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THE sign hung crooked atop the six-story apartment building. It read BELLADONNA ARMS. The sign was rendered on a rusty metal frame with old-timey neon tubing, and nothing looks tackier in the daylight than old-timey neon tubing on a rusty metal frame. Stuck in the dead grass by the front steps leading up to the entrance of the apartment building was another sign. This one was handwritten on a slab of cardboard and stapled to a wooden stake pounded into the ground. The lettering on this sign was rendered in pink Magic Marker. It read VACANCY. And under that, this time scrawled in magenta Magic Marker and sprinkled liberally with glitter, were the words TO APPLY PLEASE BE CUTE.

The young man reading the sign turned away to take a gander at his reflection in the nearest car window, trying to see himself as a stranger might see him. In faded blue jeans, flip-flops, and Van Halen T-shirt, his reflection was not encouraging. He seemed to recall a trick once telling him he was cute, so that was encouraging as far as it went. Of course, the trick was so drunk he had ended up vomiting in his own sock because he couldnt find a paper bag. Poor guy. Our young man took a half turn to check out the reflection of his ass. Yep. Still there. And still pretty much his best feature, or so everyone always told him. The pricks.

Facing the car window again, he licked the palm of his hand and slathered some spit over his cowlick, trying to make it lie down. Didnt work. He figured the best thing he could do to improve his appearance was to remove his geeky black glasses and spit on them instead. So he did. Then he wiped them dry with the tail of his shirt and stuck them back on his head all nice and clean.

The young mans name was Stanley Sternbaum. On this particular morning, he was twenty-two, stood five foot seven, had blue eyes and reddish-blond hair (with a cowlick; two actually) and weighed one hundred thirty pounds with a hard-on. Oddly, without a hard-on he still weighed one hundred thirty pounds. Youd think youd weigh less, wouldnt you?

He knew he should put on a few pounds. He knew because his mother told him so every time she saw him. But lets not get started on Stanleys mother.

For now, Stanley decided to stop staring at himself in the car window and take another look at the Belladonna Arms.

Did he really want to move into this joint? It wasnt seedy, exactly, but it certainly wasnt chic, not that this bothered him. Stanley wasnt chic either. In fact the Belladonna Arms and Stanley Sternbaum seemed to have one spectacular commonality. They were both resoundingly dorky. The Arms, with its tacky old neon sign and dead grass, and Stanley, with his geeky glasses and recalcitrant cowlicks.

The Arms was built in the shape of a box. Perfectly square and perfectly centered atop the only hill in downtown San Diego. A scraggly eucalyptus tree standing at one corner appeared to be about to topple over from age and ennui. It must have been one of the first botanical emigrants to migrate its way up the globe from Australia. That one lonesome tree was all the decorative foliage the Belladonna Arms had to boast of.

Not that there wasnt lots of color splashed around. The color came from the dozens of curtains dangling in the windows that overlooked the street. There were twenty-four windows on this side of the building in neat little rows, six up and four across. Stanley counted them. And every one of them had a curtain dangling in it. It was the gayest, gaudiest collection of curtains Stanley had ever seen in his life. And on this white-hot August morning, those curtains hung limp in their open windows like so many varicolored tongues panting for a breath of fresh air.

Stanley could hear Tejano music blasting through one of the windows. He couldnt tell which window. Interspersed between the strains of Selena crooning her Mexican version of the blues was the wailing counterpoint of some Latino dude with no musical skills whatsoever, singing along in a god-awful screeching falsetto that made the hairs on Stanleys forearms wave around like cockroach antennae. The invisible atonal singer also seemed to be operating a vacuum cleaner as he sang. The vacuum cleaner was actually more on key than the man running it.

Stanley couldnt help but wonder if the singer was the one who sprinkled the glitter on the sign. He certainly sounded gay enough to glitter-bomb something every now and then.

And now that Stanley thought about it, the whole apartment building looked a little gaily Tijuana-ish, with its loudass curtains dangling in the sweltering morning air and the loudass Tejano music pouring out onto the sunbaked street through those multicolored orifices.

Stanley craned his neck to look at the neon sign overhead. The Belladonna Arms. He wondered if whoever it was who named the building had known the belladonna plant was actually poison, a toxic little fucker that could kill you dead in twenty minutes? Or had the owner simply thought it sounded romantically Italian, so he slapped it on his roof as a cutesy moniker hoping to draw in tenants?

Tearing his eyes from the sign for a minute, Stanley did a slow 360-degree turn to scope out the view of downtown San Diego offered by this one out-of-place hill Mother Nature had stuck here on the coastline.

To the southwest, Stanley could see the gray Pacific, looking still and somnolent on this hot summer morning. And just an eye flick to the left, he could see the blue sweep of the Coronado Bridge, connecting the city proper to Coronado Island. At that particular moment, there was a Navy destroyer, flags proudly flying, sliding through the water beneath the bridge, heading for a berth at the 32nd Street Pier, where most of the Navy ships resided between tours. Stanley saw every one of those ships from his vantage point now, with a hundred gray masts poking out of a hundred gray superstructures like a spindly thicket of dead trees.

Turning to the right, Stanley had a wonderful view of the San Diego skyline. Countless high-rises were scattered here and there, standing tall, reaching proudly into the cobalt sky as if eager for the sun to warm their waking heads after enduring the coolness of the coastal night. Some offered high-end office space and others offered high-end living space and every one of them was well out of Stanleys low-end price range.

Next, Stanleys gradual spin showed him the curve of a freeway, packed with cars at this time of day, the hum of which could be heard even here, half a mile away. Beyond the freeway, somewhere on the horizon, Stanley knew, the museums and prados and quaint haciendas and cardboard shacks of Tijuana sat perched, visible only at night, really, when the lights blinked on and the Mexican nightlife began to stir.

Stanley sucked in a great gulp of blistering hot air and wiped the sweat from his brow. Yep. It was a hell of a view.

Then he turned in the final direction available to him. East. At the very foot of the hill he was standing on sat the meandering complex of Beaumont University, a rather elite institution of higher learning that Stanley had long wished to attend.

With his bachelors degree in anthropology securely under his belt after four years at San Diego State, it was at Beaumont Stanley had chosen to chase down his masters degree in archeology, specializing in Mesoamerica. He would also be pursuing several unit hours of fieldwork on archeological digs pertaining to local Indian traditions and had signed up for a series of lectures on the Cahokia Mound-Building Culture of the Mississippi Valley as well as the Hopewell tradition of mounds in central Ohio, courses unavailable at San Diego State.

The proximity to Beaumont University was, of course, the reason Stanley set his sights on the Belladonna Arms to begin with. Much to his mothers horror, he might well add.

He could still hear his mother now, from that morning as a matter of fact: Why in Gods name would you want to live in that hovel downtown when you can stay here in the condo with me? Its not like Im annoying or anything. And by the way, heres five dollars. Go get a haircut. You look like a hobo. And where did you get that shirt? If Im not mistaken, it was your fathers, God rest his philandering soulor not, Im sure its all the same to me. But that shirt is older than you are, Stanley. Heres another five dollars. Go buy yourself a shirt too. And get something with a collar, for Gods sake. A T-shirt is not a fashion statement, Stanley. Its fucking underwear.

Oh, no. The woman wasnt annoying at all. Plus, she cursed like a sailor. Fuck this. Fuck that. Which was okay, except when it was your mother doing it. Shudder.

After he finished shuddering, Stanley stood in the frying-hot sun in front of the Belladonna Arms and giggled. Only his mother would think he could buy a shirt and get a haircut on top of it for ten measly bucks. The woman lived in an alternate universe, and most of that alternate universe was centered around her only son, Stanley. Stanley loved her for that, he truly did, but after twenty-two years of smothering, it was time to come up for air. And thats exactly what Stanley was doing. His mother no longer needed to pay Stanleys college tuition, and one would think shed be grateful for that. But no, she still wanted Stanley stuffed in her purse where she could get at him anytime she wanted, like her ever-present pack of Marlboros.

But Stanley had other ideas.

In this final two years of Stanleys education, his living and schooling expenses could be covered with the money his father left him when he died during Stanleys senior year of high school. His father had cut the apron strings from Stanleys mother several years before his death, for which Stanley did not blame the man at all.

Still, it was now time for Stanley to cut his own apron strings. He didnt have to cater to his mothers checkbook any longer, and that meant Stanley was free! Sort of.

He would always be grateful for his mothers financial help getting him through school, but still, if Stanley didnt get out of her clutches right this very minute hed be building his own mound and burrowing under it like some dying Cahokian just to get the hell away from her.

So here he was. The Belladonna Arms.

He took a deep breath and headed for the front steps. The mechanics of applying for a place to live were mind-numbingly terrifying to Stanley because he also suffered from such a horrendous infusion of shyness he could barely function in everyday life. He often thought that might be why he had set his sights at a fairly young age (second grade) on a career that dealt mainly with people who were already dead. Dead people are hardly judgmental at all.

Pursuing a career with dead people was probably the most sensible thing Stanley had ever done. And after burying himself in the study of archaeology for the past four years, Stanley knew hed made the right decision. He loved it. Every bone, stone, and tomb of it. Even the serene silence of dead people pleased him. It pleased him no end, really, especially after spending twenty-two years with his mother, who was never silent for a minute.

But back to now.

Stanley climbed the steps in rhythm to the eerie caterwauling of that screaming Latino queen who was still singing along to Selena like a squeaky brake drum somewhere in the bowels of the Belladonna Arms. It was a funny thing, but compared to Stanleys mothers annoying voice, the queen really didnt sound so bad. Stanley got a pretty good chuckle out of that thought. Maybe he owed his mother more than he really knew. Hell, compared to her, everything seemed better than it actually was. Two weeks with Stanleys mother could make the Valentines Day Massacre seem like a skeet shoot. The sinking of the Titanic a mere act of baptism for fifteen hundred people. A flesh-gobbling case of leprosy little more than diaper rash.

Yes, Stanley owed his mother a lot. The simple act of being far away from the woman made the world look all rosy and promising, and who can ask for a better testimonial than that?

As he climbed the stairs, Stanley somehow managed to trip on the last step going up. He knew he would, and by God he did. Sometimes he was psychic that way. He landed hard on his knees and hands and was back on his feet a nanosecond later, hoping no one had seen him fall. This was a common occurrence with Stanley. He was clumsy. He was actually pretty used to it by now. If you do something twenty times a day, it ceases to be a catastrophic event after a while.

He merely rubbed his stinging knees with his stinging hands and went on, the fall forgotten in moments.

Stanley opened the Belladonna Armss front door and stepped inside.

It didnt take Stanley long to realize the Belladonna Arms was just as depressing on the inside as it was on the outside. The lobby boasted two rows of rusty mailboxes embedded in the wall to the left with a wastebasket underneath packed to overflowing with fliers nobody wanted. One overstuffed chair, which had seen better days, was parked in the corner with a splayed-open copy of The Advocate resting atop it. Even The Advocate had seen better days. Dog-eared and wrinkled and stained with coffee rings, it looked as if it had been the main source of entertainment for all lobby-goers for the past five years at least. In the other corner stood a fake Ficus benjamina that went all the way to the ceiling. The plastic tree had plastic tinsel and plastic Christmas ornaments dangling all over it, as if blithely ignoring the fact it was now the tail end of August. The tinsel gave a glittery shudder when the opening of the front door created suction in the room, as if a fresh little breath of air had suddenly cooled the premises. Nothing could be further from the truth. The lobby was hot enough to roast a goose.

And speaking of roasting a goose, Stanley thought he could detect the aroma of one now wafting down from somewhere overhead. Or maybe it was fish sticks. He couldnt be sure.

Through a passageway dead ahead, Stanley saw a flight of stairs heading up. That was it. No elevator. Just a flight of stairs. And Stanley knew with a flash of insight if he did manage to acquire an apartment here, it would without a doubt be located all the way up at the top of those stairs on the sixth fucking floor.

A tiny bell hanging over the door announced Stanleys entrance.

A moment later, with a swish of sound like the rustle of a shitload of Japanese fans and silk kimonos, a swirling mass of orange taffeta came swooping into the lobby through a side door like a phoenix exploding from the wings into voluptuous flame. It took Stanley exactly four seconds to realize it wasnt a flaming phoenix at all, but a flaming drag queen. And a fairly old one at that.

It took him another two seconds to realize he liked the old queen. Some people you just do. At very first glance. People are always going on and on about love at first sight, but Stanley figured there was a lot of like at first sight going on too. People just didnt talk about it much because it was less grand, he supposed. Less… operatic.

The old queen was fluffing her bodice like a florist arranging a spray of daffodils. Looming above the orange taffeta bodice was the bulging, hairy chest and shoulders of a truck driver who had consumed far too many truck-stop specials in his day. The man was huge. Tall, broad, and rotund. The hands doing the bodice fluffing were as big as boulders and were swathed with hair on every knuckle, like an apes. The nails on those hands were painted a very lovely chartreuse.

The flaming phoenix needed a shave badly, not only on his chest and shoulders (and probably his back) if he was going to wear low-cut taffeta, but on his face too. Especially with that red wig. The red lipstick did absolutely nothing to camouflage the beard. Besides, it sort of clashed with the chartreuse nails.

Stanley had to smile. This poor thing was the ugliest drag queen ever.

I hope you brought the right curling iron this time, Ramon. I want ringlets! Ringlets!

Then the queen looked up and saw Stanley standing in the doorway.

Youre not Ramon, he said.

And Stanley stammered, Sorry, as the smile fell off his face.

Well, whoever you are, the queen said, regaining her composure. As long as youre there, can you tell me if this gown makes me look fat? She proceeded to do a rather dainty pirouette that freshened the flames considerably as the orange skirt billowed out, exposing two filthy tennis shoes and two hairy expanses of chubby shin.

You need to wax, Stanley said, avoiding the fat question at all costs.

The queen stopped in midturn and let the folds of her skirt sway to stillness around her, rather like the quieting of a great bell. She eyed Stanley with one eyebrow hoisted so far up on her forehead it was lost in the bangs of the wig.

Good Lord, son, I know that! Im asking about the gown!

The gown is stunning, Stanley stammered, and the queens fat face lit up like her stubble had caught fire.

She simpered very sweetly for a hairy three-hundred-pound man in a ball gown. Oh, thank you, darling. But do you really think so? I dont want to look cheap, you know. Or simply thrown together.

Stanley swallowed hard. The last thing the man looked was simply thrown together. In fact, the construction job looked like it might have taken years. And it had still run afoul of perfection at every stage.

The only thing Stanley could think to do was beat a hasty conversational retreat into neutral territory. I wonder if you might tell me where I can find the manager. Id like to see the unit thats up for rent. If Im cute enough, that is.

Cute enough? What the? Oh, is that stupid sign still out there? I told ChiChi to take it down. That fruit cup never took a direct order in his life. Its his apartment the vacancy is next to, and hes trying to assure he gets a hot neighbor. But good Lord, son, you dont have to worry about being cute enough. Youve got youth on your side. Hell, thats half the battle right there.

The queen whapped herself in the head hard enough to kill a cat. Oh, well, for goodness sake. Here I am blathering on about my stupid gown and that stupid ChiChi and his stupid sign and youre here to rent one of the units. Im such a silly twit! Come on then, son. Lets look at it together, shall we?

She demurely faced away from Stanley and peered back over her shoulder. She even went so far as to bat her eyelashes. Unzip me, will you, dear? I cant climb all those stairs in this dress or Ill drench it in sweat. Its rather warm today, dont you think?

Stanley stepped up to the plate and pulled the back zipper down as far as it would go, all the while avoiding the fur on the mans back like the plague. When he caught a glimpse of the guys hairy butt crack, he figured hed gone far enough. He felt himself blush and quickly turned away, acting like he was studying the molding on the ceiling, which, in actuality, seemed about ready to fall off the wall. Uh, what floor is the unit on, then? Stanley asked, all too certain he already knew the answer. And the man immediately proved him right.

Penthouse, the drag queen gaily replied. And a lovely unit it is too. And what a view!

He stepped out of the flamboyant orange gown and Stanley almost fainted with relief to find he was wearing trousers underneath, albeit with the legs rolled up. The mans protruding stomach was as hairy as his back and his breasts were far larger than Stanleys mothers, or any other woman in Stanleys unfortunate family, which is how Stanley always thought of his family as being. Unfortunate.

Let me just grab a shirt, the man blushed, holding his hands over his tits like Mamie Van Doren being coy, and he ducked back through the doorway from which hed come. A second later he reappeared tugging a dingy white T-shirt over his head.

When he had the shirt the way he wanted it, and it took some tugging to get it to hang correctly over that bulging stomach, the old queen stuck out his hand and said, Hello, young man. Its a pleasure to meet you, and thanks for the sartorial assistance. When Im dressed like this, my name is Arthur. In high drag, you can call me Angie. Angie OGram. At Stanleys quizzical expression, the man patted his paunch and spit up a fatalistic giggle. What can I say? Two heart attacks. One more and my drag name will be Nita Mortician. Anyway, Im the head cheese around these parts. And he giggled again.

Stanley grinned as Arthurs ham-like fists swallowed his outstretched hand like the Blob devouring the mechanics head in that old horror movie with Steve McQueen. Only Arthurs handshake was a lot gentler than the Blob ever dreamed of being. That Blob was a mean motherfucker.

Im Stanley, Stanley said. Penthouse, huh? He really did like this guy. The prospect of running up and down six flights of stairs several times a day he wasnt so sure about.

Arthur gave Stanleys fingers a friendly pat, then excitedly clapped his hands in front of his nose, obviously concerned with losing the sale before he ever cornered it. Now just wait until you see the apartment! Its to die for. Truly it is. So cute and compact and sunny and windowy. I just put up new butter-yellow curtains in the unit too. And a bedspread to match. Theyre sooooo cute!

Stanley had to laugh at the hairy giant flapping his hands like obese butterflies. So its furnished, then.

Arthur laughed right back. Oh, yes, honey. Furnished with everything you need, except for maybe someone to cuddle on those lonely nights whenoh, but never mind about that. Im sure you know more about cuddling than I do. I myself didnt come out until late in life. Two years ago, in fact. Im trying to make up for lost time.

So I see, Stanley said. After all, the man was still wearing lipstick.

Onward and upward! Arthur announced. Lets show you that apartment, shall we?

And before Stanley could even nod, Arthur had taken him by the elbow and dragged him toward the stairs. You dont mind a little exercise, do you? A young handsome buck like yourself? Itll keep you in shape, you know. Yes indeedy, it will.

Then Arthur cast a nervous glance up the long flight of stairs, sucked in a large gulp of air like a man about to dive off the high board, and began lumbering skyward, Stanley in tow. Half a flight up, Arthur was puffing and blowing and sweating like a steam engine. His dingy T-shirt was already stuck to his fuzzy torso like a soggy stamp on a moldy envelope.

Im glad I took my gown off, he muttered to himself. Perspiration simply ruins taffeta.

Perhaps to take his mind off the stairs, Arthur said, You know I dont dress in drag that often, but the big Belladonna Ball is coming up, and I want to do it right this year. Ive been dieting for almost a year now, and Ive already lost two pounds. Two pounds! Im so thrilled about that. Ramonhes one of the tenants, a beauty student, dont you knowhe said hed wax me before the ball. Just like you said! See? Im really on top of things this year.

He stopped on the landing and looked around, squinting through the sweat soaking his face. Are we there yet? Christ, I think Im having a stroke.

Stanley pointed to a sign on the wall that read 2. Uh, I think this is the first landing. Four more to go.

Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph on pogo sticks. Okay. Lets not stop now or Ill never get going again. Ill have to take an apartment on the second floor myself and start life all over again.

Stanley laughed.

Arthur didnt. He grabbed Stanleys hand and lugged him up another flight. Somehow between the panting and an ongoing spate of bitching about the steps and the heat, Arthur still found the breath to give Stanley a running tour of the premises.

Weve got plenty of hot water. Utilities are included, dont you know, so thats always nice. Theres a laundry room in the basement. Dont use the washer in the middle, it chews up clothes like a cow eats grass. We have four units on each floor, all one bedrooms. As far as I know, everyone who lives here is as gay as a cotillion. Arthur batted his lashes in Stanleys direction and snickered. I interviewed them myself to make sure. With a beat of afterthought, Arthur added, Well, except for Ingersol. Straight Mr. Ingersol. On 3. Shiver! But he was here before I moved in, so I cant just toss him out on his sneaky little ass, now can I? Would but that I could!

Stanley wondered what was so sneaky about Mr. Ingersol but didnt get a chance to ask.

Arthur pulled himself up the last step to the next landing and clutched his heart, which startled the shit out of Stanley. He thought the man was maybe having a third and final heart attack. But instead of keeling over dead, Arthur asked in a somber tone, Im assuming youre gay, right? Not that it matters, of course. It would be illegal to deny you an apartment just because you were one of those. You know. Like the pervert in 3B. He cupped a hand around his mouth and whispered the final words in Stanleys ear. Heterosexual, I mean.

Stanley watched a dastardly smile cross Arthurs face, and he laughed, realizing he was being teased. Arthur knew Stanley was gay as well as Stanley did. He gave Arthur a gentle punch in the arm like one locker-room buddy prodding another. Me, straight? Oh, thats a good one.

Arthurs eyes opened wide; his brightly painted lips formed a perfect O. Did you say Odessa Goodwyn? Ooh, what a lovely drag name. Odessa Goodwyn. Maybe when I lose a couple more pounds I can use it. Mind?

Stanley shrugged, and he kept shrugging long enough to figure out what Arthur was talking about. Then he got it. Its all yours, he said, magnanimous as hell.

Arthurs fat hand came out to pinch Stanleys cheek. He smiled very sweetly. Oh, youre cute enough, Stanley. I think youre going to be a very popular addition to the Belladonna Arms roster of inmates. Then he pulled a cigar from his trouser pocket and popped it in his mouth. The cigar was already half-burned, one end slimy with spit, the other ends cold ashes stinking to high heaven.

Mind if I smoke? Arthur asked. It helps me breathe.

Well, Im not sure it would actually help you bre

Thanks. I knew you wouldnt. And Arthur lit the cigar. Odiferous fumes invaded the stairwell immediately. Stanley clamped his jaws tight, trying not to barf. He concentrated on the stairs to take his mind off the stench.

At the rate they were going, Stanley figured it would take them the rest of the day to reach the top floor. Oops, sorry. The penthouse. But he supposed asking Arthur to hurry it along, and then quite possibly having to call the paramedics to revive the man after his heart exploded, would take even longer. So Stanley held his tongue and plodded along. Arthur was still holding his arm, but he wasnt leading Stanley now, he was hanging on him. Sweat was starting to pop out all over Stanley, just like it was Arthur. The stairwell was hotter than hell, and the stinky, soggy cigar Arthur had clamped between his teeth was making Stanley wish he had a gun. He could never shoot another human being, but he might seriously contemplate blowing his own fucking brains out. Of course, that would only prove his mother right in her condemnation of the Belladonna Arms, so Stanley pushed away all thoughts of suicide and concentrated his energy on not letting Arthurs three hundred pounds drag him down to the floor.

Arthur seemed to get a second wind on the third-floor landing, so he resumed his duties as the Belladonna Arms tour guide.

Sylvia lives on this floor. 4B. Shes lovely. A transsexual, you know. Ooh, and her Toll House cookies are to die for! Dont let her ask you to dinner though. Cookies are the only thing she can cook. Sylvia is having a bit of a slowdown on her reassignment surgery due to lack of funds, although her hormone supplements have swelled her breasts up nicely. Perky little buggers. Youll see. Shell probably show them to you the moment you meet. She loves showing them off. Sylvia is one of the reasons for the Belladonna Ball this year. Were raffling off a trick for the night to help with her expenses. Oh, Lord, and wait until you see who weve lined up to be auctioned off. You wont believe it, darling!

Stanley didnt know what to say to that, so he simply said. Poor Sylvia. It must be hard.

Arthur gave a shudder. If she gets the money together for that final round of surgery, it wont be hard for long. They split it down the middle and tuck it up inside, you know. Arthur gave another shudder, just to get his point across. Then he groaned, obviously creeped out by the very idea of it all.

That wasnt what I meant, Stanley said, appalled Arthur would think it was.

But Arthur wasnt listening. He was watching his feet plod up the next flight of steps. Even Stanley thought the steps were getting steeper and farther apart, although he admitted it might just be his imagination. One more flight, he kept telling himself. One more one more one more.

At the landing with the number 5 stenciled on the wall, Arthur announced between gasps for air, Roger and Ramon live on this floor. Not together of course, although Ramon sure would like to. Rogers a dreamboat. God, waitll you see him. Hes a nurse. Everybody wants Roger, but hes a little above the rest of us. Gods dont usually canoodle with the mortals you know. They just dont. I dont know how many times Ive asked Roger for a sponge bath, but he just laughs it off. Ramon is the beauty student I told you about. Hes so cute and girly and sweet. I just love Ramon to death. Although he wont give me a sponge bath, either.

Arthur molded his face in a hopeful expression and aimed it in Stanleys direction. Again he batted his eyelashes.

No! Stanley barked. A preemptive strike if there ever was one.

Well, poop, Arthur said. He turned away and confronted the last flight of stairs with a sigh of resignation. Almost there, my pet. Just a few more steps. Help me up, wont you?

So Stanley took the helm, and with Arthur hanging his full weight on the back of Stanleys belt, Stanley pulled the man up the last flight, all the while ignoring the fat finger that hadsurely unintentionallyslipped inside Stanleys BVDs and was now innocently reconnoitering the terrain of his ass.

Finally, Stanley reached around and slapped Arthurs hand. He heard a chuckle, but the finger retreated. Stanley towed Arthur up the last three steps, and as soon as they got to the landing, the two of them fell against the wall as if theyd been shot.

We made it, Arthur gasped, and Stanley nodded, sucking in oxygen for all he was worth. His legs were trembling from the exertion of pulling Arthur along behind him and he could still feel Arthurs fat finger digging around in his underwear, or he imagined he could.

Arthur pointed that same trembling finger at a door just to Stanleys left.

Apartment 6C, Arthur panted, clutching his chest as if he could squeeze the air into it manually. When that didnt work, he leaned forward with his hands on his knees. Sweat dripped off his forehead and made dark splotches on the tile floor, like raindrops on a sidewalk. Go on in. The doors unlocked. Ill be along shortly. If I live long enough.

Stanley pushed his weary body off the wall and gingerly opened the door to 6C to peek inside.

He knew immediately the apartment was perfect.

Wow. He grinned. This is great! And he wasnt even inside the door yet.

Told you, Arthur gurgled happily. He blew out a billowy puff of foul cigar fumes and toppled over in a dead faint.


Chapter 2
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LYING flat on his back on the sixth-floor landing, Arthur bore a striking resemblance to a grounded cruise ship. The nasty black cigar he still had clamped between his teeth rose up out of his mouth like a lone smokestack.

Stanley was horrified. The man looked dead.

Arthur? Sir? Maam? Stanley dropped to his knees at Arthurs side and tried to prop up the mans massive head. It wasnt easy. Arthurs head weighed as much as a bowling ball.

Stanley gave him a robust slap on the cheek trying to rouse him, but all he accomplished was to knock the ash off the cigar and scatter it all over Arthurs face.

Stanley was just beginning to panic when someone called up the stairs. What the hell was that noise? Did an elephant fall out of a tree?

Oh, thank God! Stanley yelled back. Can you help me, please? Please!

Stanley heard footsteps clomping up the stairs, and soon a head came into view at the edge of the landing. The head was so handsome it almost took Stanleys breath away. The body that followed the head did take Stanleys breath away. It was clad in nurses scrubs, and nurses scrubs always leave very little to the imagination as far as the wearers form and substance are concerned. Well-muscled arms protruded from too-short blue sleeves. A broad hairy chest peeked out above a roomy V-neck collar. Long legs and slim hips tucked into drawstring pants of the same pale blue held the whole beautiful package upright, and they held it upright in a very enticing manner too.

But talk about a crowning glory! Stanley returned his gaze to the head sitting atop this tower of perfection, and yes indeed, it was without a doubt the most handsome head Stanley had ever seen in his life. Dark hair, buzzed off to maybe a quarter of an inch. Green, soulful eyes framed by lush black eyelashes. A sensuous mouth that Stanley could never in his wildest dreams imagine kissing. One doesnt kiss works of art. One simply gapes at them lovingly while drooling. The man had obviously just shaved, but his cheeks and chin were still shadowed. Thats how heavy his beard would be if it was ever allowed to escape its beautiful skin prison.

Stanley loved men with dark hair and five oclock shadows. Always had.

Quickly crossing the landing on his long legs, the man looked down at Stanley still cradling Arthurs head. He stuck his fists on his hips and gave an annoyed little tsk.

Idiot, he droned.

Im sorry, Stanley said, eyes wide, feeling the blood rush to his face. But I didnt know what to do.

The man laughed. I wasnt calling you an idiot. I was calling Arthur an idiot. He dropped to his knees and plucked the cigar from between Arthurs teeth and tossed it down the stairwell. He shouldnt be smoking.

He shouldnt be dressing as a woman, either, Stanley said, rolling his eyes, so grateful to have a little help he was even capable of making a joke. Not with all that body hair he shouldnt.

No shit. The man grinned, joining Stanley in a communal chuckle.

The stranger peeled back Arthurs eyelids with a thumb, a beautiful thumb, one eye after the other, and leaned in close to see what he could see. Then he took the same approach Stanley had. He slapped Arthurs cheek. Only he slapped Arthur hard enough to wake the dead. Or resurrect it.

Arthur gave a groan and his eyes popped open, twirling for a minute like cherries on a winning slot machine. Arthurs whirling eyeballs finally came to rest on the hunk hovering over him. A hopeful expression lit Arthurs face. Sponge bath. Pretty please. Then he passed out again.

The hunk just shook his head. He tore his eyes from Arthur and gave his full attention to Stanley, who was still on his knees next to the once again unconscious patient. The hunk skidded his eyes over the open door behind Stanley that led to the only vacancy in the building, then narrowed his search engine down until it was centered entirely on Stanleys face.

You moving in?

Stanley gave him a nervous smile. Beautiful people made Stanley uncomfortable, probably because he knew he wasnt one of them. Thinking about it, he said.

Well, good! We need some normal people around here. Im Roger. Roger Jane. And he stuck out the sexiest hand Stanley had ever seen. It was tanned and gorgeous, with a brush of dark hair sweeping across the back of it. And that sweep of dark hair coated the mans forearm too. It coated it all the way up to a very substantial bicep, which was smooth, hairless, and managed to roll around like a baseball every time the guy moved. And as if that wasnt enough, he had an identically beautiful bicep on the other arm, which made a grand total of two baseballs.

Stanley had to blink a few times before he could tear his eyes away from those perfect arms. All he could think to say was, You must be the nurse. And he took the hand in his and almost swooned at the heat of it. The firm, friendly heat.

This time it was Rogers turn to blush, which was the second most beautiful thing Stanley had ever seen in his life. This old perv told you about me, huh? Well, yes, Im a nurse. Have been for about, ooooh, three weeks now. It still embarrasses me to be called one. Thats how new I am at the job.

N-nothing to be embarrassed about, Stanley said, forcing himself to remain calmly conversational. When he was nervous, he tended to either get tongue-tied or babble like a brook. At the moment, he was trying not to do either. What he was trying to do was make a good impression. Not because it would get him anywhere with this gorgeous specimen of manhood, but because it seemed like the neighborly thing to do. Its a wonderful profession, Roger. Nurses are the backbone of modern medicine. Ask any doctor worth his salt, and hell tell you the same.

Wow, Roger said. You sound like my old instructor.

Now it was Stanleys turn to blush. My dad was a nurse.

Roger smiled very sweetly, eyeing Stanley even closer. Ah. And that would explain your sincerity. He applied a little more pressure to the handshake he was still sharing with Stanley, and just the friction of their two hands rubbing together made them both redden a little more. Its a pleasure to meet you, Stanley.

You too. Stanley beamed. They gently released each others hand, although a bystander observing this little interaction might have seen that neither of them really wanted to.

They were quickly dragged back to reality when Arthur farted. It sounded somewhat akin to the atonal blast of a battered trumpet.

Hmm, Roger said. B-flat. Wonder what that means.

Stanley grinned. His hearts working again?

Roger blessed Stanley with a lopsided grin. Well, somethings working. Im not sure the heart is directly linked to the, um, tailpipe. Im a nurse, not a mechanic. Still, its a hopeful sign. Lets see if we can get him on his feet. Id rather not give him mouth to mouth if I dont have to. That lipstick is kind of a turnoff. I prefer peach.

Not to mention the cigar breath, Stanley said.

And Roger nodded. No shit.

Stanley laughed.

Roger stopped what he was doing long enough to savor Stanleys laugh. He seemed to savor it a great deal. He ran one of his strong brown hands across his buzz-cut hair, all the while just staring at Stanleys smile. A look of what can only be described as intrigue spread across his face.

Stanley what? he asked out of the blue, his voice hushed, contemplative.

Stanley fought the urge to stutter beneath the heat of those stunning green eyes. Oddly enough, he succeeded fairly well. Stanley Sternbaum.

Roger reached out and gave Stanleys cheek a gentle pat, which was about a thousand times gentler than the one hed given Arthur and which stunned Stanley all the way down to his toes.

You have a wonderful laugh, Stanley Sternbaum. I hope Ill get to spend some time with it.

Stanley didnt know what to say to that, but he hoped to God his face wasnt getting as red as it felt like it was getting. Hoping to drain some of the blood out of it, he tore his eyes away from Roger and concentrated all his attention on Arthur. Arthur was pretty straightforward. There was nothing threatening about Arthur. Stanley could handle Arthur. Roger, on the other hand, was an enigma. Enigmas were like beautiful people to Stanley. They made him nervous. Consequently, being beautiful and an enigma, Roger scared him shitless. Stanley wasnt sure he could handle Roger at all.

Suddenly, Stanley couldnt force himself to look at Rogers face. He didnt have the strength. Jesus, Stanley thought. What a wuss I am.

Roger seemed to suddenly remember their patient. He looked down at Arthur and was surprised to see the man looking up at them both with a dreamy smile on his pudgy, stubbly, ash-sprinkled, lipstick-smeared face. Arthur studied Roger for the longest time before turning his full attention to Stanley.

Arthur didnt seem to be too put out about finding himself flat on his back on the sixth-floor landing. He simply cleared his throat with a gentle rumble, like a waking volcano, to make sure his voice still worked, and said very politely, So, young man. Do you want the apartment?

Stanley thought about it for approximately two and a half seconds before answering, Sure. Why not.

Goody! Arthur and Roger sang out in unison.





MOVING in was a fairly simple procedure. Stanley had his clothes, he had his books, and he had his computer. Since it all fit nicely into his little Honda Civic, which his father had bought him just before he died, Stanley only had to make one trip between his mothers condo and the Belladonna Arms. And that was a blessing indeed. The less he had to confront his mother, the better.

He had left the woman silently seething in the breakfast nook of her La Jolla condo as she guzzled coffee and sucked at one cigarette after another until the condo reeked to high heavenand two or three miles of the La Jolla coastline probably reeked along with it. The condo was practically unnavigable due to the purple haze of carcinogens hanging in the air. Before Stanley carted the last box out the door, his mother had already threatened to drop him from her will, set fire to his car, exercise a drug intervention because he must be taking something, and have him committed to an asylum for the criminally stupid if he didnt change his mind right now about moving out. She had even tried tears, which werent hard to conjure with all the smoke in the air, but Stanley remained stoic. Besides, hed seen those crocodile tears before. She dragged them out about twice a year. Their efficacy had long been reduced to an eye roll and a Jesus, Mom, the Oscars are over.

Stanley supposed his mother was suffering the initial pangs of a horrendous case of empty nest syndrome. Even so, it was about time her little chickie flew the coop. Stanley was twenty-two years old for Christs sake. This move away from home was long overdue. Now his mother could use his old room to store her booze and Marlboros. It would free up cupboard space for other staples, such as more booze and more Marlboros.

Stanley had been a student his entire life. Was still a student, in fact, and would be until he finished his masters degree at Beaumont University. Already he was almost giddy with excitement at embarking on this solo adventure. He was about to be on his own for the very first time in his life, with his very own apartment. What young man wouldnt be giddy about that?

As Stanley and his last box made its way out the front door, he said, Bye, Ma, but his mother remained as silent as a glacier. Shaking his head, Stanley gently closed the door between them.

On the way to his new digs, Stanley stopped at the post office to drop off a change of address form because of all the letters of introduction he had sent out to various museums and the dozen or so established archaeologists he had heard might be seeking interns sometime in the not too distant future. He hoped to land himself a slot fairly quickly after he earned his masters. He didnt want any possible responses to those queries lost in the mail. His mother was being such a bitch, if they came to the condo, shed probably stuff them down the toilet out of spite.

At the apartment, it took Stanley exactly forty-five minutes to unload the car and lug everything up six flights of stairs. Without Arthur hanging on his belt like an anchor, the stairs didnt seem bad at all. Stanley figured hed get used to them in no time.

On his last trip up the stairs with a box of books in his arms, he spotted a young man peeking down the stairwell at him from above. Stanley straightened his glasses and took a good look at him. The man wore a pocket protector with several pens poking out of it in his shirt pocket, which was about all Stanley could see as he leaned over the railing above Stanleys head. Although he did notice a couple of really big ears. The guy was kind of cute, though, in spite of the ears. Since he couldnt wave, Stanley simply called out, Hi! Moving in! Hope Im not making too much noise!

To his surprise, the man scurried off as if Stanley had lobbed a cannonball at him.

Well, huh! Stanley said, vaguely offended, then forgot about the man completely.

Stanley had everything in place in his new apartment before his heart quieted down from lugging that last box of books up the stairs. Since the place was furnished, getting settled was a breeze. The furniture was well used but serviceable. Actually, Stanley was mostly psyched about the place not reeking of cigarette smoke. That was a blessing he hadnt anticipated.

In the living room, he had a lumpy sofa, a coffee table with a few horrific scratches dug into it as if by a runaway Rototiller, a bookcase just big enough to hold all his books, and a desk in the corner for his computer. What more could he possibly need?

The bedroom was tiny, but Stanley didnt mind. There was a double bed and chest of drawers and a chair with a floor lamp beside it standing in the corner. The closet was small but big enough for Stanleys needs. He didnt have that many clothes to begin with, and most of those he never hung up anyway.

The bathroom had a small window that overlooked the Coronado Bridge in the distance and a shower stall in need of a curtain. Hed run to the store later and buy one.

The kitchen was miniscule. Just big enough for a fridge, a stove, and a kitchen table with three chairs. One chair was missing.

Back in the living room, Stanley gravitated to the wide window beside the couch, which looked out on the eucalyptus tree outside. Wow! He had a view of a tree! How great was that? Arthur had spoken the truth when hed told Stanley the butter-yellow curtains Arthur had installed were darling. They were darling indeed. Nice and cheerful.

Stanley wangled the windows all the way open, which wasnt easy since they were old and painted shut, but when he finally got them up as far as they would go, he felt the tiniest breath of fresh air creep into the unit. The new curtains barely stirredthats how weak the breeze wasbut Stanley figured it wouldnt always be like that. The weather would cool off sooner or later. Plus, when he was buying a shower curtain, he would also pick up an electric fan. That would help. And towels. He needed towels. And soap. And sheets and a pillow. And maybe a small microwave oven. Jesus, he needed a lot.

Digging through the empty cupboards in the kitchen, he realized he would need several other things besides groceries for his culinary adventures. First off, paper plates, plastic silverware, paper cups, and paper napkins. No point spending the rest of his life washing dishes. Oh, and maybe a skillet. He supposed he could glom the skillet off his mother, but he thought it best to stay away from her for a while. The woman could be maniacal when she was on a tear. The name of vengeance was not woman, as some writer once said. The name of vengeance was Lola Francesca Sternbaum. And Stanley had spent his whole life trying to stay out of her line of fire.

With all his belongings in place, Stanley decided to shower and cool off. He didnt have any soap, but there was an old bottle of Ivory Liquid sitting on the kitchen sink. Hed use that. And he didnt have a towel, but an old T-shirt would work just as well.

Later, when he was all cleaned up, he would walk over to the university and see if they had posted the class schedules yet. The semester was starting in a couple of weeks, and Stanley was eager to get underway. After he checked out the school, hed go shopping.

Funny. Stanley had the strangest sensation his life was just beginning.

With a smile on his face at the prospect, he stripped off his clothes and climbed into his very own shower for the very first time.





FEELING newly invigorated and ready for anything, Stanley stepped out of his very own shower for the very first time. Since he didnt have a shower curtain, he had actually sat in the tub and taken a regular bath, but that was beside the point. Dripping wet, he grabbed up the Britney Spears T-shirt he had elected to serve as a towel, since it was still new enough to have some absorbency left. Rubbing his hair dry with Britneys face, he was about to commence humming from sheer youthful exuberance when a sound in the apartment made him freeze. It was a clicking sound.

Click. Then a bunch more. Click click click click click.

Startled, Stanley tilted his head to the side and listened harder. Over the thumping of his suddenly galloping heart, he now heard the sound of heavy breathing. That startled him even more than the clicking. Every horror movie hed ever seen passed before his eyes.

And dammit, here his life was just beginning too!

Furious and terrified all at the same time, Stanley threw himself naked through the bathroom door with the only weapon he could find on the spur of the moment held high above his headthe bottle of Ivory Liquid. And it was half-empty.

Woefully unarmed and knowing it, he was almost relieved to come face to face withnothing! The living room was empty. Then he heard the heavy breathing coming from the kitchen. And smoke. He smelled smoke. My God, the apartment was on fire!

Still naked and still dripping wet and still holding a bottle of Ivory Liquid over his head like a club, he tore into the kitchen only to findhis mother! She was standing by the kitchen sink, all doubled over, gasping for air. She had a lit cigarette dangling from her lips. Smoke enveloped her head like a cloud hovering over the tip of Mount Fuji. The clicking sound he had heard was the sound of her cigarette lighter, he now realized. He should have known. Hed been listening to that damn clicking sound his entire life. In fact, she was still holding the lighter in her trembling fingers. Obviously those six flights of stairs had taken their toll on her.

Holy Mother of God! she gasped, spotting Stanley in the doorway. Maybe I should switch to Marlboro Lights!

Stanley slapped the soaked T-shirt in front of his manly parts and screamed, Maybe you should quit smoking altogether. What the hell are you doing here? And extinguish that cigarette! This is a no smoking zone!

His mother patted her chest, still trying to get a decent breath of air, and between gasps, she scoffed. Oh, pooh! Dont be silly. How can you expect me to visit if this is a no smoking zone? And whats with all those fucking stairs? Where are we, the ninetieth floor? Can we see Beijing from here? And why is it so damn hot? Did I climb all the way up to the surface of the sun? Good Lord, my life is actually passing before my eyes!

So is mine! Stanley screamed.

Youre naked, his mother said, finally able to stand upright.

Stanley spread out the soaked T-shirt a bit to better cover himself. Well, I just got out of the shower, didnt I? And how did you get in?

She shrugged. I let myself in with a bobby pin. Why are you using a shirt for a towel?

Well, I

And why are you holding a bottle of Ivory Liquid. Dawn is better.

Jeez, Ma, I

Dont call me Ma. And why do you smell like dish soap? Is that what you were showering with?

Yeah, but

Give me a glass of water. Im dying here. Those stairs are reprehensible!

Good word choice, Stanley said, but I cant give you a glass of water. I dont have any glasses. Cup your hand under the faucet and drink it that way.

Like a farmer? I will not. What kind of boy leaves his mother to set out on his own without any glasses? And why are you still naked?

Stanley slumped. I dont know.

Beaten, and knowing it, Stanley slouched off to the bedroom to get dressed. He was halfway across the living room before he remembered to drag the wet T-shirt around to cover his ass as he walked away.

The minute he did, his apartment door opened in front of him. A young guy all dressed in black leather poked his head in like he owned the place. He wore boots with chains, leather pants with chains, and some sort of crisscrossing bandolier of leather and studsand chainsstrapped across his naked chest. He even had a little leather hat perched jauntily on his head. All he needed was a whip and handcuffs.

The young man spotted Stanley standing naked in the middle of the room, and his face broke into a smile like he had just won the lottery. As he continued to eyeball Stanley, his hand came up, and with his thumb and index finger, he commenced tweaking his nipple. A dreamy look came into his eyes. Well, hello there, neighbor.

