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Dedication

For My Husband

Love is a rare and beautiful thing


 

Most people spend their time trying to find someone to sleep with instead of finding someone worth waking up to.

—B.G. Thomas, All Alone in a Sea of Romance

 

So we’ll go no more a roving

So late into the night,

Though the heart be still as loving,

And the moon be still as bright.

 

For the sword outwears its sheath,

And the soul wears out the breast,

And the heart must pause to breathe,

And Love itself have rest.

 

Though the night was made for loving,

And the day returns too soon,

Yet we’ll go no more a roving

By the light of the moon.

 

—Lord Byron

“So we’ll go no more a roving”


Part One

 


Prologue

BOBBY’S DREAM

 

Thunder rumbles. Rain hisses. Flashes of lightning—brilliant and blue white—rip across the sky.

I know I’m dreaming, yet something about this whole scenario seems as real as the nose on my face, the hair on my head, the dick swinging between my legs.

In addition to the natural sounds of the storm, there’s another noise, and it makes me smile. Music. Rising. Percussion. Disco beats. And the powerful wail of Martha Wash and the Weather Girls singing “It’s Raining Men.”

I’m standing under some kind of awning—red, canvas—watching the rain pour down not in drops, but sheets. Blinding. The flashes of lightning are like a disco strobe light, revealing in flashes of blue and silver, a darkened cityscape. Night. But a netherworld cityscape, blue gray, unreal.

It’s the music that makes me want to move out from under the awning. The music that has me smiling, my hips, head, and arms in synchronized rhythm with the beat.

Glorious!

Even the rain, a cold shock to my naked body, isn’t enough to keep me from driving myself out into the downpour to dance to the song, which has long been a favorite of mine.

What a delicious notion—raining men! Men falling from the skies! More men than one can shake a stick at (or something that rhymes with stick, heh-heh).

I look up into the midnight-blue clouds, my mouth and eyes open to the water pouring down, and I see it: the first of the men.

I stare in wonder as he drops from the sky. A blond Adonis, smooth and muscled, allover tanned with a dick thick, long, and perfectly hard, pointing back up at the sky. He lands somewhere outside my vision, and I dance, spinning toward where I saw him fall, hoping to find him where he has landed so I can say hello, reach out and touch him.

But before I can make any progress, another man falls from the sky. This one is hirsute, bearded, husky but hard-muscled, putting me in mind of the actor Jeffrey Dean Morgan. He smiles. Before I can even smile back, other men tumble from the skies, and I want to laugh, cry out in jubilation at my good fortune.

It truly is raining men!

Hallelujah!

They start raining faster now—blonds, redheads, brunets, black, white, Asian, Latino (yum), lanky, beefy, short, tall—all the most gorgeous men I have ever seen. All naked.

All for me!

I raise my arms and shout, “Come to Papa!”

And they do.

The first body hits me hard, feeling more like a ton of concrete instead of the delicious marriage of sinew, skin, and bone that I have come to know and love as the male form. I collapse to the ground, wind knocked out of me, and look up at the man who has rained down on me. He seems to have no awareness that I am beneath him, and I scurry to get out from underneath the crushing weight threatening to suffocate me, pressing my bones into the wet concrete beneath my back.

I manage to get out just as another man drops from the sky, a hot African American, bald, and looking just like Taye Diggs. I scramble free of his path, but he lands on my leg anyway as I crawl through the rain-slicked street.

I hear my leg break with a sickening crack. It takes only seconds for the pain to radiate throughout my entire body.

I roll over, gasping, wincing, groaning, and look up to see an entire sea of naked men falling from the sky in ever-increasing velocity—all headed straight for me.

The music reaches a crescendo in time with my shrieks.

*

Bobby Nelson woke.

The sheets beneath him were twisted and damp with sweat. He gasped, trying to regulate his heartbeat, which was jackhammering so hard he expected to look down and see it lifting the skin off his chest. A cartoon heart.

The room was silent.

Where did the music go? Martha? Weather Girls?

Where was the rain? The thunder?

He breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly.

Calm.

Just a dream. A nightmare.

Where are all the men?

Finally, he grinned, turning over in his bed.

Why, there’s one! Lying right next to me, looking at me with a concerned face, a handsome face. Even in a darkened bedroom, Bobby could still tell if they’re hot or not. It was his specialty.

This one, with a mop of curly blond hair and pecs like Michael Phelps, was a ten.

His voice was husky, sleep-choked. “Dude. You were having a nightmare. You okay?”

He placed what was meant to be, Bobby was sure, a comforting hand on Bobby’s chest. Bobby cringed a little, moving away.

This has never happened before.

I have no idea who he is.

Before Bobby could stop the words from tumbling out of his mouth, they came. “Who the fuck are you?”


Chapter One

Bobby sat on a leather chair in therapist Camille D’Amico’s office, took in his surroundings, and mused on why the therapist had arranged the office as she had.

He made certain assumptions. Camille had placed the seating to be comfortable, yet not confrontational. Bobby supposed she wanted her office to have the effect, the ambiance, of a living room—a safe, calm place where she and her charges could relax like two old friends, just gabbing, getting to the heart of their problems. The office was dimly lit—blinds drawn and a Pottery Barn ceramic lamp the only illumination, sixty watt—and for Bobby, it had what he imagined to be the desired effect: calming. From the small charging/speaker unit on Camille’s desk, the violin of Joshua Bell played softly, a warm background accompaniment.

Camille adjusted her halo of frizzy brown hair, running her fingers through it, and pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. She didn’t say anything, and Bobby supposed she was waiting for him to begin.

