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This book is dedicated
to the memory of Peter Burton




Foreword


Stephen Fry


______


Most young gay people today would, I think rightly, be grateful to have been born into an age of greater acceptance and tolerance. We may not as a society be there fully but, my word, how things have changed from my own schooldays back in the 1970s.


And yet . . . let me tell you a little about my upbringing deep in the Norfolk countryside where we were, in the words of the eighteenth-century wit Sydney Smith, simply miles from the nearest lemon. Television at our house was not precisely banned, but only brought out for special occasions like the funeral of Churchill, the increasingly common assassinations of prominent Americans and, more happily, the moon landing.


Insomnia, especially on hot nights, was one of the chief miseries of my childhood and youth. Therefore, the only answer in lieu of television was to read, which in itself presented an absurd problem. If I opened the windows to cool the room, it would soon fill with huge moths, May bugs, June bugs and all kinds of simply terrifying arthropods peculiar to Norfolk which, like crazed winged lobsters, would carom and careen straight to my bedside lamp and flicker, bang and buzz about inside the shade. I happen to be horribly afraid of moths – an utterly irrational fear, I am quite aware, but agonizingly real.


Somehow I managed, despite these abhorred fluttering distractions, to get through hundreds of books a year. My parents had many of their own, most of which I had soon consumed more than once. I further supplemented my reading matter at first from a large grey mobile library, which arrived every other Thursday at the corner of two lanes not far from the house.


One Sunday afternoon, aged perhaps thirteen, I watched on the little television that was pushed into a tiny corner of our huge Victorian kitchen Anthony Asquith’s film version of The Importance of Being Earnest. I vividly recall sitting on an uncushioned wooden kitchen chair, face flushed, mouth half-open, simply astonished at what I was watching and, most especially, hearing. I had had simply no idea that language could do this. That it could dance and trip and tickle, cavort, swirl, beguile and seduce – that its rhythms, subclauses, repetitions, clausulae and colours could excite quite as much as music.


When Algernon says to Cecily, “I hope, Cecily, I shall not offend you if I state quite frankly and openly that you seem to me to be in every way the visible personification of absolute perfection?” I wriggled and giggled and repeated the phrase to myself in disbelieving bliss. Enough times to commit it to memory there and then. I would repeat it solemnly to our (faintly bewildered) cook.


“Oh, you do go on with your nonsense. How that drives me crazy.”


My repeatedly telling her that I hoped I would not offend her if I stated quite frankly and openly that she seemed to me to be in every way the visible personification of absolute perfection might have flustered her a little, but she was used to my behaviour, which was at times so frantic, fanciful and foolish that it would today quite certainly be diagnosed as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.


Wilde’s phrase, and many others from the film – “I never travel without my diary. One should always have something sensational to read on a train” – took hold of me completely. In an age before video recording, the best I could do was imagine myself inside the world of this extraordinary motion picture which turned out, my mother told me (after patiently enduring the matter of her too being the visible personification of absolute perfection), to have been based on a play – a copy of which she was sorry to say was not in the house.


The following Thursday I stood then, the only customer (lender? User? What was the word then?), at the corner of the lanes, fretfully waiting until the battleship-grey mobile library hove into view. The driver lurched the van – of the kind that I think used to be called a pantechnicon – to a halt, came round to open the door and lower the steps, and tousled my hair and patted my bum as I ascended (as adults were quite rightly allowed to do in those days without being hauled up before the courts and having their houses set fire to). The librarian, a becardiganed, multi-beaded old dear, was also apt to ruffle my hair. She often told me that I read so many books I would soon grow into one. For a child to read books, especially in the summer, was looked on as very peculiar and, of course, unhealthy – something I had always been used to being considered, on account of my loathing of all forms of organized games and sports.


“Have you,” I asked her breathlessly, “ever heard of a play called The Importance of Being Earnest?”


“Why yes, my love, that’s just up there, I think.”


It was far from the largest drama section you have ever seen in a library. A smattering of Shaw, Priestley and Shakespeare, but also marvellously the collected comedies of Oscar Wilde. She stamped the book out with that splendid springing, spanking sound that will never be heard on these shores again. The previous stamp showed me it had last been lent in 1959. I thanked her, dismounted in a bound, flew up the lane, round the rear of the house, up the back stairs and into my bedroom.


Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband, The Importance of Being Earnest. I read them all again and again and again until a fortnight later, when I found myself once more restlessly pacing the corner of the two lanes.


“Have you anything else by Oscar Wilde?”


“Well, now, I aren’t rightly sure . . .” she lifted her reading glasses from the delicately linked silver chain that hung round her neck, pushed them to her nose and came around the desk to inspect the shelves as if for the first time. “Ah, now, there you go.”


The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde. This was more, so much more than I could possibly have hoped for. Once again I flung myself on my bed and started to read. Some of the dialogues written in the Socratic style in essays like The Decay of Lying and The Critic as Artist confused me a little, and parts of The Soul of Man Under Socialism were quite beyond me. The poems I frankly disliked, save for The Ballad of Reading Gaol, which seemed an odd subject for such a glamorous and flowing lord of language to have chosen. The stories for children made me weep, as they do to this day, and The Picture of Dorian Gray touched a part of me that I couldn’t quite define, but disturbed and excited me very deeply indeed. De Profundis, too, I found beautiful, but puzzling. I wasn’t sure what the allusions to “prison” and “shame” and “scandal” and so on were supposed to mean. Indeed, I assumed the letter to be a work of fiction that held some allegorical meaning beyond my reach.


I kept this collection for four weeks, and the cosily obliging librarian waived the late-return penalty of sixpence when I at last brought it back to the mobile library. I asked if she had anything else by this Oscar Wilde.


She pointed at the book. “If that says The Complete Works, then I should think that’s the complete works, wouldn’t you, young man?”


“Hm.” It was hard not to see the justice of this. “Well, do you have anything about him, perhaps?”


Her soft, powdered cheeks pinkened a little and, in a rather quavery voice, she asked me how old I was.


“Oh, I’m a very advanced reader,” I assured her. Being tall and with a voice that never broke but slowly deepened, I could usually pass as older than my real age.


“We-ell . . .” she fossicked about the lower shelves and came up with a book called The Trials of Oscar Wilde by an author called H. Montgomery Hyde.


The book was like a kick in the teeth. A kick in the gut. A kick in the groin. A kick most especially in the heart. After reading about the character of this brilliant, engaging, gentle, exceptionally kind and quite remarkably gifted Irishman, to discover the truth of the sudden and calamitous third act of his life – the three trials (it is often forgotten that, following the legal action he foolishly took against the Marquess of Queensberry, there were not one, but two criminal trials against him, after the first ended in a deadlocked jury), the exile and the squalid and unhappy travels and subsequent penurious death in Paris – all this was almost more than I could bear.


Yet.


Yet it also confirmed in my deepest heart something that I had always known. That he and I shared a similar “nature”, as he would say, or “sexuality” as we would call it today.


My heart was wrenched by the story of Oscar. The mobile library was no longer enough. The only place for me now was Norwich City Library, twelve miles away. Sometimes I had the energy to bicycle, sometimes I took the daily coach that stopped at that same meeting of lanes at twenty to seven every weekday morning.


