
        
            
                
            
        

    
Acting Up

 

By John Inman

 

It’s not easy breaking into show biz. Especially when you aren’t exactly loaded with talent. But Malcolm Fox won’t let a little thing like that hold him back.

Actually, it isn’t the show-business part of his life that bothers him as much as the romantic part—or the lack thereof. At twenty-six, Malcolm has never been in love. He lives in San Diego with his roommate, Beth, another struggling actor, and each of them is just as unsuccessful as the other. While Malcolm toddles off to this audition and that, he ponders the lack of excitement in his life. The lack of purpose. The lack of a man.

Then Beth’s brother moves in.

Freshly imported from Missouri, of all places, Cory Williams is a towering hunk of muscles and innocence, and Malcolm is gobsmacked by the sexiness of his new roomie from the start. When infatuation enters the picture, Malcolm knows he’s really in trouble. After all, Cory is straight!

At least that’s the general consensus.
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Chapter One

 

 

EVER FEEL like the one lonely tadpole in a river full of piranhas?

Yeah, me too.

I snatched up my crappy pay-by-the-minute cell phone from Walmart and answered it on the second ring.

The woman’s voice on the other end of the line sounded like she had a bag of cotton balls stuffed up her nostrils. Snooty, you know?

While we’re on the subject of noses, mine was currently rooting around a trick’s ass. I had been down there sniffing and snorting and snuffling so long, I had forgotten what the other end of the trick looked like.

Oh wait. Now I remembered. It was the birdman. From work. See, while waiting for my big break as an actor to come along, I worked part-time at the San Diego Zoo. Last week I sold churros. This week I was helping out in the aviary, scrubbing up bird droppings. The man whose ass was in my face was the bird curator. My boss. The avian head honcho. Big Bird, as the employees called him behind his back.

In case you’re wondering, my name is Malcolm Fox. The fact that I’m career oriented you probably figured out already, considering how attentive I was being to the boss’s butt. I’m also a bit of a brown-nosing slut. You probably figured that out already too.

Anyway, back to the phone call.

“Mr. Fox, this is Stella at the North Coast Rep. We need to change the date and time of your audition.”

“Oh. Certainly. When would you like me to come in?”

“Today. Thirty-five minutes from now to be exact.”

I spat out a hair. It was curly and red. The bird man was a ginger. “That doesn’t give me much notice.”

“You’re a struggling actor. You’re supposed to struggle. This is me helping you fulfill your purpose.” And with that she hung up. What a charmer.

I peeked around the satiny hip of the man sprawled out naked beneath me with his legs splayed wide, and stared up at his astounded face. He didn’t look happy.

“You answered the phone,” he said. “I can’t believe you answered the phone. We were in the middle of something here.”

“No. I was in the middle of something. You were just lying there grunting. As far as reciprocation goes, you haven’t exactly been generous. In fact, I think I hear a cricket down around my nuts.”

“I’m not reciprocating because I’m not gay,” the man said.

“So you’re here more as a community service, then. Trying to keep the employees happy. Is that right?”

He smiled brightly. “Yeah. Sort of an interdepartmental interface between management and staff. Getting acquainted with the peons, exchanging ideas, letting them know I’m accessible.”

I watched as he spread his legs a little wider, obviously hoping for another interdepartmental interface. “Oh, you’re accessible all right.”

“Thanks.”

“And getting your rocks off would be nice too, I’ll bet.”

He did everything but drool. “Yeah. Think of it as a bonus.”

“A bonus for who? Me or you?”

I could see where this was headed, so I decided to assert my authority. I had none at the zoo; I had none in the acting world; but here in my own bed, I was the Big Kahuna. I admit I had wanted this guy naked and at my mercy for a long time. God knows I’d been flirting with him all week among the grebes and the guinea fowl, trying to wear down his defenses. Not that they were that hard to wear down. But now my interest had waned. A lot.

I nailed him with my sultriest leer, gave his ass another lingeringly slow swipe with my tongue just to be cantankerous and to watch him tremble and get his hopes up, and then I slapped him on the butt and climbed off the bed.

“Get dressed. I have to leave. Maybe we can arrange another interface tomorrow at work.”

He didn’t look happy, but he crawled off the bed and scooped up his khaki zoo trousers from the floor, where I’d tossed them earlier. He shot me a mean little stare. “Unfortunately, come Monday morning you’ll be out of the aviary and working in the primate center scooping gorilla shit.”

“So I’ll be advancing from bird poop to gorilla poop. I’m honored. Is that like a promotion?”

“Sure, Malcolm, if you want to think of it that way.” He tucked his stiffy in his pants. It was a nice stiffy too. I hated to see it go. “And by the way,” he said, “your apartment sucks.”

“Then you must be thrilled you’ll never see it again. As for your ass, maybe your wife will pick up where I left off.”

He pouted. I swear to God, his chin puckered up and he pouted. “My wife won’t do what you just did.”

“Your loss,” I said blithely.

Stooping low at the waist (even if he can’t act for beans, every actor worth his salt knows how to bow), I waved Big Bird toward the door with a Three Stooges salami-salami-baloney routine, sarcastic as hell. In a pinch, I can be snooty too.

I slammed the door closed behind the guy while he was still tying his shoes and ran to the bathroom, where I took a precious two minutes to thoroughly gargle with Listerine—if I’d had Lysol, I’d have used that. Then I brushed my teeth—twice—and washed my face, checking for feathers. (Get it? Feathers? Big Bird? A wee jest.) No other body parts had come into contact with Big Bird’s ass, so I figured I was good to go. I threw on some clothes, grabbed my Reeboks, and raced out the door.

Throwing myself into my blue, turn-of-the-century Honda Civic with the cracked windshield and one transplanted yellow fender, both the result of a drunken interface with a tree not three weeks earlier, I stabbed the key in the ignition and gave that sucker a twist.

Nothing happened. I twisted again. Nothing. Dead silence. Not even a click.

The battery was dead.

I banged my forehead on the steering wheel and groaned, knowing full well I would never make the audition now. Not only would I not make the audition, I would also never play the triple role of balloon man, gendarme, and French pimp in the Rep’s upcoming production of Irma La Douce. And dammit, the French pimp even had a song. Not exactly a solo, but almost. Worse than that, I would soon be scooping gorilla poop for a living. As if all that wasn’t depressing enough, now I would also never witness the hunky ginger bird man writhe and thrash around in a Malcolm-induced orgasm.

How often do gay guys get to watch straight guys do that up close and personal?

Some days it just doesn’t pay for a little tadpole to get out of bed.

 

 

MY ROOMMATE, Elizabeth Williams—or Beth as most of the world knew her—came in while I was drowning my sorrow in an industrial-sized bag of Cheetos.

She took one look at me sitting there with orange fingers and orange lips and an avalanche of orange Cheetos dust cascading down my chest and said, “I vacated the premises for nothing, didn’t I?”

“Yes. My trick flew the coop.” Hey, numbnuts, I thought to myself. What else do you expect from a bird man? Especially after you tossed his delicious ass out of the nest before his eggs were hatched.

Beth cocked an eyebrow—sympathetic, but not too much. We’d been roomies for over a year. She’d seen me at my worst more than once. “Well, at least you have an audition coming up.”

I chomped up another fistful of Cheetos. “Nope. Rescheduled for today. Car died. Didn’t make it. Considered suicide. Opted for Cheetos instead.”

Beth stood in the doorway, gazing down at me with considerable pity. Or it might have been disgust. I couldn’t be sure.

“Look at the bright side, Malcolm. Things can’t get much worse.”

I glanced at my watch. “That’s what you think. I’m supposed to have dinner with my mother tonight. She wants me to meet her new boyfriend.”

“She’s got another one?”

“Yeah. We should all be as sexually active as Vivian Eulalia Fox. As a son, I’m just so proud.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “The bitch. I haven’t had a date in three weeks that didn’t involve batteries and porn. She’s pushing sixty and never gets a night off from the real thing.”

“I’ll tell her you send your love.”

“Thanks. Then kick her in her overused twat.”

I laughed so hard I added a dollop of snot and an extra glob of Cheetos slobber to the orange crap on my chest.

Just off work in the fascinating world of fast food, a realm I had ventured through a few times myself, Beth was still sporting her uglyass Jack in the Box uniform. Or she was until she ripped it off and paraded across the room in front of me in nothing but a thong and a pair of earrings.

“Gotta flee,” she explained. “Tap class.” Beth was waiting for her big acting break too. Our living together was sort of an exercise in communal failure, since neither of us was having much luck breaking into show business.

It might seem strange Beth and I were trying to forge an acting career in San Diego, rather than moving to Los Angeles or New York to do it. But believe it or not, there was quite a large and varied array of opportunities for an actor to flex his acting muscles right where we were. Tons of movies were filmed in San Diego, as were a couple of well-known TV shows. The city abounded in community theater. A lot of commercials were shot around town.

Besides, Beth and I were perhaps not quite driven enough to uproot ourselves and try to claw our way into the acting maelstrom of either LA or the Big Apple. While we talked a great game about being committed to the craft, even I suspected we were kidding ourselves thinking we would truly get anywhere. But hey, we were young, a little crazy, and nothing else inspired us. We had no other lofty goals to attain. Might as well shoot for something fun to feed the soul while flipping burgers to pay the rent. Or scrubbing up bird poop.

In truth, I thought we were pretty good at what we did, at least on those rare occasions when we were permitted to do it. Most of our acting gigs were freebies, of course. We did it for the experience. And the fun. Local stage productions with different community groups. A turn here and there an hour up the coast at Disneyland, dressed as a fucking chipmunk, or delivering singing telegrams here in the city. Theater in the round in the park. Filling in crowd scenes for the opera guild. Extras in locally filmed movies and TV shoots. Once in a while, a speaking role in a car commercial or a mattress warehouse sales event. Heady stuff. At least to us.

Beth flounced off through her bedroom door, and about a minute later, she was back in the living room wiggling into short shorts and pulling a T-shirt over her bare tits. You may have noticed we have few secrets between us.

She grabbed one tap shoe out from under the coffee table, then trolled around looking for the other one, finally unearthing it inside the fake pre-Columbian face pot, which looked a little like my fat uncle Otis who lived in Baltimore, on the bookcase. The tap shoe was inside the pot because that’s where Beth threw it the last time the tap-dance instructor pissed her off. Beth can be cranky. (It must also be said that since Beth is a big-boned girl, she tap-dances rather like a Disney hippo, but if you’re smart you won’t mention it to Beth. Besides, my tap dancing isn’t much better.)

With all her belongings accounted for, Beth gave me a finger-waggle of farewell and bustled out the door with “Save some of those Cheetos for me!”

I gave her a thumbs-up, said, “Toodles,” then sat there for the next ten minutes eating every last Cheetos in the bag and feeling sorry for myself for throwing Big Bird out of my bed.

My life wasn’t always this big of a mess, you know. Oh, wait a minute. Yes, it was. Beth says if my life were a sitcom, it would be called Malcolm in the Muddle. I used to laugh when she said that. Now I don’t laugh anymore. She’s absolutely right.

Sigh. If only I had a lover. Someone to ground me. Someone whom I could turn to for solace when things don’t go my way. Someone to lift me up with a smile and a kind word. Someone I could borrow a few bucks from when the rent is due and I’m a little short. Like now. You know. A lover. Preferably a solvent one.

I’m twenty-six years old, stand five seven, weigh in at 145 on a good day, and have brown hair with a few blond streaks scattered through it, thanks to a tub of frosting bleach and a bottle of high-octane peroxide I keep hidden under the bathroom sink next to two differently colored Cover Girl cover sticks (you can never predict how tan you’ll be when the next zit pops up). I have blue eyes, a perky little nose, and a body displaying no lesions, warts, carbuncles, or misspelled tattoos. My dick is of standard size and girth, neatly circumcised, and rather precious looking if I say so myself. It also rules my life. But, then, most dicks do.

Not once in my twenty-six years have I been in love. And as far as I know, not once in my twenty-six years has anyone ever been in love with me. How depressing is that?

Beth was right about my mother. She latches on to a new man every time her refrigerator kicks on. To my mother, each new conquest is the love of her life. For a while. She’s never heartbroken when her relationships fizzle out. She simply moves on to the next item on the menu. And my mother’s menu has an apparently endless selection of meat dishes. Eww.

To make it even more confusing, my mother’s boyfriends are all nice guys. For a while, they enjoy her as much as she enjoys them. The enjoyment factor for my guys—I wouldn’t dare call them boyfriends—usually doesn’t last much past the second or third orgasm. Or maybe if we’re really getting along, breakfast.

I’m not quite sure why. I’m a charming guy, or I can be if I’m not being snippy and whiny and a real dickhead. I’m smarter than your average lawn mower, and I can be adventurous and generous between the sheets. Those are both pluses, right? I bathe regularly, my teeth are all intact, and I never pick my nose when anyone’s around. I also suck dick like a Hoover and have been known to both bottom and top rather skillfully as well.

So what’s not to love?

Beth and my mother say my lifelong dry spell in the amore department is due to the fact that I haven’t really found the right man. The right man—they tell me—will immediately make me nicer, sweeter, less selfish, more sincere, less testy, more appreciative, less annoying, more loyal, less self-involved, not so much of a slut, and easier to talk to.

Easier to talk to? Excuse me?

I can’t believe they think I’m not easy to talk to. Look at us, dear reader. You and I. We’re talking. Do you feel put-upon? Do you feel like I’m monopolizing the conversation? Well, I guess I am. But jeez, it’s my book after all. If you want to monopolize a conversation and beam it through the fourth wall, write your own damn book. This one’s mine.

Oh dear. Sorry. Maybe I am a little testy.

But darn it, you have to admit that twenty-six years without once falling in love would be enough to make anybody crabby.

The simple truth is this: I’m beginning to wonder if I’m basically… unlovable. Or if not me, then maybe everybody else I’ve ever run across is basically unlovable. After all, I certainly haven’t seen myself impaled by any of Cupid’s arrows lately. If I could just once feel the least bit interested in a guy past the urge to bed him, maybe I could dredge up the zeal to at least pretend to be infatuated. You know. Treat being smitten like an audition. Try to get into character with it. Learn my lines. Do the blocking to get my moves down pat. Act like I’m head over heels in love just to try the role on for size until I’ve worked the kinks out. Sort of a dry run, if you will. A rehearsal.

Insincere? Me?

Now that I had eaten four-thousand-calories-worth of Cheetos, I decided I should go jogging before those calories took up residence on my ass. Nobody wants to see a thespian with a fat ass unless he’s a character actor, and that’s not me. I’m more of the matinee idol, name-above-the-title, headlining, People’s Choice Award, hunk-of-the-day type.

Whatever you do, don’t tell Beth I said that. I’d never live it down.

While I pulled on my running shorts and laced up my cross-trainers, I wondered (since big monkeys scare me, as do most other mammals, not to mention insects, reptiles, and Jehovah’s Witnesses) if the gorillas at the zoo were separated from the poor sap who had to sweep up their poop. I also wondered why the zoo didn’t simply teach the gorillas to chuck their own poop out of their enclosure themselves. After all, I had witnessed them nail the occasional leering tourist with a handful of feces now and then. Why not train the beasts to carry their natural propensity for turd-tossing forward to the realm of self-sustaining sanitation? Then some poor starving actor like me wouldn’t have to do it.

Damn gorillas. And the world calls me selfish.

Properly attired in my teeny, sexy running shorts with my cheapass cell phone tucked in the back pocket, my Asics knockoffs on my feet, and my gay pride key ring dangling from my wrist, I headed out the door—bare-chested, fuzzy-legged, and looking fabulous on the outside. On the inside, the Cheetos felt like a solidifying ball of concrete in my stomach. I’m such a hog.

It was a beautiful San Diego afternoon, warm and clear. The summery breeze blowing in from the bay had the faintest promise of an approaching autumn softening its edges.

From our North Park apartment, I chose a jogging path through Balboa Park. Studiously ignoring the zoo where I worked, I clomped past the carousel, across Park Boulevard on the other side, dodging the rose garden and galumphing down the canyon past the Naval Medical Center and up the other side to Morley Field and a mishmash of dusty, rocky hiking-and-biking trails that I’ve always found hilly enough and secluded enough to give me a nice private workout.

Since I had detected a few lingeringly appraising looks from other gay joggers, I was feeling pretty good about myself. I was just working up a good sweat—and thought maybe I could feel those Cheetos calories sloughing off like dandruff—when my cell phone chirped.

I stumbled to a stop by a stand of chaparral, where coincidentally there happened to be a log bench handy, and plopped my ass down to answer the call.

It was my mother.

“He left me,” she said.

My mother has a habit of thinking I can read her mind when most of the time I can’t even read my own.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Gerald.”

“Your boyfriend?”

“Yes. He went back to his wife.”

“He was married?”

“Oh, don’t be such a prude, darling. When’s the last time you went to bed with someone who was married?”

I checked my watch. It was two hours precisely since I’d kicked the bird man out of my bed. The married bird man whose wife wouldn’t lick his butt.

“How did you—”

“A mother knows, love.”

Well, that was unnerving. I took a deep breath. “And you called becaaaause…?”

“I have to cancel dinner. I have a date.”

I blinked. I do that a lot when I’m speaking to my mother. “Gerald’s barely cold. His tube of Poligrip is probably still in your medicine cabinet. How could you have another date already?”

“I met the new one at church. He offered to help me take my mind off my breakup. What was I supposed to say? No?”

“It would be a change for you, to be sure. And since when do you go to church?”

“I saw him on the street. He was cute. I followed him in.”

“Nothing desperate about that. Is this one married too?”

“How should I know, darling? I didn’t want to pry right off the bat.”

I sighed. Sighing is another thing I do a lot of when I’m talking to my mother. It’s like the blinking thing.

I gazed down at the bench I was sitting on, and there, not a foot away, sat an alligator lizard staring back at me. He was a foot long if he was an inch.

By the time I found my phone in the bushes where I had inadvertently flung it in my startled response to the fucking lizard, my mother had already hung up. Hard to believe we shared the same genes. She fell in love every five minutes. I had never fallen in love even once. There must have been a glitch on my DNA strand concerning that one chromosome that controls affairs of the heart. So basically the fact that I was a lonely, unloved putz was the result of a birth defect, which at least took the stigma of blame off me.

By the way, in case you’re wondering, my father was one of my mother’s passing fancies as well. It’s just that when he passed completely out of my mother’s life (and who the hell could blame him for that?), he left a little splash of himself behind. Ergo… me.

So yes, I’m a bastard, which may explain more than I care to admit. It also explains why on most days I refuse to think too closely about my lineage. Suffice it to say, my mother had fond memories of my father and told me once he really knew how to laugh. I guess that was all it took to get my mother into his bed. Or him into hers. My mother gave me her last name, since she couldn’t remember the last name of Chuckles the Clown who impregnated her. At least I was left with the knowledge that he really knew how to laugh. And fuck, presumably. What more did I need to know?

I had resumed my jog and was now sailing past the Old Globe Theater in Balboa Park. Full Gallop with Mercedes Ruehl was on the marquee. I wouldn’t be catching her performance. Tickets were over a hundred bucks; I’d already checked. (This might be a good time to mention I hate being poor.)

From the Globe I headed into Hillcrest, San Diego’s Castro District, where every man you meet can most likely be had, and every woman you meet is more than likely a man in disguise. Or a lesbian.

My cell phone chirped again just as I had slowed up to better assess the way I looked in my teeny-tiny running shorts in a passing storefront window. I stood there panting, sweating, and ostensibly stretching my hamstrings when what I was really doing was admiring my reflection as I answered the phone.

All actors are vain. It’s a fact of life.

The caller was Luigi Von, a man I had run across a few times at previous auditions around town. Luigi was a local actor who had just come down from a six-week run as Lucky in the San Diego Theater Guild’s production of Dames at Sea. It was a part I had tried out for myself, but since Luigi had blown the director in a toilet stall directly after his audition, which in the world of show biz is known as networking, he got the part instead of me. By the way, Luigi is about as Italian as a Spam-and-Velveeta sandwich. His real name is Elmer Cooksey, and he was born in Bowling Green, Kentucky. Probably in a cornfield.

All this goes a long way in explaining my cool reception to his call.

“What do you want?”

If Luigi Von had been twenty-six years older and not a raging queen, he could have been my father. He never stopped laughing either.

“Oh, puh-lease, Malcolm. Don’t tell me you’re still upset about that last audition?” He let out a long-winded series of chuckles and clucks and snorts, sort of like a carnival barker who knows he’s reeling off a line of malarkey but has perpetual hope of selling the local yokels a few tickets to the freak show anyway.

I faked a big loud yawn, just to be a dick. “I’m not mad at all, Elmer. I read your reviews. Heartbreaking, weren’t they? Something about singing like a frog with adenoids.”

Elmer’s voice turned to ice. “It’s Luigi, as you damn well know, and I had a cold. My voice was off that night. Besides, that reviewer has always had it in for me. I broke his heart once, poor man. He’s been a vindictive twit ever since.”

“He also said you danced like a yak with two broken legs and a Sherpa up its ass.”

“The man’s a jerk.”

“There was something else too. What was it? Oh yes. Now I remember. He said the monotonal delivery of your lines was reminiscent of Kevin Costner in an alcoholic coma. He also said that casting you in a musical comedy was like embellishing a Meat Lover’s pizza with a dead cat.”

“He did not say that!”

“Oh. Perhaps I read it wrong,” I sniped. “So anyway, what do you want? Dancing and singing lessons? Tips on elocution? A Z-Pak of antibiotics for a resistant strain of clap you contracted while auditioning on your knees in a public bathroom?”

“Look, I’m sorry I was cast as Lucky and you weren’t, but your tap dancing wasn’t up to the part and you know it. Besides, I give better head than you do.”

“You do not!”

He gave a martyred sigh and apparently decided to forgo any further attempt at an apology for snagging the part of Lucky out from under my nose. (After all, I could have blown the director in that toilet stall with just as much alacrity—and skill—as he had. Anything to play Lucky. But alas it wasn’t meant to be. Luigi got to the director’s zipper tab before I did. It was as simple as that. Snagging good roles is all about the desperation.)

“Listen, Malcolm, I’m giving you a heads-up on an audition for a local movie. They need someone to play a UPS driver. Your scene is pivotal. You’d have about fifteen minutes of screen time in the final cut.”

That got my attention. “Fifteen minutes? Wow. That’s a lot. What kind of movie is it?”

“Vignettes, mostly. Different scenarios on a common theme. You interested?”

“Hell yes, I’m interested. Are you auditioning too?”

“Uh, no. I have other commitments.”

Good. “Well, gee, Elmer, I mean Luigi. That’s too bad. I still have fond memories of us working together on Paint Your Wagon at the Signet.” Or I would have if you hadn’t tried to steal every scene you were in. “I don’t suppose there’s any singing or dancing in this one. What with it being a movie and all.”

“Naw. Just straight acting,” he said. Then he guffawed. Yes, you heard me right. He actually guffawed. “Not that any scene is particularly straight when you’re playing it, hey, Malcolm?”

Nor you, you director-sucking hack, I thought. But rather than voice the words out loud, I held my tongue. Since the guy was doing me a favor, I chuckled a couple of times so I wouldn’t hurt his feelings. Or worse yet, piss him off before he told me where the audition was being held.

A movie! I couldn’t believe it. A movie!

“Well, golly, I don’t know how to thank you for letting me know.”

“Happy to do it,” he said, sounding smug.

While I still had him on the line, I thought I’d dig a little more information out of him. “Any roles for a woman?” I asked. “You remember my friend, Beth, right?”

“The tap-dancing hippo? The one you’re living in sin with?”

“There’s not much sin involved. Not with each other, at any rate. And she’s lost weight.”

“Oh, good. But, no. Sorry. Only male roles available.”

“Pity,” I said. Then I forgot about Beth in two seconds flat. A movie! An honest-to-god movie!

I never said I was a good friend.




Chapter Two

 

 

WITH MY jog over, I showered, threw on some decent clothes, and used just enough styling mousse to give my hair some pouf without making it look spiky since at auditions it’s always better to appear natural. Don’t ask me why. Nobody knows better than a director how phony and psychotic actors are. You’d think a director with any common sense at all would have figured out by now that the condition of an actor’s hair is the least of his worries.

I ran into Beth coming in as I was going out.

“I’ve got news!” she exclaimed. Then she slid to a stop and gave me the old eagle eye up, down, and crosswise. “Where are you off to?” she asked. “And why are you dressed up? And why does your hair look poufy instead of spiky? You’re going to an audition without me, aren’t you?”

Scooping Beth into my arms even though she was sweaty from tap-dancing class, I did my best “caring friend” impersonation. Not that I was faking it. I wasn’t. I honestly felt bad they weren’t auditioning women for the movie since she wouldn’t have been competing with me for a role anyway. After all, women play women, men play men. Usually. “I’m sorry, darling. They’re only reading for men’s roles today.”

“Typical sexist claptrap,” she groused. “What is it? A commercial?”

I tried to hide the glee in my voice, but I’m afraid I didn’t do a very good job of it. I could tell by the way I did a cheerleader jump and got all giggly. Thank God I didn’t own any pom-poms. “It’s a movie!” I squealed.

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “How nice for you. Where did you hear about it?”

“Luigi Von called me.”

“You mean Elmer? And you believed him?”

A niggle of worry suddenly gnawed its way into my brain. Why would Luigi Von give me a tip on a movie audition? He hated my guts more than I hated his, if that was even empirically possible.

Beth threw her head back, flounced past, and said, “It’s probably a porno shoot. You’d better take protection.”

“I don’t do porno,” I snapped.

“Yes, well, perhaps you should have explained that to Elmer.”

I had just watched a couple of British flicks, so I said, “Pishposh,” dismissively in my best cockney accent and pranced out the door.

Since my car was as dead as Walter Brennan, I hopped a city bus. The auditions, according to dipshit Elmer, were being held in a warehouse on Sixth Avenue, where I’d seen them shoot commercials before. It took me less than fifteen minutes to get there. Public transit rocks.

On the door of the warehouse hung a handwritten sign. It read Auditions with an arrow pointing to the corner of the building and beyond. I carefully picked my way through a stand of waist-high weeds and approached another door, this one standing open. Just inside the door sat a woman at a card table, passing out forms. The woman had hair bleached to the consistency of shredded wheat and a mesh of wrinkles on her face, no doubt etched there by the smoke wafting off the unfiltered Camel poking out of the side of her mouth. She squinted continuously against the smoke. As I entered, she smiled. Her teeth were the color of overcooked Tater Tots.

When she spoke, the cigarette bobbed around at the corner of her mouth. A chunk of ash broke away and disappeared into the Great Divide between her massively bulbous breasts, which were obviously pumped full of silicone to the point of exploding. They were also wrinkled with age and barely being contained by the tube top she had squeezed herself into. Since the woman was clearly in her seventies, or beyond, the tube top probably wasn’t such a great idea. There are few things worse than seventy-year-old clavicles. From the tits up, she looked like a picked-over turkey carcass.

“Hi, honey,” the woman said through a cloud of smoke, handing me a sheaf of forms. “Fill these out and wait over there.” She pointed into the shadowy interior at a line of cheap plastic chairs parked along the wall to the left. Each of the chairs had a young man sitting in it, also filling out forms and waiting their turn to audition. Oddly, I couldn’t remember ever having seen any of them before. Usually at auditions, everybody knew everybody else. After all, there were a finite number of San Diego actors all trying out for the same parts no matter what the auditions were for. Stage shows, commercials, extra work, whatever.

Seeing a bunch of handsome young strangers checking me out as I joined their group gave me another surge of unease.

Oh well, anything for a gig, right? I ignored the other auditioners as best I could and settled in to fill out the forms.

The first page was a fairly standard questionnaire. Name, age, acting history—the usual stuff.

The second page was a release form in which they asked me to relinquish all rights and to sign over all images of my performance to the producers to be used in any way they saw fit. This wasn’t a standard form by any means, but still it wasn’t enough to scare me off. They were probably simply talking about using performance photos for advertising purposes.

The third page asked for a medical history. I stared at it for a full thirty seconds, trying to fathom its meaning. Nobody asks for a medical history. I mean nobody.

I glanced up from the forms and stared at one of the guys sitting across from me. He had scooped his dick out of his pants and was pleasuring himself casually as he worked on his own set of forms. Every once in a while, he would slide his thumb across his slit, gather up the precome there, and pop it in his mouth as if a little extra protein helped him concentrate on the paperwork.

Jesus. That was a new one. Nobody beats off at auditions either. Well. Not until they’ve got the part, at any rate.

An overweight woman with dreadlocks tapped me on the shoulder and handed me a brown baseball cap with the letters UPS stenciled across the front.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Your wardrobe for the audition.”

“Where’s the rest of it?” I asked.

“What rest of it?” she laughed, then stalked off.

For the first time, I let my gaze trail around the warehouse. Way off at the other end of the building, I saw a swirl of action and light, so I studied it closer. I supposed they were recording the auditions, although I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why. There were overhead drum lights, fabric backdrops, a bank of diffuser reflectors, shotgun mikes, the whole nine yards. All this audio and video equipment circled a brightly lit office set, with desks and printers and a water cooler and a bigass Xerox machine parked in one corner.

Perched atop the Xerox machine, at that particular moment, was a naked guy photocopying his ass. While he did that, a man in nothing but wingtip shoes and a necktie was bent over giving the photocopying guy a blow job. The photocopying guy had his head flung back, his mouth hanging open, and his toes curled up in ecstasy. It must have been a really good blow job.

A cameraman standing behind a tripod-mounted camcorder was recording the images for posterity, and a fat man with a beard like Gandalf, wearing the grungiest blue jeans I’d ever seen in my life, held a studio boom mike over the actors’ heads to catch every grunt and slurp and groan.

I realized immediately that poufing my hair had been a waste of time. I also realized immediately that the next time I ran into Luigi Von—aka Elmer Scumbucket—I would sic Beth on him. After all, she was stronger and meaner than me, and she also knew Tae Kwon Do. I’ve never trained past the bitch-slapping phase, although I have been known to trip people going downstairs, then run like a rabbit while they tumble off into oblivion.

I never said I was butch. Or fair.

I also never said I had any desire to be a porn star.

To the guy playing with his dick while he filled out the forms, I said, “Put that thing away before you go blind,” and to the guy next to him who looked about twelve and was really getting into watching the guy next to him beat off, I said, “I hope your mother never finds out you’re here.”

With that, I crumpled up my forms into a ball, tossed them into a nearby waste receptacle, which I only now noticed had a used condom dangling off the side of it, and headed out the door.

At the entrance, the old broad with the pumped-up tits and a brand-new Camel now dangling from her mouth, said, “Bye-bye, honey,” for all the world like the church receptionist wishing me a happy Sunday and thanking me for the two bucks I’d dropped in the collection plate after prayer service.

Infused with pride by the fact I had shown moral fortitude for one of the few times in my life, I picked my way through the weeds outside and headed home, skipping the bus this time. A walk would do me good. Plus I was down to three bucks and a roll of quarters I was saving for the laundry.

While strolling back along Sixth Avenue in the opposite direction from which I’d come, I remembered what Beth had said back at the apartment when we ran into each other, me going out and her coming in.

“I’ve got news!” she had said, before my audition stampeded itself all over the conversation.

News. An innocuous word. Then why did I have a gut feeling this “news” was going to spell trouble for a certain starving actor, namely me?

Only later, much later, would I look back on this moment in time and wonder if maybe I was showing my first signs of clairvoyance. For “trouble” was exactly what Beth’s news was about to dump all over my head.

Not just my head, I’m afraid. But also my heart.

And just when you were beginning to think I didn’t have one, right?

 

 

BETH WALKED into the apartment with a load of laundry under her arm while I was punching in numbers on Beth’s landline. I held up a finger to plead for silence. She gave me an odd look, then quietly moved to the couch and started folding the clothes in the laundry basket while eavesdropping on my conversation.

Luigi Von answered on the third ring. Since I had called from Beth’s phone, and a landline at that, there was no way for poor old Luigi to know who was calling. I had made the call to his landline as well. I’m no dummy.

Nor was I without acting skills.

I broke into my English accent again. It was one of the few impressions I was actually pretty good at. “Luigi Von, please. San Diego County Public Health Department calling.”

That surprised old Elmer. I could hear it in his voice. “Who is calling?”

“The SDCPHD. The San Diego County Public Health Department. Am I speaking to Mr. Von?”

“Uh. Maybe. What’s this about?”

“Might I ask what part of town you live in, Mr. Von?”

“Well, gee, sure. I live in Pacific Beach.”

“Ah. Then that would explain it.”

“Explain what?” Elmer was starting to sound nervous now. Beth was starting to look intrigued. I was starting to have a really good time.

“Mr. Von, I hate to be the one to inform you, but your name has been mentioned on several sexual contact forms filled out at our Venereal Disease Clinic in Pacific Beach. It seems you might possibly be the unwitting carrier of condyloma acuminatum.”

“Say what? What do you mean my name has been mentioned? Mentioned by who? And that thing you said. Condoleezza whatever it is. What the hell is that?” Elmer had slipped past the nervous stage and gone directly to full-blown terror. I could almost hear the beads of sweat squeezing out of his forehead like toadstools popping out of the ground.

I love doing British accents. You can say the most horrific things and still sound like you’re ordering tea. “Condyloma acuminatum. Venereal dick warts. It’s a nasty little disease that is currently sweeping the West Coast. Blimey, mate, you must have heard of it.”

“Dick warts? Did you say dick warts?”

“I’m afraid so, sir. It’s particularly nasty for carriers such as yourself, who may sometimes go several years before the disease manifests itself on the carrier. But when it does, ooh, diggity dogs! Wart city!”

I thought I could hear Elmer tap-dancing in terror now. “What the hell does that mean? And excuse me, but did you just say ‘wart city’? Who says that? And who says ‘ooh, diggity dogs’? What the hell are you talking about? I don’t have any warts on my dick. I don’t!”

“No, of course not, sir. If you had ’em, I’m sure you wouldn’t be living such a promiscuous lifestyle. Dick warts are a real turnoff. Yuk!”

“Hey, now, wait just a minute! Who said I’m living a promisc—”

“I’m afraid, sir, we’ll need you to come into the office right away. Perhaps we can catch it before you have to be quarantined.”

“Quarantined?”

“Yes, sir. For six months. It’s a law, I’m afraid. This isn’t like bringing illegal watermelons into the state, you know. This is a serious public health hazard. Sometimes even amputation is—”

“Wait! What? What do you mean, amputation? What the hell do they amputate?”

“Your penis, sir. Sometimes it’s the only way.”

“Oh dear lord. I think I’m going to faint.”

“Now, sir, try to remain calm. There are extremely rare occasions when amputation isn’t necessary, so I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“Lucky? Did you say lucky?”

“Yes, sir. Now we need you to come into the office right away. Otherwise the hazmat team will be dispersed to bring you in. You wouldn’t want that, would you? A humiliating experience, I can assure you.”

“Hazmat? Did you say hazmat?”

“Yes, sir. Hazardous material. Face masks, white suits, barrels of disinfectant, big white truck. Gigantic tongs. You know the drill. Now, then, please come in right away. We have your series of shots ready to be administered directly into your scrotum. You never know, maybe we can catch the progression of this disease in time to….”

