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For Bruce, who has always been just the right size—for me.


Part One


Chapter One

“I like fat men.”

“You like big butts?”

“I cannot lie.”

Caden and his therapist laughed together over the song reference, both old enough to remember Sir Mix-A-Lot’s 1992 rap hit “Baby Got Back.” Camille D’Amico reined in her laughter abruptly, pushing her tortoiseshell glasses back up on her nose and fussing with her frizzy halo of brown hair. She adopted a serious expression. “So you’re attracted to heavier men. Is that a problem?”

“Not really a problem, I guess. It’s just that I wonder why. I mean, look at me.”

Caden stood up, turned around slowly, and sat back down in the comfortable overstuffed chair facing Camille. He knew what he was displaying—a very trim, tight five-foot-eleven frame upon which not even an ounce of fat rested. In the dictionary, if one looked up the word “lean,” there was Caden’s picture, the perfect illustration. He rubbed his hands over his black buzz cut and then brought one hand down to the stubble of his just-coming-in beard. Not only was he very fit, he was a very handsome thirty-year-old man.

“What?” Camille asked. “You think you’re too good for a guy with a few extra pounds on his frame? Think you’re slumming if you take a walk on the fat side?”

Caden shook his head and put up his palms in self-defense. “No, no, that’s not it at all. I don’t think I’m better, not by any stretch. I’m just wondering why, lately especially, I’ve been drawn to heavier men.”

“Is this something new for you?”

“Not really, but it’s only something I’ve been acting on in the past few months. I have this friend, Bobby, who I usually go out with and he’s, well, he can be kind of superficial…” Caden’s voice trailed off as he thought of his gorgeous friend, who looked a lot like the porn star, Dawson, with a trim build, cut abs, closely shorn auburn hair, and luminous gray eyes. The difference between Bobby and Dawson was that Bobby was much choosier than Dawson, although perhaps no less promiscuous—no mean feat when one considered one of Dawson’s films was entitled Dawson’s 50-Load Weekend. Anyway, this session was supposed to be about Caden, not Bobby. “And he always gives me a hard time about wanting to meet, as I said, heavier men.”

“And this Bobby’s opinion is important to you?”

“He’s my best friend.”

“Important enough that you would alter going after what you really want for him?”

Camille’s question stopped him short. He’d never really thought of it that way. Why did it matter what Bobby thought? So what if he didn’t approve of the bearded redhead he met online and invited over last week? And what business was it of Bobby’s if he liked to peruse the profiles at footballplayerbuild.com?

Obviously, it bothered him enough to bring it up here today with Camille, whom he had been seeing for the past three weeks. His visits to her were his thirtieth birthday present to himself. He hoped to figure out why, at age thirty, he had yet to find a relationship that lasted more than three dates.

He had begun wondering if there was something intrinsically wrong with him. He was a good catch—at least that’s what his mother told him—but on paper, he did look good. No one could argue with that. He was handsome, having inherited his mother’s Sicilian olive complexion, black hair, and eyes that ranged from amber to green. His nose was strong, patrician, some might say (his mom again, anyway). He wasn’t a bodybuilder, but years of running four to six miles four to six days a week, along with summertime lakefront bike rides, had given him a good, solid build.

And it wasn’t just in the looks department where he thought he had a lot to offer. He had a good head on his shoulders. That he got from his late father, who had been a fully tenured professor of English literature at Northwestern University in Evanston before passing away unexpectedly one morning in the bathroom of a heart attack. That same head on his shoulders had given him, if not a stellar job, a solidly respectable and reliable one as a copywriter at a medical association in downtown Chicago. He had been there since graduating from Northwestern nine years ago, starting out as an editorial assistant on one of their trade journals.

So why did he feel the need to try to apply the same standards Bobby applied to his own dates, standards that could be summed up by Bobby with the initials FG, which stood for “fucking gorgeous”? If a man was not FG, so Bobby’s rationale went, he was not worth fucking.