Before the Internet and Berners-Lee’s miraculous World Wide Web, the closest you came to metadata or hyperlinks were the bibliography and the index cards in the wooden drawers of a library catalogue.


I started by seeing what else this Montgomery Hyde had written. The Love That Dared Not Speak Its Name was one book. The Other Love was even more astonishing. I found myself endlessly in Norwich City Library, scribbling down names from the bibliographies at the end of each non-fiction book and then haring to the catalogues to see if the library might hold a copy of anything related to a newly acquired lead to the world of forbidden love. Through such means, I learned about the infamous Baron Corvo, aka William Rolfe, and his eye-popping, trouser-shifting “Venice Letters”, Norman Douglas, T. C. Worsley, “Y” (an anonymous gay autobiographer), Robin Maugham, Angus Stewart, the scandalous Michael Davidson, Roger Peyrefitte, Henry de Montherlant, Jean Genet, William Burroughs, Gore Vidal, John Rechy and dozens and dozens of others. It was the equivalent of clicking on web links – more cumbersome and time consuming, of course, but breathlessly exciting. Along the way, as a happy accident, I acquired a kind of alternative literary education that ran in parallel to the one I was receiving at school. You cannot read Genet or about him without encountering (the entirely heterosexual, so far as we know) Jean-Paul Sartre, and you cannot brush up against Robin Maugham without making the acquaintance of Paul Bowles and the Tangier set. Burroughs leads to Denton Welch, Corvo to the Bensons, Ronald Firbank, Stephen Tennant, Harold Acton and so on until, by fortuitous and serendipitous circumstances, fuelled by inner erotic curiosity and stimulation, I found a world of artists and writers, straight and gay, who were their own reward.


Suppose I had been born in the 1980s? All the vindication and support I might ever have needed to make me comfortable about my sexuality could have been found in television programmes like Queer as Folk, by the pioneering gay kisses on EastEnders and Brookside, in Pride marches along the streets of London and in the billions of pathways, savoury and unsavoury, offered by the Internet. The fact that my childhood, youth and early manhood preceded all of this diversity, freedom, tolerance and openness I, of course, regret to some degree: the brave new gay world would have saved me the doomed feeling I had that my life was inevitably to be one of secrecy, exile, seedy sex shops and the police courts. But I am very, very glad that the only available route to a proud acceptance and endorsement of my gay nature should have come through literature. I think I would always have loved Shakespeare, Keats, Austen, Dickens, Tennyson, Browning, Forster, Joyce, Fitzgerald – what the bluff English master of one of the private schools I attended called “the big hitters” – but I cannot thank my sexuality enough for giving me, in my particular case, a love of all reading and an introduction to the gay identity that offered so much more than Gay Tube and xhamster.com.


So it is for you now to read with pleasure the stories laid out before you and feel with me, if you can, that there is something special about literature, high or low, that addresses our innermost sexual and amatory selves. Whether they be light in tone, intensely erotic or lyrical, gay stories offer us vindication, fellowship, validation and a sense of shared identity that we need now as much as ever.




Introduction


by Torsten Højer


______


I admit that, for good or for ill, I am addicted to my Facebook feed. It lurks as I work, perpetually pinging up popular stories from not only my chums, but also the gaggle of gay news outlets that now exist. Among the multitude of muscular men in minuscule briefs are the good, the bad and the downright ugly gay stories of the day: joy as the United States legalizes gay marriage; despair as HIV infection rates increase; the horrifying situation for gay men in Uganda.


As relentless consumers of tidbits of gay information from around the globe, we find ourselves instantly informed as the extremes of equality and inequality trend; the latest news from Kansas is as accessible as that from Kampala.


Reflecting on our appetite for knowledge of gay experience both at home and abroad, I left the premise for stories within this collection entirely open – bar requiring a gay element – preferring to approach authors writing from a kaleidoscope of ages, locations, political climates and cultures. Indeed, the youngest contributor is in his twenties, the eldest in his eighties. The stories here are set in countries including Australia, Cuba, England, Greece, Italy, Kenya, Portugal, Russia, Somalia, South Africa, Spain, Sri Lanka and the USA.


Another desire was for a mix of contributors ranging from emerging talent to established, award-winning and sometimes pioneering authors. This is in part a continuation of the work of journalist, editor and writer Peter Burton, to whom this book is dedicated, who tirelessly championed gay literature throughout his fifty-year career – and right up to his departure in 2011.


I’m honoured to include stories from celebrated authors such as Neil Bartlett, Damian Barr, Patrick Gale, Francis King, Vestal McIntyre, Joseph Olshan, Diriye Osman, Felice Picano and Rupert Smith. I’m also privileged that Stephen Fry has written the foreword.


Equally, I’m thrilled to include stories from emerging writers such as Michael Carroll, Cliff James, Joseph Lidster and Joshua Winning.


To my knowledge, this is also the first time the British poet David Robilliard has been published by a major publisher.


Thanks are due to Duncan Proudfoot, Georgie Szolnoki, Emily Byron and all at Constable & Robinson/Little, Brown Book Group; Rose Collis; Danny James; Simon Coulson; Sarah Rushton-Read; Rikki Beadle-Blair at Team Angelica; Louise Jameson; Lisa Dowdeswell and Kate Pool at the Society of Authors; John Byrne; Ron Robertson; Vickie Dillon and Bill Hamilton at A M Heath; Cathy Rosenberg, Claire Conville, Jo Crocker, Marigold Atkey at David Higham Associates; all of the contributors to this collection (especially those who shared contacts and suggested further writers); my family and Robert Common, with whom I look forward to enjoying this gay life.


______


Torsten Højer
Brighton, 2014




This is Serious


James Robert Baker


______


Excerpt from tape recordings made by Dean Seagrave in his car, as he hunts down his ex-boyfriend, Pablo Orega, in Los Angeles, on 24 June 1996.


 


OK, I’m out of here. Oh, man. I think I blew it. Let me get out of here. Fuck. I don’t think they’d dare call the cops though. I’m probably OK.


Hold on. Let me make sure I’m getting out of here. What the fuck street is this? Romaine? What’s this up here? It must be Highland. Fuck. OK, I’m running the light. Fuck it.


That wasn’t smart. But I guess I’m OK. Shot, I’ve still got a hard-on. I think I’m insane.


Man, I’m still shaken. I really thought it was him. That poor guy. I think I scared the fuck out of him.


So OK. So I go in the door and there’s a window. I have to show ID and all that, which is fucked. Because of course they’ve got my name now. But I really can’t see them calling the cops. They’ve already been hassled. I mean, these sex places are kind of controversial. Even though they’ve sprung up all over now. And gotten progressively bolder in their gay-rag ads. Instead of being the guilty secret they were a few years ago. Now they’re almost proudly proclaiming: Yes, we spread HIV through multi-partner cocksucking and unprotected buttfucking. Won’t you please join us on our fabulous death boat, the SS Jonestown. Special college-boy discount rates. Just show us your uninfected buns and student ID.


