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“Faggots!”

The shout came like a wild bark. 

It echoed between the skeletons of abandoned downtown department stores. The sound chased Colin and Matias into stomach-tightening terror. 

“Just fucking run,” Matias blurted. His face flushed red with fear. It was Colin’s first time seeing Matias scared. 

By the time he’d said run, Matias was already running himself. Colin ran alongside him, gasping for air. The faster he ran, the deeper he had to breathe the alley’s rancid garbage smell he’d been avoiding. No matter how much money you have, this is still Miami, Matias always warned Colin.

Colin concentrated on running faster, any faster. Any extra steps he could throw into his stride would improve his chances of surviving this. He’d kick his legs into super-turbo mode, if they had one. 

“Come back here, fags!” the voice echoed again, this time accompanied by running footsteps. The footsteps came closer and closer.

A lifelong Miami resident, Colin had been mugged once already. That wasn’t so bad. He’d handed over his wallet and gone home to replace his cards. Those were easy to replace, with private bankers and family concierges and all. The scariest things, though, were those that even his family’s bankers couldn’t help him with: like physical danger, and crazy people who wanted to kick your ass just because they imagined you were gay.

That voice screaming somewhere behind Colin and Matias wanted more than their wallets. It was definitely a Category 2 threat, one Colin couldn’t write off as just a loss of some money. All Colin could do, all Matias could do, was to run faster.

They weren’t even gay. They were just two guys taking a shortcut through an alley.  

Whoever was screaming didn’t care about logic, of course. A logician wouldn’t be in the alley hunting for homosexuals to harass. There was no reasoning with hate.

Colin gritted his teeth. He put the turbo-boost in his legs and feet, right through to his Tod’s driving shoes. Matias was already running a good two steps ahead of him. Despite being kind of chunky, that Matias kid was always faster than Colin. 

“Where you going, fags?” The taunt was closer. It had almost caught up with them. 

The threat wasn’t just an echo off of brick walls. It was right there, coming up on them. Colin and Matias’s night had gone from leisurely uneventful to grossly terrifying. 

Matias ran faster too. His red-and-white Chucks pounded on the pavement, quicker and quicker. Colin did all he could to keep up with him, even if he was running out of wind, even if breathing felt like sucking on a snorkel, one that had been taped shut. 

Streetlights of the main road shone ahead of them like the Promised Land. Colin ran faster, pacing his feet to the rhythm of Matias’s fast breaths. 

A foot-high pile of garbage blocked the end of the alley. Beyond the pile of garbage was the main road, the streetlights, civilization, maybe even the police.

At his last step before the garbage pile, Matias leapt up into the air, sailing over the banana peels and cardboard boxes. Colin took a deep breath, as if the air was going to help him levitate, and followed Matias’s leap over the garbage. 

Jump. Fly. Like in the movies. In that moment, soaring across a foot-high pile of trash in a Miami alley, Colin’s life felt like a video game. It was exciting. For once.

“Next time, fags!” the voice boomed behind them. It sounded feeble, for once. But if they were helpless again in that alley, it would’ve sounded just as immediately threatening.

Colin stopped. Catching his breath, he leaned down and braced his arms on his knees. 

Matias patted Colin’s back. His brown eyes carried Matias’s usual gentle mockery. Matias dispensed the half-insults that bromances were made of. “You’re pretty winded after like thirty seconds of running.”

Colin glanced up at Matias, staring into the orange glow of a street lamp, and the skyscrapers behind him. Miami Tower seemed to grow out of Matias’s curly brown hair. Matias’s round face was soaked in sweat, like Colin’s. “Yeah, Matias, you’re no Usain Bolt either.”

Matias shrugged. He used the back of his hand to push an avalanche of sweat off his forehead. “I’m more like Usain Dawdle.” He grinned. Colin honored Matias’s comedic talents with a golf clap.

“So do you agree with me?” Colin knew to work the situation to try to push through his agenda. It was just as his dad had always told him: when everyone else is shell-shocked, that’s when you take charge. 

The car-ride thing was a start to Colin’s perennial list of Matters To Be Discussed With Matias. Colin would use this chance to bring it up. Maybe Matias would finally agree to stop walking around the city like a couple of plebs.

“Do I agree with you what?” Matias stood with hands on hips, gray half-lit Miami skyline behind him. He was beautiful, in a classical sort of way.

“Do you agree with me,” Colin said, clearing his throat the same way his dad did when giving a speech, “that we should stop walking around the city like a bunch of — a bunch of itinerants — and start taking Uber, Lyft, anything other than our feet?”

