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THE folded chair hit the back of Kyle’s head with a resounding thud that could be heard at the top of the bleachers. Kyle flew forward, hitting the ropes. His opponent, a rather good-looking Hispanic kid who went by the unlikely name of El Toro, swung again and slammed the chair into the center of Kyle’s back. Kyle collapsed to the canvas, seemingly dead to the world, as the crowd cheered.


Randy Stone, sitting far up in the bleachers in an attempt to distance himself from the more rabid wrestling fans in attendance, winced in sympathy. “I don’t care what he says. That’s got to hurt like a son of a bitch.”


Randy’s companion, a raven-haired beauty and card-carrying fag hag named Debbie Jacobs, munched on her popcorn. “I can’t see what attracts you to the guy. If you ask me, he’s got a hot body, but that’s about it. He’s got the brains of a split pea.”


“You haven’t even met him yet,” Randy replied, the tension in his stomach mounting to Huge Fucking Butterfly levels. He’d been worried that Debbie would be skeptical about his blossoming romance with a professional wrestler, but he’d hoped she wouldn’t start off with quite such an openly negative attitude.


“He just got hit by a chair. Twice. And he let the guy do it. Believe me, he’s got the brains of a split pea, and that’s being insulting to split peas. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure this Kyle guy is fine for a quick fling, but you’ve been acting like he’s The One, and I just can’t see that.”


“He’s sweet,” Randy replied. “He’s just a really nice guy, and he treats me like I’m Einstein.”


“Compared to him, you are.”


“I admit, at first it was his hot bod that attracted me, but it’s developed beyond that. I’m really falling for the guy.”


“Seems like you might fall quite literally. I’m betting he’ll want to body slam you before sex or something like that. He looks like he’s got that gorilla mentality.” Debbie chewed more popcorn. “How on earth did you ever meet up with this guy? Didn’t you say he was a closet case? You didn’t meet up at a club, then. And I’m pretty sure he isn’t a customer at your bookstore. That guy never progressed beyond Hop on Pop.” She found a kernel that hadn’t popped and spit it back into the bag.


“Would you give him a chance?” Randy pleaded. “I really like this guy, Debbie. I want the two of you to get along.”


An older gentleman near them was staring not at the ring but at Debbie, or more precisely at Debbie’s chest. She caught him and flashed the guy an angry glare. “Hey, Gomer, the action is down there in the ring.” The man flushed and shifted his gaze back to the middle of the gym.


In the ring, the tide of events had turned. Kyle Temple had managed to kick El Toro in the genitals without the referee catching him. After several punches to El Toro’s face that would, in a real fight, have resulted in the Hispanic boy suddenly sporting at the very least a bloody nose but instead simply gave El Toro a stunned look, Kyle leaped up and dropkicked the handsome kid right out of the ring.


“So violent,” Debbie muttered.


“It’s not real,” Randy reminded her.


“Well, duh. That poor little bastard would have been wheeled out of here on a cart minutes ago if these blows were actually landing full force.”


“It’s like playacting,” Randy continued, picking up on Debbie’s condescending attitude toward his new beau’s chosen profession. “They’re enjoying themselves and entertaining the crowd. What’s wrong with that?”


A grimy teen seated in front of Randy turned around, a sneer on his pimpled face. “You can’t fake that shit, dude. Say that any louder and Kyle Temple will come up here and pound the fuck out of you.”


Randy shrugged. “He pounded the fuck out of me pretty good last night, actually.”


Debbie laughed, nearly choking on her popcorn.


The teen frowned in confusion before turning back to watch the action in the ring.


Sweat was making Kyle’s long light-brown hair stick to his face and neck. He took a second to pull some strands out of his eyes before hoisting El Toro over his shoulders for the Torture Rack finisher. El Toro screamed his submission, and the referee quickly called for the bell to ring.


“I don’t suppose he did that last night,” Debbie said as Kyle unceremoniously dumped his opponent’s body onto the canvas.


“Can’t say he did. But then, I wasn’t putting up much of a fight, either.”


The referee held up Kyle’s hand in triumph as the crowd booed loudly. El Toro was lying at Kyle’s feet, curled up in a fetal position. For good measure, Kyle kicked the beaten wrestler in the stomach before climbing out of the ring.


Debbie shook her head. “I don’t get it. He won. Why is everyone booing?”