Of course, if you say anything, if you point out that these places are mass-suicide parlors, they call you sex-negative. Which no self-respecting PC queer wants to be. And the health department, the liberal supervisors who are all taking fag money – nobody gives a shit or does anything. They’re probably thinking: “Fuck, we give up. If those fags want to kill themselves, why should we try to stop them?” You know what? They’ve got a point.


Anyway, I show the guy at the window my license. And I can see him noting the birth date, then checking me out, making this judgement call. That OK, I may be thirty-eight, but I don’t look that old. Or I won’t anyway under a 20-watt red light bulb. Because it turns out that most of the guys inside are young. In their twenties. The new sex-positive nineties seroconversion set.


So I get my card, all that, he buzzes me in. It’s very dark, of course. My geriatric eyes need time to adjust. So the first thing I notice is the music and the smell. The music is the U2 song, “One”. Which I really like, but it’s a strange kind of moody, grief-riddled, heavily Aids-coded song, which seems like a very bleak comment on this scene. Like this incredibly moving, re-humanizing, de-objectifying comment. But I get the feeling I’m the only one who’s taking it that way.


It’s this labyrinthine place. Guys wandering around through the plywood cubicles and corridors. Glory holes everywhere. Smell of piss and stale cum. Some guy back in one urine-scented booth, hunched in the shadows, squatting on a toilet that doesn’t work. He’s emaciated, like he’s got maybe three T-cells left, and he sticks his tongue out. I don’t think he wants to blow me. I think he wants me to piss in his mouth. Last call.


Another guy, with a honey-blond beard, is kind of listlessly jerking off back in a barred, jail-like cubicle. Like Vincent Van Gogh on crystal. So fried, he’s kind of talking to himself. Like muttering sex talk to himself. He worries me. Like I half expect him to flash a straight-razor or something. Cut off his ear. Or his dick or something. He looks just like Kirk Douglas in Lust for Life. Except the more fitting title is Lust for Death.


The whole place reminds me of the old Basic Plumbing. Which got to be so mean I quit going there way before Aids, just because of the attitudes, the evil, callous way guys treated each other. So I’m having all these flashbacks about things I haven’t seen or felt since 1981.


I mean, it’s crowded but nobody’s really doing that much. Just walking around, like bored rats in a maze. Like the bigger the selection, the pickier people get. So there’s this thin air of frustration. This sense of judgement, of tense restraint. It doesn’t seem very warm-hearted. That’s the term that LA Weekly moron used in his PC propaganda piece a while back. “Unlike the sex clubs of yesteryear, the new sexual anarchy is warm-hearted . . .” Something like that. Maybe I’m missing something, but it seems about as joyful as Buchenwald.


I see one guy with a goatee, which makes me quake for a second. Till I notice the hair on his forearms, which Pablo doesn’t have. So I make the rounds a few times, feel a few looks of interest, which is cheaply reassuring. I finally see some action. Three or four guys around another guy, who’s down on his knees. But it feels disembodied for some reason. Like the first time I ever went to a bathhouse, in the early seventies. Even though there were other times, later, when the same scene – say at the beach – might have turned me on. Like I’d get a hard-on and join the crowd. But this doesn’t thrill me. It’s like looking at a porno photo that no longer turns you on.


Speaking of porno, that’s my next stop. The room that’s like a lounge with a TV monitor showing a tape. But I don’t stay there long. This tape’s completely insane. It’s like four or five guys in this intense frenetic scene. Like this rough sex scene where they’re yelling abuse. “Suck his cock, you cock-hungry pig.” But that’s not what bothers me. It’s the pitch the film’s maintaining. The frantic, borderline hysteria. Like some abject fiend on the edge of coming. Except it never stops. There’s just this sense of frantic violence that goes on and on. And the sound’s also fucked up for some reason, distorting. So you hear these garbled yells of: “Suck on it! Choke on it, you pig!” And it seems very clear that sex is not enough, that they don’t want to fuck, they want to fucking kill each other. So you’re starting to feel: why don’t they just cut the shit and do it! Forget about their dicks, whip out a goddamn machete. Let’s see some fucking blood! That’s what you want!


So I have to get out of there. I feel like this tape is ridiculing me. Turning what I feel, what for me is very serious, into a cheap porno conceit. As if the culture, the gay consumerist culture, wants to defuse and neutralize me.


So I kind of stumble down the corridor, feeling panicked, even paranoid. Like everyone sees me as some floridly short-circuiting, pathetic loser who isn’t cold enough to function in this scene. Like I should be stuck in the dumpster out back like a broken, discarded replicant. So I duck into one of the cubicles, just to get away from all the eyes.


It’s like a stall with a door on a spring. So I hook the door and try to collect myself. And I can smell marijuana smoke in the air, which I’ve smelled since I came in and that reminds me of this joint I lifted at Reese’s. Guess I haven’t mentioned that until now. Not especially proud of it. But there was a box on the coffee table, filled with maybe two-dozen joints. Didn’t think Reese would miss one. I thought it might help bring me down from the speed, when I needed to do that. I stuck it in my pocket a second before Stan came in.


Now feels like the time to bring myself down some, so I fire up the joint in the cubicle. And it’s odd. This other strange song starts to play. I mean, strange for the setting. That Frente! acoustic version of “Bizarre Love Triangle”, which is one of my two favourite New Order songs. I mean, it was weird the first time I heard the Frente! version, since I’ve been singing that song to myself for years. My own acoustic version in the car, in the shower, idly walking around the house. I like the chorus especially. Where you get down on your knees and pray . . .


Which is maybe what I should be doing right now. Praying. If I knew who to pray to or what, but I don’t anymore.


And so for a while I was gone. I mean, the dope was good, very good, and for a while I was lost in the sad lost world of that song. Like I could write a whole novel, a Proustian novel, about everything that went through my mind in those two minutes.


But then the song was over and there was nothing for a moment. And that’s when I heard these two guys, these two guys talking in the next cubicle. Like having a conversation after sex. And I reel because this one guy is saying, “So my friend John goes: ‘I don’t know why you keep attracting these guys who always get obsessed with you.’ And I go, ‘John, it’s because I have a kind of sexual magnetism that I can’t turn off . . .’”


So it’s him. It has to be him. It’s his voice, his phrasing, it’s him.


Except I’m buzzed now, from the dope, so how can I be sure my mind isn’t playing tricks? That’s when I notice the peephole. I turn down the light in my cubicle, and crouch down and look through the peephole. Meanwhile, the other guy’s talking, all very low-key, about his boring job as a claims adjuster or something. So I look through the peephole and there they are, on a small cot. I can’t see a lot at first in the weak yellow light. Their crotches mostly. They’ve taken their clothes off. You can see their limp dicks, their hands holding cigarettes, as they go on talking. But I’m sure it’s him.


“I’m working on this paper now. It’s really been exhausting me,” he says. Playing grad student on study break.


Then he reaches over to stub out his cigarette and I see his moustache and goatee. I see his Auschwitz buzz cut, as predicted. So I have no further doubt it’s him.


The other guy gets up, pulls on his pants, says he has to take a leak.


