 
    "Nope, I get my fill, thanks lots." 
 
    "Maybe you'll suck it whether you want to or not." 
 
    Tricky ground, tricky ground. "There's an economy of favors," I said, letting my I'm-getting-upset accent, faintly German, faintly pan-European, trickle in. "A quid pro quo. A tit for tat." 
 
    "I like tits." 
 
    Idiot. I closed my eyes briefly. "No. I mean, I'll teach you some guten Abend and some Wo ist das, and in return, you do me a favor." 
 
    "What? Protection?" 
 
    "I'm street trash," I said, smiling inwardly at my multilingual echo.  Müll. That's me. Trash. "No one wants me in their gang and no one gets shit out of hurting me. I just like to know things." 
 
    "What sorts of things?" 
 
    "I want to know rumors. Who does what to whom. Who fucks. Who gets fucked. Who sucks off which guards when. Even crazy stories about what guards do when they go home at night." 
 
    "Are you a cop?" he said, suspicious, and several of the other Aryans seemed to pause. If humans had wolf ears, they would have turned theirs.  
 
    "I'm eighteen years old," I said. "And I spent the last few months living on the streets. Literally. I'm not a cop. I just know survival, and I know, if you want to survive, you know things. Nicht wahr?" I was laying it on thick, but he was pretty stupid. 
 
    He looked up, behind me. I turned. It was Lucian, standing there, slick with sweat that steamed in the cold air, holding his basketball. He blotted out the sun and it shone around him, a golden halo. For some reason, I felt such a longing for Cray at that moment that it hurt my heart, and I stood up. "Lucian. You were going to meet me in the library." 
 
    "You're teaching him Deutsch too?" the bonehead said. I wished he'd just call it German. 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    I stepped over the bench and took the ball. Lucian surrendered it up. I held its orange pebbly surface in my palms. It was wet with his sweat, and warm. When I exhaled, I breathed a white plume, like an ice-dragon, and Lucian's face was wreathed in the mist of his breath like fumes.  
 
    "My name's Terry," the bonehead said.  
 
    "Ich heiße Brandon," I said. "Jetzt du." I didn't look at him, kept my eyes fixed on Lucian. 
 
    It took Terry a minute. I felt sorry for his high school teachers, assuming he had some. "Ich heise Terry," he said finally.  
 
    "Close enough. Practice that. Then catch me when we get privileges. I'll give you a couple verbs." I walked away with Lucian, and we tossed the ball at the hoops. 
 
    "What was that about?" he asked, once out of earshot. 
 
    "Spying," I said. 
 
    "You'll get yourself killed." 
 
    He didn't know how right he might be, I thought. "Not from a bunch of boneheads," I said. "But I'll tell you, that fucking fight-or-flight response makes me horny as fuck." 
 
    "Is that your weird way of asking to suck my dick?" 
 
    "Would it help if I begged?" 
 
    "It'd help if you had tits and a pussy." 
 
    "And yet," I said. "So?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It feels good." 
 
    He took a shot, and it bounced off the rim. "Fuck, my fingers are getting numb." 
 
    "Winter is coming in," I said. "Loud sings the cuckoo." 
 
    "You are so goddamned strange." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I'm not a good guy," he said. "Seriously, really not." 
 
    "I know.  None of us are. Society said." 
 
    "I mean it. If this is some kind of protection thing, or part of your -- what, spying? -- then fuck off." 
 
    "You're a hot guy. I'm lonely and -- " I was going to say bored, but that wasn't true, not anymore. "-- and horny. If you wanna drain your nuts, do it in my mouth, that's all I'm saying." 
 
    "Nasty." 
 
    "I am a nasty man. So are you. We already talked about that." 
 
    He took a shot, made it this time, just as the siren sounded. "Time to go in." 
 
    "That's what I'm saying," I said. I followed him into the line, and back into the gray building. I lingered, just a half a second, realizing that I could hear the sounds of traffic. I'd never noticed the sounds of passing cars, the occasional honk, before, in here. But the world was out there, sliced into diamonds by that fence, but there. I'd rejoin it. Sooner than most of these guys. Maybe sooner than I should. 
 
    It was the babyfaced guard. "Move along," he said, his voice bored. He showed no sign he cared who I was, or remembered our moment in the pantry. I could be anyone. I was anyone. I stepped inside the building, and he drew the door closed behind us, and we walked to our cells. Except me. I had to go to the kitchens and start prep. 
 
    My heart thumped. I thought he might follow me again, fuck me again, and this time -- this time I wouldn't like it. And maybe he'd realize who I was and cut my throat there in the pantry, bleeding all over the bulk rice, and blame it on another inmate. Easy to do. I swallowed. 
 
    But Bee was already there, and babyface didn't follow me. 
 
    "You look like you in some trouble," Bee said. 
 
    I signed out a knife and started cutting onions. "We're all in trouble, Bee. All of us." 
 
    "True that," he said. He opened a giant can of tomatoes and I focused on not cutting my shaking fingers.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I liked the library. It was quiet, for one thing, and quiet was not a thing easily found inside. Still, everyone knew where the stacks gave you a corner or two, and as long as no one bled or screamed, guards didn't much care what we did here. The only people who used rec time for library were nerds like me and guys angling for good behavior, and a few jailhouse lawyers thinking they could find some loophole to squeeze through.  
 
    It wasn't much of a library, really. A few shelves, low enough to look over, a handful of donated books. I'd read a lot of them. Everyone thought we needed classics. How many copies of The Great Gatsby does any goddamned library need, let alone a prison library where no one can relate to rich people long dead? I picked a book at random from the 180s, plopped down on one of the plastic molded chairs -- all of a piece, impossible to make a shiv out of -- and read about Diogenes until the chair across from me scraped.  
 
    It was Lucian.  
 
    "We gonna do this?" he hissed.  
 
    "I'm your huckleberry," I whispered.  
 
    "I have no idea what the fuck you're saying half the time." 
 
    "No worries, I don't talk with my mouth full." 
 
    "Where?" His eyes flicked to the surveillance cameras. 
 
    "What, you don't want a future in porn?" 
 
    He raised two blond eyebrows.  
 
    "I know a place," I said. "Wait for a bit, then follow me." 
 
    I put back my book and pretended to search some more in philosophy, until I hunkered down in a spot right after the 200s. I squatted down and flipped through a book on the nature of the trinity. God the father is not different in substance from the Son, but in accidence, as --  
 
    Lucian came from the other end and sank to the floor. "This is a lot of work to get my dick wet." 
 
    I put down the book and bent over. His pants were the blue government issue pants, better than the orange popsicle suits they put fresh meat in, but still not fashionable. They lacked buckles or anything that could be a weapon, against self or other. Elastic and velcro. I opened up the fly.  
 
    He was funkier than I expected. "Skipped the shower, eh?" I said. 
 
    "Beggars can't be choosers." 
 
    "Will suck for work," I said. I reached in and felt around in the damp warmth. Nothing was ever warm in here. The walls themselves sucked heat out of the air, and even in the overcrowded cells I froze every night, shivering on my mat. Probably there was a lawsuit in that, I thought, but then no one cared about our comfort, our happiness.  
 
    A little bit of happiness, I thought, though, was here. I pulled out his meat, still mostly soft, but substantial. It filled my palm, at least. He worked it out of his fly, along with long strands of dark blond pubic hair.  
 
    "It's a little weird," he mutter-whispered. "Kind of bends to the side when it's hard." 
 
    "No," I said. "It's perfect." 
 
    I put the soft head on my tongue, inhaled the musk, and closed my eyes. 
 
    I saw Cray in the dark red light behind my eyelids. On the street, unwashed by anything but the blue streetlights shining down on us. The drainage grates sighing mist. My lips on his, my hands on his slender back. Madman, muttering in his neck, madman, lunatic, pyscho, weirdo. Him, in my hair, his breath as hot as soup, laughing. Faggot, he panted, queer, cocksucker, fudgepacker, uh --  
 
    I love you, I had said, running my hand under his belt and into the wet tangles of his hair. And he'd said I love you too, you prick.  
 
    I didn't say it to Lucian, not even by accident. But I sucked him like I did. I did my best for him. I gave him a six yard blowjob, the sort of blowjob that pays the rent. He was right: his cock pulled hard to the right, as if it was shorter on that side. Even the piss-slit was a little lopsided. There aren't that many perfect cocks outside of porn, and I think everyone thinks theirs should be long and straight and hard and adhere to the golden rectangle. But more people were like Lucian than not, I thought: most people had a weird dick, or at least so they thought. I took just the head in my mouth, now that it was hard, and he reached behind me and up under my shirt. His hands were hot on the skin of my shoulders.  
 
    I liked feeling warm and wanted. 
 
    I explored the ripples of his abs with my fingertips. His skin was butter-smooth, pale, like real butter back home, not like the stuff they had in American that always tasted salty and looked fake, like their cheese. 
 
    Home. Their. I was an American, damn it. Of course I was. I was in prison after all, and what's more American than that. 
 
    He pulled me into him and his cock drove out patriotic thoughts and wistful homesickness. His head plumped up. I liked guys whose cocks had a thick, round head, but then I liked guys with slim cocks too. I just liked cock. I pushed the tip of my tongue up against the lopsided pisshole, and his fingertips clenched my shoulders. His nails furrowed into my skin. I sucked a little, flicked the tip, and he bucked up under me. "Too much, too much," he said. 
 
    I encircled his balls and pulled gently, and then did it again. His fingers raked down, leaving stinging tracks behind them. I'd have marks, I thought. Obvious what makes those marks.  
 
    His hips arched up, graceful, sinuous. I let him fuck his cock into my throat, relaxed for him, became a pussy.  
 
    He lay back to get more comfortable, pulling his hands out of my shirt, and I lay between his legs and ground my aching cock into the floor. I wanted it to hurt. Now he stroked the back of my head, not rough, not pushing, but not needing to. I was eager enough. He held my head in place, guiding more than forcing, and fucked up into my face. I took him as deep as I could, even though each thrust rammed his cock against my molars. That had to hurt, I thought. I twisted my head a little, gave him a little more running room.  
 
    "Fuck, I'm really fucking close." 
 
    I stroked his balls, tight purses downed with dark blond hair. I slid my other hand, wet with my spit, down his smooth thigh.  
 
    "Coming," he said. "Fucking coming." 
 
    I sucked, and he flooded my mouth. I rolled his salt on my tongue and swallowed it. 
 
    He let out a sigh and lay back. His face was sunburn red, but his normal color returned as his breath slowed.  I cleaned his cock, and he sat up, pulling it from my lips. 
 
    He stood, and I followed him, my knees popping. 
 
    "Okay," he said.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I don't do -- " 
 
    "I know." 
 
    He left, and I went back to reading, tasting his cum. 
 
    I'd gotten to blow Lucian, the hottest guy inside. But now I was hornier than I knew what to do with, and the few chances I had to masturbate didn't really cut it.  
 
    Besides, I had other things to worry about than dick. I had that goddamned guard sniffing behind me wherever I went. I thought it was coincidence at first, but no. He knew something was up, and the more I thought about it the more sure I was that he was the guy who'd kicked my ass that night. But I don't think he recognized me. I think he just wanted more ass, and I didn't really want to give it to him. I started hanging out with other guys on mess so I'd have someone around all the way on my way to the kitchen.  
 
    But I also had to make time for Terry, the bonehead who wanted to learn German. Mostly, I just wanted to know what he knew, if anything, about that guard. Still. You say A, you gotta say B.  
 
    So I spent some of my library time with Terry, and found out that he was a savant. He wasn't a savant with German, that was for sure, and when he read his lips moved. But he knew everything about everyone. And he wasn't shy about sharing, had no filter at all if you just made an impressed face and kept your mouth shut and let him natter on.  
 
    Only problem is, he didn't speak my English. He spoke in thick prison slang, some of it so stupid I was sure he was making it up as he went along.  
 
    He also didn't speak German, even after infinite effort. But he did manage to get a few phrases down, and that seemed to be satisfying him for now. Separable verbs could wait, could wait forever for all I gave a shit. 
 
    "How long have you been here?" I said. "Inside." I repeated it in German. 
 
    "Uh, zwei Jahren?" 
 
    "That long?" Again, in German. 
 
    "I -- ich -- habbe -- eine ticket und it mich -- fuck." 
 
    "Just say it in English." 
 
    "I got a ticket last year and it jagged up my early release." 
 
    I shook my head. "No clue how to say that in German. I doubt you can." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "You know that new C/O? The one I pointed out in the yard?" 
 
    "The one who's looks like he's like twelve? He's a slick fucker." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Lots of people say he's slinging." 
 
    "You don't say." What the hell was slinging? 
 
    "Yeah. But he don't take just money, you know what I'm saying?" 
 
    No, most of the time, I didn't. "Sure." 
 
    "How long are you here?" 
 
    "Not long," I said. "A couple months." 
 
    "Lucky." 
 
    He didn't ask what I did. There was an unwritten rule that such information was volunteered, never requested. Requesting it could get you pegged as a possible informer. So I didn't volunteer. Regardless, Terry knew what everyone did, and woe betide the child molester or cop who ended up in gen pop. Though they rarely did. Protective custody was more or less automatic for those doomed souls.  
 
    We went back to our lessons, and later during rec -- it was getting a little too cold for the yard, but that didn't stop them from sending us there -- I cornered Skinhead Mike. "Kick it?" I said. 
 
    "Uh. Shit, man, you're talking like one of the long timers." 
 
    "I'm learning a whole new language. It's a patois made of prison slang mixed with badly mispronounced German. Come on, man, walk with me." 
 
    "I didn't think you liked me." 
 
    "I -- I was kind of an asshole, yeah. Call it stress?" 
 
    "I'll call it being an asshole." 
 
    "Fair enough." But he fell into step beside me and we made a few laps. You didn't have to walk during rec. It's not like anyone is making you exercise, like in old prison movies or something. But walking meant that your conversation had a little more privacy. Plus, it was cold enough, I wanted to keep moving. The cold was waking up my healed rib, reminding it of old pain. 
 
    "What's slinging mean?" I asked. "In here, I mean." 
 
    "Selling drugs. Don't do that shit, man." 
 
    "I'm not." But I grew thoughtful. Could my babyface C/O be dealing? Or was that just a rumor? Maybe a false flag, designed to distract people from his hobby of casual murder? I laughed. 
 
    "What's funny?" 
 
    "I'm so fucking bored I'm making myself crazy," I said. "Horny too." 
 
    "You know what I miss?" 
 
    "Beer," I said, with definite inflection. 
 
    His eyes grew big, and then I did really feel bad for treating him so mean when I first came in. "Shit, yeah. I forgot about beer. No, I miss fucking in an actual bed." 
 
    Most of the fucking I've done in beds had been work, not pleasure, but I didn't say that. Besides, for me, work was pleasure. With Cray by my side, work was goddamned bliss. I missed him more than I missed beds, beer, more than I'd miss food if they took that away. He'd betrayed me, run away, but I didn't even care. He could stab me and I'd forgive him. 
 
    "We get out of here and you can fuck me in a bed," I said. "A freebie." 
 
    "We get out of here, I'm fucking a real pussy, man. All with wet lips and slick little clit, and I'll be like -- " He held up his fingers in a peace sign and put his tongue between it.  
 
    "To each his own." 
 
    He was getting hard in his state blues. He didn't try to hide it. I walked him over to our spot, knelt down, and pulled out his meat. I gave it a few strokes, and then swallowed it. I reached inside my own ill-fitting pants and stroked my own.  
 
    It's hard not to compare. His cock was straighter than Lucian's, thicker too. But Lucian was as smooth and slick as polished soapstone. The skin on Mike's cock was lose and slid back and forth, making it easier to suck, but not as smooth on my tongue as Lucian's.  
 
    His cock fell out of my mouth with a plop. "Please suck me," I said. "I wouldn't ask but I need to nut so bad." 
 
    "I ain't never done that." 
 
    From what I'd heard on the street, that wasn't true. But whatever. "Please. I'll owe you." 
 
    Favors were money here. He cast his eyes around, and we traded places, me standing up against the wall and him crouched down. A game of inmate whack-a-mole.  
 
    He had to have some curiosity. He crouched down and I took out what I had, shrinking in the cold. His tentative lips were shockingly warm on it, and I hardened so fast I imagined I could hear the blood flowing into my cock. Lots of guys have sucked my cock, but mostly eagerly and after paying me.  
 
    I thought back to my first paid blowjob, in a bathroom in the library on Washington street. It felt like a century ago, on the moon, but it was just a few months ago, and a short cab ride from here, if I could get in a cab. I closed my eyes and stroked the smooth skin of Mike's head. His bones, under that thin layer of skin, were crags. I could feel the seams of his skull. We're all so close to being bone, to being stone. I licked my lips and let out a breath.  
 
    "Fuck, I'm close," I said. 
 
    He dropped my dick. "Don't come in my mouth." 
 
    My cock was cold and wet in the crisp air. "I won't," I said, "I'll warn you, I won't, I promise." 
 
    He went back on me and I held him, lightly, cradled in my hands. I leaned back again, closed my eyes, tried to remember that night, my first night on the street, under the overpass, in Cray's arms. I'd lost him after that, for a long time, until I found him again. I'd find him once more.  
 
    The siren howled, and once more my cock hung cold in the air. "Fuck." I was doomed to eternal frustration. That was the signal to hit the ground.  So much for coming.  There'd be no orgasm for me. 
 
    I wiggled my pants back up and around my dick, and lay down on the ground, my arms over my head. Mike did the same, right next to me. 
 
    "Shit," he said, "shit, shit." 
 
    "It's not us," I said. "It can't be. It can't be." 
 
    A C/O barked, "On the ground, on the ground now." 
 
    We couldn't see out of our blind corner, not well, but someone screamed, and then the faint whiff of pepper spray washed over us, enough to make us gag and our eyes to water.  
 
    "Whoever that is," Mike said, "fucker's lucky he didn't get shot." 
 
    The ground was cold and my wet dick soaked through my pants. Mike gave a sloppy blowjob, which I'd praise him for any other time. But now I was afraid I'd stand up and my cock would stick to the ground, like a tongue on a flagpole. I laughed at the image, coughed on the acrid breeze. 
 
    "Worst blowjob ever," I said. 
 
    "Fuck you." 
 
    "I'm kidding. It was great." 
 
    "Still fuck you, I think. I ain't a punk." 
 
    "God, I'm getting sick of the up-down wolfpack bullshit in here." 
 
    Boots approached. "Stop talking." It was my own personal nightmare C/O. I wish I knew his name. Maybe Terry knew it. I'd ask him next time I saw him. 
 
    "Yes, sir," I said. 
 
    The boot moved toward me and I flinched. No doubt was left. That was the boot that had almost killed me. That was the boot that had killed others, I was sure. "You smarting off?" 
 
    "No, sir," I said. 
 
    He moved on, and after a long time shivering on the ground, we finally got up and lined up for the march back to our cells and the count. 
 
    I didn't see who was fighting, or what happened, but it didn't seem to be anyone I knew. But it must have been bad enough to put us on lockdown. 
 
    I'm used to the streets, where I can go anywhere and do anything. It's a pure kind of freedom, without constraint. Without money, too, that's a given. But if I want to read, I can go to the library. If I want to eat, I can find a dumpster. If I want to lie back on the grass and watch the leaves fall, I can do that too, although now the trees were black skeletons reaching toward the sky, what few I could see beyond the fence. Jail felt constrained to me, but we were in minimum security and had a lot of leeway. We had rec time, we had time that no one dared call "free," and we had work. We could go to and fro, stay in our cells, or go play cards, or visit other people in their cells. We just had to be in the cells during count, and by lights out. But that felt like living in a box to me. 
 
    Until my first lockdown. 
 
    Now I really was living in a box. 
 
    When I first came in, they threw me in a room with way too many people, but now enough had been relocated that we were down to a more reasonable -- and less legally actionable, I suspected -- four. Each of us had a mat, a thin mattress on a bunk that squeaked and moaned all night. It was like sleeping on a piece of cardboard held up by a bunch of objecting cats. The whole night was snores and farts, and then in the morning, as nature called each of us in turn, we got to smell that process. Every morning the air turned into a sewer. I spent as little time in my cell as possible, and as little time with my cell mates. I didn't even know their names. 
 
    But now, it was lockdown. Food came in through a slot. We couldn't go to the necessary for toiletries, and showers were carefully monitored. In some ways that was good. I couldn't afford much in the way of luxuries, and they gave us all a goodiebag of shampoo and toothpaste, which was good, since I had been squeezing the last of my little tube in the hopes that I could get spontaneous toothpaste to appear ex nihilo.  
 