“Kyle’s the heel. He’s the bad guy. The crowd is supposed to hate him. If they cheered he’d actually be upset, since that would mean he wasn’t presenting his character correctly.”


Narrowing her eyes at Randy, Debbie said, “It worries me that you know all this. This is a side of you I’ve never seen before. You didn’t grow up putting your friends in headlocks and half nelsons, did you?”


Randy helped himself to a small handful of her popcorn. “Kyle’s been explaining it all to me. It’s really quite fascinating. It’s a world unto its own, kind of like a circus in a way. And yes, I grew up putting my friends in headlocks and half nelsons. It was the only way I knew to get some body contact with them.”


The announcer climbed into the ring as Kyle and, more slowly, El Toro made their way out of the gym. With the usual announcer gusto, he introduced the next bout. Two more wrestlers entered the ring, climbing in at their appropriate corners.


“I see what you mean,” Debbie said, staring forward. “About it being like the circus. Oh. My. God. They’re midgets.”


Randy’s cheeks reddened. “Yeah, I guess they are. Although isn’t the current politically correct term vertically challenged individuals?”


“They’re midget wrestlers.”


“I’m sure they—”


“Your new boyfriend works with midgets. Midgets who wrestle. Do you see what I’m saying here?”


“Debbie,” Randy said, giving her his best puppy dog look, “I really want you to like Kyle. I want you guys to get along. It’s important to me.”


Debbie’s glare melted somewhat. “I’ll try,” she promised, “but it’s not going to be easy. I mean, look at the people watching this shit. That kid”—she indicated the dirt-streaked teen in front of Randy—“hasn’t had a bath this century, and the last book he cracked open had things pop back up at him.”


The kid in question turned. “Hey, fuck you, lady. I had a bath last week.”


The look Debbie returned was stony. “I stand corrected.”


Randy grabbed her elbow. “Come on. We don’t have to stick around for the rest of the show. We can go find Kyle and go out and get something to eat.” Randy wasn’t actually eager to get his best friend and his new boyfriend face to face, but he knew Debbie’s penchant for picking fights, and he wanted to get her away from the teenager as quickly as possible.


Debbie stood, brushing popcorn remains off her blouse. “I guess we can get something to eat. This Kyle does eat something other than squirrel, doesn’t he?”


As they passed the teen on their way down the bleachers, he looked at Randy challengingly. “Hey, mister. Were you serious? Is Kyle Temple a fag? Did he really fuck you last night?”


Randy stopped in his tracks. He hadn’t actually paid much attention to what he’d been saying, having spent most of his life blurting out whatever was on his mind regardless of who was present. Remembering Kyle’s closeted status, he looked around to make sure no one but the kid could hear his reply. “Yeah. Yeah he is, and yeah, he did.”


The teen looked thoughtful. “Next time he plows your ass,” he said, “can you ask him for an autograph for me?”


 


 


AS THE show was at a high school, the wrestlers were using the boys’ locker room to change. Just being in the vicinity of a high school locker room brought back fourteen-year-old memories to Randy. Having been tall and thin even while attending Thomas Jefferson High School, Randy had been one of the favorite victims of the more athletic set, led by a towering bulk who’d been nicknamed Mongo after the Mel Brooks character. Mongo and his cohorts terrorized several people, some much worse than Randy. Randy mainly remembered gym class as the time one was chosen last for basketball and for games of dodgeball that left nasty red welts on his arms and legs.


Standing in the tiled hall waiting for Kyle to emerge, Randy found himself feeling anxious and not a little uncomfortable. The ghost of Mongo seemed to be hanging around, taunting Randy. Debbie, however, seemed bored. She started to light up a cigarette.


Randy smiled weakly. “I’m pretty sure you can’t smoke in here.”


Debbie took a long drag and exhaled the smoke slowly. “I’m pretty sure I won’t get detention or anything, either. Hell, I smoked in high school ten years ago when I was a student. I’m certainly not going to hold back now.”


The locker room door opened and El Toro came out, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. He carried a large gym bag. As he passed Randy and Debbie, he gave them a searching look.


“We’re waiting for Kyle Temple,” Randy explained. “We’re friends of his.”


The wrestler smiled. “Oh, he’s still in the shower, I think. He shouldn’t be too much longer, I guess.” He moved down the hall, giving them a cheery wave as he approached the exit.