Bobby fidgeted with a button on his sport coat, not sure where to start. Camille eyed him up and down, and Bobby knew what she saw: a tall, lean man with above-average—well, way above if he were being honest—looks. And it wasn’t just his vanity that informed him. He had been told more times than he could count that he was gorgeous, hot, that he had the kind of virile beauty seldom seen outside of men’s fashion magazines. His clothes were expensive, tasteful—a soft navy blazer with a white, button-down, Egyptian cotton shirt crisp beneath it. His jeans were indigo blue, the kind that went for hundreds of dollars a pair. His red suede sneakers bore the subtle Prada logo beneath the laces. Bobby had thrown the look together to display a kind of casual elegance, and from the way the therapist was eyeing him, it succeeded in spades.

Even Bobby’s face spoke of good health and clean living. Skin so fine it almost appeared without pores. His auburn hair, close cropped, had just a touch of product to give it sheen, even here in this dimly lit warren. From him wafted the aroma of Hermès, sprayed in a cloud that Bobby had walked into, to ensure he got just the right amount on him.

In short, he knew he appeared to be a man who had everything—health, looks, money.

He imagined the therapist must be thinking: So what the hell is he doing here? And then, sadly, he guessed her next thought might be: And why is it impossible for him to erase that mask of sadness that seems to cling to his face, marring those perfect features?

I’ll wait for him to tell me.

Bobby knew how therapists operated, even if he had never been to one. He had read enough about them and seen enough of them in movies and TV shows to know their modus operandi. She would know, Bobby surmised, that silence was often the most powerful tool in a head doctor’s arsenal. Silence prodded, pushing for respite, for release. It was human nature, these days especially, to want to fill that quiet void with talk.

But Bobby, too, waited. A full two or three minutes had passed since Camille had made her initial small talk greetings. Yet Bobby still played with the pewter button on his blazer, seldom lifting his arresting gray eyes to meet her gaze.

Camille tapped the toe of her shoe on the bamboo flooring, and Bobby wondered if she was beginning to get impatient. She stopped tapping suddenly when Bobby moved his gaze from looking around the room to her foot. He finally spoke.

“Caden sent me.”

Camille nodded. The simple nod and the sudden light in Camille’s eyes told Bobby she remembered his old friend. He imagined what the pair must have once discussed, here, in this very room. She had probably helped Caden through love problems that most young men experience and issues with his mother’s battle with cancer. Camille smiled, and Bobby thought it was because she knew Caden was now in a good place, in love with a wonderful man. Bobby wondered if she had heard Caden was moving in with his boyfriend, Kevin. Bobby wanted to tell her that Caden’s mother was winning her battle with that hateful disease and that she was now recuperating at home, struggling through chemo treatments with grace and humor.

But he only knew these latter two things because he had heard them from a mutual friend one night at Roscoe’s along the Halsted strip known in Chicago as Boystown. He had not heard them from Caden.

He had not heard a word from Caden.

“Caden DeSarro?”

“That’s the one.”

“He’s a good friend to have.”

“Was. Was a good friend.” Bobby realized Caden must have stopped coming to see her before Bobby had betrayed him, and the shame caused a rush of heat to rise to his face.

“Oh?”

“He and I kind of reached a parting of the ways, I guess you might say. I…” Bobby sighed and his voice trailed off. He stared down at the floor.

Camille said nothing.

“I kind of screwed up our friendship. I was an ass.”

Camille cocked her head, a subtle indication for him to continue.

“You want to know what I did, huh?”

“I want to know what you want to tell me, Bobby.”

“I tried to steal his boyfriend.”

Camille nodded.

“In my defense, I didn’t think Caden wanted him anymore.”

He guessed that the therapist’s first reaction to such news would be to recoil. Why not? Here before her was a man who had done a very bad thing, a reprehensible thing, and it seemed like he was sitting here wanting to blame the victim. He didn’t think Caden wanted him anymore? Seriously? What kind of defense was that? Even if that was the case, and it was, someone still didn’t go after a person their best friend had fallen in love with, no matter how sweet and sexy the man was.

But Camille, if she had any judgments, kept them to herself. Her face revealed nothing but a sincere desire to know more.

Bobby shook his head and let a bitter laugh escape his full lips. “That’s bullshit. True, they were having problems. Caden was away—dealing with his mom’s cancer—and while he was gone, his boyfriend, Kevin, went from pudge to stud in six weeks.” Bobby laughed. “Most guys would be delighted with the change. I know I would. But Caden’s an odd duck. He likes ’em big and beefy.”

Camille nodded. Bobby wondered if she already knew this from her sessions with Caden.

“So I moved in. Made a play for the guy. I mean, Kevin was smokin’ hot. Blond, bearded, a real man’s man, you know? You’d never guess he was gay.” He looked up at the therapist with eyes that pled for understanding.

“I just wanted someone to love me.”

There it was. The raw truth. Bobby was surprised at himself—that he had allowed the heart of the matter to come out this early.

Camille agreed with him. “We all want that, Bobby.”

“Yeah, we do.” He fell silent once more and cut his gaze to the little digital clock on the end table next to her chair. He was surprised to see they’d already used twenty-five of their fifty minutes.

Bobby went on. “But I don’t seem to know how to go about getting it. I ruined a friendship trying to grab something that I knew damn good and well didn’t belong to me. And now, not only do I not have the guy I was after, I’ve lost the best friend I ever had.”

Bobby guessed, if he was human, the therapist might now see a glimmer of a tear or two in his eyes at that point. He would go on to make an admission she would recognize as honest, yet very painful.

But that was what Bobby imagined other people might feel. The truth was—and Bobby was aware enough to recognize this—he was a man who was so out of touch with real emotions that he wouldn’t recognize them if they came up and bit him on the ass.

But there was hope, wasn’t there? Hadn’t he just acknowledged, after all, his own culpability and bad behavior? Wouldn’t she see that as a start?

Camille took a deep breath and threw out the question therapists must be honor bound to ask at least once, if not many times, during a course of treatment. “And how does that make you feel?”

“Like dirt. Like the piece of shit I know I am.”