Elmer gulped. I could hear it clearly. He sounded like a stopped-up sink. “In time to what?”

I tried to put a smile into my voice. I always hate it when health professionals do that to me, so I figured it might prove enjoyable to do it to him. And I was right. It was most enjoyable. “To save your life, Mr. Von. Or at least your penis. Not that you can ever have sex again, whichever way it goes, but still it would be nice not to have to pee through a straw, don’t you think?”

“But… but… but….”

I rattled off an imaginary address, implored him to please hurry as every second was of the utmost importance, and quietly clicked off the phone before poor old Elmer could say another word.

Beth was smiling down at me. “Your audition was a porno shoot, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was.”

“And now you’re feeling pretty good about yourself.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Has Elmer been paid back?”

“He most certainly has. The prick.”

Beth gave me a high five. Then a low five and a knuckle rap. Then I stood up and we bumped hips. She coughed up a malicious chuckle. “Venereal dick warts,” she said around a grin. “That should teach him.”

I stood there with Beth’s phone in my hand, savoring the last few minutes, and then I turned to Beth and asked, “What news?”

My question caught her off guard. Then I saw by the sudden light in her eyes that she realized what I was getting at. However, before she could answer, there came a knock at the door.

She got to it before I could. It was our landlord, Mr. Boney.

“Here you go, Beth,” he said, and without waiting for a response, he rolled a foldaway bed through the door and parked it in the middle of the living room. “Had one in storage downstairs. Thought I did all along. It just took me a while to find it.”

Beth gave Mr. Boney a hug while I sat there wondering what the hell was going on.

Boney nodded his head in my direction, returned Beth’s hug (meanwhile accidentally grabbing her ass while he did it), then split the premises, toddling off to dinner, or so he said. Personally I figured he was heading home to whack off while the feel of Beth’s ass was still fresh on his fingertips.

Straight people are such perverts.

I stared at the foldaway bed dominating the room. “Lucy,” I said in my best Cuban accent, which was actually a pretty good impersonation of Ricky Ricardo even if I say so myself. “I theenk you’ve got some ’splaining to do.”

To my horror, Beth immediately looked guilty. I say horror because Beth rarely looks guilty no matter what she’s done. If she was feeling guilty now, she must have done something really bad. And to make matters worse, that guilty grimace she was broadcasting told me whatever it was she had done, it obviously affected me. Personally.

Oh God. My life flashed before my eyes. Well, no it didn’t, but I had a feeling it would be flashing before my eyes pretty soon.

“What?” I asked. “What’s going on? Why do we need a third bed?”

She humbly shuffled her feet. I didn’t like that either. A humble Beth was more terrifying than a guilty one.

“Spit it out,” I said. “What have you done?”

She gave a dainty cough into a dainty fist, all the while staring at the ceiling, at the window, at the door—everywhere but at me. With another wee cough to clear her throat, she said, “Remember I told you about my brother back in Missouri?”

“The butch construction worker? Yeah. What about him?”

“He’s a sweet guy.”

“I’m sure he is. What about him?”

“His name is Cory.”

“Nice name. What about him?”

“He broke up with his girlfriend.”

“Sorry to hear it. What about him?”

“He needed to get away for a while.”

“Away from where?”

“Missouri.”

I felt my heart tumble down through the coils of my intestines, settling deeper and deeper. By the time it gurgled its way out of sight, I had figured out what Beth was getting at.

“He’s coming here, isn’t he?”

“Uh-huh.”

I tried to look on the bright side. Every situation has a bright side, right? I shrugged. “So why the long face? I don’t mind you having a visitor. Visitors can be fun.”

“He’s not visiting,” she said.

“What do you mean, he’s not visiting? You just said—”

“He’s not visiting, Malcolm. He’s staying. He’s moving in. Probably for several months, until he finds work and saves up enough money to get his own place. I told him I’d help him out until then.”

I stared at the foldaway bed. It was a big fucker. I stared at the living room. It was a little fucker and already bursting at the seams with all the mismatched furniture Beth had gleaned from the thrift store up the street. Beth liked clutter. Her bedroom was even worse. You could pass out cold in Beth’s bedroom and never hit the floor. In fact, the only room in the apartment that had empty floor space at all was….

“My room!” I cried. “You’re putting him up in my room!”

Beth shuffled her feet again. “It’s only for a few months.”

“A few months. Did you say a few months? What am I going to do with a straight guy in my room for a few months?”

She smiled. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

“Beth, he’s from Missouri. They drag gay guys behind the barn in Missouri and beat the piss out of them.”

“Oh, they do not. Well, not all of them.”

“Beth, the only person I’ve ever shared a living space with in my whole life is you! And it’s all I can do not to shoot you every five minutes! And a construction worker? My God, he probably chews tobacco and carries around a paper cup to spit the juice into. He probably wears white socks with his plaid suit. He probably eats beans all day and farts all night. He probably runs around with a hammer humming Johnny Cash tunes and fixing things that don’t need to be fixed, pounding on this, pounding on that, all in the middle of the night while I’m trying to sleep. And what about his sexual habits? Haven’t you ever seen Deliverance, for Christ’s sake? He doesn’t play a banjo, does he? Please tell me he doesn’t play a banjo.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, Malcolm. Cory’s a nice, quiet guy. His girlfriend broke his heart. He just needs to get away and start over.”

“Here.”

“Well, yeah. Here. With his little sister.”

“And his little sister’s queer roommate.”

“Well, uh, yeah. His little sister’s queer and understanding roommate. His little sister’s generous, kind, and magnanimous queer roommate.”

“Oh please.”

“There’s one other thing, Malcolm.”

“Oh God. What is it?”

“He has a dog.”

“But I don’t like dogs.”

“I know you don’t. But you’ll like this one. It’s sweet.”

“How sweet? Is it tiny and fluffy? Like a Shih Tzu?”

There she went, shuffling her feet again. “Well, no. It’s a little bigger than that.”

“How much bigger?”

“Twelve times bigger. It’s a pit bull.”

My heart slipped through my anal ring and landed in a bloody puddle at my feet. I’m almost sure it did.

“A pit-pit-pit—”

“Pit bull. That’s right. Her name is Rosemary.”

“Rosemary the pit bull.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be sleeping in a room with a slavering pit bull.”

“Yes. But hopefully without the slavering.”

“Cory the construction worker and Rosemary the pit bull. I think I’ve seen this movie. It doesn’t end well for the little queer roommate.”

Beth chuckled. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me, snuggling up close until her mouth was next to my ear and her tits were smashed all over my chest like water balloons. “There’s one more thing, cuddleumpkins.”

I stiffened. “What?”

She stepped back and studied my face, all the while trying to look chipper. “I also told Cory we’d help him break into show business.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Beth? Hell, we’re barely in show business ourselves.”

“I know. But I told him he could follow us around to a few auditions. You know, just to let him get a feel for the trade.”

I considered that. “Can he act?”

“Probably not.”

“Can he sing?”

“No.”

“Can he dance?”

She laughed. “No. Well, maybe a little. I seem to recall he was pretty good at the funky chicken back when we were kids.”

“Great. Directors always love it when they find actors who have classical funky chicken training. It enthralls them no end. Your brother will be playing New York and be up for a Tony in no time. He’ll probably get a sitcom. I’ll be so jealous.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not exactly Fred Astaire yourself, Malcolm.”

I glared right back. “And don’t I love it when you point that out.”

I turned away to stare at the foldaway bed. The more I stared at it, the bigger it looked.

I sighed. Then I sighed again. “This is already a done deal, isn’t it?”

Beth nodded. “I’m afraid it is.”

“So I should just accept it.”

Beth’s features softened. Once again she walked into my arms and rested her head on my chest. “I’ll love you forever if you do.”

“You’ll love me forever anyway.”

“I know, Malcolm. I know. By the way, just as a general update, there are times when I’d like to shoot you too.”

That didn’t surprise me. Nobody knows how annoying I am more than me. I almost smiled. “I’m sure there are, love.”

I sucked in a deep, shuddery breath. Okay, I told myself, you can do this. It won’t be so bad. Maybe you’ll actually like the guy. All you need is a few days to get used to the idea.

“When’s he coming?” I asked softly. “In three or four weeks? Maybe in a couple of months? Next year? When?”

“He’ll be here in five minutes. He just snagged a cab at the airport. Two cabs, actually. He had to vacate the first taxi when Rosemary tried to eat the driver.”

“Wonderful.”

“Cory said the dog was a little keyed up after the flight. I’m sure she’ll calm down before they get here.”

“Oh, good.”

There it was. My life flashing before my eyes. I knew it would be popping up sooner or later.

Funny thing. I had imagined all sorts of scenarios that might conceivably bring about my demise. Car wrecks. Random shootings. Ineptly tap-dancing myself to death onstage in Washahammi, Wisconsin, after vaudeville came back. Then there was that perennial favorite, old age, which even I had to admit was pretty much a long shot. But not once did I suspect I might end up as a chew toy for a pit bull.

I glanced at my watch. “So I have just enough time for a stiff drink before they get here.”

“Yes,” Beth said. “Or two. Maybe I’ll join you.”

At that moment the doorbell rang.

“Or maybe I won’t,” Beth mumbled, moving toward the door.

I stood there like a Milk-Bone, waiting for the end. At the sound of a bark—a really deep bark—on the other side of the door, I began to tremble.

Then Beth yanked open the door and at the first sight of the gorgeous hunk of manhood standing there with a broad, beaming grin, I forgot about the dog completely.




Chapter Three

 

 

BETH’S BROTHER stormed through the door like Hurricane Katrina swooping in on New Orleans. He hoisted Beth off the floor and whirled her around while they both laughed like hyenas. The dog stood there staring at them with what I suspected was the same surprised expression I wore.

I wasn’t surprised by the camaraderie, though. I was surprised by the man. The beautiful, beautiful man. He wore faded blue jeans, a plaid shirt with a denim vest pulled over it, and battered work boots. His hair was a maelstrom of black waves that looked like they hadn’t seen a comb in a month, but somehow the unkempt hair suited his brawny mystique. His shoulders were twice as broad as mine and appeared strong enough and welcoming enough to provide safe harbor from any storm. He stood a head taller than me and two heads taller than his sister, and he had a cleft in his chin.

Holy shit. He was Paul Bunyan.

My testosterone-driven admiration for Beth’s brother was quickly knocked off the rails when the bigass pit bull that had strolled through the door with him turned her attention to me. I have to admit, she wasn’t slavering. She didn’t have a human femur poking out of her jaws. She wasn’t snarling and crouching down ready to spring for my throat. She simply stared at me. Mindlessly. Sort of like I stare into the fridge, hoping to find a pot roast—but never do. Then she cocked her head and stared at me some more.

For a pit bull, she wasn’t that terrifying. Her coat was a dark, gleaming gray, accented with white socks, white ears, and a white muzzle. She wore one of those studded S&M collars, like maybe she’d be pulling a leather whip out soon and begin smacking fannies.

In doggy terms, Rosemary was as hunky as her master. If it hadn’t been for her big boxy head, a set of jaws that looked strong enough to crush bowling balls, and her bowed legs, she might have been pretty.

The pit bull strolled forward and plopped her ass down on my left foot, still gazing up at my face and licking her chops, not in a menacing way, just sort of contemplative, as if she were trying to decide which condiment would best complement me as an entree.

Mentally saying good-bye to my fingers, I astounded myself by bending down and patting her on the noggin. She closed her eyes and accepted my attentions like the Queen of England accepting praise from a peon, all the while knowing she had the option of chopping off the peon’s frigging head if things suddenly went awry. After I applied two pats to the top of her head, she apparently decided I wasn’t dangerous and fell over on her side at my feet, legs splayed wide, tongue lolling out of her mouth all goofy and friendly-like.

Beth and Cory had stopped twirling and were suddenly rapt, watching Rosemary and me connect.

Still wondering if I’d lose a few fingers or have my throat ripped out like a chunk of cantaloupe, I lowered myself to the floor and slid my hand across Rosemary’s bald belly. She closed her eyes, gave a delighted quiver, and spread her legs all the wider.

Funny. I’d known men who did the exact same thing when I rubbed their bellies.

“She likes you,” Cory said, beaming down at us.

From this angle, sitting on the floor, gazing up at Beth’s brother was akin to peering up the trunk of a giant sequoia. From where I sat, the man was so tall that even the bulge in the crotch of his blue jeans was a couple of feet above my head. And speaking of that bulge, well, let me just say it wasn’t unimpressive. Unless he had a couple of balloon animals stuffed in there, the man was obviously not lacking in the happy department, as my mother always said about well-endowed men.

Sometimes my mother is a real load to have around.

So is Beth, and it was at this juncture that she proceeded to prove it by ratting me out to her brother.

“Five minutes ago, Malcolm was peeing his pants thinking he’d have to share living quarters with a dog, and now look, the two are bonding.”

I felt the blood rush to my ears. I hate being embarrassed in front of handsome men. I growled at Beth in response, and to my utter surprise, so did Rosemary. Apparently she didn’t like the comment either.

Beth’s brother bent at the waist and stuck a hand out in my direction. The hand was as big as a baseball mitt.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Malcolm. Beth has told me a lot about you.”

I poked my hand out in return and let Cory scoop it into his massive paw. While we shook in greeting, I was astonished to see his ears glow red just like mine. I was also astonished at the heat of his hand as he held mine gently in his grasp. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the slathering of dark hair that sprung from every knuckle, then swept across the back of his hand and right on up the sinewy forearm until the arm hair and that lovely expanse of manly flesh disappeared beneath the rolled-up sleeve of his lumberjack shirt.

“The p-pleasure is mine,” I stuttered, rendered almost speechless by a sudden infusion of hormones that invaded my system from my toes all the way up to my cowlicks (I have two).

While Cory and I were wrapped up in introducing ourselves to each other, Rosemary seemed to have decided she was being ignored. She gently but forcefully clamped my forearm in her massive jaws and lowered my hand back to her belly, where I immediately took the hint and started rubbing her tummy again.

“I like forceful women,” Beth said. When her brother turned from me to give her a surprised look, she flapped her hands around and said, “Not to have sex with, mind you. I’m as straight as you are, Cory.”

At that her brother’s ears grew even redder. “Oh,” he muttered, appearing both confused and relieved. “Well, good.”

Something about his response made me wonder if he was a homophobe. After all, he was a twelve-foot-tall Missouri construction worker with a pit bull. He probably owned a truck and drank Pabst Blue Ribbon out of one of those hats that hold two cans of beer, one over each ear, and lets you siphon it down your throat through a hose while a little propeller spins around on top to keep you cool while you’re slopping the hogs. Looking the way he did, the odds that he sang tenor in a Kansas City gay men’s chorus were pretty remote. Had Beth told him about me? Was he worried I would put the moves on him while he slept some night? Did he know we would be sharing a room at all? Would he care? And would I put the moves on him while he slept some night? Jesus God, I hoped not. After all, my ability to show restraint wasn’t exactly on my top-ten list of overriding traits, but making a pass at this behemoth hunk of testosterone might just be the last thing a little queen like me would ever do.

Beth laughed. She was still staring at her brother while her brother continued to stand there with my hand in his, although by this time the shaking had stopped. He was merely holding on. Or maybe I was the one holding on. I couldn’t be sure.

“Cory,” Beth said around a grin, “please tell me you didn’t think I was gay. Malcolm is, of course. He’s as gay as a box of glitter, but I’m certainly not. I like men as much as Malcolm does. Well, maybe not quite as much.”

By this time, if Cory’s ears got any redder they would probably ignite like road flares.

Just like mine.

“Thank you for clearing that up,” I snarled, which tore Cory’s attention away from his sister and back to me.

He smiled a lovely, handsome smile, which also created a bottomless dimple in each of his cheeks to accent the cleft in his chin, which, by the way, was showing a healthy five o’clock shadow after his long trek across country. And how sexy was that? Butch? You bet.

It was at this particular moment that I realized how green his eyes were. Holy cow, they were really green. Like sunlight filtering through a newborn leaf. And where the heck did that simile come from? What was I, a poet all of a sudden?

That thought was lost when Cory released me from his grip and gave my hair a friendly tousle with his massive hand.

Referring to the blond streaks in my hair, he said, “Boy, that California sun has really done a number on your hair, Malcolm. You might want to start wearing a hat.”

“I—I’ll do that,” I stammered.

Beth’s jaw fell open, but before she could rat me out again and comment on the jug of frosting bleach under the bathroom sink, I snarled her into silence. She got the hint right away, and for once in her life showed a little restraint by going through the motions of zipping her mouth shut and tossing the imaginary key over her shoulder, all for my benefit.

Cory missed our exchange. He was too busy still smiling down at me.

“Little sister, I think your roommate and I will get along just fine,” he said, his eyes burrowing into mine, which for some reason made my crotch itch. Then he turned to Beth. He took a moment to gauge Beth’s reaction to what he’d said before immediately turning his attention back to me.

“Right, Malcolm? Don’t you think we’ll get along?” he asked, giving me a glimpse of snowy teeth and the tip of a pink, pink tongue.

Cory stood there leaning over me, waiting for a response, all smiles and handsome, eager innocence.

I resisted the urge to scratch my dick, since it was really itching now. “Umm, I think we’ll get along just jim-dandy.”

At that, Beth barked out a laugh, then immediately slapped her mouth shut again, innocently rolling her eyes at the ceiling and bouncing around on the balls of her feet as she whistled a silent tune.

While my sex drive seemed to be humming along nicely, my voice box had apparently shuffled off to the corner market for a bag of chips. Speechless, I sat there on the floor with one hand on Rosemary’s belly and the other hand still tingling from Cory’s touch.

“Good,” he said, and as if tousling my hair again wasn’t enough, he proceeded to give me a delicate chuck on the chin with a gigantic, gentle fist.

Someone cleared their throat at the door, and we turned to see a scowling cab driver standing there with Cory’s luggage—two suitcases, a carry-on, and a huge pet carrier, which must have been what Rosemary flew across country in. They all looked ratty as hell, like maybe Cory had bought them used at the Salvation Army store back in Missouri just before heading for the airport. The last item the cabbie produced was another pet carrier. This one was smaller than Rosemary’s, and I didn’t like the looks of it at all. Neither did the cabbie. He was holding it out like the thing was stuffed with Ebola samples.

“Uh,” I said, warily pointing at it. “What’s in there? And why are the holes covered in Plexiglas? And what’s that hissing sound?”

To my horror, Beth started shuffling her feet again. I hate it when she does that. For some reason, it never bodes well for me.

I narrowed my eyes and gave her a scathing stare. She pretended to ignore me by fiddling with a string hanging off the hem of her blouse. She didn’t fool me, though. I didn’t just fall off the Faggot Express. I know a duplicitous evasion when I see one as well as the next homosexual.

It was Cory who finally answered my question.

“That’s Leonard,” he chirped. “My snake. Don’t worry, Malcolm. You’ll love him!”

I had just enough time to say, “Your snake?” before the room went dark, and once again my life flashed before my eyes. I sucked in a great gout of oxygen, like a wino knocking back a jug of Thunderbird, and keeled over flat on my back on the floor.

The next thing I knew, Cory was leaning over me, patting my left cheek, while Rosemary, tail whapping back and forth in concern, crouched down beside me licking my ear. If only their roles had been reversed.

Through a haze of unconsciousness, I heard Cory desperately pleading in my ear. “He’s just a boa constrictor, Malcolm. He won’t hurt you. Wake up. Hey. Wake up, buddy.”

Beth was standing behind her brother with the snake carrier held up to her face, acting all innocent and introducing herself to Leonard, the fucking snake, with baby talk. “Coochie, coochie, coochie, Leonard. You’re a big one, aren’t you? Coochie, coochie coo.” Leonard, I suddenly remembered, was my third new roommate. Like a hunky lumberjack and a wimpy pit bull weren’t enough to cope with, right? Now I had to share my bedroom with a snake. A man-eating snake. I watch the Animal Channel. I know what goes on in those South American jungles with boa constrictors. I’m a little guy too. Narrow hips and shoulders. Teeny-tiny head. I’d probably slide down a snake’s gullet nice and easy.

Sometimes I really hate Beth.

 

 

I BLINKED myself awake and hauled myself off the floor, hoping to salvage a trace of dignity, which even I knew was a long shot. Beth and Cory, trying valiantly not to laugh at me, each took an arm and steered me toward my soon-to-be-shared bedroom. Once there, I shook them off and cast my first nervous glimpse at Leonard, the boa constrictor, who was curled up in his snake carrier looking supercilious as hell, like maybe he knew something none of the rest of us did. I quickly realized he wasn’t actually big enough to swallow me whole, although I still wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t take a chunk out of me if he got a chance. Or wrap himself around my neck and try to strangle me in my sleep just for shits and giggles.

Leonard was about four feet long and, being an albino, was a creepy shade of pale yellow. He was as big around as my ankle except for a lump about two feet down his length, which Cory said was the still-undigested rat Leonard had eaten just prior to the flight to keep him docile.

“Keep him docile? What do you mean keep him docile?”

Cory did a quick backtrack. “Not that he isn’t usually docile anyway.”

“Usually?”

My new roomie was looking more uncomfortable as the minutes flew by. It must be hard for a straight guy to deal with histrionics from what was probably the first gay man he’d ever been thrown into contact with. He slapped himself in the head. “I mean, always. Leonard’s always docile. Duh. Don’t know why I said usually. Jet lag, I guess.”

I wasn’t buying it, no matter how many times he backtracked or slapped himself in the head. And since my sympathy lay with the rat anyway, I said, “Next time you feed your snake, let me know. I’ll take a bus across town and lay low until you’re finished.”

Looking vaguely relieved, since I had at least tentatively accepted the fact that he owned a snake, Cory gave me a thumbs-up, and said, “Gotcha.”

He scooped the snake out of the carrier and let it wrap itself around his arm. Suddenly they were gazing into each other’s eyes like Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald about to break into song. (So sue me, I like old musicals, and since I always thought Nelson Eddy was kind of a hottie, I allocated the part of the snake to Jeanette, who, by all accounts, was a bitch anyway.) While all this was going on inside my head, Rosemary was sitting on my bed, licking her snatch. I felt like we were doing a halfass revival of Doctor Dolittle with a little doggie porn thrown in to give it oomph.

Much to my relief, Cory slipped Leonard back in his cage and set him out of the way atop the dresser in my room. Oops, sorry. Our room. Since I’m not a complete moron, I quickly dragged my bed next to the window while Beth was still rolling Cory’s foldaway bed through the door. Then I magnanimously kicked all my junk across the floor of our one and only closet to make room for Cory’s junk, and slid my clothes along the hanger rod to make room for Cory’s clothes. Having done all I could to give him enough space to get settled, not to mention laying claim to the best spot for my bed since I would have control of the evening breezes wafting through the bedroom window, and in the process provide myself with a handy escape route should the damn snake ever break out of his cage some night, I climbed onto my bed and sprawled out alongside Rosemary to watch the two siblings reminisce and get all Cory’s belongings properly stored away.

Eventually figuring I could help a little, I took it upon myself to grab some linens from the hall closet and make up Cory’s bed with fresh sheets. He didn’t have a pillow, so I donated one of mine. It was the pillow I usually cuddled with while I slept, pretending it was Ryan Reynolds, but I figured Cory didn’t need to know that. And it’s not like I shot jism all over it or anything. Well, not often anyway. After I finished making up the crummy foldaway bed, which wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable as mine, hee-hee-hee, I rejoined Rosemary on my bed and settled in to watch the proceedings.

Cory was just breaking into his second suitcase when Beth came up behind him and gave him a huge hug, telling him how glad she was he had come. While she did that, she shot me a pleading look, prompting me to give her some backup.

“That’s right,” I hastily announced. (Being an actor, I know a cue when I see one.) “Beth and I are always talking about how we wished we had another roommate. And a dog. And a snake.”

She shot me another look, this one a little less friendly, as if to say “Thank you. You’ve helped enough,” so I excused myself and hustled off to the kitchen to fetch us three beers, and if my two roomies didn’t feel like a brew, I would drink them all myself. I really hated the idea of that goddamn snake sitting on the dresser all night.

What I didn’t hate was watching Beth’s brother move around, slipping his stuff into drawers, hanging his clothes in the closet, and kicking off his work boots to make himself more comfortable while he did it. He also slipped off his denim vest and pulled his shirttail out of his pants, but that’s as far as he went for the sake of comfort. He would clearly be more comfortable in nothing but socks and a wristwatch, but I hadn’t known him long enough to suggest it.

Ever notice how some days nothing seems to go right? And how some people simply won’t take subliminal suggestions no matter how hard you try to mindfuck them into taking their pants off for you? I assuaged my disappointment by staring at Cory’s bare feet. They were big and strong and had sprinkles of hair on the instep and the big toes. Just the kind of male feet I like. And since they were so large, it made me wonder what other body parts Cory might possess that were similarly proportioned.

After all, as Julia Roberts said in Notting Hill, “Big feet, uh, big… shoes.”

God, I’m a slut.

Cory had one suitcase left to empty, but instead of tackling it then, he tossed it in the closet with a horrendous crash. He and his sister had accepted the beers I offered, and now the three of us, make that four, including the dog, threw ourselves on the two beds and settled in to chat. I might have enjoyed the conversation more if Cory had been on my bed, but he wasn’t. He was on the foldaway with Beth. All I had was the dog, who was still licking her twat. I guess when you are limber enough to do that, a conversation with mere mortals runs a poor second.

Leonard was out of sight, thinking his sneaky snaky thoughts and quietly digesting his dead rat, which was fine with me. The more he stayed out of sight, the better I’d like it.

As greetings and introductions made way for more laid-back jabbering, I had time to study Beth’s brother all the more closely. It came as a bit of a surprise when I realized he was actually a little shy. Not around his sister, perhaps, but he did cast me uncertain glances now and then, when he thought maybe he might have said something stupid or suspected he was being a country rube while Beth and I were clearly city slickers through and through. That was my take on the guy anyway. Actually I had no idea at all what he was really thinking. But he did have one of those expressive faces I am fairly adept at reading, or at least I think I am. The one thing that stood out for me about Cory Williams was this: he was a nice, quiet, gorgeous, towering guy. And as every gay man in the world knows above all other truths, there is nothing sexier than a nice, quiet, gorgeous, towering guy.

Cory stammered through the obligatory compliments on the apartment, which were lies since the place really was a dump. But he carried it off well enough. Besides, for all I knew, maybe to him it was a palace. He grew up in Missouri after all. Maybe the simple fact that he couldn’t smell hog doody and horse farts on the breeze wafting through the bedroom window was enough to make him all misty-eyed and fluttery with appreciation.

I noticed his ears were suddenly red again, which was like the cutest thing ever. He cast embarrassed gazes at Beth, then me, then back again to Beth. “I’m really sorry to barge in on you guys like this. I’ll find a job and get out of your hair as quickly as possible. I swear.”

Beth pshawed him. “You’re family. You’re not in my hair at all. And as far as Malcolm goes, he’ll be happy just to watch you dress in the morning. Or undress. Whichever. Gay guys dig that stuff. Hell, if I know Malcolm, he’s probably plotting how to get in your pants already.”

Cory’s mouth fell open, and so did mine.

“Bitch!” I bellowed, making Rosemary jump while Beth merely howled with laughter. “That’s not true!” It was a lie, of course. What I said, I mean, not what she said. But I certainly wasn’t about to admit it.

While I wondered if I could get Rosemary to rip Beth’s tits off and gulp them down like meatballs, I stammered out a welcoming statement of my own—after first sticking my tongue out at Beth. Sometimes it’s the only thing that works. “Don’t listen to her. I may be gay but I’m not a perv. I’ll give you all the privacy I can. She is right about one thing, though. I’m glad you’re here too, Cory. Honest.” Rosemary stuck her cold nose into my armpit and pleaded for attention, so I twiddled her ears, which caused her back leg to start thumping. “I even like your dog,” I added, almost meaning it.

What I didn’t do was comment on the snake. I figured my silence on that matter spoke reams.

The red in Cory’s ears diffused outward toward his dimples. “Thanks, Malcolm,” he said, obviously relieved, and tipping up his beer bottle, he drained it in three seconds flat while his stubbly Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in the middle of his thickly muscled neck, which was rather enjoyable to watch. My God, he even drank beer sexy.

“Can we have another?” he asked, like a little kid pleading for a second bowl of ice cream. “I think maybe I want to celebrate starting my new life.”

Beth clapped her hands and jumped off the bed. “Hell yes! We should be celebrating! I’ll get us another round!” With that she ran from the room, headed for the kitchen.

Finding ourselves alone for the very first time, Cory and I shyly scoped each other out. I was just about to open my mouth and blabber out some mindless drivel to put us both at ease when Beth reappeared carting three more beers. She passed them out and threw herself back on the bed with Cory.

“So what’s this about you breaking up with your girlfriend?” she asked. “And just because you broke up with her, what was it that made you want to leave the state of Missouri entirely and traipse all the way across country to California? Your girlfriend wasn’t pregnant, was she? She didn’t call the cops on you, I hope. Or have a daddy eager to drag your ass to a hastily arranged wedding with all the hillbilly family in attendance and him standing there with a shotgun pointed at your head. Did she have teeth, this girlfriend of yours? Did she have a pet hog?”

Cory looked appalled. Even so, before he answered he cast one more uneasy look in my direction as if he thought maybe this line of questioning might be better off reserved for family alone. Of course, I couldn’t have disagreed more. I wanted to hear all the dirt as much as Beth did. Poor guy. I could tell he was embarrassed. Once Beth got wound up, she could humiliate a fire hydrant.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Cory said.

Beth was insistent. “Sure you do.”

“No, I don’t,” Cory growled. “And she wasn’t pregnant. She was a nice girl. As for the rest of your questions, I think I’ll just leave them lying in the gutter where they belong.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Ooh. Well, that hurt.”

Cory fell silent, eyeing each of us in turn as if realizing he still hadn’t answered Beth’s question. He looked so confused and sad all of a sudden that even Rosemary noticed. She crawled off my bed and joined Cory in his, curling her fifty or sixty pounds into his lap like a Chihuahua. Stretching her neck out, she gave her master a congenial lick under the chin, which made me wish I’d thought of it first.

Cory gazed down at her and smiled. Then he peered over at me. “I left Missouri because I thought maybe there was a whole lot of life I was missing out on.” He twisted his head toward Beth. “And I missed my sister.”

Beth stared back at him while her eyes misted over. “You did?”

He nodded, said, “Uh-huh,” and scooped her into his arms for the twentieth time.

I sat on my bed by the window and watched them. When my vision blurred, I realized Beth wasn’t the only one whose eyes were misting over. As Cory laid his cheek alongside Beth’s in the middle of the hug, he closed his eyes, and I had the perfect opportunity to study his face.

What I saw made my heart give a tiny lurch of longing inside my chest. That little lurch was a new feeling for me. I had no idea what it signified, but I sort of liked it. I knew that much. To cover it up, however, I headed off to the kitchen for three more beers. For the dog, I also grabbed a slab of pork that had been lying in the fridge for a few days but hadn’t turned green yet.

Since I was all out of rats, Leonard would have to fend for himself.

 

 

BY THE time our first evening together drew to a close, we were all a little drunk. As the clock struck midnight, Beth excused herself with a final round of hugs for both her brother and me. With a tipsy giggle, she even gave the dog a peck on the cheek and whispered “Good night” to the snake. Nobody can get more maudlin than Beth after she’s had a few beers.

Being the congenial host, I allowed Cory to use the bathroom to get ready for bed first. My plot to see him parade out after a shower in his birthday suit with nothing but a towel around his neck was foiled. He did indeed shower, but before he exited the bathroom, he had donned a battered T-shirt and a baggy old pair of lounging pants, which he crawled into bed in.

By the time I had showered and done all the nighttime ablution things I was in the habit of doing—brushing, flossing, peeing, etc.—I flipped off the bathroom light and stepped out into the darkened bedroom in my nighty-night boxer shorts, which I always wore to bed. In the moonlight, I could see two lumps on the foldaway bed. Cory and Rosemary.

Not knowing if he was asleep or not, I crawled beneath my covers and stretched out, enjoying the open window beside my head. The night air felt so good, I wondered why I hadn’t thought of placing my bed next to the window before.

It was strange to hear the soft breathing of another human in my room. Was it my imagination that I even heard the sound of another heartbeat in the room as well? I had no doubt at all that I was inhaling the clean scent of another body near at hand. Cory smelled great. I mean really great. Like I said, all those new scents and sounds seemed deliciously strange coming at me from the shadows of my old room the way they were. What was even stranger was when Cory’s words carried through the darkness in a quiet, deliberate hush.

“Thank you, Malcolm,” he said, his voice a low, sleepy rumble. “I appreciate you sharing your space like this.”

“You’re welcome,” I whispered back. “I’m glad you’re here. Rosemary too.”

To my utter surprise, I realized my words were starting to be true. I really was glad they were here.

Once again, just to reassert my authority, I snarkily left the snake out of the equation. Yes, even when I’m being nice, I can be a brat.

Cory wasn’t buying the omission. He had a smile in his voice when he asked, still in a whisper, “What about Leonard? Aren’t you glad he’s here too?”

I’d be damned if I was going to answer that question. I grinned in the darkness and pretended to be asleep.

Cory chuckled quietly from his bed. It was the last sound I heard before sleep overtook me. I’m pretty sure I was smiling when it did.

Later, when the moon outside my window had slid high in the sky and a cricket somewhere outside on the ledge was cricketing up a storm, I awoke to the soft snores of Cory sleeping peacefully in the bed across the room. I lay there for the longest time staring through the moonlight, watching the rise and fall of Cory’s broad chest as he dreamed his way through his first night away from home.

As if sensing I couldn’t sleep, Rosemary rose up from the foot of Cory’s bed with a yawn and padded across the room, her little toenails tippy-tapping on the hardwood floor. With a grunt, she hopped onto my bed and, once there, spun around three times searching for a comfortable spot, then finally collapsed in a heap at my feet. Curled up in a big warm ball, she spent the rest of the night softly snoring, just like her master in the other bed.

No one was more surprised than I when I realized I enjoyed the weight of a warm body joining me in the bed for a change. I guess I had been sleeping alone for far too long.

Yep, the dog was a cozy bedmate. Of course, the man would have been better.




Chapter Four

 

 

MY ERA of being a reluctant roommate to one of the hunkiest men on the planet began with me opening my eyes to a morning sun that had already climbed halfway to its zenith. My first thought was, Thank God it’s Saturday. I don’t have to go to work. The gorillas can scoop their own poop. My second thought was, Where’s the snake?

I blinked myself awake and fine-tuned my eyeballs to where I could actually see out of them. The first thing I realized was that the snake carrier was no longer sitting where it had been sitting the night before. It didn’t take me long to realize that as much as I hated having that snake carrier parked on my dresser, I hated even more not knowing where the heck it was.

I groaned my way up to a sitting position and surveyed the room. No snake carrier anywhere. I cranked my stiff neck sideways and took in the folding bed where the last time I had looked, Cory was softly snoring in the moonlight and looking scrumptious while he did it. Cory was gone. So was Rosemary. So was the moonlight. Cory’s bed was neatly made up, my Ryan Reynolds pillow perfectly aligned across one end, the tail ends of his bed linens tucked under the mattress with military precision at the other.