Sometimes Caden wondered why he had Bobby as a best friend. But he could be hilarious at times, and he could be a lot of fun. Caden on his own in a bar was a wallflower, but with Bobby, some of his charm and charisma, the devil-may-care attitude, rubbed off on Caden.

Plus, going out with Bobby usually meant he would hook up with one of Bobby’s FG prospects’ fucking gorgeous friends. Because, as Bobby always said, “The hot ones travel in packs.”

Caden shook his head and looked at the therapist, who was sitting patiently, waiting. “What did you ask me again?”

“I asked you if Bobby’s opinion was more important to you than getting what you want.” Camille cocked her head.

“No, no, of course not.” He answered too quickly.

“You know,” Camille said, “I’m like what’s in your own head. There’s no need in here to try and come up with what you think is the right answer. No need to censor yourself. Do I need to remind you there’s no judgment here?”

“No.”

“So, I won’t ask you about Bobby’s opinion again, but I do want you to think about your answer.”

“Why?”

“Because you brought up your attraction to heavy men for a reason.” Camille shrugged. “It doesn’t matter so much what the reason is, so much as it matters what you think about it. Look, people are attracted to other people for all sorts of reasons, and there’s no right or wrong way to be attracted. Take my mother—please!” Camille laughed. “Ever since my father passed away a few years ago, she’s been all about younger men. And I am not talking forties and fifties here. I’m talking about much younger, your age, Caden, and even in their twenties. Mom’s sixty, but she’s a knockout.”

“Cougar?” Caden asked.

“Use that word around her and you might get your eyes scratched out. Anyway, my point is that it’s what she likes, and even though I did question it at first, especially when she was having me meet guys who were younger than I was, it wasn’t my call to make. Attraction is subjective—totally.”

“You’re right.”

Camille laughed. “I’m not looking for affirmation. I just want to understand why you chose to bring up this particular attraction with your therapist.”

And Caden realized he’d like to know the reason himself. If he could only get a handle on it, a love handle, if you will. He shook his head, censoring his inner Kathy Griffin.

The therapy session failed to illuminate the rationale for Caden’s attraction, and he left Camille’s office with homework not on why he was attracted to heavy guys, but why he felt that mattered.

It didn’t matter, did it?


Chapter Two

Bobby slid next to Caden, who was standing next to the wall on a crowded Friday night at Sidetrack. The huge video bar, the jewel among dozens of gay bars clustered along Halsted Street and the epicenter of the gay community’s nightlife in Chicago, was the first stop on their weekly Friday night pub crawl.

“There you go.” Bobby thrust a bottle of Bud Light into Caden’s hand and smiled at him.

“Thanks.” Bobby took a swig of the beer and wondered if putting in a couple of extra miles in the morning during his lakefront run would be enough to rid him of the calories. This was his third beer.

Sidetrack was lively this Friday night at the tail end of autumn. Bobby and Caden stood on a riser overlooking the main bar. Several screens of various sizes throughout the place were predictably playing the video for Lady Gaga’s “Born This Way,” a song that like “I Will Survive” was guaranteed a long and healthy life in gay establishments. Above the pounding beat was the music of male conversation, ice clinking in glasses, and the occasional burst of laughter.

A man edged by them on his way to the bar. He could have been a model for Abercrombie and Fitch—a perfectly chiseled face with just a touch of five o’clock shadow, warm brown eyes, and a build that was headed toward that of professional wrestler John Cena. He was outfitted in a leather bomber jacket (too warm for the night, but it looked hot in every respect), a pair of faded green cargo pants, and a form-fitting white T-shirt that Caden supposed had to have been at least 50 percent spandex. It showed off his massive pecs to good advantage.

“Hey, how’s it goin’?” Bobby asked, his voice a full register deeper than his regular tone.