Harsh! But the sad thing was—it was true.

Camille shifted her weight in her chair, crossing and uncrossing her legs. Had he made her uncomfortable? Was he being too frank? Was she having trouble imagining how such a fine-looking specimen could feel his life was in such a shambles? He saw her write something quickly in her notepad. He wondered if she had jotted down one word: narcissist?

I certainly would fit the label, he thought sadly, although at this point in his life, he didn’t have a clue how to change it. “Do you think I’m a narcissist?”

“Bobby, I think I should be the one asking the questions here, if you’re going to benefit from your time with me. Why do you ask? Do you think you are?”

“Tell me again what the word means—your clinical definition.”

Camille looked undecided, not saying anything for several moments. Finally, she said, “Well, the clinical definition of narcissist goes something like this. It’s a person with an inflated sense of self, a deep need for admiration. They believe themselves superior to others, with little regard for other people’s feelings.” She paused and then added, “People who fit this trait are often people who have very fragile self-esteem, often hidden behind a mask of confidence. Because of that, it’s hard for these people to form wholesome, healthy relationships.” She stared at him, and Bobby felt forced to meet her gaze. “Do you think that sounds like you, Bobby?”

“That’s why I’m here,” Bobby said, looking away from her.

“Go on.”

“To figure out why I’m a narcissistic piece of shit. Why I just want to grab, grab, grab at whatever I want, heedless of who I hurt. What’s wrong with me? I must be missing something. In here.” He puts a hand over his heart.

Camille laid a hand, for a moment, on Bobby’s own. “I think it’s good we’re here to talk about that, Bobby. It’s good that you recognize you needed to talk to someone. Only when that happens can healing begin.”

He grinned, but the smile did not meet his eyes. “That, and the fact that I’m an irresponsible, unrepentant, insatiable…slut.”

Camille looked up at him. She looked more amused than shocked, and that surprised Bobby. She adjusted her pencil skirt, rearranged her halo of frizzy hair (for the umpteenth time—she really must find a way to stop that nervous habit), and asked, “Why do you feel the need to call yourself a slut? Most people wouldn’t take kindly to someone calling them that. So I wonder why you’d apply such a label to yourself.”

Again, Bobby said nothing for a long time. Finally, he glanced up from the loose thread he seemed to be contemplating at the hem of his jeans and gave her a warm smile, wide and welcoming. “Last week, I hooked up with seventeen guys.”

What he had said must have made her nervous, even giddy in a hysterical sort of way. Camille tugged on her earlobe and scribbled onto her pad, seemingly unable to meet his eyes.

Bobby thought he would jar her back to the present. “You’re not saying anything.”

“What do you think I should say?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something like: Shame on you? Have you been checked for STDs?” He grinned, but again, knew the smile would not reach his eyes, which he was certain reflected only sadness and resignation. “Where’d you find the time?”

Camille cut her gaze to the clock, and Bobby saw that their time, for real, was up. “Listen, Bobby, I think we have a lot to talk about.” She smiled. “Can you come in again next week? Same time?”

He nodded, back to silent mode.

“Good. Just set it up with Clarice, out at the front desk.”

Bobby turned at the door. “It’ll probably be eighteen before night falls.” He winked. “Just how I am. Incorrigible slut.”

Before she could respond, he had closed the door behind him.


Chapter Two

Outside Camille’s Wabash Street office, the early spring air was pure and clean—well, at least as pure and clean as the air in the Chicago Loop could be said to be. Bobby emerged from the old building’s revolving door, shaken, as though he had been through some course of treatment that involved electroshock. The L train, rumbling on its tracks overhead, startled him. He didn’t quite know why his first session with the therapist left him feeling so mixed up, his breath coming in quick, staccato puffs, his heart racing.

“I just wanted someone to love me.”

What he had admitted to the therapist came back to him, like some snatch of music on a distant stereo, taunting, raw, hurtful, and true all at once. Why had he admitted such a pathetic need to this woman, who was really nothing more than a stranger? If there weren’t pedestrians and traffic all around, he might have shouted the question to the sky, seeing if maybe there was a God up there who would supply an answer.

So what? Who doesn’t want someone to love them? Jesus, what a pitiable creep you are. You should march back in and cancel that second visit. That woman has a way of worming way too much out of you.

The bright spring day, unseasonably warm, was a lie. A shining, promising testimony to his failures in life. Sure, he was successful as a marketing executive (except he wasn’t sure how long that success would last if he continued to slip out on weekdays for fucking psychotherapy), but really, he had no one. No friends. His family was half the country away, living in Seattle. And he certainly had no boyfriend.

He wished there was just one person he could call, someone to whom he could release the thoughts and feelings that had been brought up so unexpectedly in the short session. But he couldn’t think of a single person who would be interested, even though his iPhone directory was full of numbers.

Being released from that shrink’s office was like having a plastic bag snatched off his head, though. Bobby felt like he could breathe again.

I don’t know if I want to confront my demons.

Who was it who said if we get rid of our demons, we might also get rid of our angels? I’m with that guy.

Right now, it was just good to breathe. Bobby looked around and noticed that the office buildings in the south loop had emptied, just so everyone could get out and enjoy the sunshine after the claustrophobic winter with its gray skies, arctic winds, snow, and sleet.

Bobby stepped out of the building’s shadows so the sun poured down on him. He wished he could just blot out the last hour, lose himself in the warmth from the rays. He forced himself to take deep, lung-stretching breaths and let the air out slowly. Calm down.

Wow. I don’t want to think about being in Camille’s office. I don’t know if I can go back. She’s like a mirror, only her mirror made me see something ugly. Who the hell needs that? How is that therapeutic?