    But free toothpaste wasn't enough cause to celebrate when I had to stay in a tiny cell with three strangers.  
 
    Two of them were black, big guys but young, maybe my age. The thicker of the two was apparently called Ty, and the smaller -- but only in the relative sense -- was Prince. The third guy was Hispanic, spoke almost no English as far as I could tell. He mostly spent his time during lock-up staring at the ceiling, his lips moving occasionally as if he were carrying on a silent conversation with invisible beings. Praying, maybe, I thought. He was older, maybe forty or so.  
 
    By the second day, I still didn't know why were in lockdown, and apparently from what I could glean from conversations with neighboring cells, it could be something as simple as the C/Os feeling like it was time to fuck with us. The fight in the yard might just be an excuse. I didn't know if that was true; myths built up around the C/Os and their power and motivation, but I figured they were like the stories natives tell about the spirits who live in the volcano.  
 
    The second day of lockdown was also when Ty and Prince apparently became bored. It was Prince who started it. 
 
    "Hey, hey," he said, and he kicked my bunk. I lay in the lower bunk, the Hispanic guy in the bunk above me. His mat sagged with his weight over me, so low if I rolled over too vigorously I sometimes hit it, eliciting a grunt from above. 
 
    "What?" I had a book, at least, one I'd gotten from the library before the lockdown. I'd finished it but I was rereading it, which was better than nothing. 
 
    "You the white boys' punk?" 
 
    I went back to my book. "Nope." 
 
    He kicked my bunk again. "Hey, hey." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You suck those Nazi dicks?" 
 
    This time I met his gaze for a while. He had dark skin, fine features. He'd be attractive if he didn't have poorly done tattoos twisted into keloid scars all over his arms. I had no problem with tattoos, God knows, but his looked like some kind of weird growth. Dre had explained it to me on the street: black people, he said, scarred differently than white people, and sometimes you ended up with ugly pale knots of scar tissue when you hoped for a nice clean tattoo. Especially if you did it in a back room with a needle wrapped in thread, dipped in India Ink.  
 
    "I think I can safely say I never sucked a Nazi dick," I said.  
 
    "You German, right?" 
 
    "One hundred percent American," I said. I went back to my book. 
 
    He kicked my bunk, hard enough this time to elicit a Spanish curse from above. "Hey!" 
 
    I slammed the book down on my mat. "What, for God's sake?" 
 
    "You wanna suck my dick?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You gonna suck it anyway." 
 
    Now he was joined by Ty, a wall of meat between me and -- nothing, really. Not freedom, that's for sure. 
 
    I got up, figuring I should at least be vertical for this, as long as I could manage it. I was kind of wondering when something like this might happen. I'd heard that sexual assault was rife in American jails, but I hadn't seen it or heard it since I got here. I figured maybe it was a myth.  
 
    "I don't think I am," I said. 
 
    "Then we gonna fuck yo' punk ass." 
 
    "I would prefer that you didn't," I said, trying to stay calm.  
 
    Ty tittered a surprisingly high-pitched laugh. 
 
    "You would prefer bullshit. On yo' fucking knees." 
 
    "No." 
 
    I had a plan. It wasn't a good one, but it was tattooed on my hand in German. It was all I had.  
 
    He grabbed me, his hand like iron around my biceps, and he started to push me down. Ty stepped forward to help. 
 
    And I launched myself forward into Prince's arms. His muscles were hard, his skin smooth aside from those scars, and the thought flashed through my mind that, another time, another place, and definitely another approach, I might welcome a touch from a guy like him. But not here. Not like this. 
 
    I'd give, but I wouldn't have it taken. 
 
    I howled, an inhuman canine bark, deep from my throat, and Ty stepped back, startled. I peeled my lips back and threw my head forward into Prince's face. He was prepared for me to pull away, not fling myself into his grip, and he staggered. My arms locked around him, -- a standing body lock, it was called in wrestling. I licked his face, tasted the salt of his cheek, and then latched on, grinding my teeth into the tough skin. 
 
    He punched my face, once, twice, hard, enough to scatter stars across my vision, but I wrapped my arms around his head and held on, grinding my teeth into his flesh like I was biting through tough steak. Now I tasted blood, and his fists pounded me, his feet kicked at me. Ty stood there, stunned, and then his hammy hands pulled at my state blues, trying to get me off his friend.  
 
    Finally he yanked me away, and with me a tatter of skin. I spat it out and howled a fine mist of blood and noise. 
 
    Prince clutched his bleeding cheek. Lines of red seeped through his fingers. "You fucking dead, you fucking dead," he shrieked, and it was a good thing I had the heart of a dog, or I might not have been able to hear it because it was too high-pitched for human ears.  
 
    Ty pounded his fists into my body, but I tore and hissed and barked and tried to get my teeth in him too. 
 
    Sirens, whistles. The door slid back, and man in black armor swarmed in, spraying us down with pepper spray, even the poor guy in the bunk above me. They slammed us into walls, and I -- frothing with adrenaline -- barked and writhed and coughed up long ropes of snot as the capsaicin burned.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    There's something to be said for the SHU.  
 
    We called the bar we used to hang out at, on the outside, the Hole.  
 
    But this was the real Hole: solitary confinement. A small cell, with a built-in bunk, all solid, a single steel toilet cold on my ass when I sat. My meals brought to me in styrofoam, all of it finger food.  
 
    I sat quietly, and I thought. If I had to stay in here long, I'd probably go nuts, but it was nice to have some quiet for now. I know a lot of people shoved in the SHU go a little weird after a while. But I could use the solitude.  
 
    I'd probably earned myself more time inside. But then again, it was that or succumb to worse. And once that happened, even once, it'd be an avalanche. Everyone in the black gangs would consider me fair game, and the Aryans would have join in just to distance themselves from me or lose face. I'd be turned out to the whole block.  
 
    But now, maybe, people would think twice. 
 
    Of course, I'd also have the Crips, or Bloods, or whatever the fuck gang those assholes were in, after me.  
 
    I had a visitor my second day in the Hole. 
 
    He wasn't in uniform, which was a nice change. Suit. No tie, though. Too easy a handle. I had one chair, one of those useless plastic numbers that buckled under your own weight.  
 
    "I can sit on the mat," I said.  
 
    He settled himself, twisted a little. He was overweight, maybe in his fifties, balding. Looked like the sort of guy who'd give me two yards to get spanked and sniff my shoes. I adjusted my hard-on. Everything got me hard these days. I even kept thinking about Prince, and how it'd have been on the outside, when we could have been nice and made each other feel good, instead of terrible.  
 
    "You can call me Ed," he said. 
 
    "Okay, when you call me, you can call me Al." 
 
    "You like music?" 
 
    "I like everything, Doctor." 
 
    "I am a doctor. How did you know?" 
 
    "You're not a lawyer and you have that psychologist voice. Should I lie back?" 
 
    "We don't really do the whole couch thing anymore. But you can do whatever makes you comfortable." 
 
    I considered taking off my pants, but resisted the urge. If I acted too crazy, I might never see the street -- and Cray -- again. 
 
    "You're here," I said, "because they need to assess if I'm crazy." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "He was going to assault me. I did what I had to do to convince him not to. I couldn't take him in a fight, but I can out-weird anyone." 
 
    "That matches what your other cellmate said." 
 
    "Ty?" 
 
    "No, Mr. Rodriguez." 
 
    "I didn't know he spoke English." 
 
    "This is the second most diverse city in America. We've got people on staff who speak Spanish." 
 
    "I didn't think psychologists were supposed to talk to their patients like they're idiots." 
 
    He shrugged, his heavy bulk shifting the chair. "You know you're not an idiot. You also know you've lost your job in the kitchen." 
 
    I didn't, but it made sense. Don't put the crazy guy near the knives. 
 
    "Damn." 
 
    "You liked that job?" 
 
    "I liked Bee. He's a cool guy." 
 
    He looked at me for a while, those soft eyes in that soft face. I tried to match his gaze for a while, and then I looked away, the room breaking apart into prisms in my eyes.  
 
    "You're crying," he said, as if discussing the weather. 
 
    "I've never been in jail before." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "I -- I'm scared." 
 
    "You could not have said anything more sane to me than that, frankly. I'd be piss scared if I were in jail." 
 
    "You are in jail. Ever read Foucault?" 
 
    "You're changing the subject." 
 
    I swallowed hard. I met his gaze again, and my eyes were clearing. I wanted to tell him about the guard, but that'd definitely sound crazy. So instead I told him about Cray. I told him about my dad kicking me out of the house when I turned eighteen. I told him about living on the street, my search for Cray, my work as a rentboy. I told him how I got arrested and how Cray had run away, and how I forgave him instantly and completely. 
 
    "That's some kind of love," he said.  
 
    "I don't know if it is or isn't. I don't really know what love is," I said. 
 
    "Honest. Self-aware. Rational. I don't think you're nuts." 
 
    "So can I get out of the SHU?" 
 
    "I don't get to decide that. But I'll put in a recommendation for protective custody." 
 
    "I don't want protective custody." 
 
    "Half the black population of the prison wants you dead, so -- " 
 
    "I'll deal with it." 
 
    "I take back 'rational.'" 
 
    "If rationality is the criterion, everyone's nuts." 
 
    "Amen," he said. "All right, I'll recommend gen pop and everyone will look at me like I'm a bastard, but suit yourself. One thing, though." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "You're so obviously depressed that you may as well have a neon sign above your head." 
 
    And now I really started crying, hot tears flowing, at least as hot as the pepper spray that had long since worn off. Sobs wracked my body. To have someone recognize my emotions, give even the slightest shit about the way I felt, drew everything out of me. It was like lancing a boil. He leaned forward, clearly wanting to pat my shoulder, touch my arm, but not allowed to by the rules. 
 
    Fucking rules. Fucking rules. 
 
    He let me cry myself out. 
 
    "So," he said, as if I hadn't interrupted him with my sobs. "I'm mandating regular meetings with me. To talk about things." 
 
    "Not drugs?" 
 
    "Do you want drugs?" 
 
    "No," I said. "When I get out, I'll be on the street again, and I won't get them." 
 
    "And if you cut off anti-depressants, you can make yourself worse," he said. "So no drugs. Just talk. Ever think about suicide?" 
 
    "No," I said, truthfully. "I mean, everyone thinks about it as, you know, a concept. But no, I wouldn't do it. I wouldn't hurt Cray like that." And that sent me off again, on my third good cry in twenty minutes. This one was shorter, at least. "Jesus, I'm a fucking girl," I said. 
 
    "Are you?" 
 
    "Figure of speech. Male, masculine, but queer. What will we talk about?" 
 
    "Absolutely anything you want to. I might give you homework if you want, some things to write down and think about and so on. Or we can just talk. One guy comes to see me and we just play chess and talk for half an hour. That's all." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    They left me in there a couple more days, and when I got out I had new bunkmates. All white. There aren't a lot of white guys in jail (not that white guys don't commit crimes, mind you -- it's just that it's black guys who end up in jail). So I wasn't surprised to see three Aryans staring at me while I sat on my bunk. At least I recognized one of them.  
 
    "I'm Brandon," I said. "Hey, Terry." 
 
    "The spics are calling you Lobo," Terry said. 
 
    "Cute." 
 
    The fact that he talked to me like a human seemed to take the tension out of the other two. They introduced themselves, but I just named them Bonehead One and Bonehead Two in my mind. They were nearly identical, as if someone made a Neo-Nazi cookie cutter and stamped out some pale dough skinheads.  
 
    "Wir kanst Deutsch gesprechen," Terry tried.  
 
    I smiled. "Good work," I lied. "Yeah, lots of time to practice." 
 
    And that seemed to get me a few extra points from the other two idiots. I'd take a gangbanger over a racist any day, I thought, even if they wanted to kill me. But that was bravado, trying to impress myself with how tough and not-racist I was. 
 
    I sat on my bunk and worried about money, something I rarely did on the streets. I'd had a job in the kitchens, which gave me phone privileges for some reason, but I'd never used them. Who did I have to call? I'd made a little extra from time to time selling my phone time, but now that was gone. I'd get maybe fifteen minutes a month, but who cared, since I'd be gone by the next time that came up. Unless they extended my sentence for assault. Now I had no source of money for the next month, and even with the job and my extra scratch, I'd usually been broke. The necessary overcharged, the jobs underpaid, and who could complain. 
 
    "Did you really go 5150?" 
 
    "I have no idea what that means." 
 
    "Crazy, nuts, loco." 
 
    "Irre," I said. "No." 
 
    "Oh. Du bist nicht irre?" 
 
    "Nope, I'm not." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    One good thing about my new roommates is that they left me alone, except for Terry who glued himself to my ass, always bombarding me with awful attempts at German. But he knew everyone, and everything, and from him I got some information I wouldn't have gotten otherwise. My babyface C/O and maybe murderer had a name. It was Novak.  
 
    I'm not sure what good that did me, to know that, but I knew other things too. He sold drugs to prisoners, sometimes in return for money, sometimes in return for access to punks. He probably thought I was a punk, then. Fine, although I'm sure word of my wolfman freakout probably reached him, and what he might think of that would be interesting to know.  
 
    While I tried to keep my interest in Novak casual, it was hard for friends not to pick up on it, and I thought of Lucian as a friend. Sort of. 
 
    We were in the library. Ostensibly I was tutoring him in one of the distance learning classes we were allowed to take, periodically and sporadically. I was doing that unofficially, just to get some money for toothpaste, mostly. But with Lucian, it wasn't really about his micro-economics homework.  
 
    "I want a repeat performance," he said. "Another  -- you know." 
 
    "I ain't your punk," I said. 
 
    "I know. That's why I said 'want,' not 'do it or else.'" 
 
    We were whispering over the book. "You know, if you look me up when you're out of here and you want to tell me 'do it or else' I won't say no. I like that sort of thing, when I know I'm in control." 
 
    "If you're in control, then how is it -- never mind," he said, giving up the effort to uncover a logical flaw. "Just blow me." 
 
    "You got it." 
 
    I'd found another space, a quieter one, with more room. I sank to the floor, worn carpet older than I am. It smelled of dust and old books, but I didn't mind. I liked that smell. There was another smell I liked, and I was hunting for it in the fly of Lucian's state blues. I pulled out Lucian's soft cock. It was smooth, cool in my hand. But it warmed quick.  
 
    "How do your sweaty balls smell this fucking good?" I said, taking a deep breath of his funk. 
 
    "Clean living." 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    I let the head of his soft cock rest on my tongue. It swelled and jumped up against my upper lip. I let it grow in my mouth, fill it, and push back against my tonsils.  
 
    He ran his hands over my head. "You cocksucker," he breathed.  
 
    Points for accuracy. I pushed my face against the soft curls of his pubes, and let him grow in me, until I was deep throating him. I pulled back a little and tasted precum. My tongue flicked the head of his cock, tickled it, and then I took it down again. 
 
    He held me and thrust his hips, gently, in a circular rhythm. I knew this wouldn't last long. It never did.  
 
    Getting sucked off on the street, I always figured the faster I came the better. Higher hourly wage, really. But even then, it wasn't as furtive, as insistent, as rapid as this. The worst part of jail, for me at least, wasn't the lack of freedom. No one's free. The worst part for me was that all the beautiful things about life were reduced to sheer necessary biology. Eating, fucking, even innocent social interaction. All just the movement of bodies.  
 
    I slipped my hand down the elastic waist of his blues and cupped his ass. The dimples undulated under my palm. My fingertips found the dank crevasse.  
 
    He knocked my hands away. "No," he said. 
 
    I let his dick fall out of my mouth. "Can I lick it?" 
 
    "What, my ass?" His face, smooth and clean, wrinkled in disgust. "No." 
 
    "Please." 
 
    "Fuck you, back on my dick." And he pulled my head to him. I swallowed his cock again for a while, then licked his balls. 
 
    "Fine," he said finally, letting out a long breath. "But I ain't saying I'm squeaky clean back there." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    He turned around, put his hands on the shelves, and I worked down his pants and underwear. I ran my wet fingertips over the smooth golden globes of his ass. When I pulled apart the cheeks, a dusting of dark curls nested between them, darker than the hair elsewhere on his body. Stained, I thought.  
 
    I leaned in and smelled the sweaty-sweet smell of his body. He had some pheromones or something, I thought. He'd fucking take over on the street, the rentboy to beat all rentboys. But then maybe it was because something about him smelled like Cray -- a much cleaner Cray, given, but something earthy and alive and a bit dangerous. I pushed my tongue between those pink-gold curves, tasted salt and dirt.  
 
    His asshole was smooth and small and pink. I pushed my tongue against it, and then into it, and he grunted. "That's the fucking weirdest feeling," he said. 
 
    I lapped at his asshole, but he couldn't take it for long. He turned around and pushed me down on his cock. Nothing soft about it now: it was a steel rod, a weapon, and he battered my face with it. I caught it between my lips and held it there, but he fucked my face. My head was a hole for him. I pinched my nipples through my blues. 
 
    Would they let me keep these, I wondered? The state blues? They'd make a good costume for some roleplay.  
 
    They also made easy access to your dick, with their suicide-proof elastic waists. I held my own cock and sucked his, both of us getting close. 
 
    I knew I was close because the nerves behind my cock sizzled with pleasure, ready to burst out in a storm of electricity. I knew he was close because he told me, taking a rough grip on my short hair. I looked up and he'd sucked his lower lip in and was gnawing it. His eyes were screwed up tight. Behind them, I thought, maybe he was seeing tits. It didn't really matter what he saw when he closed his eyes. I was going to get to taste him. 
 
    And I did. He thrust his cock in and out of my mouth, through his own squirting cum. Having my mouth suddenly lubed with his cum sent me over the edge myself, and I filled my own blues with a week old load, catching as much as I could in my hand. The orgasm rolled through my body. My legs grew weak, watery, and my breath felt like needles. I was afraid, for a moment, tat I might pass out. I couldn't remember the last time I'd come that hard. 
 
    He pulled out his cock and put his pants back up, and I licked my own hand clean.  
 
    "Fuck," he said. 
 
    "I'm going to have a wet spot." 
 
    "Me too," he said. "Front and back." 
 
    "I needed that," I said. 
 
    "You needed to lick my asshole?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    One of the great things about the library was that the door banged, loud, when someone came in. We resumed our places, and I was glad that the visitor timed it when he did. I wouldn't have stopped sucking Lucian, and maybe we'd get caught. And maybe whoever it was would join in.  
 
    My cock stirred again, still wet from the last time. 
 
    We leaned over his homework and I helped him for a few minutes, the taste of his ass on my lips. Then he said, "hey, can I ask you something?" in a whisper. 
 
    "No, I won't marry you." 
 
    "Funny," he said, in a tone that said it wasn't. "Why you so obsessed with that C/O? The one who looks like a fratboy? You want to get with him or something? 'Cause fucking a C/O won't win you friends here." 
 
    "No." I didn't tell him I'd already been fucked by him, and liked it, before I suspected he was a murderer. 
 
    "Tell me. I know he deals. You on something?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "'Cause you can tell me, man. I had a meth thing for a while before I landed here." 
 
    I wouldn't have suspected it of him, but I guess my view of meth was what I saw on the streets, bums with no access to healthcare picking their own skin off.  
 
    He went on. "Never got on the horse," he said. "But meth, yeah, good shit." 
 
    "The horse?" 
 
    "God, you're like a fucking alien or something. Heroin. Stayed off that shit. Hey." He dug in his sock and pulled out a small foil wrapper crumpled around three squares of coarse chocolate. "You want some?" 
 
    "Candy?" 
 
    "Edibles." 
 
    "Candy usually is." 
 
    "You are a fucking alien, that's the only explana-tion. Pot. THC. Marijuana." 
 
    "Oh, no thanks." 
 
    "Just say no?" 
 
    I leaned back against a shelf. "You ever know me to say no?" 
 
    "Not yet." He popped a square in his mouth, and held out the candy to me. 
 
    "You know that's been in someone's ass," I said.  
 
    "So have you, a minute ago." He sort of shook the wrapper. I took a piece, broke it in half, and gave half back to him. He popped that in his mouth too. It tasted cloying, a bit piny, and not entirely pleasant. I wondered if it was made of carob. That could explain it. Or maybe just whatever concentrate they used to get the THC in there was somehow flavoring it. I chewed, picked the greasy residue off my teeth with the tip of my tongue, and swallowed. 
 
    "So what about the C/O if it ain't drugs?" he asked.  
 
    I looked in his eyes, crystalline and clear. He was too pretty for jail. We both were. Everyone was.  
 
