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	Tricks

	By Rick R. Reed

	


Part 1

	"Have you ever been in love? Horrible, isn't it? It makes you so vulnerable. It opens your chest and it opens up your heart and it means that someone can get inside you and mess you up."

	--Neil Gaiman, The Sandman, Vol. 9: The Kindly Ones

	


Chapter 1

	Arliss had everything he needed right in front of him for that night's performance--hardhat, check; steel-toed boots, check; tool belt, check; black mesh thong with pouch for his rather prodigious endowment, big check--yes, Arliss was just about ready for his turn on the stage at Tricks, located in Chicago's infamous Boystown neighborhood, at its epicenter on the corner of Belmont and Halsted. He also had before him a tall tumbler of Stoli vodka with just a whisper of cranberry juice cocktail in it for color and a half-empty pack of Marlboro Ultra Lights. The latter two items helped the twenty-one-year-old calm himself before a performance, and the vodka in particular went a long way toward reducing backstage jitters.

	He lit up a cigarette and regarded himself through the smoke. The lights in the crowded dressing room, which he shared with the other eight or so exotic dancers, were unforgiving. Fluorescent did little to hide any imperfections, like rings under the eyes, reddened noses from too much partying, and for those on their way out of the club, track marks on the arms. But Arliss didn't have to worry about signs of drug abuse showing up on his person. He had learned to just say no a long time ago, in a manner he preferred not to dredge up, at least not now, when he was trying to put himself in a cheerful, high-energy mode.

	The face that looked back at him was young, handsome, and vital. Arliss had a shock of white-blond hair that stuck up in a manner reminiscent of rocker Billy Idol back in his glory days, before Arliss was even born. Both ears sported piercings--from one a single razor blade, cast in sterling, dangled; from the other, three hoops crawled up the side of his ear, growing smaller as they ascended. Arliss had full lips, sharp cheekbones, a cleft in his chin, and the most piercing ice blue eyes in the Midwest (or so he had been told). The only thing that marred his nearly perfect face was a gap between his front teeth, for which he comforted himself by saying the space gave him character. Cigarette clenched between his teeth, he struggled into his costume, ending by stuffing his dick into the pouch that protruded from his black thong. His member stuck out in a way that invited grasping hands, which was what Arliss wanted, as long as there was cash in those hands to stuff the thong even more fully.

	Attired in a costume that would make the construction worker from the Village People look demure, Arliss turned in front of the mirror to ensure he was the perfect fantasy specimen of pornographic machismo. He was grateful he had added the angel wing tattoo to his back and the snakes that twisted around each bicep. And the one on his chest, the tiny heart with the name "Helena" in it, always brought a lump to his throat--or a splash of bile to the back of it, depending on his mood and how forgiving he felt. But now was not the time for being sentimental! Arliss was glad for the tattoos because they added a bit of manliness to his six-foot-two-inch frame that held only 160 pounds in weight. He was what the older men at Tricks referred to as a twink and, thankfully, was a desirable commodity in some circles.

	He set the cigarette down in a tin ashtray and took a swig of vodka. He could feel as much as hear the heavy bass of the techno music playing in the bar and knew that Antonio, a Puerto Rican dude with a shaved head and heavy stubble, was probably just about finished with his set, which meant his boxing ensemble cluttered the small stage.

	Arliss would come out, dance briefly and flirtatiously with Antonio, and then have the stage to himself. He didn't know how he did it, night after night, but somehow he managed. He had always been the shyest boy in Ruskin, Florida, where he had grown up. He remembered his hometown with no nostalgia, only with relief that he'd managed to escape its flat, charmless stretches, so unlike what most people thought of when they conjured up images of Florida. Ruskin had no coastline, no beaches, and no picture-postcard landscapes. If they could see me now...Well, if they could see me now, they'd probably still call me a fag and try to beat the crap out of me, as they once did. Once again, my dear, now is not the time for sentimentality. He took another swig of vodka, draining the glass and feeling the warmth of the liquor as it spread through his chest and extremities. Showtime!

	Arliss hurried to the door that separated the cramped dressing room from the bar proper. Tricks didn't really have a stage, although the dancers liked to think of the bar upon which they danced as one. It was Friday night, and from the rise of conversation and laughter beneath the pounding electronica beat, it sounded as though they had a sizable crowd. He sucked in a breath, looked down at his perfectly smooth pale skin and six-pack abs, and told himself he was gorgeous.