The guy stopped and eyed Bobby up and down. Caden witnessed the approval—no, make that lust—in the guy’s eyes. “Great.” He flashed a smile that revealed perfect teeth so white they put Caden in mind of Tic Tacs. “Just on my way to get a drink. You gonna be here for a while?”

“Why don’t you come back after you get your whistle wetted and find out?”

The guy laughed as though Bobby was the new David Sedaris and said he would do just that.

Caden turned to Bobby. “So does this mean I will soon be on my own again?” He glanced down at his watch. “It’s only nine. I thought I’d have you to myself for a little while longer.”

“Oh, don’t be such a Klingon, Caden. You know the law of the jungle—if one of us finds a man, all bets are off. Right?”

“Right.” Caden took another swig of his beer, knowing already the predictable outcome of the evening. He wondered why he chose to go out with Bobby since he almost always ended up going home alone. That was, if Caden’s romance du jour did not have a buddy for him to hook up with. Caden wasn’t even sure he was in the mood for that, anyway.

“Besides,” Bobby said, “I don’t know if the guy will even come back. And if he does, who knows if it’ll go anywhere. He could be a complete idiot, or supremely self-centered, looking as hot as he does, or—God forbid—a Republican.” All three, according to Bobby, were causes for dismissal, yet somehow defined pecs and a killer smile always seemed to trump Bobby’s so-called standards.

Caden returned to scanning the mostly male crowd (there were a few “Graces” here and there, out with their “Wills”) and watching Gaga and trying to determine the secret of her mysterious allure. The woman probably looked like a real plain Jane when she woke up in the morning, but her obvious slavish devotion to wigs and haute couture bordering on costumes (as Caden had learned as a seasoned viewer of Project Runway) elevated her to something irresistible to look at, at once ethereal and gritty.

Bobby whispered in his ear. “See anything you like? Any prospects on the horizon?”

Bobby did have his eye on one guy, down on the lower level at one of the high-topped tables, talking with a couple of friends. He stood out because he was not built like most of the guys here, who were, to a man, either too skinny or too pumped up to register on his attraction meter.

This guy seemed comfortable in his own skin, and Caden liked the way he threw back his head and laughed when one of his buddies said something funny. Unlike most of the other guys in Sidetrack that night, he did not show any signs that he was conscious of his appearance. Caden liked that he wore comfortable clothes, a cotton sweater of faded blue-gray, and a simple pair of carpenter pants, most likely Carhartt. He peered over the rail and saw the guy’s feet were encased in work boots. Ah. A blue-collar man. A working guy. Just my type. Caden also liked his tousled blond hair, which revealed fetching layers of color that went from almost brown, to wheat, to pale blond, to nearly platinum, yet revealed no indication, Caden thought, of the attentions of a hairdresser. And what put him on the “edge of glory” was the crowning touch: a thick beard, not manicured into tortured geometric lines.

And he was blessedly overweight. Not fat. But a bit of gut protruded, and his thighs, in denim, looked like tree trunks. When he turned around, he revealed an ass of ample proportions, the kind Caden could just imagine as two perfect, creamy-white spheres made for grasping and pulling apart.

“Is it hot in here?” Caden shouted in Bobby’s ear. He took a gulp of beer and fanned his hand in front of his face.

Bobby came back with, “No. But from the way you’re gazing dreamily into the crowd, I am betting you’ve spied some man candy who’s making your temperature rise, if not something else.” Playfully, Bobby grabbed Caden’s crotch, testing. Caden slapped his hand away. Bobby was his best friend and had been for years, perhaps due to the fact that neither of them had ever crossed the line that would allow one to enjoy the other on sexual terms. “Come on, you can tell Daddy. Which one is it?” Bobby gazed out at the crowd. “The black guy that looks a bit like Ty Diggs? Or maybe that shaved head at the bar, with the ass that looks like you could rest a tray on it?”