    The fact that this building existed, I suddenly realized, was a sign that the world was broken and could never be whole. I wanted to cry again, and I remembered what Ed told me about "never," in our weekly talks. That "never" was an all-or-nothing word. But this time it seemed right. The world was broken, fallen, and only the beauty that shone out of people like Lucian, as broken as he was, proved that it was worth keeping. And maybe we're all broken, because the cracks are what lets the beauty shine through. 
 
    "He tried to kill me," I said, intending to brush him off. I watched the words fly out of my mouth. "He tried to beat me to death, before I came here. I don't think he knows that it was me, but I'm sure it was him. And I think there's a chance he's killed some other people I know." 
 
    And then, what he'd said that night when he attacked me -- something like, "give me your drugs" -- came back to me.  
 
    Was that how he got his supply? No overhead. But rentboys wouldn't be carrying in bulk. Then again, we'd never paid any attention to dealers, and whether or not they were disappearing. 
 
    Novak might have dug himself a bigger hole than he knew. A plot sprouted in my mind, spreading its pale shoot. 
 
    But then Lucian laughed. "What the fuck?" 
 
    "I'm serious." 
 
    "He's a murderer?" 
 
    "Keep your voice down." 
 
    He laughed again, quieter this time. "Seriously?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I think you're imagining it. Man, you're not exactly the most -- dude, I like you and everything but everyone knows you're chatted out." 
 
    That was slang for crazy, like 5150. It was a whole new language here. "Yeah. You're probably right." 
 
    We dropped it then, and studied until it was time to report for count. Just before we had to leave, we packed up our shit. I checked my crotch. A bit of a stain, but nothing noticeable. Just before we left, the door banged. The stranger had found his book, and was heading back for the count, I thought. But I looked up just as the door closed, and caught a glimpse, not of state blue robins egg, but near-black navy blue.  
 
    A C/O's uniform. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The edible kicked in, a soft wave of comfortable okayness, with a brittle edge of self-absorbed paranoia. I didn't really like pot. I'd tried it in Germany, and found I could take it or leave it, but here I understood why people got into drugs. It wasn't just an escape. It made it bearable, interesting, and okay. I caught myself looking at my skinhead bunkies' tats, with intense interest, and I wondered how long I'd been staring. They didn't seem to notice, though, so I lay back and closed my eyes and listened to my breath and the constant cacophony of the block. 
 
    I hated that the language of this place was in my mouth now, in my head. I couldn't wait for the streets and the rich smell of greasy concrete, the sewer belching steam, and maybe Cray's arms, hard and strong, around me, holding me while he slid inside.  
 
    It was the paranoia, I knew, but that image of the flash of C/O blue kept coming back to me. It could have been any one of the C/Os. And we had kept our voices down. But I knew, with sinking certainty, that it had been Novak. The pot wore off at some point; the paranoia didn't. 
 
    In any event, I thought, it'd all be moot soon. I had less than two weeks, twelve days and a wake-up, in the parlance of the place. I could do that, stay out of trouble, and Novak would no longer be my problem. Like Cray had said, we were not heroes. I'd get out, find Cray, and we'd get our asses west, to where the ocean laps the sand and oil-rigs glitter on the waves.  
 
    It was Terry, of course, who broke the news to me. "Lucian's dead," he said, as if he'd heard it might rain. I was reading a book on my bunk, and he'd just come in. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Er ist tot. Er war eine . . . uh, buddy . . . von . . . uh, yours, ja?" 
 
    I sat up. He saw my face. A gossip knows how to read faces. 
 
    "Oh, shit, man, more than a buddy, huh? Had a fag thing going? I won't tell the other guys." 
 
    "Shut up." 
 
    "Hey." 
 
    "How'd he die?" 
 
    "ODed." 
 
    "He got some meth?" 
 
    "Not on meth, from what I hear. Skag." 
 
    "I don't know what that is, goddamn it." I didn't know what anything was. I saw the world through a haze of slang and culture shock. I was just annoyed, angry, frustrated, but that was just waves on top of an overwhelming sadness I didn't have the leisure to feel here. We didn't love each other. I doubt he even much liked me. But I liked him, a little bit, for being something pretty in an ugly place. And now I'd killed him. I knew it as certain as I knew my name. 
 
    "Heroin." 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    "Yeah, no, that's what I hear." 
 
    He said he stayed away from that stuff. He'd told me, in the library, that meth was his drug of choice. "Where?" 
 
    "Back of the library." 
 
    A message, then. 
 
    How much had Novak heard or seen? Maybe not all that much, or he'd have killed me first.  
 
    And that idea that had planted in my mind, that pale shoot that spread inside my brain, turned green and shot up. I knew what to do. It'd be revenge, for me, for the others he'd probably killed, for Lucian. 
 
    It'd be a bad thing. It'd maybe jeopardize my own freedom, and it'd certainly put my life at risk. And there were details to work out, not all of them under my control. 
 
    I lay back on the bunk. 
 
    Lucian. 
 
    I thought about his lips, pale pink, and the way his tongue darted out, chasing a fleck of spit. I had put my mouth on his body, taken his cock inside me, pressed my lips to his ass. And now he was dead. I closed my eyes, and the tears burned but didn't gather, didn't fall. He had been my substitute for Cray. I'd used him, and he'd used me. I'd wanted a sociopath to suck, I remember thinking. But he wasn't a sociopath. He said he was a bad person, and he probably was: we all were. It said so, right in the Bible, in Romans. I remembered. Not one is good.  
 
    I should have felt worse, I thought, but I just felt numb. I wanted Cray. And that thought made me cry, quiet dry heaves that Terry ignored, the first wise thing the man ever did. Lucian had been my substitute, my Cray, and now he was gone, and what if it had been Cray lying there, in the library, his heart stopped by opioids he never would have taken. What then. 
 
    I'd have to get my revenge. 
 
    I'd have to kill Novak. 
 
    You have very little freedom in prison, even in a minimum security division like Division III. But what you do have you can make use of. We could move about, at certain times during the day. We could talk. Plot. Plan.  
 
    With Ed's help, I got my job back in the kitchen. "Why?" he wanted to know. "You're out of here just over a week." 
 
    "I get phone time, and that means I can make some plans." 
 
    "I can get you phone time." 
 
    I'd shrugged, looked abashed. I can act well, when I need to. Being a rentboy was a kind of acting, after all. "I also liked working in the kitchen. Felt like -- you know, work." 
 
    "I get it. I'll put in a word." 
 
    He did, and so a couple days later, eight days and a wake-up before release, I was once again chopping vegetables under Bee's watchful eye. I considered stealing a knife and making it personal, but I knew how unlikely that would be to work. For one thing, Bee was more watchful than the guards that nothing dangerous left the kitchen. For another, he'd get in trouble if it did, and he never did anything to me, and owed me nothing. My revenge would have to be more subtle than a knife in the gut. 
 
    But I needed help. And while Bee didn't owe me anything, Skinhead Mike might. 
 
    "You're in for drugs, right?" I said, quiet, in Mike's ear one day in the library. It was too cold to use the yard right now, the temperature a negative number that only became scarier when I converted it to celsius.  
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I need something." 
 
    "Bullshit. You don't do that shit." 
 
    I thought about that edible that Lucian had given me, and a little light flashed behind my eyes. I'd joked that it had been smuggled in someone's asshole, but of course it hadn't. It had come in like most of the drugs in this place: through a C/O. Through Novak, probably. He hadn't looked surprised to know that Novak was -- damn it, what was the word? Slinging. He was slinging, and everyone knew it.  
 
    "It's not a drug. Not exactly." 
 
    "What, then?" 
 
    "Naloxone." 
 
    His smooth brow wrinkled. "Seriously? You know what that is, right? You can't get high off of it." 
 
    "I know," I said.  
 
    "I think I can get that, but -- " 
 
    "I already owe you." 
 
    "Yeah, and you can pay me when you get out for that. But -- " 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I want you to be my punk." 
 
    "I'm only here for six days and a wake-up," I said. 
 
    "Then my short-term punk." 
 
    "What would that mean?" 
 
    "I want to own your ass." 
 
    "Will you treat it nice?" 
 
    "Might sell it to the boneheads for some cigarettes," he said, but he was smiling. 
 
    I slid my hand up his thigh to his hard-on. "Okay," I said. "Next six days, you own my ass." 
 
    "Prove it." 
 
    I proved it the next morning, in the shower after the post-count rush had cleared out. We stripped down and he lay me down on the tile, slick with water, warm as blood. He massaged my shoulders. "That seems awfully nice to do for your punk," I said. "Aren't you supposed to hurt me?" 
 
    "I will," he said. His hand slid down my back to the crack of my ass.  
 
    I arched up, opening for him. "Do it. Hurt me," I said.  
 
    His wet fingers probed my hole, gently at first, then less gently. He spat.  
 
    "Not enough lube." 
 
    "Yeah, well, life's tough all over," he said. He spat again, worked it into the hole.  
 
    He lay down on top of me. "I never fucked a dude before," he said. 
 
    "Pretend I'm a woman." 
 
    "Imma pretend you're a bitch." 
 
    I arched my back for him, and his cock rubbed against my hole. He tried to push it, but it was too dry. He spat again.  
 
    "Seriously," I said. "There ain't enough spit in the whole prison." 
 
    "What, then?" 
 
    I'd taken my small shower supplies, and I jerked my head toward where they sat on the floor. "Lotion." 
 
    He found the tube. I'd bought it as a splurge, the last little bit of my money, to try to repair the damage the prison soap did to my skin. He squeezed out some, worked it into the hole, and now his fingers slid smoothly in and out of me. I spread my legs for him and closed my eyes. I humped my dick against the wet tiles. It felt good, real good, to have a man in me. I wished it could be Lucian, too, taking his turn. But Lucian would never feel this again. 
 
    And again, instead of sorrow or fear or any normal emotion, I felt a warm rage, as hot as the waves baking off of the summer asphalt. I'd enjoy this for him, and I'd enjoy everything for him.  
 
    I didn't believe in God, or an afterlife, but I opened my eyes and thought about what part of me had become that boy. I thought about his skinned knuckles, his sneer, his insistence that he wasn't a good guy and was going to hurt me. I wished he had.  
 
    Mike pushed against me again, and this time the head of his slick cock slid into me. I gasped, relaxed. He was thick, thicker than Cray. It did hurt, just a little.  
 
    He wasn't nice, but he wasn't cruel. There was no, "are you okay?" but he didn't slam into me, trying to injure me. I was a hole he intended to preserve. He pushed, and I pushed back, and he slid in a little more. Felt like a mile, probably less than an inch. He held it there, and my ass relaxed. 
 
    "Pull out a little," I said, "then push in." He did, tricking my muscles, and little by little, he pushed into me, burning and aching.  
 
    His body, wet and hot, lay on top of me. He enfolded me, muscles on the outside, cock on the inside. I was a hollow torus for his pleasure. Once again I closed my eyes, thought about Lucian. 
 
    Mike's lips found my ear and his teeth caught my earlobe. He started rocking against me. "Fuck, you're tight," he said, letting go of his bite. His breath washed hotly over my skin. "Fuck." 
 
    "Fuck me, Mike, fuck your faggot punk." 
 
    "Yeah, bitch, fuck, you got a tight little ass, but not for long." 
 
    I ground my cock against the hard tile. I wanted to come with him inside me.  
 
    I'd get my chance. He wrapped his arms around my chest and pulled me back into him. "Fuck, I'm gonna nut," he said. 
 
    I stroked my cock, trying to time it right. 
 
    He pulled me into him, all hard muscles in knots. I squeezed my cock hard, hard enough to hurt, and that sent me over. My balls drew up, slamming cum out of my cock to spatter on the floor. My ass must have clenched in waves, because he tipped over then too, his cock widening inside of me, filling me. I felt hot inside and out, warm in the brutal winter, warm for the first time in jail. 
 
    He held me hard, and I felt safe. But then he let me go and I knew it was an illusion. He pulled out and washed his dick off in the shower.  
 
    He looked over at me, water pouring over his shaved head. "You okay man?" 
 
    I still lay on the floor. "I'm fine." 
 
    "You don't look fine. Looks like you're crying." 
 
    "You fuck so nice, you fucked the tears right out of me." 
 
    "Bullshit," he said. He let water run over his face and down his tattooed body.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He turned off the water and wrapped up in the thin government towels that were about as absorbent as plastic wrap. "Okay," he said. "I'll get the Naloxone." 
 
    "Thanks." I got up and dried myself off as best I could with my own towel. I dressed.  
 
    "You ain't really my punk," he said. He was stepping into his own state blues.  
 
    "We can pretend." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "If I had to be someone's punk, I'd be yours." 
 
    "I don't think that's true," he said. And he met my gaze, and I knew he could read my mind.  
 
    "Yeah. But some things aren't possible," I said. 
 
    "You fell for him." 
 
    "A little bit." 
 
    "Sorry," he said. 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    It was after lunch, clean-up. Bee locked up the knives and left me alone. It was visiting day, and his daughter was letting him see his grandkids for the first time. I'd known that day was coming; it was all he talked about. I'd promised to clean up, so he'd have time to get ready, take a shower, look nice for the kids. I'd been giving eyes to Novak for the last few days. I had four to go, four and a wake-up, and Skinhead Mike had come through with my Naloxone, in a handy single-use auto-injector, bright red plastic.  
 
    And so it wasn't a surprise when someone came into the kitchen while I was bagging the trash.  
 
    "Hey," I said. I threw the trash down the chute and met him by the stove.  
 
    "Hey."  
 
    He looked so young. I remembered the way he'd fucked me, how good it had felt to be taken. It felt better with Mike, though, because even though Mike was in state blues and Novak was in navies, I knew which one was good and which one wasn't. 
 
    I might have to let him fuck me, I thought. I didn't want to do that. It'd be the only time I ever felt ashamed, ever felt like a whore, if it happened.  
 
    "You're getting out soon," he said. 
 
    "Yeah," I said. 
 
    "I looked you up. Your file." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "I knew you looked familiar." 
 
    "You too." 
 
    His eyes narrowed. "You want to suck my cock, one last time?" 
 
    I palmed the injector. We didn't have pockets, weren't allowed them. I'd kept it in the waist of my underwear. "Before what?" 
 
    "Before you get released." 
 
    "Aren't you afraid I'll talk?" 
 
    "About what? No one's gonna believe you." 
 
    I walked toward him, sank to my knees. He pulled on his zipper, and dug with one hand inside his fly. The other dipped into his pocket, a sleight of hand I noticed because I was looking for it. I reached behind me, jabbed the injector into my thigh, and dosed myself with Naloxone. If the articles I'd read in the library were accurate, that should be enough. If they weren't, I was going to die.  
 
    "Take your pants off," I said. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I wanna lick your asshole." 
 
    "Pervert." 
 
    "It'll feel good." 
 
    He hesitated, weighed his options, then dropped trou to pool around his shoes. "Do it," he said. He leaned back and spread his cheeks. 
 
    As fast as I could, I reached up, grabbed the fire alarm next to the stove, and yanked it nearly out of the wall. The little glass rod shattered, spattering my hair with tiny shards. Immediately, klaxons filled the air. 
 
    "Fucker," he spat. He reached down to grab his pants. My plan had been to toss them down the chute after the trash, but that wouldn't work, and probably was a stupid plan anyway, so I wrapped my arms around the fabric stretched between his feet. I hugged the pants to me, sending him staggering, and did my best to wind my arms up in his clothes. 
 
    And that's when the needle stabbed me. He pushed down the plunger, emptying it into my veins. 
 
    He expected me to relax in ecstasy, my breath to catch, my heart to stop. But the heroin swam through my blood, found the opioid receptors in my brain, and instead of flooding them, were repelled. Already occupied. The Naloxone already sat in those opioid receptors, and the heroin had nowhere to go. 
 
    I felt cold, and my throat closed up, but I drew air and didn't let go. I hugged his pants to me, my arms tangled in his clothes. He hopped and flailed, kicking at me. Finally, he kicked out of one leg, and I latched on to his ankle.  
 
    I wanted to kill him. But if he ended up in jail, Terry would make sure everyone knew, even in protective custody, who he was, and what. And the secret world of prison, that world inside those cinderblock walls, with its own language, its own earthy smell -- that world would kill him for me.  
 
    He kicked free, rushed out the door. 
 
    The sprinklers came on, drenching us, and then guards.  
 
    He'd given me a larger dose than the Naloxone could ward off. I succumbed, still holding his pants. I had just enough presence of mind to hold them up at the guards that burst into the room. "Check the pockets," I slurred, but I doubt they understood. 
 
    And then something warm enfolded me, some great invisible blanket, and I slept. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    I woke up in the infirmary.  
 
    I blinked up at the ceiling for a while. I wasn't bound down or anything. Just a hospital bed, bright lights.  
 
    I lay there for a while, waiting, listening to the beep of machinery. 
 
    It was Ed who showed up first. "I figured you'd be awake by now." He pulled up one of those impossible crappy chairs, shifted his bulk into it, and managed to stay off the ground.  
 
    "I imagine I'm in some trouble," I said. 
 
    He looked surprised. "For what? It'd be a stretch even outside of the blind flexibility of our justice system to suggest that you stole a guard's pants, filled his pockets with contraband, overdosed yourself with enough heroin to kill three men, and gave yourself enough Naloxone to counteract most of it. Seems that particular drama can't really be a one-man show." 
 
    "I could be a criminal genius." 
 
    "A few days before your release? That's an odd definition of genius." 
 
    "How long have I got?" 
 
    "The doctors want to keep an eye on you for a couple days, and that'll be your sentence. Then it's goodbye." 
 
    "And good riddance." 
 
    His face grew serious. "You're not well." 
 
    "No shit?" I flipped my hand at the beeping machines beside my bed. 
 
    "No, physically you're fine. I'm saying you're not mentally well." 
 
    "My friend was killed." 
 
    "Lucian?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "That's not what's upsetting you, though." 
 
    I shrugged in the bed. "The guy who killed him is going to come in here and finish the job." 
 
    "If you mean the C/O whose pants you -- took -- I doubt that." He waited, but I just stared at him, until he went on. "He's not coming back." 
 
    "Fired? Arrested?" 
 
    "Fled. We've got more than a few guys willing to turn state against him now. He's been dealing, apparently." 
 
    "And he killed Lucian." 
 
    "I'm not privy to the investigation, but trust me, they're looking into that, too." 
 
    Trust me. Sure. I stared at the ceiling tiles.  
 
    "You need to find someone to talk to when you get out," he said, and he kept talking for a while, but I tuned him out, and eventually he left. 
 
    A couple days later, I stepped outside of the gate, into the slushy Chicago snow of late winter. I didn't have a coat to speak of, since my leather jacket, my armor, had somehow gone missing between my arrest and now, so I folded my hands into my armpits and walked, my shoulders hunched and my head down, into the crisp wind off the lake. The buildings loomed over me, and even cold and alone, I felt embraced by them. Included. 
 
    I walked until the light faded, used my gate money to buy a warm jacket at a thrift store, and found a place to squat for the night inside a length of sewer pipe abandoned in a construction site. It was near freezing, but I slept well, better than I ever had in jail.  
 
    I dreamed of Lucian, and he sat and held my hand in his scarred fists, and I stared into his eyes, which were pools of black light reflecting the stars of Orion's belt. When I woke up the faux fur lining of my new coat was stiff with frozen tears. 
 
    I crawled out of my pipe, kicked feeling into my feet against the frozen tufts of overturned earth, pissed on the steaming ground. I wasn't dead. Others might be, but not me. 
 
    I sucked in enough cold air to fill my lungs, and began my day. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Part IV:  Spring 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    I missed Christmas. Maybe it happened when I was in the SHU, or maybe not. I remembered Christmas carols on the television in the common room but then, that just meant it was November or December. There were no decorations inside and no celebrations. No little gifts given to friends. No secret and quiet Christmas miracle, just a murderous security guard and frenetic sex on the edge of despair. 
 
    So I missed Christmas because I was in jail, but now I had the best present ever: I had the world. 
 
    Cold drizzle soaked my back, but I didn't care. It was driving away the gray snow, and I could stand on the beach and look out the lake, combed by the rain. I shrugged out of my jacket, peeled off my shirt, and stood shivering and prickly. I spread out my arms, turned my face up to the sky, and let the rain wash my skin.  
 
    I had been looking for Cray, but hadn't found him. I knew that I would, though. I'd had errands to run first anyway. Yesterday, I'd gotten my good news back from the free clinic, and after a lecture about unsafe sex, I walked away feeling light and free.  
 
    This whole week I'd felt light and free. Cold, yeah, because spring in Chicago is as bad as winter. But just being able to focus my eyes further than a few hundred feet in front of me without hitting a wall gave me a giddy sensation of possibility. 
 