“We’re twenty-three and totally out of shape, and your solution is that we become more sedentary?” Matias sounded like a professor of logic sometimes. Colin loved and hated that about him. 

“We’re Miami millennials who go clubbing and shopping.” Colin shook his head. “Be realistic. We’re not training for a triathlon here.”

“Reductio ad absurdum.” Matias shook his head and kicked a piece of stuck plastic off his shoe. Then he started walking again. “Nobody mentioned any triathlons. Not even biathlons.  Not any kind of thons. I just think walking isn’t bad for us.”

“I have two Amex Black cards with no spending limit, and a Visa with enough credit on it to buy a Miami condo — okay, a small condo, no ocean view, but still, a condo.” Colin looked up at the dark sky that had given him all this fortune, as if he was pleading not to be misunderstood, not to be taken for a regular person who needed to walk. “And you, Matias over here, you insist that we fucking walk everywhere!”

“Walking is healthy.” Three words. Three words were all Matias needed. He’d made his point. That was how Matias rolled.

“Getting gay-bashed in some alley doesn’t seem healthy at all.” Counterpoint, Colin. “I’m not much of a believer in leaving a good-looking corpse.”

“You know we could take defensive measures against that shit too.” Matias scanned the street and the alley and the buildings around them as if he were about to command a SWAT team.

“No, man. No guns.” Colin almost wanted to throw up just from saying that word. “No fucking guns in my home, in my life, anywhere.”

“Not guns. I’ve had enough guns around me.” Matias winced a little while shaking his head. “I just mean physical training. Joining a gym. Hitting the weights. Getting in shape.” Matias flexed his arms in a ridiculous-looking muscleman pose. 

“This isn’t a fucking Popeye cartoon, man.” Colin rolled his eyes. “Urban safety isn’t a matter of having muscles.”

“Did I open a can of spinach that I’m not aware of?” Matias stared wide-eyed at Colin. His huge brown eyes looked like they could consume oceans. “Did I somehow cite Popeye as an authoritative source?”

“I just mean — this is real life.” Colin made his best face of the world-weary adult. “Not a cartoon.” 

“You’re gonna tell me about real life, Colin Warner?” Matias smirked. 

Matias was probably going into one of those real life speeches he considered himself entitled to deliver. Yes, Matias had grown up in Hialeah and attended the University of Miami on a full need-based scholarship. And somehow he believed that made him an expert on anything that he construed as “how the real world works”: everything from hand-to-hand-combat to, well, anything and everything else that he could construe as “the real world.” 

Colin never said it out loud, but he wasn’t all that clueless. Growing up rich was a blindfold in some ways, but eye-opening in others. His upbringing had given him the chance to see more of the world than most twenty-three-year-olds had seen, that was for sure.

“Being physically fit isn’t a be-all end-all defense, Matias.” Colin sighed. “No matter how much you’re about to mock me for not having grown up poor, for never having gone dumpster-diving — I’m sorry, I admit I never had that experience — I do have some concept of reality.”

“Reality, Colin Warner style!” Matias yelled out. He spread his arms wide like wings and ran down the sidewalk, then banked his whole body to the right and ran back to Colin.

“What is that even supposed to be?” Colin couldn’t help but grin as he shook his head in disapproval. “An airplane?”

“It’s you. With your head in the clouds.” Matias triumphantly outstretched his arms, extending even his fingertips. He wiggled his head as if he were somehow making his way through a cloud. 

“And it’s your private jet!” Matias shouted again. “Or your dad’s private jet. Doesn’t really matter which, does it now?” Matias broke out in laughter and took off for another round of wings-outstretched flying down the sidewalk.

Matias knew Colin’s secrets. After having lived with him for five years, Matias was as familiar with Colin’s family wealth and status as he was with the sight of Colin’s bare ass.

“You don’t have to announce that so loudly.” Colin sighed. Matias was allowed to know Colin’s wealth, but it wasn’t such a great thing to shout from the rooftops — especially when standing on a Miami street corner at midnight.

“Why not, man?” Matias Air Flight 1 suddenly stopped in its tracks. Matias even retracted his wings. His lips tightened and he looked a little bit embarrassed. “Isn’t it obvious from looking at you, Colin, Colin Warner—” Matias very obviously looked Colin up and down— “that you’re a rich kid? Like they say, a child of privilege?” 

At least Matias didn’t start singing that awful song, “Fortunate Son.” That song, with its lyrics about being a senator’s son, had been written just to torment Colin.