“Nah.” Caden looked at the object of his attraction once more, suddenly wishing Bobby’s Abercrombie stud would return, if only to free him up to at least make eyes at the blond. “There’s no one. Just checking things out.” Caden thought of his therapist, Camille, and wondered what she would have to say about Caden’s inability to admit who he was really lusting after.

Again, why would it matter what Bobby thought?

His ruminations were brought to a screeching halt when the Abercrombie guy returned with what looked like a glass of Scotch, neat, in his beefy paw. Ah. It’s just for show, Caden thought disapprovingly.

“Told you I’d come back,” he said to Bobby, pointedly ignoring Caden. “I’m Dreyfus. And you are?”

Dreyfus? Seriously? Caden stifled an urge to chuckle. He leaned over to Bobby and spoke into his ear. “I’m gonna hit the bathroom. I’ll be back in five minutes, and I’ll want a full report.”

Caden weaved through the crowd, which seemed to have grown exponentially since he and Bobby had arrived. He practically had to shove and elbow his way to the john. The restless sea of bodies, constantly shifting, offered no clear path.

The three beers pressed urgently as he finally made his way inside the high-tech confines of the main floor men’s room. Caden imagined his bladder as a balloon ready to pop.

With relief, he sidled up to the long trough urinal, and with no pretensions or shyness, hauled himself out of his jeans and let free the stream that had been threatening to erupt since he left Bobby standing along the wall. Surprisingly, he was alone. He sighed with relief, bracing himself with one hand on the wall above him and, with the other, hosing the stainless steel urinal. He closed his eyes with the pleasure of the simple release.

Perhaps because his eyes were shut and he was so completely absorbed in the simple act of urination, he didn’t hear someone else enter the restroom.

“Life’s simple pleasures are the best, huh?”

The deep voice jerked Caden’s eyes open. Startled, he turned toward the voice, dick still in hand and still working out those last few dribbles.

“Whoa! Didn’t come in here for a golden shower, for Christ’s sake.”

“Sorry!” Caden said, breathless with shame and embarrassment. He turned back to the urinal and shook himself off. Staring hard at the wall, he felt his face burning.

Of all people to come into the bathroom at just that moment, it had to be the object of his affection—the beefy blond. What a lovely first impression nearly pissing on another human being makes! Caden imagined if the guy saw him again around town, he would forever be “that guy who almost pissed on me at Sidetrack. And it wasn’t even a kinky thing!”

But Caden, in spite of all his mortification, was still enough of a gay man to use the opportunity to check out the blond’s equipment. Wasn’t that how it always was with gay men? A building could be burning down around you, you could be on the deck of a sinking ship, on an airplane hurtling toward earth, in the midst of a natural disaster—earthquake, tornado, or hurricane—and you’d still, if fate offered it, grab a gander at another guy’s dick.

Why, it’s only natural!

So he looked. And was somewhat calmed by what he saw, because Beefy Blond’s endowment matched the rest of him in eye and libido-pleasing pulchritude. It was not porn star huge nor beer can thick, but it was of ample size and girth, with a healthy purple helmet head, out of which issued a lovely golden stream. Yes, Caden’s momentary embarrassment was fading fast, replaced by an urge, inappropriate and perhaps legally actionable, to reach over and give that lovely cock a gentle pat or caress.

“Dude. You’re staring.”

And the embarrassment was back. Caden looked everywhere but into the eyes of Beefy Blond, who, he was sure, was either disgusted or amused, neither of which boded well for their future together as a couple.

Caden hurried out, trailed by the voice of the blond, yelling, “I didn’t mind!”

Two other guys were entering the bathroom as Caden exited, chattering to one another about the latest episode of The Walking Dead. Had it not been for them, Caden might have gone back in and apologized to the guy, tried to put things right so they might have a chance to talk.

That is, if the man wanted to talk to a guy who nearly sprayed him and then ogled his cock, barely able to keep the drool in his mouth.

Hey, maybe he was flattered.

Yeah, right.

