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This book is dedicated to Barrage, my go-to Happy Hour bar in Hell’s Kitchen; and all of the other bars and clubs that served the gay community over the years that we have lost. There are too many to name. Charlie’s West, Uncle Charlie’s, Badlands, The Spike, Dugout, The Works, The Break, The Roxy, Crazy Nanny’s. And most recently Barracuda. Sure, we drank, but we also came together and laughed and met one another. 
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“This guy is the worst bartender in the world. This is ridiculous. How long does it take to make a few drinks?” Mitch leaned over with his hand in the air. He let out a frustrated sigh and stared down the length of the wooden bar, trying to make direct eye contact with the hot, muscular man who was pouring out vodka into a line of six glasses.

“Chill, man, it’s no big deal. He sees us. Looks like he’s pretty busy,” David replied to his best friend.

Even though it was Happy Hour on a Friday at 5:30 p.m. in December, with the full weekend ahead, Mitch was not particularly relaxed. He held a $20 bill in his raised hand and kept moving it around in the air.

“Ron always does this. Hires the hot beefy stud who doesn’t know how to make a drink. We could have had two drinks by now. I get it. He’s easy on the eyes, but how is that good for business?”

“Dude,” David said. “You’ve got to chill. It’s been like three minutes.”

The bartender, far enough away that he didn’t hear any of their conversation, turned and looked down the bar. He locked eyes with Mitch and followed it up with a big smile. Mitch’s impatience burst like a bubble as he was lost in the pair of deep, dark eyes that ripped through his frustration and sent a tremor through him. He returned the smile, lowering his hand just slightly and resting it on the bar surface.

“Well,” he stammered. “At least he sees me. Dave, what do you want?”

“Just a draft is good. Light beer.”

The hot bartender pushed six glasses forward and collected money from the customer. When he turned around to the register, Mitch and David both let their eyes drop down and linger on his backside. Four eyes surveyed the stud bartender from head to toe. From his short, buzzed military style haircut to the chiseled jawline, the huge shoulders that stretched the fabric of his shirt so tightly it looked like it would tear right off his muscled torso.

“Fuck me, he’s hot,” David whispered near Mitch’s ear.

“Yeah, but can he make a decent cocktail? Let’s see,” Mitch replied.

The bartender turned and walked toward them, smiling the whole way. He leaned in over the bar, placing his hands on the surface. His muscular shoulders and arms seemed to pop even more. His eyes were still locked on Mitch, and through his shiny, white smile, he said, “Hey there, handsome. Sorry for the wait. What can I get you guys?”

Mitch tilted his head toward David. “He’ll have a light beer. Draft. And I’ll have an... Old Fashioned. Can you make one of those?”

“Sure can,” the bartender replied, still smiling. “Any preference for the booze?”

Mitch paused. He hadn’t thought it through that far. He would never admit it, but he really had never ordered the drink before. He just wanted to throw a curveball at this new stud behind the bar. “Uh, something better than the well?”

The bartender pursed his lips and pointed them toward David. “Well, you’re easy.” Grabbing a pint glass, he started pulling David’s beer. “You’re more complicated, aren’t you?”

“I beg your pardon?” Mitch didn’t know whether to be offended or not.

The bartender, who was indeed new to Barricade, the Hell’s Kitchen gay dive bar that Mitch and David were fixtures in, slid the glass toward David and continued, “Well, we’ve got a few different bourbons, or I could make it with a straight whiskey. Or I do make a mean Tequila Old Fashioned if you’d like to try something a little different.”

David grabbed his glass and took a sip while his best friend stammered. “Er, no, something, uh, more traditional.”

“Tell, you what? I like to make mine with half bourbon and half rye. How does that sound?”

Mitch stuttered, “Yeah, sure, fine, that sounds good.”

The bartender got to work, grabbing two bottles from the shelf behind him and setting up a cocktail glass on the rail. David elbowed Mitch in the side. Turning sideways as if that would allow his words to go unnoticed by the bartender, he whispered close to his friend’s ear. “I’d let him bend me over and pound me into next week.”

Mitch rolled his eyes at his friend’s comment but could not take his eyes off the bartender. His impatience had already been completely destroyed by the congenial serving stud. Watching the strong hands making his drink, he whispered back to David, “I doubt it. You know what they say—big muscle, big bottom.”