	"Don't forget to smile, toots! You always look like some gloomy Gus out there!"

	Leave it to Emmett Myers, owner of Tricks and Arliss's boss, to try to unsettle him just before he went on stage.

	Arliss flashed the man a big Farrah Fawcett smile. If the prissy older man with the pencil moustache recognized it as fake, he gave no indication.

	"There! That's what they like to see! For heaven's sakes, you have to remember that if they think you're having a good time, they'll have a good time. And a good time means more money for all of us."

	Arliss listened as the song wound down, morphing into yet another bass beat that signaled him it was time to stride out through the door, amble across the crowded room, ignore the covert feels and pinches he got as he made his way to the bar, and climb up on it to join Antonio in front of the crowd.

	This moment, just before he went out, was always almost surreal. There was a paradoxical rush of nerves that made him feel both nauseated and tingly with electric anticipation. He felt as though he became someone else when he opened that door, or more properly, that his everyday world changed when he opened it. It was kind of like when Dorothy opened the door to Oz and saw the hyper colors of Munchkinland. But instead of munchkins and good witches who descended in translucent bubbles, his world was populated with bitter old queens, alcoholics, and trolls trying to put some oomph into their libidos by staring at boys young enough to be their sons--and in many cases, grandsons.

	"Get out there, gorgeous! Shake your groove thing!" Emmett cackled and placed a hand on Arliss's back to propel him forward.

	Just as much to get the hand off his back as to get to the stage, Arliss threw open the door, plastered on a big smile, threw his shoulders back, and strode through the crowd, keeping his eye on the narrow strip of bar that would, for the next fifteen minutes, be his stage.

	* * * *

	Sean didn't know what he was doing in Tricks. It was the kind of bar he never frequented. Hell, he rarely frequented any bars, period. He felt out of place among these older men, all of them leering at the strippers. Everyone seemed happy--in party mode, their joy compounded by the sight of nearly naked men dancing before them. Sean supposed he couldn't fault these men for coming here. The strippers, after all, were the bar's reason for being--providing "adult" entertainment--and for charging outrageously high prices for watered-down cocktails.

	Like the one right in front of me...I mean, really, eight dollars for a vodka and tonic? And the vodka isn't even a call brand! Sean peered into the clear liquid, with its bubbles, slice of lime, and more than generous helping of ice cubes, and wondered again what could have possessed him to set foot inside this place. Tricks was a sleazy bar, a destination where he was certain the boys on stage probably made offstage deals with the clientele for more intimate, and less legal, behavior. It was the kind of place he and his friends once made fun of, painting the characters who frequented it with terms like "desperate" and "lecherous."

	So what was he doing here? On a Friday night, no less, when other gay men his own age (thirtysomething) were on the prowl in countless other places on Halsted and farther north, in the newer crop of bars in the neighborhood known as Andersonville.

	He shook his head, knowing exactly what had brought him here. He stared morosely into his drink, the men around him hooting and catcalling as the next dancer hoisted himself up on the bar to begin his routine. The boy (to call him a man, really, would have been a stretch) was what was known in gay parlance as a twink. He barely looked old enough to drink, let alone wag his weenie at the patrons to a Lady Gaga beat. Was this kid really of legal age? Really? Sure, he had the requisite tattoos and piercings of a professional wrestler, and his smooth, almost hairless body was firm and well defined, but Sean had to wonder what would compel someone so young to make his living in a way Sean had always thought of as demeaning.

	And if what the kid's selling is demeaning, what does that make you? Can you really sit here in judgment? Thinking yourself so much better than that dancer or, for that matter, the men you're rubbing elbows with here in the crowd?

	Sean shook his head, preferring not to think about it. There were other things he preferred not to think about as well--like Jerome, his accountant boyfriend who had just dumped him on Wednesday. He preferred not to recall that Jerome, his lover of three years, had responded to Sean's suggestion that they move in together with clichés. I need my space. I'm feeling suffocated. I think we should see other people. And worst of all--It's not you, it's me.

	Sure, Jerome. Knock yourself out. Even you don't believe that crap. I could see it in your eyes, those wonderful amber green eyes that could change from light to dark with your mood. You were just waiting for an opening, a way to break up with me. I gave it to you when I pressed you, telling you how my lease was up the following month and wouldn't it be so lovely if we moved in together. Um...apparently not. Sean was forced to come to the conclusion that could couch itself in yet another cliché: He's just not that into you.