Caden thought, if Bobby was willing, now might be a good time to beat a hasty retreat, cross the street, and go on over to Roscoe’s. He didn’t know if he could bear to see Beefy Blond again, bear to see what was sure to be a smirk branded across his handsome, bearded face.

When he returned to the spot where he and Bobby had stood, though, Bobby and his new friend Dreyfus appeared to have taken a powder. Disbelieving, Caden scanned the crowd, looking for some sign of Dreyfus’s distressed leather jacket or Bobby’s bright-red hoodie.

No luck.

Shit. He wouldn’t have just left me here, would he? Without even waiting to tell me what was up, to say goodnight? Caden rolled his eyes. This is Bobby you’re talking about here. Bobby with a fucking gorgeous guy. That combination ruled out common courtesy or, for that matter, even common sense.

Caden made his way up near the entrance, where there was a little more room, and texted Bobby with a single punctuation mark: “?”

He waited for a few minutes, eyeing a group of guys who looked barely old enough to be out of New Trier High School entering the bar. Guffawing loudly, they were already on their way to full-on drunkery. The guy on the door checked their IDs with a little flashlight and let them pass, apparently satisfied that they were over twenty-one, although to Caden’s thirty-year-old eyes, none of them looked a day over eighteen.

His phone made that little sound he could never describe but always recognized as a text arriving. He glanced down at his phone.

“Law of the jungle, buddy. Have a good night. Talk to you in the morning.”

Caden pushed his way out of the bar, disappointed at the turn the evening had taken. Outside, there was a party atmosphere on Halsted as scores of gay men made their way up and down the brightly lit, rainbow-pylon-lined avenue, all pumped up, the promise of a new weekend before them.

Anything could happen.

So why, suddenly, did Caden feel so left out? It was as though an invisible wall separated him from the Friday-night revelers. He felt alone, abandoned, and stupid. Not only had his best friend left him while he was in the bathroom, he had made a complete ass of himself in front of the one man out of a couple hundred or so he had felt attracted to.

This wasn’t the first time Bobby had pulled a stunt like this, and Caden knew that it certainly would not be the last.

So why do you put up with it? Don’t you deserve better? Caden wandered north on Halsted, asking himself questions he had asked a hundred times or more on previous nights just like this one.

I don’t know. He can be sweet sometimes. Caring. Underneath that thin veneer of superficiality was a person who was actually loyal. Really? Dependable. Seriously? Yes, yes, I know it sounds unbelievable, but it’s true. Caden thought of the many times that Bobby had cheered him up when things didn’t work out with yet another guy. He had even made like Caden’s mom and cooked him chicken soup when he came down with a cold.

Caden’s first impulse was just to go home. He knew a couple guys waited there for him, and he could hop into bed with them and have a very sweet and satisfying three-way.

Their names were Ben and Jerry.

He could put on one of his collection of tearjerkers, eat Chunky Monkey, and feel sorry for himself. What would be good tonight? Lana Turner in Imitation of Life, maybe? Or no, Barbara Stanwyck in Stella?

Caden couldn’t think of a more pathetic image than one of himself in bed, alone, on a Friday night before eleven, eating ice cream and watching an old movie. He might as well put a gun to his head and pull the trigger if that was all the life he had.

No, damn it, he would not be that pathetic loser! He would get some of what Bobby was probably getting right now (which, if he knew Bobby, involved his legs being flung acrobatically over some guy’s muscle-bound shoulders).

Determined, Caden headed north. Little Jim’s was only a few steps away. It was a low-key kind of place, definitely not the province of posers and twinks, and tonight, Caden wanted to find himself a real man. Besides, if there were no hot prospects, the bar always had hot porn going on their screens, and he could at least file away some fodder for a liaison with Mr. Thumb and his four sons later that night.

But…as God was his witness, there would be man flesh on the table tonight.