“I can be a top,” David replied, pretending to be offended.

“Girl,” Mitch said. “Just because you’re sitting on it doesn’t make you a top.”

David shrugged, “Well, I’d like to find out.”

Mitch turned his head to his friend to give him a look of feigned surprise. David. His best friend was a good three inches shorter and two years younger than him. With dimples and rosy cheeks, shiny and natural blond hair, a constant smile on his face, a skinny little waist and a surprisingly round butt, David looked like he should be making cookies in a tree. He had been the first person Mitch had met when he moved to the city six years ago for his dream job, and he quickly became his best friend. Mitch couldn’t even think what his life would be like without his trusty sidekick. David, the well-respected, young analyst at a small but growing Wall Street firm, took his job, his life, his family and friends very seriously. Hard working and loyal. Everyone loved him. Maybe that’s why he had made the immediate decision not to hook up with him when they first met. Deep down inside, he knew—David was too good for him.

Mitch looked across to the bar to the mirrored wall and checked himself out. He’d gone home to change after work and put on his favorite going-out shirt. It was tight but not too tight. He worked out relentlessly but always tried not to get too big. He saw in the mirror that he’d been succeeding. He had the obvious muscles of your typical gay guy in the big city, rounded pecs that you could notice even through the shirt. He kept his chestnut hair constantly styled to keep up with whatever he heard was the hot new trend. Right now, it had a bit of length on the top that fell in front of his forehead constantly. Yeah, he knew he was the quintessential New York gym rat, but was it enough to get a guy like this total-stud bartender?

He was pulled back from his thoughts by a direct question from the very bartender he was fantasizing about, asking, “Oh forgot to ask, would you like it smoked?”

Mitch was caught again. He really had no idea what he had ordered. It just sounded fancy, and he’d heard people order old fashioneds a lot recently. And the actual thought of bourbon or whiskey threw him, because even though he wouldn’t admit it, he never really tried it before. He had to drop a bit of his façade, “Um, smoked?”

The bartender smiled. “Yeah, wood smoked. Have you not had an Old Fashioned before?” Mitch felt like a fraud. “I get it, it’s popular, everyone’s ordering them now.” He grabbed a long lighter and showed it to Mitch. “I light up a little bit of this wood here and cover it with your glass. Gives your drink a smoky flavor.”

Mitch was all in now, “Um, sure, that sounds cool.”

As the drink preparation continued, the muscle stud behind the bar kept looking up at the two men in front of him. “I’m Andy. You guys regulars?”

David got out the words faster than Mitch, “Yeah, we both live in the neighborhood. This is our regular hangout. I’m David. This is Mitch.”

Mitch blurted out, “We know Ron. He’s a friend of ours.”

Andy laughed, “Ah. The old, ‘I know the owner’ statement. Well, I’ll take good care of you boys.” And he slid the newly smoked cocktail to Mitch and grabbed the 20-dollar bill from his hands. “Happy Hour, so it’s two for one.”

David turned to grab some space along the wall away from the bar while Mitch waited for his change. Andy placed it down on the bar in front of him and kept their eye contact intact. Mitch stuttered, “Thanks.”

“So, what do you think?” Andy nodded at the untouched cocktail. Mitch flinched a little but then recovered and took a sip.

“Fuck me, that’s delicious!”

“I knew you’d like it,” Andy’s smile widened. “Well, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you often then. Nice to meet you, Mitch.” 

“Oh, yeah, you will. I mean, we’re here all the time.” He turned to join David away from the bar, leaving his change as a tip.

“Oh, and Mitch.” Andy’s words made him stop and look toward the bartender. “If you ever want to find out if you’re right about big muscle, you let me know.” And with a wink and that big smile, he turned away to help other customers.

David was pointing to the far corner of the bar where space on a set of cushioned ottomans in front of the large front window were free. He made his way through the crowd to claim the seats, and Mitch followed behind. It was always a relief to get an area in a crowded Manhattan bar at Happy Hour on a Friday, and they sat down in comfort, relieved and content.