Bobby strode down Wabash Avenue toward the stairs that would take him up to the L, which rumbled overhead. On the platform, he considered the last time he saw Caden. Bobby had thought the guy would be his best friend for life, the only person he could speak of, outside of his immediate family, who seemed to like Bobby for himself and not for sex. Of course, when he and Caden had first met, Bobby had tried to get him into bed. He tried to do that with just about every “fucking gorgeous” gay man he met, but he was never Caden’s type. That had turned out to be a good thing. Caden showed him, for the first time maybe, how two men could be friends without having a sexual component thrown into the mix.

But now Caden was gone. For good. Bobby stared down the L train tracks, empty as his heart, and thought how he had pushed Caden away with his selfishness and lies. Bobby kicked a flyer that had blown in front of him off the wooden platform and onto the tracks. It was my own damn fault. He knew that now, but how to fix it?

He knew he had only gone to see Camille because of Caden.

Bobby flashed back to last week when he had opened his mailbox to find a handwritten envelope inside. He had almost gasped. How often did people get handwritten envelopes these days? He had turned the envelope over and looked closely to make sure the handwriting was bona fide and not the work of a talented machine. It was real.

The return address on Fargo immediately rang a bell.

It was where Caden’s boyfriend lived. Oh, how Bobby remembered that address! Sneaking out of the back door one cold, frigid winter night to avoid seeing Caden, who had just arrived unexpectedly. Bobby had been playing games, trying to create tension and drama, discord where none had existed. All so he could claim Kevin as his own.

Since that night last winter, when all his lies were exposed, like bugs being confronted by bright light, Bobby had been really alone. No matter how many guys he hooked up with at the baths, the bars, or online, he could never seem to fill the hole his deceit had opened up back then.

Why would Kevin be writing to me?

He wasn’t.

Caden was.

Inside the envelope was a piece of paper wrapped around a business card—Camille D’Amico’s. The piece of paper holding the card bore a hastily scribbled note:

You need help. Go see her. Then maybe we can talk.

C.

Bobby remembered looking around the lobby of his building, feeling guilty for reasons he couldn’t quite put a finger on, and stuffing the note and card into his pocket.

He’d wondered, heading up to his apartment in the elevator, if he should call Caden to let him know he had received the card. He would thank him for reaching out, trying not to gush, but so relieved that Caden had, after all the weeks of silent reproach. Because he knew it would please Caden, he would promise to make an appointment with the therapist. He would do anything to make amends.

The doors had opened for his floor, and Bobby affirmed to himself that of course he would go see her. But calling Caden? A little voice inside Bobby’s head had told him that wouldn’t be such a bright idea. It would be precisely what his old friend wouldn’t want. Bobby had been calling him, first every day after it all blew up in their faces and then weekly and then every other week.

Caden would never call back. Would never pick up. Bobby had toyed with the idea of calling from a different phone, one where Caden wouldn’t have the number stored in his iPhone’s memory, but gave up on that. More duplicity—just what had gotten him into trouble in the first place. Somehow Bobby didn’t think Caden would take kindly to being tricked, yet again, even in a small way.

But as he’d pushed the key into his front door lock that day, Bobby had remembered how he had clung, with almost feverish hope, to five of the eleven words Caden had written—then maybe we can talk.

Now the train that would take Bobby north to Belmont and his apartment in the sky pulled into the station, crackling and rumbling. He boarded, wondering if one visit with Camille would be enough to get Caden and him talking again.

Nah.

Bobby pressed his forehead wearily against the glass, to stare out through a grimy window at the sun-dappled day, wondering what he should do first when he got home.

Log onto Adam4Adam or just post an ad on Craigslist?

In the end, he opted for Craigslist. For one, it was easier than wading through all the online profiles, playing the back and forth of instant messaging, narrowing things down, weeding out the fakes from the real guys. That had been his experience on Adam4Adam. Online cruising used to be easy, Bobby thought. Now it just appeared to be an elaborate game.

Craigslist, with its neat little time-stamped ads, cut to the chase quicker. Some guys even had clever ways of beating the system that forbade including phone numbers by writing the numbers out, interspersing them with actual words, anything to slip by whatever computer sentries the folks at Craigslist had set up. Bobby wondered why they bothered with this prohibition anyway, when all it took was a quick email to get a guy’s phone number. Everyone was so impatient these days.

No matter.

Bobby was tired too, exhausted from the soul-baring he had just done with Camille. He wanted to forget that whole episode. And nothing brings oblivion quicker than sex. Sex had a way of blocking everything out, pushing all one’s cares out of the picture, intensifying the physical while, at the same time, downplaying the emotional.

Craigslist men-for-men is a world unto itself. It’s like a party with horny men that grows every time I refresh my browser. Usually, I post my own ad with a couple of hot chest shots that showcase my hairless, ripped pecs and one of my taut ass, but today all I feel like doing is cruising the postings, hoping I will find someone who looks, if not tempting, then at the very least, acceptable.

My God. It’s only three in the afternoon on a weekday, and there are dozens and dozens of guys online and looking. Certainly, I can find one to come over and make me happy again, make me feel whole again. Feel my hole again. Fill my hole again.

Bobby snorted out a laugh. He got up from his desk and slipped into a pair of boxers and a loose-fitting T-shirt. Gotta be comfortable for the hunt. He also needed sustenance, so he wandered out to the kitchen to splash some vodka into a glass and top it off with a little cranberry juice.

He sat back down, comfortable, fortified, to begin clicking through the ads. He immediately eliminated the guys who were looking to host. I’m too pooped to travel, even if it’s just around the corner—hell, even if it’s on another floor of this Lake Shore Drive high-rise I call home. I want someone to come to me.

Then he eliminated the guys who were parTying. Yes, the capital T is not an error. That T stands for Tina, and Tina is short for crystal meth. I don’t need some nasty-ass tweaker coming over here with his dirty pipe, dirty spike, dirty straws, or whatever the hell he uses to get that toxic shit into his system. Besides, those guys almost always have trouble getting it up, and I don’t want some hungry, high desperate-to-bottom playmate with spring-loaded legs today. Not today. Today I want a big dick inside me to take me away, like the old ad for Calgon bath powder used to promise.