Chapter Three

Little Jim’s was perhaps the only bar on Halsted that had been untouched by gentrification. The Lakeview neighborhood around it, rehabbed by gays, couples or singles, was now occupied mostly by straight people, yuppie couples, and their offspring. The bars too had changed, becoming more like Sidetrack or Hydrate, with high-tech adornments and occupied by crowds that leaned toward younger and more clean cut.

Yet Little Jim’s, on the corner of Cornelia, had remained the same. You wouldn’t find any microbrews or fancy European drafts here. You’d be pushing your luck too if you dared ask for something like an appletini or even a Cosmo at the bar. Even though the ban on smoking in bars in Chicago had been in effect for several years now, the walls seemed to retain a nicotine cast, and Caden was certain, if he inhaled deeply, he could still smell the scores of cigarettes that had once been consumed on the premises.

The crowd too was as unpretentious as the bar. There were no pretty boys here, no Abercrombie couture, and no twinks. Here, heavier men, men who were over forty, and those whom God or a gym membership had not blessed with perfect masculine forms could feel at ease.

The latter, Caden supposed, was why he landed at Little Jim’s and not some other watering hole. In the back of his mind, he thought if there was a bar that Beefy Blond would end up in, it might be Little Jim’s.

Well, a guy could dream, right?

There were a couple of stools open at the bar, and Caden snagged one. It afforded not only a view of the bartender (a good-looking Daddy type who put him in mind of the actor Sam Elliott) but also of one of the video monitors, which was currently playing a lovely heartwarming scene: a tattooed guy with a shaved head and handlebar moustache was suspended in a leather sling. Multiple guys were making use of his alluring hole—too many to count, really, but the guy in the sling seemed to be taking on all comers, so to speak, with hearty abandon and good will. Why, Caden even imagined the guy would be smiling if he wasn’t getting his mouth stuffed full of cock in every shape, size, and color. And even though the sound was muted, Caden imagined that all the tops were whispering romantic endearments to the bottom, pledging loyalty and devotion, implying a lifetime of happiness awaited them, right after the next guy’s crack at his crack.

“Hot video, huh?”

Caden gave a little start at the voice beside him. He looked up from his beer to see a very cute guy about his own age leaning against the wall and boring into his eyes with chocolate brown ones. Caden was a little disappointed to see there was no real meat on the man. An up and down viewing revealed a trim build that probably weighed in at about 160 on what Caden would guess was about a five ten frame. The guy had short curly brown hair, a little lighter than his eyes, was clean shaven, and had a nice smile that revealed a little gap in his two front teeth. In other words, he was quite ordinary looking, and Caden surmised he might not have noticed the guy had he not spoken to him. Even his clothes did nothing to make him stand out from the rest of the crowd—a black-and-green plaid shirt topped off a pair of simple Levis.

“Yeah, I guess,” Caden responded to his question about the video. “Although I’d have to say I prefer a little more romance. What’s going on there doesn’t leave much room for that, does it?”

“No. And that’s exactly why it’s hot.” The guy shivered. “Just kind of gets me all worked up, thinking of taking on one guy after the other like that.” He grinned. “Mind if I sit down?”

Caden wasn’t sure if he did mind, though he didn’t want to be rude. But if this guy was into gangbangs and slings, he wasn’t sure there was much hope for the two of them. How could two ever be enough? “Sure, go ahead.” The guy sat down and slid his draft beer toward him, taking a pull off the mug.

“Hey, Chuck, how ’bout another shot?”

The bartender looked up from the glass he was drying. “Jack again?”

“You got it.” He turned toward Caden and asked, “You want anything?”

Caden noticed the smell of alcohol fairly poured off the guy. “Nah, I’m good.”

“I’m Matt.” He stuck out his hand and shook Caden’s. He had a nice, firm grip.

“Caden.”

“Really? That’s an unusual name.”

“I come from an unusual mother. She probably read it in one of her romance novels when she was pregnant.”

Matt paid the bartender for the shot.