It would seem my new roommate was a bit of a neatnik. I was pretty sure that after living with me for a few weeks, he’d be cured of that little malady.

I flung the bedclothes aside and sat there in my wrinkled boxer shorts, the front of which was tented rather impressively by my morning boner. I gave my head a shake, still trying to pull myself awake. Then I scratched my chest, scratched my armpits, scratched my nuts, gave my dick a squeeze just to be friendly, yawned a couple of times, and wondered where everybody went.

Two seconds later, the bedroom door opened, and Cory strolled in, removing the leash from around the neck of a very happy pit bull. Rosemary took one look at me, gave a cheerful yip, and came flying across the room. She sailed onto my bed, tail flailing in midflight, and knocked me flat on my back. Gasping for air while the damn dog smothered me with kisses, I was helpless to prevent my boner from standing straight up into the air inside my boxers as I thrashed around under sixty pounds of excited mutt.

When Rosemary finally calmed down a bit, I gazed over to see Cory standing in the doorway, watching us. He had a bemused look on his face, but when he saw me staring back at him, he molded it quickly into a morning smile.

He had a wrench in his hand.

Still flat on my back, I quickly pulled the sheet over my lap to hide my hard-on, as if Cory hadn’t seen enough of it already. Besides, it would remain a hard-on until I partook of my first pee of the day, which I couldn’t do until Cory left the room because I certainly wasn’t going to play the shy little faggot and wrap a sheet around myself just to walk to the bathroom.

Oddly enough, Cory’s ears were red again. Maybe it was a chronic condition.

“Good morning,” he said shyly.

I mumbled something back that sounded vaguely like “Gut mernnag,” and then I cleared my throat and tried again. “Good morning. What’s with the wrench? Am I so annoying you’ve already decided to beat me to death?”

He stared down at the wrench in his hand, then back at me. “No! Beth told me you were having car trouble, so I fixed it.”

That woke me up. “You fixed my car?”

“Yeah. That’s not to say something else might not fall apart pretty soon. It’s not exactly a Lotus. What makes you think you’re annoying?”

I thought that one over. “My past history with everybody I’ve ever met in my life?”

Cory laughed. “Well, you haven’t annoyed me yet. If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

Again, I considered the wrench in his hand. “You really fixed my car? What was wrong with it?”

“Your battery cable came loose.”

“That’s all it was? Maybe I should look under the hood once in a while, not that I would know what I was looking at even if I did.”

“Not very mechanical, huh?”

I let my face split into a grin at that one. Understatements amuse me so.

I was beginning to like this guy. “So you really fixed it?”

“Yeah. It only took two minutes.”

My mechanic would have taken three days and charged me twelve-hundred bucks.

Rosemary appeared to be bothered by the fact that the conversation had nothing to do with her. She took a mouthful of my bedclothes and dragged them off the bed, leaving me once again lying there on my back with my morning woody pointing due north. Thank God I’d worn boxers to bed.

Cory gave me an enigmatic smile. “I guess having your car fixed for free is exciting for you.”

Now it was my turn to blush. I clapped my hands over my crotch and probably turned about fifteen shades of vermilion.

Cory winked and backed out the door. “Maybe I’d better leave you to it,” he said.

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Did he think I was going to beat off or something? But before I could ask, he had backed out the door and closed it quietly behind him.

I couldn’t help but notice he was blushing while he did it.

Watching him go, I gave a shudder. It was one of those good shudders you sometimes get when you have a sexual rush come over you that you hadn’t been expecting. Men are particularly susceptible to those rushes when their dicks are already hard. I guess an erect cock works like an antenna, drawing in the horny vibes.

I had a feeling there would be a plethora of horny vibes coming at me as long as I roomed with Cory Williams. A plethora of hard-ons too. I’d have to work at it to keep them under wraps, or he’d think I was a degenerate. Which, around his overpowering hunkiness, wasn’t far from the truth.

Before dragging myself out of bed, I shot a quick prayer skyward thanking God for sending Cory to fix my car. What a generous thing for a deity to do. I might even consider going to church the following Sunday to show my appreciation. Well, no, I wouldn’t, but it was a nice thought.

I peed, showered, shaved, brushed my teeth, dressed, and was out the bedroom door in twelve minutes flat, sans boner. Rosemary had lain curled on the bathroom rug watching the ritual with lazy eyes, tail thumping, chewing on a toenail. Her toenail, not mine.

I found Cory in the kitchen sitting behind a huge bowl of Wheaties. Breakfast of champions. In front of the cereal bowl, he had the morning paper splayed out, open to the help wanted ads.

“Where’s the snake?” I asked.

Was it my imagination, or did Cory glance at my crotch before he answered? Checking on the state of my erection, maybe. I guess straight guys are just as competitive as gay guys when it comes to other guys’ dicks. Or maybe he was just making sure Malcolm Junior was securely locked up and wasn’t about to leap out at him and start dribbling precome all over the breakfast table. God knows what straight people think.

“Beth decided to keep Leonard in her room since he freaks you out so much. He’s too cramped up in that carrier, so I’m going to go out later and buy a large terrarium so he can move around a little.” He held a hand in the air as if cutting me off at the pass. “And don’t worry. I’ll buy one with a boa constrictor-proof lid. They are excellent escape artists.”

I could have spent the rest of my life quite happily never learning that little zoological factoid, but all I said was, “Goody.”

Giving the Wheaties box a shake to see if there was enough left for me, I decided there was and poured it into a bowl, plopping it down across from Cory and filling it full of milk.

Digging in, I asked, “Where’s Beth?”

“Voice lessons.”

I smiled. “It won’t help, you know.”

Cory grinned. “I know. I remember her butchering campfire songs when we were kids.”

Strangely, his eyes slipped away from my face at the memory. He stared out the kitchen window at the palm tree standing somnolent in the California heat at the edge of the apartment building. Cory’s spoon lay forgotten in his hand.

“You’re homesick,” I said softly.

His eyes swiveled back to me. “No,” he said, just as quietly. “Just pensive.”

I smiled. “Hearing a big butch guy like you use the word ‘pensive’ is kind of a trip.”

“You think I’m big and butch?”

“Well, yeah. Don’t you own a mirror?”

His eyes softened as he stared at me. The sadness I thought I detected there a moment before was gone now. He still looked—pensive—though.

“Malcolm, it means a lot to me that you’ve taken me into your home like this. It means a lot that Beth did it too, but the kindness means even more when it comes from you. You’re not family. We’ve never met. It’s a nice thing you’re doing. I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

I reached across the table and snatched up a box of raisins, tossing a handful into my Wheaties.

“You’ve told me this already,” I said. “I’m happy to do it. Sometimes we all have to reboot and make a fresh start. I’m sorry about your girlfriend, by the way. Looking the way you do, I don’t imagine you’ll have much trouble finding another one while you’re here.”

I had barely finished speaking when I saw the flush rise up his neck and head straight for his ears again. It appeared to be a path his blood flow took on a regular basis: a frequently traversed tributary.

“Thanks,” he mumbled while his eyes slid back to the tree outside the kitchen window. He gazed at the morning sky for a moment, then brought his attention back into the room.

A friendly silence settled over us, only intermittently interrupted by the tinkle of spoons on dishes and the rustling of the newspaper spread out between us. Rosemary was standing at Cory’s side, her big boxy head resting on Cory’s lap. Lucky dog.

“You saved me a lot of money by fixing my car,” I said. “Anytime you want to borrow it, just ask. I have the weekend off, by the way. I’m tied up today, but tomorrow I’ll drive you around if you want. Show you the city. I know a pet store where you can get the fucking snake… I mean, get Leonard… a terrarium. We can even stop off at the San Diego Zoo if you want. I might be able to get you a job application if you think you might want to work there like I do.”

His green eyes lit up. “That would be great. The zoo is close, right? Beth said it was only a few blocks away. Finding a job that close would help me a lot. I could save up for a car and my own apartment without having to spend a lot of money simply surviving while I do it.” His eyes softened as he stroked Rosemary’s back. Then he quietly added, “I’d love for you to show me the city.”

“Good, then!” I exclaimed. “It’s a date!”

He snickered and shot me a cockeyed leer.

I quickly corrected myself. “When I say date, I mean it in a brotherly, studly, macho-riddled way, of course.”

He rapped his knuckles on the table as if sending out his appreciation for the clarification through Morse code. “Like buddies,” he said.

“Yeah. That’s what I meant. Like buddies.”

He went back to his cereal, and I went back to mine.

I noticed he was no longer wearing his lumberjack shirt. Now he simply wore a T-shirt and jeans and brand-new white tennis shoes on his feet. The T-shirt was stretched tight across his broad chest, and the sleeves were wrapped so firmly around his bulging biceps, I wondered if they were cutting off the circulation to his arms.

Staring at those biceps rolling around like croquet balls made me almost forget I was eating cereal. My Wheaties turned to mush while I sat there eyeballing those two pale balls of muscle. At one point, Cory caught me staring. He snorted and nudged my bare foot with his tennis shoe under the table as if to say in a good-natured way, “Okay, enough with the perv stuff. I’m straight, you know. Let’s try to keep that in mind.”

Caught in the act, I blinked myself back to the moment and cast an apologetic smile in his direction. Poking fun at myself for being such a lech, I gave my head one of those blubber-lipped, over-the-top shakes that Bugs Bunny gives right after Daffy Duck bangs him in the noggin with a skillet.

Cory laughed, and suddenly all was right with the world again. No hard feelings. It was at that moment that I suspected building a friendship with Cory Williams would be as easy as it had been building a friendship with his sister, except Cory was nowhere near as flighty as Beth, which was nice.

He was also far more delightful to look at. I just had to remember to keep my gawking under wraps.

Boy oh boy, I thought, chomping and slurping up another spoonful of soggy Wheaties. That’ll take some practice.

 

 

THAT AFTERNOON I excused myself from Cory and Beth, who were hunkered down on the living room floor around the coffee table snarfing popcorn, slurping Cokes, and reminiscing about their childhoods. I would love to have listened in, but I had plans of my own. Plans I would like to break but didn’t quite dare. The plans involved a visit with my mother and begging a small loan from her to be paid back with my next paycheck from the zoo. Three dollars and a roll of quarters for laundry wasn’t going to get me through to the end of the month no matter how frugal I tried to be. I needed cash, and I needed it now. Pride be damned.

It had been an interesting morning, bonding with Cory over the breakfast table and all. I came away from the experience more convinced than ever that Beth’s brother was a really nice guy. The time I spent in his company invariably seemed to leave me with a pleasant glow.

I figured that glow would burn off quickly enough after spending a few minutes with my mother. I love her dearly, don’t get me wrong. But, well, there’s only one way to say it. My mother isn’t completely normal. The fact that she answered her door wearing a Gloria Swanson turban and a marabou-feathered dressing gown with a bigass crystal ball in her hand pretty much proved my point.

“Is that your ex’s left testicle?” I asked.

She eyed the crystal ball askance, looking a bit wistful. “If only,” she said. “Actually Gerald’s, shall we say, shortcomings, were part of the reason he left me. I may have inadvertently snickered at the wrong moment when we were diddling on the sofa.”

I slapped my hands over my ears. “Diddling on the sofa? La, la, la, la! Too much information. La, la, la, la. Shut up. Shut up!”

She tittered and slapped me on the chest. “However did you get to be such a prude? I thought gay men were simply ravenous when it comes to their sexual practices.”

“Yes,” I said. “But not when it comes to their mothers’ sexual practices!”

“Then perhaps, darling, you should broaden your horizons.”

I groaned. “You’ve broadened them enough for the whole family.” I was still standing on the porch. “Are you going to ask me in, or what?”

She gave me a sweet glower. “You’re the fruit of my looms. Of course I’ll ask you in.”

“Womb,” I corrected her. “I’m the fruit of your womb.”

She flapped a dismissive hand. “Whatever. Your check’s on the table.”

That stopped me cold. “My—my check?”

“You need money, love. Isn’t that why you’re here?”

I shuffled my feet and hung my head. I wasn’t faking it either. I was really hanging my head. It’s not exactly a proud moment in a young man’s life, finding himself twenty-six years old and needing a loan from his mother. I don’t have many scruples, but I do have a few.

“Yes,” I said. “I need it something awful. How’d you know?”

“I read it in the cards. The tarot never lies.”

I tried not to roll my eyes, but it was a losing battle. Sometimes my mother gets caught up in the strangest enterprises. At the moment, and for the past few months, she had been studying divination. Tarot cards. Palm reading. Crystal ball gazing. Tea leaves. God knows what else. Truthfully, I’m surprised she had the time, considering the fact that her sex life was pretty much a full-time job. Even more unnerving than the fact that she believes in all this supernatural hogwash is that she has proven herself to be right with her predictions more times than I care to count.

My mother. Madame Bazonka, Queen of the Gypsies.

She took my hand and dragged me toward the kitchen where, I noticed, she had a deck of tarot cards laid out and ready to go.

“You knew I was coming?” I asked.

“I always know when you’re coming,” she promptly answered.

I was tempted to ask if she knew about me coming all over myself last Thursday while watching one of Beth’s porno tapes while Beth was at work, but decided against it. I was afraid she’d say yes.

She all but shoved me into a chair and, straightening her turban, plopped herself down opposite me, gathering her marabou feathers primly around her.

While she closed her eyes and intoned some weirdass chant with her fingertips placed to either side of her skull like skewers, I noticed the check she had mentioned lying there at the other end of the table. While her eyes were closed, I quietly scooped it up, read the amount, and breathed a sigh of relief. This would easily get me through the month.

“Thank you, Ma,” I said all hushed, trying not to impose on her meditation—or whatever the heck she was doing.

“Keep your voice down,” she said. “And don’t call me Ma. It makes me sound like I’m sixty years old.”

“You are sixty years old.”

“That was uncalled for.”

I grinned. “Sorry. So what should I call you?”

“Call me Viv.”

“As in Viv the Necromancer?”

“No, smarty-pants. Just Viv. Or Mummy. I’ve always been partial to Mummy.”

I rolled my eyes. (I told you I did a lot of eye rolling when I was around my mother.) “Fine,” I said. “I’ll call you Viv. Mummy reminds me too much of Boris Karloff. Oddly apropos, but—”

“Cruel, darling. Very cruel.”

“Sorry. So tell me, Viv. Just what the fuck are you doing?”

She was still meditating, or at least her eyes were closed, and she still had her fingers stuck to her temples.

“Don’t curse in front of the spirits. It’s the surest way to come down with some sort of plague or other.”

Like Luigi Von and his dick warts, I thought with a mean little snicker. Again my mother hushed me.

She opened her eyes, lowered her hands to the table, and lifted the first tarot card off the pile. She laid it faceup in front of me.

“The Tower,” she said. “Oh dear.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean, ‘oh dear’? What is there to ‘oh dear’ about?”

She tsked a sad little tsk. “The Tower’s a precursor to turmoil. Perhaps another card will wipe it out. I certainly hope so, my dear. For your sake.”

“I’m not happy here,” I growled.

“Do be quiet.”

With that, she drew a second card. Her face lit up.

“Oh, well now that’s a little better. The Fool. Indicates optimism in the face of adversity. Shows you have strong character. Either that or just plain stupid, one can never really be sure.”

I twisted my mouth to the side and glared at her. “Harrumph.”

Her hand hovered over the deck once more. Before lifting the third card, she cast me a soulful look. “I love you, darling,” she said. “Try not to panic just yet.”

“Oh, okay,” I droned. “I’ll do that, then.”

She flipped the third and final card. Her eyes popped open wide, and she clasped her hands in front of her nose.

“A third Major Arcana card in a row! How fortuitous! It’s the Lovers card too!” she cried. “And about time, I must say.”

“About time for what?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes and glared at me. “Don’t be dense. You and I both know it’s past time for you to finally fall in love. The cards are saying it might just happen. There’s a fair to middling chance at any rate. Give me your hand. Let’s get a second opinion.”

I wondered how much it would cost to have my mother committed, and if I would be able to visit her on weekends if they slapped her in a padded room, and what the hell I would do with all her boyfriends if they did, and would she still be able to write me checks if she had to wear a straitjacket all day.

She splayed my hand flat in front of her and bent low to study the creases. As she went along, she tapped my palm with a fingertip here and there. I held my breath. My mother had been a little lavish with the White Diamonds that morning.

“Long lifeline. That’s good.” She dragged a fingernail through a second crease. It tickled. “This one seems to indicate you are a bit selfish, my love.” She smiled warmly. “But then we knew that already, didn’t we?”

I growled again.

Suddenly the creases in the room weren’t only on my palm. They were on her forehead too.

“Oh dear,” she said. “I don’t like the looks of this.”

I leaned in to see what she was looking at. “What? What’s the matter? What do you see?” Then I mentally slapped myself in the head. Good lord, her insanity was rubbing off on me. I wasn’t really starting to believe this rubbish, was I?

“It can’t be,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It simply doesn’t make sense!”

God help me, I could feel my blood pressure shooting up. No wonder I don’t visit my mother more often. “What doesn’t make sense? It isn’t dick warts, is it?” You never know when God’s going to spread around a little retribution for sins I might have committed in the heat of the moment. (In case you’re floundering for an example, take my dastardly phone call to Luigi Von, for instance.)

Mom ignored the dick warts comment and tapped a fingernail to what I considered to be a rather innocuous crease that ran in a downward arc around the base of my thumb. She tilted her head to the side, studying it further. She dropped my hand to the table with a clunk, snatched a booklet from the pocket of her dressing gown, and desperately shuffled through the pages.

Eventually she stopped shuffling and studied the page before her, after which she gazed up at me, then stared at the book, then back up to me again.

She chewed on her lower lip for a moment, removing a goodly streak of blood-red lipstick in the process and depositing it on her front teeth. Then she settled back in her chair and studied my face.

“I’m sorry, Malcolm,” she said. “This doesn’t make any sense. Maybe I’m misinterpreting the signs.”

“Why?” I gazed at the offending crease one last time. “It’s just a wrinkle. What the hell did you think you saw?”

She took a deep breath and said resignedly, “Well, darling, the reading’s a little fuzzy. It’s like this. Either you’re going to finally get some backbone, or else you’re about to grow a tail. I can’t completely decide which it is.”

I blinked. “So you’re saying it could go either way.”

“Yes.”

“And what does this have to do with me finally falling in love?”

“Oh! Nothing. This is a side issue altogether. As far as your falling in love, that’s set in stone. No wiggling out of that one. I’m happy for you.” She lifted my hand and gave it a kiss, ominous creases and all.

I blinked again. “So what was all that about me growing a tail? Who’s going to love me if I grow a tail?”

She straightened her turban and fluffed her marabou feathers. “That was just a glitch in the reading, dear. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. Although I would try to remedy the selfish thing. Especially if you’re about to fall in love. Love has to flow freely in both directions, you know. If you’re a selfish little prick, the man you fall in love with may not want to love you back, and then you’ll be even more miserable than you would be if you didn’t fall in love at all. And God help us, darling, you’re miserable enough already, don’t you think?”

“Indubitably. And thanks for cheering me up.”

“You’re welcome.” She gazed at the crystal ball, which she had placed in a soup bowl on the kitchen counter. “Oh, look. It’s cocktail hour!”

I was still studying that damn crease in my palm.

“I shouldn’t drink. I’m driving,” I said absently.

“Oh good, then,” she chirped. “We won’t have more than six or seven.”




Chapter Five

 

 

I WOKE up Sunday morning with a splitting headache and a tongue that tasted like I had sprinkled it with cat litter and dragged it through a dumpster. I vaguely recalled killing a bottle of gin with my mother, and I also vaguely recalled her absconding with my car keys and dropping them down her cleavage to keep me from driving home. She had called me a cab instead. For a bad influence, she was annoyingly responsible. Of course, now I’d have to waste money on another cab to retrieve my car or else spend two hours walking to her house with a hangover. Neither option appealed to me.

Plus I was supposed to drive Cory around town today, showing him the sights and purchasing a terrarium for the damn snake. How was I supposed to do that without a car?

I squeezed my head between my hands, trying to ease the thumping going on between my ears. It sounded like maybe a blacksmith had set up shop inside my noggin in the middle of the night and was in the process of shoeing ten or twelve horses. The first thing I noticed, besides the pain of that horrendous thudding ache, was that my customary morning hard-on was at critical mass. I unglued one eyelid and checked out the room. I was all alone. No hunky roommate. No hunky roommate’s dog. No snake, except for the one humming and throbbing inside my boxer shorts like a cast-iron tuning fork.

I slipped my dick through the fly in my boxers and out it sprang, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. I took a gentle grip on that sucker and pictured Cory in my mind. I imagined myself slipping under his covers while he slept. How warm he would feel under there. How he would happily groan as my hands stroked his long body. How he’d politely open his legs a little wider to accommodate my nosing around. How he’d gently bury his fingers in my hair while I took his big Missouri dick into my mouth and went to town on it with all my many talents.

As fantasies go, apparently this one was top of the line. Two minutes later, my toes were curled all the way back to my heels, my back was arched off the bed like a drawbridge, and I was splattering myself with come all the way up to my chin.

Jeez. I shuddered myself back to normal, peeled off my come-splattered shorts, and ran for the shower before Cory returned. It was bad enough he caught me ogling him now and then. I was fairly certain he wouldn’t want to see me dashing through the room soaked in jism. It might send the wrong message.

While I showered, my mind gradually cleared itself of sex, and I began remembering some of the things my mother had told me during our goofyass divination session. The first thing I did, standing there in the shower slathered with soap, was check to see if I had indeed started to grow a tail. Happily, I had not. My ass was still pristinely my own.

The second thing I did was wonder if I would really be falling in love one of these days as she predicted. I have to admit I sort of liked the idea. It would be good for my acting chops to be able to draw on my experiences with real love for a change. So that during auditions, if I had to play a man in love, I wouldn’t have to make everything up as I went along.

I wondered who it would be. What type of man would I fall in love with? Would he be another actor? Please God, no. Have you ever had sex with an actor? They emote too much. Everything has to be on a grand scale. The best kiss imaginable. The best fuck ever. The biggest dick in the world. It’s intimidating. Really. And then there’s the billing question. Which of you has the leading role in your little love affair? Which of you has the best lines, and which of you drives the plot? Which of you is the top, and what exactly does being a fucker instead of a fuckee imply when it’s two actors banging away? Is the one on top the star and the one on the bottom relegated to a supporting role?

I stood under the shower and thought about that. Maybe if you were really in love, you wouldn’t think about things like how your names would read on a marquee. Maybe if you were really in love you would think about the other person first. Cater only to their wishes, not your own. Hope only for their happiness, not yours. Generously offer them top billing whether they wanted it or not.

Nah. That couldn’t be right. What self-respecting actor would ever do that? But then I’d never been in love. How could I possibly know what to expect. And was I really about to find out?

Lordy, my mother was a pain in the ass. It was bad enough simply getting through life as a starving actor. Now on top of that I had to worry about falling in love and growing a tail.

I twisted off the shower and gave myself a doggie shake before stepping from the tub. Toweling my hair dry with my eyes squeezed shut, I suddenly screamed and jumped three feet straight up into the air when something cold and wet poked its way into my ass.

I quickly realized it was Rosemary’s nose. She had come to say hello. I heard Cory chuckling in the other room.

“I have a feeling I know what that scream means,” he chortled. “Rosemary, get in here!”

“G-good morning!” I called back. “And your dog is a bigger lech than I ever was!”

After wrapping myself in the towel, I peered around the doorway. Cory had just slipped into a pair of running shorts. I’d missed the show, dammit. I sucked in a wad of oxygen at my very first glimpse of his lovely, hairy legs. My heart gave a lurch inside my chest, and my dick, as drained as it was after I had flogged it to death not ten minutes earlier, gave a lurch beneath the towel.

Cory looked up and smiled. “Sorry about the mutt. Come jog with me,” he said. “You wanna?”

His smile was so beautiful, his dimples so deep, his eyes so green, his legs so sexy, his basket so beguilingly pronounced in his red Nike running shorts that I gulped once and nodded. Hangover be damned. “Sure,” I said. “We can jog over to my mother’s house and collect my car. I left it there last night in a drunken stupor.”

That seemed to pique his interest. “Golly. Your mother must be a hoot.”

I groaned. “Don’t get me started. Hang on, I’ll just be a couple of minutes.”

He shot me a thumbs-up, sort of like Caesar at the Colosseum showing his approval of a gladiator who had just slaughtered a lion with his bare hands. Of course, how could Cory know that the only thing I had whipped into submission with my bare hands lately was my own pecker? Probably best he never know, especially considering the fact that while I did it, I had been giving the man an imaginary blow job. The same man, I might add, whom I had only yesterday promised I would be a perfect gentleman around.

God, what a liar I am.

I stopped in the kitchen long enough to gulp down half a gallon of milk and pop five or six aspirin to help battle my hangover, and when I figured I was as good as I was ever going to get, Cory and I set out with Rosemary at our heels.

Cory was kind enough to start out slow so my thumping head wouldn’t tumble off my shoulders and go rolling down the street in front of us. I kept trying to fall back so I could check out his ass in those darling shorts he had on, but every time I slowed, he slowed too, matching me pace for pace. About the time I started to feel a little better, he threw his arms wide and sucked in the morning air like he’d been deprived of it for too long.

“I love to run,” he said in that conversational pant that runners always use when they’re trying to talk and jog at the same time. “It’ll be great being able to jog all year long. In Missouri, the winters are out. Too cold. Too much snow. In the spring it’s constantly raining. This is one of the reasons I wanted to relocate to the West Coast. I’m glad you like to run too, Malcolm. Maybe we can make it a regular thing. Running’s like sex. It’s more fun with two.”

I couldn’t argue with him there. “I’d love it,” I said, lying through my teeth. Then I stopped lying and spoke the absolute truth. “I tend to be a slug about exercising if no one is nagging me into it. The nagging will be your job, I’m afraid.”

He laughed and patted me on the back. “Great! I’ll wear your ass off if that’s what you want.”

I couldn’t resist. “Ooh, I think I’d like that.”

This time when Cory laughed, it came all the way up from the soles of his feet. He stopped in the middle of the street, still laughing, and stared at me. “You may have misinterpreted my meaning.” Happily, he was beaming when he said it, so I knew I wasn’t in trouble.

I figured I was on a roll as far as our bonding went, so I pushed the envelope a little further. “I was afraid of that,” I said, blinking innocently.

He laughed again, and this time when he did, he slapped me on the ass. “Run, dammit, run.”

We set off down the street, Cory grinning and me enjoying the tingle from Cory’s big broad hand slapping me on the butt. Yes siree. I was already in love with jogging again.

We ran silently for a while. I was pleased to see that my incessant tap-dancing lessons, while not doing much for my sense of rhythm, had at least served to strengthen my legs. I had no problem keeping up with Cory’s long strides. However, I was able to cleverly fall a step or two behind now and then so I could enjoy the view of his strong legs flexing and unflexing as we pounded down the avenue. His ass was just about perfect, and from what I could see, underneath those running shorts there wasn’t much jiggle to it whatsoever. Nope. Just firm, solid heinie. And there ain’t nothing prettier.

Three miles in, we were both sweating, and when Cory stripped off his T-shirt and stuffed it in the back of his shorts, I cast another thank you to God above. While Cory had hidden his ass with the damn shirt, I now had an unobstructed view of his torso, and what a view it was!

Cory Williams was beautiful. His chest wasn’t as hairy as I thought it might be, with just a slathering of dark fuzz reaching from one bronze nipple to the other and a narrow path trailing down his stomach to his belly button, where the hair suddenly blossomed out before diving beneath the waistband of his shorts into unmarked territory.

It was that untapped territory that really had me salivating. When I felt my dick begin to lengthen in my jock strap as I visualized what might be lurking under those cute little shorts Cory wore, I knew it was time to stop ogling the man and start concentrating on my stride before I humiliated myself beyond all redemption.

I flailed around for something to say to take my mind off my imaginings.

“What was your girlfriend’s name?” I asked.

He was so surprised by the question that he stumbled to a stop again. He bent over for a moment with his hands on his thighs to catch his breath. Then he rose up and gazed at me. In the morning sunlight, his green eyes were breathtaking. He plucked the shirt from his waistband and wiped the sweat from his chest.

“Let’s walk for a while,” he said. “You mind?”

Thank God. My hangover combined with all this running was just about killing me. I suspected I had already suffered three strokes and a brain aneurysm for my effort, but not wanting to look like a sissy, I merely nodded. “Naw, give yourself a rest. I’ll try to slow up and match your pace.”

He gave me an incredulous glance but didn’t say anything. I think he was smiling, though.

We set off down the street at a lazy, meandering pace while I breathed a sigh of relief. As we strolled along, once in a while my arm would brush his, and every time it did, I would ease away. I had a sneaky suspicion I had overstepped my bounds anyway, mentioning his girlfriend the way I had. He didn’t need me rubbing up against him on top of it.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know why I asked about her. We can talk about something else if you’d like. Or we can talk about nothing if you’d rather. I didn’t mean to pry.”

He stroked his hand across his bare stomach and stared down at the toes of his sneakers while we walked along. He seemed to be mulling over what I’d said.

“That’s okay, Malcolm,” he finally said. “I don’t mind you asking about her. I guess if we’re going to be friends, I should be up front about everything. Just like I hope you’ll be.”

“Well, sure,” I said, rather taken aback by his openness, although I couldn’t for the life of me think of anything he thought I might be holding back. Seemed to me I’d been letting it all hang out, which has always been one of my faults. “I just thought maybe you might like to talk about it. Sometimes it helps, you know. Broken hearts are, well…. Actually, I don’t know what broken hearts are. I’ve never had one.”

That got his attention. “What, never?”

I shrugged. “Just one of the many benefits of never falling in love.”

While the previous statement had gotten his attention, this one stopped him cold. He grabbed my arm and yanked me to a halt. “You mean to tell me you’ve never been in love?”

“Nope.”

“Jeez, I would have thought—”

“What? You would have thought what?”

“Nothing. And for your information, I don’t have a broken heart over Susan. That was her name, by the way: Susan.”

I studied his face. He looked so sincere. So… pensive.

“Well, then,” I said, “that’s good, isn’t it? From all I gather, nobody wants a broken heart.”

We started walking again while he resumed studying his shoe tops. Rosemary was strolling between us now, matching us step for step. “No, I don’t suppose they do. But I think maybe you’ve got it all wrong about Susan. I don’t have a broken heart because I was never in love with her.”

“Oh! I just assumed—”

He dragged the shirt out of his waistband again and dabbed his face, although he was no longer sweating. “I know, Malcolm. You assumed it because Beth assumed it. But, well, it just isn’t the case.”

I hate to admit it, but the more he talked, the more intrigued I became. I’m nosy that way.

“Then what is the case?”

His green eyes darkened. I wasn’t sure if it was because he didn’t like the question or didn’t like the upcoming answer. He apparently decided to respond anyway. “She wanted more than I was willing to give.”

“You’re talking about love, right?”

A flush rose to his cheeks. “Among other things. I-I’m sorry, Malcolm. I thought I was ready to talk about this, but now I don’t think I am.”

“Oh, well, sure, Cory. Once again, I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to pry.”

He gave me a weak smile. “No, it’s not that. It’s just that—I need to process it all in my own mind before I try to explain it to somebody else.” He spat up a derisive chuckle. “It’s been a confusing year.”

“I understand,” I lied, patting him on the shoulder, wondering even as I did if I was overstepping my bounds again.

To my surprise, he reached up and patted my hand in return, holding it against his heated skin for a brief moment as if maybe he enjoyed the feel of it there. God knows I did. “Someday we’ll talk about it, Malcolm. I promise. Okay?”

I nodded, loving the way his hand felt over mine, loving the way his warm skin felt against my palm and fingertips. But his touch didn’t linger long. A heartbeat later, he pulled his hand away, and we were once again walking quietly up the street—not touching, not even speaking anymore. But the silence between us wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, it was so not uncomfortable, a smile crept across my face. We were truly bonding now. I hadn’t learned much about Cory Williams, not really, but I still felt like we were closer than we had been before. And for some reason, I believed him when he said that one day we would talk about what had happened between him and Susan. I felt honored by that promise of trust. I really did. Because obviously whatever had happened meant a lot to him. It might have even changed his life. Certainly it had uprooted him from Missouri and sent him scurrying off to California. A fact for which I was growing more appreciative by the minute.

We walked on another block or two in silence. A fire truck with lights flashing and siren wailing screamed past us while Rosemary howled at our feet, hating the sound. We both clapped our hands over our ears until the fire truck was gone and the dog had shut the hell up. When the gentle morning silence returned, I said quietly, “I’m glad you don’t have a broken heart.”

He smiled at that and gave me a nudge with his elbow. “Me too,” he said, dimples flashing.

Soon we were jogging again at an easy pace, and I suddenly realized how much I was enjoying our run. Even my hangover was on the mend. When Cory picked up the pace, I matched his speed without too much trouble. He could have run me into the ground no doubt, but he didn’t try.

And for that, I liked him even more.

 

 

WE FOUND my mother on her knees in the front garden of her house on Bancroft Street, plucking weeds from her cactus bed—a risky job. She was wearing overalls and leather gloves, not a marabou feather in sight, and looked almost normal.

Her glance passed over me with barely a glimmer of recognition, but those same eyes lit up like cherries on a slot machine when she spotted Cory at my side, bare-chested and sporting his red Nike running shorts. I smiled inwardly to see her rip off her gloves, brush the dirt from her knees, and hurriedly pat her hair into place.

Nobody enjoys the sight of a handsome man more than my mother. The fact that he was thirty-five years younger mattered not one whit to her.

As we approached, she begrudgingly dragged her attention back to me. She sort of had to. I was her son after all. That’s not to say she wanted to talk about me.

She flung her gloves to the ground. “Who’s your friend?” she sang out, once again patting her hair and smoothing her overalls down over her hips like she was sporting a Dior creation instead of a Clem Kadiddlehopper original. Pruning shears poked out of one pocket, and a garbage bag hung out of the other. She also had a smudge of dirt on her nose.

I took Cory’s hand and dragged him up the sidewalk. “This is my roommate Cory. Cory, this is my mother, Madame Bazonka. Madame Bazonka, Cory is Beth’s brother.”

Mom slapped my arm. “Oh stop it.” She looked up at Cory and blessed him with her most charming smile, and I hate to admit it, but my mother has a killer smile. Her glower was pretty potent too, but at the moment she wasn’t using one.

Cory took her hand and bent to plant a kiss on her cheek. The top of her head was about even with his nipples, which she seemed to be eyeballing with eager interest, not that I could blame her.

The two stood there staring at each other while I withered unattended alongside. As Cory smiled down at her, my mother reached up and poked a fingertip into one of his dimples. Then she slid her thumb down the cleft in his chin. I jumped in before she decided to explore his belly button too.

I tapped her on the shoulder. “You’re not reading his fortune by exploring his dents, are you?”

My mother rolled her eyes, but never really took them away from Cory’s face. “My son doesn’t believe in fortune-telling. I’m not sure why since my latest prediction is standing here in front of him right now.”

I stared at her. What was she saying? Which prediction was she talking about? I reached around and groped my ass, hoping I wouldn’t find the nub of a brand-new tail.