Pablo says, “So, you’re going back on Tuesday?” Like the guy’s from out of town. Like Pablo wants to spend some more time with him. So I know I have to act now, before the guy comes back and they leave together.


I don’t have time to think, or to savor the anticipation. Which is somewhat disappointing, that the moment is coming so fast. I take out the Glock, hold it under my T-shirt as I step out. I press the door to his cubicle. It’s unlatched. I enter, pulling out the gun. He jumps as I say, “Don’t make a fucking sound.”


That’s when I see all the hair on his chest and stomach and I know it’s not Pablo. I still don’t want to believe it, though. I was so sure. I keep looking at his face, as though his body could be lying. Like he’s grown hair on his chest to fool me, to fuck with my head. Which is crazy, I know. But my mind really wants to be right.


Finally, I have to admit it. It’s not his face, either. This guy’s nose is too long, his cheeks too sunken. So I say, “Look, sorry. I thought you were someone else.”


So that’s when I leave. And then this strange thing happens. Except it’s not so strange, which is why I’m very concerned now. But as I step outside, into the bracing night air, I suddenly get an erection. Like for no apparent reason. Except I think at first it’s maybe some weird form of relief. Like I’ve been in this hellhole of death, this stinking, suffocating prison, and now I’m busting free, embracing the fresh night air and life or something. I don’t want to admit yet what’s really going on. It’s too horrendous.


But I’m admitting it now. Because I’ve still got a hard-on. It’s been a half hour now and it still hasn’t gone down. I can’t wait any longer. The stakes are too high. It’s the hemp that did it. My doctor warned me about that. It can cause this kind of side effect. Smoking dope when you’re taking Desyrel. I thought about it at Reese’s when I lifted the joint. I guess I just didn’t believe it. Or maybe I was thinking, when I smoked in the sex club . . . Maybe I was thinking, if I’m really honest, that as foul as the place was, if I got a killer hard-on, I might just – who knows? – get all this sucked out of my system. But I’m in trouble now. I’m in deep shit, I can tell. It’s a different kind of hard-on. Like an extrahard hard-on. But the problem is this. I’m not thinking about sex. And I can tell I could think about anything – Pat Boone, Rush Limbaugh naked, Nancy Reagan’s twat – and I would not lose this erection.


Which may sound funny. Or like a highly desirable state. Boy, you could fuck all night, ha ha. But here’s the thing. If I don’t do something now, this could permanently damage me. Make me impotent. Which is really no joke at all. That’s why I’m closing in on Cedars-Sinai Hospital – right now.


______


OK, I’m back. It’s about eleven. A lot’s been going on. I’m moving, as you can tell. I feel OK now. Leveled out. Just did some more speed. I kind of had to. They hit me up with something at Cedars. Valium or something. They could tell I was tweaked. But right now I feel perfect. Wired out but not frantic. In control.


Which is good. I feel like this is it. I’m closing in. It’s going to happen. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.


So I go into Emergency. Which, for starters, is painfully bright. And I’ve got my T-shirt out and all that. But it’s not completely covering my crotch. So I’m very self-conscious. Like some teenage kid with a boner who has to share it in front of the class.


The waiting room’s not crowded, fortunately. Just this elderly Jewish couple. I kind of walk to the window half-turned away from them. The guy at the window turns out to be the problem. This icky young queen who reminds me of Calvin. Calvin pre-Aids. So he asks me what the problem is and I tell him I’ve got an erection.


He says, “We should all be so lucky.”


And I say, “No, look, this isn’t a joke. I’m taking Desyrel, this anti-depressant, and this is one of the side effects. It gives you a permanent erection and if you don’t do something about it, it can physically damage your penis.”


I realize this old Jewish couple can hear me. And this queen is kind of smiling. And I’m starting to feel like no one’s going to believe me. Like no one here is going to know what I’m talking about.


“How long have you had it?” the guy asks.


“I don’t know. Forty-five minutes.”


“You mean, constantly?”


“Yes.”


He’s looking at me like he thinks I’m a nut case. Or like if the Jewish couple weren’t there in the waiting room, he’d ask me to show him.


I say, “Look, this is serious. I need to see a doctor immediately.”


So he finally takes my Blue Cross card and all that. Then he says, “Why don’t you have a seat, Mr Seagrave? It’ll be a few minutes.”


So I say, “Look, man. You’re not getting it. I know this sounds silly or something, compared to the gunshot victims and people having heart attacks. But it’s a very real thing! If I’m not treated, damage will result. I’ll be impotent, man! Don’t you get it? Maybe you don’t give a shit, but it’s my fucking life! I want to see a doctor and I want to see him now!”


So he goes and talks to someone, and this nurse comes and gets me. She leads me back into one of the examining places, and I have to tell her all over again what’s going on. Then finally the doctor finally comes over, this young Jewish guy who I recognize immediately from a local news show. Like he’s this doctor who always does the medical reports. So I explain for a third time what’s going on and he wants to see. But this nurse is still there, and I know she’s a nurse, but I say, “Do you think she could step out? I’m shy, OK?”


So she does, and I show the doctor my boner, which is totally huge and dark red. I mean, the color freaks me out – it’s so dark, like all the blood in my dick is clotting or something.


And the doctor says: “Are you sure you weren’t just stimulated?”


And I almost say: “No, I was just at this truly vile sex club that if anything had the opposite effect.” But I decide not to mention that, in case he’s homophobic or something. But I’m already getting terrified, since I can tell that he doesn’t know anything about this. He’s got this expression like he’s thinking: “This is a puzzler.”


I say, “Look, I knew this could happen. If you smoke marijuana. My doctor gave me that warning. I just didn’t take it that seriously. But I know there are drugs you can give me that will counteract the effect.”


I didn’t want to say anything more. Because I knew, I remembered this conversation with my doctor that seemed like a joke at the time, that if the drugs didn’t work they had to do surgery. Cut the blood vessels or something. Which will also result in permanent impotence. That’s part of why I don’t want this guy to know I’m gay. He might say, “Sorry, Bud. Only one way to deal with this.”


But this guy looks baffled. Then he goes and uses the phone. Which seems to take forever. Getting through to some other doctor. I can see him from the examining room. At one point he laughs into the phone. And I’m thinking: “Man, chat it up some other time, dude. This is fucking serious, you asshole!”


Finally he comes and gives me a shot of something. As he does it, he says, “If this doesn’t work, we may have to perform surgery, which could leave you impotent.”


I say, “Oh, man. My girlfriend will shit.”


Not taking any chances, since I’m kind of at his mercy.


Then he says, “Your pupils are dilated. What else have you taken tonight?”


So I tell him I did a couple of lines of crank, since I was working on a project. That’s when he calls for the Valium shot.


Then it’s like this waiting game. This big suspense scene. Like if it’s going to work, it should work within minutes. So the doctor’s there and so is the nurse. And other people are kind of watching from further back. Like everyone in the ER knows what’s going on.


I’m just sitting on the table at this point. My pants are up, my shirt’s covering my crotch, so everybody’s watching my face, like I’m supposed to tell them if there’s any change.


I’m really thinking: “If this doesn’t work, I’m going to kill myself. Since I can’t see living if I can’t fuck.”