Surprisingly, or maybe not so much, cutting out the partiers and those who were looking to host immediately narrowed the field considerably.

Then he weeded out those who had posted more than an hour and a half ago. If they’re still on, something’s wrong. But it’s more likely they’ve given up, hooked up, or simply moved on and forgotten to take down their ads.

He rose to pour himself another splash of vodka, this time skipping the cranberry juice.

At last, Bobby’s fingers hesitated over one ad that looked promising. The guy in this ad said he was a student at Loyola University, downtown campus, so the proximity to Bobby was good. His stats: six one, 180, red/blue, swimmer’s build. (If the weight is accurate, I don’t have to worry that “swimmer’s build” means Shelley Winters—God rest her soul—in the original Poseidon Adventure.) He claimed to have an eight-inch dick (but then, most of the guys on Craigslist seemed to have eight-inch cocks), low hangers, and loved to fuck. He claimed he was twenty-four.

But the two pics he had attached to his ad were what really set Bobby’s heart to racing. One showed the guy’s dick, which did indeed look sizable—long and thin and hanging down between two freckled, muscled thighs like a snake. It had a very pretty, very purple head, kind of like a plum. Unlike most guys on here, though, he had also attached a face pic, and there was something so sweet about his red hair, freckles, and wide, perfect-toothed smile that it just set Bobby’s blood pumping quickly southward. He looks like a bad boy, a gay Huck Finn come to life.

Bobby readjusted his dick in his boxers and clicked on the hyperlink to respond. He typed:

Hey, man. Saw your ad and am looking to take cock down my expert throat and up my tight ass, as rough and as many times as you want to give it. Play safe, but lean more toward wild than mild. You look like my kind of hot-ass man. On LSD (the drive, not the drug) and am looking for company NOW. Hit me up if you’re interested.

Bobby attached a full-body shot from last summer of him on his bed, loving the way the light defined his muscles and how the sun had crafted a perfect field of white around his hard dick. His face looked hungry. He attached another one that showed the other side. My creamy white ass, framed by the deep tan of my thighs and lower back, should really entice this dude if he’s truly a top like his ad claims.

Bobby hit Send and went back to perusing the ads. He saw a couple more who piqued his interest—a black guy who claimed to have an eleven-inch dick and a daddy with a ripped bod and a face like the actor Sam Elliot—but he would allow Loyola big-man-on-campus a few minutes to respond.

But only a few—he’d found that if they didn’t write back right away, they weren’t interested. If they got back hours later, they were flakes. Hey, I have learned the rules through hard-won experience.

If it’s gonna happen, I’ve learned, it happens quick.

And Loyola guy wrote back right quick. An email popped up in Bobby’s Gmail from Chitown Top Stud. Perfect. He opened it to read:

You sound like my kind of guy. Looking to get my dick drained (four-day load built up) and can come multiple times. You up for some hard-core pounding? Depending on where you are, I can hop in a cab and be to you within the hour. I’m downtown right now, near the Water Tower. So?

Bobby typed back what was essentially a great big neon hell yes and threw caution to the wind, giving him his cell and his address. Why waste time? The sooner he gets that fine dick over here, the sooner we can get down to business.

His fish-on-the-hook seemed to be of a like mind because almost simultaneously with sending Bobby’s email, his phone started to ring.

“Hey,” Bobby answered, automatically deepening his voice.

“What’s up? You messaged me from Craigslist. I’m the redhead.”

“And I’m the bottom. You up for comin’ over?”

“Yup.”

“Then let’s do it. Ask for Nelson in 2013 when you get here.”

“See you soon, man. And—be clean.”

“Always. How long?”

“Take me fifteen minutes, maybe less. I’ll hop in a cab.”

“See you soon.”

It’s time to hit the shower. God, don’t let him be a flake.

A half hour later, Bobby’s phone rang. He hurried to answer it, noting that the caller display indicated the call was coming from the front desk. Thank God. There are so many flakes in this online hookup world, I’m glad this guy at least had the decency to show up, which is more than I can say for many of my so-called paramours.

Bobby pressed the button that would connect him with the caller. As he did, he checked out his image in the large, gilt-framed mirror opposite the bed. He smiled. He looked good, skin glowing from the hot shower, ripped, everything in the right place. He had put on a pair of black Papi trunk briefs that outlined his package nicely. He turned to look at the back view and loved the rise of his cheeks. Bubble butt… You could set a tray on this ass…

“Mr. Nelson? There’s a man here to see you. Says his name is Andy?”

I guess it’s Andy. We never did exchange names. I wish we had one of those systems a lot of the high-rises have, where you can see what your visitor looks like on your TV, via a closed-circuit system. But I saw Andy’s pics, and if he’s even close to how sweet he looks in them, I know I’m in for a treat. “Send him on up, Jim.”

“Sure thing.” Bobby hung up and lowered the sheets on the bed. He adjusted the blinds open just a hair so the late-afternoon sunlight fell in filtered slats across the sheets. He queued up an old vintage porn—Joe Gage’s LA Tool and Die—on his iMac and was distracted for a moment by the opening shot of a guy on his knees, giving head to a whole roomful of guys. Hot. He made sure to lower the moans, sighs, and groans—and the accompanying cheesy soundtrack—to just above audible. Popping his iPhone into the speaker unit on the bedside table, he clicked on his Pandora “trance” station.

He opened the nightstand drawer:

Lube, check.

Poppers, check.

Condoms, check.

It looks like we are all set to go.