Cory looked enchanted, albeit a little confused. (Sort of like me, only I wasn’t enchanted. Confused, yes. But then I usually am where my mother is concerned.) “Latest prediction?” Cory asked around a perplexed smile. “Am I missing something?”

My mother patted his chest. I knew she had been wanting to all along. “Never mind, hon. It’s just my son. He never sees what’s right in front of his eyes. Still, he’s a sweet boy, don’t you think, Cory? You two looked so cute running down the street together.”

If Cory’s face got any redder, he would explode like a roadside bomb. My face wasn’t much better.

Cory and I shared a glance while my mother just stood there staring proudly at each of us in turn. I still didn’t know what prediction she was talking about (yes, I can be mind-bogglingly dense at times), but she didn’t seem much interested in whether I knew or not. Maybe after twenty-six years of watching me flounder around in confusion, she had finally given up on me ever understanding her at all. I know I had.

She slid her hand away from Cory’s chest, dragging a couple of chest hairs through her fingertips while she did, and finally stared down at the dog standing at her feet. Rosemary seemed to be fascinated by the woman in front of her, not that I could blame her. My mother is, among other things, most exquisitely fascinating.

“That’s Rosemary,” I said.

Mom bent down and placed a kiss directly between Rosemary’s eyes. Her head was about three inches away from Cory’s crotch when she did it, which was probably her plan all along.

She straightened and studied Cory again. Her face was absolutely beatific. Mother Teresa attending the poor. “A dog owner too!” She slid a lingering hand down the side of Cory’s arm. “I would never date a man who didn’t love a dog.”

That wasn’t true. I’ve seen my mother date men who wouldn’t know a dog from an aardvark.

“Let’s have a drink!” she squealed, breaking into a merry laugh.

It was seven o’clock in the morning, and my head was still thumping from the gin she had poured down my throat the night before. I waved my hands through the air like I was flagging down a bus. “Oh, no, no, no. I just came for the car, Ma. I mean Mummy. I mean Viv. We have some errands to run.”

She smiled at me like a doting mother, which was a bizarre development. I’ve never seen my mother dote over anything other than a new man or a fifth of Tanqueray, or quite possibly both at the same time.

“Of course you do!” she exclaimed. “You two should spend the day together. Get to know each other. Don’t worry about me. I have a date later anyway.” She turned her attention to me at long last. “Gerald wants a second chance.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially and wagged her pinky in my face. “I’m not sure whether to give it to him or not. He’s just so little, if you know what I mean.”

I knew what she meant, and I was pretty sure Cory knew what she meant too, judging by the new infusion of blood that gushed into his ears.

Still blathering on about something or other, she darted into the house, grabbed my car keys, and flew back through the door to press them into my hand. She gave Rosemary a final pat on the head, then turned her attention once again to Cory, stepped close, laid her head to his chest, and pulled him in tight. Craning her head back to look up into his blushing face, she said, “I’m so happy to have met you. You and my boy are going to be so good for each other, I just know it.”

I looked around for a hole to fall into but didn’t see one. “Mom, Cory and I are roommates. That’s all. He’s getting settled in the city. We’re going to go buy a terrarium for his snake.”

For one horrible second, I thought she would glance at Cory’s crotch after I said that, but she didn’t. What she did do was release Cory and pat me on the cheek. Leaning in, she whispered in my ear, “Do whatever you can for that man’s snake. I have a feeling you won’t regret it.”

I stammered out something or other, but all she did was beam at me with nunlike innocence before she snickered and gave us a wave good-bye. Impossible woman.

Five seconds later, Cory, Rosemary, and I were tooling down the street in my piece-of-crap car.

Rosemary had her head poked out the side window, scattering dog slobber from one end of the city to the other.

Quietly, Cory said, “Your mother is… nice.”

I tried not to gnash my teeth. “Thanks.”

Then we glanced at each other and started howling with laughter.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“No, it’s fine. She’s interesting.”

I sputtered, “No, she’s not. She’s nuts!”

Cory had tears running down his cheeks. “I liked her. I did!” Suddenly it was Cory who was wagging his pinky in front of my face. “Even if her boyfriend is little!”

I sucked up a glob of snot and wiped happy tears away. I tore my streaming eyes from the road and just looked at Cory, sitting there beside me, laughing like a fool. My God, he was so beautiful.

It was at that precise moment that I understood which prediction my mother was talking about.

 

 

WE RETURNED to the apartment and changed into real clothes before grabbing a bite of breakfast. Beth had the morning shift at the Jack in the Box up the street where she was single-handedly bolstering the argument that the minimum wage needs to be raised posthaste before everybody who relies on it for survival finds themselves starving to death while sleeping in a cardboard box under a tree in the park. Leaving the battle of income equality to her, Cory and I left Rosemary and Leonard at home and set out to run the errands I had told my mother about.

We found a terrarium for Leonard at the pet store across town, along with a couple of unfortunate rats for Leonard to snack on later. We took a spin along the harbor to show Cory the boats and cruise ships moored there, and after that we bought a couple of tacos from a street-side vendor’s cart and sat on a pier, dangling our feet in the water of the bay while we ate. Later, we glommed a job-application form from the zoo, where if there truly was a God, they would hire Cory and make him scoop the gorilla shit instead of me.

By the time we headed home, it was midafternoon, and we had advanced our friendship to the point where we no longer filtered everything we said to each other. In fact, we were no longer filtering anything.

I still understood instinctively that making a pass was a no-no, but as far as conversational gambits went, everything was fair game. We joked freely. And more than once, we touched freely too. A playful slap. A joking hug. A friendly tickle in the ribs.

By the time I switched off the ignition and helped Cory lug the terrarium into the apartment, I was more than ready to strangle my mother for putting certain ideas into my head.

Begging weariness, I excused myself while Cory piddled around setting up Leonard’s new quarters with the driftwood and the colored pebbles and the little water dish, which would hopefully keep Leonard occupied so he wouldn’t decide to break out and try his hand at stalking bigger game—such as me.

I stretched out on my bed, turned my back to the room, and stared through the window as the sun sank in the sky, dimming the apartment around me. Cory moved around softly, trying not to disturb me, assuming I was asleep.

But I wasn’t. I was thinking.

For the first time in my life, somewhere deep inside, down where darkness reigned and stomach acids bubbled and frothed, I felt a brand-new feeling rising up. A niggling little ache of either discontent or longing. I wasn’t sure which.

Something else was happening too. It was the strangest thing, but every time I closed my eyes, I saw only one thing in the shadows behind my eyelids. One image. One mirage of sprinkly, colored lights with two tiny glimmers of green in the middle of them.

The one thing I saw was Cory’s face. Cory’s green eyes. And every time I saw them, he was staring back at me. Just like I wanted him to.




Chapter Six

 

 

I WOKE up groggy after hearing the poor little rats scuttling around in their cage all night. No doubt they were suffering insomnia while fretting about their upcoming trek through the bowels of a frigging snake, which would ruin anybody’s sleep.

While Cory was in the shower and I was getting ready to head out the door to start bonding with the damn monkeys at the zoo, I secretly snatched both rats up by their tails and snuck them out behind the apartment building where I set them free at the base of a hibiscus bush, pleading with them to make a run for it before it was too late.

Rats aren’t dumb. After tipping me a salute of thanks, they were gone before their little feet hit the ground.

“Toodles,” I said softly, watching them scurry off.

We all have to do what we have to do. If San Diego later succumbed to an outbreak of bubonic plague, I’d rethink my actions then. Otherwise, screw it. So what if the damned snake starved to death. My sympathy still lay with the rats.

Feeling rather holier-than-thou, like an animal rights activist freeing lipstick-tainted bunny rabbits from an Avon lab, I mentally patted myself on the back and headed off to work, all the while trying not to imagine Cory standing naked in the shower while the hot water ran down his fuzzy legs, oblivious to the fact that his buddy Leonard no longer had rats à la carte on the menu for breakfast.

As far as my mother’s prediction concerning my long-awaited love affair with the man of my dreams, I pushed it as far back into the recesses of my mind as I could get it. I wasn’t ready to deal with that. Maybe I never would be. And who was to say Cory Williams was that man anyway? Good grief, I had only just met him. Plus he was straight. Even I would have more sense than to fall for a straight guy.

At any rate, my love life wasn’t high on my list of things to worry about at the moment. It was all I could do to prepare myself to face a sea of gorilla poop.

I had learned during my tenure as head bird-poop scooper-upper that it is a thankless and humiliating job dealing with any sort of feces at the San Diego Zoo. The tourists always seem to find it most amusing and giggle and whisper about it even more than they do about the bloody animals. But being in show business, I was used to being giggled at and whispered about. You don’t have to be a star to fall flat on your face, you know. I had suffered some pretty humiliating moments in community theater. There is nothing more pride-shattering than stumbling your way through a scene in front of a full house after stage fright sets in, and you suddenly forget your lines and can’t even remember the name of the play you’re in, for Christ’s sake. And trust me, every actor has done that at one time or another. Yes, it’s true. The worst moments an actor spends onstage is a great learning tool for the worst moments he spends in real life. Karmic, huh?

Today I would undoubtedly learn that scooping gorilla poop was a pain in the ass as well.

My days at the zoo start far earlier than the hour the zoo offices open up, so Cory would not be accompanying me. He had arranged other job interviews on this, the first business day after his arrival in the city. I presumed he would stop by the zoo later to turn in the application form he had filled out the night before while we were sitting around the kitchen table guzzling beers. He’d listed me as a reference, I remembered, but I wasn’t sure how far that would get him. I wasn’t exactly the zoo’s employee of the month. I doubted if any of the high zoo muckety-mucks knew I even existed. And why should they? As far as employees went, I was the equivalent of that unfortunate soul in a community theater production who plays, pro bono, any minor part that needs filling and is happy as hell to get it. I was the extra. The bit player. The only difference being that at the zoo, as opposed to the theater, I at least got paid.

Big Bird had been true to his word. Upon my arrival at the zoo, I found myself locked out of the bird sanctuary and shunted off to the primate center, where I met the head monkey man. Talk about typecasting. The man was hairy from one end to the other, and presumably hairy at all points in between. He was also considerably overweight, and his arms were longer than his legs. He didn’t exactly drag his knuckles when he walked, but it was close. The effect was heightened by the fact that he was scratching his nuts and eating a banana when I met him. We were standing at the edge of the gorilla enclosure. On the other side of the glass was the resident troop, presided over by Memba, the big silverback. Memba seemed to be eyeing me suspiciously. I couldn’t say I blamed him, since I was doing the same to him.

“I’m not getting in there,” I said.

Monkey Man looked fairly astounded I would say such a thing. “Of course not. Why would you think you should? Memba would eat you alive. I can already tell he doesn’t like you.”

“Like I care. But aren’t I here to clean the enclosure?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

There was a large box at Monkey Man’s feet. I had been warily eyeing that box ever since our interview began. I assumed it held the tools I would need for cleaning up ape droppings. You know, shovel, bucket, hazmat suit like I had threatened poor Elmer with.

“So what will I be doing, then?” I asked.

Monkey Man put a long hairy arm around my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. After the squeeze, his hand slid down my back, and he patted my ass.

“I hear you consider yourself an actor, Malcolm. That’s your name isn’t it? Malcolm?”

His big monkey hand was still on my ass, so I gulped and said, “Uh-huh.”

“Well, son, we’re going to find out if you can act your way into separating a few of these cheapass tourists from some of their money. By the way, aside from acting, Bruce in the aviary says you have other talents I might be interested in.”

I couldn’t imagine what those might be. Well, yes, I could.

To my relief, Monkey Man laughed and patted me on the ass again. “Maybe one of these days we’ll arrange for a little canoodling after work. Get to know each other a little better, hey?”

Fat chance, I thought, chewing my lip.

“As for now, Malcolm, let’s have you strip down and try this on for size.”

I had a sudden irrational fear that he was going to whip out his dick and ask me to spread ’em. Gulping was becoming a way of life around this guy. What a sleazoid. I decided I should let Monkey Man know I could be butch if I wanted to, so I horked up a great glob of phlegm and spat it into the bushes. “I’m sorry. Did you say strip down?”

He didn’t seem particularly impressed by my expectorating talents. “’Fraid so, kid.”

Reaching into the box at his feet, he pulled out a gorilla suit. Yes, that’s what I said. A big, hairy gorilla suit. He thrust it into my arms, then pulled from the box a pair of big gorilla hands, two big gorilla feet, and a big gorilla head. All told, the outfit weighed about fifty pounds.

“You’re kidding. You want me to strip down and put on a gorilla suit right here in front of God and everybody?” I gazed up and down the zoo trail where we were standing. Just as I feared, there was no one else around. The zoo wasn’t open yet.

“Sure, kid,” Monkey Man said with a leer. “I’ll locker your clothes for you.” He checked his watch. “The zoo opens in thirty minutes. Chop-chop. Let’s get those clothes off.”

“So I’m going to be wearing a gorilla suit, then. I mean… like an actual gorilla suit.”

“Not too quick, are you? Did you think you’d be doing something else?” He gave me a leer and a wink and an eyebrow waggle. God, this guy was disgusting.

“Well, yeah,” I said, ignoring his ugly face as best I could.

He narrowed his eyes and studied me like a new breed of South American bullfrog. “Just what did you think you would be doing, if I may be so bold as to ask?”

It seemed Monkey Man had a sarcastic streak.

“Scooping gorilla shit,” I said.

He snorted. Rather derisively, I might add. “Sorry, son, but only trained personnel with zoological degrees get to scoop gorilla shit. Do you have a zoological degree?”

“Uh, no.”

“I didn’t think so. No, Malcolm, what you’ll be doing is wearing a gorilla suit and selling these to the masses.”

From another box, Monkey Man hauled out a little stuffed ape. The little stuffed ape was cute. Then he dumped the box out onto the pathway and about two dozen little stuffed apes tumbled out. Suddenly they weren’t so cute.

I was still standing there with the bigass gorilla suit in my arms, and now I was also up to my knees in baby stuffed gorillas. Everything was so hairy, I was starting to itch. Memba was staring at me through the glass like I was a gorilla serial killer, strewn with primate body parts and getting ready to come after his females and all his little hairy young ’uns. I stuck my tongue out at him, and he pulled his rubbery lips back and smacked his chest and growled.

“Stop teasing the primates and take off your clothes,” Monkey Man said. “You’ll die of a heatstroke if you wear your clothes under this monkey suit.” He checked his watch again. “Do it now, kid. I have other stuff to attend to before the gates open for the day.”

I thought about it just long enough to come to the conclusion that even dying of a heatstroke while wearing a gorilla suit and lugging around a truckload of stuffed animals under the broiling California sun was better than scooping gorilla shit. Plus there was the added benefit of knowing I would be incognito. No one could see who I was under that stupid gorilla mask. That would lower the humiliation factor considerably.

So I did what he asked.

I dropped everything at my feet, yanked my shirt over my head, and stepped out of my pants. By the time I was standing there in Jockey shorts and socks, Monkey Man was appraising me up and down and scratching his crotch again.

“You have a nice little body there, son,” he said, licking his thick lips.

That was all the impetus I needed. I leaped into that gorilla suit so fast it left even Monkey Man astounded.

Burying his disappointment that I was no longer half-naked in front of him, he stepped back and eyed me up and down appraisingly. Apparently satisfied, he snatched up a long pole that was lying at the edge of the path. The pole had little hooks all over it, and the next thing I knew he had thrust the pole into my big hairy gorilla hands and attached a stuffed monkey to each one of the hooks. By the time he finished, the pole weighed as much as the suit.

He gave me another perusal as I stood there in my stupid gorilla suit, already sweating bullets, practically blind because the eyeholes were too small, and holding my stupid pole aloft with the damn stuffed animals hanging all over it.

When I spoke I sounded like I had fallen down a well. “It’s hot in here.”

Monkey Man was in the process of peeling himself another banana. “You’ll get used to it.”

“This pole is heavy.”

“You’ll get used to that too. Besides, it’ll be an incentive for you to sell the stuffed animals to the passing tourists. The more you sell, the lighter the pole will get and the easier your job will be.”

“Where do I keep the money?”

He snapped his fingers. “Almost forgot.” From the bottom of the first box, he hauled out a money belt and coin changer, which weighed an additional five pounds. He strapped it around my waist, once again rummaging around my ass while he was at it.

He finally stopped groping me and stood back with his hands on his hips, eyeing me up and down. “Perfect,” he said, chomping on his banana. “Now just walk around. Someone will relieve you in six hours.” And with that, he gathered up the empty boxes and walked off, chuckling.

It was then that I knew I didn’t much care for Monkey Man.

I had no sooner set out strolling through the zoo grounds in my damn gorilla suit with the damn pole filled with stuffed animals swaying over my head and breaking my back because it weighed a ton and I kept snagging it on tree limbs and shit, when a group of kids came running down the path toward me. The zoo must have opened for business. The kids squealed in delight at the man in the gorilla suit, and since I figured I was still better off than I would have been scooping gorilla poop, I hammed it up for the little bastards. Growling. Dancing. Pounding my chest. Swinging my arms. Grunting. Hoo-hooing.

By the time I’d finished, I had sold three overpriced stuffed animals to unhappy parents, and I was pretty sure I had also suffered a heatstroke. Out of breath, blinded by sweat, and suddenly needing to pee, I plopped my ass down on a bench and pondered my life.

I was a good guy. I paid my bills on time. I helped old ladies across the street. I wore condoms.

How the hell had it come to this?

 

 

ARRIVING HOME that evening, wobbly from sweating vital nutrients all day while sweltering inside that goddamn gorilla suit, I found Beth crawling around the apartment peeking under the furniture with a hammer in her hand.

I stood in the doorway staring at her.

“What are you doing?”

Beth blew a strand of hair out of her face and shot me a look of pure exasperation. The words “conniption fit” sprang to my mind immediately. It must have been my imagination, but I could have sworn I saw smoke wafting out of her ears. She was clearly furious. Not the humdrum furious you see during road-rage incidents either. This was more like the biblical wrath of God kind of furious, where continents shift and mountains crumble.

“Cory’s rats have escaped,” she snarled.

“That’s terrible!” I cried, molding my face into a semblance of sheer outrage. God, I’m such an actor. “They escaped, you say. How awful! However did that happen?”

Yep. That was definitely smoke coming out of her ears. She was also eyeing me with considerable suspicion. “Wouldn’t I love to know.”

“Where’s Cory?” I asked, hoping to direct her attention to someone other myself. I’m not just an actor. I’m also a coward. “Why isn’t he helping you search? And what’s with the hammer?”

Beth groaned her way to her feet while gazing down at the hammer in her hand. “The hammer’s for incentive. The rats’ incentive, not mine.”

“That should do it.”

“And as for Cory, the zoo told him they wouldn’t have an opening for several weeks, so he took a job as a bagger at the grocery store up the street. He said he tried to find you at the zoo to tell you, but you weren’t there.”

I plucked a strand of fake gorilla fur from between my teeth. “Oh, I was there, all right, but I was dressed in a gorilla suit. He probably didn’t recognize me.”

She almost smiled. “No, I don’t suppose he would.”

Beth had lived with me for a year. Nothing surprised her. If I told someone I had been dressed in a gorilla costume all day, a normal person would ask for an explanation. Not Beth. Anything of an inquisitive nature concerning my goings-on had been leached from her system long ago. Unless it concerned my sex life. She always had time to snoop through that.

She threw herself on the couch, plopped her feet on the coffee table in front of her, and patted the cushion beside her. “Sit with me,” she said.

She didn’t look mad anymore, and the hammer was out of sight, so I did as she asked.

“You look pale,” she said. “Your hair’s all sweaty.”

“Gorilla suit,” I groused.

“Oh.” She patted my hand. “So how’s my little Malcolm doing? How are you and Cory getting along?”

So that’s what she was up to. Making sure all was copacetic on the home front.

I dragged her hand to my face and kissed her thumb, which took her by surprise. Her face softened. “You like him,” she whispered.

I nodded. “I do. He’s a very nice guy.”

She squinted into a smile. “Cute, too, don’t you think? Handsome.”

There was no denying it. “Yes, Beth. He’s very handsome.”

“And nice?”

“Yes,” I said. “Extremely nice.”

Beth looked considerably relieved. She settled back into the sofa. Her eyes darted about the room, still idly searching for the AWOL rats. Good luck with that, I thought. They’re probably in Tijuana by now, sipping margaritas.

“I’m glad you two are getting along, Malcolm. Cory’s going to need a friend, I think. I get the impression something is bothering him. I’m afraid his heart’s been broken.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “He told me he wasn’t brokenhearted at all, not because of Susan anyway. That was her name, you know. Susan.”

“So you guys talked about it.”

“Yeah. I got nosy and asked.”

Beth grinned. “I thought you might.” Her grin faded, and she took on her brother’s pensive look. Maybe it ran in the family. Sort of a Williams family trademark. “So I wonder what’s bothering him, then. I know it’s something. He just won’t say what.”

I tried to waylay her fears. “He’s starting a new life. Worrying about finding a job. Starting all over again. He’s bound to be nervous. I’ll do what I can to try to help him through it.”

Beth patted my hand. “I know you will. He likes you, you know. He told me so.”

I studied her face, searching for sarcasm but not seeing any. “Did he really?”

She nodded.

“We went running yesterday,” I said. “He met my mother.”

Beth laughed. “Did she make a pass at him?”

I laughed back. “Almost. She was working her way up to it.”

A happy silence settled over us while we both considered that. When we had soaked up every ounce of entertainment value from it we could get, she turned to me once again with a serious glint in her eye.

“And he never said what is bothering him?”

“Beth, I’m not sure why you think something is bothering him. As far as I can tell, he’s just a nice, quiet guy who doesn’t get too excited about anything.”

She grunted disapproval. “That’s not the brother I remember. The brother I remember would be playing pranks and singing songs and making jokes all the time. He’s changed, I think. Something has changed him. He isn’t happy, Malcolm. I don’t like it.”

“Give him time,” I said. “He’ll settle in. Maybe he’s still a little uncomfortable having an honest-to-god homo as a roommate.”

“Malcolm, I already told you. He likes you. He told me he’s glad you’re being a friend to him.”

“He said that? You’re sure he really said that?”

“Yes. And don’t be getting any ideas.”

“Like what sort of ideas?”

She narrowed her eyes and jokingly glared at me. “You know what sort of ideas. The sexy kind.”

I sat up straighter and did the “cross my heart and hope to die” routine. “Trust me,” I said. “I have no desire whatsoever to try to lead your brother astray. I’ll be his friend if he wants. I’m happy to do it. But I know my limitations. And I know his. I’m gay, he’s straight. And never the twain shall meet.”

“Good, then,” she said. Another comfortable silence settled over us, but it only lasted about ten seconds. Then she snapped her fingers and dug around in her pocket for a scrap of paper, which she then proceeded to cram in my face.

“What’s this?” I asked, going cross-eyed because she was holding the paper directly in front of my nose.

“A tip for an audition. They’re shooting a commercial for a local restaurant. They need people to play customers. My dance instructor told me if we went in together, we’d be a shoo-in. He’s directing it, and you know how much he loves me. We have an audition in two weeks.”

“What, you mean both of us?”

“Yeah.”

I snatched the paper out of her hand and read the note. “Cool! You and I haven’t worked together since that production of Sweet Charity at the North Park Theatre last August.”

Beth’s face lit up. “I know! Remember ‘The Rhythm of Life’ number when your wig flew off and landed in the front row, and some horny old man handed it back to you over the footlights with a note stuffed inside asking you for a date?”

I cringed, remembering. “I thought I’d die!” Then I studied Beth’s note again. “Wait a minute. This says one woman and two men. Who’s going to play the other man?”

Beth casually checked the condition of her fingernails. “I told him my brother was in town fresh off a tour of Cats.”

I stared at her. “You mean Cory? He’s probably never even seen Cats. Broadway shows aren’t real big in Podunk, Missouri. The only cats they have in Missouri are those big yellow bulldozers they use to bury homosexuals in mass graves after they declare hunting season on the poor little buggerers.”

She slapped my leg. “You exaggerate. And shut up. It’s not like Cory’ll have to dance or sing. It’s just a commercial. All he has to do is stand around and look handsome.”

“Yeah, and while he’s standing around looking handsome, I’ll be standing next to him looking like an ugly six-year-old.”

She considered that. “We’ll put inserts in your shoes and give you a false mustache.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, like that’ll help.”

She slapped me again. “Stop worrying. This is what I promised Cory we’d do. Drag him along on an audition. Even if he doesn’t get the part, we’ll have taken his mind off whatever it is that’s bothering him. Are you with me on this or not?”

I clutched my heart like I’d just been wounded to the core. “Well, of course I’m in on it with you. I’d do anything for Cory, you know that.” Oops, I thought. Where did that come from?

Beth cocked her head and considered me more closely, as if she was pretty much wondering where that had come from too. “Actually, cupcake, I didn’t know that at all.”

“Well, now you do,” I said, surprising myself even more than Beth.

Beth and I exchanged astonished stares until, desperate for a distraction, I pointed to the bookcase in the corner and barked, “Look! A rat!”

Beth grabbed her hammer and took off running. Poor thing. She’s so gullible.




Chapter Seven

 

 

JUST AS I was becoming acclimated to the idea that I really liked my new roomie in a whole lot of ways that might not have anything to do with being strictly roommates, we both seemed to take a step back and begin to reassess our growing friendship. Don’t ask me why. We did have some mighty cultural differences to overcome, of course, since Cory was straight, and I was the first fruitcup he had ever come into contact with on a day-to-day basis. There was also the matter of Cory Williams being the first man I had ever become truly infatuated with—and yes, I had finally admitted that little truth to myself, no matter how much I tried not to.

Whatever the reason, it certainly wasn’t a conscious effort on my part to push him away, nor did I think it was a conscious effort on his part to insert some distance between us. It just happened. It was almost as if we had leaped into friendship too quickly, and now we were both a little embarrassed by the fact.

We didn’t jog together anymore. We didn’t take our meals together. We hardly saw each other at all.

Cory’s new job at the supermarket might have had something to do with it. I worked days at the zoo impersonating a gorilla. God help me. He had taken a split shift at the supermarket, working mornings and evenings bagging old ladies’ groceries and stocking shelves. Anyone who has ever worked a split shift knows it leaves very little time for anything else.

Or perhaps he was pulling away because he had started receiving the very vibes from me he had been afraid of receiving all along. I had tried to keep them under wraps, but maybe a few escaped anyway. Just enough to get his attention and make him uncomfortable. Perhaps I should have tried a little harder to keep that in mind.

Whatever the cause, there were moments when we ran into each other, either coming or going, where I felt a definite unease. Cory started spending more time with his sister and not with me. I tried not to be jealous about it; after all, Beth was his sister. They had a lot of catching up to do. To show you how confused I was by the sudden pulling away, I decided to consult my own personal oracle on the matter, which demonstrates the level of my desperation. And let’s be honest here. I was not only confused, I was also hurt. I was confused by my actions and hurt by Cory’s. In fact, I must have been in dire straits indeed to do what I did next.

On a day three weeks after Cory had moved in, on a Saturday afternoon, which was also the day before the big audition for the restaurant commercial, I jogged over to my mother’s house.

She came to the door in pajamas with her hair in rollers and no makeup on her face. I hadn’t seen my mother without makeup since I was in the eighth grade, and that was only because she had been dating a man who was allergic to everything. Needless to say, that relationship didn’t last long. My mother is a Mary Kay devotee. She likes her war paint.

Standing on her front porch, I raised my hand in silent greeting. She seemed happy enough to see me—I was her son, after all—but the first thing she said was, “No kisses, darling. I have a cold.”

It was then I noticed the red nose, the bleary eyes, and the array of tissues protruding from both sleeves and the neck of her pajama top. She also reeked of Vicks VapoRub, which is a long way from White Diamonds. She ushered me inside, keeping her distance, for which I was grateful. The last thing I needed was to come down with a cold while I was still working in that stupid gorilla suit every day. Sweating like a pig, I was losing enough body fluids as it was. I didn’t need to be oozing snot and hacking up phlegm in there too.

As soon as I was across the threshold, she closed the door behind me and turned away to sneeze. Turning back around, she flapped her hand toward the kitchen, all the while eyeballing me closely, as if she knew something was amiss.

“You’re not happy,” she said, her voice a rattling husk of its former self, as if she’d just gone through a case of gin and two cartons of unfiltered Camels. (A bit of whimsy there. My mother doesn’t smoke. It’s perhaps the only vice she doesn’t have. Don’t get me started on the gin.)

I plopped down at the kitchen table. “What makes you say I’m not happy?” I asked, putting on a brave face.

“Your aura, my love. It’s positively gray.”

“Oh.” I was too downhearted to even crack a joke. “Well, you’re wrong. I just thought I’d stop by and visit with my old madre. And my aura is just fine.”

“Liar. And don’t call me old. Or madre.” She set a soup bowl down in the middle of the table. In the soup bowl sat her crystal ball. I guess the soup bowl prevented it from rolling away and starting a new life somewhere else with a normal person.

“I’d rather have a bowl of peanuts,” I said. “Or snickerdoodles. You got any snickerdoodles?”

“Hush.”

She pulled a red bandanna out of the pocket of her housecoat and spread it over the crystal ball, as if maybe she thought Saruman might be sitting somewhere in Orthanc eavesdropping on our conversation with his handy Palantir. I told you my mother was nuts. Or I suppose it could have been me.

“He likes you,” she said. “You think he doesn’t, but he does.”

I fidgeted in my seat. “Who likes me?”

She wadded up a Kleenex and crammed it up her nostril, daintily twirling it around. Then she pulled it out and poked it back up her sleeve before returning her attention to me.

“Malcolm, if you’re going to pretend you don’t know why you’re here, we’ll both be wasting our time.”

I slumped in my chair. “I don’t know why I’m here.”

“Yes, you do. You’re here because you aren’t happy.”

“You said that already.”

Halfway between a show of impatience and what appeared to be the urge to kick me in the nuts, she heaved a long, put-upon sigh. Then she coughed up a hoarse, mucous-laden crackle of laughter.

“It isn’t easy, is it, my darling?”

“What isn’t easy?”

“Caring about someone other than yourself.”

“I don’t—”

She flapped me to silence. “Please stop disagreeing with me. It’s getting on my nerves.”

“Sorry.”

She lifted a corner of the bandanna and took a peek at her crystal ball. “Why do I see monkeys?”

“Don’t ask.”

She removed the bandanna completely and leaned forward, her nose almost touching the crystal ball.

“Maybe I should get your glasses,” I offered.

“Glasses don’t help you see into the beyond. It’s an inner-eye thing, darling. Now do be quiet.”

She stared into the ball in silence for almost a minute. Just as I was getting antsy, she lifted her eyes to me. She was smiling.

“You’re silly,” she said.

That was the last thing I expected to hear. “Why am I silly?”

“You’ve manufactured a problem that doesn’t exist. You dragged it into being with your own insecurities and your own lack of knowledge about the human heart.”

“The human heart… you mean like mine?”

“Yes. And his.”

“His who?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I told you not to do that.”

She started plucking the rollers out of her hair while leaning in once again to gaze into the stupid ball. This time she frowned as if she didn’t like what she saw at all.

She snatched my hand off the table and gazed at my palm. When she was finished with that, she once again blew her nose into a Kleenex. Happily she released my hand before she did it.

When that task was finished, she said, “Don’t.”

I blinked my surprise. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t move out of your apartment. Tell me you’re not thinking about it.”

My mother’s eyes were so accusing, I had to look away. I stared through her kitchen window instead. “How did you—”

“You like living with Beth, Malcolm. You’re going through a rough patch right now because you’re confused about a certain someone. But it will get better, dear. You just have to trust me. Besides, only a man would be dumb enough to run from love.”

“Who said anything about love?”

She tapped the crystal ball with a fingernail. “This did.”

“If you really believe that, then you’re crazier than I thought you were.”

She gave me an indulgent smile. “You know I’m right, Malcolm. I see more in you than you can see in yourself. And I could have done it without the crystal ball too. I could have done it just by reading those wounded eyes of yours.”

“My eyes aren’t wounded,” I tried to say, but the words sort of caught in my throat, which made my mother smile all the wider.

She gave me a pout and patted my hand.

“Great,” I said. “Now I’ll get what you’ve got. You’ve infected me with your cooties.”

Her eyes were kind. “No, I haven’t.”

“I’ll die miserable and alone, hacking up snot balls.”

“No, you won’t.”

“I’ll be lying on my deathbed never knowing what it’s like to fall in love.”

At that, my mother’s smile returned. This time it was a big fat one that spread from ear to ear. She reached across the table and patted my hand again, spreading a few more germs.

“It’s too late for that, I think. You’re already in love. You’re just too shell-shocked to know it.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Nobody knows love like I do.”

“You’re impossible.”

“So is love. It always is. Love is the most impossible thing ever.”

“I’d better go,” I said.

She nodded. “Perhaps you should. Good luck with your audition.”

“How did you—”

She tapped the ball.

I sighed.

“Other people have normal mothers,” I said, trying not to return her smile with one of my own.

“I know,” she said. “Poor deprived bastards.”

On my way out the door, she hooked a finger in the waistband of my running shorts and dragged me to a halt.

“One other thing, my love,” she said.

“Good lord, what now?”

“You’re in for a surprise. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“What sort of surprise? What sort of stupid?”

She giggled and closed the door in my face. God, my mother is strange.

 

 

CORY WAS such a nervous wreck over the audition scheduled for the following day, he pleaded with his boss at the grocery store for the night off. Beth was working the night shift at Jack in the Box, manning the takeout window, which she hated with the same fervor as she hated the KKK, organized religion, and brussels sprouts.

To my amazement, as the day wound to an end, Cory sought me out, although he tried not to show it overtly. I was sitting on the balcony, enjoying the sunset and reading the newspaper because I thought I was making him nervous, continually bumping into him in the apartment. Which I guess explains why I was astounded by the first words out of his mouth in days that were directed at me.

Rosemary was softly snoring at my feet. I didn’t know where the snake was and didn’t care.

“Oh, there you are,” he said.

“Here I am,” I answered back, glancing up from my paper. Barely.

He looked stricken by my cavalier response. He moved to the railing in front of me and leaned his butt against it, facing me, crossing his arms over his chest while looking worriedly down at his feet.

I kept my eyes on my paper, as if I were really enthralled with what I was reading when actually I could have been staring at anything from the stock quotes to “Dear Abby” and I wouldn’t have known it. Every ounce of my attention was centered on Cory, even if I was too frightened to look up into his face.

He cleared his throat. When he spoke his voice was low and rumbly. He sounded sad. “I know you’re avoiding me, Malcolm. But I don’t know what I did to make you mad.”

That made me realize it might just be possible I was acting like a dick. I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time. But he had been ignoring me lately, hadn’t he? I hadn’t imagined it, had I? I finally gave Cory the courtesy of tearing myself away from the paper and gazing into his face.

“I thought you were avoiding me,” I said. “Plus I’ve been a little stressed out. Dressing like a gorilla every day is sucking the fun out of me. I’m dehydrated. I have a rash on the back of my neck. I crave bananas all the time, and I think I’ve grown allergic to fake hair.”

He smiled at me for the first time in days. I felt the back of my neck heat up at the sight of his dimples making a return engagement. I had missed them.