Debbie eyed him as he disappeared from view. “El Toro’s got a nice butt. Very muscular. You could bounce a quarter off that ass. Maybe he’s single and we can both date wrestlers.”


“It would make for some interesting double dates. Can you blow your smoke the other way? I feel like I’m at a gay bar at closing time with the smoke in my eyes like that.”


Debbie was still gazing after the now-vanished El Toro. “He’s probably gay, though.” She leaned back against the wall and sighed. “I mean, why would a straight guy be interested in professional wrestling? Putting on little shorts and boots and jumping all over some other half-naked guy. You can’t get much gayer than that.”


“I can’t figure it out, either,” Randy replied, “but apparently most of them are straight. Extremely straight, even. Construction worker straight. Stanley Kowalski straight. I think they turn a blind eye to the homoerotic aspect of pro wrestling and just don’t think about it.”


“They hit each other in the crotch. How can they not think about it?”


Randy shrugged. “Honey, if I could figure out straight men, I’d be one happy faggot.”


The locker room door swung open again, revealing a huge black man with a heavily scarred forehead. Randy recognized him from the evening’s opening match. The man had been announced as The Black Death, which had made Debbie snort with laughter.


“No autographs,” he growled as he strode past Randy and Debbie.


When he was out of earshot, Randy asked, “I don’t recall asking for one, do you?”


Debbie blew out more smoke. “I don’t know. I would have like to have gotten one just to see what he’d write. I mean, what can he put? ‘Have a great life. Love, The Black Death’?” She tossed her cigarette down and stomped on it.


Kyle finally emerged. His long hair was still wet from his shower, but that only made him look sexier in Randy’s eyes. The ass-hugging jeans and the tight black T-shirt certainly didn’t hurt. Kyle’s short beard and mustache couldn’t hide his youthful baby face, and the full, red lips were tantalizing. Randy slapped his new boyfriend on the arm. “I thought you did great tonight. You’re not hurt, are you?”


Kyle shook his head and grinned. “Naw. Pete’s boot smacked me right in the nose at one point, but luckily it didn’t break this time. Got a nasty bruise from that chair, though.”


“Pete?” Randy asked.


“Yeah, the guy I was wrestling. You didn’t think El Toro was the name on his birth certificate, did you?”


Debbie discreetly cleared her throat and Randy, taking the hint, quickly made the introductions.


“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Kyle said warmly, shifting his gym bag out of the way so he could shake her hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”


If Randy had thought Kyle’s boyish charm would win Debbie over, he had been mistaken. While Debbie smiled as she greeted his new boyfriend, Randy could tell she was still reserving her judgment.


“I’ve heard a lot about you as well,” she replied. “I have to say I was expecting someone bigger, though. What with the wrestling and all. I figured you’d be more the Hulk Hogan size.”


Kyle nodded enthusiastically. “It’s a common mistake. We’re not all big guys anymore, especially in the independent circuits. Even then, we fudge a little. I’m really around 185, but they announce my weight at 210. It sounds more impressive.”


“I can understand that,” Debbie said. “I’m 140, and I usually announce myself at 125.”


 


 


DEBBIE wanted to go dancing, but Kyle refused to go to a gay club for fear that he might be recognized. This did nothing to raise the wrestler in Debbie’s eyes, and as soon as Kyle was out of earshot, she hissed at Randy, “As if anyone would recognize him anyway! Christ, he’s acting like he’s a celebrity instead of a grotty little small-time wrestler.”


Desperately, Randy suggested they head to the Witch’s Brew, a downtown Indianapolis coffee house. The Brew wasn’t strictly a gay hangout, but its close proximity to several of the dance clubs made it a natural hangout for Indy’s homos. Randy hoped the presence of dozens of coffee-slurping twinks and club kids would soften Debbie’s mood.


“You don’t understand,” Kyle said as they found a booth near a window. “I can’t possibly come out. You saw the people who go to wrestling shows. I mean, some of them are okay, but there’s always a sort of redneck feel in the air.”


Debbie grudgingly nodded. “True. I would say that they had an IQ of about 70, and that was all of them put together.”


Kyle took the lid off of his hot chai and blew into the cup before taking a tentative sip. “I’m out to my mom, and a couple of my friends know, but that’s really as far as I can go. If anyone else knew, my wrestling career would be over.”


“There are other things to do than wrestle, though,” Debbie said. “You don’t have to work in such a homophobic environment.”