Stanley dragged the wet shirt around to the front to cover his dick once again. Then he thought, fuck it! and threw the shirt across the room. It hit the wall with a splat.

The nipple tweaker in the doorway ducked and said, Ooh.

You must be ChiChi, Stanley said, trembling with fury. The guy who made the sign.

ChiChis blissful smile broadened. Thats me. He had a heavy, lazy Mexican accent, rather like the Frito Bandito on muscle relaxers.

With his self-respect pretty much at the lowest ebb it had seen since the time his mother caught him beating off on the commode at thirteen, Stanley spread his arms wide and presented himself in toto, as it were. Well, ChiChi? Am I cute enough to live in your precious building?

Before he got an answer, the stench of cigarette smoke intensified, and he heard his mother creeping up behind him. God, the woman was a pain in the ass. Introduce me to your leather friend, Stanley. Heavens, they let all kinds in this building, dont they?

It was at this point that Stanley threw in the towel. Or would have if he had owned one.

Still naked, but not really caring anymore, Stanley stalked off to the bedroom to get dressed.

Before he could slam the door behind him, he heard his mother casually say, I love your ensemble, young man. Made from a cow, isnt it? Is that like a bondage thing, or are you simply allergic to fabric?





STILL naked, Stanley stood in the bedroom and stared at himself in the dresser mirror. He could hear the hum of voices in the living room. The voices belonged to ChiChi and his mother. Good Lord, the leather freak and the most annoying woman in the world were having a chat. What the hell was his mother doing? And why was ChiChi wearing a leather bandolier? Was he a hooker? A Dom? A Columbian rebel?

Stanley stepped closer to the mirror and stared at himself a little harder, scoping himself out from head to toe. His body was long and lean enough, he supposed. His cock was of a respectable length and girth. His shoulders narrow, but nicely straight. There wasnt a delineated ab in sight, but he had a nice trail of blond hair leading from his belly button downward to the healthy patch of strawberry-blond pubic hair framing his dick. His legs were fuzzy and nicely shaped, he thought. For a skinny guy, at least.

It was his head that needed work. His narrow face, with those geeky-ass black glasses he couldnt see shit without, and the tiny ears too flat to his head, made him wish he could get a do-over in the looks department. Even ChiChi, the weirdo out there chatting with his mother, was a stunner compared to Stanley. And in all honesty, the sprinkling of dark hair across ChiChis chest, and the tight little belly button showing above the leather pants, and the way the man fit into those leather pants, made Stanley even more unhappy with the way Mother Nature had thrown Stanley F. Sternbaum together.

Then Stanley imagined how he would look standing naked next to Roger Jane, and what little self-confidence he had managed to scrape together was suddenly scattered to the four winds.

Roger Jane was beautiful. And nice to boot. Roger Jane would be the perfect friend, the perfect lover, the perfect everything. And Roger Jane was so far out of Stanleys league, it broke Stanleys heart a little bit just to think about the guy.

So he wouldnt think about him, dammit. He wouldnt.

Stanley turned from the mirror with steely-eyed determination and threw on a pair of chinos commando-style before slipping his arms into an Arrow dress shirt. He turned the long sleeves up, left the shirttail hanging out to flap in the breeze, if he could find one, and tucked his bare feet into a pair of Hush Puppies.

Grabbing his keys and a couple of bucks, Stanley strode from the bedroom and confronted his barging-in neighbor and his nosy-ass mother, who were chatting in a haze of cigarette smoke at the kitchen table like theyd known each other for years.

When the two of you finish your little tête-a´-tête, lock the door when you leave! Stanley called out. And humming a merry tune, just to piss his mother off, he stepped into the hall and looked back as ChiChi said, Your sons a bit high-strung, isnt he? Nice ass, though.

Thank you, Mrs. Sternbaum replied, casting a friendly finger waggle in Stanleys direction to be annoying right back. His father had a lovely butt. Made a point of showing it every time he opened his mouth too. He died of lung cancer.

Probably from secondhand smoke, ChiChi wryly observed, flapping his leather hat in front of his face to clear the air.

And then, in her never-ending quest to embarrass the hell out of her son, his mother outdid even herself. My sons gay, you know.

Hell, who isnt? ChiChi replied, adjusting his leather bandolier so it no longer collided with his nipple ring.

And on that happy note, Stanley slammed the apartment door behind him and headed down the stairs.

After navigating the roasting hot stairwell, it was almost a relief to step outside into the blazing sunlight. He glanced up the street to make sure his Honda was still there, and seeing it was, he set out walking toward the campus. It was only two blocks away. How convenient was that?

By the time hed passed the campus theater and the biology building and a couple of high-rise parking structures for students and faculty, he had calmed down enough to appreciate his surroundings. There were a few students around, but not many. When the fall semester commenced in two weeks, the joint would be packed. Thinking about it, Stanley fairly trembled with anticipation. He was on the last leg of his journey to becoming an archaeologist, and he could hardly contain his excitement. He tried not to think about where his many résumés would eventually lead him, but he was willing to go anywhere to fulfill his dream. Fieldwork on the cliff dwellings in New Mexico. A museum post in New York. Scraping bones or digging for treasure on the Yucatan Peninsula. It was all one and the same to Stanley. He just wanted to ply his trade. He just wanted to work.

As always, his imagination was getting ahead of him. With the thud of reality reasserting itself, Stanley dragged his mind back to the present.

The campus was nicely laid out, with bright green lawns and shaded areas where Stanley could imagine reading or relaxing or eating his lunch between classes. He spotted the campus bookstore and made a mental note to return the next day with his credit card to buy the rest of the books he needed for his courses. He had a list the college had mailed him weeks ago back at the apartment.

On the wall outside the deans office on the second floor of the administration building, Stanley finally found what he was searching forthe class schedules for the fall semester. Ordinarily, he could access it on online, but his computer wasnt hooked up at the apartment yet. That was another task he had to accomplish before classes began.

Stanley jotted down some notes concerning his schedule, then went in search of a Coke machine. He found one in an alcove between buildings, dropped in his coins, and, grabbing his soda, sprawled on the grass under a weeping willow tree to relax and cool off and give his mother and the bondage queen time to vacate his apartment.

Hed have to buy a lock for the apartment door too. Something mother proof. If they made such a thing. Happily, he had that money his father left him. It wasnt much, but if he was careful, it should be enough to see him through until he finished his schooling once and for all.

Stanley closed his eyes, enjoying the cooing of a turtledove in the billowy branches above his head. The next-to-last thought that crossed his mind before sleep overtook him was the memory of how Rogers hand felt as it slipped into his.

And then to further break the vow he had made not to think about Roger Jane, he wondered what sort of treasure he would have unearthed had he tugged free the drawstring at Rogers waist and let those baggy blue scrubs slide to the floor.


Chapter 3
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STANLEY settled into life in apartment 6C at the Belladonna Arms with a minimum of angst. He was so happy to be on his own for the very first time in his life, even his mothers incessant phone calls pleading with him to return home couldnt derail his contentment. Happily, the six flights of stairs that had damn near killed the woman on her first visit kept her visits few and far between. And when she did come, she usually came bearing gifts. A set of drinking glasses. Real honest-to-God plates and silverware. Down pillows. An electric fan for the bedroom.

The phone calls gradually lessened, and Stanley knew in her own agonizingly plodding way she was accepting the fact, as graciously as she could, that Stanley was on his own at last. That fact eased Stanleys guilt considerably, and for the first time in his life he began to relish his new freedom.

August was such a scorcher that even the second fan that Stanley bought himself didnt cool the apartment enough to make it bearable during the daylight hours. So Stanley walked. With two weeks to kill before classes commenced, he spent his time reacquainting himself with the city, the parks, and the zoo, all of which were within walking distance of his apartment. But his greatest joy was visiting the museums in Balboa Park. He spent hours perusing the dusty collections of treasures gathered by archaeologists who had come before. He would stare doe-eyed at some pre-Columbian relic or ancient Egyptian artifact, wondering all the while if someday there might not be a display in the Museum of Man, or one of the other venerable old institutions, with his name on the little index card in the cornera card proclaiming Stanley F. Sternbaum to be the collector of the piece. Wouldnt that be something?

During Stanleys daily wanderings, as he climbed up and down the stairs to and from his apartment, he developed the strangest habit. And he couldnt really explain to himself why. Well, he could explain it, but it was so embarrassing he chose not to. The habit was to step very quietly and very quickly between floors four and six so as to avoid running into Roger Jane, who lived on five. There was just something about the man that filled Stanley with discontent. He supposed it was jealousy more than anything else. After all, who wouldnt be jealous of someone who looked like that? The mere thought of Rogers beauty was enough to make Stanley unhappy for hours. Of course, it wasnt the mans beauty that made Stanley feel that way. Not really. It was Stanleys own lack of beauty that did it. Stanley even had the good grace to admit it wasnt Rogers fault for looking the way he did. Nor was it Rogers fault Stanley was so paranoid about his own appearance that he felt inferior when comparing himself to Roger. Or that he would even feel a need to compare himself to Roger. But still, the feeling was such that Stanley would tiptoe quickly between the fourth and sixth floors every time he left or entered the building. He couldnt help it.

Even feeling like an utter fool didnt make him break the habit.

Nor did being called on it by Roger Jane himself.

It happened on Stanleys first Saturday at the Belladonna Arms. Stanley had just tiptoed past the fifth floor and was approaching his landing when he heard a voice behind him.

Hey, Little Mouse. How are you getting settled?

Stanley recognized the voice immediately. Heart thudding away, more from the sexy timbre of the voice than from climbing those six flights of stairs, Stanley turned two steps from the top and looked down the way hed come.

Roger Jane was leaning on the newel post, staring up. He wasnt wearing scrubs. He was in faded blue jeans and a snow-white T-shirt that looked brand new. The whiteness of the shirt set off the tan of Rogers face. The fact that Roger was barefoot somehow made the whole package absolutely mind-boggling. Stanley actually had to grab the railing to keep from toppling over.

Hi was all he could think to say.

And Roger smiled. I never hear you, Little Mouse. My apartment is directly under yours and you never make a peep. No music, no TV, nothing. What you doing up there, kid? Meditating?

Stanley forced himself to laugh. Nah. Just reading. Getting a head start on my textbooks. Classes start in a few days. He stammered to an awkward silence before remembering his manners. How are you?

Roger seemed amused by Stanleys formality, and somewhat charmed by his shyness. He shrugged, leaning a little more heavily on the newel post and gazing up at Stanley with a gentle smile on his face. Well, Im finally off the night shift, so I thought Id rejoin the world by asking you down for a drink some night. Maybe even tonight, if youre not busy.

Oh.

Rogers assuredness faltered a bit at Stanleys tepid reaction. I mean, you know, if you want to. Its nothing formal or anything. Just a welcome to the building drink. I dont want to take you away from your studying.

Stanley felt his face burning. He could feel himself pulling away, and he was pretty sure Roger could sense it too. He seemed confused, and then finally just as embarrassed as Stanley. The next thing Stanley knew, it was Roger pulling away.

He stuffed one hand in his jeans pocket and rubbed his other hand across his buzz-cut hair. Suddenly, those beautiful green eyes were looking at everything but Stanley. Well, I wont keep you. Just wanted to, you know, say… hi.

He lifted his hand by way of saying good-bye, and Stanley watched him walk away toward his apartment. Shortly after Roger disappeared, Stanley heard Rogers door click quietly closed.

Stanley closed his eyes. Trying his damnedest not to think about what hed just done, or why, he turned and entered his own apartment, closing the door behind him as quietly as Roger had done.

He stood just inside the doorway and looked down at his hands. Then he looked down at the floor, wondering what Roger was doing at that moment directly beneath him. Was he, too, standing inside his door wondering what the hell had just happened?

Stanley felt like kicking himself. What was wrong with him anyway? The guy was just being friendly. Or maybe he felt sorry for Stanley, having no friends and all. Somehow that possibility made Stanley feel even worse. He sure as hell didnt want Rogers sympathy. Stanley was doing just fine on his own. He was! So what was it about Roger Jane that made Stanley so goddamn paranoid? Was it really just the fact he was handsome? Was Stanley so insecure he couldnt have a simple drink with a neighbor because the man was prettier than he was? Stanley knew he was shy. He had battled shyness his whole life. But it hadnt held him back. Not really. He might not be comfortable functioning sometimes, but he did function. He was just beginning work on a masters degree, so he must have something going for him.

And then, in a flash of clarity, Stanley knew exactly why he snuck up and down the stairs, why he had turned down an invitation for an innocent drink, and why he was tearing himself up inside because of it all.

It was himself Stanley didnt trust. Not Roger. Stanley didnt trust himself not to fall in love with the guy. That was it in a nutshell. Roger Jane was simply too irresistible. Too perfect. The last thing Stanley needed right now was the distraction of a broken heart, and with this man in particular, Stanleys poor innocent heart had no defenses whatsoever. None. With one gentle word from the man, Stanley would be lost.

Nope. The action he had just taken might not be the kindest thing Stanley had ever done, but as a matter of self-preservation, it was probably the wisest.

With that thought rattling around inside his head, he fought against the urge to run downstairs and apologize. It was better, better for Stanley at least, to just leave matters where they lay.

Roger Jane was the unattainable. Best to leave him unattained.





THERE were other friendships in the building Stanley did not steer away from. Sylvia, for one. And it wasnt because of her Toll House cookies, either. Although they did play a part.

He found her at the door one Thursday afternoon, a plate of cookies in hand. Ive come to fatten you up, she said.

The cookies were obviously still warm from the oven. They smelled so heavenly Stanley didnt even consider turning her away.

Well, come on in and fatten me up, then, he said with a grin.

Sylvia was petite and pretty and very, very feminine. Her voice was a delicate whisper filled with hope and innocence. She was also fearlessly friendly, which Stanley admired right off the bat since he was pretty much the polar opposite. Shy people are always in awe of fearlessly friendly people. Its a trait they wish they could duplicate, but never can.

Sylvia stood maybe five four in her bare feet, which was exactly how she was standing at Stanleys door. Her black hair was cut in a simple bob, her short nails shone neatly with colorless polish. There was not a trace of makeup on her sweetly open face. She wore shorts and a mans dress shirt with the tails tied at her waist, exposing a couple of inches of very trim midriff beneath the swell of her recently attained breasts. And those breasts were lovely. If Arthur hadnt squealed, Stanley would never have known Sylvia was not all she seemed to be. Stanley could see at a glance that decked out in full makeup and heels and a sexy little outfit, Sylvia would be a knockout indeed. Hell, she was a knockout now.

Her eyes were lavender. Stanley had never seen anyone with lavender eyes before. He could barely drag his own eyes away from them.

To Stanleys surprise, once he had a chance to think about it, there were no hard masculine edges on her as one sees on many male-to-female gender reassignments. No hint of the boy she once wasand if what Arthur had told him was true, the boy she still was.

As far as Stanley was concerned, Sylvia was indeed already a woman. And a lovely one at that. And judging by her poise and self-confidence and the very pretty tilt to her head, she sure as hell didnt belong in the Belladonna Arms. Christ, Sylvia was way too classy for the joint.

Stanley found himself hoping she knew that. But he wasnt sure she did.

For under all the beautiful, feminine trappings, there was a little bit of hurt going on in Sylvias fabulous lavender eyes. A little bit of embarrassed humility. Of uncertainty. Of wariness.

It took Stanley only a moment to realize it was that humble uncertaintythat faintest touch of reservethat made Sylvia truly stunning.

He waved her to the couch and went to fetch them something cold to drink.

Isnt it a little hot to be baking cookies? he asked over his shoulder as he clunked ice cubes into two of the new glasses his mother had bought, then filled them to the top with cola.

Sylvias laugh was a tinkle of silver bells. Very pretty. She patted the cushion beside her and said, Its never too hot for cookies. Come sit with me. Lets be friends.

So Stanley did. He felt he was being charmed by a master, and oddly, it didnt bother him at all. It became quickly apparent that Sylvia was one of those rare people Stanley felt comfortable with from the start. He thought it might be a very pleasant thing to become friends with her. And the occasional cookie would make a nice side benefit as well.

And speaking of cookies, Stanley took the opportunity to pluck one from the plate in front of him and pop it in his mouth. They were still warm from the oven, and my God, they were good.

Edible? Sylvia asked, already knowing the answer to her question.

Stanley merely nodded, eyes squeezed shut, happily chewing away. Before the first cookie was gone, with his eyes still closed in bliss, Stanley blindly groped another cookie from the tray.

Sylvia giggled. Guess that means yes.

While Stanley attacked the cookies, Sylvia gratefully sipped at the soda Stanley had handed her, then placed it atop a coaster on the coffee table. A box fan was sitting on the floor blowing the hot air around. Since the fan was pretty much ignoring her, she pretty much ignored it. She turned to Stanley and smiled, wiping a drop of sweat from her neck. I dont suppose I need to tell you about myself. Arthur already did that, right?

Well, he might have mentioned you.

Sylvia tilted her head back and laughed. Only the slightest protrusion of Adams apple showed itself in the graceful line of her throat. It was the very first hint Stanley had seen that things might not be what they seemed where the beautiful Sylvia was concerned.

Arthur told you everything, Im sure, right down to the minutest detail. Does it bother you that Im… under construction?

And with all honesty, Stanley said, No. You look fully constructed to me. And a gorgeous edifice it is too.

Sylvia reached out and touched Stanleys cheek with cool fingers. Thank you, Stanley. How sweet you are. He said you were.

That pulled Stanley up short. Who said?

Sylvia had the good grace to blush. UhArthur. Arthur told me you were sweet.

Oh.

Have another cookie, she said. Theyre all for you. She blew a wisp of hair out of her eyes, looking for all the world like a woman who is desperately seeking a change of subject. Stanley, lost again in the wonders of her Toll House cookies, didnt seem to notice. You have the hottest apartment in the building, you know. I dont imagine Arthur told you that. Its because the roof is directly over your head. People move in and out of here on a regular basis. The rest of us have been in the building forever. Well, forever being a relative term. After all, Im only twenty-four. How old are you?

Two, Stanley mumbled around a mouthful of heaven.

Sylvia tinkled her little bells again. I assume you mean twenty-two.

Stanley nodded and swallowed hard. With the immediate feeding frenzy satisfied, he sipped at his cola and settled in for a nice chat. He was still a little astounded he didnt feel shy at all. He wished he knew her secret, what made him feel so at ease in her presence. He supposed some people just had that gift.

So who are you seeing, Stanley? Anybody? And if not, how come?

Stanley shrugged, a little uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going. Too busy studying, I guess. You have to set priorities. You have to

Youre twenty-two, Stanley. Its time to fall head over heels in love, dont you think? Past time, actually. Theres probably somebody out there right now whod love to get to know you. Maybe you should open your eyes and look around. Never know what you might find once you start looking.

Uh, thanks. Ill take that under advisement. Still, studying is a full-time job and

Student? Sylvia asked, apparently unimpressed with his excuses.

Stanley nodded. Beaumont. Working on my masters in archaeology.

Sylvia rested her hand on Stanleys knee. Thats wonderful. There are a couple of other students in the building mixed in among all the oddballs Arthur rented to. Myself not excluded from that assessment.

Tell me about the other oddballs. Stanley laughed, glad to be off the subject of his love lifeor lack of one. I havent really met anybody. Except for ChiChi. The leather guy.

Sylvia threw her head back and laughed again. This time Stanley didnt notice the Adams apple. He was too engrossed with the lovely face above it.

ChiChis a student too. Hes studying to become a physical therapist. To pay his tuition, he does a few massages in his apartment. Some are even legitimate.

And the other massages? Stanley asked, a lascivious grin creeping across his face.

Sylvia folded her hands in her lap and tried to look demure. Well, lets just say the leather outfit pretty much explains it all. I will say this. If you hear strange noiseshappy masculine noisescoming through the wall from next door, I wouldnt go investigate if I were you. Some of his massages are a little more invasive than others, if you get my drift. And ChiChi loves his work. He loves it almost as much as his clients do. There. Ive said enough.

So hes a hustler, then.

Sylvia gave a discreet little shrug. Call it what you will.

So if he asks me if Id like a massage, I should probably say no.

Sylvia winked. Well, that depends on you, doesnt it?

Hmm. Who are some of the other tenants?

Sylvia placed a delicate finger against the side of her cheek. Well, lets see now. Theres Ramon, of course. Hes a beauty student. Dont let him cut your hair. He hasnt been a beauty student very long, although he thinks hes Vidal Sassoon. Ramon is fearless with a pair of scissors, and thats reason enough to steer away from his haircuts right there.

Stanley ran a hand over his strawberry-blond locks. They were so gooped up with gel, they hardly bent beneath his touch. I dont think he could do much damage to this mop.

Sylvia cocked a perfectly arched eyebrow. Thats what you think. She took another sip of soda and again placed the glass carefully on the table in front of her before speaking further.

Theres Charlie. He lives on three. Youll know Charlie when you see him. He has carrot-red hair. Charlie also has a bit of a problem with sticky fingers. Hell take anything that isnt nailed down, whether he wants it or not. I like Charlie. He works for UPS, and hes always bringing boxes home. I cant help wondering how many people out there arent getting their deliveries. If he steals something he doesnt really want, hell sooner or later give it away as a gift. Charlie is sort of a conflicted personality. What you might call a generous thief. He gave Ramon his own toaster back for Christmas. Came over for breakfast one morning and left with the toaster. Ramon thought it was cute that Charlie forgot he stole the toaster from him, then turned right around and gave it back as a gift. Thats how nice Ramon is. Not the brightest light bulb in the socket, but nice as nice can be.

Stanley laughed. Who else?

I understand you met Arthur in drag, so theres nothing more to be said about that.

No indeed. Arthur I understand perfectly.

Sylvia clapped her hands together under her chin. Oh! My favorite person in the whole building is Roger. Roger Jane. He lives right below you, you know. Hes a nurse. He helped me through a case of flu a few months ago. He was still a student then himself, but oh, he was so sweet and kind to me. You must get to know Roger. You absolutely must.

Stanley felt the blood creep into his face. I already did. He helped me when Arthur passed out on the landing. Hes very… nice.

Sylvia tapped his hand, like a schoolmarm trying to get a point across to a particularly slow student. Hes more than nice. Hes sweet and sincere and kind and fun. Hes also the most beautiful specimen of manhood Ive ever seen in my life. God, hes gorgeous. Sylvia batted her lashes. Dont you think hes gorgeous?

Stanley stuffed another cookie in his mouth while he thought that over. Finally, he said, I suppose hes gorgeous, if you like the Hugh Jackman type.

Sylvia laughed. And who the heck doesnt?

She glanced at her wristwatch. Oh, dear, I have to get ready for work. Im a waitress at the deli on Fourth and Broadway. Jimbos. Stop by sometime and Ill try to sneak you a freebie. Roger stops by there all the time, you know. He loves our corned beef. She sprang to her feet and once again blew the hair from her eyes. You need a bigger fan, Stanley. Theyre going to find you up here parboiled like a chicken.

She kissed his cheek in farewell, and with a singsong Enjoy the cookies! was gone as quickly as she came, leaving Stanley a little bit breathless. Breathless and full.

But not full enough, apparently, since his hand was already reaching out for another cookie as though it had a will of its own. And while he devoured that cookie, he wondered why Sylvia hadnt shown him her brand-new tits as Arthur had said she would.

Stanley was a little surprised to find himself disappointed. He would like to have seen them.

For purely esthetic reasons, of course. They really were lovely.


Chapter 4
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AS THE seemingly endless two-week wait before classes finally began to wind down to a close, Stanley realized that his tiptoeing between the fourth- and sixth-floor landings had paid off. He had not seen Roger Jane the whole time. But every time he hadnt seen Roger Jane, hed felt guilty about it, remembering the hurt look on the mans face when Stanley had blown off his invitation to come down for a drink. He rehearsed in his mind all the different ways he might atone for his breach of etiquette without really getting himself cornered into accepting another invitation. In the end, he had to admit it was probably better simply not to see Roger Jane at all.

The school year ultimately got underway with a flurry of activity, as school years always do. Stanley was thrilled about the curriculum but not nearly as thrilled as he was by the fact that the campus classrooms were actually air-conditioned. He liked his professors, and he fit in with the other students without much emotional trauma. His shyness did not magically evaporate, but it was lessened by the fact that his mind was now centered solely on his studies. And when Stanley focused on something, he did it wholeheartedly, often to the exclusion of everything else. He suspected that was one of the reasons he fell down a lot. With his mind on this, that, and the other thing, half the time he simply wasnt watching where he was going.

And because of this singleness of purpose when it came to schoolwork, Stanleys practice of tiptoeing between flights four and six gradually petered out. And it pretty much petered out without Stanley even noticing. His thoughts were so buried in dates and civilizations and long-dead ancestors from the Paleolithic period, not to mention the stone tools they wielded and the cave art they painted, sometimes he didnt notice the flights in the stairwell going past at all. For an archaeologist in training, he was remarkably unobservant. If he hadnt lived on the top floor, he suspected he would have regularly kept right on climbing past his own apartment.

Thus it was that on the second Monday after his classes started, he stumbled headlong into Roger Jane. Literally. Yep. His luck finally ran out. Stanley was climbing upward after school, and Roger was clomping downward with a gigantic basket of laundry in his arms, headed for the laundry room in the basement. Stanley didnt see Roger coming down because his head was filled with prehistoric shit. Roger didnt see Stanley rising up to meet him because he couldnt see past the bigass pile of laundry in his arms.

Their collision knocked them both off their feet. An avalanche of dirty clothes and textbooks went sliding down the stairs, and it was only because their legs were tangled around each others that Stanley and Roger didnt go sliding along with them.

After the initial mind-jarring realization that their asses were on the floor and nothing seemed to have been broken in the process, no bones at any rate, they both started apologizing at the same time. Then they started giggling at the same time.

Im sorry. Stanley giggled, straightening his glasses.

Roger laughed. Me too. 

I wasnt watching where I was going.

Me either.

Are you hurt?

No. Are you?

No.

Then they started giggling again.

So youre a clumsy little mouse, Roger said, eyes bright, white teeth peeking out between laughing lips.

Stanley watched the tip of Rogers tongue lick at the corner of his smile, as if he could taste it. Mesmerized, Stanley answered, It would certainly appear so.

Stanley finally managed to pull himself together and take stock of the situation. He unwrapped his legs from around Rogers and hauled himself to his feet, offering a hand to Roger as he did. Roger accepted the offer and pulled himself up. They were both still laughing and brushing themselves off.

They began retrieving their belongings from the steps. Stanley handed Roger a pair of undershorts and Roger handed Stanley a book on Aztec ceremonies.

Uh, Roger said, since my laundry is dirty and your books are clean, lets just pick up our own stuff, okay? Id hate for you to be stricken blind with Dengue fever because of coming into contact with my soiled undergarments. Although actually that is a misrepresentation of the possibilities since Dengue fever is a mosquito-borne virus, and Im not sure one of the symptoms is blindness, and I dont know why Im talking so much. By the way, I love reading about the Aztecs. If we were back in Tenochtitlan a few hundred years ago, it would be our heads rolling down these stairs instead of our books and dirty laundry.

Only if we were prisoners slated for sacrifice to appease the gods, Stanley lectured, scooping one of Rogers T-shirts off the floor and wishing he was all by himself so he could stick the filthy shirt in his face and breathe in a good whiff of Rogers smell. Just the thought made Stanleys dick move inside his slacks. Or maybe it was due to Roger lecturing him on Aztec sacrificial practices. That was a turn-on, too, but even Stanley had to admit it probably wouldnt be a turn-on for anyone other than himself. And maybe some long-dead Aztec.

To take his mind off the fact his dick was still moving, and praying to God Roger wasnt seeing it moving, Stanley started jabbering mindlessly. He knew it was mindless when he heard the words pouring out of his mouth.

If you like Aztec lore, I have a dozen books on the subject you can borrow. It is fascinating stuff. Quite a civilization while it lasted. Youre more than welcome to come up and Stanley blinked. He knew, suddenly, what he was about to say, but of course, by now, he also knew there was no way to gracefully backpedal. Was there? And did he really want to?

Roger gave him a quizzical look, his smile threatening to break through again in all its glory. Im welcome to… what exactly?

Stanley took a deep shuddering breath, all the while wondering if from now on he could tie a bunch of sheets together and gain access to his apartment by climbing up and down the outside of the building like a gecko, where there would be no chance whatsoever of running headlong into Roger Jane. You can come up and borrow them anytime you like, Stanley finished at a gallop.

And there it was. After coming to terms with refusing Rogers invitation to pop downstairs for a drink and beating himself up over it for the past three weeks, here Stanley had up and extended an invitation of his own. And there was no way in hell he could get out of this one.

Roger was wide-eyed and beautiful standing there with an armload of filthy laundry tucked up under his chin. His five oclock shadow was as heavy as Stanley had ever seen it. So this was what Roger looked like when he wasnt going to work. Blue-jeaned, barefoot, haphazardly thrown together, and stunning.

Rogers head was tilted to the side. He was staring at Stanley in the same way Stanley stared at those museum exhibits he so admired. Rogers soulful green eyes burned into Stanley like a couple of blowtorches, and Stanley could swear he felt the heat of them searing his skin. Roger seemed to be powerfully confused all of a sudden, although there was a hint of a grin still twitching at the corners of that luscious mouth of his.

Stanley wished he could lean in and kiss the twitch away, and boy, didnt that thought make his dick give a lurch. It startled him so, he actually jumped.

When Roger spoke, his words were softly clipped, carefully enunciated, as if he were speaking to someone with only a basic knowledge of English. I wouldnt want to be a bother.

Stanley didnt hear him. He was too busy wondering what it would feel like to run his hand over Roger Janes buzz-cut hair. Would it be all bristly and poky, or would it be as soft as eiderdown?

Roger clutched his laundry in one arm to free up the other so he could wave a gentle hand in front of Stanleys face.

Earth to Stanley. I said I wouldnt want to be a bother. Thats your cue to say I wouldnt be a bother at all.

You wouldnt be a bother at all, Stanley echoed, blinking himself back to the present.

Roger laughed. Well, phew! Thats a relief.

Stanley blushed and gave himself a shake. Ill let you finish your laundry, he said.

Roger blessed him with a radiant smile that would fill Stanleys mind for the next three days. He reached out his strong hand and gave Stanleys hair a tousle. Okay, Little Mouse, Ill let you go do your homework. Dont worry. Ill call before I come up.

And to make matters worse, Stanley heard himself say, Oh, no. Just drop in any old time.

Roger tilted his head to the side again. And there was that kissable twitch once more, too, Stanley noticed, playing at the corners of those extremely kissable lips.

Well, if youre sure, Roger said, finally giving the twitch full rein to be a proper smile, and flashing those pearly whites when it did. Ill look forward to it, then.

Stanley simply nodded, knowing full well he was incapable of coherent speech at that moment. Better to keep his flapping trap shut before he blabbered out something else he would end up regretting even more.

Two minutes later, Roger was humming and padding barefoot down the stairwell, his dirty laundry back in the basket where it belonged, once again en route to the laundry room in the basement.

Just before Stanley ducked into his apartment, books and papers all jumbled together and hugged to his chest, he heard Roger call out from somewhere below.

See you later, Little Mouse!

Stanley rolled his eyes, ducked inside, and locked the door behind him. He was as happyand as scaredas he had ever been in his life. And all because the man was going to borrow a book.

How fucking pathetic was that?

And why did he still have a hard-on? As if he didnt know.





ONCE his hard-on subsided, so did the euphoria brought about by his little interaction in the stairwell with Roger Jane.

It took Stanley less than ten minutes to begin erecting a mental barricade again. He wasnt exactly sure why he still felt a need to do so, but he thought it had something to do with survival. Roger was out of his league, and he knew it. Nothing could possibly lie down this road but a broken heart. And the broken heart would sure as hell be his, not Rogers.

It was fairly obvious that for some bizarre reason of his own, Roger Jane had made it a goal of his to get to know Stanley. Stanley seriously doubted Roger was on a mission to bed him. Looking the way Roger did, he could seduce any human on the planet. Why in Gods name would he go after a shy, geeky, skinny guy with glasses and two cowlicks? What would be the point? Why settle for hamburger when you can just as easily partake of steak on a regular basis?

Stanley could only shake his head in exasperation as he tried to fathom Rogers thinking on the matter. He was also vaguely appalled to realize his inferiority complex was so deeply rooted in his psyche, he didnt for a moment think he was worthy of Rogers attentions. Stanley wasnt interesting. Stanley didnt have any money. Hell, Stanley could barely function in social situations at all. Even if Roger was looking for nothing more than friendship, he could do a heck of a lot better than Stanley Sternbaum.

That was an eye-opener of a realization if there ever was one. Depressing too. But shit, Stanley had been depressed about himself since the day he was born. Its not like he wasnt used to it by now.

But rather than combat the realization that he was unworthy, Stanley bowed to the wisdom of the analysis and immediately sprang into action. He had only a few minutes while Roger was still occupied in the laundry room to do what he had to do.

Stanley grabbed two books on Aztec history from the bookshelf, dumped them in an empty grocery bag, and (once again on tiptoe) stealthed his way down the staircase like a ninja to the fifth floor. There he found Rogers doorknob and hung the bag on it as quietly as he could, in case Roger had already returned. Then (still on tiptoe) Stanley sneakily skedaddled back up the stairs and locked his apartment door behind him, breathing a sigh of relief he hadnt been caught in the process.

Stanley spent the next two hours relieved he had avoided yet another opportunity to fall in love with somebody he was already infatuated with. (Yes, he had the common sense to admit he was smitten. Hell, who wouldnt be?) But dammit, Stanley had schooling to worry about, a career to prepare for, lessons to be learned, more résumés to mail out, a mother to put up with, a father to mourn, and besides all that, there was the biggest reason of all. He was afraid. (And yes, he had the common sense to admit that too.) Afraid of letting love take over his life. Afraid of being made a fool of. Afraid of opening himself up to someone like Roger Jane, who could kill with little more than a flash of those heavenly green eyes.

Stanley wondered if Roger knew the power he wielded. If he did, he would surely be a little more careful how he flung that power around. Roger Jane wielded his beauty like a kid with his daddys shotgun, pointing it everywhere, finger on the trigger, not knowing if it was loaded or not, but scaring people like Stanley shitless anyway. Once those green eyes came to rest on you, you might as well have a bulls-eye painted over your heart. And Stanleys heart had seen enough damage, what with his parents divorce and all. He really didnt need to see any more. Much to Stanleys bewilderment, that thought stopped him cold.

He sat at his kitchen table, schoolbooks splayed out in front of him, pen held aloft midstroke, frozen motionless by this all-new realization thundering through his head. My God, was that why he was so afraid of making himself susceptible to falling in love? Was it really because Roger Jane was out of his league, or was it due to the way his parents divorce had affected young Stanley Sternbaum at the susceptible age of fifteen?

As much as he would have liked to ponder that question for a whilesince he didnt have enough crap to fret overa soft rapping on his front door slapped him back to reality in less than a heartbeat. He held his breath, hoping whoever it was would just give up and go away. He spent the next five seconds wishing he had a peephole in the door, but that didnt work out for him either.

When the rapping came again, he knew he couldnt just sit here and hide. He was, after all, a fucking adult. He had to answer the damn thing. Thats what adults do. They answer their goddamn doors. So he did.

Stanley wasnt surprised to find Roger Jane smiling at him as he peeked around the edge of the door to see whod come calling, but he was surprised by the first words out of Rogers mouth.

Ive come for the books. That okay?

Stanley blinked. Have you been back to your apartment since you went to the basement?

Good old 5A. Yeah, why?

Didnt you find the books hanging on your doorknob?

Rogers eyes narrowed. Nooo. Should I have?

Stanley didnt like the look of dawning anger on Rogers face. Not that it frightened him exactly, but boy, was it sexy. Roger Jane being sweet was a bombshell. Roger Jane being pissed was a twelve-alarm fire.

Apparently, the look on Stanleys face was enough of an answer for Roger. He startled Stanley by reaching out and taking a fistful of Stanleys shirttail and dragging him into the hall. He did it gently, and oddly, Stanley didnt mind at all.

Come with me, Roger said. Then evidently thinking he might be being a bit pushy, he added, If you would be so kind. We need to visit a friend.

We do? Stanley asked, looking down at Rogers hand still crumpling his shirttail.

Im sorry, Roger said, pulling his hand away, then putting it right back but this time to smooth out the wrinkles his fist had put in the fabric.

Stanley sucked in a tiny breath of air when Rogers hand brushed his belt buckle, jarring the fly of his trousers. He could imagine his dick popping an eye open to see what was going on. Then craning its neck out to get a better look. Then craning its neck out a little farther. Crap. Another hard-on.

But yes, Roger said, picking up where hed left off, all the while staring at the ever-increasing bulge in the crotch of Stanleys jeans with a bemused look on his handsome face, rather like someone who walks up to a slot machine in Vegas and finds the bin already filled with coins.

Stanley tugged his shirttail lower, but the truth was already out and Stanley damn well knew it. Roger knew it too. Stanley could tell by the gentle, fascinated smile Roger aimed in his direction.

I forgot what I was talking about. Roger grinned.

Stanleys face felt hot. Rogers twelve-alarm fire must have spread in his direction. Maybe there was an easterly wind. You said we had to visit a friend.

Roger ran a hand over his buzz cut, obviously trying to keep his eyes focused on Stanleys face, and not on other more equatorial regions. Oh. Thats right. We do.

And with that, Roger took Stanleys hand and pulled him toward the stairs. Come with me.

Okay. With his hand nestled in the heat of Rogers fist, Stanley would have followed the man anywhere. At least until he could erect that goddamn barricade again. But at the moment, he didnt have time for barricades. Roger was hauling him away from his front door at a pretty good clip.

Tugging Stanley along like a pull toy, Roger led him down the stairs to the third floor. There he turned right and continued to tug Stanley along all the way to the end of the hall. They stopped in front of a door marked 3A. With his left hand, Roger pounded on the door. With his right, he continued to cradle Stanleys paw in his. He seemed to enjoy having it there. Needless to say, so did Stanley, although he was mightily confused about what was taking place.

Stanley noticed this door did have a peephole. Stanley wondered if Arthur would give him a peephole if Stanley promised to give him a sponge bath. Then he decided it wasnt worth it.

Since there was no one jumping to answer the door, Roger knocked again. Louder this time.

Finally a voice called out from inches away. Stanley suspected the person inside 3A was peeking through the peephole while he spoke. Sorry! Not decent! Youll have to come back later!

Horseshit, Charlie! Open the door! That was Roger. Stanley figured if Roger had said those words in front of his door, and with the same commanding tone of voice, Stanley would probably have gotten another hard-on.

Prick, Roger muttered to himself. He turned to Stanley and gave him a radiant smile. With the hand that wasnt cradling Stanleys, he hooked a thumb at the door. Charlie lives here, he said. Sneak thief extraordinaire. Or maybe not so extraordinaire. And not really that sneaky, either. If anything comes up missing at the Belladonna Arms, this is the first place everybody looks.

Hey! I heard that! the voice from the other side of the door bellowed, obviously wounded to the core.

Good! Roger called back. You were meant to! Now open the door.

Eventually the door creaked open, and a sharp freckled nose worked its way around the edge of the doorframe like a crowbar. After that a couple of freckled cheeks, a freckled forehead, and the reddest carrot-top hair Stanley had ever seen in his life appeared. The hair was cut in a too-long flattop that stuck straight up off the top of the head. Said freckled head was elongated, and with the flattop poking skyward above it, Charlies cranium looked to be about two feet long. It rather resembled a splotchy, fat pencil stub with a ragged red eraser on the end. He looked remarkably like Beaker the Muppet, Stanley thought, biting back a laugh. Poor guy. And oddly, Stanley suddenly had a slightly better opinion of what he perceived as his own physical shortcomings. But not by much.

The man peeking around the door was also by no stretch of the imagination one of those people one likes at first sight. This guy was a dislike at first sight if there ever was one. He looked sneaky. And worse than that, he looked unbathed.

Yes? Charlie the sneak thief extraordinaire asked in a normal, unsqueaky, un-Beaker-like voice, looking first at Roger, then at Stanley, as if maybe they were Jehovahs Witnesses or something, out to ruin his day by trying to save his miserable soul. May I help you gentlemen?

Cut the crap, Roger said and pulled Stanley through the door right past Charlie and into the apartment proper.

Hey, wait a minute! Charlie cried. What do you think youre doing?

Roger turned and looked the man up and down. Thought you were undressed.

Well

To Stanleys surprise, Roger then asked, When did you last take your medication?

While Charlie hemmed and hawed around that question, Stanley began to take in his surroundings. The apartment looked like a warehouse. There was furniture in it, but most of the furniture was buried under piles of stuff. Toasters, blenders, telephones, clothing, basketballs, and about a gazillion packing boxes piled up here and there.

Sneak thief extraordinaire indeed.

Then Roger looked around the place too. Youve been stealing from your truck again. UPS is going to fire you.

They already did, Charlie said, having the good grace to look embarrassed at last. They fired me yesterday.

Roger heaved an I-told-you-so sigh of exasperation. I knew this was going to happen. Now what are you going to do?

Well, Ive got a few things I can sell….

Roger surveyed the room. So I see. Answer my question, Charlie. When did you last take your meds! The naltrexone. Where is it?

Charlie lifted a freckled hand and pointed a long, skinny finger at the coffee table. Stanley looked, and sure enough, there sat a prescription bottle of pills.

Didnt know they had a pill for stealing, Stanley mumbled, more to himself than to the room.

Roger didnt seem to mind talking about Charlie in front of his face as if he wasnt there. Stanley suspected everybody talked about Charlie in front of his face as if he wasnt there. Charlie isnt just a thief, Stanley. Hes a kleptomaniac. And they do treat it with medication. The medicine is called naltrexone. But for it to have any efficacy, you actually have to fucking swallow it. Daily. Which Charlie obviously hasnt been doing.

It gives me a headache, Charlie whined.

Roger stuck his fists on his hips like an irate mother down to her last ounce of patience. And being unemployed doesnt?

Stanley pointed to a grocery bag lying atop a brand new boom box. Hey! Theres my books!

Grab them, Roger said. Ill get some meds down Charlies throat if I have to strangle him to do it. Its a lot like giving a cat a pill. You have to make sure he doesnt spit it back out when you arent looking. Too bad they dont make a pill for stupid.

It would probably react badly with the naltrexone, Charlie said, and both Roger and Stanley laughed. At least he wasnt denying he needed stupid pills. And under the circumstances, Stanley couldnt see how he really could.

Charlie gave a startled look of surprise, rather pleased with himself to see he had actually cracked a funny that made the two men laugh, although for the life of him he didnt know what it was.

His look of satisfaction turned to wariness when Roger snatched the pill bottle off the coffee table, popped the lid, and shook out a pill. He shoved the pill under Charlies nose with a stern expression on his face that Stanley found sexy as hell. Not surprising, really, since everything Roger Jane did was sexy as hell. In fact, he didnt need to do anything. He could just stand there like a tree stump and be sexy as hell.

Charlie didnt seem to be as susceptible to Rogers sexiness as Stanley. He grumpily plucked the pill out of Rogers hand and tossed it in his mouth. Then he opened his eyes wide and held his hands out palms up, as if to say There! I took it! Happy?

Stanley tried not to laugh. Any fool could see the man hadnt swallowed.

Roger heaved an exasperated sigh and took one step forward. Before Charlie could back away, Roger reached out and pinched Charlies nose, blocking any further intake of air. Then he clamped his hand over Charlies mouth to block any intake of air from that direction.

Told you, Little Mouse, Roger calmly said. Just like giving a pill to a cat.

Charlie did a little tap dance of panic as his face got redder and redder. His hands flapped around at his sides as if he were trying to take flight.

Stanley took the opportunity to study those heavenly biceps poking out of Roger Janes shirtsleeves. My God, they were solid, rolling around as if they had lives of their own as they held poor, unfortunate Charlie in place while the man tried not to pass out. Stanley wondered how those biceps would taste if he pressed his lips to them. And that thought made Stanley close his eyes for a second before he passed out too. In a brief moment of clarity, Stanley pictured him and Charlie keeling over at the exact same moment, one from suffocation, the other from lust. And wouldnt Roger be surprised. Or maybe not.

Finally, an exaggerated gulp! sounded. Roger released that long, ugly freckled head, and Charlie sucked in a great gasp of oxygen. He clapped his hands to his throat, and the color drained from his face. When he was breathing properly, he muttered a curse.

Roger shook his finger in Charlies face. Be nice. I just did you a favor.