“Wearing a gorilla suit every day would suck the fun out of anybody,” he said around a grin.

“How is your job at the grocery store?”

“It’s a lot like working in a gorilla suit. A real fun-sucker.”

I chuckled and let my paper fall to the floor at the side of my chair, half covering the dog, who proceeded to flip over on her back and playfully tear the paper to shreds. Like I cared.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” my mother had said. I thrashed around in my head for something mundane to say. Something that wouldn’t make me sound like a twit. Something that wasn’t stupid. I had a spark of an idea and snatched it desperately out of thin air. “Are you excited about the audition tomorrow?”

His dimples disappeared in the blink of an eye. “I’m a little nervous,” he admitted.

I leaned back in my chair and stared up at him standing there in front of me in the orange glow of a setting California sun. I wondered if he knew what a knockout he was with his narrow hips and broad shoulders and deep chest. But even I had to admit, it was his face that really blew me away. That kind, kind face and those incredibly gentle green eyes. His beard was shadowing his cheeks again since he hadn’t shaved since morning, and the thought of dragging my fingertips over that sandpapery roughness made my heart clench inside my chest. His hair was still too long. It raged across his head like storm-tossed waves. I ached to bury my hands in it, to feel the weight and sturdiness of his head against my palms, to see his eyes close as I gently stroked his temples while breathing in his heated cinnamony scent.

I gave myself a shake. Good grief, I’d tumbled into perv territory again. No wonder I made him nervous.

To my surprise, he asked, “What were you thinking just now? You seemed so… far away.”

I tried not to look guilty as I watched his eyes. They had gone sleepy all of a sudden. Bedroom eyes. Jesus, that’s what they were. Bedroom eyes.

That was another thought I had to push away.

Desperate to pull myself together, I asked the first question that came to mind while purposely ignoring his. “Have you met any girls since you’ve been here? Anybody you’d want to date?”

The worry returned to his eyes as he gazed down at his feet for the umpteenth time. The moment he started blushing, he turned away and stared out over the railing, once again eyeing the orange sunset shimmering on the horizon. Streaks of clouds in the western sky were tinged in apricot now, glowing warm against the deepening blue. The sun was just on the verge of slipping out of view, ushering in the night. The moon, loitering in the wings, hung high in the sky above our heads, a ghostly pale crescent, waiting for its cue to come onstage.

“Look at that sunset,” he said.

I rose and moved to the railing to stand beside him, making sure our shoulders didn’t touch. Making sure I didn’t insert myself into his private space. Instead of studying the sky, I surreptitiously gazed down at his big hands resting on the rail, only inches from my own.

“Beautiful,” I said, and for some reason, I could suddenly hear the thudding of my heart. It was so loud I wondered if Cory could hear it too.

He turned his head and studied me. “I’d like to be friends again,” he said. “I mean, if it’s all right.”

I returned his gaze, infinitely aware of how close we stood to each other. “We’ve been friends all along,” I said. “Life just intervened, I guess.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners. He seemed to be staring at my mouth. “Then I think life needs to stop being such a pain in the ass,” he said, his lips softening into a gentle crescent of their own, just like the moon.

Mesmerized by his easy smile, I ached to take a step forward and fold myself against him. To lay my head upon his chest. To feel his strong arms close around me, holding me tight. The urge was so strong it startled me. Gathering together every ounce of willpower I possessed, I took a step back instead. Once again I stared out toward the western horizon. The clouds had gone from apricot to a fiery pink, and the sun had all but vanished. The very air around us cooled in an instant as nighttime began to settle in.

“Don’t worry about tomorrow,” I said. “If Beth and I can do it, anybody can. I’m almost embarrassed to let you see how inept we are when it comes to auditioning.”

“I don’t believe that. I think you guys are… great. It takes a lot of guts to attempt it at all.”

That brought forth a wry chortle, and this from a man who doesn’t chortle often. Me. “A lot of guts or a lot of stupidity.”

He didn’t laugh. “Will you stick with me tomorrow? Help me through it?”

I turned and stared into his wide, green eyes. To my surprise, I saw fear there. True fear. Good grief, the guy really was a nervous wreck.

“I won’t leave your side,” I said. “I promise.”

He slid his hand along the rail and laid it over mine. The warmth of his palm against my skin surged through me like a jolt of electricity. He was so close I could smell his clean scent. It was the scent of Sea Breeze, which he used in place of aftershave. I breathed it in like nectar. I could also smell the fabric softener on his clothes, like they had just come out of the dryer.

He gave my fingers a quick squeeze, then pulled his hand away and looked uncomfortable.

While I wondered what had just happened, if anything, Cory hesitated for just a moment, then asked quietly, “You wanna have a beer?”

Thank God, I thought. Mundanity.

“God, yes,” I said. “Let’s have two.”

Always up for social interaction, Rosemary thumped her tail against the floor, spit out a wad of soggy newsprint, and followed us into the kitchen.

 

 

MUSIC PLAYED softly on Beth’s boom box. She would kill me for changing it from her favorite radio channel, but this was not the time for rockabilly, which she loved. It must have been a Missouri roots thing. Personally, I needed easy listening at the moment. Something to match my mood. Whatever that indefinable mood was. I wasn’t quite sure.

Beth’s thrift-shop sofa sucked, what with a bunch of loose springs poking up here and there, so Cory sat beside me on the floor in front of the coffee table in the living room. We were sipping quietly at our beers and watching Rosemary snarl and snap at Leonard, who was lounging in his new terrarium by the picture window, draped over his branch of driftwood and haughtily ignoring the dog.

I was at the point now where I could look at the boa constrictor without collapsing into a screaming fit of heebie-jeebies, but I still didn’t like the idea of sharing my living space with a snake. Ever since the matter of the disappearing rats, Cory didn’t let me know when it was Leonard’s feeding time or when he’d been rat shopping. I think he suspected I’d had something to do with their breakout, but he was kind enough not to mention it. I must say, though, I felt a little guilty about it now. Rats aren’t cheap. And it’s not like you can fetch a Quarter Pounder with cheese for a frigging boa constrictor, since they prefer their meals wiggling and with a pulse.

The windows were dark now. The sun down. Another night beginning. Cory sat beside me in sweat pants and a muscle shirt that, while fresh out of the laundry, looked like it had been strafed a few times by enemy gunfire at the Battle of the Bulge. The shirt might have been a rag, but it didn’t detract from Cory one little bit. He was still the handsomest man I had ever seen in my life.

“So no new girlfriends, huh?” I asked. I delivered the line like I was teasing, but deep down inside I really wanted to know. Just so I could eat my heart out with jealousy, I suppose.

There was the briefest flash of dimples. I had a horrible suspicion he knew exactly what I was thinking. “No, Malcolm. No new girlfriends. In fact, I think I’m through with girlfriends for a while.”

“Why’s that?” (Yes, it’s true. My nosiness knows no bounds. It’s shameless, really.)

Cory sipped his beer, dimples still flashing, a secret smile turning his lips up at the ends. “Maybe someday I’ll tell you.”

Julio Iglesias sang something romantic on the radio. Or he might have been singing about hemorrhoids. I don’t know. I don’t speak Spanish.

“How’s your mom?” he asked. “Any new boyfriends?”

I studied the ceiling for a minute, wondering if I should tell him about our visit.

“She has something in her head,” I said. “She imagines romance everywhere she looks. This time it centers on me. Crazy old bat.”

He laughed. “Then I hope she’s right,” he said. “Romance is a good thing.”

“I guess.”

“You don’t seem sure.”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t really know. Like I told you, I’ve never had one.”

He stared at me. “I find that so hard to believe.”

“Why?”

“Because, Malcolm, you’re, you know, you. I think maybe you were made for romance.”

I stared at him. “Why would you say that?”

It was time for his hourly blush, and I almost smiled watching his ears turn red as if on cue.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I guess because you’re a nice guy. You should be with somebody you care about. Unless you like being alone.”

“I’m not alone,” I said. “I’ve got Beth. I’ve got you. I’ve got Rosemary.”

“You’ve got Leonard.”

I glanced at the snake. “Hmmph.”

Silence settled in again, but it didn’t last long. “Admit it, Malcolm. It was you who freed the rats.”

“Rats? What rats?”

He let it go, but he had a little smile playing at his lips that told me he wasn’t fooled.

“Okay,” I said. “I admit it. I let them go. I’ll pay you back the next time I get paid.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want your money. I want….” But his voice trailed away before he could tell me what it was.

“What?” I asked. “What do you want? You’ll have to tell me if you want me to know. I can’t read minds. My mother’s the only psychic in the family.”

“Nothing,” he said, all humor falling from his face. “I don’t want anything.”

He took a long pull from his beer, which killed it dead. He groaned his way to his feet and took off for the kitchen. Thirty seconds later he was back with two more. He placed both bottles on the coffee table and once again plopped down on the floor in front of me, cross-legged like I was, only this time he was much closer. He was so close our knees touched. He was so close my heart started hammering, and I felt a tightening in my boxer shorts. Uh-oh.

We jabbered back and forth for a while about inconsequential things, each of us making beer runs now and then. After some time had passed and the night grew later, I suddenly realized Cory and I had ten beer bottles sitting on the table in front of us. Eight of them were empty, the other two were doomed to follow suit shortly.

Cory cleared his throat and turned his emerald eyes to me. His eyes were so beautiful that I stopped breathing for a moment. I finally caught my breath, but when I heard what he said next, I stopped breathing again.

“My girlfriend,” he said, picking at the label on his beer, avoiding my gaze now. “Susan. She wanted more than I was willing to give.”

After hemming around for three weeks and not wanting to talk about it, apparently Cory had finally decided to bare his soul. While I might not be breathing very well, I was certainly all ears.

“What did she want?” I asked. “A commitment?”

Rosemary had stopped pestering the snake by now and was sleeping at Cory’s hip. Cory was idly twiddling her ear, still avoiding my eyes. “No. She wanted to take our relationship to the next level.”

“Love?”

“No.”

“What? She wanted to move in together?”

“No.”

“Well, Jesus, Cory, what did she want? A kidney?”

“She… she wanted sex.”

He was still avoiding my gaze, so I leaned over and tucked my finger under his chin, dragging his face to where he had to look at me. It took five beers for me to do it, but I finally did it. I touched him. When our eyes connected, I was astonished to see the sadness in his. The embarrassment.

“You went with her for over a year,” I said. “You must have already had sex.”

“No.”

“Well, jeez, Cory. What were you trying to do? Did you want to save it until after you were married?”

“I never wanted to marry her.”

“So what was the point of not having sex? I don’t understand.”

He drained his last beer and gazed at me with almost a look of defiance. “I didn’t want to have sex with her because I didn’t want to. She just never… excited me.”

“Then why did you date her?”

“I had to date somebody.”

I placed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “I’ve got a headache. You’ve lost me, son. What are you trying to say? You dated her because she was convenient?”

Oddly enough, his face lit up at that. “Yes,” he said, more chipper than he had been in the last twenty minutes. “I think that was exactly it. She was convenient. My friends expected me to date somebody. Susan was handy.”

“Handy? Good grief, Cory. Hookers are handy. Kissing cousins are handy. I gotta tell you, I’m feeling a little sorry for Susan right now. She must have liked you a lot to put up with all that waiting.”

“I-I guess she did. I never asked.”

“Gee, and I thought I was a bitch.”

“You’re not a bitch,” he said. “You’re the nicest guy I’ve ever met.”

He stared at me while chewing on the inside of his cheek. His eyes were wide open, as if he was surprised he had just said what he said. The fact is, I was even more surprised than he was.

“Well, th-thanks,” I stuttered. “Uh, you’re nice too.”

It was an odd silence that settled over us then. We sipped our beers, both of us sort of concentrating on the dog because it was the only way to conveniently not gape at each other.

When Cory spoke again, his words were so soft I could barely hear them.

“I didn’t come to California to get away from Susan,” he said. “The truth is, we broke up months ago.”

“Oh. Then, why did you come?”

Cory’s ears were almost aflame, they were so red. “I came because I needed a change. I couldn’t do it in that little town in Missouri where Beth and I grew up.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged. “Just couldn’t.”

“You’ve lost me again, Cory. I don’t understand.”

He gazed down at his hands. “I know. I’m not sure I understand it either. Well, I do but….”

Since that first touch, all I could think about was touching him again. So I did. I reached over and tapped his arm with a fingertip. “Just what was it you thought you needed to change?”

He stared down at my finger resting on his arm where I had left it. He stared at it so long, I pulled it away, thinking I had overstepped my bounds again.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me,” he said softly. “I won’t bite.”

“I know. I just… I just don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

At long last his smile returned. It was a weak one, sort of self-deprecating, but at least it was a smile. “You don’t make me uncomfortable. I think….”

“You think what?”

He took a deep breath. “I think, Malcolm, that I’m more comfortable with you than I’ve ever been with anybody.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that. “W-well, good. I’m glad you feel comfortable around me. It can’t be easy being thrust among people like me when you’ve never been exposed before.”

“You mean because you’re gay? You make it sound like you’re a germ.”

I didn’t grin back. “You know what I mean. You know what I’m talking about. It’s the whole gay thing. You’ve never been around gay people before. Right?”

“Well, yeah. I guess that’s right. But it’s also one of the reasons I left Missouri. I… I had to live a different life.”

“What sort of different life?”

He finally succeeded in pulling the label off his beer bottle in one continuous, unbroken strip. He stared at it in surprise, as if amazed he’d managed it. Then he wadded it up and tossed it on the table.

“Just… different,” he said, looking more uncomfortable by the minute.

It appeared a chore for him to get those words out. I was about to ask for further clarification—this was really getting interesting—when Rosemary leaped to her feet suddenly as the front door screeched open and Beth came stomping in, fresh off her shift in that hellhole called Jack in the Box.

“Oh, good. A beer,” she said, stealing my Budweiser out of my hand. “Just what I need.”

Cory and I snatched a final glance at each other. The shine of his eyes was unreadable. Was he glad we were interrupted just when it seemed we were about to break fresh ground in our burgeoning friendship, or was he already sorry he had said as much as he had?

“I’ll get us all a beer,” he said.

I held up my hand. I needed to be alone. I needed to think things through. I needed to try to understand what the hell Cory and I had just been talking about. “Not me,” I said. “I have to get some sleep before tomorrow. You guys stay up if you want. I’ll see you in the morning. G’night.”

Beth simply waggled her fingers and said good night, not caring if I left or not. Cory, on the other hand, looked disappointed, which caused my heart to give a quiet thud.

“Good night, guys,” I said again and headed straight for the bedroom where I shut the door quietly behind me.

 

 

SOMETIME LATER I was awakened by a stirring in the bed beside me. I peeled my eyes open and stared at a gibbous moon hanging in the star-laden sky outside my window. I reached down my hand to pet Rosemary since I figured she was the one who had jarred the bed. Instead of feeling Rosemary’s soft coat, I felt warm skin. A fuzzy forearm. It was Cory. I knew it by the feel of him. Startled, I blinked myself fully awake.

“You all right?” I asked. “Did you want something?”

Cory’s voice was lazy, his words a little slurred. “I’m drunk.”

“That’s okay. Maybe you should go to bed.”

He didn’t respond. The darkness remained silent around me. I couldn’t see a thing except the rectangle of silver stars twinkling through the window.

“Cory?”

I sat up and reached out in the shadows. My hand brushed his bare shoulder. He had his shirt off. I wondered what else he was wearing. If anything.

I could feel a shudder go through his body when my fingers lingered over his skin. I almost gasped.

“You’re… you’re trembling,” I said.

“I know.”

I sucked in a deep breath to calm myself, then asked again. “Did you want something?” My hand was still on his shoulder. Somehow I couldn’t seem to pull it away.

I felt him tilt his head and lay his cheek over the back of my fingers. His face was bristly for lack of a shave, and his breath blew warm on my wrist. Heavy and comforting, his head pressed my hand into his skin, trapping it against him.

“Cory?” I asked again. “What is it?”

He sighed and lifted his cheek from my hand. He rose and stood at the side of the bed, looking down at me. My eyes had adjusted to the shadows by now. I could see he was naked, but the light was too dim to make out particulars. I only saw the silhouette of his form in contrast to the nightlight burning in the bathroom behind him. Still, he was one of the most beautiful sights I had ever woken up to.

“I’d better go to bed,” he said softly. The words entered my chest like a knife.

“If that’s what you want,” I said.

He remained standing for a moment, gazing down at me, then turned and approached his own bed in the darkness. I heard the creak of bedsprings as he climbed into his crappy folding bed.

“Good night, Malcolm,” he said from the shadows.

“Good night,” I answered back, hating the words even as I spoke them.

I waited as silence hovered over us. “Cory?”

Only his breathing answered. I closed my eyes and tried to push out the night and everything I thought might have almost happened. I tried to remember everything we had said to each other, and while I did that, I tried to ignore my cock, pulsing beneath the bedclothes.

I tried to forget the drunken need I had heard in his voice. I could have had him then, as he stood there naked at the edge of my bed. I knew I could. I could have sat up in the bed and pressed my face to his bare stomach, and he would have let me. He would have offered me everything I asked for. In that one particular moment in time, he could have been mine. All of him. I was sure of it.

But I knew instinctively that was not the way I wanted him. Come morning, he would have been ashamed, and I would have hated myself for taking advantage. As much as I hungered for him, I didn’t want him like that. I didn’t want to risk our friendship either.

He was drunk. That’s all it was. I rolled over, placing my back determinedly to the room and to Cory as he lay naked beneath his covers only feet away. I tried to hush my breathing as I stared at the shimmer of stars outside my window.

Later I fell asleep and dreamed. I couldn’t remember what the dream was about, but I woke up late in the night with tears on my cheeks. Cory was snoring softly on the other side of the room.

I sighed, hearing him there.

Touching myself beneath the covers, I bucked once and came almost immediately.

I wiped myself clean with a fistful of tissues from the nightstand, and while my pulse thudded in my head, I tried to relax, tried to stop thinking so much, tried to find sleep again.

But sleep was a long time coming.




Chapter Eight

 

 

BETH’S TAP-DANCE teacher was as good as his word. The restaurant audition turned out not to be an audition at all. Since there were no other auditioners around, Beth and Cory and I were shoo-ins for the parts from the very start. He already knew me, of course. He was my tap-dance teacher too, although my lack of rhythm had no doubt made him question his career choice more than once. Still, it didn’t stop him from making an occasional pass as I butchered his choreography during our private weekly classes. More than once I found his hand on my ass while I stood there sweating and grunting and trying to look graceful as my legs ached all the way up to my neck. Tap dancing isn’t easy. His passes, of course, were always roundly ignored by me. Mr. Bonneville bore a striking resemblance to Mr. Bean.

On this day, it was Cory who Mr. Bonneville was most interested in, or so he had told Beth earlier over the phone. It wasn’t Cory’s talent Bonneville was worried about. He simply wanted to see if Beth’s brother was photogenic. Needless to say, that was the last thing he should have worried about.

Mr. Bonneville was a slut from the word go, of course, since he even made passes at me. But the minute he laid eyes on Cory, he became more of a perv than I could ever hope to be. While he took a few perfunctory photos of Beth and me, he shuffled us off to the side of his studio quickly enough before proceeding to wear his camera out on Cory. He posed Cory front, sideways, from above atop a stepladder, and from below while lying on the floor between Cory’s legs with his face in Cory’s crotch, which I wouldn’t have minded doing myself.

Bonneville even went so far as to ask Cory to remove his shirt so he could take a few beefcake shots as well. I suspect that if Beth and I hadn’t been present, he would have asked for pecker shots. Bonneville was practically salivating by the time he finished.

To be completely fair, I have to admit Cory ate it up. His previous stage fright went the way of the dodo the minute Bonneville’s camera got him in its sights. He accepted without question every pose Bonneville requested, and he did it with a smile. His ears didn’t even get red. Mine did, but his didn’t.

Beth, on the other hand, while watching it all with disdain, was getting redder by the minute. As Bonneville stood over Cory, while Cory lay shirtless on the floor with his gorgeous muscled arms flung wide and Bonneville aiming his camera directly at the fly of Cory’s jeans, Beth tapped her foot impatiently. (Not in a tap-dancing sort of way either, but more like the Aunt Mildred way after you’ve trampled her petunias while playing in her yard.)

Beth loudly cleared her throat. “Ahem. I said, ahem. Excuse me, Bonnie, but are we shooting porn or a restaurant commercial? Malcolm and I are feeling like a couple of side orders of spinach nobody wants over here. Are you casting us or what?”

Bonneville snapped one last photo, this one while holding his camera six inches from Cory’s furry belly button, then stepped back and set the camera aside. I thought I detected a disturbing bulge in the front of his trousers that hadn’t been there before. I almost gagged. Mr. Bean with a stiffy. Yikes.

“Yes, of course,” he said, appearing slightly embarrassed and wiping the sweat from his forehead with a trembling hand. His eyes kept drifting to Cory, who was still on the floor in the klieg lights but sitting up now looking all excited. I mean show-bizzy excited, not sexually excited. Or at least I hoped he wasn’t.

“So we got the parts?” he asked. “All three of us? Really? We’re gonna be in a commercial?”

Bonneville gave Cory a doting smile, which I had the sudden urge to rip off his face. He stepped up to Cory and pinched his cheek (another Aunt Mildred moment), all the while smiling down at Cory and simpering like a twit. I also wanted to rip his simper off, which was a strange reaction even for me.

“Yes, of course, son,” Bonneville cooed. “Don’t you worry your handsome little head. You, your sister, and what’s his name will be perfect in my commercial. I couldn’t be happier with how the casting has gone.”

“Excuse me?” I snarled. “Did you just call me what’s his name? For Christ’s sake, you’ve been teaching me tap for two years. You make veiled obscene remarks and grope my ass every Friday afternoon and you can’t remember my name?”

Beth laughed. Cory grinned. Mr. Bonneville looked wounded. “I’ve never groped your ass. I’m merely trying to align your glutes while you dance. You’re remarkably clumsy, you know. You have all the grace of a floundering water buffalo. Your glutes need aligning constantly. And I didn’t forget your name. You’re, uh, wait a minute. It’ll come to me. Oh, yes, it’s Malcolm! Your name is Malcolm something or other.”

Before I could make another snide comment, Beth dragged me away, obviously afraid I would say something to lose us the commercial. If Bonneville noticed the drama around him, he certainly didn’t show it. It would have taken a nuclear strike to drag his attention away from Cory, who was still sitting there on the floor with his shirt off.

Bonneville finally managed it, however. He clapped his hands together and cried, “All righty, then! Let’s shoot this fucker!”

All three of us jumped in surprise. “You mean now?”

“Yes. You three go home, change into chic but casual clothes, and meet me at the Top of the Cove in one hour’s time. You know where it is, right? La Jolla Boulevard, just off Sunset Cliffs. I’ve got the address somewhere if you need it. I’ll have my cameras set up and the hairdresser and makeup lady will be there waiting for you. Try not to be inordinately disruptive when you go inside. We’ll be working among actual diners. Wouldn’t want them to think actors are a bunch of animals.” He gave me a theatrical wink and a smirk, as if it were all he could do to say that with a straight face. What an ass. “We’ll get this baby in the can, and then I’d like to ask Cory to have dinner with me, if he’d be so inclined. I think I could further his career.”

Yeah, right.

But I needn’t have worried. Cory claimed an unshakable place in my heart when he jumped as if someone had stuck him with a pin. “What? Oh, no. Sorry, sir. I-I don’t—”

Beth helped him out. “My brother isn’t gay, Bonneville. Take Malcolm instead. He’s a flaming fruit. He’ll let anybody screw him.”

“Thanks,” I growled.

Beth gave me a saccharine smile. “Think nothing of it.”

Bonneville had the good grace to blush. “I was joking, Beth. Surely you didn’t think I was serious about asking your brother out to dinner. My goodness, that wouldn’t be kosher, now would it? I try to be professional, you know. I truly do. And besides, he must be ten years younger than me.”

Thirty, more like it, I thought. And if you were trying to be professional, you wouldn’t have a boner.

But I bit my tongue while Bonneville shot one last lingering glance at Cory, still parked half-naked on the floor in a circle of light from an overhead spotlight. Poor Bonnie heaved a rather put-upon sigh. Then he got hold of himself and tried to look businesslike while glancing at his watch.

“Okay, people, I’ll meet you at the Cove in one hour. Dress appropriately, please. Try to look classy.” At me, he added, “Fake it if you have to.”

“Fuck you, Bonnie,” I mumbled under my breath, but Cory was all smiles.

“We got the part? We really got the part?”

Beth tossed him his shirt. “Try to catch up, bro. Now let’s go get changed. Everybody, back to the apartment! We’re actors again. We’ve got a gig. In the inspirational words of our illustrious director, let’s shoot this fucker!”

 

 

SHOOT IT we did. Bonneville proved to be a competent director. Beth looked lovely in a black cocktail dress with her hair pulled back in an elegant bun. Cory was a god, as always, in his one and only pair of black dress slacks and a cashmere sweater he borrowed from me. The sleeves were too short, but he rolled them up over his muscular forearms, which made him even sexier than he already was. I had donned a sport coat with a turtleneck under the jacket so I wouldn’t look any dressier than Cory. We gave the impression of being exactly what we were supposed to be—three friends out for a congenial dinner, which, after all, was the point of the whole thing.

Now that filming had ended, we were headed home.

It was late. The traffic was light, and we were buzzing down the freeway at a fair clip. My crappy Honda Civic had been running remarkably glitch free since Cory started poking around under the hood, tweaking this and adjusting that. The three of us were packed in it now. With the shoot over, the mood was celebratory. Cory, especially, was keyed up.

“I did it! I’m in a commercial!”

He was sitting in the backseat. Well, he wasn’t really sitting. He was actually hopping around like a basketball, that’s how excited he was. I watched him through the rearview mirror. He was so cute sitting back there in his best clothes, his white teeth glowing in the dark through a smile that was about a foot wide, his hair neatly combed for once in his life. He was the happiest, handsomest tower of macho manhood I had ever seen.

Beth, on the other hand, was getting a little tired of his enthusiasm.

“It’s a lousy local commercial, Cory. It’ll only be seen by a handful of couch potatoes who are lounging around staring mindlessly at their TV sets while slurping beer and scratching their butts. And those creeps will only see it because they are too lazy to get up during the commercial breaks from their favorite TV show—CSI Buffalo Shit, Wyoming—and take a pee. It’ll probably run at three in the morning on the Tijuana channel every other Thursday except in months ending in R. Trust me, little brother, any hopes for a Clio award are pretty much out of the question.”

“What’s a Clio award?”

“Never mind.”

I caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror and saw a grin splitting my face from ear to ear. Cory’s enthusiasm was contagious, at least to me. Beth seemed to be immune. I wasn’t sure why, but she was also being a real bitch.

“You did great, Cory,” I said, dividing my attention equally between him and the road ahead, hoping I wouldn’t wrap us around a light pole. I already had one mismatched fender on my car. I didn’t need another one. “You should be proud of yourself. When Bonneville played the scenes back for us on the monitor, you looked so handsome. Did you see yourself? You were a knockout. You’re a natural, Cory, you really are.”

He hung his chin over the back of the seat and laid his hand on my shoulder. “No, no, no, you’re just saying that.” Then he hung his chin a little farther over the back of the seat and wrapped his arm around my neck, cuddling me even as I drove. “Do you really think so? I did okay? You really think I did okay?”

I laughed, enjoying the feel of Cory’s furry forearm against my Adam’s apple. Beth merely moaned.

Cory seemed to finally accept my compliment as fact. “I did do okay, didn’t I? Acting is a breeze. Heck, all we did was eat. Everybody knows how to do that.”

It was true. There were no spoken lines in the commercial. The three of us had merely sat at the best table in the restaurant and consumed free steaks while the paying customers looked down their snooty noses at us because of all the klieg lights and commotion interrupting their own three-hundred-dollar dinners.

“Yes,” I said in my best professorial tone of voice. “Today was a breeze. Heck, like you said, all we did was eat. We even got paid for doing it. Unfortunately, the next time you get an acting gig, you might have to dress up like an armadillo and quote Shakespeare. It’s a humiliating profession, but that’s show biz, kid. Get used to it.”

“Humiliating or not, I think I like it,” he said. His eyes bored into mine through the rearview mirror. He hooked his other arm around Beth’s neck and scooped us all together in a big bear hug, bonking our three heads together like coconuts.

I managed to chuckle, even while I was strangling in my seat belt. “Oh, you liked it, all right,” I laughed. “You liked it a lot. You gobbled it up with a spoon. What a ham!”

Beth coughed up a chuckle herself before gasping for breath and working her way free of Cory’s hug.

I did no such thing. I was enjoying the hell out of having Cory’s arm draped around my neck. Feeling the heat of his breath against my ear. The weight of his hand atop my shoulder. And most of all, the reflection of his happy face still staring solely at me through the rearview mirror.

He wiggled farther over the back of the seat and burrowed his chin into my shoulder. “I think we should do another commercial, guys. When’s the next audition?”

Beth twisted her head around and gave him a withering frown. “Acting isn’t exactly a full-time job, Cory. We’ll be lucky if we ever shoot another commercial. Other stuff pops up now and then, though. The trick is to be ready for it when it comes. Now that you’ve got eating on cue down pat, maybe you should start tap and voice lessons, elocution, acting classes, learning to live with disappointment.”

“Do you guys do all that?” he asked, eyes wide in awe.

Beth snorted. “The disappointment part is free, but as for everything else? Yeah, when we can afford it.”

“Which is never,” I added with a snort of my own. “Right now tap lessons are stretching our budget. We’ll probably have to give that up soon. Besides, Bonnie isn’t exactly Bob Fosse.”

“Who’s that?”

“Never mind,” Beth snapped.

Cory stared at his sister for a minute before saying what I wanted to say but didn’t have the nerve. “You look like that time I got more jelly beans than you in my Easter basket when we were nine. Remember that? It’s your time of the month, isn’t it, sis? That’s why you’re being all grumpy-faced and mean.”

I waited for World War III to start, but I guess siblings can get away with saying stuff like that. If those words had come out of my mouth, I’d be lying in a hospital somewhere, legs propped up in stirrups, having rectal surgery to extract an economy-sized jar of Midol from my ass. And maybe a shoe.

In all fairness, Beth had the most miserable periods of anybody in the world. At least she always told me she did.

I reached over and patted her leg. “When we get home, you should go to bed and try to get some sleep. Maybe you’ll feel better tomorrow. Cory and I will keep the celebrating to a minimum so we won’t disturb you. Okay?”

She leaned across the front seat and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Mal.” To Cory, whose chin was still in my shoulder, she said, “I’m sorry, big brother. You did great tonight. You really did. You’re also snuggling up to a gay man here. I hope you know that.”

I watched Cory’s face in the mirror as he said simply, “Of course I know. I also know he’s my best friend. So what’s your point?”

Beth stared back at him. Was that surprise I saw on her face? I know it was surprise on mine. I wasn’t only bolstered by the words Cory spoke, but also by the vehemence with which he spoke them. I wasn’t sure, but I thought my heart might have even swelled up a little bit when he did.

Beth’s heart must have swelled up a bit too. She tweaked her brother’s nose and gave him a gentle smile. “I know. He’s my best friend too.”

At that, Cory released me and sat back in the seat. We drove the rest of the way home in silence. But Cory’s eyes were still on me in the rearview mirror.

I tried to act like I didn’t notice.

 

 

IN THE apartment, Beth begged off any further socializing and told us we could celebrate all we wanted—she was going to bed. Suspecting Cory wasn’t in the mood to be quiet since his face was flushed with excitement and he was dancing around while digging beers out of the fridge, Beth stuffed some Kleenex in her ears and said her good-nights, leaving us to our own devices. Rosemary followed Beth into her bedroom. I guess she wasn’t in the mood to party either.

Cory and I took turns heading to our own bedroom to don comfortable clothes. I came out wearing a baggy pair of Bermuda shorts and a button-up, short-sleeve shirt. Cory returned in cargo shorts and his Battle of the Bulge T-shirt. He looked so sexy I had to physically drag my eyes away from his muscular legs.

“Let’s sit outside,” Cory said, already sipping at his beer. Not waiting for my response, he grabbed a fistful of my shirt and tugged me toward the balcony. I followed happily along, sucked into his slipstream. I flipped on the balcony light as he pulled me through the door. The light bulb gave a teeny flash, then died with a pop.

“Screw it,” Cory said. “We’ll sit in the dark.”

No argument here.

I plopped my ass down in one of our rickety patio chairs, and Cory commandeered the other one, pulling it right up next to mine before dropping into it. We were dimly illuminated by the kitchen light inside the apartment. I took a precious moment to close my eyes and enjoy the breeze lifting my hair. The night air was warm and smelled like rain. The stars and moon were lost in clouds. I wondered if a storm was moving in.

Cory held out his beer and offered a toast. “To California,” he said. “No, wait! To friends. No. I know. To friends who act!”

I grinned and clinked his bottle with mine. “To friends who act.” We drank. As we settled back in our chairs, I saw Cory lay his head back as if enjoying the feel of the breeze as I was. His wavy hair, which had been so perfectly combed all evening, now reasserted its authority and flopped around all over his head. Just the way I liked it.

Trying not to be too obvious about it, I studied him sitting there in the shadows. He looked so handsome, so happy. I closed my eyes to better remember the night before when he stood naked at the side of my bed. How I wished now I had reached out to him then. Pulled him down onto the bed. Covered his body with mine. Tasted him. Drunk from him as he trembled and gasped and exploded in orgasm beneath me.

I gave an inward shudder. Holy crap, I had to stop thinking stuff like that. When I opened my eyes, Cory was staring at me. He wore a sleepy smile, as if only pleasant thoughts were foraging through his head tonight. Not sure what to say, I sipped at my beer, so he did the same. I noticed suddenly that his bare foot was against mine. Again, I closed my eyes for a brief moment, savoring the feel of even that small part of him touching me.

He must have known what I was thinking. “I can move it if you want,” he said softly.

“No,” I said. “It’s okay.”

Silence settled over us, interrupted only by the rustle of the tall palm tree that stood alongside the building. The fronds creaked in the wind high above our heads. It should have been an uncomfortable silence we found ourselves in, but it wasn’t. It was a silence that had been a long time coming. A silence we had both been waiting to fill, I think. It must have been. We seemed to fit inside it so well.

Cory’s big toe flexed and came down over my little one. He left it there.

I snuck a peek in his direction and saw a dimple in his cheek. He was smiling. He seemed to be working himself up to saying something, so I clammed up and let him get to it in his own sweet time. It didn’t take long.

“I saw your picture, you know.” His voice was as rustley as the palm fronds groaning in the wind. As dry as tinder. “Beth posted the photo on her Facebook page.”

Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “Which picture was that?”

Cory’s big toe moved again. My pinky toe still lay captured beneath it, which was fine with me. He took another sip of beer. “It was the one with you guys on the beach. You were wearing baggy swimming trunks. You were laughing. You had just crawled out of the surf, and the trunks were really drooping off your hips. It looked like you were about to lose them.”

“I remember that day. I almost did lose them.”

“Beth told me how nice you were.”

“Did she?”