“Some private matters are just better not to announce on dark street corners at night, alright?” Colin sighed and shook his head. He played up at being the streetwise and world-weary one of the two. That was a pretty good feeling, even if it wasn’t well founded in reality.

“Alright.” Matias extended his wings again. “Stealth Gulfstream G650 private jet ready for departure. Let’s go home, shall we?” He shook his wings like a duck shaking off water, then pointed his head and whole body toward the phallic hulk of their condo building up ahead.

Chucks shuffled and scuffled on the pavement. Wings still extended, Matias ran toward their building. Or actually, it was just their condo, not their entire building. Or actually, it was just Colin’s condo, but Matias had lived there with him since their third year of college, so it was pretty much Matias’s too. 

They’d been university-assigned dorm roommates for their first two years, so why not keep a good thing going? 

Colin had talked Matias out of insisting to pay some rent back then, and he was going to talk Matias out of this dumb Luddite “let’s walk” idea now. 

Matias was only jogging toward their building, not running full-speed, but Colin struggled to keep up. Maybe joining a gym wouldn’t be such a bad idea.
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“I fucking love how you still wear your gym shorts for this.” The man’s soft, fat hands ran over Duke’s legs. 

Duke shut his eyes just enough to see what was going on below his waistline, but not enough to make it too traumatizing. 

He knew what to do to earn his keep. He pumped his dick in and out of the man’s face. 

The man moaned and sucked and slurped hard on Duke’s cockhead.  The man’s cologne and office sweat almost smelled stronger than the gassy stink of the gym’s parking garage.

The man spat Duke’s dick out of his mouth and looked up at Duke’s face. He reached down inside the pants of his tailored suit and started jerking his own dick. Then he spoke up to Duke: “Now slap me. Tell me I’m a cocksucking fag.”

Slapping was out of the question. It triggered Duke the wrong way. There was all that stuff about his past. And it gave a self-hating, closeted, usually rich and powerful dude a bit of pretty horrible blackmail material against the semi-homeless guy whose dick he’d just sucked in a parking garage. A guy like that could accuse Duke of assault or worse. People would do anything. They did.

“Cocksucking fag!” Duke yelled down at the man, trying to sound convincingly hateful and homophobic. 

The man was jerking his dick frantically now and sucking Duke’s dick even harder. He grabbed at Duke’s ass with one hand and gave a thumbs-up with his other hand. That was usually the signal for more verbal humiliation.

“Suck my dick, faggot,” Duke growled. That sounded convincing. One day, if he got his life together, maybe he could be a Hollywood actor, the one who always played the pissed-off homophobe.

The man gasped, sucking harder on Duke’s dick. His hand under his pants sped-up its jerking and his face flushed red with orgasm. Their faces would always stay just as red after orgasm, once the shame set in. Duke just had to collect his money before they ran away.

The man’s whole body pulsed in orgasm. He twirled his tongue on Duke’s cockhead. Duke moaned in feigned ecstasy.

When the man breathed a hot, exhausted breath onto Duke’s cock and let it slip out of his mouth, Duke knew to broach the question. He extended his open palm downward and said as nonchalantly as he could, “Hundred dollars, please.” 

He tried to act like a tollbooth employee. Or a bottled water vendor. He wasn’t judgmental. He wasn’t going to make anybody feel bad about what they were buying and why they were buying it. He just wanted the money. 

It was only a hundred bucks for these guys. Maybe fifteen minutes of their billable time. An hour of it if they were really “poor.” When they ran away without paying, it wasn’t the money that they didn’t want to spend. It was the rubbing-it-in that got to them: the confirmation that not only were they sucking dick voluntarily, but they were paying money for it. The money they paid was the uptight, suit-clad, girlfriend-and-wife-having, deeply closeted men’s tangible, monetary confirmation that they were nothing more than cocksucking fags.

A hundred bucks went far for Duke. If he sucked ten dicks, a thousand was the monthly check he sent for Sam. Or for the woman to deposit in her bank account, anyway — and for Duke to hope it was for Sam. Even if Duke wasn’t officially Sam’s father, even if his son had never heard of Duke, even if Duke’s biological fatherhood was only by virtue of a desperate trip to a strip club thinking he could make himself straight, supporting his son was the least he could do.

The soft fat hand reached into the charcoal-gray suit pants pocket and put a hundred in Duke’s hand, together with putting a blank nod in the direction of Duke’s face. Eyes firmly downcast, the man got up from his crouch and got the hell out of that parking-garage bathroom, probably back to his Tesla, his Boca Raton four-bedroom, and his wife.