Harrumph! Charlie groused, his freckles glowing a glorious shade of magenta.

Youre welcome, Roger answered And take your pill tomorrow too! Take them every day, dammit. Every. Single. Day. He turned to Stanley. Got your books? Good. Lets go, then.

Stanley waggled a few friendly fingers in Charlies direction. Nice meeting you, he said.

Charlie muttered another curse as Roger and Stanley let themselves out, both glad to be making their escape. Charlie the Sneak Thief wasnt a whole lot of fun to be around.

In the hall, Stanley handed Roger the grocery bag. Here are the books on Aztec history. Enjoy. Now if youll excuse me, I have some studying to do.

Stanley hurried off down the hall, not daring to look back. The last thing he wanted to see was the expression on Rogers face after being dismissed yet again. But then Stanley looked back anyway. He couldnt stop himself.

Roger Jane was standing in front of the door to 3A, clutching the bag of books to his chest and watching Stanley scurry away. He was grinning from ear to ear.

And the sneak thief was peering over Rogers shoulder, grinning as well.


Chapter 5
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HES a wonderful guy. He really is. Dont you think hes a wonderful guy?

It was ChiChi, Stanleys next-door neighbor. He was standing in Stanleys doorway all decked out in his customary Ché Guevara drag, leathered from head to toe with the same leather bandolier crisscrossing his naked chest. A circle of gleaming silver dangled from his left nipple. All he needed was an Uzi and maybe a couple of hand grenades and a portable missile launcher to complete the ensemble. He was expounding on the qualities of Roger Jane to an already infatuated Stanley Sternbaum.

Youre preaching to the choir, Stanley wanted to say, but of course he didnt. What Stanley did say was, Stop playing with your nipple ring. Youre making me nervous. Actually ChiChis nipple tweaking wasnt making Stanley nervous, it was making him horny, but he wasnt about to admit it. While ChiChi was cute as hell in his little leather outfit, Stanley had never paid for sex in his life and he wasnt about to start now. ChiChi might call himself a masseur but Stanley knew better. Hed heard some of the sounds coming through the wall that separated his kitchen from ChiChis bedroom.

ChiChi had the good grace to blush and drop his hands to his crotch, all neatly folded like a nuns. Sorry, he said. Didnt know I was doing it.

Stanley didnt believe him for a second. He gave the ceiling a quick scan. Yeah, right. Now youre squeezing your dick. Get your hands off your crotch.

Boy, ChiChi said, with the proper pressure applied to the proper pressure points, I could relieve you of some of those sexual hang-ups.

Im sure you could. And give me all new ones in the process.

ChiChi giggled. You may be right. I have a little battery-operated twizzler that could really curl your toes if you wanted to let your hair down for once in your uptight little li

Im not uptight, Stanley announced a little too desperately. Then he destroyed what little veracity there was in the statement by saying, Well, yes, I am. No, Im not. Well, maybe a little.

Right, ChiChi smiled. Yes. No. Maybe. A little. Thats you all over the place, Stanley.

Before Stanley could think of a comeback to that, footsteps approaching down the hall made them both turn. Ah, ChiChi said. My six oclock appointment. Well finish this discussion later, Stanley. And with that he gave Stanley a wink and ducked back through his own doorway, his little leather-covered ass sashaying very fetchingly. Stanley wasnt sure if it was sashaying for Stanleys benefit or for the benefit of the customer coming down the hall.

Stanley hung around long enough to see ChiChis appointment bustle past, looking all eager and bright-eyed. Jeez, the guy was a big bruiser. Handsome in a rugged, surly, macho Neanderthal sort of way. Stanley nodded a silent greeting, which the man ignored since his mind was apparently elsewhere, like on ChiChis leather-clad ass, and with nothing further to see, Stanley quietly closed his door. Thirty seconds later he heard voices coming through his kitchen wall. A couple of minutes after that, he heard the unmistakable sound of leather thongs thwapping somebodys naked skin. Either that or ChiChi and the Neanderthal were over there flipping flapjacks.

Well, that didnt take long, Stanley thought, glancing at his watch. Stanley supposed ChiChi had a schedule to maintain. Still, he wouldnt mind knowing just who was thwapping whom. Not to sound all perverted or anything, but Stanley sort of wished he had a peephole on the kitchen wall as well as the front door.

Stanley wasnt quite sure why ChiChi had knocked at his door in the first place. Maybe just being friendly. Nor was Stanley quite sure how their conversation had ended up being a rambling testimonial of sorts to the wonderfulness of Roger Jane. Aside from Charlie, the redheaded sneak thief on three, everyone seemed to sing Rogers praises every chance they got. In his own silent little head, Stanley was constantly singing those praises too, but he wasnt about to share that information with anyone. Stanley felt susceptible enough already. If anyone else knew of his crush on the hunky nurse downstairs, Stanley would die of shame. As Arthur pointed out on their one and only outing together, which was the day Arthur showed him the apartment, there is nothing more pathetic than a mortal getting all googly-eyed over a god, because Lord knows the gods dont stoop to getting googly-eyed over the mortals.

Nope. Stanley knew his mortal limitations. And Roger Jane was right there at the top of the godly list. Dammit.





FOR Stanley, the worst part of doing laundry at the Belladonna Arms wasnt climbing up and down six flights of stairs. Since the laundry room was in the basement, the worst part was climbing up and down seven flights of stairs.

And since a sneak thief was known to live on the premises, Stanley thought it prudent to stay with his laundry, to make sure it didnt end up mysteriously migrating up to Charlies apartment to find itself stacked in a corner, waiting for resale. Not that Stanley had any clothes worth reselling.

So to keep his dirty laundry safely within eyeball range, today Stanley brought along a little tome tucked in among his dirty undershorts and stinky socks titled Vilcabamba: The Last Stronghold of the Incan Empire.

With his clothes nicely sorted and being sloshed and sudsed into faded respectability once again, and with the grumbling and thumping of the old Maytag washer shimmying and tap-dancing in the corner of the dusty basement laundry room as a backdrop, Stanley settled in to the adventures of Hiram Bingham. Thats right. World-famous Hiram Bingham, who in 1911, in the jungles of Peru, would set the realm of archaeology on its veritable ear. Since Hiram Bingham was one of Stanleys biggest idols, Stanley was really getting into the story too. Climbing into Binghams head, seeing things through Binghams eyes, hearing the rushing Urubamba River at his feet, feeling the biting wind off the frozen Andes looming to the north, hearing the condors screeching in the Peruvian skies overhead. Then Stanleys mind wandered and he began picturing some poor kid (not unlike himself) sitting in a laundry room a century from now reading about world-famous Stanley Sternbaum, intrepid explorer, who was made famous for discovering whatever the hell it was he became famous for discovering. Which, even Stanley had to admit, was pretty much putting the cart before the horse, since he wasnt even out of school yet.

So back to Hiram Bingham. Behind his geeky-ass glasses, Stanley scrunched up his face in concentration and lost himself yet again in the book he was holding in front of his nose. Bingham was the man who, a century earlier, discovered Vilcabamba, the final stronghold of the Incas, later to be known as Machu Picchu. That one incredible feat of derring-do assured the man a place in the textbooks for the rest of eternity. It was the sort of coup Stanley would dig the shit out of pulling off. Of course, first he would have to scrape together a masters degree and establish himself among the panoply of archaeologists already out there, each and every one of them trying to discover something momentous as well. Stanley was excited by the knowledge that archaeology was one of the few fields of endeavor in which one relied rather heavily on a large amount of luck to attain even a modicum of success. The way Stanley saw it, this made his chances for fame and glory just as good as anybody elses.

In everything but his love life, Stanley was a glass is half-full kind of guy.

Stanley was just getting to the part where Bingham was struggling across the raging Urubamba River and closing in on Vilcabamba with his barefoot Indian guide Arteaga, when a shadow crossed his line of sight out in the hall.

It so startled Stanley that he jumped and dropped his book. These old buildings were kind of spooky after all.

With the washing machine still making a racket behind him, Stanley almost didnt hear the staccato thunder of his own heart suddenly banging away like a war drum. Nor did he perceive the dichotomy in a world-famous explorer being startled by a shadow in a basement, which was probably for the better. No sense draining Stanleys half-full glass of hope quite yet.

He pulled himself to his feet and warily approached the laundry room door, looking more like a frightened teenager than a world-famous archaeologist closing in on the discovery of the century. He poked his head outside and peered up and down the hall. Off to the right, in an area Stanley had never explored, he saw a door quietly closing.

Curious, Stanley tiptoed down the hall toward the door, which was about twenty feet away. When he got there, he pressed his ear to the door and held his breath while he listened.

Inside, he heard crying. Soft, muted crying.

Carefully, Stanley opened the door to reveal a vast empty room, only partially lit by a series of small basement windows Stanley realized would be right at ground level if one looked at the building on the outside. The windows had been painted over at some time or other, so the light they let in was weak, diffused, and maybe even a little creepy. The shadows that filled the empty space were transected by long streams of color. Gaudy strips of red, pink, green, and yellow swagged across the ceiling, their tones blunted by age and darkness. Stanley tried to blink away the gloom, wondering what they were.

Groping along the wall beside the door, he found a light switch and flicked it on. Fluorescent lights overhead stuttered awake, ticking and buzzing, solving the mystery of the streams of color, and calming Stanleys fears as well.

It was old crepe paperfading ropes of the stuff, drooping all over the place. Off the ceiling, off the walls. It festooned the room from one end of the great hall to another. Empty folding tables had been set up around the perimeter of the room with paper tablecloths of more colors neatly covering their battered legs. The tablecloths too were dusty and crumpled. In the center of the room hung a disco ball, big enough for a room twice this size. Unspinning and unlit, it looked like the Death Star waiting for the perfect moment to vaporize an unsuspecting Alderaan.

Stanleys whimsical take on the disco ball was interrupted by a voice coming from the corner. He knew the voice immediately, although he couldnt see the speaker.

It was Sylvia. Her words seemed to writhe across the room like phantom aches.

Come sit with me, she said, and Stanley heard her hand patting the floor beside her. Then he heard her hiccup. She was the one who was crying.

Stanley stepped deeper into the room. He found Sylvia huddled in the corner on the floor behind a table, her arms wrapped around her knees, her cheeks moist with tears. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, making her look even younger than she already was. She gazed up at Stanley with a wan smile, perhaps making fun of herself a bit for being so ridiculously depressing.

You caught me, she said.

Stanley dropped down beside her. He reached out a hand and squeegeed a tear from her cheek with his thumb. Whats wrong? Why are you down here all by yourself?

Sylvia didnt answer. Instead she looked around the room. This is where theyre throwing my party. Did you know about my party?

Stanley nodded. Arthur told me. To help you raise money for… you know. Your surgery.

Sylvia gave the tiniest shake to her head. It wont make any difference, Stanley. This party, none of it. I need thousands. Its sweet of Arthur and everyone to go to all this trouble, but Her front teeth took a tiny nip at her bottom lip. but it wont make any difference. I need too much.

Stanley took Sylvias hand in his and stroked it like he would a kitten. His voice was gentle. Soft. The sound of it barely carried across the dead, dusty air. You dont know. Maybe somebody will think of something else to help you out a little more, then maybe a little more after that. I think if you want something this badly, fate finds a way to make it happen.

Do you? Stanley could see she wanted to believe him, but still her face was filled with doubt. He watched, fascinated, as a tear sparkled on her lower lash, lingering there for just a moment before skating down her cheek. It hung on her jawline then, catching the light like a diamond, until she impatiently brushed it away.

Stanley wondered if she was right to doubt what hed just said. He hoped not. Things did happen sometimes just because they were the right things to happen. Didnt they? Otherwise people would never have hope for anything.

You really want this, dont you, Stanley said. It wasnt a question, because questions you dont know the answer to. Stanley already knew the answer to this one.

She nodded. Ive wanted it since I was a kid. Since I was… a boy. My whole life has been leading me toward it. And Ive lost everything in the pursuit of it, Stanley. My family disowned me, my lover left me. All I have now are a handful of friends in this crappy apartment building.

Its not that crappy, Stanley said. Then, with a smile, he added, Well, maybe it is.

Sylvia smiled back, but there wasnt much heart in it.

So Stanley decided to smile wide enough for both of them. He balled up his fist and gave her the gentlest chuck under the chin. Sometimes friends are enough, dont you think? Sometimes friends are more than enough.

She bowed her head at the wisdom of that, even while smiling a bit at the innocence of Stanleys words. I know they are. For a while. But people need love in their life too. She gripped Stanleys hand a little tighter, then to Stanleys surprise she brought it to her lips. She spoke with her lips brushing his skin. They were a friends lips on a friends skin. Nothing more. I want to be a woman, Stanley. A real woman. Thats all Ive ever wanted.

She fell silent and dropped Stanleys hand to her lap. She gave him a sad, curious smile, all the while studying his face as if seeing it for the very first time. What do you want, Stanley? What do you dream about?

Stanley shrugged, embarrassed to have the conversation turn to him. Sylvias needs were more important than his. He knew instinctively he would survive if his dream of becoming an archaeologist fell through. But if Sylvias dream was taken away, he wasnt sure she would survive at all. Or even want to. And that was a heart-wrenching realization.

Stanley forced a grin, trying to lighten the mood. I dream about you being a woman.

Sylvia buried her face in her hands and giggled. Embarrassed. Oh, please.

And by the way, Stanley added, in the process keeping the conversation away from himself, as far as Im concerned, youre a woman already. A beautiful woman.

A memory lit Sylvias eyes at Stanleys words. She pulled her hands from her face and leaned in closer to him, once again cradling his hands in hers. I remember my mother telling me once I was too pretty to be a boy. I couldnt have been more than six or seven. I wonder if she remembers saying that. Her opinion on the matter seems to have changed over the years. And my fathers even worse. He wont even mention my name. Im a freak to them both, I guess. Just… a freak.

Im sorry, Stanley said. Try not to think about them. Just keep your eye on the ball. With a twinkle in his eye, he added, Well, maybe thats the wrong expression to be using. And they both laughed.

Yes, Sylvia tittered. Lets not talk about balls at all. Ladies dont, you know.

Stanley laughed. Thats true. Ladies dont.

Smiling now, Sylvia spoke with a lightness in her voice, much to Stanleys relief. Perhaps the tide had turned. I have a friend who had the change. Shes Cuban. Her name was Juan. Now its Joanna. She comes into the deli sometimes to see me. Sylvia reached out and touched Stanleys cheek, her eyes bright, her tears forgotten. You should see her, Stanley. Shes beautiful. And shes married. She married a gorgeous plumber named Carl. Hes nuts about her. Oops. She giggled. Lets not talk about nuts either. Oh, but you should see them together. Theyre trying to adopt a baby. I hope they can. Thats always been Joannas dream. To have a child.

Does her husband know about…?

The change? Sure. She told him everything. Isnt that wonderful, Stanley? That he would accept her for who she is now, rather than thinking of her as she was then? Shes a lucky woman.

Stanley smiled at the glow in Sylvias eyes, the radiance on her face, the kindness he saw there, the selflessness. Beyond caring about herself, she was happy for her friend. Only a big heart can do that. Stanley smiled, too, at the way Sylvia spoke the word woman. With respect, with even a certain amount of awe. The way only another woman will say the word. With understanding. With… knowledge of all it means to be one.

Stanley struggled to find the right thing to say. In the end, he simply said what was in his heart. And he believed the words he said. He believed them completely.

Youre already a woman to me.

Sylvia tilted her head, studying Stanleys face, letting his words seep into her heart where she wanted them to go. Am I?

And Stanley pulled her into his arms. All the way. If I was straight, youd be in big trouble right now.

She tittered. Ooh. I like the sound of that.

And you know what? Stanley asked.

What?

Someday youll have your own plumber.

And again a tear gathered on Sylvias lash.

Stanley watched, spellbound, waiting for it to fall.





LATER, Sylvia helped Stanley fold his clothes as they came out of the dryer, pooh-poohing his objections about her handling his unmentionables.

Only a faggot would say unmentionables, Stanley. Or a woman.

Ah, well, Stanley droned, such a fine line separates the two.

No shit, Sylvia said, and they both laughed.

Sylvia turned to him and laid a cool hand on his forearm. Did you hear what Roger did?

Stanley considered the question. Changed water into wine? Fed the masses with a box of fish sticks and a Diet Coke? Walked to Coronado Island without using the bridge? What?

He got Charlie his job back.

No.

He did! He went to Charlies supervisor at UPS, told the man the whole story, sitting there in his nurses scrubs like he was on a medical mission. Told him how Charlie had failed to take his medication for a few days and thats what caused the whole problem, and after a few embellishments of the facts and a few out-and-out lies, not excluding the possibility of legal action from the state disabilities commission and the ACLU, he persuaded the man to rehire Charlie with only a slight cut in pay. He wont be driving a truck, of course, but hell be working in the warehouse. Roger said he may have unintentionally given Charlies supervisor the impression he was a doctor instead of a nurse, but it was purely accidental if he did.

Ill bet, Stanley said.

Sylvia smirked. I know.

Stanley thought it all over, and then he groaned. You realize of course that Charlie can steal even more stuff from the warehouse than he could from the truck. Hell, hes got the worlds deliveries at his sticky little fingertips now. UPS must be nuts.

You just cant stop talking about nuts, can you?

No. And nobody else can stop talking about Roger Jane. Why do you suppose that is?

Sylvia planted a friendly kiss on Stanleys chin. Because hes a wonderful human being?

If you say so.

Stop grumping, Stanley Sternbaum. And take me home. I have a sudden overwhelming desire to bake cookies.

Its a hundred and ten in the shade.

Its a hundred and twenty in my kitchen. Whats your point?

If Stanley had a point, he no longer knew what it might have been because he suddenly remembered how delicious Sylvias cookies were.

May I have some? he asked.

When her eyebrows shot up in surprise, he thought maybe he should clarify the question. Cookies, I mean. Can I have some cookies?

Sylvia made a great show of wiping sweat from her forehead and flipping it to the floor. Oh. Thank God. I thought you meantwell, never mind what I thought you meant. And in answer to your question: yes, Stanley, you may have some cookies. You may have them all. After all, Im baking them for you.

You are? Why?

Because I like you and you cheered me up and you make things look all rosy even when youre talking out of your fucking ass.

Stanley narrowed his eyes. You know, once your transformation into womanhood is complete, you might want to take a stab at cleaning up your vocabulary.

Now, Sternbaum, lets not be a prude.

She was kidding, of course. Even Stanley knew that. But still he wondered, Am I a prude?

Seeing the look of uncertainty on his face, and maybe even a little hurt going on there, too, Sylvia planted a sisterly kiss on his cheek. Then she dropped the last pair of clean socks in his laundry basket.

Youll find your own plumber, too, one day, Stanley.

Stanley blushed. You really think so?

Sylvia warmed him with a radiant, secretive smile. I have it on the best authority.


Chapter 6
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STANLEY struggled up the stairs with two bags of groceries in his hands, a backpack stuffed with fifty pounds of textbooks on his back, and a bigass watermelon under his arm. He was beginning to regret stopping off at the grocery store on his way home from school. He especially regretted buying the fucking watermelon. What was he thinking?

He had made it to the fifth-floor landing, legs quivering, back aching, sweat burning his eyes like battery acid, when a familiar voice caught his ear. It floated through one of the apartment doors like swamp gas seeping from a bog. And it was just as welcome as swamp gas too.

The voice belonged to his mother. And horror of horrors, she was laughing. Stanley couldnt remember the last time hed heard his mother laugh, but he thought it might have been at his fourth birthday party when Jimmy Rawlings slipped on a slice of cake and tumbled down the back steps on his keister. His mother didnt laugh often, and when she did, it was usually at someone elses expense.

With his twin cowlicks trembling like antennas, Stanley homed in on the sound. It was coming from the other side of the last door down the hall. 5D. Ramons apartment. At least, he was pretty sure it was Ramons apartment. He hadnt really met the guy yet.

But that was beside the point. What the hell was his mother doing in Ramons apartment? And why the hell was she laughing? Had Ramon accidentally cut his hand off in the Cuisinart?

Since he was laden with two bags of groceries, a backpack, and a watermelon, Stanley eschewed social niceties and knocked on Ramons door with his foot. Hard.

Ramon answered on the second kick. He flung the door wide, grinning from ear to ear.

Stanley could still hear his mother chortling in the background.

Ramon was a cute little Mexican lad with brown puppy-dog eyes and two very fetching dimples in his cheeks. He was wearing a black smock like a goth pharmacist, and he had a comb and a pair of scissors in one hand. The other hand held a fifth of scotch. His hair was hot pink. Aside from the fact he was drunk as a skunk, he looked the epitome of a freshman beauty student in over his head and totally unaware of the fact.

Oh! Ramon beamed, finding Stanley on his doorstep. Now the whole familys here! With the hand holding the scotch, he poked a finger into Stanleys sternum and said, Take a seat. You can be next.

With that, Ramon twirled like a ballerina, sloshing scotch halfway across the room, and hustled back into the apartment heading for the kitchen. There he announced grandly to his guest, Its the fruit of your looms, dear. Come to tame those cowlicks.

No, Im not! Stanley bellowed.

He cautiously poked his head through Ramons kitchen door and saw his mother sitting at Ramons kitchen table with a glass of scotch in front of her. Well, it wasnt really a glass. It was more like a quart jar. She wore a hairdressers cape draped across her shoulders. The cape was so big it covered her all the way down to her toes.

Ramon was looking rather proud of himself. I discovered your mom out on the landing gasping like a goldfish that had flopped out of its bowl. One thing led to another, and now were doing a makeover. Its my very first!

No kidding, Stanley thought.

His mothers little head, which was poking out the top of the cape like a mushroom, appeared smaller than usual. Then Stanley realized why. Her lush auburn locks, which usually hung down to her shoulders rather prettily, were now lying on the floor in tangled clumps. Ramon had sheared her like a sheep.

The kitchen was so filled with smoke, it looked like a foggy London street corner. Stanley wouldnt have been surprised to see Jack the Ripper come looming out of the haze in a top hat and cape.

Holy shit was all he could think to say as he stared at his mothers teeny tiny head.

His mothers eyes were at half-mast, and she had an insipid grin on her face. My baby boy! she gushed, spotting him for the first time.

Stanley recoiled. His mother never gushed. She never grinned either. And she certainly never called him her baby boy.

He whirled on Ramon. What have you done to my mother? Youve ruined her!

Mrs. Sternbaum took a dainty sip from her Mason jar, pinkie up, like an effeminate hillbilly with a bottle of moonshine. Stanley prayed to God that Mason jar of scotch hadnt started out full, because now it was just about empty.

His mother carefully plunked the jar back down on the table and patted the side of her head, a la Mae West.

What? she said. You dont like it? Ramon says I should go pink.

Punk, Ramon corrected.

Oh, yeah. Punk. And then she spotted the melon under Stanleys arm. Nice watermelon.

To his utter surprise, Stanley watched as his mother pulled a hand mirror as big as a car door from underneath the billowing cape she was trapped under and held it to her face, studying her own reflection. She turned this way and that, considering her new look. Stanley couldnt believe it, but she actually seemed pleased with the transformation.

That must be some excellent scotch, Stanley thought.

Ramon was back at work by this time, standing behind his mother, eyeing her first this way then that way, and once he decided what he wanted to do, he dipped his fingers in a jar of hair product he mysteriously hauled out of his cape pocket like a magician pulling a rabbit from his sleeve. He scooped up a fistful of goo and started spiking his mothers hair, oh so carefully, as if each tiny spike was a work of art unto itself.

All Stanley could think to say was Different.

Oh, thank you! His mother squealed.

This was a day of firsts all around. Stanley had never heard his mother squeal, either.

Isnt this fun? Ramon said, plucking the womans hair into so many stiff little spikes she began to resemble a hedgehog. Ramons eyes were streaming tears because his head was engulfed by the smoke drifting up from the cigarette that dangled from Stanleys mothers lips. Stanley prayed to God she wouldnt drop the cigarette in the Mason jar filled with scotch, or the ensuing inferno would annihilate them all.

She snatched up the hand mirror again and watched every move Ramon made. When he finished with a nelly little flurry of limp wrists and flapping fingers, she squealed again.

I love it! Oh, Ramon, youre going to be a wonderful hairdresser! Im not the same woman!

Youre not a woman at all, Stanley groused. Youre Sputnik.

Oh, hush, Stanley. His mother tipped up the Mason jar and poured a couple more ounces of Scotch down her throat. If you cant say something nice, dont say anything at all.

Now it was Ramons turn to squeal. He jumped up and down like a cheerleader. Oh oh oh! Thumper said that! In Bambi! I loved that movie! Well, except when they shot poor Bambis mother. That was sad.

Sad. Mrs. Sternbaum giggled. Funny, Stanley thought, she doesnt look sad. She looks like a Chia Pet.

Still smiling with her mouth, his mother somehow managed to glare angrily with her eyes at the very same time. She looked totally schizophrenic, like two snapshots of the same head registering two different emotions and glued together to make one confusing countenance. If you dont like my hair, Stanley, then take your watermelon and leave. Ramon and I are having fun. Dont spoil it. You always spoil everything.

Stanley blinked. Do I?

But his mother was lost in the hand mirror again, checking out her new look.

Situating the watermelon more comfortably under his arm, Stanley wheeled and headed for the door. Do I really spoil everything? he asked himself.

Before he could think of an answer to that question, he heard his mother say, I want my hair to be the same color as yours, Ramon. Hot pink. And pour me a little more scotch, Sugar Buns.

Ramon was ecstatic. Oh, goody! My first color job! Here take the bottle! Lets see nowoh, hey! Ive got green hair color too. Are you sure you wouldnt rather be green? Or stripes! We could do stripes!

Stanley felt a horrible sense of impending doom creep into his bones. He prayed to God he wouldnt be around when his mother sobered up and found out shed been transformed into a spiky green hedgehog with a pink racing stripe down the top of her head.

He closed Ramons door behind him to seal himself off from the upcoming travesty and headed for the stairs.

Little did he know his life was about to change dramatically.





STANLEYS life change came in the guise of a bag of brownies hanging on his doorknob. Apparently Sylvia was branching out, trying her hand at something other than Toll House cookies. Wow! This was great. He forgot about his mother immediately in the happy realization that now he wouldnt have to cook dinner.

He ate a brownie while wiggling out of his backpack and dumping his watermelon on the dining room table. He ate another brownie while he unpacked his two bags of groceries. Since it was just getting dark, Stanley went around turning on lights in the apartment while he ate a third.

The brownies were really delicious. It was a funny thing, though. The more brownies he ate, the hungrier he became.

He plucked one more brownie from the bag and let it melt in his mouth while he stripped off his clothes and stepped into the shower to wash away the days grime. While he was in there, he found himself thinking of Roger Jane. And they werent just casual thoughts, either. They were amorous thoughts. Really amorous thoughts.

So amorous, in fact, Stanley looked down to find a boner staring up at him. It was only his own, of course, but still… there it was! And it was a substantial boner too. He was tempted to lather that baby up and take it for a spin, but he fought the urge. Given half the opportunity, there were a few other things hed like to do with that boner if the opportunity presented itself. And whos to say Stanley couldnt make it happen? All it would take would be a little bit of nerve. And suddenly Stanley seemed to be teeming with nerve.

After all, Roger Jane was directly below him at this very moment. Maybe the man was down there right now, standing in his own shower, contemplating his own boner, just like Stanley. And boy, wasnt that a hot possibility.

Then Stanley thought, Good Lord, am I really thinking these thoughts? Whats gotten into me?

Then he thought, Have another brownie.

So Stanley and his boner hopped out of the shower. Still dripping wet and rock hard, he stood naked in the kitchen and ate two more brownies.

The next thing he knew, he was giggling. Damn, he thought. Those are some happy-ass, giggle-inducing brownies.

He looked in the bag to see how many were left. Thats when he saw the note.

Oh, dear, he thought, in another spurt of giggling. Maybe I should have looked in here earlier.

Enjoy the brownies, the note said. Im trying out a secret ingredient. Your neighbor.

Well, wasnt she sweet! Stanley stood there, still naked and chewing, and began folding the note this way and that. He worked diligently with the tip of his tongue sticking out, and when he was finished folding, and refolding, and folding all over again, he had a perfect paper airplane. He then strode to the living room window with his hard-on bobbing around in front of him and launched that fucker into space. The airplane, not the hard-on. He watched it soar and dip and swoop and finally slide to a perfect three-point landing on the sidewalk half a block away. Wow! That was cool!

He was so excited by his test flight, he ate another brownie. Then he burped. Then he giggled again. Still standing naked in the kitchen, he gave his boner a couple of pumps just to really make it stand up proud. Then he spotted the watermelon.

Hmm.

Spinning on his heel, Stanley headed back to the bathroom, toweled off, brushed his teeth, ran his fingers through his hair in the hopes it would make him look a little less insane, and threw on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.

Barefoot and humming a little tune, with the watermelon once again tucked snugly under his arm and his hard-on in remission, thank God, he headed out the front door, giddy as a schoolgirl. Sorry. Schoolboy.

Being giddy felt really strange. Stanley was almost never giddy. Maybe he was having a chocolate rush. Or maybe all those years of higher education had finally caught up with him and he really was insane all of a sudden. Wouldnt that piss his mother off. Sort of like buying stock in a factory just before it blows the fuck up.

Well now that thought was a little surprising. Stanley almost never cursed inside his head. Or out of it for that matter.

Oh, well. By the time hed banged three times on Roger Janes door, hed forgotten all about what was going on inside his head. Just before the door opened in front of him, Stanley did have the presence of mind to glance down to make sure his hard-on was still on hiatus. He had just enough time to see it was, and also to be properly astounded that he wasnt nervous at all, before he was suddenly staring into Roger Janes incredibly green eyes.

Hi, Stanley said.

Hi back, Roger answered with a quizzical smile.

He looked down at the watermelon under Stanleys arm. Oh, crap, he said. Are the pod people sprouting again?

Huh?

Roger tapped the produce. Your watermelon. Whats up with the watermelon?

Stanley seemed to have lost his momentum. He could feel himself blushing. It was an impulse buy.

So what is it now? A pet?

Youre not making any sense at all, Stanley said. Let me in.

Roger backed up a step and did a very nice salami, salami, baloney bow, waving Stanley in.

As soon as Stanley crossed the threshold, he presented the watermelon to Roger like the head nurse handing off the newborn baby to her mother for the very first time. This is for you. Housewarming present.

I didnt just move in. You did.

Oh, yeah.

Uh. Well, gee, Stanley. Thanks. Roger accepted the offering and gave a grunt. Wow. This thing is heavy. I love watermelon. Howd you know?

Stanley shrugged, looking around the apartment for the first time, wondering why Roger had better furniture than he did. Then he looked back at Roger and wondered how the man could be so handsome in a baggy pair of lounging pants that had certainly seen better days, and a faded muscle shirt that showed off two of the most gorgeous shoulders Stanley had ever seen in his life. Those heavenly biceps were doing their thing again, too, rolling around while the man cradled a two-ton watermelon in his arms. And that little patch of dark chest hair peeking over the top of the shirt! That was certainly fetching. It truly was.

To take his mind off it, Stanley said, I love watermelon too. What dyou say we have some?

Roger leaned closer until their two noses were almost touching. Stanleys heart did a little tap dance thinking Roger was leaning in to kiss him. Unfortunately, that wasnt the case.

Your eyes are dilated, he said. You have a simple-minded simper on your face, and your shirt is not only on backwards, but its also inside out. He plucked the tag under Stanleys chin and pulled it far enough out for Stanley to look down his nose at it. See?

Stanley giggled.

And youre giggling, Roger said with a grin.

And your point is? He stuck his hand on his hip and looked down. He passed his hand under his arm where the watermelon used to be, suddenly saw Roger holding the damn thing, and said, Oh, there it is.

Roger laughed. Good grief, son, youre stoned.

Stanley appeared mortally wounded by that observation. No, Im not. Im having a chocolate rush.

Oh, I see. What the hell were you eating? Brownies laced with marijuana?

And at that Stanley blinked. Then he blinked again. My God, were those?

Roger finished his thought for him. My God, you were.

Stanley looked slightly shell-shocked. My God, I were.

Whered you get them?

They were hanging on my doorknob.

And you ate them?

Well, yeah. They were from Sylvia.

Now it was Rogers turn to stick his fist on his hip. Sylvia wouldnt leave marijuana-laced brownies hanging on your door. Besides, she cant cook anything but Toll House cookies.

Well, then, where the hell?

It had to be ChiChi. Hes trying to get in your pants.

Well, good. Im glad somebody is. And after a beat, Stanley added, I probably shouldnt have said that.

Roger spit up a sad little chuckle and tousled Stanleys hair. He found himself combatting an undeniable urge to scoop Stanley into his arms and give him a reassuring hug. He was quite sure he had never seen anybody who needed one more. But instead, he took Stanleys hand and dragged him toward the kitchen. He pointed to a chair and said, Sit.

Roger had a very nice oak dining table with matching chairs, Stanley noticed. Stanley had a chrome and Formica number straight out of the fifties with rusty legs and chairs that didnt match.

Nice table.

Thanks. I bought it with my first paycheck from the hospital.

Oh.

Roger laid the watermelon on a newspaper in the middle of the table and was about to slice it to ribbons with a twelve-inch bread knife when Stanley cleared his throat really loud.

Roger froze with the knife in midair. He looked over at Stanley and saw a lone tear sliding down Stanleys cheek.

What in the worlds the matter? he asked.

Youre going to kill it, Stanley answered with a trembling chin.

Roger looked down at Stanley, sitting there in front of him with that trembly-ass chin and looking cuter than hell. He was also looking more stoned than anyone Roger had ever seen in his life. Good Lord, the guy was a mess. Then he looked down at the watermelon.

Would you rather I give it a bowl of water, name it Frank, and take out adoption papers on it?

Would you?

That did it. Roger found himself incapable of resisting the urge another minute. He set the knife aside, reached out to take a fistful of Stanleys inside-out T-shirt, and pulled him across the table. Very sweetly, and with his eyes wide open, Roger pressed his lips to Stanleys mouth. He watched, fascinated, as Stanley closed his eyes, accepting the kiss, savoring it, like a man eating his very first jelly bean.

Roger pulled back, wondering what was going to happen next. Even he didnt know. All he knew was Stanley had really sexy legs underneath those shorts he was wearing, all tanned and sprinkled with golden hair. It was all he could do to pry his eyes off them.

Stanley licked the taste of Rogers kiss from his lips, and both men plopped down on their chairs. As soon as Stanley managed to open his eyes again, they stared at each other across the table.

Golly, Stanley said. You taste better than I even imagined you would.

Roger stroked the watermelon like it was a Corgi. His eyes were welded to Stanleys face. His knees were shaking, and he was really turned on. He wondered if Stanley was. Youve been imagining how I would taste?

Stanley could feel his heart bouncing around inside his chest like a basketball. It wasnt a scary bounce. It was an excited bounce. And his hard-on was back. That was a little exciting too. Thank God he had the table to cover it.

Maybe, he said, once again poking his tongue from the corner of his mouth to test any lingering residue of Rogers kiss. Does that make me weird?

No, Stanley. It doesnt make you weird at all. At least I hope it doesnt. Because Ive been imagining the same thing.

You mean wondering how you would taste?

Roger laughed. No, dipshit. Wondering how you would taste.

Stanleys eyes opened wide. Dilated as they were, Roger thought they looked like two eight balls.

Really? Stanley asked. You wondered how I would taste?

Really.

But why would you be thinking about me? Youre beautiful. Im just… me.

Roger snagged Stanleys hand off the tabletop and held it firmly between his own two hands, as if daring it to try to escape. Dont call me beautiful, Stanley.

Why not?

Suddenly it was Roger who could not hold eye contact. He gazed down at Stanleys hand. Stroked the hair on the back of it with his thumb. Felt Stanleys fingers resting against his palm, all warm and soft and compliant. Because tomorrow youll remember what you said, and youll be embarrassed. Then youll start sneaking up and down the stairs to avoid me again, and I really, really hated that.

You did?

Yes.

Why?

Because I like you.

You do?

Yes. God, youre a nimrod, Stanley.

Thank you.

That wasnt a compliment.

Oh.

Roger lifted Stanleys hand to his face and pressed his lips to it. And still holding Stanleys hand to his lips, he stared at Stanleys face. Im going to get you a big glass of milk to wash down all those brownies. Then were going to plop our asses down on the sofa and have a chat. Will that work for you, Stanley?

Stanley considered the question. It isnt nonfat milk, is it?

Rogers mouth twisted into a smile, and since he still had his lips pressed to Stanleys palm, Stanley could feel it. It was the very first smile, other than his own, he had ever felt.

No, Stanley. It isnt nonfat.

Stanley still had to think about it for a minute, only because his brain seemed to be short-circuiting for some reason. Maybe because all the blood that kept it fueled had headed south to fill up his dick. Good, Stanley said. Then he said, I forgot what we were talking about.

Roger threw his head back and laughed. Jesus!

Where? Stanley asked, looking toward the window. Roger shook his head, hauled himself to his feet, and tugged Stanley out of his chair. Before dragging him off to the living room, he snaked his long, muscular arms around Stanley and held him close. With Stanleys cheek against the softness of Rogers shirt, and the hardness of Rogers chest beneath it, it was suddenly Stanleys turn to smile.

You smell good, Stanley said.

So do you, Roger answered. Now his lips were in Stanleys hair. For once, Stanleys hair was soft and unslathered with hair gel. And I like your hair like this, Stanley. Its really sexy. Stop spiking it up. Then he thought that sounded a little bossy. I mean, if you want to.

Since Roger was about half a head taller than Stanley, Stanley had to look up to say, You think Im sexy?

Rogers breath was sweet. Stanley could have stood there and smelled it all day. Yes. I think youre sexy. I have a thing for kind, sweet people. And thats you all over. Kind and sweet. Your shyness is kind of sexy, too, but its probably something youre not too happy about.

You think Im shy?

Again Roger laughed. Thats why I call you Little Mouse. Scurrying up and down the stairs on tiptoe so I wont know youre around. I assume youre doing that because of me. Are you?

I was. But I wont do it anymore.

You promise?

And at long last, Stanley built up the courage to wrap his arms around Rogers broad, strong back, reciprocating for the way Roger was holding him. He laid his head against Rogers chest and closed his eyes, enjoying the closeness. Relishing the man he was holdingand the man who was holding him.

Yes, he said. I promise. No more scurrying. No more tiptoe.

Softly, his breath stirring Stanleys hair, Roger said, Youre hard. I can feel it.

Stanley had to swallow a couple of times before he could get his own words out. When he found the strength, he said, I know. So are you.

And ever so gently, Roger tipped Stanleys chin up with a fingertip and pressed his mouth to Stanleys lips for the second time in his life. This time Stanley was ready for him. Ready and eager.

They stood in the kitchen, wrapped in each others arms, as the kiss went on and on. Ten secondstwentythirty

When Stanley finally pulled away, Roger was reluctant to let him go. He liked having this weird little guy in his arms. He really did. And he couldnt remember the last time he was this turned on. He was just beginning to wonder about the moral implications of making passes at a guy who was stoned out of his mind and consequently not exactly responsible for his actions, when Stanley asked, Wheres my milk? You promised me milk.

Laughing, Roger gave him an exasperated look. But even Stanley knew it was just for show. He knew it because even as they stood there in each others arms, one looking all innocent and the other looking all exasperated, their two hard-ons were still bumping heads down below.

Roger cupped Stanleys face in his hands and looked closely into Stanleys eyes. Yep. Still dilated. Taking Stanleys hand, he pulled him into the living room and pointed to the couch.

Sit down right there, Roger said. Ill get your milk. And dont even think about scurrying away. Its time we got to know each other.

Stanley wondered if Roger meant what Stanley thought he meant. God, he really hoped so.

Didnt he?





ROGER handed Stanley a tumbler of milk and sat beside him on the sofa. Close beside him. So close their thighs were touching, and Rogers arm was draped sort of casually, but not too casually, across Stanleys shoulders. Once again, it was all Roger could do not to lay his hand, not so innocently, on Stanleys furry leg.

Roger watched in amazement as Stanley downed close to a quart of milk in five seconds flat. He must have been thirsty. He tried not to chuckle when Stanley burped. Politely, he plucked the empty glass away before Stanley dropped it in his lap. The guy didnt seem to be tracking too well. Roger wondered if he was beginning to come down off his high, and if he did come down, Roger wondered how he would react. Roger hoped he wouldnt leave. This was the most fun Roger had had in months.

And he liked Stanley. He really, really did.

But he had been serious when he had told Stanley he wanted to talk.

He put the glass on the coffee table out of the way and turned toward Stanley, taking Stanleys hand in his, while his other hand still rested on Stanleys shoulder. This time, as he held Stanleys hand, he did manage to rest his forearm on Stanleys bare leg, and the heat of Stanleys skin and the bristly leg hair brushing against the inside of his wrist almost made Roger swoon. He had to force himself to remember the words he wanted to say. Finally, they came.

A while ago you started to tear yourself down, Stanley. After you told me I was beautiful, you told me you were just you. Id really rather you didnt say that again. In fact, Id rather you didnt say either one of those things again. I dont want you to see me for what I look like. I want you to see me, and like me, for who I am. And I dont want to hear you running yourself down because you think you dont measure up in some cosmic intergalactic beauty contest. Youre sexier than you think you are. I know you dont believe it, but its true.

Roger waited to hear what Stanley had to say to all that. As usual, Stanley surprised him.

You talk too much. Anyone ever tell you that?

Yes, Roger said with a smile. Constantly.

And did you really get Charlie his job back?

That came out of left field. Who told you I did that?

Sylvia.

Oh. Well, yeah. If you must know. I did. Charlies okay. He just has to remember to take his medicine. Kleptomanias a disease. Its like your being shy. Only when Charlie sneaks up and down the stairs, its not to avoid me. Its because he just swiped something and hes trying to get home before he gets caught.

Who says Im shy? Stanley asked.

That one stopped Roger cold. You do know youre shy, dont you?

You do know youre beautiful, dont you?

And they both laughed.

How many brownies did you end up eating, Stanley? Medically speaking, Id just kind of like to know what to tell the paramedics if they have to come and pump your stomach.

Nine. I think. Ive never been stoned before. I kind of like it. Got me down here, anyway.

That it did. God bless ChiChi.

And his secret ingredient, Stanley added.

Without warning, Stanley reached up and pressed his hand to the top of Rogers head. He stroked it all around, from ear to ear, from forehead to nape. Ive been wanting to do that since I first met you.

Have you? Roger asked. So how does it feel?

Good. Softer than I expected. Warm.

Body heat. No great mystery there.

Its more than body heat, Stanley said. I think maybe youre kind of… magic.

Roger blinked, studying Stanleys face, considering Stanleys words. Finally, he said, Its the marijuana talking.

No, Stanley said. Its the marijuana allowing me to talk. There really is something magical about you. And I dont think its just because you look the way you do. You know. The B word. People in the building talk about you all the time. Did you know that?

Friends, Stanley. Theyre just friends. Friends say nice things about their friends. Thats what people do.

Am I a friend? Stanley asked, eyes wide like a child.

The innocence of the question, the simple honesty of the man asking it, and the need in those four little words, touched Rogers heart.

As he stared at Stanleys open, elfin face, a gentle smile made the dimple in Rogers cheek deepen. Stanley longed to plumb its depths with his tongue.

Yes, Stanley, youre my friend. Ive liked you since the first time I saw you. You were so scared when Arthur was sprawled out like a corpse in front of you. Not that I could blame you. It wouldve scared anyone.

Hes too fat. And he shouldnt smoke. My mother smokes all the time. My father died of it.

Im sorry. I didnt know that about your dad. Its a terrible habit. I see the effects of it at work every single day. Im surprised your dad smoked since you told me he was a nurse. Youd think he would have, well, known better.

Stanley shrugged. It hurt to talk about his father, but somehow talking about him stoned wasnt quite as bad. He spent the last few years of his life trying to quit, but I think the damage was probably already done by then. He was a nice guy. I miss him.

Im sorry.

And Stanley smiled a shy little smile. I know you are. And you know what?

What? Roger asked, his dimple deepening again at the sparkle of humor that suddenly lit Stanleys eyes.

Im still not convinced it was smoking that killed him. I think it was putting up with my mother. She could kill anybody.

Roger laughed. A character, huh?

Oy.