    I put on my wet clothes and slicked back my hair. So much for my curls today. Whatever. I wasn't working. Who needed money? 
 
    I made my slow way north, and by the time I pushed open the door to the Hole, the sun had long ago set. But it was still early for a bar. 
 
    "You're back," the bartender said. I flashed him a grin. We'd always gotten along, he and I. He never carded me, but I never drank alcohol. And he kept an eye on me, on all the rentboys, flipping us a sign if a guy was a little too shady.  
 
    "Away too long." 
 
    "You ever doing that again?" 
 
    I knew that a lot of street kids ended up in jail every winter on purpose, for the warmth and the meals. I'd ended up there honestly, committing a crime, but I shook my head. "Hell, no." 
 
    He poured me a drink, and I sipped it. I tasted rum. "This ain't Coke." 
 
    "Of course it is," he said. "You're too young to drink." 
 
    I sat and sipped my first drink of alcohol since before jail. It warmed me up, even though the Hole was kept pretty cool. I staked out a table and watched people come in. It was almost instinct, to strike my insouciant post, legs spread apart to dominate space and show off the crotch in my patched pants. But I wasn't working tonight. I'd already decided. Just time to catch up. 
 
    Monique saw me before I saw her. I could tell by the screech, my only warning before she had me in her surprisingly strong arms.  
 
    "You're alive!" she said. 
 
    "I am that. So are you." 
 
    "Don't ever do that again." She sat, pouting, across from me, and I reeled back my man-pose.  
 
    "I have no intention of." 
 
    "How was it? Awful?" 
 
    "Dull, mostly," I said. "And sad. You know what I'm going to ask next." 
 
    "I ain't seen him, honey. Maybe he skipped out for the winter." 
 
    "I wouldn't blame him. Dre? Nate?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, they're around and about. You'll probably see them tonight. Dre has gone full gangsta. He thinks it gets him more tricks. I tell him it's just perpetuating racial stereotypes, but does he listen?" 
 
    "Is Nate still English?" 
 
    "If you give him some beer he starts to turn Australian." 
 
    We laughed together, and it felt good to laugh without having a guard somewhere behind you, waiting for you to screw up. To not have to find spots where cameras don't reach. To drink what I wanted when I wanted. I took another sip of my drink and let it burn in my stomach. 
 
    I told Monique about the guard, about how I suspected he was the one who beat me up, and maybe the one committing those murders in the fall. "Well, no one else has gone missing," she said. "Oh, I mean, Party Tina, they found her frozen in the park, but Party Tina was halfway gone anyway." 
 
    "Gotta stay away from that shit," I said. I was talking about meth, the drug that probably did Tina in. When you've named yourself after your addiction, it's usually a sign you're not going to start the twelve steps any time soon. 
 
    "Lots of shit you gotta stay away from, honey. Like guys who end you up in jail." She raised a painted eyebrow. 
 
    "Not like he could have prevented it." 
 
    "I don't know the details. So maybe you're right." 
 
    That was an invitation to share, but I wasn't going to. So we sat in silence for a bit. 
 
    Then Nate bounced in, and I told the whole thing about jail over again. He at least didn't hug me. Didn't fit his manner.  
 
    "So how do you plan to find him?" he said. "I recall you had quite a difficult time the first time." 
 
    I smiled at his attempt at a British accent. Everyone wanted something to set them apart, make them special to tricks. Sometimes, though, you ended up taking on the image. Maybe that's what happened to Cray. No, that couldn't be. He didn't even start turning tricks until he met me.  
 
    And that wasn't a nice thought: I turned him into a rentboy. 
 
    I lost my smile. 
 
    "I have a few ideas. I know him better, so I know where he goes. It'll be easier. If he's in town." 
 
    Even if he wasn't, I'd sent him an email, saying I understood why he ran when I got arrested, didn't hold it against him, and wanted to see him again. I hadn't heard anything back, but that didn't mean that he wasn't going to get it. If he was on a train, he wouldn't check it until he landed at a library.  
 
    My only fear was that he might not respond. Maybe he wouldn't want to see me, out of shame or some other less fathomable emotion. Cray seemed to have his own set of emotions, that mapped only tangen-tially to any other human experience.  
 
    The bar was filling up. Nate just finished a rather unlikely story about a trick he turned, and Monique had her head thrown back, her Adam's apple bobbing in laughter. Then I caught the eye of a guy across the bar, a thirty something with thinning hair and a Backpfeifengesicht, a face that needed to be punched. He held up his drink and raised his eyebrows in a question. 
 
    Shit. Even when not working, I was working. I let my eyes slide off him, knowing that was more likely to gain his attention than to lose it.  
 
    "You working?" I asked Nate. 
 
    He glanced over my shoulder. "Eh. Not if you need the money." 
 
    I took a deep breath. Did I need the money? "When did sex become a chore?" 
 
    Monique laughed. "Never, for me, baby, but then, I don't work unless I want to." 
 
    "Must be nice." 
 
    "I am in demand," she said, her nose in the air. "Go on, get on that horse." 
 
    I stood and sauntered over to the bar, next to Herr Backpfeifengesicht, doing my best punk swagger. I missed my leather jacket. Somehow, it went missing between jail and freedom. "This was good," I said to the bartender, "but I'll have my usual." 
 
    He got me a Coke. I tossed the straw on the bar and took a drink, letting my eyes roam the crowd, as if I was looking for something. 
 
    "Hey, can I pay for that?" 
 
    I gave the bartender a nod. 
 
    He charged him for a rum and Coke. Probably pocketed the difference. Good for him. 
 
    "You new in town?" I asked, boredom as thick as honey in my voice.  
 
    "Yeah. Been coming here for a while. Haven't seen you, though." 
 
    "I just got out of jail," I said.  
 
    You could almost hear the blood rush to his dick. What is it with guys and rough trade? Like I should talk; all I wanted to do was bury my face in the ass of my crusty punk lover, if I could find the fucker.  
 
    "Need a place to crash? Must be hard being on the street in this weather." 
 
    "You're a fucking Mother Theresa here, then?" 
 
    "Just saying. If you did. Or if you needed, you know, a few bucks." He licked his lips. What was it that made me hate that face? The soft cheeks? The square jaw that dropped away before it reached anything resembling a chin? Or those eyes, shifty and small? 
 
    I used to say that I found something beautiful in every trick. What changed in me? 
 
    "Yeah," I said, "sure. I could a few bucks." 
 
    "How much you need?" 
 
    "Two hundred." 
 
    His eyes widened, as much as they could. They were dark and small and set deep in his face. "Two hundred? I could hire someone pro for that." 
 
    Ah, pretense gone. "I am a pro." 
 
    He fumbled with his napkin, tearing it into tatters. "Uh, how about a hundred fifty?" 
 
    "You don't buy discount sushi, man, do you?" 
 
    Now his teeth chewed at his lower lip. He let out a long breath, much like that one I'd released deciding to approach him. "Yeah, okay." 
 
    "You got a place?" 
 
    "Can get one." 
 
    I slammed the Coke. "Let's do this." 
 
    I led him out of the bar, my hand on the small of his back. It was warm and moist with sweat.  
 
    "Will it ever quit raining?" he said. 
 
    "Shut up." 
 
    He got a cab, and we rode, in silence, to a cheap motel. He got a room, and I joined him. I looked around, at the water stained wall and the broken coffee pot. Had to be careful in a place like this. Wouldn't want to get bedbugs and bring them back to the overpass. I opened the bathroom door. No one in there.  
 
    He handed me the money. I folded it, uncounted, and slipped it in my inner jacket pocket.  
 
    "Can we just talk first?" he asked. 
 
    "We can do whatever you want." I sat on his bed. "You want me to take a shower first?" 
 
    "If you want." 
 
    "What do you want to talk about?" 
 
    "What's prison like?" 
 
    "Jail, not prison. Boring, mostly. What's -- I don't know, what, selling insurance? -- like?" 
 
    "I don't sell insurance." 
 
    "Cars?" 
 
    "I'm a college professor." 
 
    "No shit." 
 
    "None." 
 
    "You look like a used car salesman." 
 
    He sank onto the edge of the other bed. "I get it. You're being mean. It's part of the thing you do. Hardcore ex-con street kid, right?" 
 
    I had to grin. "Fuck, we're a pair. Here I am analyzing you, and you're analyzing me. What are you a professor of?" 
 
    "Psychology." 
 
    "No shit." 
 
    "Again, none." 
 
    "So what would Freud say about this?" I flicked my finger up in the air and around in a circle, winding up the whole room, the whole situation. 
 
    "Lots of bullshit." 
 
    "What's your name? I'm calling you a nickname in my head." 
 
    "What nickname?" 
 
    "Herr Backpfeifengesicht." 
 
    I waited for him to ask what it meant. But he didn't. He tossed his head back and laughed, loud and long. "I might call you Patzig, then." 
 
    Snotty. I grinned. "You wanna see what we do to guys like you in jail?" 
 
    He started unbuttoning his shirt. "Yes." 
 
    I stood and stepped toward him. I ran my hand under his shirt. "It's not like people say," I said. "It's not -- no one forces anyone. Not that I saw." 
 
    "Good. You don't have to force me." 
 
    "But it's not always nice." I found his nipple under his t-shirt and pinched it. "A lot of guys don't want it to be nice. They're just too horny to be nice." 
 
    "And you don't have to be nice." 
 
    I leaned in, looked close at that face. "You're ugly," I said. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "But that's okay. Everyone beautiful is ugly in some way." 
 
    "Is everyone ugly also beautiful in some way?" 
 
    "I don't know," I said. I cupped the bulge in his light dress pants. "I ain't seen everyone yet." 
 
    "You're not ugly," he breathed, against my ear, pressing against me. "You're beautiful." 
 
    "I bet you want me in you." 
 
    He ground against me. "Yes." Not yeah, but yes.  
 
    "Then get on your knees." 
 
    "You said you'd take a shower." 
 
    I shrugged. "Suck me for a while first," I said. "Get that jail taste off my dick." 
 
    He sank to his knees and I pulled my cock out of my patched fly.  
 
    He swallowed me, all in one go. His eyes rolled up, tiny in his face, and I met them. I let a long string of spit dangle over his face, then fall on his nose to drip down the side of it. It felt good to be mean to this guy, but I wasn't sure why. 
 
    Maybe, when he came, I could give him back that two hundred and he could analyze me, explain what was fucked in my head. 
 
    I fucked his face, thrusting my thin hips in and out of his mouth. He sucked skilfully, almost as good as I did. I wished Cray was here to help me abuse this guy, but -- that made my hard-on soften out of sad longing, so I remembered what it was like fucking Skinhead Mike. And then my mind wandered to what it was like getting fucked by that guard, the guy who was probably a murderer and was at least my attacker, and my cock turned to stone in this stranger's mouth. 
 
    I screwed my eyes shut and let him suck.  
 
    "I think you're getting close," he said, letting my cock out of his mouth. It trailed a long string of spit to his lip.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Can we move to the shower?" 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    We stripped down. He walked ahead of me, pale ass flexing. I slapped it, and he jumped. He got the water hot, and we joined each other in the small tub.  
 
    He soaped my body, and I let him. There's something nice about being scrubbed by a stranger. He frosted my skin in soap, then skimmed it off with a wet washcloth. Now he sank to his knees again and with the hot water coursing over our bodies, he took my cock back in his mouth.  
 
    "You'd be popular in jail," I said, over the hiss of water. "Maybe I'd sell this mouth for cigarettes. I know a skinhead who'd love it." 
 
    His wet hands cupped my ass. He pulled me in deeper into him. I thrust, thinking I'd choke him, but he took it.  
 
    The water running down his face now shone like tears. I slicked his hair back.  
 
    Again, he pulled off my cock. "You wanna fuck me?" 
 
    "If you want. Rubbers?" 
 
    "My pants pocket." 
 
    I hopped out of the shower, leaving a trail of water. "Get yourself ready." 
 
    He scrubbed at his ass, cleaning it for me, not that I cared. I tossed him a bottle of motel lotion. I found the rubbers, and his money clip.  
 
    I peeled another hundred off the money clip, felt a momentary frisson of guilt, then folded it and added it to my own. 
 
    I stepped back into the shower and handed him the foil packet. He tore it open, crouched down, and worked it on my cock.  
 
    "Is that lotion water-based?" I asked. 
 
    "I checked. Yeah. We're good." 
 
    "You're all slicked up for me?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Stand up and put your hands on the wall. This is how we did it in the jail showers. Little punks up against the shower wall, taking on anyone who needed to get a nut." None of that was true, of course. You got in and out of the showers as fast you could. But he had his fantasy, and he was paying for it. I wanted to earn my bonus.  
 
    I slicked up my cock, pushed it between the soft cheeks of his ass, and steadily invaded the hole I found there. He let me in with only a thin protesting gasp. I didn't pull back, just slowly and steadily pushed into him, until my balls hung down between his legs. Then I slid out, slowly, and back in. Speeding up this time. 
 
    I wrapped one thin arm around his chest, pulling him closer. I put my lips to his ear. "Am I hurting you?" 
 
    "Yeah," he said. 
 
    "You want me to stop?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Good. I don't want to stop." I pushed deep into him, flexing my hips. His cock was small, soft as a kitten. I reached around and squeezed his balls, and he pushed back onto my invading cock. 
 
    "I wish I could be your prison bitch," he said. 
 
    "Yeah? Fucked up." 
 
    "I know. Fill me up." 
 
    "I'm in you as far as I'll get, unless I put a leg in." 
 
    "Call me names." 
 
    "Faggot? Bitch?" 
 
    "Bite me." 
 
    I latched teeth onto his shoulder, but didn't break the skin. I don't do that. Not with tricks. 
 
    "I want to be your hole," he said. "Trick me out to other guys. Skinheads, like you said. They'll get drunk, stick beer bottles up my ass, or baseball bats. Laugh at me. Piss on me." 
 
    "I can piss on you if you want, when we're done." 
 
    "Yeah." Now he was stroking his dick, and it had grown somewhat hard. I wanted it to be small, I'm not sure why, but it wasn't. About the size of mine. 
 
    The water poured over us. The steam was thick in the room. You could taste it, smell the floral scent of the lotion I was pushing into his ass. The whole room smelled clean, as dirty as we were. 
 
    "I'm gonna blow," I said. 
 
    "Do it." 
 
    I didn't need his permission. I pushed into him, and slid slowly back, and that was enough to milk the first spurt from me, and after that I fell down the edge, tumbling into an orgasm that shook my body against, inside of, his. I pushed back in, slamming into his body, pushing him hard against the slick wall. "You piece of shit," I gasped. "Fuck." 
 
    I pulled out, holding the condom, then stripped it off my dick and tossed it outside the shower, on the floor. I turned off the water, and the last of it drained.  
 
    "Do you want me to piss on you?" I asked. "Really?" 
 
    "I don't know if I'm ready for that," he said. "Just a fantasy." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Maybe some other time." 
 
    Repeat business wasn't real. Everyone acted like it would be, but we all knew, you hired guys for the variety, not for the routine. 
 
    "You can towel off," he said. 
 
    I stepped outside the shower, and dried my hair and skin. He turned the water back on, working at his cock furiously. 
 
    But I was dressed and out the door before he came. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    I went back to work. 
 
    The "I just got out of jail" line served me well. I got plenty of money and plenty of mouths around my cock for a couple of weeks. Fat guys in suits on their knees, ties askew, drinking my cum. Married men in hotel rooms, and not so straight frat guys in bathrooms. I got dollars and my nut, but what I didn't get was any sign that Cray was in town.  
 
    Still, I told myself, I'd find him soon enough. Probably he was waiting from the rime to leave the air before he came back to the frigid north from wherever he wintered. He was probably on a train right now, rocketing through the darkness of some plains state, maybe slumped over asleep on that big gray-green duffle, soft with age and grease, sleeping and dreaming of my fingers on his skin. 
 
    The mouth on my cock wasn't him, or anyone. I looked down at the bald spot.  
 
    "You're a pretty shitty cocksucker," I said. 
 
    He slurped, rolled his eyes up to me. I spat on his forehead. A line of spit traced a path down to his nose.  
 
    He shuddered, and I took his head in my hands and slammed my cock against his tonsils. He choked and coughed, but I didn't stop. All of these fuckers, every one of them, wouldn't survive a week in jail. Not like me. I coasted through that shit. That's what I do, I told myself. I coast. I come out on top. I'm --  
 
    I came, and it was like breaking a glass, sharp and sudden. I pulled out, and he spat cum into his hand. "A little warning would have been nice," he whined. 
 
    I slapped him, and he rocked back and kipped to his feet. 
 
    "Fucking red!" he said. The safe word. 
 
    My palm stung. I'd hit him hard enough to leave a mark. 
 
    I shrugged. "Whatever." 
 
    "I said no hitting." 
 
    Again. "Whatever." 
 
    "Get out." 
 
    I'd taken his money already, a hundred for a blowjob and some abuse. Not my fault if he couldn't take it. Weak. 
 
    I stalked the streets. Some days were warm, some cold, and rain spat out of the sky more or less constantly, like I was sucking the dick of the world, and it was spitting on me, and not listening to any safe word. 
 
    I needed a drink. 
 
    The thought was startling. I'd never much cared for alcohol. 
 
    But I boosted a bottle of vodka and bought a carton of orange juice, and mixed myself some ghetto screwdrivers by the dumpsters behind a Hardee's. I drank it down, and felt better. More optimistic. 
 
    I'd find him, I told myself. I would. 
 
    I was a month into Spring when I picked up a twitchy scuzzball for a fifty dollar handjob. "Got a place?" 
 
    "Car," he said. He flicked the pad of his thumb under his nose. 
 
    His Nissan smelled like sour milk and farts. He pulled out his cock and pulled at it. It was raw and red, shockingly bright in the light. I squeezed my own. He reached over me, and I thought for a second he was going to grab for my dick, but he caught up his black jacket on the floor and dug in its pocket. He threw the jacket in the back seat. He held up a baggie. "You mind?" 
 
    It's not the first time a trick has asked or offered, and I always say no. But I'd had my screwdrivers -- my girly drink, as I thought of it -- and was feeling relaxed. "Whatever." 
 
    He stuck a straw up one nostril. Then he held it out to me. "Want some?" 
 
    I took the straw, a pinch of the powder -- it sparkled in the lights of the parking lot. I sniffed deeply. It burned and filled my head with a hairspray stink, an acrid taste that stuck on the back of the tongue. For about five minutes, I kept trying to lick the taste out of my mouth, like a dog with peanut butter on his tongue. 
 
    And then I woke up, for the first time in my life. 
 
    My body found the limits of its skin, and my mind found no limits to my thoughts. I could do it. I could find Cray, right now. I felt like I could reach into the city and pull him out like a rabbit from a hat. Not much could stop me.  
 
    I was smarter than anyone. 
 
    Smarter than this guy, obviously. 
 
    "I want your mouth on my cock," I said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I want your mouth on my cock."  
 
    He laughed. "Dude, what the fuck is that das das dach shit?" 
 
    I'd been speaking German. I switched to English. "I want," I said, "your mouth, on my dick. Now." 
 
    "I was just looking for a handjob." 
 
    "Now." 
 
    I grabbed his hair and pulled him down in my lap. He followed me down, put his thin lips on the skin of my cock, and I thrust into his throat. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I was on the edge of coming, just on the edge, and then -- still on the edge. I couldn't get over that precipice into orgasm, and I didn't want to. I wanted to fuck this asshole forever. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    I wanted to fuck his asshole. 
 
    But he pulled off my cock. "I just wanted a handjob," he said. 
 
    I flogged my wet pecker, thinking about what it'd be like to take him right here, raw, hard enough to hurt. I could do what his mouth couldn't, and I brought myself close, and then over the edge. Cum oozed out the head of my cock. 
 
    He joined me, watching me come, and stroking his own. He came quick too. He mopped it up with a wet tissue. 
 
    He handed me a fifty. I took it, got out of the car, and walked away, without another word. 
 
    The night was alive. I had all the time in the world in front of me, and I was going to fill it. My head boiled with plans. 
 
    I found a bar that let me in, and I danced with the down and dirty. I'd forgotten how good it felt to dance. There was another blowjob in the bathroom. Another bar. No need to eat. No need to sleep. 
 
    I see why people get addicted to this, I thought. 
 
    Well after dawn, I started to feel just a little sleepy. And then, suddenly, my body ached, all through it. My muscles yelled. My lips were chapped. My cock felt burned. And I was so thirsty I couldn't swallow.  
 
    I got a bottle of water, found a quiet corner in an alley. For once, I was glad of the cool weather. I poured the bottle of water down my raw throat, then made my way slowly down to the library, where I sat and drank water and felt like a fool. 
 