Good thing, too, because right now someone was knocking lightly on his front door. The gentle tap, three times, set Bobby’s heart to racing and an ineffable sense of exhilaration coursing through him, banishing to oblivion the worries he had brought up in that frizzy-haired therapist’s office earlier that day. He hurried to silence the knocking, which was now sounding a second time, and hoped that soon someone would be pounding hard on his back door.

As Bobby reached for the doorknob, he held within his mind’s eye the visual image of that big pink dick and that naughty-boy face as he peered into the peephole. Shoot. He’s standing away from the door. All I can see is a bit of shoulder—a white T-shirt that tells me nothing.

Bobby shrugged and opened the door. The smile he had pasted on his face like makeup dwindled away to nothing.

He is nothing like what I expected. No, the pics, I’m thinking, weren’t fake, but they were taken maybe ten years ago. Or more. Yes, the red hair is there, but it’s rapidly thinning and has strands of brittle gray mixed in with the red. He’s wearing a pair of rimless glasses that do nothing to hide his pale blue eyes, rimmed in red. His nose reveals a drinker—a bit on the bulbous side and marred by broken veins. The usual accompaniments to an aging man are all present in his face—lined forehead, crow’s feet, and jowls that are starting to sag just a bit.

He’s about thirty pounds overweight and looks like he hasn’t seen the inside of a gym in decades. I wonder if the dick pic was even him.

Nonetheless, Bobby considered himself forever the optimist and hoped that at least the cock portrait was for real. At least dicks don’t age—much—or shrink, right?

Bobby replanted the smile on his face and opened the door wide, ushering Andy inside. He muted the voices in his head that were yelling at him, a chorus of scolders. They wondered why he was taking this any further. The guy is obviously not even in the same league. And I know what the voices are telling me is true—that, once upon a time, I would have just patted the guy’s shoulder, looked into his eyes, and said, politely but firmly, “Sorry you made the trip, but I think I’m gonna pass.”

But now, Bobby just wanted sex, never mind that those same voices were telling him sex was just another word for oblivion. Bobby told himself: he’s a man with a presumably hard dick. I don’t want to go back to square one online.

You just want to get it over with. And how in the hell is that the right attitude for sex?

Bobby gestured toward the bedroom. “Wanna come back to my room? I’ve got some porn playing. Good stuff. You like Joe Gage?”

But the guy didn’t reveal his feelings one way or another about the director Bobby considered the master of precondom porn, the best of the best. What he did do was follow along, like a puppy, as Bobby led the way back to the bedroom. Bobby noted that his breathing was heavy. The guy is either a smoker—yuck—or he’s already getting excited and is panting a little. Let’s hope, for both our sakes, it’s the latter.

But the charred tobacco smell wafting off the guy told Bobby it was more likely the former.

In the bedroom, Bobby shut the blinds fully, deciding the atmosphere was no longer necessary. Bobby, just like everyone else in this warren of Near North Side high-rises had binoculars—which were used, as everyone else used them—for spying, Rear Window style, on neighbors. Bobby didn’t want any prying eyes seeing, even through partially closed blinds, what he had “gotten lucky” with today.

He had a reputation to uphold.

Didn’t he?

He stood by the side of the bed, watching dispassionately as Andy undressed, clumsy. His knees creaked as he bent down to unlace his sneakers. Bobby would have chuckled, if it weren’t so sad when the guy’s foot got caught up in the bottom of his jeans and he almost toppled over.

Slowly, with a sense of resignation Bobby hoped didn’t show, he brought out the lube and set it on the nightstand, throwing a handful of condoms, like confetti, on the bed. He sighed and shut off the new age music, turning up the volume on the porn to fill the room with synthesizer music and the sound of butch men grunting, groaning, and whispering filth.

Bobby guessed he could just close his eyes and listen.

Bobby took one more glance at Andy as he pulled down his boxers. He was relieved to see that at least the dick shot didn’t lie. Andy’s dick was as big as advertised, and it appeared to be rock hard, almost so tumescent the thing looked about ready to explode. I wonder if he popped a Viagra before coming over.

Bobby slipped out of his briefs and knelt on the bed, facing away from his lover-of-the-moment, so he could watch the action on the screen while the guy stood beside the bed and fucked him. Although it was obvious, Bobby pointed it out anyway: “Condoms on the bed.” No way was it worth catching something from this fucker.

Bobby squinched his eyes shut and held his breath as he felt the guy press close, his heavy breath on his back. Bobby lowered his head to his arms, crossed before him on the bed. He felt exposed, vulnerable. He reached down and tugged at himself and discovered he was not even a little bit hard.

A voice bit into his consciousness, one that sounded very much like his therapist’s, and she asked, “So why are you doing this?”

Bobby had no answer, other than sending out one thought telepathically to the guy, who was now pushing himself inside Bobby, making Bobby wince. Just get it over with quickly…

It didn’t hurt.

He pumped a few times, no more than three or four, and cried out, “Fuck!” gasping and groaning as though he was having the world’s best orgasm. Instinctively, Bobby clamped his ass muscles down on the throbbing cock as it emptied—Bobby hoped—inside the condom.

Bobby peered back through his legs to witness the specter of fat thighs moving away. The condom, now full, hung from Andy’s rapidly deflating cock. Bobby couldn’t help it; he snickered. The whole scene wasn’t funny, though.

It was sad.

He watched as the guy pulled the rubber from his half-erect dick and flung it to Bobby’s bamboo floor.

Hot.

Bobby and Andy did not say another word to each other as Andy dressed. There was a palpable sense of embarrassment in the room. Reclining on the bed, Bobby eyed the man, sending out a telepathic message for him to hurry up—hurry up and leave.

The guy turned to him, a questioning look on his face.

Bobby said, “Just straight down the hall. The door out is on your right.”

The guy smiled. “Thanks.”

“Sure. It was great.”

Bobby listened to the man’s footfalls as he headed down the hallway toward the front door. When he heard the door close, he got back online.