Roger looked down at Stanleys hand still resting in his. Stanleys hands were smaller, but they were a luscious golden brown. And if the word magic could be used for either of them, Roger thought, it would be for the feel of Stanleys skin next to his. Again he stroked the back of Stanleys hand with his thumb. Stanley responded by turning his hand over, rather like a dog flipping over for a belly rub. So Roger smiled and stroked his palm instead.

When Stanley closed his eyes, Roger studied the lazy look of contentment on Stanleys face.

You like that, Roger said. Having your palm stroked.

Stanley dropped his head to the back of the couch, eyes still closed. A smile now parted his lips. He lookedwantonly relaxedas if every inhibition had simply and suddenly vanished. Feels good, he muttered. I like you, Roger.

I like you too. Roger felt a rush of emotion thunder through him when he spoke those words. It was almost as if they were words that had begged to be said for a long, long time. A reality that suddenly needed to see the light of day.

A little stunned by his own feelings, Roger was tempted to lay his mouth over Stanleys lazily parted lips. And he was tempted to do other things too. But poor Stanley was pretty much helpless at the moment. He was stoned out of his gourd, certainly. There was no denying that. Roger was pretty sure how Stanley would react tonight if Roger made a pass, but he wasnt sure how Stanley would feel about it tomorrow. Would he think he had been taken advantage of? Would even Roger think he had taken advantage? Would it destroy what little progress they had already made in getting to know each other?

But his hunger for Stanley was beginning to decide the question for him. Just touching Stanleys hand made Roger hard. Thinking of Stanley naked in his arms made him almost keel over, like poor Arthur on the landing. Looking at Stanleys tanned, fuzzy legs made Roger long to press his face into them. He couldnt remember the last time he had felt so hungry for another human being.

Lifting Stanleys hand, he pressed it to his lips, inhaling the scent of Stanleys skin. Feeling the texture of it against his face. Longing for so much more.

This shy little guy was the most fascinating person Roger had met in a long, long time. There was something special about him. Maybe it was his kindness, which constantly showed itself even through his bouts of shyness. And he liked the fact that Stanley was drawn to him too. He liked that a lot. He only wished Stanley would understand how drawn Roger was to him. He only wished Stanley could set aside his inferiority complex and believe Roger could be interested in him. As a friend. And maybe even more than a friend.

Well, Stanley was here now. And God knows this might be the last opportunity Roger would have to do something about it. Stanleys shyness was liable to kick back in tomorrow morning, and Roger might never get him alone again.

Mind made up, Roger leaned in to kiss those temptingly parted lips. And at that precise momentStanley began to snore!

Roger sat back and stared at him. Good Lord, the guy was out like a light.

Roger ran a hand over his face and groaned. Then he grinned. Then he groaned and grinned at the same time.

Easing himself off the sofa, he gently swung Stanleys legs up onto the couch. He took a moment to run his hands over the hair on Stanleys thigh, closing his eyes at the rush of passion that surged through him at the touch of Stanleys naked skin.

Then he forced himself to pull his hand away. Carefully plucking Stanleys glasses off his nose, he laid them on the coffee table out of harms way. He shook out an afghan and neatly spread it over Stanley as he continued to snore like a water buffalo. Jeez, the guy could snore! And he was so cute while he was doing it!

Happy and sad at the same time, since Stanley was near but not near enough, Roger turned off the light and quietly left the room.

Leaving his bedroom door ajar so he could hear if Stanley needed anything in the night, Roger sprawled out on his bed, still dressed, and tucked his hands under his head as he stared up at the ceiling, waiting to fall asleep.

He waited a long, long time.

And when he awoke, just as the first rays of dawn began to brighten the sky outside his window, he no longer felt the presence of another heartbeat inside his apartment.

He knew without looking Stanley was gone.


Chapter 7
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FOR one of the few times in his life, Stanley ditched classes the day after waking up in Roger Janes apartment. He knew he would never be able to concentrate on his studies anyway. Might as well be a slug and eat and ponder and regret his way through the day with a minimum of distractions. Because frankly, after being stoned last night and skipping dinner, he was not only starved, but he was also feeling more than a bit hung over. On top of that, he was still pondering how he could have been dumb enough to take Roger Jane that stupid watermelon. And he was regretting, most of all, that the evening had ended the way it hadwith Stanley waking up in the middle of the night alone on Rogers couch.

He suspected he knew the reason, of course. Gods and mortals. Thats what it was. Gods and mortals.

Even if Stanley hadnt conked out from all the marijuana he had ingested and made himself look like a desperate slut by practically throwing himself at Roger Jane, it would still have ended the same. Roger would have found some courteous way to send Stanley home before anything untoward could take place. And he would do that, it was obvious, because he simply did not find Stanley worthy of his attentions.

And the saddest part of all, and Stanley admitted this freely, was that Stanley whole-heartedly agreed with the man. Stanley wasnt cute enough, or smart enough, or special enough to be accepted into that world. Into those arms.

And it was right therein those armswhere Stanley most wanted to be. He had found the courage to at least admit that much to himself. Jeez. Unrequited love really is a bitch. Just like all the songs and stories say it is. Being on the wrong end of unrequited love is like trying to eat a truckload of gravel, one horrible, tooth-shattering spoonful at a time.

It sucked is what it did. It just fucking sucked.

This morning Stanley was glad he was on the top floor and thrilled to death he didnt have a peephole in his front door. If his apartment had been situated below Roger Janes, Stanley would have been glued to the peephole, waiting for Roger to saunter down the stairs on his way to work. Just to get a glimpse of the man. One little glimpse.

Stanley was so wracked with guilt over the stupid way he had approached Roger last night, he was actually considering moving out of the building. The thought of living with his mother again was the only thing that kept him from acting on that consideration. He supposed it boiled down to the fact he would rather avoid Roger Jane for the rest of his life than look at his mother every frigging morning.

Who the hell wouldnt?

And speaking of his mother, he wondered how she was feeling about herself this morning. A little hung over as well? A little guilt-ridden maybe, concerning the fact she now resembled a punk princess, and at her age too! Did she have green hair or pink? Stanley was dying to know. But not dying enough to actually call and ask. He had his own problems, and he was so depressed about those problems, he couldnt even dredge up a snarky chuckle at his poor old moms expense.

Stanley sat at his crappy-ass Formica dinette set, forking up a humongous plate of scrambled eggs and bacon. Every once in a while, when memories of last night came flooding in to inundate his thoughts, he would feel himself blush, still mortified by how the evening had panned out.

Who did Roger Jane think he was? Brad Pitt? Actually Roger Jane was cuter than Brad Pitt, but what did that have to do with anything? What made him think he was so high and mighty he could push Stanley Sternbaum aside like that? One minute acting all sweet and concerned and interested, and even kissing him, for Christs sake, then the moment Stanley passed out, just walking away and toddling off to bed. Without Stanley!

God, Stanley would never live down the humiliation. He mustnt forget, there was a reason he chose a profession that left him dealing with dead people instead of live ones. It was because he had proven time and again that in social situations, he was apt to make an ass of himself, no matter how hard he tried not to.

Crap. Crap, crap, crap, crap, crap. Maybe he really would have to move after all.

A knock on the door interrupted Stanleys morose self-pity party. As always, his first inclination was to ignore the knock. His second inclination was to once again wish he had a fucking peephole. And his third inclination was, as always, to simply open the door and see who it was.

At least he knew it wasnt his mother. It was way too early in the morning for her to be up and about. She was probably still standing, shell-shocked, in front of her bathroom mirror, wondering what the hell had happened to her hair.

On the third, and most desperate, flurry of knocking, Stanley stood at the door and pressed his ear to it. A voice was speaking low so as not to bug the neighbors. Apparently Stanley was the only one the voice intended to bug.

Come on, Little Mouse. Open the door. I know youre in there. I could hear your little mouse feet walking around above my head.

It was Roger. Christ! Hadnt the man inflicted enough damage on Stanleys already damaged psyche? Was he here to finish him off completely?

Again, Stanley thought of ignoring the bastard standing outside his door, but his inherent politeness wouldnt let him. Hating himself for it, he watched as his hand unlatched the door and pulled it open. Jesus, Stanley couldnt even control his own appendages.

Yes? Stanley asked, as if he didnt already know who was out there. When his eyes came to rest on Roger Janes face, he administered what he hoped would be considered a stunning declaration of callous disinterest. Oh, its you.

Roger laughed. How many other people call you Little Mouse?

Roger was in scrubs and obviously on his way to work. He looked sparkly clean, and as always when the man was wearing scrubs, Stanley found his eyes drawn to those strong, hairy arms and the beautiful, pale biceps peeking out from the short blue sleeves. When his heart couldnt take staring at those luscious arms another second, Stanley dragged his eyes back to Rogers face.

The man had obviously just showered and shaved. His short hair was still damp, and Stanleys heart did another aching thud to see the blue tinge of his heavy beard still shadowing his chin. No matter how closely or often he shaved, it seemed to always be there.

He smelled of Ivory soap.

Wanted to make sure you were okay, Roger said, his words slipping softly through the smile on his lips. The last time I saw you, you were a little, shall we say, under the weather.

Stanleys answer was snipped to within an inch of its life. Im fine.

Roger considered Stanleys response. And he considered it like a man who didnt care for it much. Then why are you mad?

Who says Im mad?

Rogers smile faltered a bit. Body language, Stanley. Im a nurse. I can read body language.

Im an archaeologist. I can read hieroglyphics. What does that have to do with anything?

Rogers smile faltered a little more. If you can read hieroglyphics, then surely you can read the concern carved on my face. I was worried about you. Wanted to make sure you were okay. Why arent you ready for school? Whens your first class?

Tomorrow.

Oh.

My breakfast is getting cold.

This time when Roger said, Oh, even Stanley saw the hurt in his eyes. Im sorry I bothered you, then.

No bother, Stanley said, taking a firmer grip on the door. The cool disinterest on his face was tantamount to saying Good-bye and Stanley knew it. He was really being a bitch, and he knew that too.

Apparently, Roger was not to be put off. He ran a hand over his short hair, which he always seemed to do when he was concentrating on anything, and while he rubbed his hair with one hand, he laid the other firmly against the outside of Stanleys door. The implication was clear. Dont close the door in my face. Please.

Stanley, I just wanted to tell you Im glad you came by last night. Im glad we got to know each other a little bit. If I did anything to make you mad, Im sorry. Come on, kid, dont shut me out. Lets be… friends. Okay?

With a hopeful expression on his face, Roger held his free hand out like a man sealing a deal.

Stanley looked at that outstretched hand for a couple of heartbeats; then he reached out and took it because he didnt know how to not reach out and take it without looking like a dick. As always, the smooth heat of Rogers flesh made Stanley close his eyes for a second. He longed to simply walk forward into the mans arms, but he couldnt. He just couldnt. He had already been shot down once. No way was he going to let it happen again. He had a little pride left. Not much, but a little.

Roger accepted Stanleys hand and, taking a firm grip on it, refused to release it. Come down tonight for dinner, Stanley. Im not much of a cook, but Ill whip up some hamburgers or something. And weve still got watermelon for dessert.

Stanley did smile at that. He looked down at his feet even while Roger still held his hand. Sorry about the watermelon. I was stoned. I didnt know what I was doing.

I know. Last night you were stoned and this morning youre embarrassed. I still want you to come for dinner. Will you?

I dont know, I

Please?

Stanley heaved a monumental sigh, rather like a man being asked to donate a kidney to a total stranger. Well… I guess. If you insist.

Rogers smile came back with full wattage. Great. And sometime between now and then, Im going to have a few words with ChiChi about hanging drugs on your door. On anybodys door for that matter.

He was just being neighborly, Stanley said.

No, Roger answered, eyes stern, jawline set. He was being stupid and reckless. If he wants to bed you, he should go about it the normal way. First bring you flowers or ask you out to din

Stanley watched as Roger clamped his mouth shut. Then he watched the blood rise to Rogers cheeks. And while he did all that, he felt the blood rise to his own cheeks as well.

Roger tried to backpedal. Not that Im trying to

I know youre not, Stanley said. And the cool way he said it, made Rogers eyes open wide. He began to understand a few things, or thought he did. Stanleys attitude was beginning to make sense. Maybe.

Throwing caution to the wind, Roger stepped forward and lifted Stanleys chin with his fingertip. Stanley tried to look away, but Roger wouldnt let him. He waited until Stanleys eyes were centered on his, right where Roger wanted them to be.

Sometimes I think maybe you think too much, Stanley. Sometimes I think you think you know things you really dont know at all.

Stanley focused his attention on Rogers lips because he couldnt bear to gaze into those crystal green eyes another second. Terrible sentence, he said. Didnt they teach you grammar in nursing school?

Roger grinned. Did you expect me to take advantage of you after you passed out last night? Is that whats bothering you?

No, I

Good. Because it shouldnt.

I know that.

Do you?

Y-yes.

Roger tapped Stanleys lips with a fingertip. Seven oclock. Promise?

Stanley nodded.

And dont bring any more melons.

I wont.

Or eat anything else you find hanging on your doorknob.

I certainly wont.

Can I have a kiss?

What, I

Roger didnt wait for Stanley to finish his question. I cant resist, Roger said, and gently laid his soft lips over Stanleys mouth.

No tongues, Stanley mumbled around Rogers mouth, and Roger smiled. Stanley could feel it.

Roger broke off the kiss while Stanley was just getting into it. One favor, Roger said.

Stanley merely nodded because he didnt trust his voice. He was getting a hard-on, too, and he didnt trust that either.

Stop cutting yourself short.

Compared to you, I am short.

You know what I mean.

Stanley nodded. All right. And after a second, he added, Your place. Seven oclock.

Roger tousled his hair. Good. And if you find you cant wait any longer, come early.

And with that, he was gone, bouncing and thumping down the stairs while he whistled a happy tune, leaving Stanley breathless and hopeful all over again in his wake.

Suddenly in a pretty good mood, Stanley rushed back into his apartment and without even thinking about it, began dressing for school. If he hurried, he wouldnt miss more than one class.

He tried not to think about his dinner date for the evening, either. Because Roger was right. Stanley did think too much. And when he was thinking, he was usually thinking all the wrong things. At least he hoped he was.

After tonight hed know for sure.





STANLEY had been in the apartment almost a month before he noticed the two red-tailed hawks nesting in the eucalyptus tree just outside his living room window. He watched them now as he unwound from his day of classes and waited for seven oclock to roll around so he could prance downstairs and spend some time with the man he was probably going to regret being so infatuated with.

No matter how nice Roger Jane was, no matter how many times he approached Stanley, no matter how many kind things he said, Stanley still felt he was courting a broken heart. He couldnt help it. His inferior feelings, as far as romance was concerned, were too deeply embedded.

Even if Roger was being honest about wanting to build a friendship, that didnt mean he wanted anything more. And more was exactly what Stanley craved. It was sort of like the longing you feel when you buy a lottery ticket, and you really, really want to win, but you know damn well youll be lucky if you get so much as your dollar investment back.

And as far as financial investments went, hell, Stanley was already out six bucks for the watermelon.

He just shook his head at that thought. God, he was a putz.

As the clock crept from four to five to six, Stanley went from tense to nervous to damn near panic-stricken. If it werent for the two hawks staring back at him through the glass, taking his mind off what was about to happen, he would probably be hiding under the bed like the coward he really was.

He could hear ChiChi flailing away at someones naked ass through the kitchen wall, but he pushed all interest in the proceedings out of his mind. Besides, he was getting used to the noises next door. They had ceased being intriguing long ago. What ChiChi did with his little leather whip didnt much interest Stanley anymore. He had his own self-flagellation to worry about.

Finally Stanley dragged his nervous ass into the bathroom, tore off his clothes, and stood under a hot shower for twenty minutes, trying to calm down. When he started to prune, he climbed out and toweled off. Hair dry, he reached for the gel to spike it, then remembered what Roger had said about liking Stanleys hair soft and ungooped. So Stanley turned from the mirror and dropped the sixteen-dollar bottle of styling gel into the wastebasket.

Jesus! How desperate to please was that?

And because Stanley was careful with his money, and also because he really had no idea how this night was going to pan out, he reached into the wastebasket, retrieved the sixteen-dollar bottle of styling gel, and stuck it back in the medicine cabinet.

Just in case.

Stanley pulled on a freshly laundered pair of jeans, a clean and not too ratty T-shirt, and opted to wear sandals instead of shoes. He might be an emotional wreck, but at least his feet would be comfortable.

As soon as he was presentable, he glanced at the clock. He still had twenty minutes to kill. He didnt care what Roger said about coming early. He had no intention of rapping on the mans door even one minute before seven oclock. He had managed to make himself look desperate enough last night. Damned if he would do it again. In fact, Stanley might even shoot for being annoyingly late. That would show Roger Jane who was boss.

While he had stood pruning in the shower, the sun had gone down. Since it was dark outside, he could no longer see the hawks through the window, although he could still hear them now and then, crying and chattering to one another in the branches outside.

When his phone rang he knew beyond all doubt that Roger Jane was calling to cancel. He answered the call with a sinking heart, his feelings confused by both relief and anger. Thank God! he thought. Then his brain flip-flopped into the jilting, two-timing bastard! Nothing conflicted about Stanley Sternbaum. Nosiree.

Oddly enough, it wasnt Roger on the phone at all. It was his mother. And she actually sounded chipper, which confused poor Stanley even more.

Hello, dear. I just called to let you know the news.

Stanley didnt trust the happy lilt in the womans voice. If rattlesnakes could talk, thats probably how they would sound just before they sank their fangs into your ass. Wary, Stanley asked, What news would that be?

After a dramatic pause to heighten the grandness of the whole thing, she finally announced, Ive quit smoking!

Stanley couldnt believe it. Mom, thats great. Im proud of you. This is absolutely the best thing you could ever do for yourself. How are you coping? They say its really hard, especially for someone who has smoked as long as you have.

His mother tittered. No shit. I came out of the womb smoking. No wonder my mother hated me. That must have hurt. But its not so bad, not smoking. I seem to be coping just fine. I thought it would be difficult, but so far its really nothing at all. Just a breeze, Stanley. A veritable breeze. I should have done it years ago, because frankly, its easy as pie. No problem whatsoever. Some people are just crybabies. Whining about how terrible it is going into nicotine withdrawal and being hungry all the time and gaining three hundred pounds and everything. Its all a bunch of hooey. Just a bunch of hooey.

Stanley was floored. Well, thats wonderful. How long has it been since you quit?

Let me see, she said. Stanley could picture her craning her little green or pink head around to look at the clock on the mantle. Oh, well, thats pretty good, she crooned to herself. And aiming her words back to Stanley, she said, Its been twelve fucking minutes already.

Twelve minutes.

Twelve fucking minutes. Give or take. If youre going to nitpick, maybe its more like ten.

Ten. Ten minutes. Not exactly a world record, is it?

Stanley could sense a slight shift in the womans mood. Well, it was a little more than slight. It was more like the jolt you feel when the tectonic plate beneath your Reeboks suddenly slides thirty feet to the left and the building over your head crumbles into ruin. Dont be so fucking judgmental, Stanley. Im doing the best I can.

Stanley backpedaled like crazy. Youre right. Im sorry. And Im sure it cant be easy, what with you being so upset about your hair and all. But dont worry. Itll grow out.

What the hell are you talking about? Whats wrong with my hair?

Well, uh, isnt it green?

No, its pink.

All of it?

Yes, all of it.

But isnt it shorter than mine? Yesterday it was shorter than shit. I mean, shorter than mine.

There was a chill in his mothers voice that would have frozen kerosene. So now you dont like my new hairstyle. I hate to say this, Stanley, but sometimes you can be a miserable little turd. Ramon says I look lovely with my hair like this. My neighbors all commented on it too.

Ill bet they did, Stanley mumbled.

Look, Stanley. If you dont like my new hairstyle, dont fumblefuck around mincing words. Just say so.

I dont like your new hairstyle.

Well, why the hell not? Its young, its hip, its the happening thing.

Stanley laughed. Did Ramon tell you that?

Yes.

Mom, Ramon is in the seventh week of beauty school. He hasnt even gotten to perms or frostings yet. He would tell you anything to get you to let him play in your hair.

Stanley could feel his mother vibrating over the phone: thats how mad she was. It called to mind the old Pinto Stanley used to drive that had a shimmy in the front wheels that practically shook your fillings out when it went over thirty miles an hour.

Well, if you hated what Ramon was doing, maybe you should have said something yesterday. Now I have to go buy a hat until this pink shit grows out. Why didnt you stop me?

Hey, youre the mom, Im the son. Youre supposed to be the adult in the relationship.

Well, thats just not fair!

No, I dont suppose it is.

Oh, my God, I look like a freak! Dont I? Dont I?

So you admit you dont like it either.

Thats it! Im hanging up now. I was in labor with you for sixteen hours! Sixteen fucking hours, Stanley! I had to dilate to something like two and a half feet to squeeze your big fat head out. And this is the thanks I get. If I start smoking again, itll be your fault. Good-bye.

Just to get back at him, Stanley pictured her shaking out a Marlboro and lighting it up even as she hung up the phone. Thats probably why she phoned him to begin with. She needed an excuse.

Well, ten minutes was better than nothing.

Stanley shook his head, glanced at the clock, and forgot about her in two seconds flat.

It was seven oclock. Showtime. He had other things than his pink-haired, crazy-ass mother to focus his terror on now.


Chapter 8
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THE hamburgers were delicious. Fat and juicy. Stanley was on his third one. Roger was still on his second.

Roger appeared properly impressed. For a little guy, you sure can eat.

They were sitting across from each other at Rogers brand-new dining room table. Stanley was surprised to realize Roger had a view of the very same tree he did. But not the nesting hawks. They were a little higher up in the branches. One floor up, to be exact. That realization gave Stanley his first twinge of superiority. He kind of liked knowing he had something Roger Jane didnt. How shallow was that?

Stanley gulped down another mouthful of ground round before answering. Thats what my mother always said. For a little guy, I sure can eat. Of course, she used a few more adjectives. My mother is the queen of descriptive phrasing.

Roger smiled. She sounds like a hoot.

Stanley didnt smile back. Then you deal with her.

At that, Roger laughed. He settled in a little more comfortably, elbows on the table, chin in his hand, and watched with admiration as Stanley pounded down the food. French fries okay? he asked, already knowing the answer since most of them had vanished.

Again, Stanley gulped. Great. Nice and crunchy. And theyre not even frozen. Theyre real.

Nothing but the best for my Stanley. And as soon as the words were out of his mouth, Roger blushed. Oops, he thought. Probably shouldnt have said that.

Stanley seemed a little perplexed by the statement, but he didnt pursue it. Some things are better left to die on their own. And if Roger did mean anything by it, Stanley wasnt sure he wanted to know what it was.

To change the subject, Stanley peered over his hamburger to gaze around the kitchen. Wheres the watermelon?

Roger squirmed around in his chair looking guilty. I set it free.

You mean you ate it?

Call it what you will.

You mean you ate all of it?

Well… yeah.

And after you named it Frank too.

I know, Roger said. Im a terrible person.

And before Stanley could stop himself, he asked, Ever been in a relationship?

If the subject surprised Roger, he didnt let it show. Uh-oh. A shift in the conversation. All hells about to break loose. Okay, then. Yes, I was in a relationship. Once. You?

No. So what happened?

Roger shrugged. He moved on to someone else.

Stanley stopped chewing. You mean to tell me somebody actually left you for another man?

Afraid so. Why? Does it seem unlikely? Happens all the time, Stanley.

Stanley laid his hamburger down and licked a glob of ketchup off his thumb. Yeah, but, were talking about you. Jesus. Whod he go after? Prince Harry?

Roger chose to ignore that. I cant believe youve never had a lover, Stanley. Youre the sweetest guy Ive ever met. Men should be falling all over themselves to get to you.

Stanley could feel his cheeks burning, but he wasnt immune to flattery. He enjoyed hearing the things Roger said, although he didnt believe them for a minute. He was determined to talk about Roger, not himself. How long were you together? You and dumbass.

Roger straightened his shoulders, as if readying himself for an onslaught of questions. If answering them bothered him, he certainly didnt let it show. Two years, give or take.

What was his name?

Gerald.

Was he as handsome as you?

Rogers blush deepened a little more. That was a question he obviously didnt like. He was good-looking. For a slut.

Cheated, huh?

Constantly, although I never found out about it until he was gone. Only then did my friends hit me with the news. Some friends.

You mean Sylvia and ChiChi and Ramon and…?

No. This is before I lived at the Belladonna Arms. Different friends altogether. The friends I have here wouldnt have letdumbassget away with it. Following a beat of afterthought, he added, I like calling him dumbass. Thats probably how Ill think of him from now on. Thanks.

Dont mention it.

There was a lull in the conversation, while Roger scrutinized Stanley as if he suddenly realized something was different. Then he reached across the table and brushed his hand over Stanleys soft, soft hair. Even the cowlicks were soft. You left off the goop! Good for you. Looks tons better.

Thanks. So did you love him?

Roger hunkered over his unfinished burger with a resigned expression. Im really going to pay for eating that watermelon, arent I? Okay. Yes, I loved him. I thought we were good together. He apparently was a little less enamored of the relationship than I was. When he left, he didnt even tell me he was going. I came home from school and his stuff was gone. Just like that.

Thats cold, Stanley said, studying Rogers face, wondering what the man was really thinking.

Yes, Roger said. It was. Cold and hurtful.

Finally Roger decided it was time to take the conversational reins. Why should he be the only one getting the third degree? Tit for tat, and all that. Plus, he had some questions for Stanley he would really like to hear the answers to.

You and I are kind of polar opposites, Stanley. Realize that? I mean, in our choice of careers. You choose to work with the dead, and the long dead, I might add. While I ply my trade on the living. Why do you suppose that is?

Stanley didnt hesitate for a heartbeat. Youre a better person than me.

The answer stunned Roger. There was a lot hiding in those six little words. And he wasnt sure he liked what they implied. He was getting a little tired of Stanley Sternbaum tearing himself down. No, Stanley. Thats not true at all. I think its because youre more cerebral than I am. You look for the meaning of things. I just try to treat their symptoms.

Maybe, but….

Finally! Roger thought. Hes going to talk about himself.

But what? Roger asked, gently, afraid of scaring Stanley off. It was rather like luring a frightened stray dog within reach. Trying to snap a leash on. Trying to make him stop running. Trying to be a friend.

Stanleys burger was gone now. He was pecking his way through the few french fries he had left, dragging them through a puddle of ketchup before poking them in his mouth. Roger loved watching Stanley eat. He ate the way he should have been living his life: without any sense of timidity. He ate like it was something he had control over. Maybe one of the few things he had control over. And one of the few things he seemed to really enjoy doing without feeling

And suddenly Roger knew why Stanley chose archeology as a major. He knew it beyond any doubt whatsoever.

He snapped his fingers and said, Its because youre shy, isnt it? It explains everything about you. Your field of study, the way you lead your life, the way being alone doesnt seem to bother you at all.

Stanley gave Roger a leery look. Suddenly, his lips were thin, pale lines gashing across his face. And how do I lead my life? Enlighten me. And how do you know how I feel about being alone?

Roger was taken aback by the reaction hed caused. Hed gone too far. Shit.

I just mean that your shyness kind of rules you every single day, dont you think?

There was hurt in Stanleys eyes, now, but there was a pretty good glare of anger smoldering there as well. Is it that obvious?

Roger wished he had never broached the subject of Stanleys shyness. Im sorry. I just… thought we were getting to know each other. Baring our souls a little bit. If you dont want to, we can talk about something else.

Stanley sat frozen, considering what Roger had said. Finally, he expelled a little burst of air. Like a teakettle. He felt better after that. Calmer. And Roger was right. If he was brave enough to open up about himself, Stanley should too. It was only fair. Although for the life of him, Stanley could not understand why Roger would be interested.

Okay. Yes. Im shy. And yes, it rules every little thing I do. It holds me back, and Ive yet to find a way around that. So I deal with it. Thats what I do. Every minute of every day. I deal with it. But its not the end of the world, you know. A whole lot of people deal with worse things than shyness. Way worse. Illness. Pain. Loss. You name it. Theres a shitload of miseries out there just waiting to latch onto people. If shyness is the worst thing thats got hold of me, I figure Im lucky.

Roger reached across the table and laid his hand over Stanleys.

But Stanley wasnt finished talking yet. He stared at their two hands resting one atop the other while he found the words he wanted to say. He liked the feel of Rogers hand covering his. It was comforting. It helped him think. Youre right, you know. I had pretty much arrived at the same conclusion you did about why I chose archeology. Why I chose it, mind you. Not why I continue to pursue it. I continue to pursue it because I love it. I really do.

Roger stroked the back of Stanleys hand with his fingertips. Softly, he said, I never meant to imply you didnt.

And at that, thank God, Stanley smiled a forgiving smile. I know you didnt. I guess I just cant understand why someone like you would find anything about me interesting.

Youre kidding. Roger was so amazed by that statement, he released Stanleys hand and plopped back in his chair with his arms folded across his chest and just stared at him. Why in Gods name would you think something like that? Why do you doubt yourself, Stanley? Huh? Why?

I need one of ChiChis brownies, Stanley said, looking everywhere but at Rogers face.

Roger gave him a deprecating little grin. No, you dont. Ive seen you stoned. It aint pretty. Would you like a beer?

Sure, Stanley said. A blush suddenly colored his ears when he thought about waking up alone on the couch in the other room. But that was last night. It was a different ballgame now. Or was it? Did he even want it to be?

Roger jumped up and plucked two beers from the fridge, twisting off the caps as he brought them back to the table.

After they both took a drink, Roger tried again.

Talk to me, Stanley. Please.

Stanley sipped at his beer until half of it was gone. Then he carefully placed the bottle on the table. As soon as he released it, Roger again snaked his hand across the table and laid it over Stanleys. Stanleys fingertips were cold now from the bottle. Roger enjoyed the way they felt resting in his hand.

You scare me, Stanley said.

I already know that, Roger said, wishing he could kiss that look of trepidation off Stanleys face, but he knew he couldnt. That would be a big mistake. Stanley was just starting to trust him again. But why? Why do I scare you?

Stanley decided to let some truths out. Just let them go. Roger deserved that much. Ive never been around anyone like you before. You… frighten me.

I know I do, Stanley. You already told me that. But I dont understand why.

Dont you ever look in a mirror?

Roger gave a tiny shrug. Sure. What does that have to do with anything?

Stanley took another long pull from his beer. He left his other hand right where it was, safely snuggled in Rogers grip. Again, he looked at their two hands as he spoke. Im afraid of what you can do to me when you sit there looking like you do.

What can I do to you, Stanley? And what does the way I look have to do with it?

Can I have another beer?

Roger huffed his impatience, dropped Stanleys hand long enough to grab the six-pack from the fridge and bring the whole thing back to the table with him, banging it down between them. They both took another beer, and as soon as they had tasted it, Roger once again slipped his hand over Stanleys.

Now talk, he said. What can I do to you? And I cant help the way I look, you know.

Stanley seemed to think the words needed to be said. Hed probably regret it tomorrow, but what didnt he regret tomorrow? I know. But just by looking the way you do and being so damn nice all the time, you can make me fall in love with you.

Want me to be mean instead?

Stanley smiled. No.

Roger tilted his head and studied Stanleys elfin face. Stanley was staring at his beer bottle, picking at the label with his fingernail. The french fries were gone, or he would have been eating those as a way to center his attention elsewhere. Roger could tell he already regretted speaking the words.

Gently, Roger asked, Would that be so bad? If you fell in love a little bit?

Stanley closed his eyes, shutting Roger out. He sat like that until Roger tapped his finger on the back of Stanleys hand. Look at me, Stanley. Tell me why falling in love would be so bad.

And finally Stanley said the words. Because youre out of my league. People like me grow up knowing our place in the world. We know when were overstepping our boundaries. We know when to draw back. I havent been able to draw back from you because you wont let me. Its almost like youre… chasing me.

At that, Roger smiled. How can you ever hope to be an archeologist if you cant even see whats right in front of your eyes?

And whats that? Stanley asked.

Me, Stanley. Im right in front of your eyes. And heres a news flash for you, Stanley. I am chasing you. I guess I wasnt doing a very good job of it if you couldnt figure it out on your own.

Now youre making fun of me, Stanley said, and he pulled his hand away. Maybe I should go.

Roger reached out and reclaimed the hand. His grip on it was firmer now. Stanley wasnt going anywhere, and Roger damn well made sure Stanley knew it.

Its my turn to say some things, Stanley. Is that all right?

Stanley had to clear his throat twice before he could find his voice. He was trembling. What had happened? How had the evening gone to crap so quickly?

Go ahead, Stanley said. Im listening.

Youre something else, Stanley Sternbaum. You know that? Ive never chased anyone before in my life. Just thought you ought to know that.

So you are chasing me.

Yes.

What about dumbass? Did you chase him?

Roger laughed. Dumbass chased me. I stupidly let myself get caught. Youre different. Im the fisherman now. Youre the poor trout Im trying to reel in.

But why? Theres prettier fish in the sea.

Those words almost broke Rogers heart. Youre pissing me off, Stanley. Why do you keep tearing yourself down? Why do you keep doubting yourself? Do you really find it so hard to believe that Im chasing you?

Again Stanley had to search for his voice. But his fingers seemed to suddenly have more sense than he did. He watched them stroking the back of Rogers hand. They werent just taking comfort. They were giving some back for a change. Well, good for them. Maybe his fingers were smarter than he was.

Yes, Stanley said, his voice little more than a croak. His eyes were burning too. He hoped to God he wasnt going to get all emotional. He was embarrassed enough. Not to mention confused.

Roger leaned over the table and pressed his lips to Stanleys hand. Then he sat back in his chair. And stop looking so scared. Im not going to jump your bones or anything. Im going to take it nice and slow until you really believe I am chasing you.

Stanleys fingers were resting over the pulse in Rogers wrist. He was astonished to feel that pulse tapping away like crazy. Rogers heart was beating as fast as Stanleys was. When he realized that, Stanley looked up into Rogers face. Into Rogers eyes. Those green, beautiful eyes.

We can take our time, Roger said, his face somber. Eager. Unless youre not interested. If you arent, it would be nice if you told me now.

Stanley heard the words, but again he couldnt believe what he was hearing. He said nothing.

Well? Roger prodded. Im not asking for your hand in marriage here, Stanley. I just want to get to know you. I want to be friends. I want you to like me.

Stanleys vision blurred as the tears finally squeezed out. I already like you, he said. More than I should.

He immediately regretted saying those words, but Roger didnt seem to regret his saying them at all. He reached across the table and laid his free hand on the side of Stanleys face. His thumb stroked Stanleys cheek while his fingers cupped Stanleys ear. At the feel of that gentle hand against his skin, Stanley seemed to lose all inhibitions. He turned his head to press his lips to Rogers palm. While Rogers fingertips were cool, his palm was hot. Stanley savored the taste of it.

Say something, Stanley said, again feeling his ears burning red.

Roger smiled. Your lips tickle. And I like you, too, Stanley. Maybe more than I should. For tonight, what do you say we simply leave it at that. Just dont be afraid of me. Please.

Stanley nodded, touched by Rogers sincerity. All right.

And because he had to lighten the mood at all costs, for himself and for Roger too, Stanley dredged up an evil little grin, and asked, So whats for dessert?





SINCE Roger had already eaten the watermelon, which was supposed to be dessert, they opted for another beer instead, moving the party into the living room to Stanleys least favorite piece of furniture in the apartment. Rogers sofa.

By the time Stanley had downed his third beer, he was feeling better. He was feeling a little more secure too. Even if he was still flabbergasted by the fact the man next to him had readily admitted what Stanley had not dared to believe. Roger Jane was interested in him. He really was. Stanley was convinced the balloon of intrigue on Rogers part would pop pretty fucking soon, but while it was still viable Stanley figured he could handle the pressure of it hanging over his head. At least, he was pretty sure he could. He didnt figure hed be courting a broken heart if he simply stuck to friendship as his own immediate goal. Friendship. Period. Dont ask for anything more, dont look for anything more.

Hell, yes, Stanley thought. I can handle that. Maybe.

Stanley couldnt help but notice Rogers sofa didnt have any lumps in it like Stanleys did. Of course, Stanleys sofa didnt have Roger in it either. That was its biggest drawback. Fuck the lumps.

Roger and Stanley sat close, listening to the sound of each other breathe. Their arms periodically touched, and every time they did and their arm hair scraped together, Stanley sucked in a little gasp of air. They propped their four bare feet on the coffee table in front of them, and Stanley spent the quiet moments contemplating Rogers gorgeous, sexy feet. They were strong and big, with a scattering of dark hair on the instep and the middle of the big toe. Beneath the cuffs of Rogers jeans, Stanley could see a beautiful forest of black leg hair just peeking out. He longed to reach down and run his fingers over it, but of course he didnt.

Still, he couldnt help wondering what Roger would do if he did.

Sometimes, when they moved just right, their bare feet would bump into each other. And when that happened, Stanley would once again suck in a little gasp of air. He expected to see sparks of electricity shooting through the atmosphere around him, thats how turned on he was. Having Roger Jane sitting so close beside him was kind of a mind-boggling experience.

Stanley had a hard-on, too, and he really wished it would go away. It was making him nervous.

When Stanley gasped for about the fifth time, Roger asked, Are you okay? Are you bored?

Stanley looked at him like hed just sprouted a palm tree out of the top of his head. Why would you think that?

Sorry I spoke, Roger said around a tiny smile. And when he said it, he pressed his foot to the side of Stanleys just to hear Stanley gasp again. Then Roger blushed. Not because he was embarrassed, but because he was turned on.

Roger had a hard-on, too, and he was really regretting telling Stanley there was no hurry about them getting to know each other, that they had all the time in the world. Of all the stupid things he had said in the past ten or twelve years, he figured that one topped the list. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Inhaling a long, shuddering breath, Roger swiveled on the sofa until he faced Stanley sitting beside him. His bent leg rested on Stanleys thigh, but Stanley didnt seem to mind having it there. God knows Roger didnt.

Since his left arm had nowhere else to go, Roger draped it over Stanleys shoulders like a shawl. Stanley didnt seem to mind having that there, either.

With his ears burning fire-engine red, Stanley tilted his head back to rest it on Rogers arm. He closed his eyes for a second while he relished the sensation of Rogers arm against the back of his head; then he turned to study Rogers face.

What are you thinking? Stanley asked. If its getting late, I can go.

Stanley, its not even eight thirty.

Okay.

You promised you wouldnt be afraid of me.

I know. Im not. I Stanley looked away.

Roger brushed his fingers through Stanleys hair. He gripped the top of Stanleys head with his long fingers and pivoted it around until Stanley was looking at him again. When their eyes were once again on each other, Roger asked, I what? What were you about to say?

Stanley stared at him through eyes as clear as crystal. As bright as diamonds. His heart was once again banging around inside his chest like a cat in a cardboard box. He hoped to hell Roger couldnt hear it. Im not afraid of you, Stanley sighed. Im more afraid of me.

Roger touched a fingertip to Stanleys mouth, simply because he wanted to. I hope that means what I think it means.

And once again, the two fell silent, only now they continued to study each others eyes as the silence grew.

A crash overhead tore their eyes away from each other and made them both look up. The sound came from the floor above.

What the hell was that? Roger asked. Did you get a pet rhino?

Stanley frowned. No. I think it came from ChiChis apartment. Not mine.

Roger rolled his eyes. That explains it, then. ChiChi got a pet rhino.

Another flurry of bangs and clunks and crashes followed. Someone yelled something unintelligible. Then silence.

This customer must be getting the works, Roger said.

Stanley snickered. No kidding. The blue plate special.

When the silence continued on and on and the excitement seemed to be over, Stanley concentrated his attention on the feel of Rogers thigh against his own, the reassuring pressure of Rogers hand at the back of his neck. Their eyes again came together as if Roger, too, was suddenly more aware of the man next to him. The moment Rogers beautiful green eyes were focused on his, Stanley was lost all over again. They were the most hypnotic eyes Stanley had ever seen. And the sexiest.

Now that the initial awkwardness had dissipated, Stanley was kind of amazed by how much he was enjoying the evening. And with every beer they drank, his enjoyment level rose. So did his hard-on. God, he really was a slut when he drankor ate marijuanaor simply looked at Roger Jane. Stanley kept his beer bottle resting on his crotch, thinking that might lower the temperature down there, but it didnt seem to be working yet.

They spoke little, sitting there in the silent apartment, watching the night deepen around them. The only sound that never lessened was the thundering of their hearts. Neither man looked toward the darkened window and the lighted city skyline beyond. As stunning as that sight was, the only view they seemed to care about was their view of each other.

Stanley was astounded by the continued gentleness he saw in Rogers eyes, the never-wavering concern he saw there. And there was a hint of more than gentle concern there too. There was longing in those looks Roger cast his way. And interest. Interest in Stanley Sternbaum, of all things. Stanley didnt understand that at all, but he did enjoy seeing it there in Rogers incredible eyes.

Stanley suspected everything he could see in Rogers eyes, Roger could also see in his. Neither seemed to feel a need to speak. Their eyes did all their talking for them.

This close, Stanley found himself mesmerized by Rogers beauty. The man was just so damned handsome. Those green eyes surrounded by long black lashes, the clean lines of his shadowed cheekbones, the fragile, delicate ears. At one point, Stanley reached out and traced the rim of Rogers ear with his fingertips, just to see how it would feel. Roger smiled and tilted his head into Stanleys hand when he did, and Stanley smiled back.

When Roger spoke, he could hardly hear his own words. They were lost in the flurry of his pounding heart.

Can I kiss you, Stanley? We dont have to. I just want

But Stanley never knew what Roger wanted, because he leaned in and pressed his mouth to Rogers before the man was finished talking. Eyes wide open, Stanley watched as Rogers eyes closed the moment their lips came together. And slowly, as the kiss lingered, Stanley, too, closed his eyes, lost in the softness of Rogers lips.

Rogers strong arms pulled Stanley closer. The kiss deepened. Tongues came gently together. Not pushing, not insisting, just touching. Tasting. Gently exploring. Stanley shivered as Rogers fingers stroked his back. With his other hand, Roger set his beer bottle aside. He plucked Stanleys beer bottle out of his hand and placed it on the coffee table beside his own. With cold, cold fingers, he laid his broad hand over Stanleys ankles, gathering them together, swinging Stanley around to better face him, and folding Stanleys legs until he was huddled with his knees against Rogers chest. While he did all that, Roger never lifted his lips from Stanleys mouth.

Stanley felt like a child, cradled in comforting arms. But he felt like a man too. A man with all the needs of a man. It had been a long time since Stanley had been with anyone. And even then, it had only been sexual. It had meant nothing. A temporary release. This was sexual, too, but it was more than that. Far more than that. This time there were feelings involved. A host of feelings. And for Stanley most of them were brand-spanking new.

He was in uncharted territory, and he knew it.

He scraped his palms over Rogers short hair, and when Roger broke the kiss, he only did it to press his face into Stanleys neck. Stanleys head fell back as Roger kissed him there. On his neck, on his throat. Stanley stared at the ceiling, so happy to be in Rogers arms he couldnt think straight. What the hell were they doing?

Oh God, Roger muttered. You taste great.

Stanley didnt know what he was going to say, but he had just opened his mouth to say it when a banging at the front door damn near gave them heart attacks.

And the banging went on and on.

What the fuck? Roger barked, releasing Stanley, and before he headed for the door, he pointed a finger at Stanleys nose like a pissed-off schoolteacher. Dont. You. Move.

Just because he couldnt bear not to, Stanley kissed Rogers fingertip while he had a chance.

Then he watched as Roger stomped toward the front door, mumbling, This had better be good.

They heard a crash in the hall, which drove Stanley to his feet, and by the time Roger made it to the door, Stanley was right behind, holding his arm.

Roger flung wide the door and stopped cold. Oh, shit, he said.

Peering over Rogers shoulder, Stanley saw Arthur, the landlord, sprawled out on the mat with his hairy, fat legs poking out from beneath the hem of a stunning burgundy cocktail dress. His feet were crammed into red satin pumps. The man was in full stage makeup with inch-long eyelashes coated with glitter. A string of fat red beads as big as chicken eggs was draped around his neck, and atop his head he wore a bright red wig with a rhinestone tiara clamped into the middle of it.

But the dress! Even Stanley had to admit the sequins were too much. Especially with a fucking tiara.