    Like a self-destructive fool. 
 
    But for one night, I felt like I could do it. Like I could make it. 
 
    I knew the dealers. I knew where to go. 
 
    "Honey," Mon said, when she found me at the Hole, "you look like the shittiest shit." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "I'm concerned, not bitchy." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "You keep making eyes at that boy," she said, some time later, "and you know that boy isn't a trick." She was talking about a rodent-like young man who followed people back to the bathroom from time to time, to do some quick business in pharmaceuticals. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    She leaned forward, squinted. "You're not all right," she said. 
 
    "I'm fine." 
 
    "Over there, that guy, that's a trick." 
 
    I looked where she nodded, out of reflex rather than anything else. 
 
    "Shit," I said. I slumped in my chair. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I tricked with him a while ago." 
 
    "Oh, I remember," she said. "Well, return business, baby." 
 
    "I stole from him," I hissed. 
 
    She didn't look shocked, just shook her head. "Don't shit where you eat, mon cher. Maybe you can say you're sorry." 
 
    "I'll go out the back." 
 
    "He's coming this way," she said. 
 
    "Fuck." I wanted to sink lower, but I sat up. What I really wanted was to grab the attention of the scuzzball, the squirrel-faced jackass who sold meth in the bathrooms, so I could try another bump. Just a little more energy, used more effectively, and maybe I could find a way off the streets, back into Cray's arm.  
 
    "Ma'am," he said. Mo nodded back at him. He put a hand on my shoulder. You don't touch me. I knocked it off. 
 
    "Patzig," he said. It meant snotty, bratty. His accent was bad, someone who only ever read, never spoke. But he got a sentence out: "I would not some repeat business mind," he managed, in bookish German. "If you me remember."  
 
    "Backpfeifengesicht," I said. 
 
    He laughed. "I think that a downpayment already I have made," he said, again in German. Or tried to. Untenzahlung wasn't the word for "downpayment." But I knew what he meant. 
 
    I stood. In English, now: "You know my price." 
 
    "I know your cost," he said, in quiet English. "Only you know your price." 
 
    I threw my eyes at the guy who sold drugs in the stalls. I'd need money anyway, and I wasn't sure what happened to the money I had last night.  
 
    "Yeah, fine." 
 
    I followed him, again to a hotel. A better one, this time. 
 
    "You smell like booze," he said, in the elevator, without moving his lips. 
 
    "Yeah, well. Homeless dude." 
 
    "You didn't smell like booze last time." 
 
    "I'll use some mouthwash." 
 
    He shrugged. "I don't judge. Just observe." 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He swiped into his room.  
 
    "This time," he said, "you don't sneak out, okay?" 
 
    I raised and dropped my shoulders under their new leather. "Yeah, well." 
 
    "I'll give you another downpayment if you spend some time with me." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    I lay back on the bed, still clothed. 
 
    He climbed between my legs, wormed my cock out of my pants, and lay his mouth on it. He sucked me for a while, but I couldn't get hard. He let the cock fall out of my mouth and climbed up beside me. We were still clothed, and he put his arm around me. 
 
    I turned away from him, but he didn't let go. He pushed himself against me, warm body at my back.  
 
    I wasn't crying, but then he said, "shh," like I was. And the tears burned my eyes like the meth had burned my sinuses the night before. A rolling sob poured out of me, and then another, and another. 
 
    He let me cry, pressed up against me. He didn't have a hard on. If he had, it might have been easier. But the tears pushed out of me in hot waves, like an ocean of polluted water carrying needles to the shore.  
 
    "I wish I was dead," I moaned, between uncontrolled sobs, and he tightened his grip on me.  
 
    I expected no you don't, or don't say that, or some-thing like that. But instead, in a calm voice, he asked, "why?" I felt his breath against my ear. 
 
    "He -- left me," I said. 
 
    "Yeah. That hurts." 
 
    "You don't know. He was -- he was Cray. My -- he was mine." 
 
    "You're right, I don't know. But I bet it hurts." 
 
    "It does." 
 
    "And you've been in jail." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I bet that was hard, because you couldn't let yourself be hurt there, right?" 
 
    I nodded, still not looking at him. My sobs had slowed. 
 
    "How old are you?" 
 
    "I'm eighteen, don't worry." 
 
    "I'm not worried." 
 
    We breathed together on the bed for a while.  
 
    Then I said, "I did meth last night." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Cray always said that meth wasn't a recreational drug. It was a redestructional drug." 
 
    "Is that why you did it? Because you want to destroy yourself?" 
 
    "I want to destroy everything." 
 
    "You're probably pretty angry." 
 
    "Fuck you." I turned around and faced him on the bed. "What the fuck? You trying to be my therapist?" 
 
    "I'm a shitty therapist. I tried it. But you said it yourself. I have a Backpfeifengesicht, a face people want to punch. Not good for a therapist." 
 
    "I'm sorry I called you ugly." 
 
    He stroked my cheek, wiping away a tear. "Yeah. Well. Truth is truth." 
 
    "And the truth is, he's gone, right?" 
 
    "I don't know. I can't know that. I'm a pervert, not an oracle." 
 
    That got a laugh out of me, in spite of myself. 
 
    "I have to try to find him," I said. 
 
    "What have you tried so far?" 
 
    "I emailed him," I said.  
 
    "Where did you meet, the first time?" 
 
    A park, in the rain. But the second time, a museum, in front of some Monets. "I doubt he'd just be there waiting for me." 
 
    "He could be." 
 
    "Or he's avoiding me, 'cause he thinks I hate him." 
 
    "Do you?" 
 
    I went to answer, then closed my mouth. I tried again, and stopped. "Can you hate someone and love them at the same time?" 
 
    "I hate and I love," he said. It sounded like a quotation. "Maybe you ask me why. I don't know. But it happens, and it tears me apart." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Catullus." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    He lay next to me, looking at me with those little eyes. He didn't seem so ugly. I looked back. 
 
    "I should fuck you or something," I said. 
 
    "Not my fetish. Taking advantage of someone in pain, that is." 
 
    I grinned. "It's kind of mine." 
 
    "Then maybe you need to come back when you're feeling better, and hurt me a little." 
 
    "Ever want to get double timed by two street punks?" 
 
    He closed his eyes and shuddered. "God, yes." 
 
    "You're fucked up." 
 
    "We're all fucked up. If you're fucked up in some ways, you get diagnosed. In others, you just get laid." 
 
    "You can at least suck my dick," I said. 
 
    He went down on me, and this time I got hard. I wanted to share this mouth with Cray. We'd talk about it, like we talked about the woman who liked to film us fucking her husband on Lakeshore Drive. 
 
    Connoisseurs, we were, of cocksuckers. And this guy was a good vintage. He knew how to use his tongue, and when he swallowed the full length of me, the muscles of his throat milked my cock, smooth and warm. I ran fingertips through his thinning hair.  
 
    He'd seen me vulnerable, broken, and still wanted my dick in his mouth. Maybe he wanted it there because he knew I was broken. The Japanese have this thing, where they take broken pots and weld them back together with molten gold, so that the cracks become beautiful. I saw it in the museum, with Cray.  
 
    I hated meth heads. I hated what they did to themselves, to the streets, to each other. I hated the selfish stupidity of it. It wan't hedonism. That I could get behind. It was submitting to a commodity cooked up in a trailer or shake-and-baked in a van, a way to get someone rich by poisoning someone else. Pot I didn't mind. I didn't even really mind coke. But meth -- it wasn't that it was trashy. It was that it preyed on the trashy. It killed my people. 
 
    And I'd done it. 
 
    I pulled him in on my cock to hide the shudder of self-loathing that rolled through me.  
 
    Because there was a really good chance I'd do it again. 
 
    I came down his throat. The orgasm was flat and rubbery, as exciting as taking a piss. I didn't even pretend, just pulled out of his mouth. "Thanks." 
 
    He licked his lips. "Thank you." 
 
    Without getting off his knees he pinched his moneyclip from his pocket and peeled off two hundreds. "Here you go." 
 
    I took them. "I thought you owed me a hundred." 
 
    "Another downpayment, remember?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    He didn't let go of the money. A dick move. No wonder people wanted to punch his face. "Hey," he said, his voice soft. "Hey." 
 
    "What?" I thought he was going to tell me not to spend the money on meth, and then I might just punch him. 
 
    "Get back to basics." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Get back to basics. Every time you find yourself out of control, just get back to basics. Only advice I've got." His fingers let go and I snapped up the money. I folded it and stuck it in my pocket.  
 
    "Sure," I said. 
 
    I left feeling raw, unsatisfied, and restless. I wanted to try some more meth, already. I couldn't be addicted that fast, could I? I took the L downtown. There was an overpass there where I slept most nights. The cops didn't bother me.  
 
    On the way off the train, I passed by a guy reading a newspaper. I didn't even know they still made those. "Hey," I said, "what day is today?" He pretended not to hear me, so I grabbed the paper and lifted it to see the masthead. He glared at me, so I licked my lips at him and sneered.  
 
    Patzig, I thought. Maybe I'll tattoo on my hand, to match the Irre, "crazy", on the other hand. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    I wasn't an addict, but here's what the streets do. They bore you. They grind you. They sit on you. You want to do something, anything. With Cray, we went to the library, the museum, the parks. Alone, all I wanted was to feel that sense of power again. 
 
    I wasn't an addict, but I caved. 
 
    I rolled up one of my hundreds and snorted a little mound of piss-yellow crystals off the back of my hand, like some actor in an '80s movie. The lights were too bright, the city too loud, not bright enough, not loud enough. I rolled through the city, awake, alive. I fucked and got fucked. I hurt people. They hurt me. I ate pain. I laughed at it, my teeth bloody spikes in the night. Blue and yellow streetlights reflected in people's eyes. Cadmium and lithium and sodium burning. No intersection without a horn blasting. Beautiful bodies, ugly faces, black jackets against that last spring sleet. 
 
    Can I just say a couple weeks passed? Can I say I didn't sleep much? Can I just say that, and let it go at that? I'm not proud of what awakened hunger made me do, or what my sorrow drove me to.  
 
    At the end of it I had a shallow gash on my arm that had scabbed over. My money was gone, and I had a permanent headache. I hadn't come down, just a balloon bumping up every time the ground approached. But now I was out of crystal, and the lights that once struck me as beautiful were glaring spikes in my eyes, and the sleet that cooled me pleasantly when my heart thumped poison blood through my veins just stung my skin. 
 
    Some people dip in and out of meth, birds sampling nectar. Not me. I made it a hobby.  A life. 
 
    Monique chided me. Dre and Nate called me names. Nothing mattered. I broke my friendships. I won't describe that either.  
 
    Then, something happened. Something that stopped my quest for those muddy crystals. 
 
    I saw a hat in a crowd at a bar quite a bit less nice than the Hole, where I was looking for someone who might take a blowjob for a bump. I saw a blue baseball cap bobbing between the heads of dancing people. Not Cray's faded gray hat with CRAY! on its brim. No, this was a hat I knew just as well, the devil to my angel. 
 
    It could have been one of millions.  
 
    But I knew instantly that it wasn't. My heart froze, and my balls drew up. 
 
    I wanted to just get out of there, but I didn't. I had to see. To know for sure. Crystal makes everything matter, and this mattered more than anything. The world hinged on it. 
 
    I pushed through the crowd, thought I lost him, but no. 
 
    There he was, chatting to some young hustler I didn't recognize. But I recognized him, in his fratboy baseball cap, his babyface smoothness.  
 
    Novak was his name. He was a prison guard, or had been at least. He'd fucked inmates, dealt drugs, and ultimately murdered one of my friends, or at least so I thought. I'd tried to get him in trouble, but he'd run. He was as much a criminal as I was, more so. I gave people orgasms. He took people's lives. He'd also beat me to within an inch of mine, long ago, seemingly ages ago. 
 
    Novak. 
 
    As much as I hated him, as much as he hated me, I think that son-of-a-bitch saved my life in that moment, in that trashy bar throbbing with noise and meth.  
 
    It never even occurred to me to call the cops.  
 
    But I knew I needed to save that kid, whoever he was, no matter what withdrawal was doing to me. Young. Stupid looking, smooth faced and gaunt. So just starting on the meth train. 
 
    I pushed through to them, put my arm around him. "Hey, man, good to see you here." 
 
    And I met Novak's eyes. Putting my lips to a spider would have been easier. But I didn't tremble, just hugged this strange young hustler close. 
 
    I think the kid was stunned enough not to object. Not at first. 
 
    Novak, though, didn't even react. His eyes narrowed, his lips quirked, but that was it. 
 
    He walked away without another word, which saved me having to make up an excuse or send a message to the kid. 
 
    "Dude, that was my trick," he said, once Novak had pushed out the door. 
 
    "The trick'd be on you." 
 
    "Fuck you, man." He tossed my arm off his shoulders and made for the door.  
 
    I grabbed his faded Abercrombie by the sleeve. He shook my hand off, or tried to, but I had a grip.  
 
    "Asshole!" the kid yelled, shaking his arm. 
 
    I pulled myself close, leaned in. "Kid, when someone scares a snake out of the grass, you don't go chasing it." 
 
    Maybe that sunk in. I don't know. I let go of his arm, and he didn't go after Novak. Just glared at me, and melted into the crowd. 
 
    All my taste for meth had dissolved. 
 
    I paced the streets. It was warm enough now that the snow was gone, and half the city was in shorts, even though I thought it was still pretty cold. Didn't matter. 
 
    I went to the library and sent another email. 
 
    Two days later, I went to the museum. Free day. My boots clacked on the floor. I made a straight track for the Monet exhibit.  
 
    He always liked Monet.  
 
    I sat and watched the tourists come and go, and always in the background those faded colors.  
 
    Novak, I thought. 
 
    Evil and good. Contrast. There's something to be said for it. 
 
    I was about to go home when I sensed rather than heard footsteps. Then I smelled him. Asphalt and rain, always, no matter how dry the weather. He swung a leg over the bench and sat next to me. 
 
    "I think they change," he said. 
 
    "The paintings?" 
 
    "Yeah. It's nuts, but I swear they do." 
 
    "Lots of things change," I said. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "And some don't." 
 
    "I don't know about that," he said. 
 
    I didn't look at him. I couldn't take that yet. I reached out and found his hand, but he didn't grip mine. I just lay my fingers over his. "What do you want to do tonight?" 
 
    He let out a long breath. "I'm not good for you." 
 
    "You have no idea." 
 
    "I shouldn't have ran." 
 
    Now I looked at him. Still the same faded, greasy hat with CRAY! across the brim. Still the same angular face. The museum had good light. Moisture gleamed in his eyes. 
 
    "Why not? Not like you could have stopped it." 
 
    "I left you alone in there." 
 
    "It wasn't behind enemy lines. Shit. Some of it wasn't that bad. Warm, at least. Did you go west?" 
 
    "South." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    "I hate the south." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Kind of punishing myself." 
 
    "That's my job," I said, and that got a quirk out of his thin lips.  
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "What don't you know?" 
 
    "What I want to do tonight. Go to the opera?" 
 
    "How about we eat out of a dumpster," I said, "and then fuck on an unfolded cardboard box." 
 
    I must have said that a little too loud, because a couple people turned and looked at us. We got the look tourists give those of us who live on the street. I think of it as the slippery eye. Seeing but not seeing. Because to see is to create an obligation. "Sounds good," Cray said. 
 
    "We need to boost some rubbers," I said. "At least, until I get the free clinic results back." 
 
    He didn't ask why. I'd tell him, at some point, about the meth. But not tonight. Not now. 
 
    First I had to tell him about prison, about Novak, and about what I knew. 
 
    We ate out behind our favorite Mexican restaurant, dipping burned tortillas into discarded salsa. And I told him about jail. I didn't leave anything out of that story. I told him about Skinhead Mike and the sex we had (he laughed -- he knew Skinhead Mike, and had about as much respect for him as I did, which wasn't much, although now I had a little more). I told him about Lucian, how beautiful he'd been, how I'd loved him a little, and how he'd died. Murdered by Novak, I was sure of it. And I told him about my stupid plan to get Novak arrested, which didn't work. 
 
    "He didn't run far, though, huh?" he asked. 
 
    "No. Not far. Still in the city." 
 
    "I wonder why." 
 
    "Waiting for me," I said. I knew it was true, even though it sounded awfully egotistical.  
 
    We finished our meal, found a large cardboard box behind a Best Buy, and dragged it to a quiet spot in one of those little nooks and crannies that made Chicago a city worth loving. This one was a culvert, mysteriously void of water, other than a little trickle down the middle. We arranged our box and lay on it.  
 
    I was afraid to touch him at first. I just lay next to him, staring up at the concrete arch above us. It was covered in graffiti, so much that it was unreadable. I think they called it "biting" when someone's tag encroached on someone else's. If so, this wasn't bitten. It was devoured. 
 
    He touched me and I jumped. "Hey." 
 
    "I knew you'd be there," I said. "I know you would." 
 
    "I'd been there every single week since I got back." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "I came back early." 
 
    "I figured." 
 
    "Bitch," he said, his voice false-mean. "You're gonna quit crying or I'm gonna beat your ass." 
 
    "I'm trying to tell you, I knew you'd be there. I avoided it. I didn't really want to see you." 
 
    "Well, shit," he said.  
 
    "No, not -- I want you. Just -- " 
 
    "You're mad at me. I don't blame you." 
 
    "It's more complicated than that." 
 
    He rolled over on top of me, caught my wrists and pinned them above my head. I let him. He leaned in close. "Then punish me." 
 
    Now I struggled against him, pushed him off me. Even after my meth binge, I was still in better shape than he was. I'd had two thousand calories a day all winter, while he -- who knows what he ate? I rolled over on him, and we rolled off the mat and into the dirty water.  
 
    "Fuck, that's cold on my back," he laughed. I got my lips on his, and shut him up with my tongue. He sucked it in, and I explored his mouth. 
 
    I broke the kiss after a while. "You broke a tooth," I said. 
 
    "Yeah. Misjudged a train. Really fucking lucky I didn't break my head." 
 
    "Let me see." I looked in his mouth, lifted up his lip, ran my finger over the cracked canine. "You need a crown." 
 
    "Do you think my insurance will cover it?" 
 
    I met his lips again. "I love you," I murmured into his mouth. 
 
    "I love you too, and I'm sorry," he said, pulling me down on him. Then he rolled me over, dunking me in the same trickle of cold spring water.  
 
    We were both hard, and I couldn't wait. I wiggled out of my pants.  
 
    "What happened to your jacket?" he said. He was talking about my leather jacket, one of my favorite possessions. 
 
    "Lost it. Didn't get it back when I got out. I was just so fucking glad to be out of jail that I didn't think to complain." 
 
    "I'll get you another one." 
 
    That jacket had saved my life, when Novak had tried to beat me to death. Acted as armor, the emergency room doctor had said. I missed it, but you lose things. That's life. You lose your armor, one way or another. 
 
    "Don't need a jacket if I have you." 
 
    "Aww, sappy." 
 
    But he was wiggling out of his pants too, and our bodies pressed against each other, dick to dick. We didn't get naked, not completely. It wasn't safe to get completely nude. Never knew when you'd have to run, on the street.  
 
    I got my mouth on his cock, and it felt like home. He was hard already, a meaty thorn in my mouth. I sucked him mean, too fast, too hard, too many teeth. I took out my aggressions, like I wanted to eat him. But he fucked himself into the sharp corners of my molars, taking the pain as pleasure. His hands on my slimy, wet hair almost ground the bones of my skull. We fucked like lust was rage. 
 
    He pulled out of my mouth and we wrestled in the muddy water, until he got me face down, the concrete cold on my cheek. "Use a rubber," I said.  
 
    He growled, but dug one of the rubbers we'd boosted out of his pocket. "Is this how they fucked you in prison?" he said, pushing into me.  
 
    I let out a long breath, of pleasure and pain.  
 
    He gathered up a handful of hair, pulled it hard, and ground his cock inside me. "Does this hurt?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said. 
 
    "Tell me you love it." 
 
    "Fuck yeah. Fuck me." 
 
    "Good." He pushed deeper. I needed more lube, much more lube, but it didn't matter. If he wanted to tear me open with his cock, he could.  
 
    His arms wrapped around me, and his hands explored my chest. He found my shirt, slid under it, stroked the smooth surface of my skin. He buried his face in my shoulder; his breath gathered in the cloth against my neck, hot and wet.  
 
    "I swear," he said, sliding out and back in again. "I swear to God, I'll never, ever, ever -- oh, fuck." 
 
    "Don't come," I said. "Don't stop fucking me." 
 