A hundred dollars richer, Duke breathed easier. His evening shift upstairs was starting soon. Eighteen bucks an hour, but there was a free shower before and after, some high-end toiletries he could indulge in like a feted prince, and most importantly, a lot more closeted dudes who’d ask him what it would take for them to suck his dick. “Fitness” clients: some of them even dropped the fitness training part, because the dick was all they were after. 

Early mornings and late evenings were the time to get male clients. Mid-day, Biscayne Fitness was full of women — women who just wanted to get in shape. Female clients would ask him out for coffee, but would never, ever, offer to pay a hundred bucks to suck the trainer’s dick. Women were better than that.

Upstairs, the shower washed off the nasty feeling of some Bvlgari-smelling real estate broker’s hungry mouth. Hot water felt amazing. Miami was always hot, ambient hot, but still, a hot shower wasn’t free to come by. 

The shower faucet labeled H sat there glistening, heavy and ornate like a ship’s wheel, the kind of ship’s wheel Duke had imagined steering as a kid. He cranked it all open and let it pour down. 

Showering was Duke’s regular moment of respite, between living in the parking garage, sucking dicks for money, and soliciting clients out on the gym floor. In those moments, he could pretend he was a normal person. He could pretend he was on his way home from a respectable job, that he had a respectable husband, that he was alright with himself. With his eyes half-closed and water splashing down, he could almost wish it into being. Almost.

His phone alarm chimed. Five minutes to go before his next training appointment. That was plenty of time to dry off, throw on his clothes, put on socks and shoes, and go out to the gym floor with a friendly, slightly solicitous smile. 

A wall of cooled air hit him when he walked onto the gym floor. The locker rooms were temperature controlled to a good five degrees warmer than the gym floor, because of course they were. 

This was Biscayne Fitness. These people’s lives were perfect.

“I’m Duke Jones.” Duke contorted his face into his realest fake look of fitness enthusiasm. He needed to look like Mister Motivation for helping spoiled gay men get into shape. “So who’s got the training appointment with me?”

Of the two specimens standing all pussy-footed in front of Duke, the browner, beefier one looked like he’d actually been to a gym before. His pretty-boy boyfriend or sponsor or whatever looked like he might’ve seen a gym from the window of his favorite nail salon. 

Whatever. He’d train them one and train them all. The only problem was that if these two were together, they were already getting their willies suctioned, and there wasn’t much chance of them engaging Duke’s services downstairs.

“Both of us,” the beefier dude said. Apparently he spoke for the both of them. The other one was probably his bitch-boy.

“Alright. That’s cool.” Duke nodded. Sure. That was cool. 

The gym paid Duke the same eighteen bucks an hour for training two dudes instead of one, even if they charged each of the dudes the same hundred bucks an hour each. Two hundred an hour for the gym, eighteen an hour for Duke. But that was business or capitalism or whatever they were calling it. 

Duke hadn’t gotten paid any more in his MMA days when they sold more t-shirts or packed the crowd, and it was the same now at the gym. Bonuses were for bosses.

“We’re just looking to get into better shape,” the blonde, blue-eyed one pleaded. 

It was like he was trying to justify himself, justify being in a gym. He didn’t want anyone to think that his body wasn’t already perfect. 

Blondie was infatuated with his own looks. He probably would have hired himself as his own rentboy. He was getting Duke’s training at a hundred bucks per hour per person, times two. 

On top of that he and his boytoy had to pay a five-hundred-dollar monthly gym membership, each. Blondie would’ve been able to afford whatever he would’ve charged himself for his own presence.

“I mean we go walking, but—” Brownie blurted out. Seriously, these dudes are what, twenty, and they go walking, and then get personal trainers? They must’ve fast-forwarded thirty years to the lifestyle of rich fifty-year-old gay dudes, Ritter Lehman grade. “Yeah. Some strength training wouldn’t hurt.”

“Alright!” Duke clapped his hands together. “How much athletic experience do you have? What’s your fitness level?”

“I played high school soccer.” Brownie shrugged. “Not the major leagues or anything, but we did some weights and stuff. Of course, that ended five years ago.”

“Cool.” That was the most neutral thing Duke could say. It was the usual story of an aging gay dude wanting to get back into high school athletics so he could fuck as much ass as he’d fucked back in high school. Except Brownie was like twenty-three.

“My name is Matias, by the way.” Brownie stuck his hand out. That arm definitely had some muscle. He pronounced every letter in Matias, probably because he thought it was exotic or some shit. 

“Cool.” Duke said it again. He was on personal-trainer autopilot. His words were whatever sounded the most professional and was the least likely to cause some uptight client a boatload of offense and get Duke fired. 
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