Roger dropped to his knees and pressed his ear to Arthurs chest. He made a face because he couldnt hear anything, so he stabbed a hand under the bodice of that stunning burgundy cocktail dress and fished around until he plucked two bags of frozen peas from Arthurs de´colletage. They were Jolly Green Giant peas. Sixteen-ounce bags. Arthur must have been rounding off his already voluptuous figure with a little built-in air conditioning, since it was still a thousand degrees in that stairwell.

Roger stuck his ear to Arthurs considerably flattened bosom and tried again. When he looked relieved, Stanley figured he must have heard a heartbeat.

Roger rocked back on his heels and glowered when Arthur opened his glittery eyes, flapped his false eyelashes, and cooed, Arent you sweet. Then his tone hardened. God, I hate those fucking stairs.

Suddenly Arthur seemed to remember why he was there, sprawled out on the mat like a dead buffalo in high drag.

Someones killing ChiChi! he grandly announced, wrists flapping, wig askew, and then he passed out again as if someone had pulled his plug.

Roger dropped Arthurs head with a clunk and dashed for the stairs with Stanley hot on his heels.

Damn, Stanley thought, and just when things were going so well too. He was properly appalled he could be so goddamn selfish at a time like this, but sometimes were selfish whether we want to be or not. For once, Stanley didnt really blame himself for it. This time he figured he had good reason. He really wanted to be back on the couch with Roger Jane. But apparently that was a little too much to ask under the circumstances. Took selfish to a whole new level, it did.

Stanley glanced back in sympathy at Arthur one last time before hustling along in Rogers wake. Poor Arthur. Those stairs were going to kill him yet. The stairs or the shoes.

Or that stupidass tiara clamped around his noggin.

Stanley was five or six steps behind Roger. Rogers long legs were scaling the stairs a hell of a lot faster than Stanleys could. This was all just fine with Stanley since he had a magnificent view of Rogers ass while they were going up. He didnt feel guilty about that, either, which goes to show where his priorities lay at the moment. Not on ChiChis safety certainly. God, he really was selfish!

As soon as Roger hit the sixth-floor landing, they both heard footsteps thundering in their direction. With Stanley still on the steps below, Roger had just enough time to motion for Stanley to lag back before a freight train came barreling down the hall and knocked Roger flat on his back.

Oof! Roger cried out, landing hard.

Stanley tried not to scream like a little girl as the freight train leaped down the stairs in front of him. A moment later Stanley was flat on his back. Being on the stairs at the time, Stanley didnt land as solidly as Roger had. In fact, Stanley managed to slide all the way back to the landing below before he came to a stop. By the time he did, the freight train was gone.

But in that split second when the fucker was flying down the stairs in Stanleys face, Stanley had the wherewithal to recognize the bastard. The freight train was the Neanderthal ChiChi had entertained that night a couple of weeks back when Stanley could hear them through his kitchen wall. The big bruiser. And apparently, the big mean bruiser. Stanley had also had enough time to see the asshole was trouserless and shirtless and wearing nothing but black socks. He was clutching his clothing in his arms and trying to pull on his shirt as he ran. His dick was flopping all over the place.

With the naked Neanderthal thundering on down the remaining flights of steps and banging his way out the front door far below, Stanley gave his head a shake and gathered himself up off the landing. He dusted himself off, checking for broken appendages. He thought maybe he would have a pretty good bruise on his ass, but that seemed to be all the damage done.

He groaned his way up to six just as Roger was picking himself up off the floor.

You okay?

Yeah. You?

Yeah.

Then they both looked in the direction of ChiChis apartment door.

Oh, crap, Roger said. This isnt going to be pretty.

Approaching ChiChis door, they saw a hand come out and grip the sill. Then ChiChi poked his head through the door and saw Roger and Stanley headed his way. He was naked, but for the bandolier around his chest and a teeny pair of leather shorts.

Stanley didnt even know they made leather shorts.

Is he gone? ChiChi asked. Is fuckface gone?

Roger nodded. Hes gone.

Stanley watched as Roger walked up to ChiChi and cupped his hand under ChiChis chin, turning his head first one way, then the other. It was then Stanley saw the blood. ChiChi had a split lip and his left eye was puffing up and turning black even while he and Roger stood there looking at it.

You okay? Roger asked. Did he hit you anywhere else?

ChiChi touched his own jaw tenderly. No. And with a strange little smile that made a rivulet of blood trail down his chin from his split lip, he added, I guess he didnt like the twizzler.

What the hell is a twizzler? Roger asked.

Dildo. Battery-operated. Looks like a corkscrew. Tickles.

Well, I guess it didnt tickle him.

ChiChi had to agree. Guess it didnt.

Lets get you cleaned up, Roger said, and steered ChiChi back into his apartment.

Stanley tagged along behind, wondering if he could do anything to help. As he was hovering around the apartment door, he heard the sudden sound of footsteps rushing up behind him. Stanley jumped, thinking the Neanderthal had returned. But it was Ramon, standing there in a bathrobe, his hair soaking wet. He looked horrified. His eyes were as big as silver dollars and he was trembling all over.

Is ChiChi okay? Oh, God, I heard the noises and knew immediately what it was! Is he okay? Well, tell me, dammit! Where is he?

Stanley tugged him into the apartment and pointed toward the bathroom where Roger had taken ChiChi. Ramon rushed on in, and not knowing what else to do, Stanley followed. They found ChiChi sitting on the commode with Roger on his knees in front of him dabbing at ChiChis face with a washcloth.

Baby. That was Ramon, and the way he said it made everyone turn and look at him.

While ChiChis lip slowly grew fatter and his eye slowly grew blacker, he centered his one good eye on Ramon, who was standing in the doorway with tears streaming down his face.

Oh God, ChiChi sighed. Please dont get all soggy about this. Im fine. Just a couple of contusions and a concussion and quite possibly a broken neck. From now on that ape can twizzle his own ass and see how he likes it. He just had his last appointment with me.

Ramon sniffed some snot back up his nose and stuck his fists on his hips. Well, I should hope so! Its about time you retired and let everybody twizzle their own asses!

While dabbing at ChiChis lip, Roger noted, Holy cow, you guys sound like youre an item. Are you?

ChiChi shot a shameful glance in Ramons direction. Great. Now our secrets out. I told you not to fall in love with a hooker.

Oh, shut up, Ramon sniffed. And youre not a hooker. Youre a masseur working his way through masseuring school, or whatever the hell they call it. And even if you were a hooker, you arent anymore. As of tonight youre retired. I insist. Any arguments?

Shamefaced, ChiChi once again gave himself up to Rogers attentions, hissing now and then when he thought Roger was being a little too rough. No, baby. No arguments.

Well, good. Ramon moved up behind Roger and tapped him on the shoulder. Let me do that. I want to treat my man myself.

Roger looked up at him and grinned. Of course you do. Here. And he handed over the washcloth.

Roger patted Ramons cheek. ChiChi doesnt deserve you.

Thanks, ChiChi groused. Then he tried to smile. He gazed at Ramon as Ramon lowered himself to his knees in front of him. Rogers right, baby. I dont deserve you.

Ramon simply gave a disgusted cluck like someone who has just heard the obvious. Hell, I know that.

Roger rinsed his hands in the sink, dried them on the legs of his blue jeans, and steered Stanley out of the crowded bathroom. Already they could hear cooing sounds behind them.

Lets leave the lovebirds alone.

Stanley nodded. Glad hes okay.

Yeah. And Im glad hes got Ramon to chew him a new asshole. Not literally, of course.

Stanley grinned. Gotcha.

They looked back one last time and saw Ramon wrapped in ChiChis arms. They were both crying.

Roger took Stanleys hand and led him back toward the stairs. Im glad theyve got each other. See how love isnt always a bad thing?

And Stanley stepped into Rogers arms, surprising even himself. I never said it was.

He had just enough time to enjoy the feel of Rogers lips on the top of his head when they heard the clackety clack of high heels coming toward them down the hall.

They turned to see Arthurstill in high drag, but apparently the shine was off it a little bit. He was holding his wig and tiara in his hand and plucking his false eyelashes off as he limped along on those impossibly high heels.

Is he okay? Arthur asked, huffing and puffing.

Roger nodded. Ramons taking care of him.

Oh, good, Arthur said.

Roger gave Arthur a questioning look, which wasnt really very questioning at all. You knew about those two?

Arthur nodded. Its been going on a while. Looks like their secrets out now, though. Maybe even theyve accepted it as fact. I hope so. Im happy for them.

Me too, Roger said.

Me too, Stanley echoed.

Arthur considered Roger and Stanley standing in front of him, still wrapped in each others arms. It seems to be going around. Secrets, I mean.

Stanley and Roger both blushed but said nothing.

Then Arthur stepped closer and said, Roger, Im worried about Sylvia. Keep an eye on her, will you?

Roger seemed to understand Arthurs concern. He simply said, Yes.

Arthur patted first Stanleys cheek, then Rogers with his big beefy hand, and bending to tug off his satin high heels, groaned his way toward the stairs.

Roger and Stanley watched him go.

Stanley suddenly realized they were standing right outside his own apartment door.

He made up his mind in a split second. He couldnt handle anything else tonight. He really couldnt. Early class, he said, forcing himself to say the words as he glanced at his watch. It was only a little after ten. Still, he dredged up as much false cheer as he could muster. Not because he wanted to, but because he felt he should. Guess Id better scoot on home since Im already here anyway.

Roger didnt seem too happy about the announcement. He didnt even try to look happy about it. Downcast, he said, I guess youd better, then. I have an early day too.

Seeya, then.

Seeya.

And for a moment it was as if their time together had never been: Roger afraid to push, Stanley afraid to open up.

Then they both knew they could not let the evening end that way.

Again, Stanley stepped into Rogers arms at the very same moment Roger reached out to scoop him into an embrace.

A good-night kiss, Stanley said. I didnt get dessert, so I want one.

So do I, Roger said. And if thats what it takes, youll never get dessert.

Good.

And smiling, they brought their lips together.

Thank you, Roger mumbled with his mouth over Stanleys.

Still smiling, Stanley eased himself from Rogers arms and opened his door with his key. His hands were shaking.

Good night, Little Mouse.

Good night, Stanley said, and softly, oh so softly, he eased the door closed between them. The last thing Stanley saw was a pair of fabulous green eyes hovering over a gentle smile, watching his every move.

Once inside, Stanley leaned his forehead against the door and squeezed his eyes shut, hoping to sear the memory of that heavenly face into his brain forever. As if it wasnt seared there already.

Smiling, he realized he could still taste Rogers kiss.


Chapter 9
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STANLEY had classes all the next day, but he didnt learn a thing. Instead, he spent the day walking into walls and dropping pencils and staring through classroom windows, lost in thought. His mind was too busy rehashing everything that had happened the night before for any serviceable knowledge to seep in. And while a lot of his preoccupation had to do with Roger Jane, a surprising amount of it was also centered on Ramon and ChiChi.

They had seemed so in love with each other. What must it have been like for Ramon, seeing the way ChiChi had chosen to work his way through massage training? To be in love with the man and still know that one floor up from where Ramon laid his head every night, ChiChi was sexually servicing a host of strangers. After all, only a fool would believe those were legitimate massages being practiced in 6D. The worst part, of course, was that not ten feet below, Ramon, the man who loved ChiChi, lay alone in his bed listening to every sound.

Could Ramons love for ChiChi really be strong enough to overcome that? Could anyones love be that strong? How did Ramon handle it? How could he trust his heart to someone like ChiChi? How did he ignore all those noises creeping down from above, and how could he simply disregard all the imaginings that must have torn through his head about what those noises meant? And if ChiChi really loved Ramon back, why would he put Ramon through all that?

How would Stanley feel if he knew Roger was downstairs doing the same thing? Would he be able to accept it and still keep his feelings for the man intact? Stanley wasnt sure. Well, yes he was. He couldnt do it. It would hurt too much. Way too much. People in love shouldnt have to be miserable because of it, should they? It should be all trust and bluebirds and walks in the park. Thats what love should be about. Thats what it was like in the movies. Why shouldnt love be that way in real life too?

And that thought pulled Stanley up short.

Love. Real life. Had he just admitted to himself he was in love with Roger Jane? He knew he was infatuated, of course. He knew he was in lust with the guy. Hell, after getting one tiny glimpse of Roger standing there with his Adonis body and his magical green eyes and those strong, beautiful arms, who the hell wouldnt be in lust with him?

But love? Had Stanley already crossed that threshold where there was no turning back? Shit. He didnt even have to ask himself twice. He knew it was true. There wasnt one teeny tiny doubt in his mind.

Dammit, he was already head over heels in love with Roger Jane. He was! Its exactly what he had feared would happen, and now, by God, it had. Hadnt it? Love. Shit!

And what would Roger do when he found out? For all the sweet words Roger Jane could utter and all the loving looks he could cast in Stanleys direction when they were alone, Stanley didnt doubt for a minute if Roger had set his sights on Stanley, it wasnt because he wanted to spend the rest of his life with him. Maybe it was just a passing moment of lustful fantasy on Rogers part. Or maybe he felt like partaking of a bit of sexual slumming. Maybe he just wanted to bestow a pity fuck on poor old Stanley who lived upstairs and wasnt exactly Mr. America material. And if Stanley was in love with Roger now, how lost would he be after he actually slept with him? Had sex with him? Even if it was a pity fuck?

And here Stanley had been thinking he and Ramon had a lot in common. But it wasnt true, was it? Ramon had a person who really loved him back. And while Roger acted like he was gaga over Stanley, just one look at the two of them together should be enough to dispel that rumor. Roger was a god. Stanley was awell, if not a troll, at least a nothing-special-run-of-the-mill mortal. What the hell could the two of them possibly have in common?

Back at the apartment building, Stanley schlepped his fifty-pound book bag up those six flights of stairs, and once again, when he got to four, he found himself tiptoeing the rest of the way up to six. He quietly twisted the key in his lock, eased himself into the apartment, and softly closed the door behind him, doing everything but holding his breath as he tried not to make any noise. He toed off his shoes before taking a single step across the apartment floor. He didnt want Roger to know he was home. He couldnt face him right now. He just couldnt.

Stanley had some serious thinking to do about Roger Jane. He felt like a runaway freight train barreling toward a broken trestle, about to plummet over the edge, dragging his whole life along behind him and unable to do a single thing about it.

Or was there? He could stop being a wimp. He could do that much. He could just come right out and demand Roger Jane leave his mortal ass alone and go pick on somebody else for a change. Pick on somebody worthy of his attentions. Find another god to fuck around with. Let the poor ugly mortal be.

Stanley eased himself quietly into the shower, set the water at barely a dribble to keep the noise level down, and all the while, he tried to think of a way out of his dilemma. The worst part was, there was no way out. It was already too late. Even if he managed to sever all ties with Roger Jane, Stanley would still end up with a broken heart. There was no getting around it now. The best he could hope for was to at least put a halt to this clusterfuck of emotions before he and Roger had sex. After that, the clusterfuck would be insurmountable, his heart lost completely. And that, above all else, he had to avoid. If today was any indication, with a full-fledged broken heart, Stanley would never finish school. Hed never get his masters. Hell, hed probably end up on skid row cradling a jug of cheap wine and ranting to strangers in Nahuatl like a drunken Aztec. Christ, wouldnt his mother love that?

As depressed as he had ever been in his life, Stanley stepped from the shower and dried off. He slipped on a pair of baggy jeans and a T-shirt, and the second he was dressed, he heard a knock at his door.

He stared at the fucking door as if it were a terrorist aiming an Uzi at his head.

Please God, no. He couldnt face Roger now. He couldnt! Not yet. Maybe not ever.

But he couldnt not answer the door either. He couldnt be that big of a coward.

Simply trying not to think about it, Stanley strode to the door, sucked in a huge gulp of air to brace his nerves (like that was really going to help) and yanked the fucker open.

Then he blinked. It wasnt Roger at all. It was the wimpy bookkeeper. What was his name? Ingersol. That was it. The straight guy. And as far as Stanley knew, the only straight guy in the building. What was even more surprising to Stanley than seeing the straight bookkeeper standing on his doorstep, was seeing the straight bookkeeper standing on his doorstep looking absolutely terrified.

Oh, shit, Stanley said. Whos getting beat up this time?

As soon as Stanley answered the door and spoke, Ingersol looked even more panic-stricken. Youre not the nurse!

No, Stanley said. Im sorry. The nurse is one floor down. Whats wro

Oh, God! the man exclaimed, slapping his chest so hard a handful of pens flew out of his pocket protector and clattered to the floor like pick-up sticks. Im so stupid!

Whirling, Ingersol raced toward the stairs. He had his hands in his hair now. Stanley wondered if he was going to start pulling it out in clumps like a madman. What the hell is going on?

Whats wrong? Stanley prodded again, matching Ingersol step for step. Is it Arthur? Has something happened to Arthur? He followed the bookkeeper down the stairs to five, doing everything but plucking at his shirtsleeve to get his attention. I dont know if Rogers even home yet. Should we call the paramedics? Whos hurt? Whats happened? Talk to me, dammit!

By this time, they were both standing in front of Rogers door. Ingersol rapped on it hard. Then he rapped on it again.

The door opened and a smiling Roger poked his head out. He looked surprised to see Ingersol standing there. And looking past him, he seemed doubly surprised to see Stanley standing behind him.

Stanley, he said. I didnt know you were home yet.

When Stanley didnt answer, Rogers eyes shifted from Stanley back to Ingersol. Whats wrong, Pete?

Ingersol grabbed his arm. Come with me. Quick.

Why? Tell me whats wrong?

Its Sylvia, Ingersol said, but he wasnt standing still while he said it. He was already dragging Roger toward the stairs.

Roger didnt fight it. He merely tilted his head at Stanley and said, Close my door, babe. And youd better come along too. At least Ill get a few minutes with you.

Stanley wasnt sure what to say to that, so he said nothing.

Even in the midst of high drama, Roger took a moment to be civil. He did it on the stairs. Stanley, this is Peter Ingersol. Pete, this is Stanley Sternbaum.

Pete barely registered the introduction. Shes home. I know she is. But she wont answer her door. She wouldnt answer it last night, and she wouldnt answer it this morning. Now she still wont answer it. Arthurs not home or I would have begged him to open her door with his passkey. I know Sylvia trusts you, Roger. Plus, if anything is really wrong, youre a nurse. Maybe you can help her.

Sylvia lives in 4B, Roger explained to Stanley. Pete is in 3B, directly below her. Theyre… friends.

The way Roger spoke the word friends, Stanley suspected there was more to the story than what Roger was telling, but this obviously wasnt the time to explain it. Judging by the fear on Petes face and the blush that now crept into it, Stanley figured an explanation wasnt necessary. The man had a crush on Sylvia. Any fool could figure that out. The only thing Stanley thought he might need to reevaluate was his assumption that Peter Ingersol was straight. That conclusion seemed to be suddenly up for grabs.

But there wasnt time to worry about it now. Roger tried the doorknob to 4B. Locked. He leaned in close to the door. Sylvia. Its Roger. Let me in.

Nothing.

Roger spent five seconds pounding the shit out of the door, and when that produced no results, Stanley said, Let me try.

With a quizzical expression, both Pete and Roger stepped back.

Stanley braced himself and with one precision kick applied directly to the doorknob, wood splintered, the building shook, and Sylvias door flew open with a crash.

Roger smiled at Stanley and ruffled his hair. Damn, boy, whered you learn to do that?

Chuck Norris. Texas Ranger. Reruns, Stanley answered. Then he gave an embarrassed shrug and rubbed his knee. Ow.

Chuck Norris never said ow, Roger wryly observed, making Stanley blush.

Pete raced through the door calling Sylvias name. Roger and Stanley hustled in behind him. They fanned out: Roger heading for the kitchen, Stanley aiming for the bathroom to the left. Pete veered right, heading for the bedroom.

Stanley felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand straight up when Pete bellowed through the bedroom door. No!

Rushing through the door side by side with Roger, Stanley saw Sylvia lying fully dressed upon the bed, one arm hanging over the side. Her face was as still and pale as alabaster. She looked like a mannequin.

Oh, shit, Roger muttered, lifting her shoulders from the bed and giving her a good shake. Her head flopped around like a rag dolls. Her eyes didnt open. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

Roger turned to Pete. Call 911.

It was then Stanley saw the pill bottle on the nightstand by the bed. The bottle was lying on its side, empty. Roger saw it too, and their eyes found each others. They could hear Pete speaking on the phone in the other room. They could detect the tremble in his voice from all the way across the apartment. He was obviously on the verge of tears.

Stanley, Roger said. Go downstairs and direct the paramedics up here. Will you do that? It wont take them long to get here, and thatll speed up the process.

Stanley nodded. Will she be all right?

I hope so, Roger said, reaching out and grasping Stanleys hand. With his other arm he hugged Sylvia close, holding her in a sitting position, continuing to shake her, still trying to wake her up. Trying to get a reaction. Anything. Knowing all the while it was useless. She needed more than a good shake to bring her out of this. But at least she was breathing. Thank God for that.

Now go, Roger pleaded. And come back up with the EMTs. Ill drive Pete to the hospital behind the ambulance, and I want you to come with us. We need to talk. Okay?

Stanley nodded. He was trembling now too. He wasnt used to this much drama. His hands were shaking as if he had malaria or something. He couldnt bear to stare at Sylvias still, still face, but he couldnt tear his eyes away either. Okay, he said, barely trusting his voice. He glanced back at Pete, now speaking frantically into the phone. Giving the address. Explaining the problem to 911, pleading with them to hurry. Is Pete?

Roger gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. Yes. He is. Now go.

And Stanley went.





STANLEY watched from a distance as Roger and Pete huddled with a young doctor in the ER waiting room. The place was packed, and frankly Stanley was a little astounded no one had slapped Pete Ingersol on a gurney and wheeled him into the treatment room. Or a padded cell. The guy was almost hysterical. If Stanley had been uncertain how Pete felt about his transsexual neighbor before, he certainly wasnt now. The only other thing he wondered was if Sylvia knew how much in love Pete was with her. If she didnt know, and assuming she pulled out of this okay, Stanley decided he was sure as hell going to tell her. She needed to know. And Pete deserved it too.

When he finally pulled his eyes from Pete, Stanley felt himself go weak watching Roger Jane in action. He worked in this hospital. He knew the staff. He knew the doctor he was talking to right now. In a calmer, less panicky way, he was just as concerned about Sylvia as Pete. And Roger understood what was going on. Pete didnt. Neither did Stanley. That was probably why both Pete and Stanley were such nervous fucking wrecks.

Periodically, Roger would glance in Stanleys direction, letting him know he wasnt forgotten. Even with everything going on, he found a way to calm Stanleys angst. Only a truly kind person would think to do that.

That realization wasnt lost on Stanley. Nope. Not one little bit. And it made Stanley even more confused than he was before about where he stood, and where he wanted to stand, with Roger Jane.

For the hundredth time, the physical perfection of the man wasnt lost on Stanley, either. Somehow in this horrible place, it stood out even more. Roger Jane was like a calmly scenic island dropped in the middle of a raging, storm-tossed sea. The surrounding turmoil never quite touched him. Other eyes besides Stanleys gravitated to Roger, finding solace in his beauty even in the midst of their own fears, their own injuries, their own sicknesses. Just a glance at Rogers calm, handsome face eased their horror of this place, if only for a moment. And Roger stood there among them, totally unaware of the eyes upon him, absolutely oblivious to the soothing effect his beauty and composure had on others.

Repeatedly, as he spoke to the young doctor, while Pete stood beside them chewing his fingernails and craning to hear every word, Roger would keep flicking his eyes to Stanley. Making sure he was still there. Making sure he had not wandered off or ran screaming from the nightmarish surroundings of a big city emergency room. And Stanley appreciated it. He did. It was the only thing that kept him from freaking out completely.

With a nod of commiseration, first to Roger, then to Pete, the doctor hurried away, disappearing through a side door. Pete slumped in a chair, elbows on his knees, hands in his hair, while Roger strode to Stanleys side and took his arm. Roger led him down a hallway to a Coke machine, fished around in his pocket for money, bought two sodas, and handed one to Stanley.

At that moment, they heard a voice crying out from the farthest end of the hallway, almost a football field away.

Roger! Stanley! Thank God Ive found you!

They turned to see Arthur scurrying toward them. He wasnt in drag exactly, praise Allah, but he was wearing a lilac housecoat with lilac bunny slippers on his feet and a pink bed jacket wrapped around his shoulders. He was running, now, and for a three-hundred-pound man he was moving pretty fast. His fluffy-eared bunny feet flapped across the tile floor as he drew closer and closer, and every head he passed along the way turned to stare, looking pretty damned startled. And why would they not?

Arthur reached out to grab at Roger and Stanley while he was still twenty feet away. For an obese truck-driver type (if you discounted the clothes), his voice was such a high-pitched wail of misery that one could only wonder where it came from.

How is she? Oh, my God, I was just about to take a facial when I heard! Why would she do such a thing? What was she thinking?

He traversed the last ten feet to Roger and Stanleys side by gliding across the waxed floor on the soles of those fuzzy slippers like Mickey Mantle sliding into home plate. His housecoat flapped around him while his mouth made a perfect O of horror in his fat, terrified, unshaven face.

Embarrassed by the scene the man was making, Roger shushed Arthur to silence, draped an arm across his shoulder, and steered him into an alcove behind the Coke machine. It took all of his tact and diplomacy to calm Arthur down, but since the news was good, Arthur finally began to look a little less panic-stricken. He listened to everything Roger said, asked for most of it to be repeated, then finally slapped his hand to his massive chest and breathed a mighty sigh of relief. He plucked a used cigar from his pocket to celebrate, then remembered where he was and stuffed it back in.

So shell be okay? Youre sure. Youre absolutely sure.

Roger nodded. Dont worry. Shell be fine. Theyre taking good care of her.

The partys ten days away, you know. When can she go home? Ive already ordered all the food and booze. I was just about to get the two of youhello, Stanleyto come help me finish the decorations. I think Ive lined up a band too. Oh, Lord, Ive worked so hard to make her happy. I love her, you know, well not like that, of course, but oh, are you sure shes going to be all right?

A little more forcefully, Roger said, Yes. Now stop worrying, or well all be standing around while theyre treating you for another heart attack. That would really put a fucking crimp in the party preparations.

Arthur blinked. Youre right. It would. Id better calm down.

Roger gave the man a reassuring hug and pointed a finger at where Pete was still sitting with his head in his hands. Pete seemed to be the only one in the Emergency Room who wasnt staring in amazement at the man in the housecoat and bunny slippers.

Now, why dont you go sit with Pete, Roger urged. He could use a shoulder to cry on about now. He loves Sylvia too, you know.

Arthur wiped a tear from his stubbly cheek. I know. Poor man. Poor, poor man.

Go on and keep Pete company. I need to talk to Stanley. We were just going outside to have some privacy. Ill be back in a few minutes. Okay? Will you do that for me?

Arthur nodded, mute. Again he said, Hello, Stanley. Then it was Stanleys turn to nod.

And dont worry, Roger said, still placating. Stanley and I will help you decorate. Well help you with whatever you need to do to make the party a success. Roger turned to Stanley, looking fairly fierce. Wont we. It wasnt a question.

Taken by surprise, Stanley opened his mouth to say something, but when nothing came out, he simply nodded.

Roger turned back to Arthur. See? No problem. Stanley and I have you covered.

Wiping more tears away, Arthur gave them each a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then gathered his housecoat around him like Liz Taylor pulling her fur coat snug before facing a herd of paparazzi. He said, Toodles, darlings, and headed toward poor Pete, who was still sitting with his head in his hands and had no idea what was about to be inflicted upon him in the guise of an overweight drag queen in a bed jacket and bunny slippers.

Seeing their first chance to escape, Roger tugged at Stanleys sleeve, and said. Come on. Lets sit outside.

Stanley was watching Arthur shuffle away. Isnt he hot in that fucking outfit?

Roger grunted. Insane people dont feel temperature like the rest of us. Im in the medical profession. We know these things.

And tugging harder, Roger pulled Stanley through an outer door.

Back in the fading light of evening, they sat side by side on a stone bench beneath a pepper tree. This side of the building was shaded from the dying sun. There was a breeze that made Stanley breathe a sigh of relief. It was the first breeze he had felt in days. Behind the emergency room wall at their back was a world of screaming misery. Here, in the shaded cool of approaching twilight, they seemed to have dropped themselves into a kinder world. To call it a relief would have been a massive understatement. Stanley actually closed his eyes and let the calming, cooling silence seep into his bones. It had been a tiring day.

He took a long pull from his Coke and looked down at Rogers hand as it lightly lit upon his arm like a resting bird.

Thanks for coming with us to the hospital, Roger said.

Stanley nodded. What did the doctor say?

Roger tore his eyes from Stanleys face and stared up into the swaying leaves of the pepper tree. There was a mockingbird somewhere up there jabbering away. Roger looked like he was trying to spot it. He seemed to be enjoying the breeze too.

Shes going to make it, thank God. Theyre pumping her stomach. The pills were a tranquilizer. She had a prescription for them. Sylvias been under a lot of stress lately. If you hadnt kicked down her door when you did, we might be having a different conversation altogether.

Still gazing at Rogers hand upon his arm, Stanley asked, Why would she do that? Why would anybody do that? Ive never understood suicide. Never.

Roger gave him a soft smile. Maybe youve never been unhappy enough. And I hope you never are.

Stanley thought about that. Me too.

They let the birdsong intrude for a moment, both of them enjoying the happiness in it: the carefree sense that nature was still doing its thing no matter what catastrophes the humans down below were bringing upon themselves. Once again, Roger trained his eyes on Stanleys face. Can I ask you a question, Stanley? Can we cut through all the bullshit weve been inflicting on each other and just talk for a minute? Would that be all right?

Stanley nodded. Wary, but pretty much cornered. Okay. He took another sip of soda to hide his nervousness. What do you want to talk about?

Us, Roger said. I want to talk about us.

Stanleys heart gave a lurch inside his chest. What about us?

As he spoke, Roger gently stroked the hair on Stanleys arm. Absentmindedly, maybe. But the touch sent chills through Stanley. Just the feel of the man was electric. Unable to look at Rogers eager face staring at him, Stanley closed his eyes, shutting him out. But only visually. His heart was an open door, waiting for whatever Roger had to say. When he finally spoke, it was not what Stanley expected to hear.

Youre tiptoeing again. Sneaking up the stairs. You must be, or I would have heard you come home. I was waiting for you. I wanted to see you.

Why? Stanley asked, and he opened his eyes in time to see a flash of hurt flare in Rogers eyes at the coolness of his response.

Dont you know, Stanley? Are you as blind as all that?

No, I

Shut up, Stanley. Let me talk while Ive got my nerve up.

Stanley looked down at his lap, then back into Rogers eyes. All right. Go ahead.

Roger touched Stanleys chin with his forefinger. Please dont be so cold with me.

Im not. I

Hush. I thought we were starting to trust each other. I know I scared you at first. I guess I came on too strong. I shouldnt have done that. Im sorry.

You didnt

I told you to hush.

When Stanley made the motion of zipping his lips shut and throwing the key in the bushes, Roger smiled. But the smile never reached his eyes.

Roger cocked his head to the side and studied Stanleys face. What are you, Stanley? Are you an innocent little lamb? Or are you a wily fucking fox? Are you playing dumb or are you playing hard to get? Are you being stupid or are you being tricky? Which is it?

I dont underst

Yes, you do. You understand perfectly. Please tell me why you wont let me get close to you. Just explain it to me so Ill understand. I deserve that much, dont I? Make your case. And if you want me to leave you alone, I swear I will. But I have to know why. I have to know why you wont let me in.

Stanley had to close his eyes to say the words. They came in only a whisper, but they came. It was almost a relief to let them out. I dont want to get hurt.

He opened his eyes when he heard Roger chuckle. That sure as hell wasnt the response hed expected.

In case you hadnt noticed, Stanley, youre not the one hurting here. Thatd be me.

Why are you hurting?

Roger sighed. His smile reappeared, but it was the kind of smile that comes with disbelief. A smile of amazement. A what-the fuck-is-that kind of smile. You really are blind, arent you?

Yes, Stanley said. I guess I am. Enlighten me. I dont know what the hell youre talking about.

A flash of anger lit Rogers eyes. The hell you dont! You know exactly what Im talking about! He set his soda can aside and grabbed Stanleys shoulders. He twisted him around until they were face-to-face. Then he held him there, pinning Stanley in place. With his hands, and with his eyes.

All right, Stanley. Listen up, because Im about to enlighten you like you ask. Here it is in a nutshell. I want to be with you, Stanley. I want to be with you, and I want you to want to be with me. I want us to trust each other, and I want to see if maybe we can move beyond friendship into something else. God help me, you little shit, but Im nuts about you. I think about you all the time. And I cant not think about you. Believe me, Ive tried.

Roger took a moment to calm himself. Stanley was speechless, watching him. Stunned by the words. Stunned by the emotion in them.

When Roger spoke again, he was calmer, but still he gripped Stanleys shoulders. More gently now, but not letting him escape, just in case that was what Stanley was planning to do. He was determined to finish what he had started, and he wasnt going to let Stanley out of his grasp until he did.

Youre asking yourself why. Arent you? Youre asking yourself why do I like you?

Stanley could only nod. That was exactly what he was thinking.

Roger must have realized he was being too rough. He released his grip on Stanleys shoulders and laid his hands in his own lap, one hand cupping the other, as if to keep them out of trouble. Still, their knees were touching as they huddled on the bench. Periodically, people walked bya few of them even looked their waybut neither Roger nor Stanley cared. They stared only at each other.

Baby, I like you because youre funny and youre sweet and youre not all full of yourself like everyone else I know. Youre cute. You dont think you are, but you are. And the fact that you dont think so makes you even cuter. And youre kind. Youre the kindest man Ive ever met. I really like that about you, Stanley. That kindness is a real turn-on.

Stanley blushed. Please.

Roger shrugged. I dont care if you believe me or not. Its all true. Oh, but all that stuff isnt the clincher, you know. Not by a long shot. Would you really like to know why Im nuts about you, Stanley Sternbaum? Would you?

Stanley nodded, wide-eyed. He still didnt trust his voice.

I like you because of the way you look at me, Roger said.

At that, Stanley forced himself to speak. How do I look at you?

And this time when Roger smiled, the smile reached his eyes. In fact, his whole face lit up.

Like you want me. You look at me like you want me, Stanley. Its the same way I look at you, if youd only notice.

You could do so much better.

Roger scowled, not liking Stanleys answer. I dont want better. I want you. And I didnt mean that the way it sounded.

But were so different, Stanley stammered. Our looks, our jobs. Our looks.

You already said that.

Stanley groaned. Well, its important.

No, it isnt. Its only important to you. I wish you could see you the way I see you, Stanley. I want you so much right now I hurt all over. Its like Im coming down with the flu. Even my toenails fucking ache.

He took Stanleys hand and laid it in his lap. Pressed it to his lap. And to the hard-on residing there.

Stanleys eyes opened wide. Youyoure aroused.

Ive been aroused since the day I met you. I want to be with you, Stanley. And soon. Otherwise Im going to explode.

Youre out of my league.

No, Im not.

Youre just slumming.

Dont ever say that again.

What if I fall in love with you?

Then well both be in the same boat.

Stanley squeezed his eyes shut as he listened to the rumble of a city bus going by somewhere off in the distance. He let the evening breeze brush across his face, but it didnt cool him now. His heat, his torment, was too deep inside for the breeze to reach. He sensed the tenseness of the man beside him. He could feel it even in the darkness behind his eyelids. Roger was waiting for an answer.

Stanley opened his eyes. At that very moment the streetlights went on up and down the boulevard. It was getting dark. He forced himself to look at Rogers face. In the softer light, Roger was truly breathtaking. He was also starting to look a little pissed off. Stanley supposed he couldnt blame him. Stanley finally found his voice. That last thing you said. That well both be in the same boat. Does that mean?

Yes, Roger said. Thats exactly what it means. My God, youre dense.

Are you telling me you love me? The words sounded alien in Stanleys mouth. He didnt even want to know how they sounded in Rogers ears.

But Roger was grinning. Apparently to him, the words didnt sound alien at all. In fact, he looked like he kind of enjoyed hearing Stanley say them. At least, he didnt look mad anymore.

If I tell you I love you, will it scare you away?

N-no, Stanley said.

Then I love you.

You do?

Yes. Please kiss me.

Here?

Yes. Here.

And with his heart doing flip-flops, Stanley leaned in, laying his hand on Rogers thigh because there was nowhere else to put it.

Youre shaking, Roger whispered, and a moment later his lips touched Stanleys, ever so gently. They held the kiss for a scatter of heartbeats. The moment Stanley closed his eyes and began to relax in his arms, Roger pulled away.

Rogers words were almost lost in the racket of the mockingbird overhead. Somewhere in the gathering shadows inside the pepper trees branches, the bird was chattering up a storm. Really going apeshit. Does that kiss mean what I think it means, Stanley?

Stanley had to clear his throat a couple of times to get the words out. What do you think it means?

It means youll give me a chance.

Yes, Stanley said. Ill give you a chance. I guess.

Thank you.

And Stanley could only stare, amazed, at the sheen of tears that suddenly glittered in Rogers heavenly green eyes. It was the same sparkle of tears he was pretty sure could be seen in his own eyes.

Ive pushed enough, Roger said, looking shy, almost embarrassed. Let me know when you make up your mind completely.

Stanley nodded, all business, because he didnt know how else to act. I will.

And dont just forget about me.

No. I wont.

And dont tiptoe up the stairs anymore. I really, really hate it when you tiptoe up the stairs.

Okay. I promise.

Roger gave Stanleys knee a pat, which lingered just a little too long to be brotherly, did a bit of embarrassed adjusting to the way his trousers were crimping the bulge in his crotch, then stood and walked away.

Ill be inside, Roger said over his shoulder. Sitting with Pete and Arthur. Join us when you want.

Stanley only nodded as he watched Roger walk away.

The mockingbird was really going nuts now, singing his fool head off. Stanley wondered if maybe the bird in the pepper tree knew something he didnt.


Chapter 10
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A DAY passed. Then two. Roger was working long shifts at the hospital while Stanley had classes in the mornings. He also had fieldwork for two afternoons and evenings on a Kumeyaay Indian dig in the desert thirty miles out of town for extra credit. Stanley was ecstatic to have a bunch of dead Indians to piddle around with. It at least gave him time to think about the Roger problem without having to worry about actually running into the Roger problem face-to-face.

If it was a problem. God help him, he was beginning to wonder if it really was. Had he let everything be blown out of proportion because of his insecurities? If so, he knew perfectly well it wasnt the first time he had let that happen.

In the end, it took a second opinion and a head-on encounter with Roger Jane himself to make Stanley finally reach a decision.

The second opinion came first, and it came from Sylvia.

Stanley stood at the door to her hospital room with a spray of red carnations arranged in a bone china vase he had picked up in the gift shop downstairs. He was nervous. He deplored hospitals. The last time he had spent time in one was during the weeks leading up to his fathers death. Stanley had hated hospitals ever since.

He also hated wasting money, and he knew hed done exactly that when he saw how many flowers Sylvia had already received. They were perched on every surface imaginable in an explosion of colors. Even the windowsills were covered. And they were more expensive flowers than carnations too. Roses. Lilacs. Even the vases were nicer. One delicate pink orchid in a copper pot stood alone on the nightstand beside Sylvias bed as if knowing it was more special than all the rest. The air was as sweet as chocolate with mingled flowery scents.

Sylvia lay on her side in the bed, her knees tucked almost all the way up to her chin. Her cheek rested on the palm of her hand as she stared out the window. Her hair hung limp but clean around her melancholy face. There was no wave to it like there usually was, probably because it had been pressed flat from her lying in bed all day. Without makeup, her eyes were huge and sad staring out from her still-pale face.

Those eyes came to life when she saw Stanley standing in the doorway. She sat up in bed and gave him an uneasy smile, all the while ruffling her hair as if she knew it wasnt looking its best.

She reached out for Stanley to come kiss her, and he did, softly grazing her cheek with his lips.

I love carnations, she said, eyeing the arrangement shyly.

And Stanley smiled. Well, thats fortuitous since these are for you.

Sylvia took the flowers and sat them on the nightstand, pushing the orchid out of the way to do it, rather like the Queen of England being shuffled aside to make room for a street urchin.

Theyre beautiful, she said, patting the bed beside her. Thank you. Now sit and talk to me.

Stanley sat. Sylvia arranged her pillow behind her back to make herself more comfortable. Stanley watched a flush rise to her cheeks as he tried to make his expression as chipper as he could. He reached out and took her hand.

How do you feel?

The sadness returned to her eyes. Embarrassed. I shouldnt have done what I did. Im sorry.

Good, Stanley said, caressing her fingers. Then that means you wont do it again.

No. I wont do it again.

Stanley forced himself to look away from Sylvias face. There was enough shame there already. He didnt want to make her feel worse.

Wow, he said, looking around, striving to be cheerful when what he really wanted to do was cry. Sylvia appeared so sad and lost. Who sent you all these flowers?

Sylvia followed where Stanley was looking. She brushed a tear away and forced another smile to her lips. Youre not going to believe me when I tell you, but… I dont know who sent them. Well, I mean, that one thereshe indicated a dozen yellow rosesthose came from Arthur. And those red ones over there are from Roger. And your carnations. But the others are a mystery. They came without cards.

In the cardless category, Stanley counted more than a dozen arrangements, every one more beautiful than the next. There were even a couple of teddy bears sitting in a chair in the corner. One held a balloon which read Get Well Soon, and the other was bedecked with a cluster of ribbons and tinsel and red paper hearts around its neck. Somehow the sight of the two bears made Stanleys face break out in a grin. He suddenly knew beyond all doubt who had sent the flowers. And the bears too. It had to be.

Even before he spoke the words, Stanley wondered if he really should. Then he thought, Yes, she needs to know. She has to know. I think I might have an inkling as to who your mystery well-wisher is. He muttered the words with a playful, secretive glint in his eye.

Sylvia perked up at that. She had obviously been trying to figure it out herself. And she did so love a mystery. Although, perhaps not this particular mystery. You do? Who?

Your downstairs neighbor?

Sylvia looked puzzled. Which one? I have a dozen downstairs neighbors.

Stanley shook his head. No. The downstairs neighbor directly beneath you.

It took Sylvia a moment to figure out who that would be. When she did, she slapped Stanleys arm. Oh, dont be silly. Thats Mr. Ingersol, the accountant.

Stanley tilted his head to the side and studied Sylvias face. Hes also the person who raised the alarm and rang for the paramedics. Didnt you know that?

No. No one told me. She looked confused. Are you sure?

Stanley reached out and took her hand. Hell, yes, Im sure. I was there. Hes the one who saved your life, Syl. Hes the one who dragged me and Roger down to your apartment. Well, he dragged Roger. I just sort of tagged along. He was scared to death. You should have seen him. Hes a really nice guy, just in case, you know, you were ever interested in meeting a really nice guy.

Sylvia stared silently at Stanleys open, elfin face. What are you doing, Stanley? Are you matchmaking?

Stanley shrugged. I think on poor Mr. Ingersols part, the match has already been made. And just to thank him for saving your life, maybe you should give the man a chance. Thats all Im saying. Im not trying to pressure you.

Sylvia laughed. Oh, no, not much. But Ingersol. Hes so shy. And hes straight, isnt he?

Stanley gave her an over-the-top shrug and gazed innocently out the window. Hes straight and youre a woman. Or you soon will be. Whats the problem? He continued to stare through the window to give Sylvia a little privacy to think things over. Ive said enough. Ill say no more. Except his name is Pete.

Pete, she said thoughtfully. Pete.

Your partys coming up in a few days. You have to get well for that. And you have to find a date too. Ill bet Petes available.

Sylvia covered her face with her hands. Oh, God, the party! I couldnt possibly face all those people after this. I was freakish enough before. Now itll be worse. Arthur has to cancel it.

Stanley tsked. You know better than that. Nobody has worked harder to get this party rolling than Arthur. Hes a little in love with you himself, I think.

Sylvia gave a thoughtful nod. I know he is. He told me so. Poor man. Hes so sweet. And the worst drag ever.

They both laughed. Then they had the decency to look guilty about it.

The two of them sat silently on the bed after that, Stanley wondering what Sylvia was thinking, and Sylvia wondering if what Stanley had said was true. About Mr. Ingersol. Then Stanleys mind drifted away from the party and the mystery of who sent the flowers and homed in on more personal matters. His love life, for one thing. Or his lack of one.

Apparently Stanleys troubled thoughts registered on his face.