Then, the tension gets unbelievable. Not that I care a lot, since I’m kind of peaking on Valium. But on another level, I still know what’s at stake. The doctor keeps looking at his watch. I half expect him to say, “OK, I feel something. It’s going down. Yeah, it is.”


The doctor wants to see it again, so I make him draw the curtain. Like I don’t need an audience watching me lose my erection.


And it’s OK. It’s going down. Way down. Until my dick’s so shriveled up it looks like it was dipped in ice water. At which point I get panicked. I say, “Look, this isn’t permanent—”


He says, “No, no. You’ll be fine in a day or two. But you should definitely avoid re-stimulation.”


Re-stimulation? Like he still thinks I was probably fucking.


Anyway, that was it. They wanted me to stay there and rest for an hour or so, just to be sure. They didn’t try to have me admitted, like I thought they might. But I left after about forty minutes, because I suddenly realized where Pablo will be tonight – it suddenly hit me. I’m almost certain I’m right this time. And it’s been a long day. I just want to find him and kill him and get it over with, so I can go somewhere and get a good night’s sleep.




Dead Air


Joshua Winning


______


10 p.m.


Adam Fox drew the microphone closer and used his best radio voice: the husky one that had earned him so many fans in the halcyon days of prime time. It helped that he’d just downed a cup of scalding coffee.


“Hello, creatures of the night. This is Adam Fox, checking in for a long-haul flight to dreamland. For the next seven hours, I’m all yours.” He clicked an icon on his desktop screen and a horror-movie cackle filled his headphones. “But before we slip into something a little more comfortable, let’s catch up with those news headlines. Don’t go anywhere.”


Another click and the Mantrap FM jingle played, followed by a recorded news bulletin. Adam slumped back in his chair, stretched his arms above his head and yawned. After three months working the graveyard shift at the radio station, he thought he’d have acclimatized, but the opposite was happening. The bags under his eyes were deepening, becoming more permanent. He was pale, too. The kind of pale that looked sickly, malnourished. He slept all day and worked all night, which was doing nothing for his complexion – or his sex life.


The door behind him clicked open and Adam swung his chair, freeing one ear from his tin-can headphones.


“I’m out,” said Giles, an adorable twenty-something DJ who wore a parka and an earring. If only their shift patterns were more compatible.


“Sayonara,” Adam said, stifling another yawn.


“I brewed a new pot for you,” Giles said. “Looked like you needed it.”


Considerate, Adam thought. Too considerate? Something somebody with a vested interest might do?


“Thanks. Hey, off anywhere exciting?”


“Bed.”


“Sounds exciting to me.” “You’re on.”


“Huh?”


Giles pointed to the screen.


“You’re on,” he whispered, slipping out of the dark studio and closing the door.


“Shit.” Adam pulled the headphones back on.


Click.


“How about that news, huh?” he purred into the mic. His gaze went to the viewing window, where Giles pretended to fall asleep while standing up, then laughed and waved, his slight frame disappearing down the hall. Adam was alone again. He’d be alone for the next six-and-a-half hours until Twig came in for the breakfast show. Cocooned in the shadows of his studio, Adam could be the last man on Earth. If aliens attacked or a nuke went off, he doubted he’d hear it through the soundproof walls.


He cursed his manager, Dale, for roughly the sixtieth time that week. This time last year, Adam had been on prime-time radio, damn near the star of Mantrap FM – or as much of a star as a radio personality could be nowadays. He went to movie premieres and interviewed the stars as they glided down the red carpet. Now he was being squeezed out the arsehole end of the schedule – and all because he’d pissed Dale off at the Christmas party. Adam couldn’t even remember what had happened that night. It was a sozzled blur of liquor and cigarettes. But in one fell swoop, Dale had killed both his career and his social life.


Thirty-two and sharing air with the alkies and the crazies. Just shoot me.


“It’s that time of night when I put on my therapist’s hat and help all you hopeless romantics,” he said into the mic. “Caught in a bad romance? Got a mystery itch down there? No matter what the problem, the love doctor’s here to give you a hand. Give me a call on 0800-MANFIX and I’ll see what I can do. Oh, and I come fully lubricated. It won’t hurt a bit. Unless you want it to.”


It was the most popular portion of the night, just early enough for the lovelorn to still be sufficiently sober to form a sentence, and late enough for salacious dilemmas that wouldn’t usually make it past the watershed. Within five minutes, the board had lit up like a disco floor and Adam put through the first caller. Ordinarily, he’d have a producer to field the calls, but budget cuts had resulted in yet more restrictions on the station’s staff. Adam had a feeling Dale was behind that, too.


Fuck you, Dale.


“Hey caller, who are you and where are you from?”


“Hey, it’s Harry from Finsbury Park.”


“Nice place.”


“It’s a shithole.”


“What can I help you with, Harry?”


At least this one sounded sober.


“Okay . . . Uh . . . Well, basically, I’m seeing this guy, but he has this sort of fetish, I guess.”


“Sounds kinky. And you have a problem with this?”


“Well, it’s just . . . He loves The Lord Of The Rings and he wants me to dress up as Gandalf . . .”


11 p.m.


Adam hit play on the extended news bulletin, which gave him five minutes to dash to the toilet and then refill his coffee cup. He hung the headphones over the mic and hurried down the corridor. The fluorescent lights buzzed as he went into the toilet. As he pissed in the urinal, he chuckled at some of the calls he’d received. A young guy who thought his nose would cave in like Danniella Westbrook’s because he’d snorted poppers. Another who’d lost his douche somewhere unpleasant.


Turn out the sun and the weirdos emerge. Don’t these people have any common sense?


Zipping himself up, Adam went into the poky kitchen and filled his mug, then headed back towards the studio.


He stopped. Listened.


For a moment, he was sure he’d heard a noise. A shuffling from further down the corridor. But there was nobody there. He was alone at the station. Giles had locked him in when he left, like he always did.


Adam checked his watch and hurried back into the darkened studio.


“The next hour is all about smooth tunes,” he breathed, unleashing his best husky. “Got a request? Give me a call on 0800-MANFIX or send a text to 8465.”


He spun a few tunes for the next thirty minutes, took some requests from callers – one of them a regular who always flirted down the phone line. It had been entertaining at first, but Adam was sure he could hear a baby in the background, which was a massive turn-off. Didn’t stop the guy phoning in every couple of nights and requesting the same song. Always “Gimme Shelter” by the Rolling Stones.


The last track played out and Adam noticed that there was a caller on line one. He placed a bet with himself. Smooth tunes generally meant Hot Chocolate, Aretha or Texas. Somebody had requested Enya once and he’d laughed them off the air, slinging on Sinéad O’Connor instead.


Click.


“You’re live on Mantrap FM. Who’s this and where are you from?”


Heavy breathing huffed into his headphones.


“You have to help me!”


Adam sighed. He hadn’t had one of these for a while.


“Very good,” he said. “If you raise the Bat signal, I’m sure—”


“Please!” the voice screamed and Adam jumped. “I don’t know what to do!”


The hairs on Adam’s arms prickled. Was this for real? The voice sounded familiar, though he couldn’t place it. One of his friends playing a prank? None of his friends listened in, though. They took great pains to sound surprised when he talked about his “little show”.