Barricade was their local watering hole. It was unpretentious, and in any other neighborhood, it would be exclusively filled with locals. But this was Hell’s Kitchen, Midtown Manhattan. They were a few steps off Ninth Avenue, and the neighborhood had become super trendy in the last ten years. A bar like Barricade on a Friday night was full of the local regulars but also guys from other parts of town, small groups having drinks before heading to a Broadway show, business gays getting off work who would have a drink or two before heading to wherever it was they lived, even guys who lived in Jersey and other Bridge-and-Tunnelers. It was a bar for everyone.

“So,” David said, interrupting Mitch’s thoughts. “You going home for Christmas?”

It was the last thing Mitch wanted to think about. “Fuck, I’m supposed to. But I really don’t want to.”

“I know, me neither, but you know, it’s family.”

“You’re leaving town then?” Mitch asked.

“Yeah, but not until Christmas Eve. Taking the train to Providence, and my dad is gonna pick me up. So, you mean you’re not gonna go?”

Mitch sighed, sipping his amazingly delicious cocktail, “I really don’t want to. The holidays are always so awful. My fucking Republican uncle will probably be there. He’ll start spewing his stupidity, and my mom won’t tell him to stop. And my brother will talk non-stop about football. My mom will be busy in the kitchen, so I’ll have no buffer. Then they’ll all get drunk, and the arguments will start. Why would I want to put myself through that?”

David rolled his eyes, “I don’t know, Mitch. Cuz they’re your family?”

“Well, I didn’t pick them,” he said sarcastically.

David lifted his pint glass for Mitch to toast again, “Nobody does, buddy. Nobody does.” They clinked their glasses together, and he continued, “But are you seriously considering not going?”

“You know what,” Mitch said resignedly. “The more you say it, the more I think maybe I won’t. I mean, I’ve got just Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off. I would rather not waste my vacation time on a trip home to be tortured for days on end. Not to mention the only way to get to Scranton is by bus.”

“So, what are you gonna do, just hang in the city? Go drinking every night?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“So instead of going home for the holidays, you’re just gonna be a homo for the holidays?”

Mitch breathed in deeply, his mind made up. “You know what? That’s it. I’m not going. I’m gonna tell my mom I can’t get off work, and I’m gonna stay here in the city.” He suddenly felt lighter, relaxed and relieved. He took a long sip from his drink and noticed Andy the bartender turn his head and look right at him. There was that big smile again and those dreamy eyes locked onto him for some reason.

“Well, suit yourself,” David said. “But you know what,” he added with a nod toward the bartender, “I think that walking demigod has got a crush on you.”

Mitch was slightly surprised. “Fuck me, you noticed that, right? He keeps looking at me.”

David giggled, “Dude, you have to go for that. I mean, look at him. I bet he has a huge one, too.”

Mitch remembered David didn’t know what the last things the bartender had said to him were. “Well, I don’t think that matters much. I guarantee you I’m right about that one. Big. Bottom.”

David rolled his eyes. “You’re such a top,” he mocked his best friend.

“Well,” Mitch shrugged. “Versatile top.”

“Wait, so if that big monster muscle guy wanted to fuck you, you’d let him?”

Mitch took down the last of his drink. “Well, maybe. But not without a fight.”

“That’s the spirit,” David added. “Let’s face it. Versatility immediately doubles your chances for a date on a Saturday night.”

“How would you know?”

“Bitch.”

“I may be,” Mitch put his glass down in front of David and leaned back. “But you know, it’s your round.”

* * *
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Mitch lay in bed naked on top of the sheets. He was very glad they had stopped after two drinks and made it an early night after a quick stop at their go-to corner diner for cheap food. His mind wandered back to the idea of not going home for Christmas. Why had he not thought of it before? What a great idea. Avoid the frustration and the family. Chill out in the city. Go out. Have fun without having to deal with the drama. The more he thought about it, the more determined he became.

As he scrolled through his social media accounts on his phone, it dinged, and he saw a text message box appear. It was from David.

You going to the gym in the morning?

He opened the Messages app and typed his response.

yeah glad we made it an early night

Cool. Maybe I’ll join you. Need to start working out I think.

OK cool yeah you cant play that cute twink card forever

First of all I’m not a twink. Second of all lots of guys like skinny boys too.

whatever we’ll get you some muscle and you can still be skinny best of both worlds
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