“Yeah. But it was the picture that….” His words trailed away, and he gazed out over the railing at the streetlights shimmering along the boulevard. It looked like fog was moving in. Maybe a storm really was on the way.

“It was the picture that what, Cory? What were you gonna say?”

He finally turned to me. His face was solemn in the shadows, his smile gone. “I-I studied that picture all last summer.”

“What do you mean?”

“It… it was that picture that made me—oh God, this isn’t as easy as I thought it would be.”

Trying to ignore the pounding of my heart, I reached out and laid my hand on his arm. “Tell me. Please. I want to understand. I want to hear you say what it is you’ve been trying to say for days.”

“You noticed?”

“Yeah, Cory. I noticed.”

He squeezed his eyes shut as if he couldn’t bear to look at me anymore. “Last night, Malcolm, I-I almost….”

I slid my fingers through the hair on his arm. When they bumped across the bone of his wrist, Cory turned his hand over and folded his own long fingers over mine, holding them in place. His eyes were still closed. My beer sat forgotten in my hand, as did his. Somewhere above our heads, in the rafters, finches cooed, settling in for the night.

“Thank you for that,” I said on a whisper. “For coming to me last night. I’ve thought about it all day.”

“No, I shouldn’t have done it.”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” I said. “Tell me about the picture. What was it you wanted to tell me about the picture?”

He leaned over the opposite side of his chair and set his beer on the floor. With that out of the way, he pushed himself to his feet and stepped up to the railing to gaze into the night. He remained there for less than a couple of seconds, and then he turned and walked up to stand directly in front of me—so close, the hair on his legs brushed my knees.

He stared down at me, his face solemn again. His eyes were wide, his dimples nowhere to be seen. I felt small beneath him. Small and right where I wanted to be, happily tucked into his shadow as he stood there towering above me. So close.

“It was the picture that made me come out here,” he said, his voice hushed. “I wanted to meet you. I wanted to… to spend time with you.”

I set my own bottle aside and leaned forward in my chair. Gazing up into Cory’s face, I laid my hands to his hips, holding him there, half-afraid he would run away. Or half-afraid he wouldn’t. His crotch was so close I could feel the heat of him on my face, but I tried to be a gentleman. I focused on his eyes instead.

After clearing my throat, I spoke softly so Beth couldn’t hear us through her bedroom window. “Cory, I think I know why you didn’t want the same things Susan wanted. I think maybe it was hard for you to face some truths about yourself that you’ve been trying to ignore for a while. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

“N-no. You’re not wrong.”

My hands were still on his hips. He laid his hands over them now and inched a little closer. He was so close, I could see a line of bare skin between the bottom of his shirt and the top of his shorts. I could see the bristle of hair there as it disappeared beneath his waistband. The sight of it was too erotic for me to bear. I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead to his stomach, then looked up at him again. He released one of my hands and brushed his fingers through my hair, pushing it out of my eyes. As if the feel of my hair surprised him, he drew a tiny intake of breath.

“What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just….”

I waited patiently for him to finish his thought. When it came, I was surprised to see it accompanied by a smile. One of his lazy ones. The kind that barely made the dimples appear.

“I’m sorry, Malcolm. It’s just… that was the first time I ever touched your hair. It-it’s so soft.”

“Tell me what it is you want to say, Cory. Just say the words once. Admit the truth to yourself, if not to me. It will make the rest of your life so much easier. I promise. We all have to face that moment of truth, you know. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Say the words. Do it for yourself.”

His one hand still covered mine at his hip. The other still lay in my hair, his fingertips lingering atop my scalp. His shirtfront was against my chin now as I sat there still looking up at him. Once again I could smell the fabric softener he used.

“You know, don’t you?” he asked, his fingers still moving in my hair.

I nodded. “I think I do.”

“Beth will die,” he said.

“No, she won’t.”

“She won’t understand. Neither will you.”

“I understand already.”

“I had to leave that little town, Malcolm. I had to get away.”

“Of course, you did. Stop stalling, Cory. Say the words. Be true to yourself for the very first time in your life. Just tell me. Tell me what you want to say.”

He stiffened, but immediately he relaxed again.

“I’m gay,” he said. The words were so soft as to be barely audible over the sloughing of the breeze, the stirring of the night around us, the finches in the rafters. “I am. I’m gay. I can’t lie to myself about it anymore.”

“Cory, I’m glad you—”

He pressed a finger to my lips. “There’s more,” he said.

I blinked, staring up at him. His finger slid across my lips as he gazed down at me. I could feel the heat of him radiating out like an electric furnace. His clean scent filled my head, his leg hair scraped against my knees, and his stomach rose and fell against my chin as he breathed. The faint murmur of his galloping heart pounded inches from my face. I thrilled at the way his fingers captured mine at his hip, holding them there against him. The crisp, solid line of his hipbone.

“Say it,” I said quietly. “Tell me the rest.”

Even the finches in the rafters stilled as if awaiting an answer. I held my breath until the words finally came. They were the last words I expected to hear, and the first words I had heard in my life that I knew I would never ever, ever, forget.

The hand that rested in my hair slid around to the back of my head, cupping me there. He slowly lowered himself to his knees in front of me, resting his forearms on my bare thighs, his hands to my sides. Once there, our faces were at the same level, his eyes centered solely on mine. I laid my hands to the sides of his neck, feeling his heat, feeling his pulse. And for the first time, I truly felt a part of him. A part of the man and a part of this monumental moment in his life, which he had opted to share with me alone.

“Please don’t think bad things about me,” he said, his voice trembling as if only now, at this late point in the evening, stage fright had finally set in. “Please don’t think I’m entirely innocent either. I’ve… I’ve had men do things to me. I’ve done stuff to them too. Not anal or anything. Just, you know, stuff. I’ve let them use me. Not often. But a few times. And I’ve used them. But that’s not how I want it to be anymore, Malcolm. I don’t want to be hiding. I don’t want to be cowering in the shadows. Lurking. I don’t want to have to drive miles and miles from where I live to do those things. And I don’t want to share these feelings I have with strangers anymore. I want it all to be different.”

I brushed a fingertip over his ear. He was so tall and strong, such a presence, and his ear was so fragile. So soft. Delicate. When it came time for me to speak, I could barely corral my own voice. I was as nervous as he was. “Then how do you want it to be, Cory? Tell me what you’re trying to say.”

I heard him swallow hard, but neither his eyes nor his hands left me for a moment.

“I want to face up to who I am, and I want to do everything a man like me does. I don’t want to be ashamed anymore. I don’t want to be afraid of what people will think. I don’t want to live a lie. But most of all, I… I only want to do these things with the man I’ve been dreaming about.”

“The man you’ve been dreaming about—”

“It’s you, Malcolm. I want to do all those things with you. I want to discover who I truly am in your arms. Nobody else’s. Just yours.”

Before I could say another word, he leaned in and placed his lips gently over mine.




Chapter Nine

 

 

AS WE kissed, the night around me ceased to exist. I saw none of it. Not the fog or the darkness or the beers forgotten and warming on the floor beside our chairs. I saw only Cory, kneeling there in front of me, his eyes so centered on mine it almost took my breath away. Felt only his mouth, gently tasting mine. Smelled only his fresh breath, the clean scent of his skin, flowing over and through me. Heard only the combined pounding of our two hearts thundering inside my head.

Cory slowly pulled away and once again rose to stand before me. There was a tightness in his shorts now, just as there was in mine. It took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to bury my face in his crotch right then. A playful smile twisted his lips as if he knew what I was thinking. He took my hand and pulled me up to stand against him. Our hips came together, and we felt each other’s hardness.

“Come inside with me,” he whispered softly, and taking my hand without waiting for an answer, he led me back into the apartment. At our bedroom door, he let me lead him inside, and then he turned and quietly closed the door behind us. When the latch clicked, securing us in the room, I felt a rush of desire sweep through me.

Now that we were alone, I knew I couldn’t wait another moment. I walked back into his arms and laid my head against his chest. Breathed in his delicious heat as his strong arms wound gently around me, pulling me close.

I felt his lips in my hair. He made murmuring noises as his hands explored my back.

“I didn’t know if you’d want me, Malcolm. I didn’t even know if I’d really want you until I saw you. Then I was sure. I’ve been aching for you since I got here.”

I lifted my head and stared up into his face. “I never knew. I thought you were straight. At least I did at the beginning. I thought you were out of my league—down from Mt. Olympus on holiday and soon to be riding a lightning bolt back up the mountain, so what was the point of a mere mortal like me getting involved?”

He laughed. “Involved. I like the sound of that.”

“Did you really like my picture that much?”

His expression sobered. The tip of his tongue came out to lick his lips, as if he was reliving the taste of our kiss. When he answered my question, he did it quietly. With one word.

“Yes.”

“I hate to break it to you, but you really are out of my league, you know.”

“No,” Cory said with a stern little pout. “I don’t know that at all.”

“You could have anybody else.”

“I don’t want anybody else.”

“We barely know each other.” I tilted my head back to look at him.

Cory smiled down at me, still holding me tight against his chest. “We’ve been living together for a month. I’ve been obsessing over your stupid picture for a year. We’ve seen each other at our worst. I think we know each other well enough.”

“I’ve never seen you at your best,” I said jokingly.

The smile he aimed at me then was a showstopper. “If things go the way I plan tonight, Malcolm, maybe you’re about to.”

I gulped, and on the wings of a sigh, I said the same thing he had said a minute before. “I like the sound of that.”

I suddenly realized we were standing in the darkness at the edge of my bed. The nightlight in the bathroom gave us just enough illumination to see by. I looked down when I felt his fingers at the front of my shirt. He was undoing my buttons.

“Your hands are shaking,” I said.

“I know.”

“You’re too beautiful for me.”

“God, Malcolm, please don’t ever say that again.”

“Beth will kill me for leading you astray.”

“I’ll tell her I did all the leading, I did all the straying. I’ll tell her—”

But his voice suddenly stopped as he undid my last button and oh so carefully pushed my shirt off my shoulders. It slid down my back with a rustling whisper and puddled on the floor at my heels.

“Oh, man,” Cory breathed, bending to press his lips to the base of my throat. “I’ve wanted this for so long. You don’t know how many nights I’ve lain in that stupid foldaway bed fantasizing about you.”

I laid my head back as he foraged at my throat.

“Maybe it wasn’t me you were fantasizing about at all. Maybe you just wanted a better bed.”

“Shut up, Malcolm.”

“Okay.”

Pulling away for just a moment, he proceeded to yank his own shirt over his head and toss it into the shadows. He scooped me once again into his arms and pressed his broad chest against mine, and I felt the all-encompassing heat of him for the very first time. I slid my hands over the muscles of his back. His skin was so soft, yet so firm at the same time. I trailed my fingertips down the nubs of his backbone until I found a patch of hair at the base of his spine. Rustling it with my fingers, I began to tremble.

Cory bent to slide his lips down the center of my chest. While he did that, I tucked my fingers inside the back of his waistband, where I felt the swell of his ass, warm and welcoming against my hands. I dipped a fingertip into the cleft there, and he gave a tiny gasp. A moment later, I gave the same gasp when his tongue slid over my nipple and he sucked it hungrily into his mouth.

My legs almost buckled beneath me.

“Don’t fall down,” he said.

“I’ll try not to.”

We both laughed.

I hated to do it, but I didn’t have a choice. I pulled away from his sweet mouth to do some exploring of my own. When I buried my face in his chest, he seemed to like it. He pulled at my hair, tugging me closer. I dragged my tongue through the fuzz between his pecs, and now it was his turn to tremble. I dipped my head lower and paraded kisses down the little line of fur that meandered from the center of his stomach to his belly button. Once past that milestone, the enticing trail vanished beneath his shorts, promising greater discoveries farther south.

As I found his belly button with my tongue and slipped inside to take soundings, I dropped to my knees in front of him and pulled his shorts down over his hips at the same time. His cock, filled with blood, sprang up to lay itself against my face.

“Oh God,” I heard him mumble up above.

I smiled and pressed my lips to the base of his cock, inhaling his scent, losing myself in the heat and the softness and the iron hunger that waited there for me. Cory’s cock was just as I expected it to be. Long and thick and beautiful. He was circumcised, and the ridge of his corona felt firm and pliant as he dragged it across my nose. I cupped his balls in my fingertips, and he thrust his hips forward at my touch. Then I slipped my fingers around his rigid cock, tilted it down, and slid my tongue across his slit to gather up a shimmering pool of precome that had gathered there and was about to fall. His body bucked against me when I did.

Before I could take him into my mouth completely, he reached down and pulled me to my feet. Wrapping his arms around me tight, he lifted me from the floor as if I weighed nothing at all and covered my mouth with his. Our tongues met inside the kiss as he spun me around and laid me gently on the bed behind us.

Breaking the kiss, but lingeringly, as if he really didn’t want it to end, he knelt over me and in one quick motion, popped the button at the top of my uglyass Bermuda shorts, dragged them down over my legs, and flung them away, leaving me naked and hard beneath him on the bed.

“Oh man,” he said, staring down at me.

I reached up and slid my fingers around his cock as it hovered there above me. His strong hands found my neck and stroked me softly for a moment, and then his fingers gently cupped my face. From there he trailed his large hands downward across my chest, my stomach, my hips, and through the hair on my legs, groping gently as he moved along as if he savored the feel of me as I had savored the feel of him. When he reached my feet, he cradled one in his hands and lifted it high enough to lay his mouth to my instep. It so surprised me, I gave a stuttered cry, and with his mouth still on my foot, he gazed up the naked length of me and blessed me with the sexiest smile I had ever seen on a human face. His hand slid up the back of my leg, and he caressed the tender skin behind my knee.

He abandoned my foot then, and he pressed his mouth to my shin, ran his tongue through the hair there, then slid it hungrily across my knee, along my thigh. As he reached my hip, he pulled back and stared into my eyes.

“You’re everything I knew you’d be,” he said. And as the words left his mouth, his strong fingers found my dick and circled it gently. He dipped his head and put his mouth over my balls, surprising me again so that I jerked beneath him. He gave a tiny laugh.

“Jumpy,” he said.

With that, he laid himself across the bed in the opposite direction from how I was lying. We each shifted to better position ourselves, and the moment we were both where we most wanted to be, Cory took my cock into his mouth, sliding it deep. I bucked again, shuddering beneath him.

I pulled him over so that he was straddling me on his hands and knees. His cock swayed above my face. I tasted his thigh in a long kiss, relishing the hairiness, loving the weight of his balls when they pressed against my forehead. I lifted my head, kissed the base of his cock again, then ran my tongue through the hair there.

Laughing, he collapsed onto the bed on my other side and took me into his mouth again. This time we were both on our sides. I wrapped my arms around him, pulled him close, and when I had him where I wanted him, I tilted his iron cock toward me and slid it into my mouth, as he had done to me.

Time stopped. I knew only the feel of Cory against me. The softness of his skin. The way he trembled when I did the least little thing. I trembled too. Knew only his mouth, circling me below. Knew only his hands, his heat, his long, delicious cock. I almost felt like a child alongside him, he was so tall, so strong, so muscled. He encompassed me completely. But never once did I feel overpowered. He was too gentle for that. In his arms, I felt… needed. Hungered for.

We had barely learned the taste of each other when I found myself at the point of no return.

“Cory, I’m sorry,” I gasped. And no sooner were the words out than I released a stream of come into his mouth. He snuggled closer, never releasing me from his lips as I emptied myself into him. As he drank my juices down, he gripped the back of my thighs and murmured that funny little humming sound again, all the while smiling at me, making me feel more wanted than I had ever felt before at a moment like this.

Emptied, sated, I lay back, shivering, trembling, as his warm, moist mouth still sucked at me while I softened between his lips.

His own cock was still hard, pressed tightly against my face. In the wonder of my own ejaculation, I had almost forgotten the promise of his.

Rectifying the situation as my drained cock slid from his lips, I tucked his long cock back inside my mouth and went to work on it in earnest. It didn’t take long.

Cory buried his face against my softened cock and gave himself up completely to his hunger. He bucked and gasped beneath me. His hands were everywhere. Just as he laid his fingertip to my opening, as if stumbling on it by accident, his back arched and a great flood of sweet come spilled into my mouth. He shuddered against me, held me tight, stroked my cheek with his thumb as his cock poured jets of warm cream across my tongue. He came so much it was all I could do to keep up.

When the torrent eased to a trickle, I clutched him closer and continued to savor him as he slowly softened and spilled the last of his juices onto my tongue. The moment his sated cock finally slid from between my lips, he flipped himself around in the bed and dragged me into his arms, pasting his mouth over mine.

I tasted my own come in the kiss, as he must have tasted his. Wrapped in his embrace, I closed my eyes and relished the feel of his chest against my cheek. His hammering heartbeat was slowing now, as was mine. The stubble on his cheeks felt heavenly against my forehead. He held me gently, but I knew there was no escaping his arms if he didn’t want to let me go. It was the first time in my life I had ever felt so entirely owned by a man, and the first time in my life I had ever felt so happy to be owned. At least for these few brief moments, this one unforgettable night.

“Thank you,” he said in a ragged whisper, his lips to my ear.

All I could do was nod. I had no words in me, or if I did, I didn’t have the strength to speak them.

I snuggled closer against him and savored the taste of his come on my lips. As we grew accustomed to the feel of each other, and as I was getting comfortable in his arms, I finally found my voice, although it was still pretty trembly.

“Stay with me, Cory. Don’t go back to your bed. Sleep here.”

“Will you hold me?” he asked softly, childlike and innocent.

I laid my lips to the little patch of hair on his chest and nodded. “If you’ll hold me back.”

He smiled into my hair. “That was the plan all along.”

 

 

I OPENED my eyes just as dawn began to creep through the window beside my head. I blinked myself awake, and before the memory of the night stirred in my mind, I felt the weight of an arm across my chest. Turning my head, I saw Cory there, his mouth pressed to my shoulder, his eyes closed. He was snoring softly, his warm breath flowing over me.

Everything we had done together the night before suddenly clicked into place in my memory banks. I remembered it all. Every taste, every touch, every word, every gasp.

Moving as slowly as I could so as not to wake him, I turned into his embrace and burrowed against him, melting into his heat, losing myself in the satin delight of his sleep-warm skin. I breathed deep, inhaling his scent. Brushed my lips along the inside of his bicep, there where the skin is as soft and smooth as butter. He smiled against my shoulder, still lost in wherever his dreams had taken him.

I longed to wake him, to make those green eyes open and fall on me. But I forced myself to lie still. This was wonderful too, being able to study him without his knowing. Feeling the weight of his arm, still trapping me where I had been when he fell asleep. Feeling his strong, hairy legs flung over mine, pinning me in place. Right where he had kept me all the long night, snug against him.

“Beautiful,” I whispered.

He grinned. “I know you are, but what am I?”

His eyes popped open, and he pressed a kiss to my shoulder before snatching me into a bone-crushing hug, startling me so I almost jumped out of my skin.

“You were playing possum? What are we, twelve?” I cried.

“Judging by what we did last night,” he said, his mouth still tickling my shoulder, “I’d say we’re well past twelve. Thank you, Malcolm. You were wonderful.”

I rolled over onto his chest, trapping him for a change, or imagining I had. I dragged a kiss over his stubbly cheek, across his forehead, down his neck, into the cleft in his chin, and finally let it come to rest on his warm mouth, where I savored his sleepy taste until I finally had to come up for air.

“So were you,” I said, my lips still brushing his. “You really are a god.”

Even flat on his back, half-asleep, his ears turned pink. “Oh, shut up!” he cried and spouted a bark of laughter before wrapping his arms around me and squeezing me so tight I couldn’t even speak, which I’m pretty sure was his intent.

As the growing light of morning brightened the room and illuminated Cory’s features more clearly, I was thunderstruck all over again by how handsome he was. Even with his too-long hair poking out in a hundred different directions and his sleep-swollen eyes, he was stunning.

I was sprawled over him like a blanket. “Am I too heavy?” I asked. “I can move.”

While he stroked my ribs with one hand, he pressed his other hand against the small of my back, holding me in place. He placed a kiss directly between my eyes like a blessing. “Try it,” he said around a grin. “I like you where you are. I think I’ll keep you here for a while.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Something long and hard is poking me in the belly.”

Cory’s ears were the color of bing cherries. “I wondered when you’d notice that,” he said.

I hovered over him, studying his face. My laughter died down as I stroked his sandpapery cheek with my fingertips. His green eyes glistened in the morning light as he studied me back. He was waking up now—his eyes weren’t as sleepy. They were a clearer green. More alive.

“I mean it,” he said softly. “Thank you for last night. You cleared up some things for me.”

With a snort, I asked. “And what exactly did I clear up?”

A gentle smile curved his lips, but he didn’t laugh. He simply lay there staring sweetly back at me. “You made me understand some things is all, Malcolm. Things I’d been—how do I say this?—things I’d been confused about.”

I kissed his chin, relishing the feel of his morning stubble against my tender mouth. “What were you confused about? Tell me.”

“Myself,” he said. “I was confused about myself. Who I am. What I want. How I need to live my life. What I can do to make myself happy.”

I laid my cheek to his chest to hear his heartbeat as I stared outside at the sun rising over the city. But the earth giving birth to another day outside my bedroom window wasn’t nearly as fascinating as the man beneath me in my bed, so I turned back to him instead. “And you learned all that after one night with me?”

His hand left my rib cage, and he wrapped both arms around me again. I loved the bulge of his biceps lying softly against my skin, the way his hard forearms pressed against my sides. I turned into the sound of his beating heart, breathing in the scent of his skin, loving the bristle of his chest hair on my face. By the movement and position of his lips in my hair, I thought maybe he was watching the sunrise too.

“You have to understand,” he said. “Back home, I… I was lost. I had no one to talk to about the confusion I was feeling. I knew I was gay. I’m not stupid. But without a frame of reference, I had no way to compare myself to the way I knew I should be. There wasn’t a gay bar within a hundred miles of the little town where I lived. I didn’t know anyone who was gay. I only knew I was.”

I lifted my head and gazed at him. “And where did Susan fit into all this?”

He smiled gently at me as he stroked the hair from my eyes. “Like I said last night, she was convenient. Without her I would have had no social life. I couldn’t go out and drink with the guys for fear of what I might do if I got drunk. I pretty much kept to myself. With Susan, I could go places. I could see people. Without anyone suspecting I was anything other than what I appeared to be.” His eyes suddenly darkened. “Except for Susan, of course. I think she was beginning to wonder about me—about my sexuality—before we split up. I can’t say I blamed her.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Again, I laid my ear to his chest and listened to his heartbeat. It was beating slowly now. Not like it was last night. Not like it was when we made love. This morning it had a gentler rhythm, an easier cadence.

“It must have been a lonely life,” I said. “I’m glad you left. I’m glad you came here.”

He smiled at me then. “Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Should we tell Beth we slept together?” he asked.

“You won’t have to tell her,” I said. “She’ll figure it out on her own.”

“Will she?”

“Oh, yeah. Fag hags always know.”

We shared a guilty chuckle before it died away.

“Malcolm?”

“Hmm?”

“I wasn’t lying about the picture, you know. I really did come out here to get to know you. Do you think I still can? I mean, will you still want to see me after last night? There won’t be any more surprises. Any more mystery. It’ll just be boring old me from now on.”

I stared at him like he’d just sprouted a second head. “Do you really think you’re boring?”

“Well, I’m not as smart as you.”

“You fixed my car. I don’t even know how to open the hood. There’s a latch under there somewhere, but I can never seem to—”

“I’m sure you can change a tire.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Jesus, maybe you are dumb.”

He howled with laughter when I poked a finger in his ribs. He flung me to the side and rolled over on top of me, pinning me beneath him. Sort of like I’d just done to him. Only he was much better at it. He growled at me. A friendly old bear. “No tickling.”

“Oh, really,” I said. I tried to work a fingertip back into his rib cage, but he had me trapped. We wrestled around, giggling and snorting, and just when I had worked myself back on top of him and prepared to deploy the finger again, he stopped me with a kiss. I mean a real kiss. His mouth covered mine, and he wasn’t laughing anymore. Neither was I.

Suddenly my heartbeat wasn’t lazy anymore either. Nor was his.

He mumbled into the kiss, “You taste so good.”

“Yes,” I said.

He pulled away just enough to focus on my eyes. “Yes, what? Yes, you taste good?”

“No. Yes, I still want to see you after last night.”

“Really?”

I swallowed hard, wondering if I should tell him what I was really thinking. It took me only a second to know I had to. I couldn’t have kept it to myself if I tried. “Cory, you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever been with. And the nicest. If you want us to get to know each other, I mean really get to know each other, then I’m game if you are. I like you. I want you to like me too.”

He grinned. “I liked you even before I met you.”

I ducked my head, embarrassed. “Jesus, nobody ever told me that before.”

“Can I sleep with you?” he asked. “I mean, every night?”

“Do you want to?”

“Yeah. I really hate that fucking foldaway bed.”

“Bastard.”

He honked out a laugh. “I was kidding. It’s not your bed I want. It’s you. I like holding you. I like making love to you. I like hearing you mumble in your sleep.”

“I don’t mumble in my sleep.”

“You not only mumble, you also kick like a kangaroo. I think I have bruises. It’s sexy.”

I burst into laughter, and, embarrassed as hell, I buried my face in his armpit, where I stumbled across a very sexy patch of armpit hair. I perused it for a while with my tongue as his fingers laid burning tracks across my butt, as if he enjoyed touching me there. The next thing I knew there were two hard things poking me in the belly. One belonged to me, one belonged to him. It was the one belonging to him I was most interested in at the moment.

I flung the sheet aside and scooted down his long torso until my face was at his hip. His cock lay fat and eager, lying there in front of me, bobbing faintly with every beat of his heart. I slid between Cory’s legs and pressed my mouth to his balls. He dragged his fingers through my hair and arched his back, giving me total access.

“So I guess it’s me first,” he said in a husky, hungry voice.

With that, he gave himself up to my many talents.

Later, as the morning sun crept higher in the sky, he gently laid me on my back and returned the favor.

With the taste of come still on our lips, we once again slid into each other’s arms and fell asleep. His arms were home now. I couldn’t imagine myself sleeping without them.




Chapter Ten

 

 

“WHAT THE hell is this?”

I opened my eyes and found my face nestled against Cory’s stomach in a pool of sleep slobber. Lovely. His arms were still around me, which told me I hadn’t pissed him off or anything. So who the heck was cussing?

A grumbly, sleepy voice from up above said, “Hi, sis.”

I groaned myself awake and lifted my head to gaze up at Cory lying there beneath me. His eyes were centered somewhere else, so I followed where they led to find Beth standing at the bedroom door with two forgotten cups of coffee in her hands. She was staring at us lying naked on the bed in each other’s arms with a truly amazed expression on her face, as if this was the last thing she had expected to see in her lifetime. As I’m sure it was.

I wiped the spit off my chin.

Cory continued to hold me in place against him as he gathered up a fistful of sheet and leisurely covered us from the waist down. Modesty wasn’t totally dead, apparently.

“Ever hear of knocking?” he asked.

I dug a sleep booger out of my eye and sat up in the bed, or tried to. Cory wasn’t having it. He pulled me back down against him, with a grouchy “Where do you think you’re going?”

I hacked up a glob of phlegm, then ungraciously swallowed it back down. What else was I supposed to do with it? Spit it out the window? Tilting my head back, I snuck a peek at Cory’s face. He smiled down at me and gave me a wink.

“Now you’re winking?” Beth snipped. She still stood in the doorway holding the two stupid coffee cups. She was tapping her toe too, I suddenly noticed. Never a good sign.

“Coffee. Yum,” Cory said. “Set it on the nightstand.”

Zombielike, Beth did as he asked. As soon as that task was over, she stood at the side of the bed staring down at us still snuggling together in front of her, naked from the waist up, naked and God knows what else under the sheet from the waist down. Neither Cory nor I had made the least show of embarrassment. Why should we? We were adults.

Beth didn’t remain zombielike for long. “I didn’t think you two would ever get together.”

She couldn’t have surprised me more if she had started reciting the times table. “You mean you knew?” I asked.

Beth crossed her arms like an exasperated schoolmarm. “That depends on whether you’re asking me if I really knew what I thought I knew or if I just thought I knew what I thought I knew.”

“That’s like the worst sentence ever,” Cory said. I didn’t have to look up at him again to see he was smiling. I could hear it in his voice.

Avoiding the cooling pool of my sleep slobber, I laid my head back onto his stomach, just because it was the only place I wanted to be right then. Let Beth and Cory duke it out up above. I just wanted to soak up a little more of Cory’s delicious heat. He didn’t seem to mind either, since he laid his land over my head in a proprietary sort of way, sort of like a running back hugging a football.

Cory spoke softly to me while Beth listened in as if it was her God-given right to eavesdrop.

“My sister’s not as dumb as she looks,” he said. “I think she was beginning to suspect I was not quite as straight as I had always pretended to be.”

I gazed up to study Cory’s smile, envious of it. I didn’t seem to have one in me at the moment. I turned from Cory to stare at Beth.

“Did you really think maybe he was gay?” I asked. “You might have shared the information with me.”

“Why?” Beth asked. “So you could have lured him into your bed even sooner.”

Cory cleared his throat. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, sis, but I’m the one who did the luring.” He snuggled me closer. “It’s the best catch I ever made too.”

Beth was tapping her foot again, but I was pretty sure I saw a glimmer of a smile awakening on her face. “So is this a onetime deal, or are you two thinking of carrying on for a while. I’d like to know in case I decide to serve you coffee in bed again at some future date, which you can rest assured I probably won’t.”

“Pity,” Cory said. “I thoroughly enjoy coffee in bed.”

Beth aimed her eyes at me like a couple of howitzers. “Apparently you thoroughly enjoy other things in bed as well.”

“Indeed I do,” Cory said around another smile.

“Me too,” I chimed in. “Me too, a lot.”

Beth snorted. “Fine. I see how it’s going to be. You two will be fooling around under my very nose every chance you get. You know what this means, don’t you? I’ll have to find a man of my own. I’m not going to be the only one in this apartment who is using battery-operated devices to get my rocks off. I’ll have to lower my standards. Just as you two have done.”

“Oh, shut up.” I grinned.

Beth leaned over the bed and tousled my hair. Then she tousled Cory’s. She stepped back and studied us one final time before heading out the door.

“Well, I guess you should enjoy it while it lasts. Oh, and I almost forgot,” she pulled a slip of paper from her blouse pocket and tossed it on the bed. “You have a gig today, Malcolm. A kid’s birthday party. They need a couple of mimes.”

We had an acquaintance who was a mime. His name was Jonah. “Is Jonah sick or something?” I asked.

“Or something,” she said. “He broke his leg, and not in a show-bizzy sort of way. I mean, he really broke his leg. Snapped it like a twig. This kid’s birthday party has been scheduled for months, and he would really appreciate it if you would cover for him.”

“You said a couple of mimes. Are you coming too?” I asked.

“No. I’m still having cramps. It’s hard to be limber when you’re stuffed with blood-soaked cotton cylinders.”

“Eww,” Cory said.

I narrowed my eyes. “What a handy excuse. How am I supposed to do this by myself, and where am I going to get a mime’s costume? I’d never fit into Jonah’s. He weighs a ton. Why do you think they call him Jonah? And how am I going to learn how to do mime stuff? Like trying to get out of that stupid invisible box?”

“Then go as a clown.”

“Same problem, dumbass. No costume.”

Cory tapped me on the shoulder. “Wear your gorilla suit from work. The kids’ll love it. I’ll deck myself out as an organ grinder and go with you.”

“You’d be my partner?”

“Sure. It’ll be fun.”

“This I have to see,” Beth groaned.

“Really?” I asked. “You’d come with me? Act stupid for a bunch of ungrateful spoiled brats, leave your pride at the door, and flounce around like a twit?”

“Well, yeah. It’s showbiz, ain’t it.”

“Marginally,” I said.

“Marginally is good enough for me.”

I turned to Beth. “What are they willing to pay?”

“Sixty bucks. Thirty apiece if you both go. For two hours’ work.”

“Ooh,” Cory said. “Fifteen bucks an hour. Let’s do it.”

He gave me another wink, which was so sexy I wanted to do a swan dive into his crotch again, but I couldn’t because his nosy sister was standing there. I was awarded a consolation prize when he dragged me up his chest and planted a kiss on my mouth, sister or no sister.

Beth went through the motions of gagging and heaving her guts up, then fled the room with her arms flailing. The consummate actress. Cory grinned, watching her go. He reached over and hooked the two coffee cups off the nightstand.

“Here you go, partner,” he said.

I took the cup with a smile. “Thanks.”

Cory gave a celebratory war whoop, splashing coffee halfway across the room. “Two acting gigs in two days!” he yelled. “We’re on a roll!”

I took a sip of my coffee, and he took a sip of what little he hadn’t spilled, then I used his belly for a coaster as I cuddled up against him again.

“Warm,” he said, referring to the cup parked just above his belly button. “Feels nice.”

“You feel nice too,” I said, kissing his rib cage, kissing his furry nipple. “Cory?”

“Yeah?”

“Were you embarrassed letting Beth see you with me like this?”

His green eyes melted into me. “No. You helped me find myself, Malcolm. You helped me see myself as I really am. How could I be ashamed of that?”

“I think you had already found yourself. You just needed a merry gay push to send you on your way.”

His face molded itself into a friendly leer. “And what a push.” He ran his fingertips over my chest. His gaze had gone from warm to hot. Idly, or not so idly, he asked, “What time is the party?”

I tried to act like his touch meant very little, when in reality it was all I could think about. I did manage to turn away long enough to glance at the note. “Two o’clock.”

“That gives us six hours. We should have time to run to the zoo, pick up your costume, jerry rig a costume for me, then get to the party with a couple of hours to spare.”

“How do you want to fill those two empty hours?” I asked as his fingers slipped down my stomach.

He set his coffee cup aside and said, “I guess it’s too late for acting lessons, so I have a better idea.” His eyes twinkled as he threw the sheet aside. “Here, let me show you.”

And show me he did.

 

 

SINCE EMPLOYEES sneaking in and stealing stuff on their day off is frowned upon at the San Diego Zoo, I had no alternative but to walk into the primate center, don the gorilla suit just as I did on an ordinary work day, then walk back out through the front gate, knuckles dragging, like I owned the place. No one gave me a second glance. No one in authority at any rate. There were a few astonished passersby in the parking lot, but I gathered my acting skills about me and stomped and hoo-hooed around, ignoring them as any self-respecting gorilla would do.

Flapping up the sidewalk to the apartment building in my bigass gorilla feet with my stolen gorilla head under my arm, I found Beth and Cory had not been idle while I was away. As I began my life of crime and pilferage, Beth had assisted Cory in preparing for his upcoming role of organ grinder, and she had succeeded admirably.

I walked in the front door and dropped my big fuzzy gorilla head in astonishment. The head rolled halfway across the living room floor and scared the hell out of the dog, who jumped up on the sofa with a yip to get away from it. I stared at Cory for a full ten seconds before I could find my voice. “My God,” I cried, “you look great!”