Our celebrity, they oozed, flapping their hands and flicking their hair. A-list Adam just loves a celebrity shindig.


No. This was different. He could hear panic in the caller’s voice. Hoarse, rasping desperation.


“What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting up straighter.


“There’s somebody after me. I—”


The line went dead.


“Hello?” Adam asked.


Shit.


He tried to get a handle on his nerves. Leaned in to the mic. “Caller, if you can still hear me and you’re in trouble, please, the best thing you can do is to call the police.” It was all he could do. The caller’s number hadn’t shown up so he couldn’t give it to the authorities. “That goes for anybody who feels unsafe out there, no matter where you are.” He let out a deep breath. “Let’s . . . all just chill out with a little Miles Davis, shall we?”


12.10 a.m.


Adam’s hand shook as he raised the coffee mug. Annoyed at himself, he tried to blame the caffeine jitters, but he knew that wasn’t the reason. He couldn’t stop thinking about the call. Who had it been? Was it a prank or had somebody really been in trouble?


That wasn’t the only reason he was shaken up. The voice had sounded so familiar. Almost like . . . but that was impossible. Harris was dead. There was no way he could be calling the station. Not unless technology was getting really good and, in this shithole of a radio station, that was about as likely as it raining men.


Adam put a hand to his headphones. Under the news bulletin, a strange sound was coming through. It was so quiet that he had to strain to listen. Frowning, he realized the sound wasn’t coming through the tin cans at all. He freed one ear and listened.


Tap, tap, tap.


Tap, tap.


Adam spun in his chair. His own pale reflection peered back at him from the viewing window. But nothing else. He was alone.


Must’ve been an electrical tick, he told himself. The building was old and riddled with peculiarities. Electrical tick, he repeated in his head. That’s all. He willed himself to accept the explanation, as if the tapping hadn’t sounded exactly like somebody skittering their nails against the glass.


With a start, Adam realized the news bulletin had finished and he scrambled to click the mic on.


“Uh, hey all,” he said. “Next up, we have a bit of a treat for you. Remember the docu-exposé we aired a few months back about the secret life of bodyguards at gay clubs? Here’s your chance to enjoy it all over again. And remember to keep those song requests coming in. 0800-MANFIX. Call me.”


Click.


Adam tugged the headphones off and rubbed his eyes. The night shift really was getting to him. He’d never imagined hearing things before. And that call . . . The more he thought about it, the more the voice had sounded like Harris. He’d know that voice anywhere. They’d been together for six years. Six ridiculously good years.


An image of Harris’s blood-drenched face flickered before his eyes and Adam grabbed his mug, easing himself out of the chair. In the kitchen, he leant against the counter and stared into the dark orb of the coffee pot.


He tried to ignore the ache. The belly-deep darkness that leeched through him in those quiet moments when there was nothing to distract him.


You have to help me, the voice had pleaded.


Help with what? And how could Adam help? He was a DJ hidden away in a remote part of North London. Why would somebody call him?


The shriek of twisting metal rang in his ears. The sound of the car folding up around them. And Harris screaming. Screaming, then suddenly silent. His eyes fixed on Adam’s.


“Shit,” Adam muttered, pouring himself another coffee. He was getting to the end of the pot, which meant it would taste bitter but strong. Strong enough, hopefully, to yank him out of this torpor. He had loyal late-night listeners he couldn’t disappoint.


Yeah, right. I’m king of the gay truck drivers and the hopeless insomniacs. They’re my army of nocturnal no-lives.


There were still twenty minutes left on the documentary, so Adam wandered the halls of the station. He might as well check he really was locked in alone. If somebody was trying to mess with him, he’d find them quickly enough. The station was one floor and seven rooms. There weren’t many places to hide.


In the cramped reception area, a graveyard for wilting pot plants, the front door was locked securely. Adam went back down the corridor. He stopped at one of the doors.


Dale Dixon – Station Manager.


Adam went in there sometimes. Dale had made his life a misery, so it was only fair for Adam to return the favour. A month ago, he’d hidden a square of cheese down the back of one of the desk drawers, noting the gradual ripening of the air every time he came in for the graveyard shift. It must have driven Dale crazy.


He tried the door. Unlocked. He went inside.


Dale’s office was meticulously organized. In the darkness, Divine shrieked at him from her frame on the wall and a dust cover had been placed over the desktop computer. Adam wandered further inside, noting the photograph of Dale with his boyfriend and their irritating little yappy dog. He put the picture in Dale’s “out” tray. The “in” tray was full of freebies that were sent into the station. An invitation to some soiree hosted by an ex-Spice Girl. Glow-in-the-dark condoms. A cardboard mask of Liza Minnelli.


Boring.


He wondered what Giles was up to. He was probably asleep by now. Adam found himself filled with sudden yearning: for a new life and for Giles. The younger DJ had started working at Mantrap FM five months ago and, before his banishment to the night shift, Adam had been responsible for showing him the ropes. There had been eye flirting and nervous blushes. Adam thought maybe they’d kissed at the Christmas party, but he couldn’t remember, and then he’d been made king of the witching hour.


Guilt polluted the yearning and Adam left the office. He headed back towards his studio, then froze.


Through the viewing pane, he glimpsed a dark shape.


Somebody was standing perfectly still in the centre of his studio.


“What the—” Adam began. He threw the door open.


The studio was empty.


Adam checked behind the door and under the desk. He was alone.


Rattled, he closed the door and set his mug down. Something strange was going on.


“Baby Jane’s got nothing on you,” he muttered under his breath, if only to hear his own voice, hear how sane and put-together he was. Definitely not somebody who saw man-shaped shadows and heard mysterious tappings. Though wasn’t talking to yourself the first sign of madness? Or was it the first sign of loneliness?


Adam checked over his shoulder to make sure he was the only one in the gloomy studio, then ordered himself to stop being ridiculous. He was over-tired and the phone call had frayed his nerves. He had to sort his shit out. There were still four and a half hours of the show left – if you could even call it a show – and he couldn’t lose it.


The coffee was comforting and he felt instantly more alert.


He checked the counter on the documentary. Still four minutes left.


A light flashed in the corner of the desk. The office phone, on mute for when he was on air. Who’d be calling him at this hour? Dale? He’d done it before. Called in at some ungodly hour to tell Adam he was doing a great job, just awesome, he was so pleased he’d given him the night shift.


Adam picked up.


“Adam here.”


“Please,” a voice choked.


Adam nearly dropped the receiver.


“Who is this?” he demanded, his voice quavering. “How did you get this number?”


Strangled sobs came down the line.


“I did something and I can’t take it back.”


The voice was so familiar. A tortured whisper. But it couldn’t be Harris. No chance in hell it was Harris.


“Please,” Adam said. “Who is this?”


“It’s so tight! I can’t stand it! I can’t breathe! Please tell someone to take it off!”


A chill shot down Adam’s spine.


It sounded so much like Harris.


“Listen to me,” he said. “I can only help you if you give me more information. Is somebody hurting you? Where are you?”


“I’m so alone.”