Since they were still holding hands, Sylvia gave his fingers a little squeeze to get his attention. She studied Stanleys countenance when he turned to gaze at her. Whats wrong? she asked.

Nothing.

Sylvia looked as if she didnt believe that for a second, but she let it go. Roger was just here. Hes working a double shift. He told me which ward he was working, but it was just a bunch of letters. I dont know what they meant or remember what they were. Oh, wait, maybe he told me he was working the Emergency Room today. Heck, I dont remember. Have you seen him?

No.

She gave him a cross look. I know you havent, Stanley. He told me you havent even tried to see him. You havent called. He thinks hes lost you. Did you know that?

No. Ive been busy too. Classes, the dig in the desert, studying for exams. Its kind of hectic right now.

Too hectic to fall in love? Poor Roger has been spending every break he gets with me, sitting right where youre sitting now. Trying to make sense out of how things got so messed up between the two of you. I told him it wasnt his fault. I told him its yours. Sure seems to be anyway. What do you have to say to that?

Stanley stared through the sun-drenched window to avoid the accusing question in her gaze. Sylvia. Dont. Itits complicated.

She made a tiny fist and banged him in the arm to get his attention. You still dont believe hes crazy about you, do you? You still think youre not good enough for him. Thats really what it is. Isnt it? You think because of the way he looks, you cant trust him. You think you dont measure up. Youre punishing him for being beautiful and youre punishing yourself for not being beautiful enough. So while you play your little blame game, everybody gets hurt and no one gets what they want. Where the hell is the sense in that?

Stanley was sorry he came. Sorry he bought the fucking flowers. Sorry he ever moved into the Belladonna Arms to begin with. At least thats what he was trying to tell himself. But did he really believe it? He rubbed his arm. Sylvia had a powerful little fist.

Suddenly, he needed a friendly touch. Needed it bad. He shyly gathered up Sylvias hands in both of his. Her hands were small, he noticed, even if they did carry quite a punch. They were just like a womans hands. Like the woman she should have been.

You have pretty hands, he said.

Sylvia sighed. Thank you, Stanley, but youre changing the subject.

How come you never showed me your new tits?

Sylvia tried to bite back a laugh, and she almost made it. The grin gave her away. Do you really want to see them?

No.

Thats what I thought. But were not talking about my new tits, as you so gracelessly put it. Were talking about the fact that youre breaking my best friends heart. What are we going to do about that?

Stanleys smile faded quickly enough. Was he really breaking Rogers heart? He couldnt believe it. But she was right about one thing. They did need to talk this out. He had to let Sylvia know how he felt, and maybe by explaining it to her he could explain it to himself. After a moment of getting his thoughts in order, he finally tried to make sense of the mess. But the very first words out of his mouth made him realize he probably sounded pitifully stupid. Ive never been in love before.

Sylvia seemed to agree with Stanleys assessment. He did sound stupid. She coughed up a testy little harrumph and focused her eyes on the sky outside the window. Im not surprised.

Ill probably screw it up.

We all screw things up. The trick is to know how to unscrew them later.

I do love him, you know. At least I think I do. Im nuts about the guy. I cant think about anything else.

At this, Sylvia looked away from the window and studied Stanleys face. Then why are you tormenting the poor man? Go to him, Stanley. Tell him exactly what you are sitting here telling me. Tell him you love him. Dont you think he might like to hear that? Why the hell are you telling me? Tell him!

Yes came a quiet voice from behind them. Tell me.

Stanley spun around. It was Roger, standing in the doorway. He wore rubber gloves and his scrubs were a mess. There was a smear of blood on his pant leg and two more spatters of blood on his shirtfront. He must have been working the ER, like Sylvia had said. He had dark circles under his eyes and his five oclock shadow was the heaviest Stanley had ever seen it. There was a sheen of perspiration on his forehead and a sheen of moisture in his eyes as well. He looked like he was trying desperately not to cry. Or maybe he was just exhausted. Stanley wasnt sure.

Tell me. Please. Roger stared at Stanleys face with such an intense look of longing Stanley could hardly believe the look was aimed at him.

Tell him, Sylvia whispered, and gave Stanley a gentle shove, pushing him off the bed to his feet.

Stanley took an awkward step toward the door, toward Roger; then he stopped in the middle of the room. He didnt seem to mind that Sylvia was perched on the bed behind him, eagerly waiting to eavesdrop on whatever he had to say. He minded only that Roger was waiting. He was waiting with such anticipation on his face, Stanley was afraid for a moment he would be unable to find the right words, be incapable of saying what it was he really wanted to say. And it was so important too. Maybe the most important words he would ever hear himself speak.

But then, looking into Rogers eyes, he felt his fear simply evaporate. Like magic. He knew beyond all doubt if he was ever to give in to love, it would have to be right now, right here, and with this man. With Roger Jane. Stanley wanted no one else. And finally, at long, long last, he was beginning to believe the impossible had happened. Roger Jane didnt want anyone else either. He wanted Stanley.

He wants me, Stanley thought, and the words kept tearing through his mind. He honestly wants me. He does. I can see it in his eyes. I can feel it in his words. In the way hes standing there, waiting. Hoping.

In a furious stage whisper, Sylvia hissed behind him, Goddammit, Stanley, say something!

Stanley found his voice. In a flutter of fear, with his pulse pounding like a hammer inside his head, he dredged up the words he wanted to hear himself say and somehow managed to drag them from his throat. I think maybe Im not so afraid of a broken heart after all. It has finally occurred to me that if I can have you even for one single day, itll be worth the risk. You are everything I never hoped to attain. Everything I never thought I deserved. And after a couple of thudding heartbeats, he asked, Did you really think youd lost me, Roger?

Yes.

And that would be a bad thing?

Rogers eyes narrowed as he popped off his rubber gloves. Yes, baby. That would be a very bad thing.

Stanley tried to smile but his lips wouldnt seem to work right. No one had ever called him baby before Roger. Then Im sorry you thought it.

Does that mean I havent, then?

No. You havent. And I havent lost you?

No, Stanley. Youll have to work harder than that to get rid of me.

Stanleys vision was getting blurry. It took him a moment to realize it was because of the tears gathering in his eyes. Good to know. Ill have to remember not to work at it.

That would be nice, Roger said, his dimple flashing, but only for a moment. His face was too somber for dimple-flashing. His eyes too big and round and filled withhope.

A tear slid down Stanleys cheek and he heard Sylvia sniffle behind him.

Stanley dredged up the strength to say one last thing. If you want to hold me, Roger, youll have to come over here. My legs are shaking and my feet wont move.

So Roger did. He flung the rubber gloves into a corner and swept across the room, pulling Stanley into his arms with such force it drove the air from his lungs. Meanwhile, Sylvia giggled and sniffled and dabbed at her eyes in the bed behind them.

Roger smelled of sweat and antiseptic, and when he wrapped his strong arms around Stanley and squeezed him tight, Stanley knew this was the very spot he most wanted to be in all the world. In these arms. In this heart. In this wonderful moment of time when Stanley Sternbaum had at long last found what love was all about. He couldnt quite believe it yet. He had somehow managed to push his fears aside and open himself upand look what hed caught!

The most beautiful man in the world.

Who the hell could ever have foreseen that happening?

Stanley tucked his head under Rogers chin and pressed his face into Rogers warm chest. The scattering of chest hair peeking over the vee of Rogers work scrubs tickled his nose. Rogers heavenly arms, with those beautiful biceps forever rolling around like baseballs, held him close, pinned him down. Roger pressed his lips into Stanleys hair and inhaled Stanleys scent.

Ill make you happy, Stanley Sternbaum, he whispered. I promise I will.

Stanley tilted his head back to kiss that strong, sandpapery chin. And I promise Ill stop fighting you every step of the way while youre doing it.

Roger reciprocated by planting a kiss on Stanleys nose. That would be nice.

Sarcasm?

You bet.

And you still want me?

Yes, I still want you, Stanley. More than anything. Dont ever ask me that question again. Okay?

Okay.

Stanley eased himself from Rogers arms, although he sure as hell didnt want to. I want to kiss you, but not here. You work here. If we start smooching, youll probably get fired, and then Ill have to support you for the rest of my life. Cant have that. I can barely support myself.

Roger grinned. No, then we cant have that.

What time will you be home?

Roger glanced at his watch. A couple of hours. Will you be there waiting for me when I do? Id really like it if you were.

Stanley nodded. Ill make you dinner.

And Roger said the words Stanley would remember for the rest of his life.

I dont want any dinner. I only want you.

At that, Sylvia wailed and grabbed for the tissues. And a second later, with a final brush of fingertips along Stanleys cheek, and a gentle parting smile, Roger was gone, back to work, back to the ER.

Stanley collapsed onto Sylvias bed, as happy as he had ever been in his life. And as stunned. He still couldnt believe what had just happened.

Stanley turned to her then, and in a voice that barely stirred the air, he said, Someone loves me.

Sylvia beamed and planted a kiss on his forehead. Then, looking around at the flowers filling the room, she said, I think maybe someone loves me too.

Grand, aint it? Stanley grinned.

She could only nod her head as they stared back at each other, both looking a little shell-shocked by the unexpected turn of events.

I think theyre going to let me go home tomorrow, she announced, looking around as if expecting a doctor to jump out of the closet, eager to sign her release papers right then and there. I think maybe the first thing Ill do is make Mr. Ingersol some cookies.

Pete, Stanley corrected.

Pete, she said with a wondering smile, as if suddenly realizing maybe she liked the sound of that one little word. Pete.

She laid cool fingertips on Stanleys cheek. Dont worry, lover. Ill make you some cookies too.

Oh, good, Stanley said, rather absentmindedly. He no longer knew what the hell they were talking about. Cookies, wasnt it? Why the fuck were they talking about cookies? His mind had gone back to Roger and the way he had spoken those final, wonderful words.

I dont want any dinner. I only want you.

Stanley closed his eyes and listened to the words echo through his head time and time again in an unending loop. An incredulous smile crept across his face. Wow. Those were probably the greatest words ever uttered. By anybody. Ever.

And Roger Jane had said them to little old Stanley Sternbaum!

Suddenly too happy to keep it inside, Stanley scooped Sylvia into his arms and hugged her close. Thank you, he whispered.

When Sylvia stiffened in his arms, Stanley looked up. Pete Ingersol stood in the doorway holding an African violet.

This one had a card on it.

Stanley suspected Mr. Ingersol had decided to take the bull by the horns and stop being mysterious. And Stanley couldnt have been happier.

With a wink and a kiss, he muttered a hurried good-bye to Sylvia, gave Pete a neighborly nod and a friendly pat on the shoulder, and made his escape, leaving the lovebirds alone to sort it all out themselves.

Besides, Stanley had others things on his mind. A bazillion of them.





LATER, Stanley would not remember making his way back to the Belladonna Arms and his hot-as-hell apartment, which now, in his current state of mind, seemed like nothing less than Shangri-La. He was so happy for himself and happily hopeful for Pete and Sylvia that when he ran across Ramon helping ChiChi carry his belongings down the stairs to five, since the two had apparently decided to move in together at last, Stanley couldnt contain himself a moment longer. Surprising the shit out of both of them, he gave them each a spine-jarring slap on the back and a very European kiss on both cheeks by way of congratulation. After that, he scooped them into a bone-crushing three-way hug that scattered sex toys and porno films all over the fifth-floor landing. Then he helped them schlepp ChiChis metal and leather S&M swing set, which weighed a ton, down six flights of stairs to the trash, where they dropped it into the dumpster with a crash. As they all three trudged back up the stairs, Ramon dusted off his hands and announced proudly, dragging ChiChi into his arms. There! Youre no longer a whore, my love. Now youre all mine.

Even in the midst of trying not to keel over from the heat, since the stairway was still about a thousand fucking degrees, ChiChi responded with a wink and a grin. I kept the twizzler, honey buns.

To which Ramon replied, Oh, good. I kind of liked that little contraption.

ChiChi gave a happy smirk. Did you ever!

Ramon glanced at Stanley and turned a brilliant shade of red. He gave Stanley a friendly poke in the gut to wipe the grin off his face, and announced, Dont knock it if you havent tried it.

Stanley laughed and cringed at the same time. Okeydokey.

Ramon seemed to have second thoughts. He whirled on ChiChi. You did sterilize it though, right? I mean really really sterilize it. Like at a nuclear level.

ChiChi rolled his eyes. You bet, Cupcake. Clean as a whistle.

Stanley shuddered. Then he gathered them into a final group hug. He wished them the best and jogged back up the stairs.

The world was filled with love today. And everybody was a part of it. Pete and Sylvia. ChiChi and Ramon. For the first time in his life, even Stanley was a part of it. He wasnt just standing in the background looking on this time. Hell, no. This time he was part of it. Him and Roger. They were both a part of it. Stanley and Roger.

And boy, didnt he love saying their two names together. Those two names sounded really good together. Like they belonged. Sort of like crackers and chili. Or ice and tea. Wasnt that nice? Stanley and Roger. Stanley and Roger. Or, for the hell of it, Roger and Stanley. Roger and Stanley. That sounded good too.

The smile on his face crumbled to dust and sifted to his feet like volcanic ash when he spotted his mother lurking at his front door. She was squinting against the carcinogens wafting up from the Marlboro dangling from her lips, and she had another cigarette smoldering in her hand. She was bent over in a dense cloud of smoke, clutching her bosom, gasping for air, cussing under her breath, and trying to pick his lock with the handle of a mascara brush.

Her head was entombed in a sun hat with a brim so wide it resembled a flying saucer. The hat also managed to keep the smoke hovering in front of her eyes with nowhere to escape. She obviously couldnt see a damn thing. Nor could she breathe. The woman was a walking disaster.

To say she didnt look happy would have been understating the situation immensely. Stanley actually considered reprising his Little Mouse routine and tiptoeing back down the stairs like a coward before she spotted him, but he couldnt be that cruel. She was, after all, his mother. God help him.

Youre smoking two cigarettes at the same time, he said.

She spun around so quickly Stanley had the impression the hat didnt move at all, only her head did, like a light bulb twisting in a socket.

I like smoking two cigarettes at the same time, she growled. Now open this fucking door.

Hello to you too, Stanley muttered, digging for his keys.

He opened the door, and as he was ushering her inside, Ramon and ChiChi came tripping gaily up the stairs to the landing, hand in hand, bumping shoulders, lobbing words of love back and forth like a badminton birdie.

Mrs. S! Ramon squealed, looking up and seeing Stanleys mom standing there smoking like a brushfire. I havent seen you for days!

Blow me, she said, eyes narrowed, a drop of sweat trembling from the tip of her nose.

Ramon blinked. Im sorry. I thought you said

Blow me, she said again.

ChiChi gazed in confusion at Ramon, then at Mrs. Sternbaum, then back to Ramon, wondering what the hell was going on. He was also probably trying to understand how his new lover could have suddenly appeared to shrink about a foot. And Ramon wasnt that tall to begin with.

Tears were gathering in Ramons eyes. His chin gave a tiny tremble. Whats wrong, Mrs. S? Are you unhappy with your new?

And for the third and final time, Stanleys mother sputtered, Blow me, then spun and disappeared through Stanleys door.

Stanley gave Ramon a shrug of apology and watched as the poor little guy buried his face in his new lovers chest, sobbing like a toddler who had just dropped his ice cream cone and had it smashed flat by a passing taxi.

ChiChi just stood there, patting Ramons shoulder and looking mightily confused.

Stanley quietly closed the door in their faces. He figured it was better that way. For him, at least, if not for them.

The first thing he did after turning his back on the misery in the hall was bustle off to the kitchen to fetch a dinner plate. He didnt have any ashtrays. He set the plate in front of his mother as she collapsed at the kitchen table.

That was cruel, Stanley said.

His mother plucked a tissue from her purse and blotted her face dry. Good. The little shit ruined me. I hope he gets crabs.

Stanley grinned. He couldnt help himself. If youre hot, take off your hat.

Never, she said, giving him an evil look. If a fly had been buzzing past, it would have incinerated in midair as it crossed her line of sight. This hat hasnt been off my head in three days.

Stanley plopped himself down in the opposite chair. He could see tiny wet strands of pink hair protruding from underneath his mothers butt-ugly hat, but he decided if he ever wanted to see his twenty-third birthday, he probably shouldnt mention them.

Whats up? he asked, innocently enough, considering the circumstances.

She stubbed out both cigarettes on the dinner plate, first one, then the other, and fished around in her purse again. She extracted an envelope and handed it to Stanley, giving him a resigned look of forbearance and unmitigated martyrdom.

This was her doting, mistreated mother persona. Stanley knew it well. It was one of her favorite fictional characters to play, and she had been inflicting it on Stanley since he was old enough to understand what the word duplicity meant. She had been tweaking and honing her performance since before Stanley was potty trained, and now it truly was a masterpieceto everyone but Stanley. He had caught the show one too many times for it to affect him any longer. Still, she dragged out a new rendition periodically, rather like a thespian reprises Hamlet every time he can book a theater.

Ive finally decided youre serious about moving out on your own, so Im not going to stand in your way. To make it a little easier for you, heres a check for a couple of grand in case you run short of money. I love you, and I dont want you to suffer. I may have to do without a few things but thats all right. Thats what mothers were put on earth to do. Without. I figure its my duty to suffer enough for both of us.

Stanley tore open the envelope and gazed at the check. Yep. Two thousand bucks. Damn, this was just turning out to be one hell of a day. First Roger, now this.

He reached out and patted his mothers hand. Thank you. This will help a lot.

She nodded, then glanced at her watch. Have to run. I have a hair appointment. She faced the wall and screamed at the top of her voice, obviously for Ramons benefit, With a real fucking hairdresser!

She blessed Stanley with a very uncharacteristic grin, and teased, Think he heard me?

Stanley laughed, amazed his mother had actually dredged up that evilass grin in the middle of all her vicious snarkiness.

If hes within a two-mile radius, Stanley said, yes. He heard you. And Mom, a word of advice. This time while you get your hair done, dont drink a quart of scotch.

She chuckled but there wasnt much humor in it. Dont worry. I wont.

His mother gathered up her belongings and stood. She reached out and gave Stanley a pat on the head as if he were a Boston terrier. She had never been much on demonstrative motherhood.

You look happy, she said. Anything I should know about?

Stanley blushed. I have a date.

His mother tipped her head to the side and her features softened as she considered that. Who with?

Without a heartbeat of hesitation, Stanley said, The love of my life, I think.

His mother gave him a fond but slightly startled look, as if seeking the exact words to compliment an announcement like that. Should she hug him and give her blessing, or call the asylum and reserve him a room. In the end, she reverted to form. Just as Stanley knew she would.

She tapped a long, perfectly manicured fingernail on the check lying on the table. Theres your dowry. Bring him by the condo sometime, and Ill tell you what I think of him.

Stanley reached up and straightened her hat.

Youre something else, Mom.

I know, she said. And with that, she headed for the door. Along the way, she repositioned the hat the way she wanted it.

Just before she stepped out into the hall, she turned. There was a genuine smile playing at her mouth. Stanley had not seen one of those on her face for a very long time. She pinned him with her eyes, and for once her eyes were kind. Stanley wasnt sure if hed ever seen that before.

Youre better than you think you are, Stanley. Dont settle for second best.

Rogers face flashed in Stanleys mind. A breathtaking photo. Just seeing it there, entrenched so solidly in his memory, swelled his heart to twice its size. Believe me, Mom, Im not.

His mother nodded. Good.

Clutching the doorknob, she muttered, Oh God. Six fucking flights again.

And with that parting shot, she was gone, quietly closing the door behind her as she lit up another Marlboro before tackling the stairs.


Chapter 11
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ALONE for the first time since seeing Roger in Sylvias hospital room, Stanley let the enormity of what was about to take place wash over him. The changes in his life. And not just Stanleys. Rogers too. The changes in their lives.

Standing in his living room with eyes closed, he thought of Roger, the words they had spoken to each other, the promises they had almost made. He remembered the way Roger had so assuredly strode across the hospital room as Sylvia looked on, and the way he had folded Stanley into his arms, without pause or hesitation. Like he knew exactly what he was doing and absolutely would not be deterred. Stanley could still feel Rogers arms wrapped around him. Making him feel safe. Making him feel loved.

As the hawks in the eucalyptus tree outside his window argued and keened and wailed in their high-pitched voices, as if maybe psyching themselves up for their evening hunt, Stanley felt his heart thundering with hope. And with fear too. But the fear was a minor consideration now. Stanley refused to let it control him any longer, not where Roger was concerned. From now on Stanley would be ruled by trust. Trust in Roger. Trust in the way he was certain Roger felt about him. And he was certain now.

It was still an amazing thing, knowing hunky, gorgeous Roger Jane had spoken words of love to little Stanley Sternbaum. Words so clearly from the heart. But Stanley would not let himself doubt those words any longer. Dammit, he wouldnt. He had to believe them now. He had to.

Stanley still wasnt exactly sure what it was that convinced him Roger truly wanted him. Was it the earnest way Roger had uttered those words of love, speaking so clearly from the heart, laying it all out, being as honest as he knew how to be? Was it the certainty in Rogers eyes as he scooped Stanley into his arms, squeezing him tight, as if never wanting to let him go again? As if knowing this was exactly what he wanted and he would let no one stand in his way until he got it.

Roger seemed so determined in his affection for Stanley. As if he knew it was absolutely the right way to feel. How could Stanley respond any other way?

A shudder of excitement tore through Stanley as he stood there in his sweltering apartment, listening to the hawks, waiting for that life-altering tap on his door. A tap from the man who loved him.

He wondered where his life would lead him now. Where it would lead the both of them. Wherever that destination turned out to be, Stanley knew without a doubt he and Roger would travel the road together. Happily. Thats what people in love do. And thats what they were, Stanley thought, as an incredulous smile slowly split his face apart. They were people in love. Him and Roger.

Yowza.

Stanley shook himself out of his reverie. He had things to do. Roger had looked so weary at the hospital. And no wonder. He had just worked a double shift in a big-city emergency room. Stanley couldnt even imagine what that would be like. Just the hours Stanley had spent in the same ER, with Roger and Pete and Arthur, waiting for word on Sylvia, had worn Stanley out and frazzled every single nerve in his body. The tension, the rush, the cries of the patients. And they had only been in the waiting room! What the hell would it be like behind those swinging doors, where peoples lives were actually hanging in the balance every single minute of every single day?

Stanley remembered how the very presence of Roger standing in that throng of misery had drawn other eyes besides Stanleys. He remembered how Rogers calm beauty had eased the terror on the tormented faces of those waitinghow the simple act of looking at Roger standing there with them, a god among the mortals, had eased their fear, even if only for a moment.

Thats what beauty does, Stanley thought. Beauty and goodness.

Dont settle for second best, his mother had said.

Stanley smiled, remembering her words. Dont worry, Mom. Im not. Not by a long shot.

And with that, Stanley finally kicked himself into gear. He did a quick clean-up of the apartment, tore off his clothes and leaped in the shower, scrubbed down, dried off, and redressed in cargo shorts and a Gay Pride T-shirt, only because it was one of the few shirts he had that was clean at that particular moment. Then he grabbed his cell phone and ordered pizzas to be delivered. Thirty minutes later, the pizzas came, and the poor delivery man was so pissed off and exhausted from schlepping those hot pizzas up six flights of stairs in Stanleys hot-as-hell stairwell that Stanley took pity on the guy and gave him a ten-dollar tip.

He placed the pizzas on the kitchen table, pulled up a chair, and waited again for the all-important tap on his door.

At five oclock he heard footsteps in the hall. A moment later, there was a gentle rapping on his door. Heart galloping a mile a minute, Stanley hurried to the door on trembling legs and pulled it open. Before he could say a word, Roger stepped across the threshold and gathered him into those strong, fuzzy arms Stanley loved so much.

With Rogers breath in his ear, he heard the words: Hi, baby.

And Stanley melted.

He snuggled closer to Rogers chest and felt a rush of desire sweep through him that almost knocked him off his feet. Hi.

Roger pressed his lips to Stanleys forehead. Youve gone limp, kiddo.

Not all of me, Stanley said. The blood is moving to my extremities.

Uh-oh, Roger grinned. Which extremities?

Youll know in a minute.

I know already. I can feel it.

I can feel yours too, Stanley all but moaned, pressing his hips to Rogers, feeling the hardness of their two cocks grinding together beneath the fabric of Stanleys cargo shorts and Rogers scrubs. Jesus. It hadnt taken twenty seconds to get in that condition. Stanley was amazed. Well, maybe not. Hed been obsessing over the guy for weeks. Maybe his dick was tired of simply obsessing and had decided a little action was in order, dragging Stanley along in its wake. Not that Stanley minded. No sir. He had been following his dick around for years. He was just glad it was finally showing some common sense in who it nuzzled up to.

Roger cleared his throat. Um, before we get beyond the point of no return, I have to sit down before I fall down. Then I need to go home and shower. I just had to see you first.

Why?

Just to see you.

Stanley liked the sound of that. He burrowed deeper into Rogers arms and rested his forehead on Rogers chin. Shower here, he pleaded.

Roger grinned. If thats what you want. But my clothes are downstairs.

I have a robe you can wear.

Roger considered that. Hmm. Comfortable. Roomy. One size fits all. Easily discarded.

I thought of that, Stanley said.

Ill bet you did. Roger lifted Stanleys chin with a fingertip and kissed his nose. All right. Ill shower here.

Do you want to eat first? Weve got pizza.

Maybe later. That okay? I just want to spend some time with you. Ive been waiting a long time for this night to happen. Im not going to let it get derailed by sausage and mushrooms.

Pepperoni.

Whatever.

Stanley grasped Rogers hand and led him to the sofa. Sit and relax. You really do look worn out. Rough day?

Yes.

Roger all but collapsed onto the couch. He closed his eyes for a second, just trying to wind down, then he wiggled his ass around and said, This sofa sucks. Youve got lumps.

I know. Stanley sat on the coffee table with his knees pressed to Rogers. Without asking permission, and rather astounded by his own bravery, he lifted Rogers feet into his lap. He untied Rogers tennies and slipped them off one by one. Then he tugged off Rogers socks. When he started massaging Rogers toes, Roger tried to stop him.

Oh God, Stanley. Dont do that. My feet must smell like a couple of dead skunks.

Stanley laughed. Like I care. Theyre beautiful.

Roger tugged Stanley off the coffee table and parked him on the sofa at his side. Easing him down onto his back, Roger stretched out beside him, laying his head on Stanleys chest as they wrapped their arms around each other. They both gave a sigh of contentment.

I never thought wed get here, Roger said. I never thought youd let me in. He tapped Stanleys chest. In here, I mean. In your heart. But now that I am in, please dont ever let me out.

Stanley stroked the short, short hair on Rogers scalp. He loved the way it felt. And he loved Rogers weight pinning him down. And Rogers powerful arms holding him close. Hell, he loved it all.

Never, Stanley said. It was amazing, he thought. They felt like an old married couple, and they hadnt even slept together yet. The moment Stanley thought that, his insecurity kicked in. Would Roger be disappointed? Would Roger still love him when there were no more secrets? No more mystery? Stanley Sternbaum wasnt exactly Xochipilli, after all, the handsome Aztec god of homosexual love. Stanley wasnt any kind of god at all. Stanley was just Stanley. Unlike Roger, who waswho wasperfect.

Roger gave him a little shake. Stop thinking, Little Mouse. I can feel you tensing up. Itll be all right. Whatever it is youre worrying about, itll be just fine. I promise.

Stanley sought out the green in Rogers eyes. Felt himself grow lost in their depths. Do you?

Yes. Please trust me.

II do.

Then smile for me.

Stanley smiled.

Smile more.

Stanley widened his smile by a quarter of an inch.

Roger gave a grunt of disgust. Christ, Stanley. I want a big smile.

Stanley bared his teeth like a pit bull and growled.

Whoa! Roger railed. Too much! Too much! He buried his face in Stanleys chest and giggled.

Stanley pressed his lips to Rogers hair and giggled with him. He was hard again. So was Roger. Stanley waited to see what would happen this time. While Stanley wanted nothing more than to be naked with Roger, he was still scared to death. When the first move toward sex was made, Stanley was pretty damn sure it wouldnt be made by Mr. Sternbaum.

Stanley didnt know it yet, but he would prove himself wrong in about two minutes.

Roger lifted his face from Stanleys shirtfront and smiled at him. Ill make you happy, Stanley. I swear I will. Roger squirmed up to where he could press his lips to Stanleys mouth. Gently, eyes open, they kissed.

When Roger tenderly broke the kiss, he ran his hand through Stanleys hair, and cooed, Little Mouse. Little Mouse. Gazing deep into Stanleys eyes, he said it one more time, softly, like a prayer. Little Mouse.

With the speaking of those two silly words, Stanley felt his fear dissolve. Just like that. He was no longer afraid.

When he spoke, his words were husky with desire. Go shower, he said. Please.

Roger stroked Stanleys cheek, savoring the warmth, the softness. He ran a fingertip over Stanleys lips, and when Stanley kissed it, he smiled. Then he heaved himself to a sitting position and pulled Stanley up beside him. Okay, boss, he said. Ruffling Stanleys hair, he groaned his way to his feet.

Stanley looked up with wide, hungry eyes from the couch as Roger stood directly before him. The outline of Rogers cock was clearly delineated beneath the cotton scrubs. Without thinking too much about it, Stanley reached out and laid his hand over it.

Roger drew in a breath and stepped closer between Stanleys bare legs.

Stanley leaned in and pressed his lips to the bulge. He could feel a tremor tear through Rogers body at the intimacy of the touch. Staying exactly where he was, Stanley stared up into Rogers face. The man was watching him. Watching him like a hawk. Like a red-tailed hawk.

Slipping his hand under the shirt of Rogers scrubs, Stanley rested it on Rogers firm, hairy stomach. Again Rogers body thrummed like a tuning fork as he sucked in a breath of air, startled and thrilled by Stanleys touch. He cupped Stanleys head in his broad hands and backed away just enough to bend down and give Stanley a kiss. He played his hands along the blond hair on Stanleys thighs, tanned from the sun, strong and lean and beautiful. His fingertips lingered there. Longing to do more.

Roger tilted Stanleys face to look into his eyes. Stanleys hand was moving now, gently stroking the warm flesh of Rogers abdomen, then moving higher to brush the thicker pelt of hair across Rogers chest. At the feel of Rogers nipple against his palm, Stanley shuddered.

Wait for me in the bed, Stanley. I wont be long. I swear to holy Christ, I wont be long at all.

Stanley grinned. I may have to beat off while Im waiting.

Roger crumpled a handful of Stanleys shirt into his fist and dragged Stanley closer. Dont you dare. Dont you fucking dare.

Stanley batted innocent eyes. Well, if you feel that strongly about it.

Even a fool could see there was nothing innocent about the look Stanley was giving him. And Roger was no fool. He cupped the rock hard bulge in the crotch of Stanleys cargo shorts and both their eyelids almost closed, the touch was so electric.

Stanley grabbed Rogers hips and once again pressed his face to Rogers hard-on. He couldnt stand it another minute. He slid his fingers under the elastic of Rogers pants and was just about to strip them away when Roger laughed and stepped back out of reach.

You little shit, he laughed. Go to bed. Take off your clothes and go to bed. Ill join you in a couple of minutes. I dont want to be worrying about smelling like a mountain goat during our first round of sex, so Im going to go shower now. Wash away the ER. And borrow your toothbrush. And everything else I can find in there that will make me smell like a peach and make you want me.

I want you now.

Well, good. Thatll make the job easier.

And dont shave, Stanley said. I like the scruffy look. Its really

Its really what?

Stanley blushed. sexy.

Roger smiled a sweet, sweet smile. Fine, baby. Just for you I wont shave.

And dont dillydally.

Fine. I wont dillydally either. Good grief! Any more orders?

No. Thats about it.

Roger chucked Stanley lightly on the chin and took off for the bathroom, shaking his head in wonder because he was so damned turned on he could barely concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other without plowing into a wall.

Stanley watched him go, his heart thudding away like a jackhammer. It was pounding so hard he wondered if he was about to self-immolate. Or simply explode. Did people ever do that?

Jesus God, Roger Jane was sexy.

And oddly enough, Stanley suddenly realized even he felt sexy. More sexy than he had ever felt in his life. He was even maybe beginning to accept the fact that Roger thought so too.

And wasnt that a mind-boggling realization for a little mouse to come to!





THE eight and a half minutes Stanley lay naked and alone in his bed waiting for Roger to join him were the longest three weeks he ever spent in his life. His dick was so hard, it was starting to hurt. Jesus, that couldnt be good, could it?

During those eight and a half minutes, he watched the day turn to twilight outside his bedroom window. The shadows deepened in the apartment, and the hawks outside the window grew silent. Perhaps they were gone now, sailing low over Broadway, dodging cars in tandem, seeking a pigeon to snag from the sky for dinner. Poor pigeons.

Stanley was starting to wonder if he should turn on a light or two, for ambience if nothing else, when he heard the bathroom door open. He quickly peeled off his glasses and laid them on the nightstand out of the way as a sliver of golden light slashed across the bedroom floor. The light just as quickly went out as Roger flicked the bathroom switch, leaving Stanley again in the gathering shadows. As the room had darkened, it had cooled off a little too. That was a welcome relief, although it hadnt done much to lower Stanleys temperature.

He lay under a sheet, covered to his belly button. His tan legs poked out from the bottom of the sheet, and one arm was tucked behind his head. He was trying to look nonchalant, but he was about to levitate off the bed he was so fucking excited.

Roger crossed the room in Stanleys white terry robe. The paleness of the robe accentuated the dark hair on Rogers muscular legs and chest and made him about the most desirable thing Stanley had ever seen.

Roger stopped to stand before him at the foot of the bed, and Stanley sat up to see him better.

Youre beautiful, they said in unison, each to the other. Then they laughed.

Roger reached down and fingered Stanleys toes, all the while staring into Stanleys face, into Stanleys eyes. Rogers voice was raw with desire. I was nuts about you the first time I saw you. Did you know that? Ive wanted to see you exactly where you are right now ever since that day. That minute. Ive never fallen for anybody so quickly before. I didnt quite know what to make of it. Hell, I still dont.

Stanley could feel his cheeks burn even before he opened his mouth. He swore to himself he would never ask this question. But still, here it came. He couldnt stop it.

So this isnt aa

And before he could speak the words, Roger said them for him. A pity fuck? Roger sputtered, obviously stunned by the question. Is that what youre thinking this is? He stared down at Stanley with an astonished pout on his face. My God, you are. Rogers eyes burned into Stanleys as he rubbed his hand across his scalp, just like he always did when confused. Or deeply hurt. This time his eyes flashed with anger, too, if only for a moment.

Stanley had never seen anger in those perfect green eyes before, not real anger, and it broke his heart to think he was the one who put it there.

If theres any pity fucking going on here, Stanley, then youre the one doing it, not me. Since I seem to be the one whos doing most of the loving, then I am sure as hell the one who should be getting most of the pity. I want you so bad I cant see straight, you prick. Why cant you accept that?

Stanley scooted to the foot of the bed and wrapped his arms around Rogers waist. I do accept it. Im sorry. That was just a residual spurt of paranoia squirting out. Insane people do shit like that. Please forgive me. And I dont think it. I really dont. And youre not the one doing all the loving. I love you so much I cant see straight either. Ill never think it again. I swear I wont.

Good, Roger said, snaking his arms around Stanley to pull him closer. Because I love you, Stanley. I shouldnt have to explain myself every time I want to express it.

No. Im sorry. No.

The robe felt soft against Stanleys face as he desperately hugged Roger to him. The sheet was bunched up around his waist. Before he knew what was happening, Roger reached down, tugged it away, and sailed it across the room, leaving Stanley naked in the bed.

Stanley pressed his face into the robe Roger wore, his robe, all the while blushing up a storm. Then his hunger for Roger overshadowed his embarrassment, and he did some tugging of his own. He tugged open the knotted belt around Rogers waist and spread the robe wide before him excitedly, eyes wide, like a child opening a present on Christmas morning. The robe slid down Rogers back and crumpled to the floor. 

Roger stood naked and hard before him, waiting to see what Stanley would do next.

He didnt have to wait long.

Stanley leaned in and planted a kiss on Rogers flat stomach, closing his eyes to savor the taste and texture of Rogers skin. Roger stepped closer, and Stanley felt Rogers cock poke him in the chest. With a firmly indrawn breath, Stanley gripped Rogers hips and pulled him down onto the bed. Together, they fell back onto the sheets, eyes locked, hearts pounding. Facing each other, cocks hard, bodies trembling, their lips came together. And for the first time, their kiss was uncontrolled. And uncontrollable. Neither of them could hold back any longer.

Since Roger was bigger than Stanley, he took advantage of his size and rolled over to bury Stanley under his broad chest and all-encompassing arms. Rogers long, fuzzy legs pinned Stanleys between them in a scissor lock. Gently, but completely.

Yet with all the intensity of Rogers caress, it was still not enough for Stanley. He drove his tongue into Rogers mouth as their kiss deepened. He ground his cock into Rogers thigh. He stroked Rogers ass, loving the soft firmness of it, the hairy cleft that hid wonders Stanley longed to taste. With his other hand, Stanley played his fingertips up and down the broad strength of Rogers back. The skin there was as smooth as glass, as hot as fresh-baked bread straight from the oven. He could feel the muscles bunching and twisting beneath his fingertips as Roger squirmed around, enjoying his touch.

Stanley shivered, needing more from the man. Always more.

He coaxed Roger gently off him, and while they lay side by side, facing each other, still clenched together, he buried his face in Rogers throat. He slid his hungry lips across the stubble on Rogers jaw, then down Rogers chest as Roger trembled beneath his kisses. He felt the rubbery stiffness of Rogers nipple scrape his cheek as he slid his lips farther down, across Rogers stomach, past his navel, and when he felt the brush of Rogers pubic hair tickling his chin, Stanley brought his hand up and cupped Rogers balls, making Roger give a tiny gasp.

Roger rolled onto his back completely then, and Stanley rolled with him, ending up on top. Opening his legs, Roger made himself more accessible to Stanley. Gave Stanley the go-ahead to do whatever the hell he wanted to do. Rogers hard cock lay waiting for Stanley, and when Stanley scooped the fullness of it into his hand, Roger lifted himself onto his elbows and watched, chewing his lip in anticipation.

With Rogers eyes on him, and loving that they were, Stanley pressed his lips into the base of Rogers stone cock. He kissed him there, inhaling the clean scent of the man. Sliding his fingertips up the long shaft, Stanley circled the glans with tantalizing delicacy, and Rogers hips came up to meet his caresses. Stanley could feel Rogers legs trembling. Rogers balls lay heavy and tight in the palm of his hand.

Roger was circumcised, and the head of his cock was beautifully formed, just as beautiful as the rest of him. Stanley should have known it would be.

In the dimming light, Stanley saw a glint of moisture sparkling at the tip of that heavenly cock. With a smile, he pressed his lips to it and kissed it away, making Roger groan.

As hungry as he was for this man beneath him, Stanley did not stop to wonder at his own fearlessness, his own brazen need for the taste of him. Now on his knees between Rogers legs, which were splayed wide, Stanley slipped his lips over the bulbous head of Rogers cock and drew it in as deeply as he could. It filled his mouth, and as he sucked at it, he could taste the precome that still flowed from Rogers slit. He could feel his own precome, too, dripping from his dick as he straddled Rogers leg. The roughness of the leg hair that scraped at the underside of his glans made Stanley tremble and lurch ever harder against Rogers thigh.

Roger took a fistful of Stanleys hair and forced his head to stop moving. Still, Stanley did not release Rogers cock from the loving ministrations of his hungry mouth.

The heat of Stanleys mouth and the insistent savoring of Stanleys eager tongue were driving Roger nuts. He was squirming around like a worm on a hook. His hips came off the bed time and time again as he helped Stanley along by driving his dick as far down Stanleys throat as he could. He wanted to pull free, but he couldnt. He just couldnt.

Oh, God, baby, I dont think I can stop. Im gonna come. Im sorry, Ioh, shit!

And Stanley smiled around the head of Rogers insanely fat cock as it pumped ever harder into his mouth. He laid his tongue above the slit just as Rogers come tore out of it, filling Stanleys mouth, pouring down his throat. He felt the force of the orgasm rush across his tongue and splatter the roof of his mouth. It was almost like Rogers dick was in there with a squirt gun, shooting at everything it could lay its eyes on.

The taste of Rogers sweet come made Stanley groan in ecstasy. He slurped up every drop as he massaged his lovers fat balls and drove his mouth ever more hungrily down the length of Rogers dick.

Roger was torn between being happier than hed ever been in his life and embarrassed by the fact he had come so quickly. But since Stanley didnt seem to mind, Roger had the good sense to go along for the ride, enjoying every blessed second of the experience. He simply clutched Stanleys head in both hands and poured his come down that eager throat, his ass in midair, barely touching the bed at all.

He could sense Stanley giving everything at the moment of Rogers release. And taking everything too. Relishing Rogers unstoppable lust. Clutching Rogers ass with his free hand, sliding his fingertips over Rogers sphincter as he urged more come from the cock he was so thoroughly enjoying. Stanley was holding nothing back. Everything he was doing was for Roger. And as each new spurt of come tore from him and Stanley swallowed it down like ice cream, Roger cried out his pleasure.

When he was finally spent, Roger collapsed back onto the bed and somehow dredged up the energy to laugh. My God, baby, you drained me.

He clutched Stanley under the armpits like a child and pulled him up in the bed. After finding Stanleys mouth, he covered it eagerly with his own. Roger tasted his own come in the kiss, and he felt Stanley trembling like a leaf in his arms, too turned on for control.

Eager to reciprocate, Roger muttered, My turn, and rolled Stanley onto his back, then straddled him, pinning him in place. He slid his lips from Stanleys mouth to blaze a trail across Stanleys throat, then onto his golden, hairless chest. Roger took his time. Gently stroking Stanleys dick with one hand, he relished the feel of Stanley quivering beneath him. He gently nipped at Stanleys sturdy brown nipples until Stanley moaned, then slid his other hand farther down to cup Stanleys balls and feel the heat and weight of them as they lay in his hand.

With each stroke of Stanleys dick, beautiful and circumcised like Rogers own, Stanleys hips came off the bed. Just as Rogers had done. And every new movement coaxed a groan of pleasure from Stanleys throat. He was laughing now, too, as he clutched at Rogers back, needing him closer, needing it all. Begging for more.

And when Roger slid his lips over Stanleys smooth tummy, licked a path through his tight little belly button, and bumped his chin on the head of Stanleys dick, they both gasped, thrilled at the touch, at the hunger they both felt. At the fun they were both having.

Roger inhaled Stanleys cock like a kid with a Popsicle. The head was coated in precome, and as Roger sucked its sweetness away and drew the length of the shaft all the way down his throat, Stanley cried out. When the tip of Rogers tongue delved into his slit, massaging him there as no one had ever done before, Stanley grabbed Rogers ears and damn near tore them off in his excitement.

Roger laughed and said, Ow! Stanley didnt even pretend to apologize. He drove his cock repeatedly into Rogers mouth. The head of it bumped the back of Rogers throat, and Roger seemed to enjoy it as much as Stanley did. Moaning again, his ass two feet off the bed, Stanley wrapped his legs around Roger and plowed his dick into that hot, satiny mouth. He couldnt have stopped if he wanted to.

Finally, Stanley gave a massive grunt, and his dick erupted like Mt. St. Helens. His come shot out in a geyser that filled Rogers mouth in a heartbeat. Roger pulled away for a second to suck in a little air, and as he did, another torrent of Stanleys come splashed across his face.

Roger licked it away, thrilled by the smell and taste and force of that surging come, and as soon as he regained control of the situation, he drew Stanleys lunging, bobbing cock into his hot, hungry mouth again and finished the job properly.

Stroking Stanleys fuzzy legs and clutching happily at Stanleys pumping ass, he sucked every drop of come from him. With Stanleys balls bouncing off his chin and Stanley heaving upward off the bed, Roger smiled around Stanleys cock and gave himself up to enjoying the ride.

And what a ride it was! When Stanley came, he gave it his all. And Roger was more than happy to be in the line of fire.

As Stanley collapsed back onto the bed, replete and exhausted, Roger continued to suck his cock, continued to play his hands along Stanleys lean flanks, across Stanleys smooth, warm ass, over Stanleys heaving hairless chest.

He looked up to see what Stanley was thinking about the whole procedure. Stanley had an arm draped across his face as he lay there, winding down, catching his breath, panting like a steam engine, his hips still moving to the rhythm of Rogers mouth. A moment later, Stanleys other hand came down to caress Rogers cheek as Roger kept working Stanleys softening cock.