Kyle took another sip and then smoothed out his beard and mustache. “Not for me. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I mean, I always wanted to grow up to be a wrestler. That or an astronaut.”


Randy grinned weakly and tried to change the subject before Debbie could reply to that statement. “My chai tastes kind of weird. Does anyone else’s chai taste kind of weird?”


“Surely you can’t make all that much money at these small promotions, though,” Debbie went on, “and I’m sure it’s hard on your body, getting kicked and hit with chairs. You won’t be able to do this forever. You’ll have to find something to fall back on, like accounting… or ditch-digging.”


“Debbie,” Randy warned through gritted teeth.


Kyle didn’t seem fazed. “I don’t plan on doing small promotions all my life. I’m only twenty-one. Eventually I want to wrestle for the UWE. That’s the Universal Wrestling Extravaganza,” he added by way of explanation.


“Yeah, them I’ve heard of, seeing as how they’re on TV something like three times a week.” Debbie blinked and looked at Randy. “He’s over ten years younger than you.”


“Say it a little louder. I don’t think some of the people at the next table caught that,” Randy said, frowning. “My chai really does taste funny. Does anyone else’s chai taste funny?”


“That’s my dream,” Kyle said, again blowing into his cup to cool off the liquid. “I want to wrestle in the UWE. My dream match would be against Crusher Phillips. I could die a happy man if I could get a match with Crusher.”


“That’s a dream?” Debbie asked, incredulous. “To get a chair crashed over your skull by a guy named Crusher?”


Kyle smiled broadly. “It’d be a privilege to get hit with a chair by Crusher.”


Debbie nodded slowly and then eyed Randy. Very slowly she mouthed the words “Dump him!”


Kyle took another sip. Frowning, he said, “Maybe we should go somewhere else after all. This chai tastes a little off tonight. Anyone else notice that?”




Chapter 2
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THEY were in Randy’s king-size bed, enjoying a moment of post-coital bliss. Well, Randy was enjoying it. Kyle, after climbing off Randy and collapsing against the pillows, seemed nervous and jumpy. Randy snuggled close, laying his head on the wrestler’s still-heaving chest. “You okay?” he asked.


Kyle began anxiously twisting strands of Randy’s thick black hair. “I need a smoke. It’s so hard to shoot a wad and then not light one up.”


“Oh, thanks. That’s always what I’ve wanted to hear after a heavy banging session. Not ‘That was fantastic. You rocked my world,’ but ‘Wow, I’ve shot my wad. Now I need a smoke.’ Very romantic.”


“No,” Kyle protested, “you don’t get it. It was so great that it makes me want to smoke. Nonsmokers just don’t understand.”


“You haven’t had a cigarette for a week. You don’t want to slide. Just think of something else.”


Kyle’s fingers began twisting Randy’s hair faster. “Okay, I’ll give that a try. Are these sheets silk? They feel like silk.”


“No, they aren’t silk.”


“They don’t feel like my sheets is all,” Kyle said, the nervousness still in his voice.


“Well, for one, these sheets are clean.”


“Yeah, there’s that. What, are you saying you don’t like fucking in my bed?”


Randy kissed Kyle’s chest. “No, I’m not saying that at all. I had a great time the other night. One of the all-time great fucks, in my opinion. It’s just that my face was buried in your pillow and there was a stain right by my cheek that seemed to be moving.”


“You didn’t complain.”


“I couldn’t, really,” Randy said. “We were going at it so hard I was nearly swallowing the bedsprings.”


Kyle reached around to rub at the nicotine patch on his left bicep. “This thing doesn’t seem to be working. Maybe I need to keep rubbing it, or maybe this one’s defective.”


“Call that Dr. Bennett tomorrow. He suggested hypnotism, didn’t you say?”


Hugging Randy close to him, Kyle said, “I don’t want to be hypnotized. What if he makes me cluck like a chicken or do an Elvis imitation?”


“As long as it’s a nonsmoking chicken, I guess it would be okay.” Randy gently bit Kyle’s right pectoral muscle. “Have I told you how much I love your chest? It’s so fucking muscular. You have no idea what it’s like to go through life with no chest. Actually, I have worse than no chest. Mine’s concave. It goes in instead of out.”


“Your chest is fine. So you think I should do it? The hypnotism thing?”


“You want to quit smoking. You’re having trouble. How can it hurt?”