Chapter Three

Bobby awakened to the synthesized jingle of Eddie Murphy’s old disco chestnut, “Party All the Time,” sounding from his phone. He opened his eyes to a room still steeped in darkness and glanced first at the pillow next to himself, ensuring he was, indeed, alone and then to the alarm clock on his nightstand table. A bottle of Eros lube blocked the digital readout. He slapped it aside as the inappropriately cheerful tune continued its manic melody.

It was four fifteen. He had to be up in two hours to pull himself together for work, despite the dregs of a hangover and a throbbing asshole from dick or dicks unknown at this foggy-memory moment.

Who could be calling now? Middle of the night calls such as these were always bad news, weren’t they? It was this last thought that sent a bolt of adrenaline through Bobby, waking him fully and banishing his hangover, other aches and pains, and guilt to the background.

Duh. The ringtone, programmed into his iPhone, belonged to only one person—his mother, Michelle, in Seattle. Bobby had given her “Party All the Time” as a ringtone one drunken night as a joke, because he could think of no one less likely to party all the time than his staid mother.

Bobby sat up in bed, the sheets dropping from his sweaty frame, trying to ignore a stabbing, ice-pick-style pain behind his right eye, and groped for the phone on his nightstand. What time was it in Seattle, anyway? Bobby quickly calculated. It would be a little after 2:00 a.m.

He felt a nauseating clench in his gut. This couldn’t be good.

Glancing down at the smiling face of his mother on the phone—blunt-cut blonde hair, a turned up nose, the dark brown eyes, looking decades younger than her current age of sixty-three—made him feel even sicker.

“Mom?” he whispered to the darkness, suddenly afraid of pressing the button on the screen that would connect them.

More to quiet the inane rhythm of the tune than for anything else, Bobby pressed Accept only a moment before he knew the call would have been sent to voice mail.

If Michelle was calling in the middle of the night, the last thing she would probably want to hear was her son’s voice, informing her that he was not available right now.

“Mom?” Bobby said again, this time into the phone.

“Thank God you answered! I wasn’t sure you wouldn’t be asleep, and then you wouldn’t pick up, and I just don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t picked up. But you’re there, and we’re talking, and that’s a good thing. Actually, the thing I prayed for. Oh, son, it’s sweet to hear your voice.”

Bobby cut her off before she could babble any further. This wasn’t like his mother, who was usually found in the phrase dictionary next to “calm, cool, and collected.” “Mom? Mom, you’re babbling. Is everything okay?”

There was silence on the other end of the line, then a very embarrassing, wet-sounding snort. Bobby listened to his mother draw in a great, quivering breath. “No, sir,” his mother finally said. “Everything is not okay, not okay at all.”

Before she started off on a crying jag or babbling again, Bobby brought her to the point. At the same time, he felt a chill course through him, as if he knew already the words his mother would eventually utter. “What’s going on, Mom?”

“It’s your father.”

“What about him?”

“He’s dead.”

The words hung in the air, oddly casual, as though she had said he’s in the bathroom or he’s playing canasta or he’s a Republican.

“Dead? What do you mean? Dad’s only sixty-two.” Bobby knew his follow-up response made little sense, but it was true—this was not a call he expected to get at this stage of life. “Did I hear you right?” Yeah. That must be it. She said he’s red, meaning he somehow got a sunburn, or he’s fed, meaning he downed the leftovers from that night’s dinner.

“Oh, Robert! Of course you heard me right.” The anger in her tone seemed to usurp her despair. “What else would I have said? For heaven’s sake. Your father got up a couple of hours ago to use the bathroom. The next thing I know I heard a bang, like something heavy going over. I got up to check on him—” And suddenly she stopped talking; the despair returned full force. When she was able to speak, her voice was like a little girl’s, high-pitched and choked by sobs. “I called out, ‘Bob? Everything okay in there?’ and then I tried to push on the bathroom door to open it.” She sobbed. “I tried to push on the door. I tried to push on the door.”

“Mom?”

“I tried to push on the door, and it wouldn’t open. It wouldn’t open because—oh God!—he was lying there on the floor, blocking it. By the time I could move it enough to poke my head inside, I saw him lying there, white as a sheet, eyes just staring up, but not at me. You know? He had a heart attack is what they’re saying. A massive heart attack.”

This had to be a dream. This couldn’t be happening. Bobby didn’t know what to feel. Should he cry? Should he lie back and smile because finally his father, his perfectionist father for whom nothing was ever good enough, was finally gone? Should he…what?

He experienced nothing but a strange numbness that left him set apart, as if this whole scenario were happening to someone else. Aside from feeling devoid of thought or emotion, he felt weird physically, like his head had expanded to two or three times its normal size. His arms tingled. Wouldn’t it be ironic if he had a heart attack now? Part of him almost wanted to press the End button on the phone, just fall back on his pillows and go back to sleep.

But he couldn’t do that!

What about his mother? “Mom? Mom, I’m going to hang up now so I can check into getting the soonest flight I can to come home. Where are you now?”

“I’m at the hospital.” As if to confirm her statement, Bobby heard a page in the background.

“Okay. Okay, I’ll give you a call when I have my flight information. I’ll rent a car and either meet you at home or down at the hospital, whatever the timing is.”

“Thank you, Robert. I need you here.” His mother’s voice was weak.

“I know, Mom. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Talk soon.” He was about to push End when he hurriedly added, “I love you.”

But his mother had already hung up.

*

Bobby peered out the window of the plane to look at the snow-blanketed peaks of the Cascade Mountains and saw, in the distance, the ethereal majesty of Mount Rainier. The brilliant sunlight poured down relentlessly, illuminating the cold, harsh landscape shimmering with crystalline snow. It was beautiful, Bobby thought, but it was a hard, cold, and unforgiving beauty.

He returned his gaze to the issue of Entertainment Weekly he had brought along for the trip, trying for the third time to read a profile of Channing Tatum. His concentration never allowed him to do more than gaze at the pictures.