Roger ran his hands over Stanleys stomach, then reached higher and caressed his chest. He stroked his fingertips through Stanleys armpits, enjoying the softness of the hair there, and the heat.

Periodically, Stanley gave a shudder of ecstasy as he felt Rogers lips continue to worship his cock, taking every ounce of enjoyment from the act that he could.

With his heart still hammering, Stanley finally swung his arm from his face and looked down the length of his body to see Roger, cock in mouth, green eyes dimmed in lust, looking back. Stanley reached down and stroked Rogers short hair. Ran his fingertips around the cusp of Rogers perfect ears. Closed his eyes yet again at the sensation of Rogers tongue endlessly caressing his cock, his slit, his balls. Still wanting more. Always, always more.

When Stanley found his voice, it was so deep with spent desire he barely recognized it.

Youre the most beautiful thing Ive ever seen, Stanley said.

Roger released Stanleys cock and pressed his face into Stanleys stomach. I came too fast.

At that, Stanley laughed. Like I didnt?

Roger slid up until their faces were together. He wrapped his arms around Stanley and pressed his mouth to Stanleys lipsassured, proprietary, as if everything he touched belonged to him.

Stanley closed his eyes and gave himself up to the kiss. As he stroked Rogers back and their legs wound around each other, their flaccid cocks came together again. Like war buddies, remembering a battle well fought, their cocks pressed their heads together and comforted each other as best they could, eager already for the next battle to come.

Roger and Stanley let their heads fall to the pillow as their kiss came to an end. Inches apart, they continued to gaze into each others eyes. Their hands continued to roam across terrain they were just beginning to know, loving every furrow, every mound. Rogers lush body hair. Stanleys smooth heat. Every trembling mass of muscle and bone and flesh and manhood.

Twilight was over. The darkness in the room was almost complete now, but for a fat moon that cast an aura of silver light across the bed, across their naked, cooling bodies.

This is the happiest Ive ever been, Roger whispered in the shadows.

And hearing the words, Stanley pressed his face to Rogers throat, burrowing deeper into those heavenly, strong arms that felt so wonderful wrapped around him.

I still cant believe it, Stanley muttered into Rogers flesh. I keep thinking Im going to wake up and itll be just a dream. He pulled back and looked up into Rogers face. If I do, Id rather not wake up at all. Ever.

Roger smiled and dragged Stanley close again, cupping the back of his head and pressing Stanleys face into his throat once more, enjoying the feel of it there. And enjoying Stanleys words too. Enjoying them more than anything.

Its not a dream, baby. I really am crazy about you. II cant even explain it to myself. I swear, I fell in love with you the very first time I saw you. Love at first sight. Its not just an absurd concept to me anymore. I believe in it now. I have to. Ive experienced it. Youre the proof. You and what my heart is telling me right this minute. I love you, Stanley. No kidding. I love the crap out of you.

Lovely expression, Stanley mumbled. He kissed Rogers Adams apple, relishing the scrape of Rogers beard across his face. There was something about the roughness of it that drove Stanley crazy. It was the most sensuous thing he could ever imagine having pressed to his skin. He never wanted the feeling to go away. He didnt care if he ended up with a rug burn so bad his face was erased like a bad sentence from a sheet of paper.

Me too, Stanley said, eager to express the way he felt. Eager to speak the words. It was as if he simply couldnt say them enough. I love you too, Roger. The first time your head came over the edge of the stairwell. When Arthur was laying there like a beached whale in front of me and I was scared to death thinking he was dead. And there you were. One look into your green eyes and I was lost. Gaga city.

Good, Roger cooed. Dont ever get unlost. I dont think I could handle it.

There were so many things Stanley wanted to say, but his mind was such a whirl of spent passion and emotion and contentment that all he could find to say was, Me either. I couldnt handle it either.

Again, their lips came together. And as they kissed a long slow kiss, Rogers breath slowly deepened; his grip on Stanleys back relaxed.

In moments, he was asleep, still cradling Stanley snugly in his arms.

Stanley closed his eyes and said a silent prayer of thanks to a God who could be so generous as to give such a gift as Roger Jane to a lowly nobody such as himself. What Stanley had ever done to deserve it, he couldnt imagine. But now that you have, God, I promise Ill be a better person. I swear I will. No shit, God. No shit whatsoever.

With Rogers warm breath washing over him, and the hair on Rogers warm chest brushing against the smoothness of his own, Stanley gave himself up to those blessed arms and muscular legs and tender, tender hands. He forced himself to relax, scared to death he would wake Roger and the moment would be lost.

He closed his eyes against the darkness and gave himself up completely to the sensations he felt having Roger so close. The sweet, clean scent of the man. The heat of his belly. The warmth of the hard bicep he loved so much pressed to his cheek. The strong, fuzzy legs brushing against his own. The comforting softness of their two cocks snuggled together, his own still leaking come onto the sheet as if weeping for what was lost.

But Stanley knew, as sleep slowly came to claim him, that nothing was lost at all. This was just the beginning. And he would never doubt Roger again. Nor would he doubt himself.

This was what he needed. He knew that now. This man. This love. This was what he had longed for his whole life. A reason to say, Yes, Im worth it. Yes, I deserve happiness as much as the next man. And yes, here in these arms, Ive finally found it.

A smile touched Stanleys lips as, in his sleep, Roger snuggled closer and whispered, Little Mouse. 

A moment later, they were both asleep, and they would not move from each others arms throughout the long, still night.


Chapter 12
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THE next morning, Stanley and Roger opened their eyes to a bedroom filled with light and promise. They reached out to each other without a single reservation. After a slow, romantic round of oral sex, which was far less hurried this time and even more enjoyable, they showered together, which got them keyed up all over again. After Roger ran down to his apartment in Stanleys bathrobe to fetch a shirt and a pair of shorts to wearhe refused to wear his bloody scrubs from the day beforethey finally began their lives together over a breakfast of leftover pizza.

If there were any lingering qualms or shyness or uncertainty hanging around to spoil the morning, they had clearly washed them down the drain during their communal shower. And good riddance. They were both too happy to deal with diffidence now. Stanley felt emboldened by everything that had happened. He understood love now. For the first time in his life, he understood it completely. And he was changed by it. He knew that too. Changed for the better.

Still, he wasnt so altered he couldnt watch Roger eat and still feel awed that the man who loved him was such a looker. Had Stanley Sternbaum hit the jackpot, or what?

Its the weekend, Stanley, Roger mumbled around a mouthful of crust. You have no classes, and after my double shift yesterday, I have two days off. What would you like to do? He waggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx.

Cuddle? Stanley suggested through half a slice of pizza he had poked into his mouth with an index finger because he was absolutely starving and didnt have time for puny little bites. After sex last night and sex this morning, Stanley had some replenishing of bodily fluids to implement. So he was trying to do it with pizza and a two-liter jug of cola. Breakfast of champions. And lovers.

Roger had opted for coffee to wash down his own pizza. And he drank it black, like a man, Stanley hadnt failed to notice. When Stanley had coffee, it was mostly french vanilla creamer and a shitload of sugar.

While they ate, they held hands and gazed lovingly at each other like a couple of saps. Stanley had never been so content, ever.

When the two pizzas were reduced to two empty boxes, a scattering of crumbs, and one questionable mushroom which neither one of them had the nerve to tackle, Roger squeezed Stanleys hand to get his attention, as if he didnt have it already.

Any second thoughts? Roger asked. Any questions you want answered? Any vows you want me to make?

There was such sincerity and humility in Rogers voice, Stanley felt his eyes burn with welling tears. He was startled by a cramping sensation in his chest. It took a second for him to realize it wasnt a heart attack, simply another manifestation of how much in love he was with the man sitting across from him.

No second thoughts. No questions.

And vows? Roger asked again, a gentle smile dimpling his cheek as he studied Stanleys sweetly sober face.

Just love me, Stanley said, his voice broken with emotion. Just love me as much as I love you.

Done, Roger said. He leaned across the table and kissed Stanley on the mouth. Hands clenched, hearts pounding in rhythm, they closed their eyes and breathed each other in. The fact their kiss smelled and tasted like pizza didnt bother them in the least.

Roger finally pulled back and opened his eyes. Well, that was easy. Weve sealed the deal. I love you, Stanley Sternbaum.

Stanley blew his nose on a paper napkin. Jeez, he was all choked up. When he found his voice, he said, And I love you, Roger Jane.

Stanley was just thinking of pulling Roger into the bedroom, or throwing him naked across the table where they were sitting, when someone knocked on the front door. Natch.

Your door, Roger said. You get it.

Stanley grinned and headed for the door.

It was Arthur. He was dressed in work pants and a lace camisole. The camisole didnt quite come down to the top of his pants, so his belly protruded between the two. At the moment, his belly was wrapped in what must have been an entire box of Saran wrap.

Arthur was drenched in perspiration from climbing the stairs, and he had a limp cigar clamped in his teeth. The cigar was so soggy from Arthurs sweat, he couldnt have lit it with a blowtorch, for which Stanley was immensely grateful.

Seeing Stanley studying the Saran wrap around his midriff with wonder, Arthur had the good grace to blush. I heard it helps you lose unsightly inches by drawing out the moisture. What? You think its a dumb idea?

Whatever floats your boat. Stanley sighed. After yesterday in the emergency room, nothing Arthur ever wore again would surprise him. Was there something we could do for you?

Arthur surreptitiously peeked over Stanleys shoulder, hoping to get a glimpse of whoever else might be in the apartment. He was smiling as he did it. I tried Rogers door, but since he didnt seem to be home, I thought he might be here. Maybe hes even been here all night, huh?

Now it was Stanleys turn to blush. When he opened his mouth to speak, he amazed even himself. Yes, and it was the best night of my life. Now then, was there a reason you came knocking? Need some aluminum foil?

Arthur ignored the sarcasm and positively beamed. Oh, Im so happy for you both. Honestly. But Im afraid we have a situation.

Stanley smiled as Roger came up behind him, slipped his arms around his waist, and stuck his chin on Stanleys shoulder. His stance implied ownership. Stanley knew it, Roger knew it, and Arthur knew it.

Good morning, Arthur, Roger said. His green eyes lit with amusement at the ensemble Arthur was wearing. But he knew Arthur. Nothing Arthur did could surprise him either. Whats up?

For the first time, Arthur looked a little uncomfortable. Im such a coward. Sorry to disturb you, but someone is in Sylvias apartment, and I know it isnt Sylvia. She isnt coming home from the hospital until later today. Thought I could use some backup while I check it out. Would you boys mind?

Not at all, Roger stated, obviously fearless. As long as Stanleys with us, well be okay. You should see him kick down a door. Im sure he could kick the poop out of an intruder just as handily.

Stanley seemed appalled by the suggestion. Uhh

Arthur gave a grunt. I know. I just paid for the repairs on the last door your boyfriend demolished. It wasnt just a matter of putting on a new lock either. I had to replace the whole door. And most of the doorframe. But since it saved Sylvias life, whos complaining? He reached out and gave Stanleys cheek a pinch. Thanks, honey.

Um, dont mention it.

Arthur straightened his camisole, which was the most bizarre thing Stanley had ever witnessed, and said, Now then. Coming, boys?

You bet, Roger and Stanley said in unison, and hand in hand, they followed Arthur to the stairs.

Arthur, Roger said, take that silly Saran wrap off or youll keel over from heat exhaustion. Whatever weight you lose from water loss will go right back on the minute you drink a glass of water. It isnt worth risking your life over. Just buy a girdle.

Arthur stopped and looked back at them. He stuck his finger on his chin like Shirley Temple. Ooh. Why didnt I think of that?

By now they were at Sylvias door. Sylvias brand-new door. It was shut tight, and immediately they heard sounds coming from inside. Sounds ofhumming. Someone was humming show tunes.

Stanley thought that sounded promising. How big and mean and insane could an intruder be if he was humming show tunes?

Arthur handed Roger the key and stepped back, obviously intending to be the last to enter. When Stanley gave him a surprised look, Arthur stared right back as if to say, Im wearing a camisole. What did you expect? Butchness?

Again peeking over Rogers shoulder, Stanley watched as Roger unlocked the door and eased it open.

Sylvias apartment smelled of cleaning stuff. Pine-Sol. Windex. Ammonia. Bleach. Stanley didnt remember it smelling like that the last time he was in it. There was no one in the living room, but they could clearly hear the humming coming from the direction of Sylvias bedroom.

Pervert, Arthur whispered.

Well, he seems awfully cheerful about it, Roger whispered back.

In tandem, each holding the shoulder of the one in front, with Roger leading the way, they snuck across the apartment all in a row like the segments of a caterpillar and peeked through Sylvias bedroom door. They looked like three heads on a totem pole. Arthur was on the bottom, Stanley in the middle, Roger on top.

What they saw was a puzzlement indeed.

Charlie, the redheaded kleptomaniac on three, was removing the sheets from Sylvias bed.

When Charlie looked up from what he was doing and saw three heads staring at him from the doorway, he jumped straight up into the air and screamed like banshee. The sheet he was holding flew all the way across the room and landed on a pole lamp.

Arthur was the first to speak. And he was furious. Charlie, what are you doing? Stealing the sheet right off her bed? Youve gone too far this time. I want you out of my building immediately.

Roger was studying the horror on Charlies face. He looked around the room and saw a laundry basket full of cleaning supplies sitting on the floor in the bathroom. He saw a clean set of sheets waiting to be put on the bed after Charlie stripped away the soiled ones. He saw the bandanna tied around Charlies forehead to keep the sweat from running into his eyes while he did what he was doing. While he cleaned Sylvias apartment!

Roger laid his hand on Arthurs arm. Arthur. Wait. Let Charlie explain himself.

Charlie was so upset, he was shaking. Im just making the apartment nice for her when she comes home. Sylvias my friend. She makes me cookies. II love Sylvia.

Wow, Stanley breathed. Another one.

Charlie didnt seem to hear. I wouldnt steal from Sylvia. I wouldnt! Shes the last person Id steal from. Besides, Im taking my medicine now. I havent stolen anything forshittwo or three days. And that was just a Snickers bar at the market on the corner. I was hungry. And I paid the little Vietnamese guy for it later! He aimed pleading eyes in Rogers direction. Tell him, Roger. Tell Arthur Im not stealing.

And much to Arthurs and Stanleys surprise, Roger strode to Charlie and draped an arm across his shoulder, comforting him with a pat on the back and a hug. Roger looked back at Arthur while he did it.

Hes telling the truth, Arthur. Look around. Nothings missing and everything is spotless. I say we leave Charlie alone to do what he started. We should have been considerate enough to think of it ourselves. Tell him he doesnt have to move, Arthur. Youre scaring the poor guy to death.

So Arthur did. And he did it very sweetly. Im sorry, Charlie. Forgive me.

Charlie nodded, wiping the snot from his nose with the back of his hand and looking all hurt while he did it.

Jesus, Charlie, buy some hankies, Roger said, and Stanley snickered.

By the time Stanley and Roger and Arthur were once again headed for the stairs, they heard Charlies slightly off-kilter humming as he put the barricade song from Les Miserables through its paces. Stanley had to smile. At least the guy was fearless in his musical selections. That was a kickass hard song to hum.

Hope he doesnt get snot all over Sylvias sheets, Arthur groused.

Stanley and Roger replied as one. Oh, Arthur, shut up.





BACK in the apartment, Stanley locked the door behind them and immediately wormed his way into Rogers arms, glad they were alone together again.

Pressing his lips to Rogers throat, he breathed, Make love to me.

Roger pulled him close and brushed his mouth across Stanleys ear, making Stanley shiver. Roger whispered softly, Whatever Little Mouse wants, Big Mouse delivers.

He dragged his stubbly face across Stanleys cheek and laid his mouth over Stanleys lips. With a flick of his tongue, he sought entrance, and Stanley opened up to welcome him in. As they kissed, Roger squeezed Stanley so tightly against his chest, enfolding him in those luscious warm arms, that Stanley heard himself moan with contentment before he even knew it was coming.

He pushed his hips into Rogers, and their two hard cocks thrust against each other.

Roger slipped his hands under Stanleys shirt and ran his fingertips up and down Stanleys back, loving the feel of his hot skin.

While Roger did that, Stanley worked his own hand under the elastic waistband of Rogers shorts. Since Roger had dressed commando that morning, Stanley immediately discovered Rogers fuzzy, firm ass, just waiting to be adored. Stanley slipped his fingers between Rogers ass cheeks and ran the heel of his hand over Rogers sphincter, causing Rogers tongue to dive even deeper into Stanleys mouth.

When Stanley slid his hand around to the front and stroked Rogers boner, Roger rose up on tiptoe and pressed himself to Stanley even harder.

That was all it took.

Stanley pulled back from Rogers kiss and dropped to his knees in front of him. He took a grip on Rogers waistband and pulled the shorts down in one swift motion, freeing Rogers cock, which sprang up and slapped him in the face.

Oh, Jesus, Stanley muttered. Look what I found.

Stanley reached down and squirmed out of his own shorts. Then his shirt. Naked now, he sat back on his haunches and watched Roger pull his shirt off and throw it across the room. Stanley played his hands along Rogers legs, kissing them here, licking them there, and just as he was about to run his tongue over Rogers balls, he had a better idea.

Stanley took hold of Rogers hips and spun him around until that gorgeous hairy ass was directly in front of his face. He slid his hands up and down the back of Rogers legs, feeling Roger tremble now, feeling him shudder. Rogers legs were so beautiful, Stanley spent a couple of minutes just massaging them, exploring them, kneading them. Worshipping them.

And when he thought he had the terrain pretty well memorized, he ran a hand up Rogers back and applied enough pressure to make Roger bend forward. Roger was more than happy to accept Stanleys urging, even if he was shaking like an aspen tree in a thunderstorm, and the moment he bent over, Stanley leaned in and pressed his face to Rogers ass.

He kissed each cheek, loving the hell out of the ass fuzz tickling his face, and when Roger reached around to steer Stanley inward, Stanley was more than ready.

He burrowed and wiggled his face in between those deliciously warm ass cheeks and found Rogers opening with his tongue. Roger gasped and reached around to grab a fistful of Stanleys hair, just to make sure he kept Stanley exactly where he wanted him, which was pretty much a waste of energy because Stanley had no intention of going anywhere. As far as Stanley was concerned, he was home.

He lapped at Rogers asshole as if it were an ice cream cone. And while he lapped, he slipped a hand between Rogers legs and reached upward to grab the stone cock he found bobbing around in front of his lover. And a fat cock it was too.

Stanley licked and lapped and sucked at Rogers asshole until Roger was so turned on he was about to fall flat on his face. He had no intention of letting Stanley do all the work, however, so much to Stanleys disappointment, at least temporarily, Roger turned and pulled Stanley to his feet.

Again his lips found Stanleys mouth, and they kissed long and hard.

When Roger felt Stanleys hand clutching his and steering it towards Stanleys ass, Roger began to see which way the wind was blowing.

So thats what Little Mouse has in mind, is it?

Stanley couldnt speak. He was too weak from wanting.

Still gripping Stanleys hand, Roger pulled him to the bedroom, where he eased him down onto the bed and splayed him out on the bedspread, facedown.

Roger dropped to his knees at the foot of the bed and began kissing his way up the back of Stanleys lean golden legs. The blond hair there was thick and as soft as down, covering Stanleys legs all the way from his ankles to his ass.

Roger kissed each of Stanleys firm calves, the muscles as sharp and hard as granite. He played his lips up those heavenly thighs, and when he arrived at Stanleys ass, he had to sit back and ponder the beauty of it for a moment before he dove on in.

Stanleys ass was truly the most gorgeous Roger had ever seen in his life. Pale, firm, round. His ass crack was hairless, and as Roger gripped the two perfect ass cheeks and spread them gently apart to open the flower of Stanleys beauty, he almost wept at the eroticism of the act. He could feel his heart fluttering in his chest. He could feel his hands trembling as he spread those cheeks wider, then wider. He could feel his cock standing like a stone monolith between his own legs, crying out to be buried alive in that beautiful cavern, which Roger was only now glimpsing for the very first time.

Stanleys opening was but a pink slit. As silky to the touch as cream. Roger slid his thumb across it, and smiled when Stanley took in a great gulp of air and raised his ass to meet the touch.

Roger leaned forward and kissed the slit, and when he did, Stanley cried out and reached around to grab Rogers hand. He lifted his ass to press it to Rogers mouth, and Roger accepted it completely. Licking, slavering, just as Stanley had done to him.

Stanley was all over the bed now. Squirming this way and that, he kept trying to reach around and grab Rogers hair, but it was too short to get ahold of, so he settled on squeezing the life out of Rogers poor hand.

When Roger pressed his tongue to that perfect opening and pushed it in, Stanley groaned and rose up onto his knees, offering himself completely.

Moist now, and tender from Rogers ministrations, Stanleys hole constricted and relaxed as Roger watched. And again. Constricted and relaxed.

Roger licked his finger and pressed it to the opening. He could feel Stanleys muscles soften as he begged for the finger to enter in. Pleaded with the finger to impale him.

And so it did. In one easy, heart-stopping motion, Roger slid the finger into Stanleys ass. To the first knuckle, then the second, then all the way.

Stanley sobbed. It felt so good.

Roger stroked Stanleys strong legs and back as he watched his finger slide in and out, in and out, and with every disappearance into that hot well of desire, Roger could feel Stanleys ass grab onto it and plead with it to never leave.

When Roger brought a second finger into play, licking it first, pressing it alongside the other, and slipping it gently into that incredible wet heat, Stanley moaned. Yes, baby, yes. For a while, Roger fucked Stanley with two fingers, while Stanley bucked and thrummed beneath him. Roger reached under Stanley and caressed Stanleys balls with his free hand. He gave a few gentle strokes to Stanleys rock-hard cock as it flounced around in rhythm to Rogers thrusting fingers.

Stanley couldnt take it anymore. Top drawer, he breathed. Top drawer. He pointed to the nightstand.

Roger slid his fingers slowly free and climbed onto the bed to reach the nightstand. He yanked open the drawer while Stanley lay like a dead thing, ass in the air, head and shoulders smashed into the pillow. Because he was so turned on, he had reached down and begun stroking his own cock now.

Roger found the condoms right away. He tore one open, then before slipping it onto his cock, he pressed his lips to Stanleys neck. Is this what you want, baby? Is this what you want?

Stanley couldnt speak. The words simply wouldnt come. He nodded and brought his mouth up to press it to Rogers lips. He was stroking his cock even faster now. He couldnt not stroke it. Only then did he find his voice.

Please, Roger. Fuck me. Please.

Roger didnt have to be asked twice. He slipped the condom over the head of his cock and rolled it down the shaft as far as it would go. Lifting himself from the bed, he stood at the foot on trembling legs and gave his cock a couple of strokes, just for the hell of it. He gripped Stanleys ankles and pulled him back to the edge of the bed until Stanleys ass was right where he wanted it.

Bending down and cupping Stanleys balls, he licked at Stanleys asshole, moistening it up, getting it ready. Then he gripped his cock and touched the head of it to Stanleys opening.

The air seemed to be sucked out of the room as he and Stanley both held their breaths for that split second of time while Rogers cockhead pushed its way forward, gently but inexorably.

Stanley forced himself to relax. He had been fucked before, but never with a dick as big as Rogers. But he had never been fucked by anyone he loved before either. And that made all the difference.

As his ass relaxed, he felt Rogers hands holding his hips steady. He felt Rogers fat cock pressing, pressing, and then with an almost audible pop, Roger pushed his cock through Stanleys anal ring and it was in.

Slowly, oh, so slowly, Roger eased it deeper. Taking his time. Alert to any signs of discomfort on Stanleys part. Afraid of hurting him, but unable to stop. Jesus, that hot, tight wetness felt like heaven.

Stanley opened his legs wider, begging, and the moment he did, Roger slipped all the way in until his pubic hair was brushing the tender skin of Stanleys sphincter.

Stanley sobbed a tiny sob and reached around to pull Roger hard against him. Then slowly, because he couldnt bear not to, Stanley began to move. He eased away from Rogers cock, then slid back over it, grabbing, releasing. Grabbing. Releasing. And as Stanley moved, so did Roger.

Leaning forward to press his lips to the back of Stanleys neck, Roger drove his cock ever more roughly and deeply into Stanleys welcoming ass. Neither of them had ever experienced anything quite like it. And they both knew why.

Love. That was the secret ingredient. Jesus, and did it ever make a difference!

Roger stopped for a moment with his cock buried to the hilt in Stanleys ass. He could feel Stanley trembling beneath him and around him as his ass latched onto Rogers cock like it was never, ever, ever going to let it go. Stanleys whole body was vibrating.

Rogers lips were still against the back of Stanleys neck. His thrusts had stopped completely. Stanley suspected he was trying not to come just yet, and that was fine with him. But apparently Roger had more control over his body parts than Stanley did.

Stanleys ass began to move again, and as it moved, as it rocked back and forth over Rogers iron dick, Roger began to move again too. This time Roger picked up the pace. He couldnt bear not to. Neither could Stanley.

Yes, baby, yes! Stanley cried into the pillow, clawing at Rogers hips, begging him not to stop.

Roger pulled his long shaft from Stanleys ass until only the head of it remained buried. Then he plowed it back inside until he had nothing left to give. Again and again, he drove his cock into Stanleys hole, and Stanley accepted every thrust with a gasp and a sob and a plea for more.

Stanleys ass spasmed around Rogers cock, and Roger knew Stanley was coming. He reached around to grab Stanleys dick and felt the hot semen surge over his hand. Again Stanley cried out as he spilled his seed in Rogers hand.

Roger knew he couldnt hold off another second. He pressed his mouth into the curve of Stanleys neck and stabbed his cock into Stanleys ass until Stanley was moaning a continuous cry of pleasure.

Just as he was about to come, Roger pulled his cock free, tore off the condom, and shot his come over Stanleys golden, shuddering back. When Stanley realized what he was doing, he flipped over onto his back and took Rogers cock into his mouth until the semen stopped flowing.

Roger looked down at him, smiling, eyes wild, stroking Stanleys smooth cheek as his cock continued to pump between Stanleys lips, spilling the last of his seed where it was most appreciated.

Stanley watched Rogers face as he drank what was offered him, and as he watched, he reached upward with both hands to stroke that broad hairy chest, and fondle those heavenly arms that made Stanley tremble just looking at them.

Roger gave a final shuddering thrust, then pulled away. He slid his fingers through Stanleys hair in gratitude, and collapsed on top of him, as spent as he could ever remember being. And as happy.

He pulled Stanley farther up onto the bed so they could lie comfortably side by side, and as they did, Roger reached around and once again slid his two fingers into Stanleys ass, just to have them there.

Stanley shuddered and sighed as Roger entered him, and then he clutched those fingers with his ass and held them tight as their mouths came together.

Slowly, Stanley relaxed. He emitted a final, exquisite moan as Roger eased his fingers free.

Stanley burrowed into Rogers arms and closed his eyes. His heart was so filled with love he didnt trust himself to speak. With his face at Rogers neck, he breathed in the scent of his lover like an addict absorbs a drug. Roger was so exhausted and happy and sexually replete, his power of speech was a husk of what it usually was. But while his voice may not have been up to snuff, there was a smile in it nevertheless.

Now I know what Little Mouse likes, he whispered, warm lips nibbling at Stanleys ear, his breath hot.

All Stanley could do was nod. He squeezed his eyes shut, reliving everything that had just happened. He remembered every sensation, every scent, every taste. The penetration. My God, Stanley would never forget it. To be pierced by the man you love for the very first time was beyond description. Stanley knew he would keep that moment in his heart forever.

And as their pulses slowed and their muscles relaxed, and the afterglow of sex began to warm and calm their minds, they held each other close. As close as they could.

Stanley trembled in a final burst of desire when he heard Roger mutter in his ear. We belong together, baby. Ive never been more sure of anything in my life.

Stanley smiled, hearing the words. He smiled because they were the exact words he was thinking. Too touched to speak, he nodded his head under Rogers chin and pulled the man a little bit closer, breathing in his scent, absorbing his heavenly heat, kissing the hollow of Rogers throat just to assure himself Roger was really there.

When Roger responded by pressing a grateful smile to Stanleys forehead, Stanley knew it would all work out. Whatever came their way, their love for each other would see them through.

He didnt doubt it for a minute. This was exactly what being in love was all about.

And in the meantime, the sex was fucking spectacular!


Chapter 13
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LIFE for the tenants of the Belladonna Arms slowly went back to normal after Sylvias attempted suicideor as normal as it was ever apt to get, considering the odd assortment of humanity who lived there.

ChiChi and Ramon entered into their new relationship with a surprising display of devotion and sweetness. Often they could be spotted entering or leaving the building hand in hand, heads together, laughing or chattering or whispering romantic nothings in each others ears. Stanley was still faintly astounded Ramon could overlook ChiChis all-too-recent past and entrust his heart so readily to a man who until last week had been selling his sexual services to the highest bidder. But perhaps Stanley was not as astounded as he would have been had his own life not taken such a jubilant turn for the better, thanks to his burgeoning relationship with Roger Jane.

And then there were Pete and Sylvia. More and more, after her return from the hospital, one might glimpse the two of them whispering in the hall, or heading out the front door to shop or eat or catch a movie. Roger and Stanley were thrilled, and more than a little amazed, to see Pete Ingersol blossom into a social being before their very eyes. And all it took was a little attention from the person he was crazy about. It was as if the man had been simply vamping to the dull, dreary music of a lonely life, plodding along in his misery year after year. Then Sylvia happened along and noticed him there, cowering in the shadows. Only then did Pete step out into the light, suck in a big, bracing gulp of fresh air, and begin to partake of what he had been afraid of for so long. Daring at last to risk his fragile heart on life. And more importantly, risk it on love.

At first Sylvia appeared a bit leery of Petes attentions, but as the days passed, her look softened. Occasionally, if one watched closely during those intermittent glimpses of Pete and Sylvias courtship, if thats what it was, one might see the brush of a fingertip across the back of a hand. Or a smile that came from nowhere when one of the two thought the other wasnt looking.

Stanley was pleased that Pete now spoke to him when they bumped into each other. Where Pete used to bustle off to his apartment to hide, he would now pass the time of day, share a joke, or offer a tip on tax matters. When he learned Stanley liked the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle but didnt wanted to spend three bucks to purchase the paper once a week, being a starving student and all, Pete trudged up three flights of stairs every Sunday morning and slipped the puzzle under Stanleys door.

Stanley suspected Pete attributed Sylvias newfound interest in Pete to either Stanley or Roger. Or both. And Stanley was proud to think Pete might even be a little bit right in that assessment.

When they were spotted together, Pete could always be seen catering to Sylvia with a delicate, old-world formalityopening doors for her, taking her elbow on the stairs as if she were made of china and apt to break if handled indelicately.

But Stanley thought Pete was wrong about that. Sylvia might be delicate to look at, but Stanley could sense a tensile strength inside her that carried her forward, unbent and unafraid, to whatever new crisis loomed on her horizon. After that one misjudged moment of weakness that had landed her in the hospital and damn near ended her existence completely, she had seemed to reassess her life, looking at it now with the gratitude and respect it deserved. Just as we all should, but so rarely do, Stanley thought. Stanley also wondered if maybe she kept the memory of that horrible mistake locked away somewhere in the back of her mind and only drew it out when she needed an extra jolt of strength.

And she did need strength now and then. Her quest to become what she knew she had truly been born to be, a woman, was still an uphill battle.

For Petes part, he seemed willing to accept Sylvia in whichever persona she chose. Man or woman. It made little difference to Pete. He loved her regardless.

And in Stanleys eyes, that was love indeed. Love in its absolutely purest form.

After Sylvias return home, there were other changes to be found in the lives of Stanleys neighbors. Even redheaded Charlie on three found love in the guise of another kleptomaniac he met in therapy sessions at the University of San Diegos psychiatric wing. His new suitor was a cute little pudgy guy with the open, innocent face of a child and a penchant for cowboy boots and hats and lifting anything he could get his hands on. Astoundingly enough, they seemed to get along just great, and they also appeared to be truly attached to each other. Unfortunately, no one but Roger and Stanley dared invite them into their apartments for a social visit for fear one or both of them would abscond with everything that wasnt nailed down.

Roger knew better, of course. Although he did keep a wary eye on the cowpoke while he and Stanley shared a pizza with the two in Rogers apartment after the four of them attended a Padres game at the stadium.

Arthur, now that Sylvias party was fast approaching, found himself in a constant state of panic. He appeared to have made peace with the fact Sylvia would never see him as anything but her cross-dressing landlord. So now he centered his attention on her party and his quest to help raise money for her all-important final surgery.

It didnt take Arthur long to sucker Stanley and Roger into taking charge of the decorating, since he himself, Arthur said, had no sense of style whatsoever. And judging by the drag outfits he came up with, Stanley and Roger couldnt very well disagree with him.

So they accepted the assignment with a minimum of fuss. But they werent doing it for Arthur. They were doing it for Sylvia. Sylvia and Pete.

Their first real examination of the party room came one day before the ball. Admittedly, they were cutting it close, but with everything that had happenedSylvias stay in the hospital and their own love affair, which kept Stanley and Roger busy every minute, dont think it didntthey were lucky to be getting started at all. Since they were running out of time, they coerced ChiChi into lending a hand.

Arthur gave the boys boxes and boxes of decorations and told them to do their best. The following day was Sunday, and the caterers would deliver the food by noon. The party was scheduled to get underway at two oclock.

It was supposed to be a surprise party, but since Arthur never could keep a secret, Sylvia had known about it for months. When party day came, she promised Roger shed act surprised for Arthurs sake.

Stanley, Roger, and ChiChi were already drenched in sweat, and all they had accomplished was dragging all the boxes of decorations down five flights of stairs to the basement from a storage room on the fourth floor. The three of them stood in the doorway to the party room and faced the task with as much enthusiasm as they could muster. The room would not only have to be stripped of its current decorations, which seemed to have been for a Fourth of July celebration about a thousand years ago, but would also need a thorough cleaning before new decorations were strung up.

Stanley had the urge to strangle Arthur for waiting until the last minute to get this started. Roger, seeing the gloomy look on Stanleys face, bumped him with a hip and grinned. Come on, babe. Its not as bad as all that.

No, ChiChi said. Its worse. Maybe the simplest solution would be to turn out all the lights and throw some mattresses on the floor. We could celebrate Sylvias emergence into womanhood with a nice orgy. I still have some lovely sexual doodads that would be

Wheres Ramon? Roger asked, shutting him up. I was kind of hoping hed come along and help.

ChiChi rolled his eyes skyward. Ramon has his own horrible job to tackle. Trust me, Roger. If you knew what it was, youd feel lucky all we have to do is decorate this shit hole.

Well, shit holes dont decorate themselves, Stanley said, rolling up imaginary sleeves. Lets get this over with. Id like to get my new boyfriend sprawled out naked on the bed before dinner.

Ooh, Roger cooed. I like the sound of that.

Me too, ChiChi sighed, looking Roger up and down. He had always had a special place in his libido for men who looked like Roger Jane.

Roger just shook his head and went to work. He was used to ChiChis stares.

They waded in like troopers, ripping strings of old, saggy red, white, and blue crepe paper off the ceiling; crunching up crumb-laden paper tablecloths off the dozen or so tables scattered around; and sneezing up a storm because everything was coated with dust and mouse turds and cockroach droppings. Yuk.

The party room was so hot, the three of them shed their shirts and threw them in a corner for fear they would die of a heatstroke if they didnt. The little basement windows high on the walls were painted shut, so Stanley dragged himself all the way up to six and lugged his two electric fans back down to the party room to make the place more bearable.

With some air moving, they set to work sweeping and dusting and dragging the cobwebs out of the corners.

When they figured the joint was as clean as it was ever going to get, they stepped back and considered their options.

Needs leather, ChiChi said, head cocked to the side, fingertip to his chin. For some reason, which Stanley didnt want to know, ChiChi was tweaking his own nipple as he said it.

We dont have leather, Roger said, digging through one of the boxes. What we have is some butt-ugly green crepe paper, a shitload of silver tinsel, about a hundred Christmasy tablecloths… ooh, and an un-put-together Christmas tree. No, wait. Sorry. Two Christmas trees.

And a disco ball, Stanley added, eyeing the contraption that still hung in the middle of the room like the Death Star.

There are boxes of tree ornaments here too. Roger rattled on, digging through another box. And ribbon and snowmen and a bag of baby Jesuses made from Chatty Cathy dolls and wearing cute little diapers and bonnets. What the hell did Arthur ever do with a dozen baby Jesuses?

Stanley plucked one of the dolls out of the box and pulled the ring poking out of Jesuss back.

Mama, Jesus said.

That settles it, ChiChi groaned. Christmas it is. Lets get started.

Stanley and Roger looked at each other, thought about it for about three seconds, then shrugged.

Christmas it is, they said together.

An hour later the place was transformed. There was a fully decorated Christmas tree at each end of the room. Green crepe paper hung in garlands from one wall to the other, nicely draped, sprinkled with tinsel, and converging in the middle of the room around the Death Star. Tiny white Christmas lights sparkled on the trees and hung in clusters from the ceiling. The tables scattered around the perimeter of the room had folding chairs tucked under them and colorful tablecloths neatly spread with Christmas plates and plastic glasses and paper napkins, just waiting for people to plop their asses down and start eating. The center of each table was adorned with an arrangement of plastic poinsettias in a bunch of fatass vases made from old bleach bottles cut down and wrapped in foil. In every arrangement, a Jabbering Jesus doll (as ChiChi called them) poked his head out of the foliage as if to see what all the hubbub was about. Since Stanley had found a second box filled with baby Jesusesthese twelve stark naked and looking rather like participants of ChiChis orgy, lying there in the box with their bare arms and legs all wrapped around each otherit was Rogers idea to string their little bodies from the ceiling around the Death Star, where they floated like cherubs, gently spinning and bobbing in the breeze from the fans.

Christ, Stanley said. It looks like the Looney Tunes version of the Sistine Chapel.

Yeah. Roger grinned and nuzzled Stanleys neck. I like it too.

Then all three of them jumped straight up into the air when a bloodcurdling scream erupted from the air shaft over their heads.





CHICHI was the first to regain his composure. He yawned, shaking the dust bunnies off his shirt, which he had retrieved from beneath a table where hed flung it earlier. Looks like Ramon is hard at work, he commented wryly.

What the hell is he doing? Roger asked, staring up at the ceiling with a look of horror on his face. Slaughtering elephants?

ChiChi chuckled. Worse. Hes waxing Arthur.

Roger considered that for a moment, then asked, What part of Arthur?

All of him.

Another scream tore down the air shift and sent the nape hair tap-dancing across three necks.

Stanley gritted his teeth. Thats the most horrible caterwauling Ive ever heard in my life. Whats Arthur being such a baby about?

ChiChi cocked an eyebrow and waggled it in Stanleys face. Ever been waxed?

N-no.

Then dont poke fun at what you dont know anything about it. Being waxed is like giving birth. Hurts like a motherfucker. Do you think a man could survive the pain of childbirth? Hell no. Only women are strong enough to tolerate that shit. Ever see a man even try to give birth? Hell no again.

Stanley was about to point out the incongruity of that statement when another scream tore through the apartment building. This time it rattled windows and shook the air duct like someone had rolled a bowling ball through it. Stanley imagined the hawks outside his kitchen window squawking in terror and heading for another tree in a quieter neighborhood to set up housekeeping a little farther from the noisy fucking humans.

Roger tossed Stanley his shirt and took his arm. Lets go see whats happening. ChiChi, where are they?

My apartment, right next door to Stanleys.

Before leaving, they took one final look around at the newly decorated basement with its two fat Christmas trees, swagging green crepe paper, and circling, floating cherubs with plastic rings poking out of their backs. Only when they were sure everything was as it should be did they switch off the lights. Stanley wasnt dumb enough to head home without his electric fans, so before they locked the door behind them, he grabbed one and Roger grabbed the other.

On their way up the stairs, they ran across ten or twelve people who were peeking out into the stairwell, wondering who the hell was being murdered. One idiot asked, Are we at war with Mexico? Stanley hurried past, ignoring the nitwit, drenched in sweat, lugging his bigass fan, and picking tinsel out of his leg hair. He was also eyeing Rogers ass as Roger climbed the stairs in front of him. Less than chaste thoughts were running through his head. Far less than chaste. Even the heat and the stairs and the fact that Arthur was still screaming his head off and it was reverberating through the entire building wasnt enough to allay Stanleys hunger for a taste of Rogers swinging ass.

Poor Roger. He had no idea what was about to happen to him. Then he caught Roger sneaking a peek back in Stanleys direction with a sexy little smile on his face, and Stanley thought, Well, what do you know? Maybe he does.

As they approached the landing on six, another horrendous scream set Stanleys teeth on edge. Jesus God, how much longer was that noise going to continue?

Roger and Stanley left the fans standing by Stanleys door and followed ChiChi into his apartment. The minute they stepped inside, another scream ricocheted through the air, this one at a considerably higher pitch than all the others. That was because it came from Ramon.

What the hell are you pinching me for? That hurt!

Arthur responded in an angry hiss. Thats because youre killing me!

Am not!

Are too!

Am not!

Little fruit!

Big fruit! Big waxed fruit!

And they both smoldered to silence, each staring daggers at the other.

Arthur was lying flat on his back in ChiChis bed wearing nothing but a thong. And not a very big thong either. At first glance, since the thong was pretty much buried in Arthurs lush pelt of dark curly body hair and a few folds of fat, Stanley thought the man was naked. Thank God that first impression turned out to be wrong.

Another first impression turned out to be right on the money, however. Arthurs thick coating of body carpeting was only present on about 80 percent of his body. One arm, one shin, and a patch about the size of a hubcap in the middle of his stomach were pristinely hairless and bright red.

Scattered around in various and sundry places on the man were strips of fabric, each and every one glued to Arthurs skin with a slathering of hot wax which Ramon was scooping out of a metal contraption sitting on the nightstand. Even now he was smearing hot wax over Arthurs left tit.

As soon as Ramon had another strip of fabric glued to said tit, he reached down and yanked a strip from Arthurs thigh.

Arthur arched his back in pain and screamed like a fire alarm. Holy Jesus Mother of God, you nelly-ass son of a bitch! Give me some warning next time!

Okay, Ramon sneered and tore off a strip from Arthurs left arm. Again without warning.

Arthur bellowed like a bull; then he turned to see Roger, Stanley, and ChiChi gawking at him from the bedroom doorway.

And gawking truly was what they were doing.

Arthur panted out a cry of relief. Thank God! Rescuers! Shoot this fucker, will you?

Ramon slapped Arthurs forehead and pushed him back down onto the bed. If part of Ramons hairdressing training centered around customer service and stylist/client trust issues, Ramon must not have started that class yet.

Pussy, Ramon spat.

Torturer, Arthur spat right back.

Apparently, Ramons patience was worn paper-thin. You know, Arthur, youre the worst drag Ive ever seen. You make Klinger look delicate.

Arthur narrowed his eyes, all the while rubbing his newly denuded left arm. And youre the nelliest, prissiest, swishiest twit Ive ever seen in my frigging life. You make Richard Simmons look butch!

Ramon didnt seem to appreciate that. He took a firm grasp on the strip of gauze covering Arthurs left tit. This should be cool enough now, he said, and grinning maliciously as Arthurs eyes popped open wide, he yanked the fabric away with a chuckle. He looked like a man who enjoyed his work.

Arthurs scream made Stanley hold his hands over his ears and bury his face in Rogers chest. Holy shit, what a racket!

My nipple! Arthur roared. You tore off my nipple!

Oh, shut up.

Ramon turned to the three standing in the bedroom door then. He gave a friendly finger waggle of greeting to ChiChi and smiled happily at Roger and Stanley.

Hi, boys. Ramon grinned with a vicious twinkle in his eye. Im having fun. How about you? Hope we didnt disturb you. Arthurs a little noisy. Ay, Dios. Its like waxing a llama. Ive already used a quart of wax and enough fabric to reupholster a yacht, and we havent even got to the mans back yet.

Arthur lifted his head and looked at them. Strapless gown. If I survive, it should be lovely.

Stanley tugged at the back of Rogers shirt. Well, well just leave you to it, then. And he and Roger backed out of the room just as Ramon tore away another strip of gauze, and Arthur let loose with a string of profanity that rattled the windows.

Oh, hush. Ramon simpered and did it again.