Caden asked, “So you like that sort of thing? Ever done it?” Caden was curious and maybe a little intrigued. Although he did like a good Chunky Monkey, his leanings were definitely, almost strictly, in the realm of the vanilla.

Matt laughed. “God, no. Never been that lucky.” He looked over toward the mirror hanging above the bar for a moment. “That kind of shit really is more in fantasy land, you know? I don’t even know if I had the opportunity, I’d really actually go through it. Not unless I wanted to be wearing Depends by the time I’m forty!” He chuckled. “But it does look hot.”

Caden glanced around the bar and realized that Matt here was probably his best prospect for the night. He also realized he didn’t want to go home alone tonight. He couldn’t bear the thought of having Bobby call him the next day, waxing erotic about his hot night with that Dreyfus character, and he would have nothing to come back with. Caden mentally shrugged. Matt here, although not his dream date, could do nicely. He wasn’t beefy or blond, but he had his charms.

Caden just hoped he wasn’t too drunk.

The two men spent the next hour or so talking about the things two strangers talk about when they’ve just met in a bar—where each worked (Matt did underwriting reports for a large insurance company downtown), what each liked and didn’t like about their respective jobs, where they had gone to school, if they were from Chicago originally, what TV shows they followed, and how they kept in shape.

During the course of their conversation, the movie changed from the gangbang spectacular to a vintage Joe Gage porno from the 1970s, LA Tool and Die, of which both men approved—they both loved the hirsute guys on display and the freewheeling pursuit of pleasure. “Ah, those were the days!” Matt had sighed. Also, during the course of their conversation, Matt managed to down several more shots of Jack followed quickly by equal numbers of draft Michelob. Caden wondered how the guy could stand up, yet Matt’s eyes remained clear and his words—mostly—unslurred.

When they were reduced at last to staring at the video monitor over the bar, their legs surreptitiously touching and their breath coming just a little bit quicker, Caden was not surprised in the least to be propositioned.

Caden shivered as he felt Matt’s wet breath in his ear, shrugging up one shoulder because it tickled.

“Wanna come by my house? I live just a couple blocks away on Cornelia.”

The proposition came along with an aromatherapy of alcohol fumes on Matt’s part and a cloud of second thoughts on Caden’s. He knew, from what little conversation they had shared, that the pair of them had little in common. He also realized that the hour was growing late, the beefy blond had not appeared as he had hoped in Little Jim’s, and Bobby had left hours ago with his FG man of the night, about which, he was sure, he would hear endless details the next day.

Caden could stagger home with Matt, have quick, probably unsatisfying sex, exchange phone numbers that would never be called, and have perhaps a headache and an STD to show for it in the morning.

The choice was an easy one. Caden turned to Matt, smiled, and said, “Sure. You about ready?”

“I am so ready, handsome. Let’s go.”

*

Matt’s apartment on Cornelia was in a charmless four-story building Caden would have dated from the 1970s. It was basically a big box with a parking garage underneath. Briefly, he wondered what the architects were thinking when they put up these monstrosities. About the only charitable thing that could be said about them was that they lived up to their intended function—providing a home. But they looked so hideous, especially next to the elegant greystones and vintage apartment buildings also dotting the neighborhood.

The lobby was more of the same midcentury blandness—a bank of bronze-colored mailboxes on one wall, faux marble tile on the walls, stained beige carpeting on the floor, and a gilt-adorned chandelier with dusty teardrop crystals and strands of cobwebs running between its upright electric candles, about a third of which had burned out.

“Nice place,” Caden said, trying to put some conviction behind the words. Tacky or not, this was still someone’s home. Besides, he had not followed Matt back here to check out his building’s décor.

The two boarded the elevator, which was tiny, rattling and shimmying all the way to the fourth floor. Caden pretended to admire the gold-leaf wallpaper and smoked gold-vein mirror tiles as they arose, just so he wouldn’t have to look at Matt’s clenched-teeth, drunken grin.