    He ground deeper, but moved slower. "Yeah, fuck, I'll never, ever run away again, I promise you, oh, fuck, Puppyface, I gotta nut." 
 
    "Don't." 
 
    "I gotta. Can't hold back." 
 
    "You better fucking hold back." 
 
    "I can't." 
 
    "Fuck you," I said. "Fucking -- fucker." I was out of banter. He didn't hear me anyway. He pulled me close, now, and shuddered against me, twitching and jerking as his balls emptied.  
 
    He pulled out, tossed the rubber in the trickle of water, and lay back on the cardboard. "Fuck," he said. 
 
    "I told you not to come." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    I climbed over his body.  
 
    "You're dripping on me," he said. 
 
    "Yeah. Just think how many other fuckers threw their used rubbers in that water before it got to us." 
 
    "Half the cum in the city in that water." 
 
    "And probably most of the piss." 
 
    "You wanna feed me your dick?" 
 
    I was leaking already, and I pushed my cock between his lips, kneeling on either side of his head. He sucked, but mostly he left his mouth open and let me thrust in and out. I pushed into his throat, and he took it.  
 
    He didn't suck as good as my Mr. Backpfei-fengesicht. But he sucked better than anyone. It was his mouth I was in, and that meant more than anything. He could have sucked my finger, and it'd be the best sex I could possibly have, because it was him. 
 
    "I shouldn't come in your mouth," I said. 
 
    He murmured a garbled "why not?" 
 
    "I've been around. And not careful as usual." 
 
    "I don't care." 
 
    "Better care. 'Cause I do." 
 
    "Okay, I care." I actually wasn't sure that was what he said, because he said it around my tonsil-deep cockhead.  
 
    I wondered how good it would be, to fuck him on meth. 
 
    A shudder of revulsion passed through me, and I think he misread it. He pulled me deeper down his throat. As disgusting as the thought was of doing meth with him, the fantasy swelled my cock to the point of bursting. 
 
    I had to pull out, even though I didn't want to. "Lick my balls," I said, dropping them against his lips while I slid my foreskin up and down. He tongued them, put them in his mouth, washed them with his tongue. Then he couldn't get them in his mouth anymore. They'd drawn up too tight, almost inside me.  
 
    "I'm -- " and that was all I got out. Electrical fire spread through me. This was no shameful, weak and watery orgasm like I'd had recently. These spasms rocked me back, took my breath away, and left me feeling dizzy. The cum spurted with such force it burned.  
 
    He skimmed his hands over my ass cheeks, up the front of my shirt, while I shuddered.  
 
    "I love the way all your muscles stand out when you come. Like they're trying to get out of your body." 
 
    I lay next to him, exhausted. "Yeah. I like that little noise you make, like someone pinching a kitten." 
 
    "I always thought I was a dog," he said. "But maybe I'm a cat." 
 
    What's the difference, I almost asked, but I stopped myself. Because I knew the difference. Dogs feel loyalty.  
 
    "You're no dog," I said. "You're a wolf." 
 
    He let out a ringing howl that echoed through the culvert.  
 
    Then he put his paw over me. "Seriously," he said, drawing me close on the cardboard mattress. "Seriously. I'm never running from you again." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "I mean it. I might leave you. Die, maybe. But I won't run." 
 
    Why did you run? I wanted to ask. But again, I stopped myself. No need to ask. The question was in the air, as thick as morning fog. It'd rain out eventually. I could feel him, wanting to answer the question I didn't ask. The words stuck in both our throats.  
 
    But it was enough that we were together. 
 
    We slept, wet but warm enough in each others' arms. At some point in the velvet-thick darkness of night, he screamed. I sat up, and he rolled over. 
 
    "What?" he sleep-murmured. 
 
    "You screamed." 
 
    "Oh. Sorry." 
 
    "Bad dream?" 
 
    He turned over and pressed the side of his face down on the cardboard. "Yeah." 
 
    "It's okay," I said. I lay back down and spooned against him.  
 
    "Okay," he muttered, his voice fuzzy with sleep. He was already out again. I joined him in sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    The water from the culvert stuck to us and stunk, and I was going to insist on a shower. That'd be tricky. I knew he didn't care for being naked in a big public shower like at the Y, and I couldn't afford a motel. But we couldn't very well go to the Hole like this. 
 
    I had to smile at myself. Look at me, trying to keep up with the Joneses.  
 
    Fortunately, it was pouring rain, a warm one this time, when we woke up. The lazy hiss of the rain, the surprising warmth of the day, and the company, all made me want to sleep late. But he was up and about, already stripping naked. He stepped out into the construction site. I'd never seen anyone really working there. My guess was, it was started long before the recession, and abandoned when they ran out of money. That might explain why the culvert was as dry as it was, even in this pouring rain: it didn't hook up with anything. 
 
    Rivers poured through the mud of the site, along long-established tracks. Cray stood naked in their midst, mud to his ankles. Water sluiced over him from the sky.  
 
    The first time I'd ever seen him, he was taking a shower in the rain. 
 
    This time, I joined him. I spread my clothes out over the top lip of the culvert, hoping the rain might rinse them. Then I stood with him. 
 
    He took up a handful of mud, rubbed it on my chest.  
 
    "Hey!" 
 
    "It's good for your skin." 
 
    "Yeah, sure, mercury's great for the skin." 
 
    "Oh, there's probably only a little industrial waste in it," he said, splatting me with another handful. 
 
    I returned the favor, greasing it down his thin chest, over his tattoos. He got it in my hair, and I clapped a whole handful over his cock and balls. His cock pushed through it, thick and pink.  
 
    Then he tackled me, and we lay in the squelching dirt, rolled around naked. His body smeared against mine, greased with mud. His cock slipped against my thigh, and mine pressed on his wet abs. He looked like a monster, or like one of those survival shows, when people cover themselves in mud thinking it'll protect them from insects.  
 
    He straddled me, sat on my chest. I let him pin me. The mud under me made a soft bed, cooler than the rain from the sky. Still some frost deep under it maybe.  
 
    He pushed his cock against my lips. 
 
    "Fuck, no," I said. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "It's covered in mud." 
 
    He pouted above me. Then he reached up, extended the corners of his mouth through the mud, so that an upside-down smile painted his lower face.  
 
    "Clowns ain't sexy," I said. 
 
    "Prison made you picky. Maybe I should be a skinhead or something." 
 
    I smiled at the thought. "Speaking of which, we should head to the Hole when we're presentable, see if Skinhead Mike got out." 
 
    "You wanna suck him?" 
 
    "I owe him some favors." 
 
    "I bet you do." He stroked his cock over my face, using mud as lube. 
 
    "Fine," I said, "stick it in." 
 
    "Sweet talker." He pushed his cock down over my lips, and I licked it. It was gritty and cold. I swallowed it anyway.  
 
    I'd done worse, and at least it was his.  
 
    He tried to pump into my face, on his knees and arms, but his arms gave out and he fell over me. I choked a little but I was a professional. I didn't bite. He ground his cock around in my mouth, and I explored it with my tongue. The grit was gone now, swallowed and digested. Now it was just smooth cock flesh.  
 
    Someone coughed. 
 
    He didn't scramble off me, just rested in my lips and turned his head. 
 
    "Hey." 
 
    I let go of his cock and turned my head. Two crust punks, in their patched pants, a man and a woman. The man was covered in tats. So was the woman. They were clearly made with a needle and a ballpoint pen cartridge.  
 
    "Sorry," the girl said, but she didn't avert her eyes. 
 
    "I'm almost done," Cray said. He pushed his cock against my lips. 
 
    Whatever. If they wanted to watch, they could watch. I took his cock back in my mouth. I watched them out of the corner of my eye. He had a bulge in the front of his wet pants, stretching the fabric of the patches. He was massaging it vigorously. She was less shy; her hand was down her pants, her fingers probing those feminine secrets I did not understand. Her lips parted. They kissed, and she pulled down her pants, just a little. He unhooked the safety pins holding his fly together, got his cock out, and pushed into her. I got a glimpse of it, meaty and thick. 
 
    Rain poured off all our bodies, soaked into the earth. 
 
    I licked the length of Cray's cock, clean now, and hard. He was watching them too, clearly getting off on it. His fingers circled the base of his cock, pushing his nuts out and away.  
 
    I found the wet crack of his ass. The rain had washed away the mud. I probed the opening with my fingers, stroked the tender pucker of skin there.  
 
    Silently, he came. I lapped the cum from the end of his cock like milk. 
 
    He pulled out, his front all mud but his back clean. I stood and let the rain pour over me, slicing chunks off mud off me with the blade of my hand. Our two friends stood in the rain, fucking. He'd reached up her shirt and found her tit. She clawed at his ass, still clothed. 
 
    She tossed the fringe of orange hair that lay plastered on her forehead back, sending a beautiful arc of droplets backwards, like the crest of some mythological dragon. A high moan echoed from her throat, and her knees buckled. He followed her to the ground, where she writhed in the mud. 
 
    We were clean now, and dressing. 
 
    "Does that turn you on? Watching straight people fucking?" Cray asked, quietly.  
 
    "Kind of," I said. "I mean, the woman alone probably wouldn't, but she's really fucking enjoying it." 
 
    I must have spoken too loud. The man, flicking wet hair out of his eyes, said, "When I nut, you can bust on her tits if you want. She loves that." He was very thin, as we all were on the streets. Some homeless people got fat, because cheap food wasn't good food. But we young punks, we were too restless to get fat. We moved too much, on too few calories. 
 
    "I already came in my bitch's mouth," Cray said, putting a hand on the back of my neck. 
 
    But he wasn't paying attention to us now. He ground deep in her body, and that set out another set of squirming and high-pitched moans. Was that a woman's orgasm? I'd never seen a real one before. But I recognized the signs in him: the tendons on his neck standing out, the red flush in his skin. He grunted, pumping into her slow and steady a few strokes, and then pulled out. His cock dripped a long, thin string of cum. The rain dripped off of the tip of it, washing it into the mud. 
 
    She found her clit and tortured another orgasm out of herself.  
 
    He put his cock away and pinned his pants back together. "We're new in the city," he said.  
 
    "Welcome." 
 
    "I'm Trevor, and this slut here is Jaz." She stood up and jerked her pants up to cover her pussy.  
 
    "If I'm a slut, you're a whore," she said. 
 
    "This is Puppyface, and I'm Cray." 
 
    They stopped. "What? Really?" 
 
    "Fuck, man, Cray? You're a fucking legend." 
 
    "Yeah, well -- " 
 
    She flung herself forward, wrapping arms around him. "Oh my God, this is so cool." 
 
    He disentangled himself. He hated being touched by strangers, even by tricks, I think. I was surprised he didn't fling her down in the mud out of mere reflex. 
 
    "We have to go," he said. He found my shoulder, put a hand on it, and we headed into the hissing rain.  
 
    I thought for a minute they'd chase after us, asking for autographs. I was a bit bemused. "A legend, huh?" 
 
    "You know the stories." 
 
    "Piss on the mayor's shoes, that sort of thing?" 
 
    "Yeah, roughly." 
 
    I didn't ask for more. We got on the train, left a sopping puddle where we stood, and ended up in north Chicago, our stomping grounds. 
 
    By the time we got north, the rain had tapered off, and we were more or less dry by nightfall. We spent the day as homeless people do, watching and thinking. I know they say a lot of us are on the street because of Reagan closing the mental institutions, but that was like thirty years ago. Surely all those crazy people are gone by now, considering the lifespan out here. No, it was living on the street itself that made you crazy. When we didn't have to obey the constraints of society, we all start looking a little crazy.  
 
    Cray found a little plastic recorder, a kid's toy, in the trash somewhere. He tootled on it, and to my surprise could actually carry a bit of a tune. A whistly, windy, high-pitched and obnoxious tune, but a tune. It was the instrument's fault, not his. We walked down Halsted, me behind him like I was following the pied piper.  
 
    "Do you know 'Do They Think of Me at Home?'" 
 
    "No," he said. "How does it go?" 
 
    I hummed it. 
 
    He picked it up, and while it wasn't quite right, it was close enough. I sang along, my voice course and rough compared to Mon's. Or at least, compared to my memory of her voice. I hadn't been to karaoke night since the night I'd heard her play. And then I'd picked up a trick, a babyfaced fratguy in a blue baseball cap. And he'd beaten me nearly to death. 
 
    "Do they think of how I loved, in my happy, early days? Do they think of him who came, but could never win their praise?" 
 
    He stopped playing. "Song's fucking depressing," he said.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He stopped by a drugstore and slipped the plastic instrument inside his coat. "Do you ever think about going home?" 
 
    "They don't want me there." 
 
    He flung an arm around me. "I want you." 
 
    But you left me, the traitor thought whispered.  
 
    We were bored enough to go to the Hole early, and so we staked out our table before any of the crew got there. Not that they were much of a crew. 
 
    It was Dre who got there first, and he slouched down at an empty chair, looking depressed. Depressed and gangsta didn't go well together. It wasn't a convincing look.  
 
    "Nate's fucking gone," he said. 
 
    "What do you mean, he's gone?" 
 
    "He's fucking gone, I mean." 
 
    I shared a look with Cray, who picked at a napkin. 
 
    It took me a second. Then it sank in and my guts chilled. 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah. We always meet up behind the Denny's, like, almost every day. He ain't fucking been there." 
 
    "Maybe he just skipped town. People do that." 
 
    "Not Nate." 
 
    And not in the spring. This was the time of year when the tide rushed in, not out, of the northern cities.  
 
    "Okay," I said. "Don't jump to conclusions, though." 
 
    But two days later, Cray and I still drunk on each other's bodies after a season's absence, we sat at the library. I had been reading the Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge in prison, and I wanted to finish it, even though it was a bit of a slog, short but dense. I'd love to read it in German, I was thinking. I could almost see the fragments of the language the translator built from. Cray was on the computer near me. I never let much space get between us now. 
 
    "Aw," he said. "You sent me emails." 
 
    "Fucker," I said. "I figured you were checking them." 
 
    "Nah. Most of my email is about making my cock bigger." 
 
    "Please don't," I said, turning the page. "It's big enough." 
 
    He clicked around on the web for a while, and I buried myself in Rilke. 
 
    "Hey," he said, quietly, after a while. 
 
    I put a thumb on the line I'd just finished. "What?" 
 
    He tapped the screen. His fingernails were too long. They made the sound of a knife on glass, like he was ready to make a toast. I got up and leaned over his shoulder, taking a deep whiff of the sweaty asphalt that baked off him. Scrub him, and he'll always smell like street, literally, I was thinking. And then my eye fell on the headline. 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "Another one found." 
 
    "Think it's Nate?" I skimmed the article. Even in death, we were invisible to those who went home to TVs and air conditioners. No details, except for the gruesome. "Oh, hey, at least the police are now saying there might be a serial killer." 
 
    "Chicago's finest." 
 
    "Finest assholes," I said. "Okay." I straightened up. "That sucks." 
 
    He stood up and put his arms around me, but I wasn't even upset. For one thing, it may not be Nate. For another, even if it was, people die.  
 
    "So, what do you want to do?" he whispered in my ear. 
 
    "Get some lunch," I said. 
 
    "No, I mean, about this?" 
 
    I pulled away a little to look him in the eyes. His face was angular, flesh on bone. That's what we all are, though. Flesh on bone. Not much else, if anything, inside. "Are you suggesting that we do something? We're no heroes, you said it yourself." 
 
    "You're the only street punk I know who uses the subjunctive voice." 
 
    "Don't change the subject." 
 
    "I'm not. You're special. That's my point. And I'm a fucking legend." 
 
    Legends don't run. 
 
    Fuck my mind, I thought, in a flash of anger at myself, and he must have seen the look on my face and thought it was directed at him.  
 
    There's a moment in every relationship when you step back and see the face of the person you have idolized, instead of the police sketch you hold in your mind. And you see them for what they are: a sad man in a broken world.  
 
    At that point, you have to embrace reality, all thorns and broken glass, or throw them away for not conforming to your dreams. And no one ever will. 
 
    "Okay," I said. "What do you want to do?" 
 
    "Do you wanna go to the cops?" I could tell from the way color left his lips that he didn't like the idea. He was brave about everything but cops. And it occurred to me finally to wonder why. 
 
    "Fuck no," I said. "Shit. I should punch you for that." 
 
    "I don't know. It's an option." 
 
    "It's a shit option." 
 
    "So -- what?" 
 
    "Let's figure out where we're at, first," I said. "Find Nate. Get everyone up to speed." 
 
    We combed the city for three days. You'd think it'd be impossible to find one street kid in a city of millions, but we were creatures of habit. A vulnerability. If it was morning, he'd be here. Evening, there. But he was nowhere. 
 
    We gathered rumors from wherever we could, eventually cornering Pervert Bob. Like most peeping toms, he knew what went on, especially among the street kids and freight hoppers. 
 
    Pervert Bob hung out around the tracks, trying to glimpse the freight hoppers taking a piss. He'd have probably died in joy if he could see the orgy we'd had the other day. He was harmless, just an old homeless pervert with only two needs: Mad Dog 20/20 and a glimpse of young men. He never touched.  
 
    He slurped from a paper sack, like some stereotype, and drooled into his beard. He was missing his two front teeth. 
 
    I jerked off for him once, and felt dirty afterwards. But -- I guess I understood the needs he had.  
 
    He'd probably lost those teeth smoking meth or crack or something. 
 
    And what was he like twenty years ago, when he was my age? Was he a hot and cocky street hustler who thought he was smarter than everyone? Did he love someone, someone rough and weird and crazy? 
 
    Not that Cray had been all that crazy lately. Almost subdued. 
 
    "The English guy, yeah?" 
 
    "Yeah, Bob." 
 
    He licked his lips. His tongue was stained black from the crappy wine. "You two, you're like boyfriends, yeah?" 
 
    "Yeah, Bob." 
 
    "Do you ever kiss?" 
 
    I shared a glance with Cray, who quirked his lip and leaned in. I found his lips with mine. His tongue circled mine, probed into my mouth, and I let him in. It wasn't a sloppy kiss, but it was intimate, tongue to tongue, each of us deep inside the other. I held him to me, one hand on his ancient jacket, one on the back of his head, pushing askew the ratty baseball cap. 
 
    We broke the kiss.  
 
    "Why don't we do that more often?" I asked. 
 
    "Let's." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Bob was knuckling his forehead, almost punching himself. "Nasty," he said, "so nasty." 
 
    "Hey," I said. "Knock it off, Bob." 
 
    He looked up at me, his face as blank as a child's. 
 
    Was that my future? 
 
    I thought maybe it was. 
 
    "Bob," Cray said. "Did you see or hear about the English kid hopping a train?" 
 
    "Naw, man." 
 
    That was kind of our last hope, that he'd hopped a freight and left the city. My heart was so cold these days, still frosted from winter, that I took the news as mere data.  
 
    So when they released the identity of the body a few days later, after the police finally decided this was an honest to Satan serial killer, we were all surprised to see a Hispanic name, complete with hyphen. 
 
    "No way that Nate was Hispanic," I said to Monique, at the Hole. She'd brought in a clipping. 
 
    "So, what?" Dre said. "He's just fucking gone." 
 
    I hadn't realized they were close friends, but of course they were. You didn't have acquaintances on the street. But you also didn't have people you'd die for. Not if you wanted to survive. I reached out and found Cray's hand, twined my fingers in it.  
 
    "Maybe he just got off the street," Monique finally said. We'd all been thinking it. That prospect, we always regarded with mingled desire and horror. Off the street. Back home. But without the freedom, without the -- yeah, fun.  
 
    "Okay," I said. "I didn't know this kid, but he was someone." I tapped the clipping. 
 
    "Then we have to do something," Cray said. 
 
    They both shot him a glance. "You changed your tune, honey, and as sweet as you whistle, I gotta know why," Monique said. 
 
    He shrugged inside his jacket. "We know who it is. We know it's this Novak guy. We know -- we know -- " 
 
    "Nothing," I said. "Not even the cops know where he is. I mean, we could tip them off, but what good would that do?" 
 
    "I've already got a plan," Cray said, leaning back in his seat.  
 
    "What the fuck's that?" Dre asked. 
 
    "It's more dramatic if I don't tell you." 
 
    Monique shot him a withering look through her long, black eyelashes.  
 
    "Okay, okay," he said. "Here's the deal. He knows Puppyface here. And to know him is to love him." 
 
    "Not the kind of love I want." 
 
    He grinned. "I got all the rough love you need." 
 
    Monique clapped her hands. "Boys, boys." 
 
    "Right. And Dre here doesn't seem to be his type." 
 
    "Fucking finally," Dre said, leaning back and spreading his legs. "An advantage to being black." 
 