The line went dead. The dial tone hummed in Adam’s ear and it took him a moment to notice the cramp in his hand. He was crushing the receiver. Shakily, he replaced it.


It couldn’t be Harris, but it sounded so much like him. If Harris had been whispering and in pain.


I’m sorry.


Before he died, he whispered two words. In the mangled ruins of the car. Adam had lain beside him for thirty minutes before they were cut free. It had felt like an eternity. And not long enough. Adam had spent those thirty minutes talking to him. Reassuring him.


Reassuring the corpse.


Adam lurched out of his chair and barrelled into the corridor, stumbling towards the toilets. Bile burned the back of his throat and he made it into a cubicle just in time, vomiting violently into the bowl.


A few moments later, he gripped the basin unsteadily, then splashed cold water onto his face. Rinsed his mouth out. Spat.


His wan reflection was a mockery. All colour bled out of the room and Adam felt like he was falling, drowning in the darkness of his reflected eyes. He’d been useless after the crash. Harris’s sister called him a couple of times, but Adam couldn’t talk to her. He drank too much and refused to visit the grave. He’d escaped with nothing more than a broken clavicle.


Harris’s skull had been crushed.


Adam wiped his face and swallowed the memories. The grief collapsed into anger. Somebody was trying to get under his skin. Whoever it was had a twisted sense of humour. None of Adam’s friends were capable of such maliciousness. Who was responsible?


Dale.


No, Adam told his reflection. Dale was an idiot, but he was professional, for the most part. He wouldn’t play a prank live on air.


Harris.


Impossible.


Somebody who read the story in the papers.


That was the most likely explanation. Was it one of his regulars? If it was a total stranger, though, why call now? Adam had been working the graveyard shift for three months. The accident happened eleven months ago. It was another month until the anniversary. Why target him now? Why target him at all? It didn’t make any sense.


With leaden legs, Adam staggered back to the studio.


The audio monitor on his screen was flatlining. The documentary had finished. All that was circulating was dead air.


“Christ.”


Adam rushed to his desk and pulled the mic up.


Click.


“Adam Fox here. Apologies for the silent treatment, we’re having a slight technical issue this end, but we’re all good now. I’ll be right back after this.”


He dropped Madonna’s latest tune into the playlist and heaved a deep breath, running a hand through his hair.


I hope Dale didn’t hear that.


1.45 a.m.


Usually, the silence was comforting. An escape. Tonight, it suffocated. As the minutes struggled by, Adam became more and more aware of it. It became a roaring wall of static. When he removed the headphones during breaks, it crashed in his ears.


He imagined the silence groping inside. Electrical currents snaking through him, welding onto his bones until he became nothing more than dark, vibrating energy. Invisible. A memory. A hole in space.


“Tonight, we’re discussing unusual jobs,” Adam said into the mic. He could hear the strain in his voice and hoped the listeners couldn’t. “So far, Paul’s the clear winner. If you’re just tuning in, Paul used to be a water-slide tester at a resort in Florida. Lucky sod. If you’ve got anything weirder, give me a call. We can’t let Paul win this. The fucker. Sorry, Paul.”


Adam checked his mobile. He’d texted his friend Alisha. She was a writer and sometimes pulled all-nighters, mostly because she liked leaving things until the day before deadline. She must be asleep, though, as she hadn’t replied. For a moment he contemplated texting Giles, but it wasn’t like they were best friends. Besides, Adam sort of regretted messaging Alisha. Somebody was trying to rankle him and it was working.


Get it together, he told himself.


The call board blinked at him and Adam eyed it uneasily.


One of them could be his taunter.


Click.


“You’re live on Mantrap FM.”


“Hey Adam. Big fan of the show.”


“You have impeccable taste.”


“Uh, yeah, so I’m Luke and I’m from Brighton, but I live in Clapham now.”


Tell us your life story, why don’tcha?


“Cool. Why’d you leave Brighton, Luke?”


“Seagulls the size of dinosaurs.”


“Who needs Jurassic Park, yeah?”


“Pretty much.”


“So, Luke, what’s this crazy job you do? Give us some clues and we’ll see if we can guess what it is.”


“Okay. Well, I use my mouth.”


Flirt.


“Interesting,” Adam said. “Next clue.”


“Uh, it sort of involves fur. Sort of.”


“I’m gonna ask for one more clue before my mind starts going to really dirty places.”


“Okay. Uh. My taste buds are important.”


“What the hell kind of job is this, Luke?” Adam teased. Luke’s laughter filled his headphones and Adam felt as if a small weight was lifting.


“It’s weird, man.”


“Okay, mouth, fur, taste buds,” Adam mused. “Callers, any ideas? I’m trying not to picture you as some kind of fur-eating dungeon keeper, Luke.”


The laughter again. Adam caught himself smiling.


“Okay, I give up. Luke, what do you do?”


“I’m a dog-food taste-tester.”


The lights went out.


“Uh, hello?” Adam tapped his headphones, but no sound came through. He sat in the pitch dark. The computer was dead, which meant he was off-air. He waited. Supposedly, there were precautions in place in the event of a power cut. The back-up generator should kick in any second.


Adam counted to thirty before he realized the generator was dead, too.


He pulled the headphones off and fumbled around for his phone.


Then he heard it. A sound like rope being twisted between gloved hands. It was so close that Adam imagined he could feel the rope hairs grazing his skin.


Panic bursting in his chest, he clumsily drew his mobile from his pocket and pressed a button. A blinding white glow bathed him. Adam caught his reflection in the viewing window and every hair on his body stood on end.


Something else was reflected beside him.


A skeletal face with sunken eyes. The sound of twisting rope filled his ears.


Adam screamed and hurled himself at the studio door. He tumbled out into the dark corridor and ran blindly. His phone sent ghostly white shapes flickering ahead of him and Adam charged into the station’s main reception, crashing against the exit doors.


They were still locked.


He felt in his pockets for his keys, then remembered with a sick feeling that they were in his bag in the studio. He tossed his head back and howled, then clamped a hand over his mouth. Whoever had been in the studio was still here with him.


His gut contracted in terror. His palm was sweaty against his mouth.


That face. That awful, bony face.


Adam sank to the floor, his back against the doors. From there, he could see down the corridor that led to his studio. Solid darkness filled it, but at the far end the studio door was cast in the red glow of an emergency light that had finally blinked on. The door stood ajar and the studio looked empty.


You’re not going back in there.


As he raised his mobile to call the police, there came a crackling sound like a needle being dropped onto a record. Adam peered up at the speakers behind the reception desk. Shows often aired live through them during the day. A haunting refrain began to play. A ghostly voice pined.


Adam hunched where he was, too scared to move.


“Oh, a storm is threat’ning, My very life today . . .”


He knew the song.


“If I don’t get some shelter, Oh yeah, I’m gonna fade away . . .”


“Gimme Shelter” by the Rolling Stones.


He should still be scared. He should be worried that a maniac was loose in the station. Instead, Adam frowned, his mind working. The caller. The flirter with the wailing baby in the background. He always requested this song. Was he in the station? Was he stepping up his obsession?