It took a couple of tries for Matt to match key to keyhole at his front door. Caden waited politely, thinking how Matt smelled like a cross between a distillery and a brewery. It wasn’t exactly an arousing combo, yet he made no attempt to leave. You can, you know. You can just walk away. You could say something honest like, “Sorry, man, I’m just not into this” or even lie and say you aren’t feeling so hot or the old chestnut about realizing you have to get up really early in the morning. Why go through with this when, right now, you’re feeling hardly any attraction? Out of politeness?

Matt turned and grinned at him when he got the door open. Caden noticed the light sheen of sweat on his face. You can leave now before he pukes all over himself, or worse, you.

“Come on in,” Matt said, and Caden continued to be amazed at the clarity of his new friend’s words. It was like the signs of drunkenness were present in every other aspect save this one. Indeed, they had walked home looking like lovers, with their arms wrapped around the other’s waist. The truth was that this was Caden’s way of ensuring his friend did not stagger, or worse, fall down, as they made their way back to Matt’s apartment.

Go on, say it. Just tell him you’ll take a pass and you’re heading home. In spite of his inner dialogue, Caden felt powerless to do anything other than follow the guy inside. Whether it was out of an absurd sense of decorum or that he was simply horny and any cock would do didn’t really matter, because Caden knew he was going to go through with this as much as he knew he would regret it tomorrow.

Maybe if I get things over with really fast…

The apartment was utilitarian and very, very small, even for a studio. Matt revealed himself to have neither the alleged gay propensity for decorating nor neatness. One wall was taken up by a big picture window, through which the illumination from a streetlight showed through vinyl mini blinds. Beneath it was positioned a futon, still wearing its smashing outfit of striped sheets and a wadded up plaid comforter. For throw pillows, there were two actual bed pillows crouching at one end. The coffee table in front of it could have come out of central casting for “bachelor pad.” Its faux oak surface was hardly visible beneath the Giordano’s pizza boxes and numerous empty Michelob bottles and cans of Diet Coke. Wads of clothes occupied a lot of the floor space, and Caden took in Matt’s sad attempt at decorating—a Herb Ritts poster, unframed, tacked to the wall with pushpins.

A dead spider plant languished on the windowsill.

“Come on in and sit down,” Matt urged. “You want something to drink? I’m gonna get a beer.”

Caden wandered the few feet it would take to get to the couch and sat gingerly on it. A profusion of crumbs adorned the futon’s surface. Maybe we could just blow each other real quick, and I can be out of here in fifteen minutes—or less. That is, if I can get it up, or if he can…

Matt raised his eyebrows from across the room, where he stood poised at the smallest refrigerator Caden had seen outside of a dorm room. “Well? Beer?”

“Nah. I think I’ve had enough.” And so have you, he thought, but didn’t say.

Matt opened his beer, flinging the cap into the sink, and sat on the couch next to Caden. Caden turned his head, watching as Matt took a big swallow and thinking Matt’s next move would be to kiss him. After all, they both knew why he was here, right? Caden settled back into the futon, trying to ignore the crunching sound and the stiffness of the sheets beneath him.

Why does this futon smell like Old Spice? he wondered.

He spread his legs and let his head loll back, thinking he might be looking very seductive, especially to a drunk stranger at about one o’clock in the morning. He waited for the feel of Matt’s lips on his own. In no time, they would be tugging at each other’s zipper. Cocks would be produced, sucked, drained, and Caden could be mercifully on his way.

How blissfully romantic!

Except that’s not what happened. Caden opened his eyes to see Matt crouched on the floor beneath what appeared to be a forty-two-inch plasma screen TV, loading up the Blu-ray player beneath it. The TV was the only thing that looked new—and clean—in the entire apartment. Caden guessed Matt was putting in some mood-setting porn, and although the prospect was tawdry and sleazy, he was all for anything that would accelerate the inevitable.
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