	And so Sean, walking home from his job as a catalog copywriter for an automotive retailer this warm August night, had been drawn to the neon outside Tricks and the raucous sounds of male voices as he passed the bar. Oblivion, he thought. A little forgetfulness is just what I need. The bar, with its promise of cheap thrills, alcohol, and who knew what, was in the business of offering oblivion at a price. He had the money, and he certainly had the motivation.

	So he went inside, found a seat at the bar that had just been vacated by a man with a reddish beard, potbelly, and stained tank top, and ordered up the drink he currently nursed. It was watery, with a bitter aftertaste from the cheap vodka, and Sean wished, for about the thirtieth time, he had just headed home.

	Once upon a Friday night, Jerome would have been waiting for him to come home from work, checking out restaurant options for the two of them on Yelp or maybe even cooking up something fabulous and fragrant in Sean's own kitchen.

	He didn't want to think about Jerome, about being rejected, about entering the "dating scene" again. He didn't want to think that, at thirty-seven, he was on the downhill slide to forty. He didn't want to think of being alone. He lifted his glass to his lips, took a long swallow, and signaled the bartender for a second one. The drink might have tasted like crap, but it would work its magic, damn it! It would take a lot of these to wipe out Jerome, if only for the night. And tomorrow? He would be right back where he started, except he'd probably be nursing an aching head and a nauseated stomach.

	He knew he should just get up from the barstool on legs that were still steady and head home to his apartment and his live-in lover--an overweight black-and-white cat named Bergamot who was always willing to pay attention to him when no one else seemed up to the task. He shook his head, imagining his lonely evening eating a Lean Cuisine, watching DVR'd episodes of American Horror Story, Bergamot perched on the back of the couch.

	The forlorn image was enough to make him stay put, and simply for something to do, he turned his gaze to the boy on the bar, who was moving his hips suggestively, trying to make eye contact with everyone in the room all at once, and grinning like he was having the best time a boy could have this side of orgasming.

	The boy was beautiful, Sean had to admit, in his own sordid, runaway sort of manner. His eyes were a piercing blue that somehow, when focused on Sean for the briefest of moments, made him feel he was the only guy in the room. But there was something otherworldly about him too, almost a glow, something that went far beyond his vitality and youth. It was as though he was performing to some inner music, something lurid and sexual to be sure but far better than the tired disco crap with its relentlessly repetitive beat with which he seemed to be forced to work.

	Sean wondered what the kid thought about as he went through the motions of what could only loosely be defined as dancing. Did he really like being here? Why had he chosen this life over something with a more promising future, like college or some sort of employment that didn't involve shedding his clothes? Did he do it out of desperation? Was he on drugs? What kind of home had he come from?

	Or was it that he was using to his best advantage what he had to work with? Sean had to admit--and the little man down below, the one between his legs, raised his purple head to agree--that the boy was sexy, extremely so. He had about him something that was at once alluring and needy. You wanted to take this boy in your arms and comfort him. You also wanted to fuck the shit out of him and slap his ass and whisper foul nothings in his ear as you thrust into him. Sean squirmed as his little man lengthened and thickened to his full size, which was actually about six and a half inches and not the eight he'd claimed in various online profiles before he met Jerome.

	The boy shed the tool belt he wore, letting it drop to the bar's surface with a thud, then the hard hat, finally swaying in nothing more than a black mesh thong and steel-toed boots. His legs were long, lean, and well muscled, and like every other lech in the bar, Sean could not keep his eyes off the boy's member, which bounced around in front of him like a mini baseball bat, looking absurd and breathtakingly tantalizing at the same time. Sean didn't know whether to laugh or just open his mouth and drool. How big was that thing, anyway? This boy, Sean was sure, would not have to lie about having eight inches. From the basis of the flaccid member barely concealed, the boy could honestly claim all that...and maybe even more.

	Sean felt heat rise to his face as he gulped at his drink, finding the tall glass contained only ice. Where was that bartender?

	And now the boy was moving along the bar, smiling and squatting down with those same magnificent legs spread, exhorting the bar revelers to stuff his thong with dollar bills.

	He had no shortage of takers. Sean wondered what he pulled in during an evening in tips alone. The bills were testing the elastic of the thong's waistband, and a few errant bills slipped to the stage. The boy discreetly snatched them up and held them in his hand as he made his way down the lascivious receiving line, letting the patrons dip their hands inside the thong to ensure what he had on display was real. Sean assumed it was--no way to fake that. He also let them pat his ass, running their hands over its smooth contours. When Sean watched one guy wet his finger and slip it inside the boy's butt, he decided he'd had enough.