    Monique aimed one of her delicately manicured nails at Cray. "You, then. As bait." 
 
    "That's my thought. He likes broken people. I'm pretty broken." 
 
    I wanted to deny it, that he was broken, but we all were, even Monique. "What'll we do if he falls for the bait, though?" 
 
    "Broken things," Cray said, through a thin, pale smile, "have sharp edges." 
 
    After that, karaoke started. Monique sang her song, and we clapped so hard our hands stung.  
 
    Some drunk guy stood and worked his way manfully through some Sinatra, that sappy goddamned song that everyone loves. People sing to, claiming they did it their own way, but they're all wearing the same clothes, all thinking the same shit is cool. Their own way my ass. 
 
    Then the announcer called Cray to the stage. We gaped after him, stalking like a panther through the crowd and up the couple steps to the chintzy platform they called a stage. He picked up the mic, waited patiently through the instrumental, and then came in with a voice as rough and crude as concrete, but on key and raw.  
 
    He sang it to me, face to face, promising that'd we'd escape to California. I'd never heard the song. Maybe it hadn't been popular in Germany. But it spoke of hustlers moving west, escaping their lives, and also returning to their origin.  
 
    We'd spoken of going to California, several times. Even had plans before I'd been arrested (and he ran away and left me behind, my traitor mind supplied).  
 
    When he stepped down the stage and took his seat again, to polite applause, I seized his hand. "We could just leave," I said. 
 
    "We have work to do first." 
 
    "If you're just doing this to make up for -- " I shot a glance at Dre and Monique, but they ignored us, studiously giving us the privacy of the streets. 
 
    "Would it?" he asked. "Make up for it?" 
 
    "You don't have to." 
 
    "I asked a question." 
 
    I had a premonition then, a sick feeling in my stomach that we'd never see California. That this would end badly, maybe worse than badly. It might end, I thought, in one or both of our deaths. But he asked a question, and I wasn't going to lie to him. 
 
    "Yeah, it would," I said. 
 
    "Then let's do it." 
 
    But first, we needed some money. 
 
    Karaoke night wasn't the best night to cruise for tricks, but a couple days later I caught the eye of my new regular. I filled Cray in, how I'd boosted a hundred from him and he just took it as a downpayment, and how he was a psychology professor who liked to psychoanalyze me before fucking. "Poor guy," Cray said. 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "He looks like the sort of guy people just want to piss off." 
 
    "That's what I thought, too.  Backpfeifengesicht." 
 
    "Gesundheit."  
 
    "It means, a face you just want to slap." 
 
    "Yeah, he's got one of those. It's the chin. There isn't one." 
 
    "He's coming this way." 
 
    "Of course he is. How do I look?" Cray licked his thumb and ran it over his eyebrows. 
 
    I laughed. "You have a face for fucking, not one for punching." 
 
    "Not me. I do the fucking, not the gefuck-engetting."  
 
    "That is so not German." 
 
    "Gentlemen," my regular said, in the middle of our banter. 
 
    "Hey." 
 
    "Am I interrupting anything?" 
 
    I kicked a chair away from the table as a sign he should sit down. 
 
    He eased into it. "I don't believe I know your friend." 
 
    "I'm Cray." 
 
    They shook hands, and to his credit, the professor didn't wipe his hands afterwards on a napkin. Cray's hands were absolutely filthy right now, palms black with dirt. 
 
    He shot a glance at me, and I appreciated the discretion. "Yeah," I said. "This is the guy I was looking for." 
 
    "I can see why." 
 
    "Aw, shucks," Cray said. 
 
    "I'm very nervous," he said, meeting both of our eyes in turn. "I just find it helps to say that outright rather than try to hide it." 
 
    "You don't look nervous," Cray said. "You look like an asshole who's going to sell me insurance." 
 
    He barked a laugh. "Yeah, well, the curse of my life. Thank God for tenure." 
 
    "You have a place?" I asked. The mating call of the hustler. 
 
    "I do." 
 
    We finished our drinks, and followed him out. On the way out, I saw one of the guys I used to buy meth from, during my bender. He gave me a friendly nod, rat face bobbing, as if to say I'm here when you need me. It's weird what starts a craving. I put my hand on Cray's shoulder, just to have him close.  
 
    "It's a bit of a ride," the trick said, flagging down a cab. 
 
    I expected a hotel room, but he took us toward Lakeshore Drive, to a high rise complex there, and we rode an elevator to his apartment, small but tasteful. Cray immediately put his dirty mitts on some soapstone nicknacks. I bounced on the couch. "Nice place," I said. 
 
    "We kind of do the no shoes thing," he said, almost apologetically. I could see why. The carpet was cream. 
 
    Cray and I traded glances. "Yeah, well, I think you might have the Geneva convention at your door if we take our shoes off. Chemical warfare." 
 
    "You don't pick up a pair of street hustlers and bring them home if you don't have a touch of osphresiolagnia." 
 
    "Okay." I didn't know what that was, and I doubted Cray did. But I kicked my shoes off. I had socks, barely. More hole than fabric. Cray didn't even bother with socks. He just rubbed his bare, calloused soles together. The room filled with the tang of our sweaty feet. 
 
    "Do you boys want a drink?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure. Beer?" 
 
    He got us a couple craft beers, and opened them in front of us.  
 
     "You said 'we,'" Cray said. "'We do the no shoes thing.'  Married?" 
 
    "Force of habit. Not anymore." He sat in a wingback chair, facing us at an angle. There was no TV, so the couch and chairs all faced each other. I kind of liked that. 
 
    "Gee, I wonder why." 
 
    "Mutual decision. I don't think I told you my name. It's Bill." 
 
    I took a swig of my beer. "What do you want to do, Bill?" 
 
    "I was kind of hoping you boys would spend the night. Wear me out a little." 
 
    "That'll cost extra," I said. 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    He peeled off a wad of five hundreds and lay them on the table. 
 
    Five hundred dollars is a goddamned lottery win to street kids, but you learn not to spend it in your head until you have it in real life. Still, that would be a ticket to California, and then some. 
 
    "So how do you like it?" Cray asked. "We can be rough." 
 
    "Rough's okay. It doesn't have to be sex all the time, though. Just hanging out a little. Playing around." 
 
    In some ways, it's easier with a scene. If someone says, I wanna be beaten up and called names, you know what to do. Put on the snotty punk thing, and work 'em over. But keeping someone company is a hell of a lot harder. 
 
    "Are you two boyfriends? Really, now, no need to play up anything for my titillation." 
 
    We shared a look. "I guess so," I said. 
 
    "Would you like to make out for me?" 
 
    We kissed, my hand on the back of his head. His hair was greasy, but I didn't mind. Mine probably wasn't all that clean either. 
 
    I tasted tomatoes in his mouth, probably from the marinara we'd shared earlier. Not out of a dumpster, for once, I'd had a couple bucks and sprung for some White Castle. We'd dipped cheese sticks in tomato sauce. That had been hours ago. 
 
    My stomach rumbled.  
 
    I ran my hand over the warm, bony expanse of his back. I dug under his shirt, and he shrugged out of it, peeling it off his pale body. I traced his tattoos, as if for the first time, in the rain, feverish and terrified. Almost a year ago. 
 
    Now I squirmed out of my shirt too, and chest to chest we pressed our bodies together.  
 
    Bill reached out and ran stubby fingers down Cray's shoulder. Cray flinched away. 
 
    "Oh," Bill said. "Sorry." 
 
    "No, it's okay," Cray said. "Just didn't know you were gonna -- you know, touch me." 
 
    Bill's lips twisted into a grin that begged for a tire iron. Why'd he bring out such violence in me?   "That is pretty much the point of hiring a rentboy, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, guess so." 
 
    "You sell your body, right? Or access to it, I suppose?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "No you don't," Bill said.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    Cray met his match in weirdness, I thought. I sat back, cool air on my chest, and watched. 
 
    "You sell a dream. Nothing tangible. If it was just orgasms, people would simply masturbate. I'd simply masturbate." 
 
    "So what dream am I selling you?" 
 
    I still tasted Cray in my mouth, but we weren't making out anymore. 
 
    "What do you think?" Bill sat back down in his chair. The front of his pants bulged.  
 
    Cray didn't look at me. He just stared at Bill. His eyes narrowed, like a snake about to strike. "I think I'm selling you a chance to pretend you're something you're not." 
 
    "Good. What's that?" 
 
    "Hot enough to get a real man." 
 
    Bill shrugged. "Yeah, but wouldn't I go for the cute fratboy look, like your English friend? Or maybe the gangster look, like your black friend? Why the gutter punk thing?" 
 
    "Dirt. You like dirt." 
 
    "Ah. So do you. Look at your hands." 
 
    Cray did. His palms were black. "I live on the street." 
 
    "You think maybe that's part of it?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Bill just tilted his smug face. 
 
    Then Cray looked at me. Back at Bill. "I'm selling giving up." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "I'm selling walking away." 
 
    "For a moment, maybe." 
 
    "A vacation from your life. Walk in the gutter. Punk tourism." 
 
    "With orgasms," I said, just because I felt I should remind everyone of our business here. 
 
    "With orgasms," Bill agreed. "Should we do that now? Or get a pizza first." 
 
    "Pizza," Cray and I said together. 
 
    Bill put in the call. He got us a couple more beers, and we watched a sitcom, with him sitting on the floor between us, deep in the stink of our bare feet. Every so often, he adjusted his bulge, but seemed in no hurry to take care of his cock. Cray and I both started to relax, joke around. The pizza came, and we both burned our mouths almost immediately.  
 
    A commercial came on and he paused it. He'd only had one piece of pizza. We'd finished off the rest, and most of the breadsticks too. 
 
    "Do you boys ever wonder what it'd be like to get off the street?" he asked. He didn't look back at us, just sat below us. 
 
    "Sure," I said, above him. 
 
    He picked up Cray's foot. Cray flinched, but let him. He set it in his lap and started rubbing it.  
 
    "Tickles," Cray said. 
 
    "I sometimes wonder what it'd be like," Bill went on, still massaging Cray's foot, "to just walk out that door and find a dumpster or something to live in." 
 
    "No one lives in dumpsters. Good way to end up in a dump." 
 
    "Well. I'd need instruction, then." 
 
    "We should run classes," Cray said. "Professors Puppyface and Cray. First assignment, get some cardboard and make a sign." 
 
    "Ah, poster presentations," Bill said. "I hate poster presentations." 
 
    "I gotta take a piss," I said. I looked down at the faint baldspot just sprouting in Bill's hair. "You want to drink it? Or just watch?" 
 
    "Drinking urine. That'd be pretty demeaning," he said, almost dreamily.  
 
    "Do you want to be demeaned?" I asked. 
 
    "What would you mean, if we demeaned you? You'd be meaningless," Cray said. "We'd be mean to demean you. Or maybe you'd be less mean after we demeaned you." 
 
    "I've never been into the physical pain element of BDSM," Bill said. "But the humiliation. That's an interesting thing: to eroticize humiliation. It comes from fear, of course. Fear of humiliation, and so we eroticize it, make it safe." 
 
    "Picking up gutter punks to fuck your ass isn't exactly triple-A levels of safety, man," Cray said. 
 
    "You won't hurt me." 
 
    Cray ground his heel into Bill's crotch. "I might." 
 
    "The frisson of danger." He tapped Cray's ankle. "Okay, enough of that." 
 
    Cray took his foot away, and Bill stood. His cock was hard in his khakis, and a wet spot spread at the tip of the tent. "Shall I show you to the bathroom, uh, Puppyface?" 
 
    I followed him down the short hall to a small bathroom. It had one of those old toilets, the kind with an elevated tank and a chain. The bathtub, too, was enamel with brass fixtures. All old Chicago.  
 
    "I don't think I'm really ready to drink it," he said. "But if I can watch, I'd like that." 
 
    I took my cock out of my pants. I was semi hard myself, but soft enough to piss. I pulled back the foreskin so I didn't spray, aimed at the antique toilet bowl, and took a couple deep breaths. I used to find it hard to piss when other people were in the room, but if that was a neurosis, it was one the street cured me off. I shot a stream of yellow to mix in spirals with the water in the bottom of the bowl.  
 
    "You're dehydrated," he said. 
 
    "Yeah, no doubt. Malnourished, too, probably." 
 
    "You can't live like this forever," he said. 
 
    "No one lives any way forever." The stream broke into spurts. I started to shake off. 
 
    "No," he said, touching my wrist. "I want to -- taste." 
 
    He kneeled, took my cock between his lips. He milked it into his mouth, taking my last few drops of piss on his tongue.  
 
    "How is it?" 
 
    He looked up at me. "The burden," he said, "of being human is too great for any human to bear for long. We all want to become objects, if only for a moment. Bad faith, Sartre would probably call it. Escape. But that's not it, because we all also know we're not objects, and that moment is transient. I'm not a toilet, as much a relief as it would be to be one. And I'm going to stand up, and not remain on my knees forever." 
 
    "You're a weird man," I said. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Want me to spit in your mouth?" 
 
    He opened wide, and I gave him some saliva, thick with cheese and beer. He swallowed it and a shudder -- revulsion, pleasure, maybe both -- passed through his body. 
 
    He stood up and put a hand on my naked shoulder. "Let's rejoin your friend," he said. He leaned in close to me. "Did you forgive him yet?" he asked, in my ear. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Liars rarely prosper for long. Forgive him, or give him up." 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "Does he ever wake up screaming? Does he sometimes punch you when he's sleeping? Is he hyper aware of his surroundings? Does he isolate himself from others? Does he always keep his back to a wall?" 
 
    "What are you saying?" 
 
    He touched my face, almost paternally. I flinched away. 
 
    "What damaged you?" he asked. 
 
    My dad, I thought, but didn't say. Always my dad, as Freudian as it was. Man up. Embrace the suck. Stop whining. Don't be a sissy. Don't be a fag. Walk it off. Rub dirt on it. Fuck him. If he could see me now, how much dirt I've rubbed on it, he'd change his tune. 
 
    Except his tune was always The Halls of Montezuma, and he'd never change it. 
 
    So that's what damaged me. What damaged Cray? 
 
    "Do I have to know that to love him?" I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. "That's for you to answer, not me. Come on, you filthy punk. I think it's time you boys force fed me some dick." 
 
    We joined him in bed, wrestling first shirtless, and then kicking off our pants and twining our thin bodies around each other nude. He unbuttoned his shirt, carefully folded his pants, and joined us, his body softer than ours, fed on butter. I stroked Cray. We so rarely got to see each other completely naked, at least, in a warm and clean bed. Cray's nipples hardened under my fingertips. He nibbled, then bit, at my neck. Bill had buried his face between Cray's legs, and was lapping at the crack of his ass. He groped out and wrapped one soft, warm hand around my cock. I was as insistent and hard as a missile.  
 
    Bill slid his face deep between Cray's legs, devouring the tastes and smells of that humiliation. He slurped at Cray's balls, sucking the two pale, hairy globes of soft skin between his lips. Cray's cock traced a trail of precum on his face.  
 
    I pulled on Bill's ear, dragging him off Cray's balls and onto my own dick. I forced him down until he gagged.  
 
    He went back and forth between our cocks, slicking both of them with his thick spit. We laughed and teased him, competing on who could gag him more. Finally, he came up for air, and we let him. It felt good, letting someone do something. Having enough control over someone to be merciful, even if he was paying us to take charge. 
 
    It was like he said. Everyone wants to become an object once in a while. But the reverse was true too, the corollary. Everyone wanted to be in charge of an object, sometimes. 
 
    We pushed up side-by-side, tight, and tried to feed him both our dicks at the same time. He got the heads in his mouth, and some of the shaft, but as eager and hungry for cock as he was, he just couldn't take them both down his throat at once.  
 
    "Come on, you useless piece of shit," I growled. His eyes reminded me of a puppy, scolded and beaten. I pushed him down on both our dicks. They stretched his lips, but he couldn't get them down, and he gagged and coughed so hard I thought he might puke. I let him up and he caught his breath in ragged gasps. 
 
    I kept thinking about those two newcomers who saw us fuck, and joined into their own sweaty union. Maybe I should have warned them of the danger in the streets. But we all know about the danger. This guy, too, knew about the danger. 
 
    "Fuck me," he gasped, taking a deep breath. "One of you, both of you, whatever." 
 
    I pulled him back down on my cock. Honestly, I'll take a blowjob over an asshole any day. And he was a good cocksucker. I told him so, while Cray kneeled behind him and spat in his asshole. 
 
    Then Cray laughed and pulled something out of Bill's asshole, something blue and flared. "You been wearing this all night?" he asked, holding up the rubber buttplug. 
 
    "Yes, sir," Bill muttered, into my balls. "Wanted to be ready for your cock." 
 
    Cray slapped his ass with a meaty smack. "Yeah, liar. You were ready for any cock at all." 
 
    Bill pushed his ass back. "Fill me up." 
 
    Cray rolled a condom on, and then pushed hard into Bill's stretched ass.  
 
    "Is he tight?" I asked, pulling Bill back down on my dick, my dirty hand splayed over his thinning hair. 
 
    "No way. Like kicking a hotdog through a windsock." 
 
    I laughed. "Fucking slut, huh?" 
 
    "Yeah, gotta wonder how many other gutter punks have fucked this hole?" 
 
    I was getting close, so I pulled Bill off my dick. "How many, slut?" 
 
    "Not many. It's too expensive. And my wife -- " 
 
    "Shut up, I don't care." And I filled his mouth again. He sucked me, his eyes tightly closed. 
 
    Cray drove into him, hard enough to get a gasp out of him. My cock fell out of his mouth, but he ignored it. Every thrust of Cray's cock tortured a moan from him.  
 
    I squirmed out from under him. Now he crouched, knees and arms, head down, taking Cray's cock, rocking forward with each thrust. I rolled on a rubber of my own, slapped Cray's hand, and tagged in.  
 
    He wasn't really that loose. His hole sucked at my cock, and I fucked him hard, knowing he could take it.  
 
    "This is how we fuck bitches in jail," I said. And now he moaned, not because of the pain or pleasure my cock was giving him, probably, but because of the thrill of degradation. 
 
    Talk about being an object. I was so filthy that it was humiliation just to get fucked by me.  
 
    A surprising amount of anger reared up in me at the thought, a fountain of fire, and I slapped his ass hard enough to leave a mark. I slammed into him, trying to hurt him, and he rewarded me with a gasp. "Not so hard," he said. 
 
    I slammed him again. "Fuck you." 
 
    Cray tagged in, drove deep and smooth into his hole. I found Cray's lips and kissed him while he fucked this slut. At least with Cray, it wasn't about being an object. It was about being a person, and seeing a person for what they were. Dirt and grime and tears and all. 
 
    Cray pulled out. "Roll over on your back." He lifted Bill's legs and slid back in. "Good bitch." 
 
    I snapped the rubber off, straddled his face, and made him lick my own asshole clean. I stroked my cock over him while he slurped and gasped at my hole. I leaned forward, took his nuts in my hand, and squeezed.  
 
    "Ow, shit, that hurts," he said, but I muffled him again with my hairy crack.  
 
    I could tell Cray was getting close. Blood flooded his chest and face, a tell-tale blush I'd seen before in the dim lights of city streets.  
 
    I spat in my hand and slid my slick fingertips over the sensitive head of my cock. I was close too. Cray ground his bony hips deep against Bill's soft body. He bit his lip, and his nostrils flared. His eyes met mine just as he came, and it pushed me over. I flung cum over Bill's soft body, heat uncoiling in my muscles. My asshole flexed around his probing tongue.  
 
    We rested over his body for a moment, our breath synched, letting the sensations ebb. Then I got off his face, and Cray snapped the rubber off and cleaned the cum from his cock. Bill sat up, gingerly, and wiped cum off his chest with a tissue. He went to the bathroom and Cray and I lay together on the bed, side by side. 
 
    He came back and crawled between us. "If you guys want to get a shower," he said, "you can."  
 
    We didn't have to be asked twice, or at least, I didn't. Cray joined me just for the fun, I think. We stroked our slick bodies, rubbed against each other like seals playing on the beach. I couldn't come again this soon, but Cray was ready, and I kneeled and swallowed him. Hot water poured over me. I took him all the way and let him rest in my throat. He tasted clean, but even freshly washed Cray's skin tasted of Cray, that same hot rain on asphalt smell. I cupped his warm ass and pulled him closer to me. His pubes tickled at my nose.  
 
    He thrust his hips, gently, and I let him fuck my face. My knees were starting to hurt, but I wasn't going to stop him. He could do what he wanted. I found the small of his back and rubbed it.  
 