He was almost home.

Soon the plane would be descending, and views of vast expanses of slate-blue water, hills covered in firs, and Seattle’s skyline would come into view, and then it would only be an hour or so until he saw his mom again.

Home.

The word echoed, strange, in his mind. What did it mean?

Home, where they knew Bobby was forty, as opposed to the early thirties he told all his conquests back in Chicago.

Home, where he had grown up surrounded by mountains, tree-covered hills, and water just about everywhere one looked—including up.

Home, where his mother now lived, a new widow.

Home, where his right-wing, Christian fundamentalist sister, Dawn, lived with her husband and three kids in the northern suburb of Snohomish.

Home, where he was not the confident, successful, handsome, well-built man he was now, but a scared little boy who was made fun of nearly every school day for being a sissy and who hid out in his room, reading books far too adult for a child. (Rosemary’s Baby in third grade, really?)

Home, where he had grown up living in a fantasy world bolstered by TV soap operas and sitcoms.

Home, where he was his mother’s favorite man and chief confidante.

There were a lot of definitions, and none of them were good.

Bobby wanted to march right up to the cockpit and tell the pilot to just turn this plane around and head back to O’Hare. Mr. Robert Nelson, Jr. (also known as Bobby) was not going to Seattle today. No way. No how. No, sir!

The beautiful patch of the Pacific Northwest where he’d been raised simply held too many painful memories, and with what was waiting for him, he knew he would only be making more.

He slumped back in his business-class seat before leaning forward so he could peer down the aisle at the blond flight attendant with whom he had flirted earlier, to catch his eye. When the guy—with his spiky hair, blue eyes, and perfect body barely contained by his uniform—saw Bobby looking, he grinned and hurried up the aisle toward him.

Good Lord, are those shoulder pads? Are your shoulders really that broad? And that basket! Is there a sock stuffed in there?

Maybe he has a layover in Seattle? Bobby wondered and then chided himself. Your father is dead.

“Can I get you something?” The blue eyes peered down, locking with Bobby’s gray ones, and Bobby couldn’t help but think the question was a loaded one. Bobby held up his glass, along with holding up his own inclinations to flirt, to see if the guy would be amenable to hooking up once the plane had landed, and asked, “Could you get me another vodka cranberry?”

“Anything you want.” He hurried away, and Bobby craned his neck to watch the rise and fall of the firm bubble ass as it made its way back to the galley.

What the hell is wrong with you?

*

By the time he had claimed his bags and rented a car (an unassuming Toyota Camry in burgundy), Bobby was exhausted. He made his way north on I-5 toward the city. No matter how much he traveled, or how far, he never ceased to be amazed at how draining simply sitting for several hours in a confined space could be. Add that to the trauma of losing a parent, and he supposed it made a great deal of sense that he was tired, that his eyelids burned, aching with their need for slumber. Or maybe what he really wanted was oblivion.

As Seattle’s skyline came into view with its iconic Space Needle, Bobby wondered what kind of scene awaited him at home. Instead of the warm feeling of homecoming he thought he should be having, Bobby experienced only anxiety as he spotted the familiar landmarks, the Sound, the shipyards, the city, now grown even larger with new skyscrapers he’d never seen and the addition of Safeco Field. Bobby gripped the steering wheel tighter to compensate for the sweat seeping now from his palms. Again he was seized with an urgency to take the next exit, turn around, head back to the airport, and hop the next plane bound for Chicago.

But he couldn’t do that. He had a funeral to attend and a grieving mother to comfort.

Home.

There was that word again. Bobby felt a pang in his heart because he wasn’t really sure if he could define the word, especially not now, not this afternoon, as he headed toward a condo his parents had bought after Bobby had moved away from the “Emerald City” to set himself up in the “Windy City” some ten years ago.

Had it been that long? Bobby shook his head, knowing it had. There was always one reason or another not to make it back here. Work. More work. A long-planned vacation. A short-lived boyfriend who wanted to spend Christmas in Palm Springs. Another short-lived boyfriend… Another…

And, really, this “home” to which he was headed was a place he had never even set foot in. Bobby had grown up in the airy hilltop neighborhood known as Queen Anne, in a red-brick house overlooking not only downtown and the Needle but Puget Sound as well. When his parents had sold the five-bedroom Georgian-style home back in 2006, just before the real estate bubble had burst, they had made nearly two million dollars on the sale.

Bobby wondered briefly who now lived in his old house.

Now his parents lived in a penthouse condo on Dexter Avenue, just south of the Fremont Bridge and north of downtown. It was smaller, only a couple of thousand square feet, but no less luxurious than their Queen Anne home on Highland Avenue. Their condo had stunning views of Lake Union, Gas Works Park, and across the placid blue waters of the big urban lake, the neighborhoods of Eastlake and Capitol Hill. Leaning out from their balcony on clear days, one could view the eastern edge of downtown and Mount Rainier. On those same days, across the water, the jagged blue-gray silhouettes of the Cascades rose up.

Bobby knew all of this because his mother often sent him pictures. At first, they were actual photos, printed. Then, as his mother caught on to using her first laptop and twenty-first-century means of communication like email and social networking, he would get glimpses of their gorgeous condo views on his mother’s Facebook page. The message, implied or not, of all of these panoramic views always remained the same: come home; come see your family.

But Bobby was always too busy. Never mind that, during the last decade, work or pleasure had taken him literally all over the world.

And now death had forced his hand, and here he was, taking the Mercer Avenue exit that would bring him to his mother within only minutes.

The traffic was bad, and for this Bobby was grateful. It delayed the inevitable, and that was fine with him. As he sat in the tangled mess of Mercer Avenue traffic, he looked at the sky and tried to admire its colors as the sun set—tangerine, gray, lavender. Night would fall soon.
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