	This wasn't for him. It never was.

	He climbed down from the barstool and headed into the summer night, perfumed with exhaust from the traffic, already heavy along Belmont and Halsted.

	* * * *

	Now it was time for the part Arliss hated the most (and the part he had to reluctantly admit was where he actually made his real money). Yes, boys and boys, it was time for him to "mingle," to "shake his moneymaker" and pray it didn't fail him.

	With dancing, he could at least go somewhere else, whether it was simply thinking about whether he should buy those jeans he had seen downtown at H&M or remembering a trip to St. Petersburg Beach with his mom when he was a kid. He could allow himself to simply respond to the music, to lose himself in it, turning down the whistles, the "Woofs," and the whispered come-ons to a dull roar.

	But when he had to move along the bar, hustling for tips, he was forced to engage with the customers (as Emmett would have said). He had to make true--and not fake--eye contact. He had to listen to whispered propositions in his ear as though he were hearing them for the first time, wearing an intrigued smile as if the whisperer was saying something new and not the same old tired lines he and his coworkers had heard a million times. Can I come backstage with you, man, I mean, you know, come, if you get my drift? What are you up to later, big boy? My boyfriend has nine inches, and we have a penthouse on Lake Shore Drive if you want to come by. I am so fucking alone, I need someone like you. You are the hottest thing I've ever seen. Let me show you how I can swallow that dick, take it up my ass, make you feel things you've never felt before. I have a Platinum American Express card with your name on it. I have T. I have G. I have X. What time do you get off? I mean, really get off? Arliss would throw back his head and laugh or pretend to actually consider their propositions or even occasionally reach out and stroke a grizzled face, pretending he found it hot while all the while thinking how he couldn't wait to get back to the dressing room and its sink and disinfectant soap.

	But the guys ate it up. And in the six months Arliss had been an official employee of the club, he had yet to run across a man who detected he wasn't really feeling the image he projected. And when they ate it up, they threw money at him (or creased it and placed it in the crack of his ass or under his balls). Arliss didn't really like it when they grabbed his dick, fondled his balls, or fingered his ass, but it was all part of a day's work for him, and he knew if he was going to make serious money, he had to at least pretend to enjoy it. And once he leapt from the bar and moved into the crowd, the gropes got more serious, but often, so did the size of the tips. Arliss knew if he acted his part well, he could walk out with two or three hundred dollars in his pocket, sometimes more, especially on weekend nights.

	And that's what he had to tell himself as he moved down the bar, staring at the faces of these men who jeered, laughed, and never once saw him as a human being, but only as an extension of their lust, their twisted need. Most of them were okay. Middle-aged guys who were probably just lonely and needed the boost they could get from a drink and a smile from a pretty boy. But some of them were downright creepy, like the guy two stools down with the pale blue eyes that were almost colorless, the shock of unkempt gray hair, and the sallow complexion. He sat, expressionless, holding up a folded twenty-dollar bill. The way he held the bill aloft, the boredom on his face, put Arliss in mind of a person holding a treat out for a dog--a dog he didn't much care for. Arliss almost wanted to pretend he didn't see him. There was something creepy and, worse, dead in his weird eyes, but the allure of the cash proved to be too much. He squatted before the creep, who proceeded to crook his finger at him, like Arliss was his servant. Arliss moved closer so he could whisper in his ear. Arliss placed his ear near the guy's thin lips, expecting to be propositioned, to be told there was a lot more where the twenty came from. It wouldn't be the first time.

	"You're a worthless piece of shit."

	Arliss was too stunned to do much as the guy wet his finger and slipped it up his butt. He then withdrew it and crammed the twenty up his ass, almost beyond where Arliss could reach it. He grabbed Arliss's arm almost painfully, pulling him close enough that he could smell the guy's sour breath, and whispered, "You'll just clean the shit off of it, won't you? Just like you clean the shit off all the guys' dicks that go up your diseased ass...you fucking whore."

	Arliss felt like an electric jolt passed through him with the pointed cruelty of the words. For several moments he just stopped, doing something he had never done. He lost the smile, the painted-on expression of having fun, and simply stared at the man, wondering why he had picked him to be the target of his cruelty.

	And then, like the trouper he was, the mask slipped back into place. Arliss smiled once more and continued down the bar.