He did too. He was standing there barefoot in big billowy harem pants that hung tantalizingly low on his hips. Above the pants, he wore an open Arabian vest that was three sizes too small. The vest was sleeveless and embroidered with beads and spangles, and it showed off his bare chest and flat belly to perfection. Atop his handsome head was perched an orange fez with a gold tassel hanging off the side. He had bracelets on his wrists, another bracelet around his bare ankle, and gold coins dangling from his waist. In his hand he held a long leather leash with a leather collar on the end, which I could only assume would be placed around my gorilla neck. Lest I forget, there was also a big gaudy emerald that perfectly matched his eyes glittering in his belly button. I longed to pluck it out with my teeth. If Disney ever makes a porno movie starring Aladdin and King Kong, Cory would be a shoo-in for the monkey’s love interest.

He gave a spin to show off his ass in the harem pants. He was probably the only gay man in the world who could twirl like that in harem pants and still make it look butch. Peering back over his shoulder, he asked, “You like?”

I gaped and nodded. “Wow. You’re the hottest organ grinder ever.” With a hell of an organ to boot.

Cory’s ears burned red under his fez like he knew what I was thinking, but still he seemed pleased.

Beth gazed proudly on. I turned to her and asked, “Where did you find all this stuff?”

In all fairness, Beth really did look under the weather. She was pale, her hair was a stringy mess, and she had dark circles under her eyes. Still, she was able to conjure up a grin as she stood there studying her creation.

“The harem pants are Cory’s pajama bottoms,” she said. “I just sewed up the legs to make them tight around the ankles. The vest and fez I had left over from that time we played extras in Kismet down at the Convention Center. The bracelets are from my cheapass Avon collection, and the gold coins are foil-wrapped chocolates from last Christmas that I forgot about and found under the bed.” She sweetly blushed. “The leash and collar I had in my dresser. Don’t ask.”

She folded her arms across her chest and went into schoolmarm mode again, looking all stern and grumpy as her eyes traveled from Cory to me, then back again. “Now, then, about last night—”

I interrupted her with a hug. “No time. Gotta run. The kiddies are waiting for their birthday entertainment. Wouldn’t want to disappoint the little tykes.” I grabbed Cory’s hand and dragged him toward the door.

He screamed back over his shoulder as I hustled him out the door, “Sis, don’t forget to walk Rosemary! And feed Leonard! The rats are in the cupboard!”

I shuddered. “The rats are in the cupboard?”

“Oh, shut up.”

We must have made quite a sight, tooling down the freeway. A hunky half-naked organ grinder with his pet gorilla driving along the I-5 in my piece-of-shit blue Honda Civic with the yellow fender.

While I drove, Cory rested his hand on my furry thigh, twiddling with my ape hair.

“What keeps the rhinestone in your belly button?” I asked.

“Elmer’s Glue-All,” he answered.

“I figured.”

“It itches.”

“I’ll bet.”

It was a hot day. I was already sweating buckets, even without the monkey head on. Cory reached over with a Kleenex and solicitously dabbed the perspiration out of my eyes.

“Thanks,” I said, eliciting a smile.

That smile remained nailed to his face when he said, “Last night was amazing.”

I turned to give him half my attention while keeping the other half on the traffic. Dressed as I was, I was afraid if I had an accident, the paramedics would drop me at a pet hospital for treatment.

“I still can’t believe it happened,” I said quietly. “I still can’t believe you… wanted me.”

His hand never left my thigh. “I still want you.”

I turned away to give my full attention to the road. “Wow,” I said under my breath.

“When this gig is over,” he said, “how’s about we have sex in our costumes? I like hairy guys.”

“Shut up.”

He honked out a laugh. But still his hand never left my thigh.

“Do you really want to sleep with me every night, Cory?”

“Yeah, you have a better bed.”

“Hmm.”

“That was a joke, Malcolm.”

“I sort of hoped.”

“We don’t have to fool around if you don’t want.”

“Really?”

“No, Malcolm. I’m lying through my teeth. If you’re in bed with me, I’m going to be slathered all over you like butter on a biscuit.”

I smiled. “Ooh. I like butter.”

Reaching over, I ran my hand across his bare stomach and was rewarded with a tiny gasp. “I thought you were shy at first, but that’s not it at all, is it, Cory? You aren’t shy.”

He covered my hand with his, holding it in place against his warm belly as if he enjoyed feeling it there. “I’m not shy with you. After last night I’ll never be shy with you again. I waited a long time to get my hands on you. You aren’t a fantasy anymore. You’re reality. I loved every minute of last night. Every minute of this morning. Every minute just lying in bed with you, holding you, making love to you. I know who I am now, Malcolm. You showed me. I’ll always be grateful to you for that.”

“You already knew you were gay,” I said.

He gazed out the windshield for a moment, apparently gathering his thoughts. “Yeah,” he said, hushed and serious, “I knew I was gay. But I never really knew I could be as comfortable with it as I feel right now. That little gift came from you. The easy way you make love. The way you made me feel every time you touched me. Every time I touched you. It was—wait a minute! What the hell are we going to do at this stupid birthday party? I don’t know how to be an organ grinder!”

I pulled my hand off his stomach and smacked him on the arm, shooting for butch but probably failing miserably. Butch and me aren’t exactly old friends.

“Don’t worry, Cory. We’ll clamp the collar around my neck, and you hold on to the leash. I’ll do all the monkey contortions, try to spook the kiddies, make them laugh, and you just stand there looking sexy in your Aladdin suit.”

“That’s it?” he asked. “That’s all I have to do?”

“Yeah,” I said, veering toward the freeway on-ramp, headed for our exit. I reached around and grabbed a bag of produce off the backseat. “And feed me a banana every now and then. What can go wrong?”

“Seems to me, the possibilities for failure are endless,” he mumbled, just loud enough for me to hear. While he was mumbling, he peeled a banana and ate it himself.

 

 

WE FOUND the house easily enough, what with the gazillion balloons tied to every piece of foliage in the front yard. Not to mention the screams of prepubescent laughter coming from somewhere around back. I noticed other houses along the street had their doors and windows shut tight. Couldn’t say I blamed them. There was no telling how long this racket had been going on.

We piled out of the car. I pulled on my gorilla head and as soon as I had it securely in place, Cory snapped the collar around my neck. He gave the leash a tug and pulled me directly into his arms.

“One of these days I want to fuck you.”

“You mean, while I’m wearing the gorilla suit?”

“No, dipshit. While you’re wearing nothing.”

“What will you be wearing?”

“A condom. Any objections?”

I swallowed hard, remembering the size of his dick. Then I shuddered in anticipation. Nothing conflicted about me. “Um. Will this be a first for you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then I’ll do my best to please.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh God,” he said, his eyes popping wide. “I’m getting hard.”

“Not in that costume you’re not! And not with a bunch of screaming kids looking on. The last thing they need is Aladdin with a boner. We’ll be in prison for the rest of our lives! Well, you’ll be in prison. I’ll be in an animal preserve. Come on. Our audience awaits.”

He nodded desperately, obviously forcing a mental penis drain, trying to head off the looming erection. Apparently he succeeded. A minute later, he tugged at my leash.

“Phew! That was close. Okay, monkey boy. The danger has passed. Let’s get this over with.”

I doubled over and galumphed along behind him, grunting and hoo-hooing. After following him around the corner of the house while dragging my knuckles through the grass, we found ourselves suddenly mobbed by thirty or forty first graders. At least they looked like first graders. They were all over us like fleas on a cat.

The young man in charge of the party couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Cory. Talk about gay. He must have been an uncle of one of the little scamps. Or an aunt-in-training. He sure as hell wasn’t a father.

“What happened to the mimes?” he asked, his eyes rolling over Cory from top to bottom, lingering for long periods of time in the middle. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“They couldn’t make it,” Cory lied. “They all came down with the mime flu.”

“There’s a mime flu?”

“There is now.”

“You look like a Chippendale dancer,” the fruity uncle said to Cory, a teasing light in his eyes. “Are you gonna strip?”

“Not for thirty bucks, I’m not.”

“Darn.”

I had had about enough of this conversation. I grunted, pounded on my chest, and tore a handful of grass out of the yard, flinging it in the air. The kids screamed and laughed and clapped their little hands. The gay uncle, or whatever he was, hardly noticed my antics at all. He was too busy staring at Cory’s crotch.

I was considering kicking him in the balls with my bigass monkey foot when Cory yanked my leash, pulled me into the center of the kiddies, and jumped up on a chair before raising his hands like a circus master of ceremonies.

“Ladies and germs!” he bellowed, getting a couple of groany laughs while I rolled my eyes behind the gorilla mask, “I present to you—tada—from deepest, darkest Africa—tada again—the meanest, mangiest monster ever to migrate across the mighty Pacific on a Malaysian mango boat.” He held up a bunch of bananas. “See? Mangos! And here he is! Malcolm the uh—” Here Cory seemed to falter. Maybe ad libbing wasn’t his forte. “—the, uh, monkey.”

“Malcolm the monkey?” I hissed under my breath. “The best you can do is Malcolm the monkey? And those aren’t mangos. They’re bananas!”

Cory appeared chastened. He shrugged, gave me an apologetic smirk, whispered back, “I’m sorry. I froze. Alliteration isn’t my strong point.” Then, for lack of a better plan, he said, “Tada!” again, leaving it up to me to carry the moment.

So I did. And if I say so myself, I carried it with flair.

For the next two hours, Cory and I entertained those little bastards like we had no other purpose in life whatsoever. Aside from the fact that Cory kept tugging at my leash, steering me to other parts of the yard while evading the horny gay uncle, whose eyeballs were stuck to Cory’s ass like carbuncles, we had a pretty good time. The high point of the day was when I removed my gorilla head to partake of a bit of birthday cake and startled a young boy so badly he actually fainted. None of the girls fainted, I noticed. No lumberjack work in that lad’s future. He would probably end up gayer than the uncle, poor little blighter.

Sixty dollars richer, and not too horrendously humiliated by the way things had gone, Cory and I hurried home. Ignoring Beth completely, we flew into our bedroom and locked the door.

Cory’s mouth was on mine before the lock actually clicked.

“Shower with me,” I mumbled into his kiss. “I’m soaked in gorilla sweat.”

He nodded, not breaking the kiss. He simply started tugging his clothes off.

Two minutes later I was blissfully free of twenty pounds of fake fur and stepping into the shower with a naked, gorgeous Cory at my side.

The water felt heavenly cascading over us as we stood there in each other’s arms.

“Let me soap you down,” he said, and pushing me back against the tiles, he dropped to his knees in front of me and lathered his hands. I was already hard as he slid his soap-coated hands over my skin, starting at my ankles and working his way up. Along the way, he nudged my cock with his nose a few times just because he seemed to think I’d like it. How prescient of him.

Still on his knees, he gazed up at me, squinting against the shower spray, watching my face as his gentle hands slid across my stomach, over my chest, reaching all the way up to stroke the sides of my neck. I buried my fingers in his soaked hair and relished the feel of his hard cock pressing against my leg. When he took my balls into his mouth, I gave a monumental shudder and almost collapsed, my legs were wobbling so.

“You like that,” he mumbled around my nuts, his nose on the base of my shaft. “Oh, now, don’t deny it. You really like it.” Talk about speaking the obvious.

Before I could answer, he released me from his mouth, and with firm, strong hands, he turned me gently until I faced the wall. I heard him soap his hands again, and now he trailed them up the back of my legs, over my buttocks, across my back. When his fingers touched the nape of my neck, he burrowed his nose between the cheeks of my ass, and I almost collapsed again.

His mouth found my opening, and I squawked in surprise. His soapy hand slid around to the front of me to grip my cock, and I squawked again.

“Wow,” he murmured into my ass, “you sound like a parrot.”

I was shaking so badly I had to hold on to the shower nozzle to keep from falling on my face.

“Cory,” I all but sobbed. “Come on. Let’s dry off. I want you in bed. Please.”

He nodded, which made his nose rub up and down across my hole, and that in turn almost made me faint like that kid back at the birthday party.

Cory stood, pressed his cock to my ass, then spun me around and buried my mouth in a kiss. He turned off the water while I dragged my own erection over Cory’s thigh. Back and forth. Oh God, it felt good.

He swept the shower curtain aside, stepped out of the tub, snatched a towel off the rod, and once again dropped to his knees in front of me. He patted the towel over my wet skin, drying me off while I continued to clutch his hair. When my body was dry, I grabbed the towel from him and dragged it through my hair while Cory snagged another towel and dried himself.

Before rising, he cupped his hands at the back of my thighs and pulled me forward until my cock was pressed to his face. I was so hard, he had to tilt it down to get it into his mouth. My knees buckled, and he clutched me tighter to hold me upright.

Finally, just as I was having the first glimmer of a coming ejaculation, he released me, pulled me into the bedroom, and pushed me onto the bed. Obviously a man on a mission, he scooped me up in his big hands and flipped me over on the bed like a short order cook flipping a pancake. Once again, as I lay there splayed out facedown beneath him, he found my opening with his mouth and caressed me with his tongue until I began to moan.

With a trembling hand, I reached into the nightstand and extracted a box of condoms, throwing the whole damn box over my shoulder in his direction, making him laugh.

“One should do it,” he mumbled into my ass.

I grunted something or other—even I didn’t know what I was trying to say—and reached into the nightstand again to haul out a tube of lube.

I heard the sound of paper tearing and the snap of latex. Having donned the condom in record time, Cory leaned over me and kissed my neck. I turned my head to the side and found his mouth with mine as his fingers slathered a generous dollop of lube over my hole, making me lift my ass and plead once again for him not to stop, not to stop, not to stop.

He complied, and as his tongue found mine inside our kiss, he slid a fingertip into me, working it slowly deeper.

“Baby?” he muttered.

“Don’t stop,” I breathed. “Please. You’re not hurting me.”

A second finger slid into me alongside the first. I gasped and clenched my ass muscles around the two, making Cory smile into our kiss.

“Oh God,” he muttered.

He pulled away from my lips, rose up on his knees behind me, and gently lifted my hips and spread my legs to leave me totally exposed in front of him. With my face buried in the pillow, I reached between my legs and cupped his fat balls in my hand, steering him forward. The bristles of his hairy legs tickled the backs of mine, and time stopped for a moment when the head of his cock gently prodded my hole.

“Yes,” I said on a sigh. “Oh yes.”

I forced myself to relax as Cory oh so gently pressed his cock against my opening. The lube did its job and the next thing I knew Cory was sliding inside me. He slid deeper and deeper while my heart thundered inside my head. Only when his pubic hair was brushing against my tender, quivering hole did he stop all movement while I lay there, ass in the air, impaled upon his gigantic cock.

“Sweet Jesus,” he muttered over me. “That feels incredible.” He bent in and once again I twisted my head around to find his mouth. He kissed me, and I felt him tremble over and through me. “Are… are you okay?” he asked in a rush of breath. “Am I hurting you?”

“It feels great. Don’t stop. Don’t wait. Fuck me. Do what you want. You won’t hurt me.”

His tongue slid over my cheek, and immediately his hips began to move, dragging his cock through me slowly. In and out. I felt stretched to the limit and filled to the brim, but there was no pain. I had told the truth when I said he wasn’t hurting me. I was pretty sure he never could. Ever.

As he moved faster inside me, he wrapped his strong arms around my chest from behind and held me in place beneath him. I could feel the come wanting to surge inside me already, even without the touch of a hand on my dick—either his or mine.

I bellowed out a wordless cry when his cock swelled even bigger than it already was, but it wasn’t a bellow of pain. It was a bellow of bliss. Cory knew it. His movements didn’t slow. Not for a second. He pumped away as if this might be not only his first fuck, but also his last, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. Okay by me.

He pressed his hot mouth to my ear. “I’m going to come, Mal. I’m sorry. I—”

“S-so am I!” I stuttered back. “Don’t hold back, baby. Let it go.”

Cory gave a long-drawn-out groan as he clenched me tighter in his arms, pounding me with his cock as I bucked and writhed beneath him.

Buried deep inside me, he froze in place, leaving me impaled like a butterfly on a pin. Reaching beneath me, he gently grasped my cock as it bobbed there in midair. No sooner had he touched me than I splattered his hand with come. It tore out of me like buckshot, and even in the midst of my eruption, I begged him to keep fucking. To finish what he’d started. To bring his own release, just as he’d brought me mine. To let me feel it inside me. All the way up to my heart.

Once again he found my mouth in a kiss, and then, that duty fulfilled, he situated himself more firmly on his knees behind me and braced me in place with one hand on my shoulder and the other under my stomach, holding me up off the bed. When I was secured beneath him, he began moving his thick cock again. Scraping me raw inside until I gasped out cry after cry, begging for more, wanting it all. Flopping around like a salmon. Pleading.

Cory’s long legs trembled against mine as he stiffened behind me, freezing in place yet again. Piercing me, unmoving, like a stone statue. His cock was buried deeper inside me than anyone had ever delved. I squeezed my eyes shut with my face crammed into the pillow, my ass high in the air, as his iron cock punctured me from behind. Just as I was about to scream out my pleasure, begging him to move once again, he gave one convulsive thrust and filled his condom with his release. His legs bucked against mine; his cock expanded to where I thought I would tear apart. But still there was no pain. Only ecstasy. Only joy.

With a final spasm, Cory collapsed on top of me, carrying us both down to the bed. He wrapped his arms around me tighter. His hot breath blew over me in frenetic bursts. I could feel his heart pounding against my back. His sweat moistening my skin. His trembling fingers stroking my cheek, stroking my hair.

I shuddered again when he lifted his come-soaked fingers and spread my juices over his lips, cleaning them with his kisses, cleaning them with his tongue. His heat enveloped me, and his cock still throbbed as it withered slowly inside me. Slathered with my come, his mouth found mine once again in a kiss and would not leave it as our pulses slowed in tandem, as our heartbeats quieted, as our tormented muscles slowly relaxed.

When his cock slipped from me completely, it took all my willpower not to weep at the emptiness it left behind. But I twisted in his arms and, facing him now, pressed my mouth to his throat and let his heat against my face and his weight atop my body replace the joy of having his cock buried deep inside me.

We lay like that for either countless hours or a handful of seconds. I didn’t know which. Time was a mirage.

“Malcolm,” he said on a stuttering breath, as if he’d finally found his voice.

But that’s all he said.

That’s all I needed him to say.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

AFTER THE birthday party, after that incredible first fuck, came a hailstorm of snippets from our not-so-everyday lives. They flooded over us like a tsunami. Moments of discovery between Cory and me. Moments when we were together. Moments when we were apart. Moments of heart-stuttering importance, and other moments that were almost inconsequential, or so they seemed at the time. Moments when the stage lights came up downstage center on our merry dance, then darkened and lit our lives up elsewhere—upstage right, maybe, or backstage in the wings, but always blossoming under a spotlight somewhere.

Every scene, every line of dialog, bringing us closer. Always closer.

 

 

WHILE BETH railed at customers in the drive-thru window at Jack in the Box miles away in another part of the city on a rainy Saturday, Cory and I cowered under umbrellas and dodged puddles as Rosemary dragged us through Balboa Park. High above our heads, the iron bell at the top of the California Tower bonged out the noon hour as we passed the steps of the Museum of Man down below. I imagined the great booming knell carrying halfway across the city, lifting heads, stirring memories, making smiles. But we were the first to hear it. We were closest to the bell’s song. On this particular day, we had the only front-row seats to its wonderful music.

“So are you glad you left Missouri?” I asked after the echo of the bells faded away in the distance. I spoke loudly to be heard over the staccato patter of raindrops on our umbrellas. “Are you glad you came to California?”

Cory had been quiet the past few days. Pensive once again. Only in moments of sweet intimacy or in the tumultuous throes of hot passion did he completely let himself go. He turned his face to me, peering out from beneath his dripping umbrella. Even through a torrential downpour, I still melted when his green eyes fell on me.

“Coming here was the best thing I’ve ever done,” he said. “You know that.”

“Are you happy? I mean with your job?”

Cory still worked at the supermarket. For some reason a call never came for him from the zoo. I hoped it had nothing to do with the fact that I was still refusing to bed the head ape guy, and I had only partially bedded the head bird guy before throwing him out of my apartment unejaculated, the jerk. Cory had listed me as a reference on his application form, after all. Who knows what all the supervisors talk about among themselves when they are sitting in the employees’ lounge scrubbing animal shit off their boots?

“The supermarket job closed out of town,” he said, eyes twinkling, the embryo of a smile teasing his lips. “But the rest of my life is boffo.”

“Jesus, Cory. What’d you do? Run across a beginner’s dictionary of archaic vaudeville lingo? Nobody in show business talks like that anymore. Nobody anywhere talks like that anymore.”

Cory didn’t seem to care. He eased closer and took my hand as we walked. As always my hand felt lost inside his humongous paw. Lost and warm and safe. I loved the way his skin felt. On my hands. On my body. Buried deep inside me, throbbing and hungry.

“Were you talking about me?” I asked quietly.

“You know I was.”

“I’m making your life boffo?”

“You know you are. A boffo, socko, SRO blockbuster. It’s like playing the Palace, you and me.”

“Jesus, stop it.”

Our attention was grabbed by Rosemary straining at her leash at the sight of a squirrel sitting on the sidewalk up ahead. Cory looked around. There was no one nearby, everyone hunkered behind walls, avoiding the rain. He reached down and unsnapped the leash holding Rosemary back. She took off like a shot. We laughed when the squirrel evaded Rosemary’s slavering jaws by simply strolling up a tree trunk until he was out of reach, then jabbering down at Rosemary from above, cussing her up one side and down the other. Boy, that squirrel really had a mouth on him.

While Rosemary threw herself at the tree, barking and growling and whining and cussing back like an insane beast, Cory’s eyes drifted to me once again.

“What are we exactly?” he asked. He gazed down at the leash in his hand, then back to me. “Are we having an affair, or is this just a friends-with-benefits scenario? Are there feelings involved, or are we simply in it for the sex? I’d kind of like to know.”

I felt a squeezing in my heart. I wasn’t sure why. “What do you want it to be, Cory?”

His face fell. The light in his green eyes faded. “You don’t know?”

 

 

THE MOVIE would start in about an hour. Beth and Cory were ready to go, but I was late getting home from work. I had just enough time to shower. It was two days after Beth’s birthday. The three of us had consumed an entire birthday cake for the occasion, and I was beginning to suspect most of those calories had burrowed in for the duration.

I felt fat. Cory was all muscle. I didn’t like feeling fat while Cory was all muscle. I’d been aching to weigh myself all day. I was actually beginning to obsess over the whole thing. Which seemed odd. Even for me. Well, maybe it didn’t.

With the bathroom door locked securely behind me, I threw off my clothes and did everything I could think of to lessen my weight before stepping on the scales.

I flossed my teeth to get those weighty food particles out of there.

I brushed any existing or imaginary dandruff out of my hair that might add infinitesimal grams of poundage.

I peed, gave my dick extra shakes, then actually managed to pee again.

I pooped.

I blew my nose and checked for boogers.

I dug the earwax out of my ears.

I popped a pimple on my shoulder.

I trimmed my toenails.

I chewed off a hangnail.

I shaved. Twice.

I expelled every ounce of air in my lungs.

I spit.

Since I didn’t know how to cut my own hair and I wasn’t quite ready to come again, I stepped on the scales.

I was right. I’d gained two pounds. Fucking cake.

 

 

MY MOTHER handed me a brownie. “Try one,” she said, so having learned absolutely nothing from Beth’s birthday cake fiasco, I tried one.

The brownie had a funny aftertaste, but since, as far as I knew, this brownie marked my mother’s first foray into the fascinating world of creative baking, I decided not to mention it. I can be politic when the need arises. I’m not always a wiseass.

“I’m glad to see you happy,” she said.

“How do you know I’m happy?”

“A mother knows. At least this one does. And if she doesn’t know, she’s got her crystal ball to tell her. Plus you’re flitting. You always flit when you’re happy.”

“I don’t flit.”

“You’re in love, aren’t you?”

“I don’t flit.” I coughed up an exasperated sigh. “You are so strange.”

“Where’s your friend? The pretty one.”

“Cory? He’s at work. Where’s Gerald? You two are back together again, I hear.”

“He’s laid up. He had penis enlargement surgery, and he hasn’t entirely healed yet.”

“So now he’s more of a dick than he always was?”

“Clever wordplay, but cruel. And the answer is yes. Hopefully.” She blessed me with a grin.

For some reason I had the uncontrollable urge to giggle. I stifled the urge and reached for another brownie.

She tilted her head and studied me as I sat there opposite her at her kitchen table. She was nibbling a brownie too. “Cory is wondering about you right now, you know. Wondering what you’re doing. Wondering if you’re thinking about him. Remembering you in his arms.”

“Don’t be silly. He’s packing groceries and wishing he had a better job and probably waiting for his break so he can take a piss and eat the Ho Hos he swiped from aisle seven.”

“No. You’re all that fills his mind, Malcolm. It’s very romantic. He’s in love with you, you know. Hasn’t he told you yet?”

“No.”

“He will. Just wait.”

Again I felt an urge to giggle. “I’ve decided I’m pretty much unlovable, Mother.”

“Oh, so that’s what you’ve decided, is it? Have another brownie.”

I had another brownie. This time I didn’t just have the urge to giggle, I actually giggled.

When I did, my mother giggled with me.

I looked at the brownie, then back at her. “These brownies taste funny,” I said.

“I guess that’s why you’re giggling. They taste funny.”

For some reason, I thought that was the most hilarious thing I’d ever heard. I threw my head back and howled, almost falling off my chair. Then I righted myself, blinked a couple of times, and stared down at the half-eaten brownie in my hand.

“Oh shit, Mother, you didn’t.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You put marijuana in these brownies. How am I supposed to drive home?”

“You aren’t.” With that, she snatched my car keys off the table and dropped them in that bottomless well between her tits. I hate it when she does that.

We stared at each other in shock for a second, and then both of us howled with laughter when I grabbed another brownie.

Squirting happy tears from her eyes, she sputtered, “Answer your phone.”

I screamed in glee, “It’s not ringing!”

She slapped my hand, jarring the brownie, which rolled off the table and landed on the floor. We stared at it for one horrified moment, then burst into laughter again.

“Give it a minute,” she said. “It’ll ring. Cory is calling to see how you are. He misses you.”

“I never thought I’d say this to my own mother, but your brain has been addled by too much sex. You have no idea what you’re talking about half the time. You’re senile. You imagine things. You’re out of control. You’ve screwed yourself into early dementia. You’re loony as a magpie.”

My phone rang.

It was Cory.

 

 

ROSEMARY WAS at her favorite tree, tormenting her favorite squirrel. Cory and I lay in the grass by the horseshoe court in Balboa Park. Funny. I’d lived in San Diego all my life but had never once seen anyone playing horseshoes.

Cory lay flat on his back staring up at the sky. He had a blade of grass poking out of his mouth. Farmer John. I was lying at his side, my hand on his stomach, my head on his arm. Cuddling. I was thinking about my mother.

“Matricide is the only option,” I mumbled.

Cory tilted his head down to look at me. “You want to murder your mattress?” Cory’s vocabulary needed work. Or maybe he was joking.

“No,” I said. “My mother. I want to murder my mother.”

“Oh. Well, that makes more sense. What did she do now? She sent me your baby pictures, you know.”

“That’s why I want to kill her.”

“I love the one with your little bare bottom sticking up. Who knew that butt would grow up to be so talented.”

“You think my butt is talented?”

“I think your butt is a veritable slice of heaven.”

“Hmm. Maybe I won’t kill her after all.”

 

 

I WAS washing dishes. Cory was at the vet with Leonard. He thought Leonard appeared logy. Since Leonard did nothing but lie around and swallow rats, I had asked him how he could tell. Cory had told me he hoped nothing was seriously wrong. I had asked him if Leonard died, could I have the body to make a belt. Cory had told me to fuck off.

Beth sat at the table by the window, bitching about the way I rinsed the dishes.

“I tasted soap in my milk glass the other day,” she said.

“That must have been disconcerting.”

“It was. Malcolm, look at me. This is serious.”

I grabbed the dish towel and a plate and turned to her in surprise. “My inept rinsing of the dishes is serious?”

“No. But your affair with Cory is.”

“We’re not having an affair. We’re just friends.”

“Friends don’t clatter headboards ’til three in the morning.”

“Sorry about that,” I said while a blush crept up the back of my neck. I wasn’t embarrassed that we were clattering the headboard ’til three in the morning. I was blushing because I suddenly remembered how much fun we’d had doing it.

Beth didn’t look angry; she merely looked worried. She glanced out the window at a finch roosting on the sill cleaning its feathers. Then she turned her attention back to me. “Promise me you won’t break his heart, Malcolm.”

“I told you. We’re just friends.”

I was still swiping at a dinner plate with my dish towel, although it was already dry.

Beth cocked an eyebrow. “What would you say if I told you Cory was thinking about moving back to Missouri?”

The plate tumbled from my hand and crashed to the floor. Shards of thrift-store china flew everywhere. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I clutched my throat. Then I clutched my heart. Then I clutched the kitchen sink so I wouldn’t fall over.

Beth sat there with a malicious smile on her face. “Tell me again,” she said, “how the two of you are just friends. And stop hyperventilating. I was kidding.”

“He’s not leaving?”

“No, Malcolm. He’s not leaving.”

“That was mean,” I said.

“Yes,” she answered. “And very telling. You’re in Cory’s heart now, Malcolm. And he is obviously in yours. I can see it even if you can’t. Never say again that you two are just friends. And for Pete’s sake, never, never, never say it in front of Cory.”

“I-I won’t. But you’re wrong. We’re just friends.”

“Your mother’s right, Malcolm. You’re an idiot.”

 

 

I ROLLED over in my sleep and pressed my face into Cory’s armpit. It was one of my favorite destinations on the Cory tour. The intoxicating smell of his skin dragged me awake, just as it had done countless times before. The armpit hairs tickling my nose helped drag me awake too. I loved Cory’s armpit hair tickling my nose. It was almost as good as his pubic hair tickling my nose. Well, no, it wasn’t. I sleepily pressed a kiss to his rib cage. He was all sleep-warm and toasty, and I was completely under the covers from the heels of my feet to the top of my head, thoroughly enjoying his heat. It was a cool night. Warm bodies are great on cool nights.

Still sound asleep, he turned and gathered me into his arms, like he was four and I was his favorite teddy bear. Suddenly my face was against his chest. His mouth was in my hair. His cock lay half-hard and welcoming against my belly. He was snoring like a locomotive.

His cock moved. I smiled against his chest. Maybe he wasn’t asleep after all.

“Baby,” I mumbled against his sternum. He snored all the louder.

His cock apparently had a life of its own. It slid upward across my stomach. It felt cold.

“Cory?”

I felt a little tickling sensation around my belly button. Sort of like a teeny-tiny tongue.

I screamed and flew straight up into the air like Apollo 11. Pillows and bedclothes flew. The telephone on the nightstand crashed to the floor. A picture tumbled from the wall. The next thing I knew, Cory was flying out of the bed too. He didn’t scream, but that’s only because he’s butcher than I am.

We both stumbled to our feet on opposite sides of the bed, shaking ourselves awake, trying to get our bearings and regain our equilibrium. Cory flicked the light switch, and we stared down at the bed in horror. Well, I stared down at the bed in horror. Cory merely appeared confused.

Leonard lay twisting and coiling in the warm blankets, looking all comfy and relaxed, like I had been doing just a few minutes earlier before my heart blew a gasket.

“How did he get out of his terrarium?” Cory asked.

I tried to stifle the scream building up in my throat. “Who gives a shit? There’s a snake in our bed!”

“It’s only Leonard.”

“It’s only Leonard? It’s only Leonard?”

Cory tutted. I hate being tutted when I’m having an emotional episode. I stood there sucking in oxygen and trying not to pee down my leg while Cory scooped Leonard into his arms and carried him through the bedroom door, headed, I presumed, to the terrarium, which was currently residing in Beth’s room, but from this point on, if I had anything to say about it, would be parked outside on the fucking lawn.

A few minutes later, still chuckling, Cory climbed back into bed and pulled me in beside him. Without chatting about it or asking permission or anything, he scooped me into another teddy bear hug, laying both his broad hands across my back to hold me in place.

“Your heart is pounding. Really hard,” he whispered in my ear. “Maybe you should have it checked.”

I bit his shoulder. Really hard.

 

 

IN LATE September, in our fifth month of acquaintance and our fourth month of having sex every time we turned around, a call went out for auditions at the San Diego Mile of Cars for an auto dealer commercial.

Cory and I both blew off work and showed up at Charlie Devlon’s Dodge Dealership two hours early, before any other starving actors arrived. Charlie Devlon was a big old cowboy in a big old cowboy hat with a reeking cigar clamped between his teeth that smelled like a possum that had been dead for three weeks. He had four-hundred-dollar Tony Lama boots on his feet and a belt buckle the size of a minipizza holding his prodigious beer belly in place. His handlebar mustache was so long I was afraid it would poke my eye out if he got too close.

He gave us a hearty greeting, shaking our hands like pump handles. “This isn’t just an eye candy commercial,” he told us proudly. “This commercial actually offers spoken lines. Three of ’em. Commercials cost more to produce when they have dialog, you know. We here at Charlie Devlon’s Dodge Dealership spare no expense. No siree.”

Charlie Devlon waited for us to appear impressed; then he handed us a printout of the dialog. Directing us one at a time to stand in the bed of a bigass Dodge Ram 1500 HFE EcoDiesel half-ton pickup, he told us to think of ourselves as macho construction workers when we read our lines.

I knew I was in trouble the minute he said it. I could tell by the suspicious glance he shot in my direction that he was doubtful I would ever qualify as a construction worker, and the prospect of categorizing me as macho was pretty much a fairy tale. Hell, even I knew that. But he let me read.

Since old man Devlon seemed to have hung his hopes on Cory, and since I was about as butch as a tube of eyeliner and knew it, I decided to give Cory an extra boost in nailing the role.

Standing in the truck bed, I flung my arms wide and sang my lines out like a lisping Maria von Trapp on a frigging Alp.

Charlie Devlon stood slack-jawed watching me. His cigar died in his mouth. His eyes were the size of Ping Pong balls, and his face turned suddenly puce. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he was about to swallow his tongue. I could see Cory off to the side looking for a car to crawl under. He was puce too.

With my lines delivered, I patted my hair and daintily climbed down out of the stupid truck with a nelly little hop, which I thought would be the last nail in my audition’s coffin, and it most assuredly was.

Devlon pulled his dead cigar out of his mouth, looked at it like he’d never seen it before, then came up and flung an arm around my shoulders. He just stood there hugging me for a minute while he gathered his thoughts.

“Son,” he finally said. At that moment his thoughts must have dried up, and he just stood there hugging me for a couple more minutes. He cleared his throat, pulled the seat of his pants out of his ass in a philosophical sort of way, fished around in his ear with a fingertip for God knows what, and then tried again.

“Holy shit, son, I’m even embarrassed for the truck. I don’t know how to break it to you, but maybe you’re in the wrong line of work. You’re a little too light on your feet for this here profession, don’t you think? You’d do better in a candy store. Or maybe manicure school would be the ticket for you. I’m afraid you’re just—oh lordy, how do I put this—I’m afraid you’re just a little too elflike for selling diesel trucks. Maybe if I sold little pink Vespas it would be another story, but I don’t. So why don’t you park your perky little homosexual fanny over there on the running board of that truck—the running board is that steppy thing running along the side of it. That’s right—and why don’t you just sit there and ponder your future while we let your big burly friend here take a whack at auditioning. How would that be?”