Kyle stopped twisting and kissed the top of Randy’s head. “I love you,” he said.


Randy tried unsuccessfully to keep his eyes from bulging. “You’ve never said that before.”


“Well, I sort of thought it went without saying, but I figured I’d better say it, just in case. Sometimes you think the other person knows how you feel and then you find out you had totally the wrong idea. Makes you feel stupid, if you know what I mean.”


“I’m glad you said it,” Randy replied, “because I love you too, but I just didn’t want to be the first one to say it. I kind of have a curse as far as that goes. Generally when I tell someone I love them, they head straight for the door and I never see them again.”


Kyle grinned. “Well, I don’t intend on heading for the door. In fact….” He shifted, moving slowly down the bed, kissing parts of Randy’s body as he went. “I guess if I can’t smoke, I can at least get something in my mouth. Do you mind?”


Randy returned the grin. “I’m sure I can live with it.”


 


 


WHILE Kyle had mentioned Dr. Bennett to Randy on several occasions, the one thing he’d failed to clarify was that Dr. Bennett wasn’t really his psychiatrist, as Randy had assumed. Carl Bennett wasn’t really even a doctor—not in any legal sense of the word, at least. Years previously Bennett had worked for Ronder’s Circus, billed as a world-renowned expert in mesmerism. The “world” part of his renown was, technically speaking, true, as Bennett had a distant cousin in Italy to whom he’d sent one of his handbills.


When Ronder’s Circus folded in 1998, Bennett had retired to Indianapolis. He used the front room of his small house near Speedway as a workroom of sorts, not wanting to completely give up work. A sign on his front lawn proclaimed CARL BENNETT—HYPNOTIST. FORTUNES AND TAROT READINGS UPON REQUEST.


Kyle had originally gone to see Dr. Bennett on a whim. The wrestler had always been keenly interested in all matters occult, and the sign on Bennett’s lawn fascinated him, especially the cartoon hand with zodiac symbols emblazoned all around it. A $20 tarot reading revealed that indeed Kyle would achieve his greatest dream, which of course he took to mean that before long he’d be climbing into the ring with Bill “Crusher” Phillips. Ever since that reading, Kyle had seen Bennett at least once a month for advice and tarot readings.


The hypnotism part of Bennett’s business was something Kyle had always shied away from. He mainly worried about not being in control. Still, if it would help him stop smoking, and if Randy thought it was a good idea, Kyle was all for giving it a try. Smoking was bad for his wrestling career, and, worse, Randy didn’t smoke. Kyle really wanted things to work out with Randy. His past romantic entanglements paled in comparison to what he felt for the thin, dark-haired owner of Outgoing Books, one of the few gay and lesbian bookstores in Indianapolis. So Kyle put aside his qualms and went to see Dr. Bennett.


He stood on the small porch of Bennett’s house and rapped on the door. Immediately Pepper, Dr. Bennett’s cocker spaniel, began to yelp. After a pause the porch light came on and Carl Bennett opened the door.


Bennett was tall and thin, and Kyle wasn’t sure if the elderly man tried to look like Boris Karloff or if it was merely a coincidence. Bennett even had an affected British accent cultivated during his circus days that added to the effect. The old man beamed with obvious pleasure when he saw Kyle. “Mr. Temple! So good to see you again. Please come in. Pepper, get back. Let the nice young man inside.”


Kyle entered and was immediately overwhelmed by the smell of incense that seemed to permeate the house. Bennett seemed addicted to the stuff. Kyle had never visited the man without finding at least three sticks of the junk burning at any given time. Kyle suspected that by now every book, every stitch of furniture, and even Pepper the dog was saturated with the thick smell. The front room was littered with incense holders, and tonight most of them held lit, sweet-smelling sticks.


Once Kyle was inside, Pepper ceased to bark, instead taking to jumping up and down to get Kyle’s attention. Kyle leaned down to scratch the dog’s head. “How are you doing, little guy?” Pepper was an added attraction, and one of the reasons Kyle looked forward to seeing Dr. Bennett.


In reply, Pepper licked Kyle’s hand.


“He’s been a bad dog today, actually,” Bennett said, closing the door behind Kyle. “We got into the trash earlier, didn’t we, Pepper?”


Probably trying to find something that didn’t smell like incense, Kyle thought.