	There was one younger guy sitting just a few more stools down Arliss had seen earlier and really wanted to flirt with...and not just pretend. He had noticed him as he danced and couldn't help but think how out of place he looked here at Tricks. He was good-looking in a geeky sort of way, with straight, dark brown hair, a baby face, and dark-framed glasses. Unlike almost everyone else in the bar, who were dressed more casually, he wore a light blue button-down shirt with a red-and-blue striped tie hanging loose around his neck.

	Arliss picked up immediately that the guy knew he didn't belong here, but more than that, he was sad. There was something in his face that aroused something in Arliss. Compassion maybe?

	But just as he managed to yank the twenty out of his ass and continue his way down the bar, he saw the guy get up quickly and leave. In that flash of movement, no more than a second or two, he could see the disgust on the guy's face and felt a flash of crimson heat rise to his own.

	But there was no time to tell him to wait, that he did this just for the money, that he hated having currency stuffed up his butt, because all Arliss saw was a flash of the guy's broad back as he pushed through the crowd and out the door.

	Arliss lit up his face with another smile and winked at the next guy along the bar, but he couldn't seem to take his gaze away from the door, wondering about missed opportunities.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Arliss returned to the dressing room, feeling a little disoriented and worn-out. All that mingling, smiling, being groped, laughing at jokes he didn't think were funny, and pretending to seriously consider come-ons from guys old enough to be his father had exhausted him. Dancing always did that. It was as though having all that attention focused on him drained the life out of him. For most of the guys working at Tricks, the opposite seemed to be true.

	Antonio had finished for the night, although the way he was dressed, Arliss would have thought the guy was ready to strut out and do another set. The Puerto Rican wore painted-on skinny jeans, combat boots, and a torn camouflage tank top that showed off his olive complexion, ripped muscles, and tattoos. He was sitting in one of the folding chairs that faced the bank of mirrors and looked up when Arliss came in. He regarded Arliss in the mirror.

	"You look exhausted, dude."

	"Is it that obvious?" Arliss struggled out of the black thong, kicked it into a corner, and stood naked, lighting up a cigarette. Nudity back here was no big deal. In fact it was so common, street clothes often stood out more.

	"Yeah, my friend...it's that obvious. You want a little pick-me-up?" Antonio opened an eyeglass case in which he had secreted a little glass pipe, darkened to black in places with crystal meth residue. He held the pipe out to Arliss, along with a lighter. "Miss Tina will make it all better." He chuckled.

	Arliss frowned. "You know I don't do that shit. And besides, Emmett will have your ass if he sees you with that back here. Put it away!"

	Antonio smirked, and Arliss couldn't deny how badass sexy the expression looked on his face. Antonio closed the case and stuffed it into his messenger bag. "Don't be such a prude. You're about the only one of us doesn't enjoy a little tina on occasion."

	"Yeah, well, I've seen how bad it can be when that shit goes south." Arliss had a sudden vision of a dirty, darkened apartment and three naked guys, one of them lying on the floor, white as alabaster, eyes rolled back in his head while a trickle of blood seeped from his nose. He shivered, purging the image quickly from his mind. He reached for his bottle of Stoli and took a swig from it.

	"You think that shit's any better, man?" Antonio pointed to the vodka.

	"I don't know. Maybe, if I'm lucky, it will take longer to kill me."

	"Nice."

	Arliss looked around the cramped space he had called his second home for the last six months. Jesse was getting ready to go out on stage, doing his goth schtick tonight, his face made up in clown white, black lips, and his eyes ringed like a raccoon. Right now he had on just a black leather jockstrap, but he would add a cape lined in red satin before he made his entrance. He was doing push-ups under the assumption this last-minute pump would make his pitiful muscles appear larger. Good luck with that.

	Emmett was seated next to Milton (aka the Cobra), an African American dancer with a shaved head and skin the color of dark chocolate. The two had their heads pressed together and were whispering intently. Arliss was too tired to wonder what, or who, they were talking about. Milton had been there the longest and was Emmett's main confidant.

	Arliss shook his head. He knew most of the dancers, once they were done here, would head out into the hot summer night, looking to burn off some of the nervous energy they had built up by performing. The more leather inclined would head to places like Touché, farther north, and the younger ones would stay closer, at bars like Sidetrack or Roscoe's.