    He cupped my wet hair in his hands and let out a long sigh that turned into a growl at the end. The salty taste of cum filled my mouth. I let it sit for a second, savored it, and then swallowed him. I had as much of him in me, I thought, as I did myself.  
 
    We rinsed off and dried each other with fluffy white towels. We'd left dirt smudges in his tub, but we ignored it. He wanted us to be disrespectful punks, so we'd be disrespectful punks. Out of politeness. 
 
    We crawled back into his bed and slept with Bill pinned between us. I don't know if he slept. When he thought were were both asleep, he reached down between his legs and stroked his cock until he came on his chest. He scooped it off and ate it, then pushed up against me. I let him spoon me for a while, pretending to be asleep. 
 
    His alarm woke us up at six. He was immediately out of bed. He turned it off, and Cray and I found each other again, and now we were tangled in each other's limbs. Bill brought us coffee and a tray with some muffins on it.  
 
    We ate, drank the coffee, went to the bathroom -- this time, Bill seemed to have no interest in watching. 
 
    Back on the street again, serious money in my pocket, I said, "what did you boost?" 
 
    "What makes you think I boosted something?" 
 
    "He expected us to." 
 
    Cray pulled the buttplug out of his pocket, shocking blue in the morning light.  
 
    "Gross," I said, laughing. 
 
    "I washed it." 
 
    "You ain't putting that in me." 
 
    "I said I washed it." 
 
    "Ain't enough soap in the world." 
 
    He slipped it back in his pocket. "What did you boost?" he asked. 
 
    "I didn't." 
 
    "I thought you said he expected it." 
 
    "I couldn't think of anything," I said. "Drew a blank." 
 
    "Then you definitely gotta wear this," he said. "It's your punishment." 
 
    "Yeah, well, we'll see." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    And now we became spies. We hatched a plan. We spent our money on three burners and some minutes for them at Walmart. I gave one to Cray, took one myself, and we recruited Dre for the third one. Then we staked out the spots we thought Novak might hunt. We put Dre on the inside, Cray -- cleaned up to the point where I barely recognized him -- working the room, and me outside but ready to run if I got the call from either of them that something was happening. 
 
    And then -- nothing did. 
 
    For a couple of weeks we ran our makeshift sting operation, in several places. Dre ran out of minutes, even though we were going to use these phones just for our little operation. I bought him more, chided him, got some profanity-laced promises, and figured I'd have to buy him even more before the week was up. 
 
    It was in April, finally, late in April, when the trees on the medians had their leaves, and the flowers in the corporate parks were in bloom, that everything finally went down. 
 
    We'd given up, really. Dre had other things to do, and lost interest in playing spy. We figured Novak had moved on. But at least Cray and I had found a few interesting bars in our sting, places we could get into despite not being twenty-one, and we were thinking we might pick up a new clientele there. Although, to be honest, neither of us really wanted to hustle. It was just something to do, and it was fun doing it together. The pervs did like watching us make out, and I had found a bit of an exhibitionist streak after that episode with the punks in the rain. 
 
    It had been a beautiful day, and we were at a place called Onion Fields. Unlike the Hole, it was a gay bar, not just gay friendly, so almost everyone there was a potential client. Of course, they also didn't really need to pay, with so much free cock around, which made it a nice place to hang out. It didn't feel so much like work.  
 
    We were sitting in a corner on a Thursday night, after a beautiful day. We'd walked so far that our feet hurt, or at least, mine did.  
 
    "We should get a foot fetishist," Cray said when I complained. "Rub your feet for you." 
 
    "We could set up a list on the internet. Match fetishes to things people need. Cleaning fetish? Hire them as a maid. Muscle worship? Masseuse! It'd make us rich." 
 
    Cray ran with it. "Piss fetish? Cheap plumber, and they leave your toilet bowl so clean they can eat off it. And do." 
 
    We tossed ideas back and forth, and then I saw a familiar blond head in the crowd. I waved before I realized who I was waving at. 
 
    "That's Nate," I said. "That's fucking Nate." 
 
    It was, too. He was dressed in clean clothes and had cut his hair. But that was definitely him. 
 
    But he met our eyes and looked right through us. I lowered my hand. 
 
    "Well, at least he's not dead.  Maybe he's working," Cray said. 
 
    He didn't look like he was working. You do stuff to signal you're on the job. Lean against the bar a certain way. Thrust out the bulge. Scan the faces with that hungry-bored look. He was doing none of those things. He sat, sipping his drink, and kept looking at the door. 
 
    "This is weird," I said. I scanned the crowd too. It was Thursday night, so it wasn't packed, but for a lot of the college kids in town Thursday started the weekend, so it wasn't empty either. Still, something seemed off about the crowd. Something strange and desperate. 
 
    Then I saw another familiar face. The rat-like guy I'd bought meth off of, at the Hole. He had a face like a squirrel with a bad reputation. He sat next to Nate, who finished his drink, got up, and walked back to the bathrooms.  
 
    "We have to get out of here," I said. 
 
    "Why?" Cray sipped his pop.  
 
    My drug dealer headed toward the back too, a sudden urge to piss no doubt overtaking him.  
 
    "Nate didn't die," I realized. "He got arrested again. And this -- " 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Two guys stood and started pulling darts from the dartboard, which was near the hallway leading to the bathrooms.  
 
    I stood, ready to go out the front and get as far away from here as I could before the red and blue lights started flashing. I could keep my head down, and wasn't breaking any laws. But I knew how Cray felt about cops. I knew there was a chance, a small one, but a real one, that he'd freak out. And then who knew what? 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "I'm fine," he said. "It's the uniform. The guy who -- He was in uniform. Both times." 
 
    I didn't even know for sure who he was talking to, but I wanted to kill whoever it was.  
 
    "I mean, it wasn't the first time. My stepdad was the first time. That's why I tried to beat him to death. Then they arrested me. Too young for anything but juvie. The guard there, they had uniforms like cops, I guess 'cause -- I don't know. Gave 'em boners or something. Gave him one, anyway. He said I was -- " 
 
    I took Cray's hand. "Doesn't matter what he said. It was bullshit." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Let's get the fuck out of here. Fuck Novak. Let's just get to California." 
 
    Wird der Teufel genannt, kommt er gerannt. That's what we say in German. "Call the devil, and he comes running." That goddamned blue baseball cap, bobbing above the minor crowd. The place had started to fill up.  
 
    In a city of six million people, a one-in-a-million coincidence happens six times a day. 
 
    I squeezed Cray's hand, digging in my fingernails. "Shit." 
 
    He saw right away, not so upset that he didn't understand instantly. He took a deep breath. "What do we do?" he asked. 
 
    I glanced at the two obviously plainclothes cops sucking at playing darts, waiting for the signal. Now I could see the small earpieces in their ears. Ridiculous. Only a matter of time before Novak twigged to the situation and headed for the door.  
 
    I could go up to those cops, let them know I'd blown their cover, but that guy over there was also wanted. And what were they odds they'd believe me, in my patched clothes and dirty hair? Superstitiously I imagined they'd smell that craving for meth that even now came over me, and arrest me for past crimes. I could call the cops on my burner, let them know Novak was here. That seemed safe, but not very sure. Again, it was probably superstition, but I thought of Novak as a ghost, an animal that hunted in the darkness. He'd disappear if you took your eyes off him. 
 
    Or, we could take matters into our own hands. 
 
    But Cray shook away my arm before I could decide. He pushed through the crowd. My phone buzzed and I picked it up. It was him. He'd put his burner on speaker in his pocket. I muted my end and held it to my ear, getting the bar noise in stereo. 
 
    "Sup?" he said, in my ear, but not to me. I turned away from the bar, toward the wall, to hide my face if Novak happened to look this way. 
 
    "Not much." That was definitely Novak's voice. I thought about how much I'd enjoyed being fucked by him in jail, before I knew what he was. I felt a wave of filth come over me. 
 
    "I'm carrying," Cray said, his voice very low. "And I get a hunch you are, too." 
 
    "Don't know what you're talking about." 
 
    "How about we leave this place before that bust that's going down in the bathrooms makes too much noise to enjoy ourselves." 
 
    Cray must have pointed out the plainclothes. "Fuck," I heard him say. The sounds changed a little, moving toward the door. Out of the door. Onto the street.  
 
    "How much you holding?" I heard Novak say. 
 
    "Way too fucking much." 
 
    "How do you know I'm not a cop?" 
 
    "You're not." 
 
    "I'm not. Down this way?" 
 
    "We doing some business?" 
 
    "If you want. What business are you in?" 
 
    "This business." I imagine Cray made a gesture. "Nice night to do business on the beach. You got a place down there?" 
 
    I pushed my own way through the crowd. At that point, some noise in the back started, hard to tell if it was excitement or anger. I got out of the door just as two cops rounded the corner, these in uniform. I bolted, the phone pressed to my ear. I ran east, toward Lakeshore.  
 
    It's not smart to run when there are cops around, but I wasn't the only one and they probably figured we were small time, maybe underaged drinkers or users. They wanted the dealer. That's what I hoped for, counted on, at least. 
 
    Cray spoke into my ear. "Your place is the alley behind the Melrose building? I've done it in worse places, I guess." 
 
    The Melrose building was nearby. I was glad I knew Chicago. I felt like the city was my ally. They weren't far ahead of me at all. I pushed past people on the sidewalks, down past two dumpsters. Then Cray grunted in my ear as something struck him. The phone jostled and bounced, and it sounded like a stack of plates going over, but was probably just the jacket pocket rubbing against the cheap speaker. Then something popped in my ear, loud, and the phone went dead.  
 
    I came out into a dim alley, the lights broken. A green dumpster, its paint peeling to reveal bloody rust, hid a dark corner where two figures struggled. Cray's head tossed back in the light, blood streaming from his nose. His fist lanced out and struck Novak in the darkness. Cray's teeth were bared, an animal tasting blood. I rushed in, dropping the phone. I got Novak's arm. "Remember me?" I hissed, slamming my own fist against his cheek. Novak swung wildly, but I got his arm behind him, smashed his face into the rough brick of the building. Cray smacked Novak's forehead against the concrete, and Novak slumped.  
 
    I gave him a good kick in the ribs, but his gasp was the gasp of the unconscious, all reflex and no pain. I gave him a second one, felt his rib crack. Good. That was for him to enjoy later. 
 
    Cray stepped away and sat on the ground, hard. I turned, ready to grab him and run. He was holding something in his hand, something slender pressed up against his belly. 
 
    "I can never remember," he gasped. "Do I leave it in, or take it out?" He spread his fingers. They were slick with blood. A silver handle bobbed against the fabric of his sweatshirt. 
 
    "He stabbed you." 
 
    "Yeah. Branching out, I guess." 
 
    Cray tried to get up, but his legs slid out from under him and he bumped hard against the ground. "Son of a bitch stabbed me," he said. "Son of a bitch." 
 
    "Stay there, stay there." My breath was loud in my own head, a roaring that ebbed and flowed like the waves of the ocean, or like the lake in a storm. I wanted to faint. I wanted to die. 
 
    I found my burner. It had hit the concrete, cracked the screen, but still worked. I dialled 112, got nothing, and remembered I was in America. At 911, I got an operator with a bored voice. "There's been a stabbing and a -- a beating. We beat up the guy who stabbed the -- other guy." 
 
    I gave her the address. "Stay on the line, please, sir," she said, but I hung up. 
 
    "An ambulance is coming," I said to Cray. 
 
    "Ambulance and cops." 
 
    I sat next to him. "Yeah." 
 
    He closed his eyes and lay down. "It doesn't even really hurt that bad," he said.  
 
    I stretched out next to him and pressed my lips against his wet cheek. "I know." 
 
    "I escaped from juvie. That's how I ended up on the street." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "They're gonna send me back, and I don't think I can take that." 
 
    I laughed against his wet face, through my tears. "You dumb fuck." 
 
    "What?" He sounded more hurt by my tone than the knife. 
 
    "You're what, twenty-two? Twenty-three?" 
 
    "Yeah. Something like that." 
 
    "And you think they'll send you back to juvie?" 
 
    "Okay, so, prison then." 
 
    "If you get anything, it'll be probation." 
 
    "How do you know so much about law?" 
 
    "I just spent the winter in jail. A lot of lawyers and wannabe lawyers in there." 
 
    "No reason for you to go back. Get a hoof on." 
 
    "Oh, fuck that," I said. "No one's going back. Except him." 
 
    He closed his eyes.  
 
    I flicked his ear. "Wake the fuck up." 
 
    "Asshole." 
 
    I kissed him hard, pushing my tongue into his mouth. It didn't taste of blood, just the pop he'd been drinking and sour adrenaline spit. "You're going to be fine." 
 
    "The cops are going to search us," he said. 
 
    "I got nothing, and I know you're not really holding, but I bet he is." 
 
    "Yeah, no, I mean, they're gonna find the -- " He took a deep, pained breath. I heard sirens speeding down Lakeshore Drive. "-- the -- buttplug." 
 
    "Better stick it up your ass, quick." 
 
    "It's for you, baby. I got it for you." He laughed, and winced. "Okay." He close his eyes. "Now it hurts." 
 
    When the cops got there they found him unconscious, in my arms. I was crying against him, but I let them pull me away. Two paramedics bent over him, and another over Novak. I got the story out to a cop, who looked disgusted, but not with us. Novak was wanted. We weren't. And he had been holding.  
 
    The paramedics removed the knife from Cray, and slid him into an ambulance. They called a second one for Novak. 
 
    "Can I ride with him?" 
 
    "You can ride with me to the hospital," the cop said. 
 
    You don't trust cops. That's a thing you learn on the street, and it's a thing that saves your life. But I looked in his eyes. They didn't look kind or cruel, just tired. That was most of us, I figured. Not really kind or cruel, just tired. 
 
    "Yeah, okay," I said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    I didn't leave Cray's side, not until we were on a bus together heading west. He didn't get sent back to juvie, or jail. He didn't even get probation. They took our statements, and had enough on Novak to charge him. I thought we might get charged with assault or something, and maybe we would, if we'd stuck around. They told us to stick around. 
 
    We never did what we were told. 
 
    We sat in the back of the Greyhound. Less exciting than hopping a train, but easier on his stitches.  The knife had missed everything vital, and other than the risk of infection, the wound should heal up okay. At least, so said the small Asian doctor with an incongruously cute voice. She made me think of cartoon characters, but she'd given me the instructions along with Cray, and that made me respect her. She knew what she saw when she saw it, and she knew what we were: one person, in two bodies. 
 
    I leaned over. "Guess what?" I said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm wearing it." 
 
    "You're wearing what." 
 
    The bus bounced, and I grunted. 
 
    "Oh, shit," he said, "Really?" 
 
    "I put it in at the station, when I went to the bathroom." 
 
    "Nasty. How's it feel?" 
 
    "Fucking awesome. It's like the bus is fucking me. I don't know the last time I've been this horny." 
 
    "We should do something about that." 
 
    He reached over and massaged my bulge through my greasy pants, keeping an eye out. But we were in the back, and no one was watching. 
 
    I threw my sweatshirt over both of our laps. I reached under it and worked his cock out of his fly. He did the same with mine, and we stroked each other, slowly, agonizingly. 
 
    His cock was warm and smooth. He slid my foreskin down and over the head, then teased the piss slit with his calloused thumb.  
 
    We rubbed each other until the bus stopped. A few more people got on, including a guy about our age, with a faded duffel and white-guy dreads. He joined us in the back, sitting across the aisle. 
 
    I continued to stroke Cray, and Cray's hand never let go of my cock. The new guy's eyes, a clear blue, met mine, and I licked my lips. 
 
    He glanced at the front of the bus, seeing if anything was watching. I made eye contact and gave him a nod, and he slid over across the aisle to join us. I half-stood, letting him between us. 
 
    "What's your name?" I asked. 
 
    "Mark." 
 
    "Where you heading?" We both still had our cocks out, but now it was Mark who slid his hands into our laps. His hands were cool and smooth on my cock. I bit my lip and leaned back. 
 
    "Santa Barbara," he said. "I got a buddy out there." 
 
    "They got beaches there?" I asked. 
 
    It was Cray who answered. "Yeah. Covered in tar, though." 
 
    "Then I guess we'll get dirty," I said. My hand and Cray's met in Mark's crotch. Our new friend leaned his head back and closed his eyes, working our cocks. He had a scruffy beard, just a few wisps on the tip of his chin. It was cute, I thought. Very cute. 
 
    Cray and I took turns stroking his cock and balls, while he stroked ours. We were a unit, a single sexual object, strangers and lovers with bodies joined. We might live under the stars, in the dark of city streets, always on the verge of catastrophe if not in the midst of it. But we were, here and now at least, a source and a receptacle of pleasure.  
 
     The buttplug moved inside me with every bounce, and Mark's smooth hand teased a hard, wrenching orgasm out of me. It baked my skin like sunlight, and I tingled with unbearable sensation. Now the buttplug was torture, torture I took and wanted to take. I leaned in and put my mouth on Mark's neck. Cray did the same, and in kissing Mark's neck we kissed each other through him. His skin was smooth and smelled faintly of hand soap. 
 
    Mark let out a squeak. "I'm coming," he said. But we didn't care. We were always coming. I found Cray's mouth, now, in front of Mark's face. His breath breezed over us, hot and sour with beer. I sucked Cray's tongue into my mouth, and we squeezed Mark's cock. I pulled on his balls. His legs tensed and he thrust upward, letting out an almost canine whine.  
 
    His cum washed over our knuckles, cleaning away all the grime of the streets of Chicago.  Cray's tongue probed my mouth, and I invaded his, and we rocketed west, toward the setting sun and some kind of new tomorrow. 
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    This 26,000 word gay erotic stories contains scenes of a sexual nature, involving fetishes and domination. 
 
      
 
    Jock 101 
 
    Ben needs an assistantship, or there's no way he can finish grad school. So when the university athletics department asks him to tutor four football players with more muscles than sense, he jumps at the chance. But a scrawny history grad student can't stand up to four masculine jocks with attitude. The butt of jokes and disgusting pranks, Ben gets no support from the coach. Finally, he makes one of the jocks a deal: Ben will write his papers for him, if the jock will let Ben service him in other ways. This unbalanced deal can't stay contained, and soon he's the plaything of another sadistic jock in the study group. Passed around, used, abused, and loving it, can Ben salvage his self-respect and ethics in the face of relentless, and enticing, cruelty? This 17,000 word gay story contains scenes of explicit sex, BDSM, and humiliation. 
 
      
 
    Comeuppance 
 
    John's submissive desires drive him to seek out anonymous sex, and when he's arrested by the dirtiest of dirty cops, he finds a way to indulge his fantasies in the holding cell where he's kept. His new cellmates -- a rough skinhead, two arrogant cholos, and other dangerous young men -- are more than happy to entertain themselves with his enthusiastic participation. But John has a past, an alpha jock in college who used to dominate him. And no matter how rough and dominant, no one can live up to John's first. But there's hope, because sometimes, jail is a kind of freedom, and destiny can bring the past and present back together, when a man receives his comeuppance. This 19,000 word gay erotic story contains scenes of consensual rough gay sex, humiliation, and domination. 
 
      
 
    House Arrest 
 
    Cade is a small time drug dealer with an alpha-male swagger and an ankle monitor tethering him to his apartment, just like dozens of others that his parole officer, Mr. Fern, has dealt with in the past. But Cade is different from your usual dirtbag, because there's something in his dominant attitude that pierces right through Fern's professional armor. What starts as lust for his muscular convict quickly turns into something deeper and more dangerous. It's wrong to give in, wrong to surrender, but it feels right. And Fern will destroy his career and risk his own freedom and self-respect, as he learns he's not so different from the dirty and the down. This 20,000 word gay erotic story contains scenes of explicit consensual sex between men, involving domination, submission, and BDSM. 
 
      
 
    Locked and Loaded 
 
    Getting stranded in LA when your flight is cancelled is bad enough, but now Paul has to share a hotel room with a meathead Marine who hates his guts. But Paul needs a bit of an attitude adjustment, and this rough young man is just the sort to teach him his place. Paul finds himself submitting, humbling himself, to a real man. Soon, locked in a chastity device, Paul is willingly humiliated not just by this one man, but by a group of young Marines fresh out of boot camp. And his exhausting night of humiliation and transformation doesn't stop there, because there's more than pleasure, and more than pain, in what Paul learns about himself undergoing the sweet torture of his night in bondage. This 30,000 word gay military erotic romance contains scenes of gay rough sex, group sex, oral sex, anal sex, male chastity, and a wide variety of psychological and physical BDSM. 
 
      
 
    And others, available at: 
 
      
 
    amazon.com/author/thomascarver 
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