Bennett ushered Kyle over to what he referred to as his worktable, which consisted of a small round table covered with a dark-blue cloth. Two wooden chairs were on either side, while the top held Bennett’s crystal ball and tarot cards. Generally Kyle stuck to the tarot readings. The only time he had asked Bennett to check the crystal ball for him, Kyle hadn’t liked what the man had seen. Kyle wasn’t interested in romance with big, muscular guys, so the one Bennett had seen in Kyle’s future would just have to face disappointment. Kyle liked them tall and skinny. Like Randy.


“I suppose you’re here for another tarot reading,” Bennett said, sitting down in his usual place at the table.


“Actually,” Kyle replied, feeling slightly embarrassed, “I was wondering if you could hypnotize me?”


Bennett’s eyebrows went up, reminding Kyle of the cartoon Grinch that Karloff had done the voice for. “You’ve never asked me to hypnotize you before.”


“You can do it, though, right?”


“Of course, it was always my specialty.” Bennett’s smile was obviously meant to put people at their ease, but it only made Kyle think of the scene in Bride of Frankenstein where the monster enjoys a smoke with the blind hermit. “Anyone can be hypnotized, providing they want to be and aren’t senile or a complete imbecile. You’re not a complete imbecile, are you?”


“I wouldn’t ask my mom’s opinion on that one,” Kyle said, “or Mr. Sneed, the owner of our wrestling promotion, but no, I’m not a complete one. I don’t think so, anyway.”


Bennett stood back up. “Then we have no troubles. Let’s get you comfortable on the couch over here.”


Kyle lay down as instructed, fidgeting nervously. “I really need to quit smoking, you see. You can do that, can’t you? I just don’t want to end up killing people with a big old knife or anything.” Seeing Bennett’s puzzled expression, Kyle elaborated. “I saw this movie once where a hypnotist used a guy to commit all these murders. The guy went around with this big-ass knife and sliced people up. The movie was pretty lame, but I really don’t want to become a murderer. Especially since toward the end of the flick the dude got acid tossed in his face, and that’s not really a look I’m going for, if you get my drift.”


Bennett chuckled. “That’s Hollywood hypnotism. Believe me, when you’re in the trance, you won’t do anything you don’t want to do. It simply isn’t possible. You won’t even actually be asleep. What will happen is that you’ll enter into a state of hyperconsciousness.”


Kyle blinked. “You mean I’ll get all nervous and stuff? I’m already there, actually.”


“No, no. I just mean…. Well, for you, let’s just say you won’t actually be asleep and leave it at that. Now, are you comfortable?”


Kyle folded his hands over his chest and took a deep breath. “Yeah, pretty much.”


“What was it we’re going for with this session again? Smoking, wasn’t it?”


“Yeah, stopping smoking.”


Bennett nodded. “Right, right. No problem. Very easy, in fact. Memory enhancement or past life regression is a bit tricky, but quitting smoking is a doddle.”


“Past life what?”


Bennett sighed. “Never mind. Something I’ve never been able to accomplish. Now I want you to close your eyes and clear your mind.”


Kyle unclasped his hands, letting his left hand dangle over the couch. Pepper scuttled over to give his fingers a lick.


“Now let’s begin,” Bennett said.


 


 


USUALLY Bennett could get someone in a trance state within minutes, but with Kyle it took nearly half an hour. Finally he was satisfied the young man was completely under.


“You have no desire to smoke,” Bennett intoned. “Smoking has no hold over you. The thought of a cigarette makes you ill.”


Bennett leaned forward, examining Kyle’s face. In the trance state, the boy looked almost angelic. The boy’s an idiot, Bennett thought. A good-looking, amiable idiot. Bennett knew from previous visits that Kyle was a professional wrestler, and figured the short beard and mustache were there to make him appear older and meaner than he was. It didn’t work. Bennett looked closely at Kyle’s skin. Not a wrinkle or blemish. Like a baby. Just wait, kid, he thought. Just wait.


“The taste of cigarettes no longer satisfies you,” Bennett went on. “You no longer desire them.”


Kyle’s hand was still hanging off the side of the couch. Pepper returned to lick at the exposed palm. The wet tongue was making Kyle smile. Bennett didn’t want the dog to disrupt the session, so he spoke firmly to the animal. “Get back. Back!”


Pepper retreated perhaps half an inch, then looked at Bennett expectantly.


“Way back!”


The dog moved another inch.


“Further back than that!”