This time Arthur didnt scream so much as he wailed. In pain and terror. No! Wait! Wait! Im not ready!

So Ramon did it again, this time to the gut-wrenching sound of a grown man weeping like a toddler whos just had his teddy bear ripped out of his hands and stuffed down a garbage disposal in front of his very eyes.

Stanley dragged Roger out of ChiChis apartment as quickly as he could and hauled him down to his own front door. He pushed him inside, hoping to get away from the noise before he had a seizure. Arthurs agony was giving him the heebie-jeebies.

Roger must have agreed with him. Neither could get through the door fast enough.

As soon as they were securely locked inside, and the world was locked out, Roger pulled Stanley into his arms and squeezed him tight.

Stanley smiled, burying his face in Rogers broad chest.

Home at last.


Chapter 14
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THEY showered together and lovingly toweled each other dry, periodically cringing at the sounds of mayhem drifting through the kitchen wall.

Roger tugged on a pair of boxer shorts and parked himself on the sofa in front of a fan to cool off. Stanley, still naked, busied himself in the kitchen pouring sodas over ice.

He came to Roger and knelt at his feet, handing him a glass and dropping a pile of paper napkins on the coffee table. They sipped at their sodas, and as they tried to relax, each eyed the other sweetly. Stanley could see such love in Rogers eyes, he had to set his glass aside just so he could lay both hands on him. He rested his chin on Rogers bare knee and gazed up at Rogers handsome face as he stroked the hair on those gorgeous long legs. From his vantage point, he had a perfect view of the fabric of Rogers boxers being stretched out of whack by a rising hard-on.

Stanley smiled and rested his hand on the bulge. Take these off, he said, his voice already deepening with lust.

Roger lifted his hips and let Stanley do the honors. As Stanley slid the boxers down, Rogers cock sprang out like a striking rattlesnake, only a whole lot friendlier. Delighted by what hed found, Stanley tossed the boxers over his shoulder. They would find them three weeks later behind the TV.

Holy shit, that looks yummy. Stanley smiled, eyeing Rogers cock.

Roger grinned. Your glasses are steaming up.

Small wonder, Stanley said, as he plucked them off and stashed them out of the way.

Just then another scream erupted from next door, and Stanley grabbed a couple of napkins off the table and stuffed them in his ears. 

So with tufts of napkins protruding from his ears, Stanley, still on the floor between Rogers knees, scooted up to press his lips to Rogers balls. Roger groaned and opened his legs a little wider to make room for Stanleys face and the napkins poking off either side of it. Stanley pulled a tube of lube from where hed been hiding it and squirted some onto his hand. He gently slathered the lube on his anus and inserted a finger. Closing his eyes at the sensation, he leaned forward and took Rogers cock into his mouth.

Roger moaned as his hips arched again to meet the gentle teasing of Stanleys lips on his glans. That feels great, Roger muttered. But baby wants more, I think.

Stanley lifted his head and mumbled around Roger's cock. What? What did you say?

Roger laughed and plucked the napkins from Stanley's ears. I said baby wants more.

Still relishing the taste of that heavenly cock, Stanley simply nodded and went back to work, enjoying the sight of Rogers lips parting in concentration as he sat there enjoying the hell out of what Stanley was doing to him. Roger bit at his lower lip, watching every movement as his cock slid in and out of that hungry, hot mouth. He was watching Stanleys hand doing wonderful things to Stanleys ass as well, and enjoying the hell out of that, too.

Stanley freed his finger from his anus, plucked a handful of napkins from the table, and wiped the lube away. Only then did Stanley present the second secret item hed been hiding beside him as he perched on the floor between Rogers legs. A condom.

Roger was trembling now with the sweet urging pressure of Stanleys mouth around his cock. He reached out to stroke Stanleys cheek, but Stanley released Rogers cock then, sliding his mouth down the underside of Rogers shaft and pressing his lips once again to Rogers scrotum. As he lapped at Rogers fat ballsRoger was gasping and twitching because it felt so goddamn good, not to mention tickledStanley tore open the wrapper, extracted the condom, and centering it over the tip of Rogers pulsing cock, unrolled it down the long shaft, all nice and snug and tight.

When Roger lifted his hips again to chase the sensation of everything Stanley was doing to him, Stanley stood, naked and hard, and straddled Roger where he sat on the couch.

Rogers eyes lit up as he reached out to stroke Stanleys chest, Stanleys golden legs. He cupped Stanleys heavy balls and smiled. Little Mouse isnt shy anymore.

Stanleys voice was a rasp of desire. Not with you, he said, and positioning himself properly, he reached down to guide Rogers stiff cock to where he wanted it to go. As soon as Rogers cockhead was pressing at his hole, begging to be let in, Stanley closed his eyes and relaxed completely. Without hesitation, he lowered himself all the way down onto that iron cock until he was pierced to his very core.

Roger gripped Stanleys sides and leaned forward to press his face against Stanleys chest as his hips began to move and his cock began to slide in and out, slowly. In as far as it would go, and out until they almost parted. Then in again with excruciating slowness. And out until Stanley was trembling all over, begging to be pounded, begging for a harder fuck. But Roger held back, knowing it was driving them both crazy with need and figuring that was a good thing. Yes indeedy.

Stanley craned his neck and let his head fall back as Rogers fat cock sweetly tore into him, oh so slowly, time and time again. When Roger gripped Stanleys erection and stroked it at the same time as his cock was burying itself in that warm satin ass, Stanley cried out in rapture.

Rogers fingers were so eager and loving around his penis, Stanley felt a shudder run through him. A look of hunger was plastered across Rogers perfect face, and seeing it there, Stanley had to bend down and kiss those heavenly lips. When he did, Roger pulled him closer with his free arm, even while he continued to pump his cock into Stanleys ass and slide his fist around Stanleys throbbing dick.

It was like they were one happy humping entity. As Arthur screamed and wailed in 6D, Stanley moaned and writhed in 6C while Roger lurched and lunged beneath him.

Im getting close, Roger breathed in Stanleys ear, holding him tight with both arms, pressing his face to Stanleys neck as his cock plumbed the depths of Stanleys ass.

Me too, Stanley breathed back, and then buried Rogers smile in a kiss. And as they kissed, Rogers cock scraped across Stanleys prostate, and Stanley groaned and came. His sperm shot out through Rogers fist and splattered Rogers chest, neck, and face, all the way up to Rogers forehead. Roger laughed and licked the come from his mouth, still stroking Stanleys cock, milking the last drops of semen from it. The taste of Stanleys come made Roger close his eyes in ecstasy. Little Mouses come was sweet.

Roger longed to feel Stanleys dick in his mouth but was unable to reach it while his cock was still engulfed in Stanleys ass. Only a giraffe would have been able to do that. So Roger gasped and buried his face in Stanleys chest as his own come roiled in his balls, begging to be released. Driven by desire, Roger let himself go, and pumping Stanleys ass as hard as he could, he stuttered out a curse of joy as his come finally broke free, filling the condom, causing the muscles of Stanleys ass to grip his cock tightly, squeezing out every drop, stroking it like a fist. 

When he was spent at last, Roger pressed his lips to Stanleys throat as Stanley hugged him tight, still connected, still moving. Both cocks still dribbling come.

Stanley finally opened his eyes and saw Roger staring up at him with a satisfied smile.

Youre something else, baby, Roger breathed, stroking Stanleys back, holding him tight. You really, really are.

Still straddling Roger but unable to speak just yet, Stanley dropped his face into the short hair atop Rogers head and breathed in his scent. He figured that was answer enough.

They stayed that way for the longest time, Rogers cock still burrowed comfortably in Stanleys ass, Stanleys face luxuriating in the sensation of Rogers short, stiff hair bristling against his tender lips.

All the while, Arthur continued to scream and rail and carry on like a lunatic next door.

Stanley wondered if Ramon had a headache yet from listening to Arthurs bellowing. And if he didnt, Stanley wondered why the hell not.





AFTER a second shower to cool off and clean up, Stanley tossed their bath towels aside and tugged Roger onto the bed so the breeze from the fan could play deliciously across their naked skin. Stanley could never remember being happier or more content than he was at that very moment. He and Roger fell into each others arms and snuggled up close, letting the world outside the bedroom window slip on by without them for a while. They lay on their sides, facing each other. Roger stroked Stanleys lean flanks with his fingertips, brushing the crisp, blond hair on Stanleys thighs and massaging the clean line of his hip. Stanley slid his hand through the hair on Rogers chest, occasionally bending in to press his face to it, simply because he couldnt bear not to. It was still slightly damp from the shower and smelled of soap. He loved the way it felt against his face.

You arent afraid of me anymore, Roger said with a smile.

Stanley blushed but grinned over it. No. No, Im not.

So you trust me now.

Yes. I trust you. How can I not trust the person I love? Stanley gazed into the green depths of Rogers eyes. In the afternoon light bouncing off the bedroom walls, he could see streaks of gold radiating out from the pupils of Rogers eyes. Those little flashes of light were beautiful, like golden sunbursts. He found himself saying things that a month ago he would never have dreamed imaginable. You wield all the power now, Roger. You can crush me with a look, or lift me up with a kiss.

Wow, Little Mouse. Thats poetic. Did you make it up?

Stanleys blush intensified to a raging red. I dont know. Maybe I read it somewhere. The words just kind of fell out of my mouth. You bring out the cornball in me.

Roger ever so gently brushed a fingertip over Stanleys long eyelashes, just to see how it would feel. Stanley didnt even blink while he did it. Then Roger did the same to Stanleys other eye. Youre a romantic, Roger purred. You dont think you are, but you are. I like that.

Embarrassed, Stanley buried his face in Rogers chest. But he was smiling, too. I was never a romantic until I met you. I never had anything to be romantic about.

Rogers face softened. He hooked a finger under Stanleys chin and dragged him out of hiding. Studying Stanleys sweet face, he sensed the need in Stanleys eyes, sensed the longing. He could tell Stanley loved him just by glancing at his eyes. There were no lies in him. There never had been. How could Roger not love a man like that? So tell him, Roger thought. Tell him now. I dont care if you told him two minutes ago. Tell him again.

I love you too, Stanley. I think you know that now. Im in this for the long haul. I never want to lose you. Youre the best thing Ive ever known. And you fuck like a monkey.

Stanley barked out a laugh, only then discovering that, aside from fucking like a monkey, he could also bray like a jackass. In seconds the two of them were laughing like fools.

That laugh! God, what a sound! Roger howled, laughing so hard tears were squirting from his eyes. Next to your laugh, Arthurs bellowing sounds like an aria!

Oh, yeah?

Still laughing, Stanley climbed on top of Roger and pinned him down on the bed. He pressed his chest against Rogers and pushed his mouth over Rogers lips to choke off Rogers cackling. Rogers laughter slowly died of oxygen deprivation.

Rogers arms snaked around and held Stanley where he was, right where Roger wanted him to be. Roger liked feeling Stanley there on top of him. Liked the weight of him pressing against his chest, squeezing the air out of him. He liked the feel of Stanleys cock, half-hard, stabbing at his stomach, Stanleys lean, strong legs corralling his own. Even their toes were playing cuddlies down at the foot of the bed.

As their laughter petered out, desire began to blossom yet again. Then Stanley bolted upright, still straddling Rogers hips as he had while they were making love. His face was suddenly sober, and Roger stared up at him, wondering what Stanley was about to say.

When Stanley spoke the words, Roger wasnt surprised, for the same thoughts had been on his own mind lately.

Whats going to happen when I finish school? Stanley asked. I have no idea where my career will take me. I cant exactly pick and choose what jobs Ill get or where they are. Im at the mercy of fate. What if I have to go somewhere where you cant be? How can I leave you? What the hell will I do, Roger? How will I ever survive? By the time he finished blurting out his fears, Stanleys eyes were wild, his voice tense and sharp as razor wire.

Roger laid his fingertips along Stanleys cheek, calming him. Wherever you go, itll be inside the U.S., right?

Stanley nodded. Sure. There may be digs in other places from time to time, but Ill always live here.

Roger smiled. If youre in the U.S., then wherever you are, theyll probably need nurses. Hell, I can work anywhere. In any city in the country. And I dont care where I hang my scrubs as long as youre there with me. Well work it out. Were a team, Stanley. We love each other. I wont let anything separate us. Okay?

Stanley nodded. Mute. Eyes bright. Then he found his voice. Besides, he said, more easily now that Roger had calmed his fears, its almost two years away. Its too soon to worry about it now. Right? Isnt that right?

Right as rain. With a grin, Roger lifted a hip and flipped Stanley off; then he immediately rolled over and pinned Stanley down the exact same way Stanley had been pinning him. He let his face hover over Stanleys, inches apart. Stanley lifted his head with a grunt and gave him a peck on the mouth. Roger pecked right back. Stanleys breath was sweet. Just like his come. And Roger smiled, remembering the taste of it, hot on his lips.

A thought clawed its way to the forefront of Stanleys mind. A thought concerning the ball.

Arthur keeps talking about raising money for Sylvias operation, but Ive never heard how he intends to do that.

Roger groaned and dropped his head to Stanleys chest. Want me to tell you?

Stanley tried to peek at Rogers face. Yeah. Why? What is it?

Roger sat up. His legs pressed at Stanleys hips. Stanley stroked one muscular thigh with the palm of his hand, and with his other hand, he plucked gently at the hair surrounding Rogers navel and flat stomach. God, the man was gorgeous. Stanley literally could not keep his hands off him.

Now dont freak out, Roger said. But Arthur was going to auction me off.

You?

Yeah. Sort of like a slave for the night. Or thats what he wanted. I told him if he wanted to auction me off for a simple dinner date with the winner, then that was okay. But there wouldnt be any sex involved. Im not ChiChi. I dont do it for money. I wont even do it for Sylvia. Especially now that I have you. I didnt think youd be too thrilled about me going on a date with someone else just when we were getting things worked out between us. Not even for a simple dinner. So I told Arthur to get someone else. I told him a week ago. Im now officially off the market.

You most certainly are, Stanley grumped, as if the very idea Roger would go out to dine with anyone else was preposterous. The idea he might actually sleep with someone else, even for charity, was so preposterous Stanley refused to let it bother him. Roger wouldnt do that if Stanley wasnt in the picture. Roger was too honorable to do such a thing, and Stanley knew it. So whatd Arthur say when you told him?

Roger chuckled. Arthur acted all hurt for a while; then he said he might have a better idea anyway. Hes going to give all the tenants chances to sell their own lottery tickets to help Sylvia raise money for her surgery. And the person who sells the most tickets will get a years free rent.

Stanley looked doubtful. Can he do that? Hes just the building manager. Its not like he owns the Belladonna Arms.

Roger gave him an incredulous look. Well, actually….

Stanley blinked. You mean Arthur does own the building. Gee, I thought he just worked here.

Nope, Roger said. Its all his.

Stanley thought that over. But wouldnt he make more money for Sylvia by simply giving her the equivalent of someones free rent for a year? Or better yet, give Sylvia free rent for a year. Let her pay her doctors instead of Arthur. Arthurs nuts.

Roger nodded. Like a fox. He would give the prize money to Sylvia anyway, but now he also will have all the money from the tenants selling lottery tickets to add to it. Its actually a pretty smart idea. Someone will end up with a years worth of free rent, and Sylvia will be a pretty good jump closer to having the money she needs to pay for her surgery. Contrary to all appearances, Arthurs no fool, Roger stated, like a man who knows what hes talking about. And he really is crazy about Sylvia. He couldnt just give her the money outright because he knew she wouldnt take it. This way she will. Shes fortunate to have a friend like Arthur. Hes trying to do the right thing by her. He loves her. He really does. And we all know how miserable an unrequited love affair can be. Roger waggled his eyebrows, reminding Stanley what a putz he had been sneaking up and down the stairs and practically making Roger beg for his attention.

Sorry, Stanley said.

And Roger echoed his words. Sorry, indeed. Little Mouse the heartbreaker.

Well, no more, Stanley said.

Roger nodded, his eyes warming with love all over again. No. No more.

Stanley suddenly cocked his head to the side and listened. And speaking of Arthurhes not screaming anymore. Just listen to that blessed silence. Ramon must have peeled him raw. Or yanked his tongue out.

Roger tsked. Poor bastard.

Which one?

Both of them.

Roger leaned in for another kiss, and he seemed to mean business this time. Not only was his tongue being extra titillating in Stanleys lucky little mouth, but Roger was also diddling around with Stanleys cock while he did it, and Stanleys cock was responding with unbridled enthusiasm.

Just as Stanley was really getting into it, they heard a knock at the door.

Naturally.





STANLEY and Roger were still tugging their clothes on when Stanley yanked open the door.

It was Arthur. Or what was left of him. He wore a white terry bathrobe, which he hadnt bothered to pull tight around him. Or perhaps he couldnt bear to pull it tight around him.

Arthurs crotch area was still covered by the ridiculous thong he had worn earlier, and thank God it was. But the rest of Arthur, at least from his neck to his feet, was as pink and raw as a slab of uncooked halibut. Stanley was reminded of those old pictures you used to see of buffalo carcasses left to rot on the Great Plains after buffalo hunters blew their brains out and peeled them naked for their skins. Stanley could almost hear Arthurs nerve endings, newly exposed and pulsating, wailing in protest at their sudden exposure to the fucking elements.

Arthur stood with his legs apart, arms akimbo, mouth agape, like a man who has fallen asleep in the sun and damn near roasted himself alive. There wasnt one single hair on his body. Legs, arms, chest. He looked like one of those blow-up sex dolls someone had packed with too much air.

Even without his pelt of body hair, Arthur wasnt exactly svelte.

Despite his misery, Arthur appeared to be all business.

Howd the decorating go?

Roger shuffled his feet around. He looked embarrassed. Stanley wondered if he was having second thoughts about the flying Jabbering Jesuses. Well, we did the best we could with the stuff you gave us. He reached out and plucked a straggling strip of fabric that still dangled from Arthurs elbow.

Arthur smiled a thank you as a tear leaked from his eye. Ouch, he said. Im a little tender.

You look parboiled, Stanley said, and Arthur swung his entire body toward him, like a scarecrow twisting in the wind on its stake.

Thank you, Arthur said. I really needed to hear that.

He pivoted back to Roger. This time he looked more like a revolving turnstile. Only chunkier. Can I come inside?

Always polite, Stanley and Roger stepped aside and motioned the man in. As Roger closed the door behind them, he was surprised to hear Stanley say, Slip that robe off, Arthur. I think I can make you feel a little better.

Arthur did as he was told while Stanley hustled off to the bathroom, returning a moment later with a bottle of aloe vera lotion. This should help, he said, and began carefully applying it to Arthurs skin.

Arthur closed his eyes and smiled as Stanley smoothed the cooling lotion over Arthurs peeled forearm. Oh, thats nice, Arthur sighed.

Roger plucked the bottle from Stanleys hand, squirted a big glob in his palm, and went to work on Arthurs back while Stanley ministered to his torso, easing the lotion over the parched acreage of Arthurs poor peeled belly. It felt so wonderful, Arthur didnt even make any sexual innuendos when Stanley dropped to his knees and began smoothing it over the front of Arthurs plucked thighs while Roger did the same on the other side.

Looking up, Stanley saw Arthur had more tears running down his pudgy cheeks. Startled, he stopped what he was doing.

Im sorry. Am I hurting you?

Arthur looked down at him and sniffed. No. Youre sweet. Both of you. Thats actually why Im here.

Roger leaned around and looked up at Arthurs face. Youre here because were sweet?

Arthur reached for his robe and pulled it on. Yes. He reached out and patted each of their cheeks. Thank you, boys. Youre good friends.

Stanley felt a little guilty. He didnt think of himself as Arthurs friend at all. He wasnt sure how Roger felt about it.

Arthur plucked a large envelope out of the bathrobe pocket. Manila. Fat.

This is my will, Arthur said. I need you boys signatures as witnesses. You mind?

No, Roger said. Of course not. But why now. Whats the rush?

No rush, Arthur said, but I just got it back from the lawyer yesterday. Unsigned, its worthless, so he tells me. He told me not to wait to get it witnessed. So here I am, not waiting. No one else I know is stable enough to witness a parking ticket, let alone a will. Thats why Id like you boys to do the honors.

Stanley grinned. So do Roger and I get the whole shebang?

Arthur gave him a weak smile. Funny.

He pulled a pen from his other pocket. Page six, he said. Sign on the dotted line.

They moved everything to the kitchen table since Stanleys desk was covered with his computer and a ton of schoolbooks.

While Arthur leafed through the pages, still looking a little shell-shocked after all his body hair had been ripped out by the roots, Roger eyed him suspiciously.

You old softy. You did it, didnt you, Roger said.

Arthur stopped what he was doing and batted innocent eyes. Stanley thought his face looked peeled as well, since for once in his life the man wasnt wearing any makeup.

I dont know what youre talking about, Arthur deadpanned.

Neither do I, Stanley said, looking confused.

Roger slipped an arm around Stanleys waist and whispered in his ear. Ill explain it to you later.

Arthur wagged a finger in Rogers face. He would have appeared mortally outraged if there hadnt been the faintest hint of a smile tickling his chubby lips. Youll do no such thing, young man. Its a secret. I never should have told you either.

Stanley still didnt know what the two were talking about, but he figured hed worm it out of Roger later. Hopefully while Roger was fucking his brains out. Hard to keep a secret at times like that.

As it turned out, though, by the time the will was signed and Arthur had gone and Roger truly was fucking Stanleys brains out, the entire matter skipped Stanleys mind completely.


Chapter 15
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THE caterers came at noon the next day. Arthur had spared no expense. Dolly upon dolly rolled through the front doors, each and every one stacked with goodies. Meats, veggies, snack trays. A dozen delicious aromas wafted up the staircase in the heat and meandered happily down the halls, seeking out every crevice, every nose. The Belladonna Arms hadnt smelled this good in years.

Shortly after the food caterers came, the liquor caterers showed up. A bar was erected along one basement wall behind a long table stocked with bottles and glasses and silver kegs of draft beer. Two brawny, tanned bartenders wearing nothing but shirt cuffs, bow ties, and G-strings stood ready to dispense booze and jiggle their body parts until the party was deemed officially over. And since Arthur held the purse strings, the party would not be officially over until Arthur said it was over. While waiting for the first guests to arrive, the bartenders passed the time jiggling body parts for each other and anyone who happened to peek in the door.

There was a sense of excitement in the air that permeated the Belladonna Arms, from the basement to the tip of the nose on the gargoyle that squatted on the southeast corner of the roof.

As party time approached, the food smells mixed with the reek of sweet cologne and body spray. Each tenant was apparently determined to smell better than every other tenant, which was rather surprising, since some of the tenants were not exactly known for their impeccable hygiene.

Stanley and Roger, after breakfasting on scrambled eggs and each other, dressed for the party in casual, but nice, outfits. Dress slacks, dress shirts, and even ties, which neither of them had worn for a while. In fact, Stanley had to borrow a tie from Roger, since he hadnt owned one since the eighth grade. Then they both had to toddle down to Sylvias apartment on four for a crash course in how to knot the damn things.

They found Sylvia a nervous wreck, knowing she was the guest of honor to her very own surprise party. They also thought she seemed a bit subdued. Had something happened between her and Pete? Stanley hoped not. Pete would be crushed. But Sylvia perked up right away when she saw Roger and Stanley looking so happy together. She giggled and joked and flirted all the while she tied their neckties around their throats in perfect Windsor knots, then planted a virginal kiss on each of their strong, masculine chins before shooing them out the door so she could dress.

The band arrived at one oclock. They were the motliest collection of humans Stanley had ever seen in his life, but their credentials were sound. They prided themselves on playing music for any occasion, from a bark mitzvah for the family dog, to a golden wedding anniversary for the old folks. An apartment building full of drunken homosexuals shouldnt pose a problem at all.

At two oclock, Stanley and Roger stood at Stanleys living room window, arms about each others waists. They were watching the hawks in the eucalyptus tree. There seemed to be considerable excitement going on out there among the branches. The female sat in the nest, fluffing her feathers and preening, while the male hopped about from limb to limb, squawking and keening and making a general nuisance of himself. The female appeared to be haughtily ignoring him, as females of every species so often do when their mates are acting like dickheads.

When the female hawk spread her broad wings in disgust and soared off toward the city skyline in a flurry of feathers and dust, the male took off right behind her. And only then did Stanley and Roger see the reason for all the excitement.

There were three speckled eggs in the nest.

Stanleys hawks were having babies.

The miracle of those three plump eggs wasnt lost on Roger, nor was the beauty of Stanleys reaction to seeing them there. He was thrilled. And when Stanley was thrilled, Roger was thrilled.

He pressed his lips to Stanleys ear and pulled him close. I love you, he whispered.

Stanley turned his smile away from the window and buried it in Rogers shirtfront. I love you too, he whispered back, speaking directly to Rogers heart. I never thought I could feel this way about anyone. Youve made me a complete person. Youve made me whole.

Roger pushed Stanleys reddish-blond hair off his forehead and away from his face so he could gaze into those pale-blue eyes he loved so much. As always, the kindness he found in those bottomless eyes set Rogers heart to hammering. He was so proud to call Stanley his own, he could barely refrain from screaming it out the window at the poor defenseless eggs.

We complete each other, Roger said. We make each other whole. Youre the most beautiful man Ive ever known.

And to show how Stanley had changed during these past weeks of loving Roger Jane, and being loved by him, he simply blushed at the words and didnt argue. For Stanley believed it now. He believed that in Rogers eyes, little Stanley Sternbaum really was beautiful. He believed when Roger looked at him, he saw someone special. And when Roger said he loved him, there was not a shred of doubt in Stanleys mind that the man spoke the absolute truth. Roger did love him. Stanley believed it completely. And it humbled him.

He still might be stunned by his good fortune at times, but as for the truth of the matter? Yes. Stanley trusted it implicitly. Roger loved him. Roger loved him more than anything.

Stanley might still catch his inferiority complex flaring up out in the real world, but here with Roger, with the two of them alone, it was a forgotten fault. It no longer applied. How could anyone in their right mind feel inferior with someone like Roger Jane hanging on their arm, professing their undying devotion? It was an impossibility. An absolute impossibility.

You ready to party? Stanley asked, straightening Rogers tie where his face had messed it up.

No. I hate parties.

Stanley laughed. Well, we cant get out of this one. Lets go.

Roger dragged his fingertip over Stanleys lips. Kiss me first with that sexy mouth.

Gladly.

As their lips came together, Stanley thought, Its funny. But every time we kiss its like the very first time. It still takes my breath away. Is that what love means? Is it really that simple?

Smiling and licking Stanleys taste from his lips, Roger tucked his hand in Stanleys back pocket. He gave Stanleys ass a gentle squeeze, and leaning in again to whisper in Stanleys ear, he breathed, Later this ass is mine.

Stanley gave a tiny shudder of desire, remembering and reliving every moment of having Roger inside him. Deep inside him.

Yes, please, Stanley whispered back, blushing with hunger for the man. Oh, yes.





THE band cranked up just as Stanley and Roger approached the bottom landing. The music was so loud, it actually stopped them in their tracks. Drums, electric guitar, keyboard, bass, vocals. And about two zillion gigawatts of amp power. Stanley could feel the vibration of it in the handrail he was clutching. But at least the music was on key, the voices nice. And oddly, the selection was one of Stanleys favorites. An old Creedence Clearwater tune. He didnt know anybody still remembered those.

The door to the party room was propped open and the place was already packed. It sounded like someone had stuffed it with about a million geeselaughing, chattering, honking back and forth. The partygoers were so loud, they almost succeeded in drowning out the band. Looking through the doorway, Stanley had no idea who all the people were, but the vast majority of them certainly werent tenants. Arthur must have posted the party on every social media site he could find.

Once Arthur got the liquor bill he would probably regret that decision, because the near-naked bartenders were working their near-naked asses off: doling out cocktails, pouring wine, drawing beers. Somehow they also managed to look sexy and flirty and make passes at every single customer who crossed their paths, and still find time to ogle and smooch each other every chance they got. Stanley was impressed. Those guys had a hell of a work ethic.

Stanley had to chuckle when Roger ordered a couple of draft beers and both bartenders jaws dropped. They looked Roger up and down with considerable appreciation, obviously finding him the best-looking man at the party. And its true, Stanley thought. He is. And hes also mine, so put your eyes back in your heads, you miserable pricks. Then he giggled at himself.

Ignoring the stares from the bartenders, who had practically fallen all over each other to be the one to serve him, Roger handed Stanley a beer, and leaned in to give him a kiss as well, just because he felt like it. They found a corner with three square feet of empty floor space and studied the crowd as they sipped their drafts.

Looks like the Addams family reunion, Roger said. Wheres Cousin It?

Stanley laughed. Be nice.

The decorations are atrocious, Roger said, rolling his eyes. What the hell were we thinking?

Doesnt matter. In an hour these people will be too drunk to see anything anyway. Looking over the milling heads, he added, Although I have to admit the floating Jabbering Jesuses are a bit much. Well probably go to hell for that.

Small price to pay for the privilege of showing off my man to a mob of fucking strangers.

Again Roger tucked his hand in Stanleys back pocket, and Stanleys heart swelled with pride. Roger sure knew how to make a person feel loved. He was a master at it.

I have a confession to make, Roger said, leaning in to be heard above the band. Everybodys been serenading you for me, Stanley. Ever since you moved into the Belladonna Arms, Ive been coercing my friends into helping me win your heart. All those casual comments you heard from people about how wonderful I am and all? I wrote those.

A grin crept across Stanleys face. Youre kidding.

Roger shrugged. Afraid not. I didnt know what else to do. You were being a dick.

At that, Stanley brayed like a jackass again. I really was a dick, wasnt I?

Yes. Roger said. You were. He wiped a mustache of beer foam from Stanleys upper lip with his thumb. I even talked poor old Charlie into swiping your bag of books off my doorknob. I saw you hang them there. I was watching. I knew thats what youd do as soon as you realized youd actually invited me into your apartment, and by God, you did. Of course, Charlie might have swiped it anyway. He really wasnt taking his medicine. That part of the charade where I crammed the pill down his throat sort of surprised him, but it was all for the best. And he did get his job back.

So you really were a hero after all.

Roger pressed the cool beer glass to his forehead. It was a thousand degrees inside the crowded basement, and there didnt seem to be enough free oxygen to keep a parakeet alive. I suppose I was. And I assume that just made me look better in your eyes. A serendipitous development to the proceedings, I thought.

Duplicitous bastard. Stanley grinned.

You bet.

Stanley thought of that day. He remembered scurrying away from Charlies apartment like a scared rabbit and looking back to see the two men smiling at him as he retreated down the hall.

What did you say to him? Stanley asked. When I was leaving. What did you say to make Charlie smile?

I told him you were the man I wanted, and I wasnt going to be happy until I won you. Charlie seemed to think that was pretty romantic.

Rogers eyes softened as he ran a fingertip along Stanleys jawline. Stanley thought that was pretty romantic.

Roger grinned at Stanleys reaction to his touch. I wanted to really serenade you, but I just cant sing. Plus your apartment is six floors up. Id need a bullhorn. I had to get everybody to help me.

But wed only just met.

Roger shrugged. Didnt matter. I already knew. Love only has to hit you in the head once. It doesnt have to keep clubbing you until youre unconscious. I knew what I wanted the first time I saw you. People who say love at first sight is an impossibility dont know their ass from a basketball. It exists all right. And as soon as I realized I wanted you, I went after you. By hook or by crook. And look what Ive got now. Ive got me a Stanley Sternbaum of my very own. My friends helped me do that.

Youre nuts.

Thank you.

And Sylvias cookies? Stanley asked. Were they part of your plan?

Yep. Although she did fall in love with you after she met you, just like I did. Everyone does, you know.

Right. Thats always been a problem of mine. Stanley snuggled closer to Roger, resting his head on his shoulder. As close as they were, Rogers arm snaked out to pull him even closer.

Look, Stanley said. Theres Charlie and his new friend.

Charlie the sneak thief was doing a slow dance with the little pudgy guy. The little pudgy guy was in his customary costume of jeans, cowboy boots, and ten-gallon hat. All he needed was a six-gun and chaps and maybe a cow to round out the ensemble. They looked pretty chummy. Roger had to smile watching them. Neither of them could dance for shit, but it didnt seem to bother them much.

Im glad Charlie found someone, Roger said. Maybe hell bathe more often.

Stanley howled with laughter.

While they watched, they saw Charlies cowboy friend sneak a hand into Charlies back pocket as they danced. Stanley thought that was sweet until he also saw the hand pluck out Charlies wallet a second later.

What the fu Roger said.

Then Tex Ritter grinned and shoved the wallet in Charlies face while they still danced. Charlie laughed, snatched it away, and pulled his new lover even closer as he stuffed his wallet back in his pocket where it belonged.

A few moments later, they saw Charlies hand sneaking toward the cowboys back pocket. It looked like he was eyeing the Jabbering Jesuses floating overhead and innocently whistling a tune while he did it, but he was definitely going for the guys billfold. Any fool could see it.

Stanley and Roger just shook their heads in wonder. Kleptos in love. What a concept.

Four arms came up from behind and scooped the two of them into a bone-crushing embrace. Beer slopped everywhere.

Turning, Stanley and Roger came face to face with Ramon and ChiChi. They were snorting with laughter like a couple of toddlers and sipping from two bottles of champagne. They werent even bothering with stemware.

How are the lovebirds? ChiChi hailed. Looks like Mr. Beautiful finally met his match. He gave Stanley a congratulatory punch on the arm. Way to go, Stanley. You nailed the bastard.

I sort of had to, Stanley said around a phony yawn, acting all blasé about it. He simply wouldnt leave me alone.

Roger laughed and dragged Stanley into a bear hug. Youll pay for that later.

Oh, goody, Stanley said, and meant it.

Ramon draped an arm around ChiChis neck and watched Stanley and Roger schmooze and cuddle. He had a smile splitting his face wide open. Suddenly, he spread his arms and screamed to the heavens, Aint love grand! He bellowed it at the top of his lungs, holding his champagne bottle high.

ChiChi looked apologetic. Sorry, guys. Ramons a little drunk.

Who cares? Stanley cried. Ramons exactly right. Love is grand! Every fucking minute of it!

I never knew what happiness was until I met Ramon, ChiChi confided. Isnt that something?

Stanley was amazed to hear ChiChi speak like that. He might expect it from Ramonbut ChiChi? You really do love him, dont you, Cheech?

And ChiChi dragged Ramon into his arms. Ramon, Stanley noticed, didnt put up much of a fight when he did. I love him more than Hamburger Helper. And I adore Hamburger Helper.

Isnt he romantic? Ramon blushed.

ChiChi buried his face in Ramons neck. Dance with me, sweetcakes.

And a moment later they were stumbling around the dance floor, humping more than dancing, and looking as happy as any couple could ever possibly look.

Stanley just shook his head, watching them. I never thought theyd make it. I wouldnt have trusted ChiChi any farther than I could throw him, but Ramon did. Ramon never doubted him for a second.

Ramon loved him. What choice did he have? And look at them now. They were meant for each other. Roger again pulled Stanley close. He brushed his lips over Stanleys neck, inhaling the scent of him, wanting him so bad even now his teeth ached with need. Ramon and ChiChi are just like us. They belong together.

Redheaded Charlie appeared out of nowhere and thrust two beers at them. Here, he said. Youre both looking like you need a drink.

They accepted the beers, finding a bare spot on one of the tables to dump their empty glasses.

Roger stared at Charlies face, all flushed and smiling and happy. Still taking your pills?

Charlie nodded. Both of us are. Hes moving in with me, you know. Well be an old married couple soon, just like you two.

It was the first time Stanley had heard anyone refer to him and Roger that way. He liked the sound of it. And he realized immediately Charlie was absolutely right. Thats exactly what they were. An old married couple.

We should do the same thing, Stanley blurted out.

Roger tipped his head to the side. An innocent little grin twisted the corners of his mouth.

And what might that be?

You know.

Maybe I do, Roger teased. But Im not going to be the one to say it. I want you to say it.

Then I will. Stanley laughed. I think we should move in together. Now. Today.

Then thats what well do, Roger said. Ive been waiting for you to ask.

Stanleys face lit up. You have?

Heck yes.

Stanley grabbed Rogers arm. Come on. Lets go move. Which apartment do we take? Yours or mine? How about yours? Youve got better furniture.

Roger laughed. Well, thats not very romantic. Besides, maybe we should wait until the partys over. Arthur went to all this trouble. We cant just walk out now.

Stanleys face fell. Then he realized Roger was right. Okay. Well wait. A little.

Roger laughed again and tousled Stanleys hair. Stanley did the same to him, or tried to, Rogers hair was so damned short. Then they kissed.

You guys should really try to get along, Charlie groaned, sarcastic as hell. Its depressing to be around you.

With that, he toddled off in search of his cowboy.

Stanley watched him go. Then he remembered something.

What was all that about Arthurs will? You said youd explain it to me later. Tell me now.

They were again in each others arms, sipping their beers, moving a little to the music but not really dancing. Just sort of vamping in place. Hugging. Grinding their hard-ons together. Yep, even surrounded by a mob of strangers, their dicks did whatever the hell they wanted to do. There was no stopping them.

Roger took a sip of beer while he figured out what he wanted to say. Then he began. Arthurs been madly in love with Sylvia for ages. Hes left her the building if anything happens to him.

Stanley was stunned. You mean the Arms? The Belladonna Arms?

Yeah. Its in his will. She gets every brick, board, and cockroach.

Then whats all the fuss about raising money for her surgery?

Arthur isnt dead yet, you know. Which reminds me, where the hell is he? He should be here by now.

Stanley thought about what Roger had said. Thats an incredibly generous thing for Arthur to do. Sylvia will be set for life. This property must be worth a fortune.

Roger pointed across the room. Uh-oh. Maybe shes set for life already.

Huh?

Stanley turned to look where Roger was pointing.

Oh, hey! Its Sylvia and Pete. Stanley beamed. Lets go say hi.

Roger held his arm. Wait. They dont look like they need to be interrupted just yet.

And Stanley realized Roger was right. Something momentous was going on in that far-off corner of the room. Stanley could sense it.

Pete was in one of the two suits he always wore to work, and Sylvia was dressed in a pretty black cocktail dress with high heels. The dress showed off her bare shoulders. Stanley realized hed been wrong about her all along. She wasnt pretty. She was beautiful.

Sylvia was backed into a corner, held in place by Petes long arms braced against the wall on either side of her. Petes back was so tense, there wasnt a bend in it. He was leaning forward, ducking his head to look directly into Sylvias eyes since she was so short, trying to catch her gaze, trying to make her listen. Whatever he was saying, he was saying it from the heart. You could tell it by his stance, by the line of his shoulders, by his clenched fists pressed to the wall.

Sylvia stood before him, avoiding his stare, looking down at her hands. Stanley wasnt sure, but he thought she might be crying.

Then Pete pulled something from his coat pocket. A box. A tiny box.

Sylvia stared at it, eyes wide. Her hands came up to frame her face.

Stanley felt his heart give a lurch when Pete dropped to his knees in front of her and pulled a small shiny object from the box. He held it out to her. A ring. He was holding a ring.

Roger was so rapt at what he was watching, he had a death grip on Stanleys arm. Stanley finally had to shake him off. Christ, Roger, youre breaking my arm.

Sorry, Roger murmured, not really listening. He was too engrossed in what was happening across the room.

They both watched as Sylvia tentatively stretched out her hand and splayed her fingers wide. Pete caressed her arm, took her hand in his, and slipped the ring gently over her finger. Then, still on his knees, he looked up at her and smiled. Stanley could see the tears on Petes face from where he stood. Sylvias too. They were both crying.

Sylvia reached out and laid her hand on Petes cheek. He turned and pressed a kiss to the palm of her hand.

And then, still on his knees, Pete clutched Sylvia around the waist and pulled her into him, pressing his face to her stomach, stroking her back, holding her as tight as he could.

Sylvia leaned down and kissed the top of Petes head. Stanley and Roger stood there holding hands, and holding their breath too, as Sylvia slowly nodded, almost imperceptibly at first, then with more enthusiasm. And finally she began to laugh.

Pete shot to his feet and scooped her into his arms, swinging her around.

Stanley looked over at Roger and saw tears swimming in his eyes.

Jesus, Stanley said. That was beautiful.

Roger could only nod as he wiped the tears from his face. Look at me. Im a blubbering mess.

Stanley blew his nose on a cocktail napkin. Me too.

Will you marry me? Roger asked.

Stanley sniffed. No. I want to marry Pete.

Oh, shut up.

Two fat hands with long orange nails came down on their shoulders, damn near buckling their knees. They turned to find Arthur there, standing behind them. He had obviously been watching Pete and Sylvia too. His eyes sparkled with tears. He was wearing the orange taffeta number Stanley had seen him in the first time they met, but now that Arthurs chest and shoulders were foliage free as they rose up out of the low-cut taffeta bust line, the package was considerably less disconcerting than it was the first time Stanley saw it.

Arthur actually looked pretty goodfor a big girl. A really big girl. He had a mass of red curls piled high on his head, sprinkled here and there with tiny clusters of babys breath, and his makeup had been beautifully applied, obviously by someone who knew what the hell they were doing for a change. He wore size thirteen or fourteen satin pumps on his feet (Arthur was smart enough not to attempt high heels when he thought he might be dancing), and his eyelashes were so long Stanley kept expecting the downdraft to sweep them all away like dust balls.

You look great! Roger wailed. You really do!

Arthur may have blushed, but it was hard to tell under all that makeup. He gave Roger a pat on the cheek by way of thanks, and they all three turned their eyes back to Pete and Sylvia. They were dancing now. And Pete looked like a pretty damned good dancer too. Who would have ever suspected he had it in him to do everything hed just done, and then dance like Fred Astaire on top of it?

Sylvia swayed in his arms with a proud, gentle smile beaming across her face as the music swelled around them.

Petes hand rested protectively at the back of Sylvias neck as he swept her around the room. His eyes were closed and his cheeks still glittered with happy tears.

It was the first time Stanley had ever seen the man look completely content.

The best man won, Arthur sighed. Im happy for her. Pete will treat her right.

He loves her very much, Roger said, once again taking Stanleys hand and dragging him closer. And I think maybe she loves him too. Im sorry, Arthur. You two were never meant to be.

Arthur nodded. I know.

He dabbed at a tear with the corner of a tissue. He did it very, very carefully, trying not to ruin his makeup. As Arthur spoke, he watched Pete and Sylvia dance. Pete told her he wanted her either way she would come to him. As a man or as a woman. But he knows what it is she wants, what she needs. Hell help her get it too. Just to make her happy. And shell make him a good wife. Sylvia understands loyalty. Just like you boys do.

Arthur turned his eyes to them. Looks like maybe youve made a few commitments yourselves. Or am I wrong?

Stanley hugged Rogers arm. Nope. Youre absolutely right.

Roger kissed Stanleys forehead. Happily ever after. Thats us.

Arthur patted each of their cheeks in turn. Im glad. You deserve to be happy.

He straightened his gown, patted his hair, adjusted his overflowing bodice and aimed his chin, which was smooth and hairless for once, at the two near-naked bartenders.

And now its my turn. Wish me luck. After considering for a moment, he said, I think Ill shoot for the one on the right. Maybe hed like to be the grand prize at tonights lottery.

What about free rent for a year? Roger asked.

Arthur shrugged. Dont figure I can afford it now. I expect you two will be moving in together just like Ramon and ChiChi and now Pete and Sylvia. Hell, Ive lost three rentals in the last twenty minutes, what with everybody consolidating and all. This love crap is bankrupting me.

Stanley and Roger looked a little shamefaced, but they werent about to change their minds, and Arthur didnt seem to expect them to.

Well, boys, here I go. He gave Stanleys nose a playful tweak. Save a dance for me, stud muffin.

And adjusting his beanbag tits one more time, Arthur sauntered off with a Mae West wave, taffeta swishing, big ass swinging. He headed straight for the near-naked bartender on the right.

Poor bastard, Roger said.

Which one? Stanley asked. Arthur or the bartender?

Roger downed the rest of his beer, and grinned, Both of them.

They watched as Arthur and his orange gown disappeared in the crowd like the setting sun ducking behind a bunch of trees.

So whos the most beautiful man in the world, then? Roger asked, casually peering up at the Jabbering Jesuses circling overhead.

I am, Stanley said, blushing red.

And whos the second most beautiful man in the world?

The bartender on the left?

Wrong answer, dipshit.

And laughing, Roger dragged Stanley onto the dance floor.
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