	Once upon a time, Arliss would have been right there with them, drinking and fucking the night away, awakening the next morning in a stranger's bed while one, two, or more guys snored nearby. It had been fun for a while, but like everything else, the routine just got old. One-night stands, backroom sex, and getting completely shitfaced had quickly lost their charm. Without any emotional connection, the sex became boring if Arliss wanted to be honest--no different than snarfing down a cheeseburger or taking a dump.

	He finished up his smoke, dressed in a pair of cargo shorts, Bon Temps football T-shirt, and flip-flops. He wadded up his tips and stuffed them into one of his pockets. Antonio noticed.

	"I'm tellin' you, you gotta be more careful with them tips. You gonna get robbed some night. Don't you know there are guys out there just waiting for idiots like you to take a shortcut down an alley?"

	"I know. I know." Arliss grinned.

	"You wanna come out with me? Gonna grab a cab and head on up to Uptown. There's some guys having a little party. Half a dozen, last I heard, and a good ratio of tops to bottoms." Antonio grinned and winked. "I'm sure you'd be more than welcome."

	Arliss knew exactly what the party would involve--PnP, or party and play. Everyone would be using tina and each other, that is, if the drug didn't make their dicks limp. Dark, dirty rooms, TV pumping out porn, and a steady stream of guys culled from online sites like Manhunt and Adam4Adam would be the main attractions of this "social gathering." And the party would go on well into the next day, maybe even the next night if there was enough of the drug to go around.

	Arliss had seen enough of such scenes. Even at twenty-one, he was sick of them.

	"Thanks, Tony. Maybe another time."

	"Got a date?" Antonio laughed and licked his lips. "Some hot daddy takin' you out?"

	Arliss just shook his head. "Something like that. See you next week. Try and get some rest."

	"Right. Rest. What's that?"

	Arliss took a quick look around the dressing room and then headed out through the stage door into the night. The door opened into an alley, and immediately Arliss was hit with the sweet, rank smell of the garbage in the dumpster next to the door and the odors of exhaust coming from heavy Friday night traffic in the neighborhood. A rat scurried along the brick surface of the alley. Arliss watched it acrobatically scale the dumpster and dive into a rodent version of Old Country Buffet.

	What was he going to do with his night? He stood, looking up at the sky. The city lights lent it an almost sickly orange hue, blocking out the stars. In spite of feeling a bit exhausted from dancing and mingling with the crowd, he knew it wouldn't work for him to go home and sleep. And he couldn't deny that all the vodka he had drunk left him a little buzzed and horny. He considered briefly and just as quickly tossed out the idea of heading to the bathhouse a little farther north. He pictured the listless guys, towels around their waists, endlessly cruising the bathhouse's mazelike corridors, each plywood door opening into a closet-sized room where dim light revealed a man lying on a single bed, facedown, ass up, and waiting. Again, the kind of anonymous sex he'd find there was fast losing its charm. What am I? Arliss wondered. Already jaded at twenty-one? That's sad, dude.

	He emerged from the alley onto Broadway and encountered throngs of people crowding the street, many of them young gay guys like himself, full of optimism here at the beginning of the weekend, drifting from bar to bar in hopes of finding that elusive something or someone that would make them happy.

	Arliss wasn't so sure happiness existed. He was certain, however, that he wasn't going to find it at the bathhouse, or the bars, or even in his own apartment, where he'd be up all night, like it or not, listening to his roommates as they brought various tricks home, had noisy sex with them, and then headed out for more.

	It was hot. Brutally hot, as only Chicago in summer could be. It sometimes even surprised Arliss, who had grown up in central Florida. The humidity even now, late at night, was thick enough to feel like a wad of damp cotton surrounding him.

	And the heat made Arliss think there was only one place he wanted to be: by Lake Michigan. Only a few blocks east along Belmont lay the cool, calm water of the lake, and Arliss knew he could be alone there, or what passed for alone in this teeming city, maybe catch a breeze as he sat along the concrete wall that ran along the lakefront. He could wade into the chilly water if he had a mind to, come down from the night's exhilaration, let the exotic dancer mask dissolve into fishy, relentlessly surging water.

	Arliss lit another cigarette and headed east. A crescent moon guided his path.

	* * * *

	Sean had tried Roscoe's. He had tried Hydrate. He had even tried Little Jim's. He had the idea that maybe, in one of these bars lining this gay epicenter, he would find someone or something that would take his mind off his recent breakup. He thought in one of these shiny, flashy, loud, and teeming gathering spots, he'd discover someone who could make him stop feeling sorry for himself, maybe even--dare he hope?--make him laugh.
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