Unseen by Bennett, Kyle’s eyelids fluttered.


“Much further back!”


Pepper hesitated and then slowly slunk away.


Bennett returned his attention to Kyle. “Now, then, where were we?”


The question had been rhetorical, but to Bennett’s surprise, Kyle answered. The words meant nothing to Bennett, though. Kyle seemed to rattle off a sentence in some language Bennett didn’t recognize.


The hypnotist’s eyes widened. Could it be? “Kyle, where are you right now?”


Again, the young man answered. He seemed to speak several sentences this time, still in the unknown tongue.


Bennett’s mouth seemed unable to close. Could I have achieved some sort of past life regression? he asked himself. He’d actually always thought the concept rubbish, since he’d never been able to successfully bring someone to such a state before. A man who specialized in getting people to cluck like chickens didn’t really have time to worry about past lives.


“Kyle, do you mind if I get a tape recorder and record the rest of this session?”


Kyle responded with a word that Bennett took to mean yes. 




Chapter 3
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RANDY’S cell phone rang just as he was pulling out of the parking lot of the bookstore. He answered, pausing only long enough to flip off the driver of a Volvo that had cut him off. “Hello?”


“Hey, Randy.” It was Kyle.


Just hearing Kyle’s voice caused Randy’s heart to race a little faster. Offhand, he couldn’t think of any previous boyfriend who could hold a candle to Kyle. Why couldn’t Debbie see how wonderful he was instead of concentrating on the age difference or Kyle’s intelligence level? “Hey, babe. What’s going on?” Randy just hoped Kyle wasn’t calling to cancel their date for the evening.


“Nothing much. My workout is taking longer than I expected, though. Can you pick me up at the gym?”


The “gym” was really just an old warehouse that housed the wrestling ring and some well-used workout equipment. Randy had only been there once before and had thought it smelled vaguely of dirty sweat socks and, strangely, onions. “Not a problem,” he replied. “It’s closer than your apartment anyway. That means I get to see you sooner.”


“Aw, that’s so sweet!” Kyle purred. Randy figured Kyle must not be near any of the other wrestlers. Kyle’s language tended to stay on the extremely butch side when he was surrounded by his coworkers. “See you in a few, then.”


Randy felt so good just from hearing Kyle’s voice that he didn’t even bother to flip off the woman who nearly sideswiped him at the next intersection. The euphoric feeling continued all the way to Sneed’s Gym. The name Sneed conjured visions of a Simon Legree character to Randy, or at the very least a golfer from the 1940s. Instead Monty Sneed was a short, balding man who swore with every other word and smoked foul cigars. It had apparently always been Monty Sneed’s dream to have a wrestling promotion of his own, and when his dad’s death left him a nice little nest egg, he made the dream come true with MDW—Midwest Demolition Wrestling.


There was no sign letting the unsuspecting know that they’d found Sneed’s Gym. One either knew where it was or one didn’t. Randy found a place to park and rushed quickly to the door. Inside, he found the place virtually empty. The ring, set up in the center of the warehouse, contained the building’s sole occupants, El Toro and Kyle.


Kyle seemed intent on wrenching Pete’s head from his body. It wasn’t until he’d picked Pete up and slammed him onto the canvas that Kyle even noticed Randy had entered. “Hey,” he called out, pausing only to stomp his boot squarely into El Toro’s midsection. “When did you get here?”


“Just now. Still practicing, I see.”


“Yeah.” Kyle seemed somewhat out of breath and was covered in sweat. Randy thought he looked hot as hell, but then, he thought Kyle looked hot as hell when not drenched in sweat as well. Kyle ground his heel into Pete’s forehead. Pete cried out convincingly. “Hey, want to see this great finisher we’ve come up with?”


Randy grinned. “Sure.”


Kyle helped El Toro to his feet. “Watch this,” he said. “I think this will really get the fans going.”


Randy watched with more than a little trepidation as Pete, with a fun-loving grin on his face, whipped Kyle across the ring into the ropes. Kyle seemed to bounce back towards El Toro, who in the meantime had quickly climbed onto the top turnbuckle. Randy blinked at the speed of the Hispanic wrestler. Once in position, Pete came flying off and wrapped his legs seemingly impossibly around Kyle’s neck. The two crashed to the canvas. Somehow El Toro’s legs stayed around Kyle’s neck as they landed with a thundering crash. The handsome Hispanic used the momentum of the fall to flip back up to a standing position. Kyle’s legs flew up, and Pete deftly caught them. The end result had Kyle hanging suspended, his legs held in El Toro’s arms and his head still trapped between the boy’s white boots.