I gave him a simpering wink and was rewarded by an appalled expression that I will never forget to my dying day. He jerked his arm off my shoulder like I’d just burst into flame.

I sashayed away and threw Cory a real wink. As we passed, I muttered, “It’s all yours. Give ’em hell.”

Cory looked properly astounded, but he pulled himself together, hopped gracefully into the bed of the truck and stood there all butch and unbending, barking out his lines like Clint Eastwood.

When he was finished, Charlie Devlon all but dropped to his knees in gratitude, as if one more swishy actor would have surely been the death of him.

Two minutes later, Cory was in Devlon’s office signing a contract for a commercial to be shot the following day while I continued to play my role, sitting on that running board, one leg crossed over the other, tapping my foot in the air and humming show tunes.

If I had any doubts about harpooning my own career to give a boost to Cory’s, those doubts were lost when I saw the happy look on Cory’s face when he came back out to join me.

I wondered if Charlie Devlon saw Cory scoop me into his arms, swing me around, and plant a big wet kiss of appreciation on my mouth. Not that I cared. Cory was happy. And a happy Cory was better than all the roles in the world.

To make things even better, we held hands in the car all the way home.

“Thank you,” he said a dozen times.

I merely blushed and said, “Pshaw. It was nothing you wouldn’t have done for me.”

He leaned into my ear as I steered us down the freeway. “You’re right, Malcolm, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”

 

 

ON THE same night as the truck audition, Beth waited until Cory was out walking Rosemary before interrupting her yoga and rushing over to hug me tight.

“Cory told me what you did,” she said.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Yes, you did. Did you see how happy he was?”

I smiled. Then my eyes misted over. For some strange reason, I didn’t trust my voice at that moment, so I nodded instead.

“You aren’t usually big on selflessness, Malcolm. This time you surprised me. You did a good thing.”

Beth’s eyes misted over too as she stood there holding me at arm’s length. “I’m glad Cory found you,” she said. “I’m glad you let him in.” She tapped her chest. “In here, I mean.”

“Is he in?” I asked.

She removed her hand from her own heart and laid it over mine. Her lips molded into a wise smile. Mona Lisa in yoga pants. “Oh, yes, Malcolm. I’m pretty sure he’s in.”

“I-I’ve never felt like this before.”

Beth stroked my cheek. “I know you haven’t, honey.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t do anything,” she said. “It’ll happen in its own time.”

“What’ll happen?”

She gave her head a sad little shake, but she smiled all the way through it. “Everything, Malcolm. Everything will happen.”




Chapter Twelve

 

 

CORY’S TRUCK commercial ran three weeks later. We spotted it during the evening news on Channel 7. Cory, Beth, and I sat frozen, soaking up every nanosecond of Cory’s time in the spotlight. We had shared the restaurant commercial in a three-way orgy of unbridled ego several weeks back, but this time around it was Cory all by himself. Center spot. The star of the show.

He was terrific. Butch, handsome, sexy. He stood in the back of that damn truck like a god. If I had the money, I’d have run right out and bought a Dodge Ram 1500 HFE EcoDiesel half-ton pickup on the spot.

Beth and I pounded Cory with congratulatory slaps on the back. We hugged him until he was a rumpled mess. His smile was so wide his dimples were a foot deep. Beth shook up a beer and drenched him with it while I went around after her with a towel, wiping up the mess.

All the while Cory took turns laughing like a hyena and looking all solemn and humbled at the very same time. For every hug bestowed on him by Beth and me, he bestowed just as many back on us.

He stood and cradled his beer like an Oscar statuette. “I’d like to thank the Academy,” he announced grandly. Then he got serious. “If it wasn’t for you guys, I’d still be sitting in Missouri living another life and wishing I was someone else.”

When he said it, his eyes never left my face.

That night in bed was the first night Cory and I did not make love. We merely lay in each other’s arms for hours, talking. So many times that night I wanted to tell him things I had never told anyone, but I just couldn’t do it. The words hovered in the air around us like phantom sparrows. I could almost hear them. But they remained unsaid. By myself and by him.

When we finally slept, my dreams were uneasy. The only comfort I had through the long cool night, was the bliss of lying in Cory’s arms. For even on that night, as he had done every other night since we had joined forces in my bed, Cory held me close from night to morning. I had forgotten how it felt to sleep without his heat against me. Without his warm breath stirring my hair. Without his heavy satin cock lying soft or hard upon my leg, filled with promises. Promises kept and promises yet to come.

In my dreams I said the words. Almost every night. While I slept, I screamed them to the sky. I whispered them to the wind. I tasted them on my tongue. I heard them in my ear.

Awake, I remained mute. I couldn’t bring myself to utter them. Not even to myself.

Then one night, the words finally came. By an incredible stroke of serendipity, they burst forth in a hushed whisper in third-row orchestra seats in a darkened theater, with music and laughter filling the air and Beth up onstage in front of us, tap-dancing her little heart out like Ann Miller without the big hair.

Remembering it all later, I would think—how fitting. After all, a theater is the place for magic. A theater is the place where dreams come true.

Sometimes maybe even real ones.

 

 

IT WAS a month after the debut of Cory’s truck commercial.

Beth’s tap dancing had improved a lot. Cory and I sat in the audience watching her tap her way through the Coronado Playhouse production of Me and My Girl. Beth had no lines—she was strictly chorus, but she held her own. Cory and I were proud of her. Not only did she have a three-week run ahead of her, but she was actually very good in the role. I was trying hard not to be jealous.

While the show proceeded onstage, Cory and I and two or three hundred other people sat in the shadows behind the footlights, humming along to the tunes, gaily tapping our toes to the music. It was community theater, of course. The sets were sparse, the costumes Spartan. Yet every soul onstage, including Beth, gave it their all. Their love for the work shone through, brightening the less than stellar wardrobe, the lackluster backdrops, sprinkling it all with showbiz magic. They brought the music to such merry life it rattled happily through the rafters above our heads. And through our hearts.

Cory’s knee rested snugly against mine. The moment the overture began, Cory scooped my hand in his and claimed it for the rest of the night. At the top of the first act, just as Beth began working her way up to the number’s big finale with the other dancers, Cory’s index finger began stroking my palm.

I felt him tense just before he leaned in toward me and, in a puff of sweet breath, whispered three quiet words.

“I love you.”

I gazed over at him in the flickering stage lights and saw a lone tear streaming down his cheek. The show was a comedy.

By the time he looked away, then turned back to me, his eyes were afloat in tears. He clutched my hand all the tighter, tore his gaze from mine, and refocused his attention on the stage. In profile, I saw the tears continue to slide down his cheeks. He let them fall, unhindered, as if he had earned every one of them. And maybe he had.

The show forgotten, I sat there watching him, remembering his three little words. It was the first time in my life I had ever heard those words directed at me from anyone other than my mother. Hearing them now, my heart drummed a thundering tympany.

I lifted Cory’s hand and pressed it to my lips. He glanced at me and licked a tear from the corner of his mouth. His face was solemn.

“I love you,” he whispered again, as if maybe I had missed it the first time. There was pain in the way he spoke the words—a gentle plea of torment.

A quiet sob welled up inside me. I hiccupped.

I whispered back, “I love you too. I always have.”

With my heart racing, my throat constricted, and trying to ignore the old man sitting next to us who was listening to every word we said, I thought, There now. That wasn’t so hard, was it? I said I love you. The world didn’t implode. My teeth didn’t fall out. I actually feel better for it. So I guess that’s it, then. I’m in love. Officially. And believe it or not, the man I love actually loves me back. He told me so first. Holy cow. But still Cory looks so sad. Why does he look so sad?

We sat through the next five minutes of the show not knowing what the hell was happening up on the stage. Finally, Cory tugged me to my feet, and we awkwardly weaved our way between the seats and past the legs of annoyed strangers to the aisle, where we made a hurried exit from the theater. Beth wouldn’t miss us. She was too busy being a star.

Cory solicitously laid his hand to the small of my back as he ushered me through the lobby and onto the street. Once there, under a streetlight with a gazillion people traipsing back and forth, Cory pulled me into his arms and kissed me. Sort of like John Wayne kissing Maureen O’Hara in The Quiet Man. Romantic, you know? Assertive. Brooking no opposition. I was putty in his arms. But then, I always had been.

“Let’s go home,” he said. “I need to hold you. I need to feel you in my arms. I need to know you’re really there. You’re really mine.”

“I’m yours,” I said, pushing my face to his throat. Ignoring the people on the street brushing past. Inhaling his scent. Trusting his heart. “I think I’ve always been yours.”

He stared down at me, his handsome face strobed by passing headlights. He trailed a gentle thumb across my lips as his eyes burned through me. The pain on his face was gone now. He was simply trying to understand. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know. I just couldn’t.”

The worry in his eyes disappeared. He offered me a kind smile. There was love in it. I could tell. “I knew it anyway,” he said. “I knew it before you did.”

“You were always smarter than me,” I mumbled into his chest. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you what you wanted.”

He stroked my hair, pulling my face closer to his chest. “You’ve never failed me once. Don’t ever think you have. You’ve given me everything. You’ve made me happy. You’ve made me love my life. You’ve made me love myself.”

“Have I really done all that?” I asked, my lips brushing his shirtfront.

“Yes,” he said, and after casting his glance up and down the street as if trying to remember where we’d parked the car, he took off at a brisk clip in the right direction, pulling me along behind him, trapping my arm in his, never letting me break the connection.

Twenty minutes later, a little breathless, we stood face to face at the side of my bed. Our clothes were scattered on the floor around us. We were naked. His arms were wrapped tightly around me, and our two cocks, already hard, lay squeezed between us, nuzzling up against each other.

Cory’s lips found my mouth. They found my throat. A tremor ran through me as he lowered himself to his knees in front of me and took me into his mouth. I rose up on tiptoe, the muscles in my legs quaking. Clutching his head as he stared up at me, I slid my cock in and out of that loving portal. His hands stroked my ass as his tongue and lips worked magic.

Just as I began to see stars, he released me and pressed his moist lips to my stomach while my cock lay pulsing against his cheek, wondering why it was suddenly being ignored.

Nestling his chin over my belly button, he once again gazed up at me as I stared down at him.

“Did you mean what you said back in the theater, Malcolm? Do you really love me?”

I stroked his temples with my fingertips. My hands were still shaking. His mouth had brought me this close to coming. I wondered if he knew that.

“I think I’ve always loved you,” I said. “I think I loved you before you ever came to California. Before you ever came into my life. Before I even knew who you were.”

His dimples flashed. “That seems highly unlikely.”

I stepped closer, pressing my dick to his cheek. A drop of precome smeared his skin. He tore his eyes from me for a brief second, just long enough to kiss away another drop as it seeped from my cock.

Only then did his eyes find me again.

“I didn’t know who you’d be,” I said. “I didn’t know when you’d find me. I just knew maybe love was waiting somewhere for me. I was afraid to believe it. I was afraid to hope. But the minute I saw your green eyes, I think my days were numbered. The magic in all of this is that you actually love me back. At least you say you do.”

His warm hands slid along my back and hips as he laid a kiss on my stomach. I felt his hard cock nudging my knee down below.

He found my eyes again. “I was infatuated by your picture. But I’ve loved you, I mean really loved you, since the first time we made love. You were so—amazing. So open. So fearless. So sexy. So giving. Your body is the exact type of body I’ve craved. Your skin is exactly what I’ve dreamed of tasting. Feeling. Holding.” He closed his eyes and pressed his face into my stomach. “I can’t hear it enough. Tell me again, Malcolm. Tell me you love me again.”

“I love you,” I said, and pulling him to his feet so that his long body slid upward against mine, I whispered on a trembling breath, “Let me show you.”

He allowed me to ease him around and lower him onto the bed. He lay back, staring up at me with a growing heat in his eyes as I eased myself down on my knees between his legs, coaxing them apart to give me room.

His fingers dawdled in my hair as he watched my mouth slide along his thigh, his hip, across the fuzz on his belly, and finally plant gentle kisses along the length of his cock. It bobbed of its own accord with every lingering kiss. When I could wait no longer, I slid my tongue across the ridge of his corona, oh so slowly, before climbing higher and pressing a kiss to his slit, gathering up the smear of crystal moisture there. It tasted sweet, that moisture. It tasted like I knew his orgasm would taste later. I was an expert at the taste of this man beneath me. Just as he was an expert at the taste of me.

With his smoldering eyes burrowing into mine and his body beginning to tremble beneath me, he watched me tuck his cock between my lips and take it in as far as I could. His back arched into me as his fingers stroked my hair. Every now and then he would grip my hair almost frantically as my mouth brought him closer to where I wanted him to go. Closer to coming. Closer to filling my mouth with his juices. Closer to hearing him cry out as he burst into orgasm beneath me.

Again, his back arched into me. I gently cupped his heavy balls and cradled their softness in my hand as my mouth consumed his iron cock above. He gripped tighter at my hair. Tugging. Steering me. Lifted his knees and clamped them around me. He began to shake. His breath grew uneven. He gasped. He laughed.

And the moment he laughed, he laid his warm, gentle hands to my cheeks, holding me in place as the come tore out of him. Filling my mouth. Splashing across my tongue. Just as I wanted. Exactly as I wanted.

I closed my eyes, savoring every drop, every shudder, every scrape of his skin against my face, every cry that he didn’t bother trying to stifle because he wanted me to hear them. Until he was drained. Until I had taken everything from him I could.

The moment he collapsed beneath me, spent, he turned his attention to me.

He patted his chest. “Straddle me,” he said, his voice ragged. “Come up here.”

He slipped his hands in my armpits and pulled me up. Tucking his arms under my legs, he directed my ass down onto his chest. When he had me exactly where he wanted me, perched on his sternum, my balls against his chin, he tilted my stiff cock downward until the head of it rested atop his lips. He kissed me there. He kissed me there and licked away the juices I had spilled as I pleasured him. When I was clean, when his lips were shiny and moist, he slipped my dick into his mouth. All the way in. As far as it would go. He gazed up at me with his nose in my pubic hair, his eyes alight with hunger. It was the same heat that had burned in my eyes only moments before. His hunger was the same as mine. His craving was exactly my craving.

I stroked his wild hair while his mouth did magical things and his hands played everywhere over my skin until I was shaking like a leaf. I dropped my head back and closed my eyes as his broad, gentle hands slid up my torso to caress my neck, my throat, my face.

At the first sensation of come bubbling inside me, frothing, climbing, seeking a way out, I leaned over him and rose up onto my knees to better control my thrusts. Cory slid his hands over my ass and clutched me to him, eagerly taking my dick as deep as it would go.

The heat of his mouth was a heavenly fire. The movements of his tongue, his lips, his hands, sent my nerve endings sparking and firing. My whole body tensed as he sweetly ravaged me. I was lost to everything but my own urges and the feel of this wonderful man beneath me. Showing me his love, just as I was showing mine.

When I came, he pulled me even closer. His clever hands stroked my back, holding me in place. He swallowed every gush of come that shot across his tongue. While I flailed around above him, spilling myself into him and trying not to scream while I did it, he held me in place and urged forth every drop he could claim. My knees shook and spasmed against his ribs. My fingers tore at his hair. My hips thrust uncontrollably forward, always into him, into his heat.

And through it all, he stared up at my face while his eyes crinkled with humor. Watching me. Enjoying my loss of control. Claiming everything I gave him as his rightful reward. I was his. His eyes told me so.

When I collapsed over him, exhausted, he clutched me tight, letting the final shudders of my waning hunger weaken of their own accord. Letting his strong arms protect me, holding me safely in place while my thundering heart slowed. His warm hands slowly stroked me into peaceful silence, his hot mouth still gently coaxing from me those final drops of passion, the ones that usually come unattended. Too late for the show. But not this time. This time they were tasted. This time they were savored.

Only then, only when I lay calm above him, drained and sated, did Cory release my cock from his mouth and let it slide over his chin to rest against his throat.

He eased me up until I sat over him once again, and with his hands on my chest, he gazed up and licked his lips.

“Be my lover,” he said. “Please, Malcolm. Be mine completely.”

I nodded. Once. Lost in his pleading eyes. Voiceless, bereft of speech in the wasteland of exploded passion.

He smiled and eased me onto the bed beside him where we both stretched out and snuggled into each other’s arms, easing tangled muscles, stretching knotted spines. It was there, lying at Cory’s side, that I knew in a sudden burst of realization I had found everything I ever wanted. Everything I thought I would never have. Safety, peace, contentment. Love.

I pressed my face to his chest and gave a final ecstatic tremble.

He laid his hand to the back of my neck and held me close until my trembling passed.

I closed my eyes, safe against the man I loved.

And the man who loved me back.

I slept. And for the first time in months, my sleep was dreamless. My dreams weren’t relegated to the shadows anymore. They were meant to be lived in the light. With the living.

Cory was my dream. I no longer needed the others.

Sometime in the night, I burrowed into his arms, feeling more at home than I had ever felt with anyone before. In my contentment, a smile teased my mouth. I kissed his side, the wales of his ribs. I breathed in his scent as I mumbled quiet words onto his velvet skin.

“I hate it when my mother’s right.”

Cory stirred, his voice gravelly with sleep. “What? I missed that, babe. What did you say?”

I snuggled closer, cooing him back to sleep. “Never mind.”

 

 

THE NEXT morning we faced Beth hand in hand, a united front for the very first time.

She eyed us with a softening sweetness lighting her face. “I see by the sappy expressions on your faces that you’ve done it, then. You’ve made a commitment.”

“Malcolm’s my lover,” Cory said, his face beaming proudly, his ears as red as I had ever seen them.

All I could do was nod. I was still a little speechless.

“It’s about time,” she said.

Apparently I wasn’t entirely speechless. “Don’t get all emotional about it,” I groused. “And by the way, you were great last night. I hate your guts.”

She mellowed a bit at that. “Thanks.”

Cory leaned into me and whispered, “You were great last night too.”

Beth did her barfing routine and stuck a finger down her throat, but behind it all I think she looked pleased.

Since Cory was her brother, and she knew I was sort of a slut, she apparently had a few more questions.

“Is this an exclusive arrangement you boys have forged? I mean, have you agreed to never cheat on each other until the day you die of old age and all that?”

Cory stared at me. I stared at him. Then I turned to Beth. “Sure. Why not? Why would I go out for Vienna sausage when I have knackwurst at home?”

Cory nudged me with his hip. “Is that like a dick-size reference?”

I batted my lashes and made a little O with my mouth. “Could be.”

“I’m going to be ill,” Beth said.

Deciding maybe the subject of dick sizes might get around to mine, and since I was bound to come up short if anyone tried to compare me to Cory, I thought it prudent to change the subject. I pointed to the item Beth held in her hand. It looked like a script. In fact, it looked like two scripts.

“What’s that?” I asked.

She gazed down at what I was pointing at. She brought her gaze back up to me and got a crafty smirk on her face.

“How would you boys like to tread the boards together?”

“Sure,” I said. “We’d love it. What’s the catch?”

“No catch,” she said, handing us a slip of paper. “Be at this address at four o’clock tomorrow. Be prepared to strip.”

“Strip?” Cory asked. “You mean like naked?”

Uh-oh, I thought. We’re back to dick sizes again.

Beth smirked. “Afraid so, big boy. It’s Diversionary Theater. A new gay play. A musical. It rehearses for a month and runs for two. It actually pays cash money to the actors. They are looking for a hunky farmhand type and a swishy little wienie boy. You two are perfect.”

“Which one is who?” I asked, although I figured I already knew the answer.

Beth didn’t bother explaining. Even Cory politely refused to comment. They both chuckled, though. I wasn’t too sure I was thrilled about that. However, the big strong hand that slid down the back of my lounging pants and caressed my ass rather lovingly made me forget about it quickly enough.

Cory eyeballed me. I eyeballed him back.

“How’s your voice?” he asked.

“Not much range,” I admitted. “But I can basically carry a tune. How about you?”

He looked a little green around the gills. “Cross a bullfrog with a duck and give it a bronchial infection and you’ll be pretty close.”

“Hmm. Maybe your looks will carry you through.”

He brightened. “You think?”

“No. But once they see your dick, we’re in. They won’t care if you can sing, talk, walk, or possess opposable thumbs.”

Beth dropped to her knees and stared Rosemary in the face. “These two are making me sick again. It’s becoming a habit.” That out of the way, she gazed up at us. “They also need a stagehand.”

Cory’s face fell. It was like somebody dynamited Mount Rushmore and Thomas Jefferson’s head went sliding down the cliff. Cory shuffled his feet. He sucked on his cheek. He tugged at his ear. “I prefer to be onstage. Maybe even be a headliner,” he said quietly. “You know. The star. Like in the truck commercial. I’ll audition with Malcolm and take my chances. I’m not working backstage. No way. Uh-uh. Never.”

Beth and I gaped at each other. “We’ve created a monster.”

She shrugged. “It was bound to happen.”

The three of us did a round robin thing, staring at each other in turn. Finally I broke the silence. “Guess we’d better see what this script is all about, then,” I said.

Cory grunted. “Yep. I guess we’d better.”

“Sex first?” I asked.

“You bet.”

Beth slapped herself in the forehead and stormed off screaming, “Actors! Queers! Brothers!”

I turned to Cory. “Your sister isn’t very romantic.”

“The batteries in her vibrator are low.”

“I heard that!” Beth screamed from the other room.

Cory’s hand was still moving around inside the seat of my pants. Now something else was moving around inside the front of my pants. I was pretty sure it was my dick.

“I love you,” I said, turning into his arms, trying not to think about Beth’s vibrator.

“I love you back.”

“Let’s fuck.”

Cory beamed. “Okay.”

So we did. Quite strenuously.

Later, with that immediate need sated, we settled in, naked in each other’s arms, to read the scripts. After all, this was Diversionary Theater. That’s probably how we’d be auditioning. Naked. We might as well get used to it.

Since I read faster than Cory, I completed the first read-through before he did. By the time I finished, I was bug-eyed. Yes, even I can be shocked. In the process of realizing what we might be getting ourselves into, I had frowned in dawning horror, gaped in disbelief, chuckled more than once, and finally redevoured the pages just to make sure I had really read what I thought I’d read.

With immense satisfaction I turned my attention to Cory, who was flat on his back beside me in the bed, the script held aloft over his head. He hadn’t come to the weird part yet. I could tell by the nonchalant expression on his face.

I waited patiently, hugging him around the waist, idly tweaking his nipple with my tongue, watching a final drop of after-come ooze from his beautiful cock before I scooted my face down along his belly and lapped it up for dessert.

It was about then that he stiffened in the bed. Not from my attentions, but from what he was reading. He sat up, dumping my head in his lap, which was fine with me. There was no place I would rather my head end up.

He gaped down at me. “Did you read this?”

I had his cock in my mouth by now. So sue me. I’m a slut. “Umm-mmm.”

He cupped my cheeks in his hands, eased his dick from my mouth, and twisted my head so I was staring up at him. I thought he looked a bit flabbergasted. Handsome—maybe even a little turned on—but flabbergasted.

“This script—” he began.

I cut him off. “Remember when I said the next time you are called upon to act you might very well be dressed as an armadillo and quoting Shakespeare?”

He went from flabbergasted to befuddled. “Uh, yeah.”

“Well, this time it might actually be worse. You still up for it?”

He stared down at the script in his hand. He stared from the script to my face. He stared from my face to his cock, which was slowly lengthening against my nose.

“But this one scene—”

“I know. It’s experimental theater. You game?”

His dimples slowly deepened on each side of his mouth. He licked his lips and showed me some teeth when a smile erupted.

“It could be worse,” he said. “At least we’ll be getting paid. And I’ll be the one with clothes on.”

“Not in scene seven,” I said.

He frowned down at the script. “Oh. I haven’t got that far.”

“I didn’t think so.”

 

 

THE DIVERSIONARY Theater was in a downtown loft with supporting stanchions awkwardly placed throughout for people to have to crane their necks to see around. While they were craning their necks, they had crappy metal folding chairs for their asses to grow numb on. The patrons who knew the theater well brought pillows with them to sit on. The patrons who really knew the theater well brought neck braces and hemorrhoid medication.

It had been an amazing four weeks. The auditions had gone swimmingly. To Beth’s utter amazement, as well as our own, Cory and I were cast in the lead roles. Cory would play the part of the hunky farmhand (just as I suspected he would), and I was cast as his love interest, the little wienie boy, which was no reflection on my manhood per se. It merely meant I wasn’t exactly butch. Or big. Or manly.

Beth called it typecasting. Beth is sometimes a bitch, or have I mentioned that already? With a month of rehearsal, most of it in the buff, behind us, it was finally opening night. After flouncing around naked for a month with our fellow cast members, blocking our moves, memorizing our lines, tweaking the choreography for the song-and-dance numbers, all embarrassment at our constant state of undress had been put to rest long ago. Well, most of it.

Diversionary Theater sported no curtain for there was actually no stage. The play was performed in the round, on a bare patch in the center of the floor, surrounded by all those uglyass folding chairs with the craning audience members perched uncomfortably on them trying to see around the fucking stanchions.

Radio City Music Hall on welfare.

It was almost time for opening night to begin. Backstage (which was actually another room separated from the “stage” by a couple of doors) was a madhouse. There were naked men everywhere, and dicks flopping all over the place, including my own. Oddly enough, the biggest and most beautiful dick on the premises, which belonged to Cory, was the only one not on display. That’s because he wore a pair of battered bib overalls, with the side buttons undone to show a goodly expanse of very attractive hip. His broad shoulders were bare and beautiful, his muscular fuzzy arms a dream. Strangely, with all the naked men all over the place, most eyes in the place gravitated first to him.

But was I jealous? Hell, yes! Half the cast members, each and every one as gay as a maypole, hated my guts for being lucky enough to have latched on to Cory before they did. It was a nice feeling. It had taken me twenty-six years to realize how much I enjoyed being envied. Cory accepted the ogling with his usual calm grace, amused, I think, and flattered too, maybe. But every time he caught me bristling at some queen who was giving him the once-over, he would scoop me into his arms just to let the rabble know where his devotions truly lay. I ask you, how could anyone possibly not love a guy like that?

Still, tonight I envied Cory. He at least got to start the show with clothes on.

The orchestra consisted of a bow-tied music teacher on electric keyboard and an old man with astigmatism on drums. Period. Just as I suspected, upon first seeing Cory stark naked at auditions, the salivating director gave him holy dispensation to speak his songs rather than sing them if he liked. Even the music teacher thought it was a good idea. In fact, Cory could have signaled the lyrics to the audience in semaphore if he wanted. Neither the director nor the music teacher were fools. They knew what sold tickets. And a naked Cory Williams would undoubtedly sell bunches.

As the overture began and the theater darkened, Cory and I stood at one of the doors leading backstage and peered out. Spotlights lit the stage area, and the rest of the place fell into shadow as the house lights dimmed.

“Lookit,” Cory hissed, pointing a finger through the door at a woman in the front row.

I followed where he was pointing. It was my mother. She was sitting beside the newly surgically enhanced Gerald, who was appearing rather pleased with himself, I thought. Even my mother appeared pleased. And friendly too, for her hand never left Gerald’s thigh. Apparently the pecker enhancement surgery was a success. My mother had never looked happier.

On the other side of my mother sat Beth, perusing her program. She looked happy too. Maybe she had replaced her batteries.

I cringed and was almost floored by a sudden burst of stage fright. I grabbed on to Cory’s arm like a drowning man. “Oh God. I’ve never felt so naked in all my life.”

Cory laughed. “Don’t worry. She’ll love the show.”

“Who? My mother or Beth?”

“Both of them.”

I cringed again and threw in a groan for good measure.

Cory slipped an arm around me, tugging me close. “This is everything I ever wanted,” he whispered in my ear. “Right here. Tonight. Thank you, Malcolm.”

I twisted into his arms, laid my head to his brawny chest, then immediately pushed myself away. The last thing I wanted to do was step out on that stage in front of my mother and a bunch of peeking, craning, sore-assed strangers with a hard-on.

I patted Cory’s cheek from a safe distance. His dimples flashed. He knew exactly why I was imposing a gap.

The overture was winding down. The theater was darkening even more. Voices out there in the shadows began to grow hushed with expectation. The actors behind us tensed, hopping around on their bare feet, dicks bouncing, adrenaline beginning to surge, concentrating on their blocking, hoping they wouldn’t make complete fools of themselves when their first big song-and-dance number began and they had to perform it stark raving naked.

That first big number would come up after Cory and I finished our little opening shtick. Just a few lines, hopefully grabbing a few laughs, getting the audience in the mood for what was about to be sprung on them by the playwright, who, it seemed to me, should have been locked away in an institution for the rest of his life for what he was about to inflict on all of us poor actors over the next two hours. But hey, it was a job. Cory and I were acting. We had exactly what we wanted. And we had each other.

I felt that old tingling begin in the soles of my feet. Nerves. Another little surge of stage fright stuttered through me. More than a little, actually, since for the first time in my life, I was going out on a stage with my dick blowing in the wind and my roommate and my mother sitting in the front row staring at me.

But I was also going out there in the arms of the man I loved. I studied Cory’s face beside me, wondering if he had butterflies. Wondering if he was scared. He appeared calm. He seemed to be having a good time. His lips were moving quietly, and I knew he was rehashing his lines in his head.

My heart began to race. My palms were sweaty. Opening night jitters. Then Cory turned his warm green eyes to me, and I fell into them, lost and breathless. The bustle around me faded into a hushed distance. I reached out and trailed a fingertip over the cleft in Cory’s chin. He smiled at me, his eyes filled with love.

“You ready?” he asked softly.

I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

As the final notes of the overture echoed down to silence, Cory lifted my naked body into his arms and flung me over his shoulder, ass up, just as the script demanded. Giving me a kiss on the hip for luck, he stepped out onto the stage in the glare of the spotlights.

A collective gasp filled the room, and from the front row, my own mother announced proudly in the dark, “That’s my boy! The one with the pretty butt!”

Then the show began in earnest. I had no doubt whatsoever that every moment of it would be a wonder. Every single moment. Just like our lives together would be.

The house quieted.

Cory delivered his first line, brave and strong.

I delivered mine and the audience laughed.

Cory and I immediately relaxed, easing ourselves into the play. Losing ourselves to the magic.

Yep, I thought. Every. Single. Moment.
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Robert Johnny just turned thirty, and his life is pretty much in the toilet. His writing career is on the skids. His love life is nonexistent. A stalker is driving him crazy. And his cat is a pain in the ass.

Then Robert orders a chimichanga platter at a neighborhood restaurant, and his life changes—just like that.

Dario Martinez isn’t having such a great existence either. He needs money for college. His shoes are falling apart. His boyfriend’s a dick. And he has a crap job as a busboy.

Then a stranger orders a chimichanga platter, and suddenly life isn’t quite as depressing.

But it’s the book in the busboy’s back pocket that really gets the ball rolling. For both our heroes. That and the black eye and the forgotten bowl of guacamole. Who knew true love could be so easily ignited or that the flames would spread so quickly?

But when Robert’s stalker gets dangerous, our two heroes find a lot more to occupy their time than falling in love. Staying alive might become the new game plan.
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A classic tale takes off in sexy new directions! Poor Mr. Dickens must be twirling in his grave.

When E.B. Scrudge, putz extraordinaire and all-around numbnuts, is visited by his dead ex on Christmas Eve, he can’t imagine how his life could sink any lower. But the three ghostly spirits that come along after are even worse! Good lord, a dyke, a drag queen, and rounding out the trio, a big, hunky bear with nipple rings and a butt plug! What’s next?

What’s next is a good deal of soul-searching and some hard lessons learned with a dash of redemption thrown in for good measure.

And love too, believe it or not. Love that had been simmering all along at the heart of Scrudge’s miserable existence, although he was too selfish to see it—until a trio of holiday beasties pointed his sorry ass in the right direction.
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A Belladonna Arms Novel

 

Welcome to the Belladonna Arms, a rundown little apartment building perched atop a hill in downtown San Diego, home to the city’s lost and lovelorn. Shy archaeology student Stanley Sternbaum has just moved in and fills his time quietly observing his eccentric neighbors, avoiding his hellion mother, and trying his best to go unnoticed… which proves to be a problem when it comes to fellow tenant Roger Jane. Smitten, the hunky nurse with beautiful green eyes does everything in his power to woo Stanley, but Stanley has always lived a quiet life, too withdrawn from the world to take a chance on love. Especially with someone as beautiful as Roger Jane.

While Roger tries to batter down Stanley’s defenses, Stanley turns to his new neighbors to learn about love: Ramon, who’s not afraid to give his heart to the wrong man; Sylvia, the trans who just wants to be a woman, and the secret admirer who loves her just the way she is; Arthur, the aging drag queen who loves them all, expecting nothing in return—and Roger, who has been hurt once before but is still willing to risk his heart on Stanley, if Stanley will only look past his own insecurities and let him in.
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Reverend Brian Lucas has a secret his congregation in the Nine Mile Methodist Church knows nothing about, and he’d really like to keep it that way. But even his earth-shattering secret takes a backseat to what else is happening in his tiny hometown.

Murders usually do that.

Brian’s “close friend,” Sam, is urging a resolution to their little problem, but Brian’s brother, Boyd, the County Sheriff, is more caught up in chasing down a homicidal maniac who is slaughtering little old ladies.

When Brian’s secret and Boyd’s mystery run into each other head on, and Boyd’s fifteen-year-old son, Jesse, gets involved, all hell breaks loose. Then a fourth death comes to terrify the town, and it is Brian who begins to see what is taking place in their little corner of the Corn Belt. But even for a Methodist minister, it will take more than prayer to set it right.

 

 

[image: ]

 

Old friends and business partners, Maitland Carter and Lenny Fritz, may not be the two sharpest pickle forks in the picnic basket, but they have big hearts. And they are just now coming around to the fact that maybe their hearts are caught in a bit of turmoil.

Diving headfirst into a whirlwind of animal mayhem, these two self-proclaimed pet detectives strive to earn a living, reunite a few poor lost creatures with their lonely owners, and hopefully not make complete twits of themselves in the process.

When they stumble onto a confusing crime involving venomous reptiles, which is rather unnerving since they’re more accustomed to dealing with misplaced puppy dogs and puddy tats, they take the plunge into becoming real-life crime stoppers.

While they’re plunging into that, they’re also plunging into love. They just haven’t admitted it to each other yet.




Readers love John Inman

 

Ben and Shiloh

 

“Author John Inman has built a family, beginning with a fairy godfather in Arthur, and has just continued to add to the group with one fascinating person after another.”

—The Novel Approach

 

“This book was so full of humor and love. It was like a fun adventure…”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

My Busboy

 

“Please read My Busboy. I mean this with all my heart.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“This was a sweet story that had a great mystery thrown in. I enjoyed Inman’s story of connection, love, friendship and life.”

—Inked Rainbow Reads

 

Two Pet Dicks

 

“This was a light but laugh-out-loud, super-fun romp, just like I expected. John Inman never disappoints!”

—My Fiction Nook

 

“I had so much fun with this book. I can tell you that I will be reading it more than once. It gave me everything I could want in a story and so much more.”

—MM Good Book Reviews
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