Kyle grinned crookedly. His voice was slightly muffled as he asked, “How was that? Was that cool or what? What did you think, Randy?”


Randy’s closed his mouth forcibly, his teeth clicking together. “Okay, be honest with me. On a scale of one to ten, how much did that hurt?”


“Oh, about a one. Honestly, it’s like playing on a trampoline. That move really doesn’t hurt at all. Well, I guess it might if we mistimed something and Pete kicked me in the teeth or something, but if we do it right, it’s totally painless.”


Pete let go of Kyle’s legs. The resounding thud from Kyle hitting the canvas made Randy wince, but when Kyle stood, he bore an enormous smile on his face.


Randy shook his head. “You’re crazy. That’s all there is to it.”


Pete and Kyle gave each other a high-five, the Latino adding a little dance for good measure. “I think we’ve got a winner,” he said.


“Hey, you guys haven’t really met, have you?” Kyle slapped an arm around El Toro and led him to the ring apron.


“Not officially, anyway,” Pete said, “Although we’ve bumped into each other. I’m Pete. I hope you don’t mind me whooping your boyfriend’s ass every now and then.” He reached down through the ropes to pump Randy’s hand enthusiastically.


Randy’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked at Kyle. “I thought you said no one here knew about you.”


Kyle punched Pete’s arm. “Pete knows. Hell, because of the feud between us, I wrestle him more than anyone else. Pete knows pretty much everything about me. I trust him, which is something I wouldn’t say about most of the guys who wrestle with us. It’s a pretty redneck crowd.”


“I know too much about you,” Pete agreed. He threw an arm around Kyle’s waist and pulled him closer, a gesture that gave Randy a split-second pang of jealousy. It must have showed in his body language, because Pete went on quickly, “I’m straight, though, so it’s not like you have anything to worry about. Even if I wasn’t, though, I wouldn’t waste my hot bod on this piece of trash.”


“That’s good to know.” Randy used the ropes to pull himself up onto the apron. “I’ve always wondered how padded these rings were. There’s quite a lot of give, isn’t there?”


Pete stomped the canvas in demonstration. “There’s some give, yeah, but the bumps still take a lot out of you. Don’t think they don’t. It’s hard work sometimes. Want to give it a try?”


Randy laughed uneasily. “Oh, no. It makes me nervous just watching you and Kyle. There’s no way I could do any of that stuff.”


“Come on,” Kyle said, making an opening in the ropes for Randy to climb through. “I promise we won’t hurt you.”


“I promise you won’t, either, because I’m not getting in there.”


Pete didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer. He reached for Randy’s hands and practically dragged him into the ring. “This will be good. You’ll see. This way you’ll know it doesn’t hurt nearly as much as it looks like it does and you won’t worry about Kyle as much.”


Kyle seemed overjoyed at his boyfriend actually standing in the ring with them, which gave Randy an odd sense of pride. Seeing Kyle’s silly grin, Randy could easily envision what Kyle must have been like on Christmas mornings as a kid.


“Pete’s right,” Kyle said. “Really, it’s all about selling the move. Both guys have to work together or it looks like crap. Watch me and Pete. I’ll dropkick him, but watch how lame it looks if he doesn’t react.”


Randy watched as Kyle and Pete demonstrated move after move. Finally he felt confident enough to try something himself. “Just one move, though,” he warned. “And make sure it’s something simple. I don’t think I’m up for flipping off ropes and wrapping my legs around someone’s neck.”


Kyle’s grin was threatening to take over his entire face. “I’ll body slam you. That’s pretty easy. All you really have to do is fall.” He led Randy to the center of the ring. “When I go to pull you up, you’ll want to kind of jump up with the momentum. As you go up, you’re going to put your hand down here on my thigh. That’ll help steady you. I’ll sort of position you, tucking your head as you’re falling. After that, it’s just you taking the bump.”


“That seems like a lot to remember for someone who only has to take a fall.” Randy would have spoken further, but the next second Kyle had hoisted him up in the air. The next thing he knew, he was staring up at the ceiling, the air having been forced out of his lungs by the impact with the canvas. Kyle smiled down at him.
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