Adam got to his feet slowly. A feeling like relief flooded through him. He wasn’t losing his mind. He hadn’t been imagining things. Somebody had been locked in the station with him the whole night. They must have hidden in the toilets and waited for Giles to leave.


Not Harris. It wasn’t his voice on the phone.


He remembered the creak of twisting rope and his confidence quailed. He wasn’t going to die here. Not on the shift that fucking Dale had assigned him to. He dialled 999 and waited.


“Please state the nature of your emergency.”


“I’m at Broadcast Towers in Muswell Hill,” Adam said. “I’m locked in with somebody. I think he wants to hurt me.”


“Okay, sir. Please stay calm. Officers are on their way. If you can find somewhere safe to hide, I advise you do so. And keep your phone on you.”


Adam hung up. He stared down the corridor.


Silence had returned. There was no sign of his visitor.


His phone vibrated in his hand and Adam jumped. He looked at the screen. It was his number – the number of his studio phone. Confused, he peered down the corridor again. He could see the phone sitting on his desk, bathed in the sickly red glow of the emergency light. Nobody else was in there.


He answered. “Hello?”


“Hey, hot stuff.”


“Who’s this? Giles?”


“Got it in one. How’s the show going?”


“Where are you calling from?” Adam asked.


“I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d check in on you. Is that okay?”


Adam checked his phone again. It was definitely his office number. His phone must be glitching.


Just my luck.


“You still there?” Giles’s voice asked.


“Yeah, I’m . . . Things are sort of . . . There’s somebody in here with me.”


“In the studio? You bad boy.”


“Seriously,” Adam said. “I think I’m in danger.”


“Shit. Get out of there.”


“I can’t. My keys are in the office.”


“Try the toilets. There’s a window on a latch in there. You can climb out.”


“Okay.”


Adam went to the door hesitantly. The corridor looked clear. The toilets were three doors away. If he ran, he could probably make it.


“Shit,” he muttered to himself. “Stay on the line, okay?”


“I’m here.”


Adam checked the corridor again, listening for any sounds. All he heard was the soft, quick flutter of his own breath. He had to move fast. Balling his fists, he hurried down the corridor, moving as quietly as he could. He ducked into the toilets and pushed the door shut.


It was even darker in here than the rest of the station.


Adam jumped as he caught his own scared reflection in the mirror. Then his blood froze.


A face was reflected behind him. It was swathed in shadows but the eyes drilled into him. Black and penetrating.


A strangled cry erupted from his throat. The figure leapt at him and they crashed to the floor. Adam’s phone spun across the tiles and he felt gloved hands at his throat. They squeezed.


Bright spots bobbed in Adam’s vision. He couldn’t breathe. He thrashed beneath the weight of his attacker, but he was too weak. He couldn’t fight him. He pounded the tiles desperately and bucked with all his strength. The hands slipped and Adam threw his attacker off.


He scrambled away, gasping air through his crushed throat. Propped up against the wall, his gaze wheeled to his attacker and Adam thought he had finally lost his mind.


Sunken eyes stared at him, pale skin shimmering like ice.


“No,” Adam retched, refusing to believe it. He felt around on the floor for his phone, his eyes locked onto the impossible thing in the shadows. His fingers scraped his phone and he clenched it tight in his fist.


The thing in the shadows reached for him again and Adam screamed, lashing out with his legs. His attacker stumbled and hit the floor.


Adam staggered to his feet and bowled out of the toilets. A sob rose through him as he saw that the office number had tried to call his phone three times. Giles must be worried. He hit ‘call back’ and staggered towards the first door he saw. He fell into the room beyond and slammed the door behind him, throwing his weight against it.


He was back in his studio.


Shakily, he raised the mobile to his ear.


A few rings and then – click!


“You’re live on Mantrap FM. Who’s this and where are you from?”


“You have to help me!” Adam wheezed, though the voice on the phone didn’t sound like Giles. His throat throbbed painfully.


“Very good,” the voice on the phone said wearily. “If you raise the Bat signal, I’m sure—”


“Please!” Adam screamed. “I don’t know what to do!”


“What’s wrong?” the voice asked.


“There’s somebody after me. I—”


And then he realized who the voice belonged to. Who the radio host was. With trembling hands, he hung up.


“No,” Adam whispered to himself. It wasn’t possible. He stared around the dark studio. He was alone in here, but he’d just spoken to . . .


He went to the desk, grabbed the office phone. It was dead.


He turned around and stopped breathing.


A body swung by its neck, reflected in the glass of the viewing window.


Sunken eyes met his.


Adam glanced up and remembered.


The rope. He’d found it in the caretaker’s cupboard. Adam looked down and felt the rope in his hands. He twisted it until it creaked. Tears made tracks in his cheeks.


He’d been alone on the night shift. Feeling guilty because of Giles. The crackling silence had suffocated and Harris would never understand.


As if in a dream, Adam drew his chair into the middle of the floor and climbed onto it. He couldn’t stop himself. He knotted the rope onto the pipes above his head and drew the noose around his neck. The rope hairs bristled against his skin.


Somebody had requested “Gimme Shelter” by the Rolling Stones. And he’d forgotten. How could he have forgotten? The song playing in the car as it toppled across tarmac. The sound of shrieking and guitars and lives being wrung out.


The loneliness became a thing. Like the silence, it filled every room. It weighed everything down until Adam decided to weigh himself down.


He’d played the song. Just as the caller requested. And then he’d taken the rope and fitted it snugly. And he’d succumbed to the darkness, watched his own skeletal reflection in the viewing pane as he slipped away.


He still remembered his final words. Two of them.


I’m sorry.


10 p.m.


Adam Fox pulled the microphone closer and used his best radio voice: the raspy one that had earned him so many fans in the golden days of prime time. It helped that he’d just scalded his throat with fresh coffee.


“Hello, creatures of the night. This is Adam Fox, checking in for a long-haul flight to dreamland. For the next seven hours, I’m all yours.” He clicked an icon on the screen in front of him and a horror-movie cackle reverberated through his headphones. “But before we slip into something a little more comfortable, let’s catch up with those news headlines. Don’t go anywhere.”




Shadows


Damon Galgut


______


The two of us are pedalling down the road. The light of the moon makes shadows under the trees, through which we pass, going fast. Robert is a little ahead of me, standing up in his seat. On either side of his bike, the dogs are running, Ben and Sheba; I can never tell the difference between them.


It’s lovely to be like this, him and me, with the warm air going over us like hands.


“Oh,” I say. “Oh, oh, oh . . .”


He turns, looking at me over his shoulder. “What?” he calls.


I shake my head. He turns away.


As we ride, I can see the round shape of the moon as it appears between the trees. With the angle of the road, it’s off to the right, above the line of the slope. The sky around it is pale, as if it’s been scrubbed too long. It hurts to look up.


It’s that moon we’re riding out to see. For two weeks now, people have talked about nothing else. “The eclipse,” they say. “Are you going to watch the eclipse?” I didn’t understand at first, but my father explained it to me. “The shadow of the earth,” he says, “thrown across the moon.” It’s awesome to think of that, of the size of some shadows. When people ask me after this, I tell them, “Yes.” I tell them, “I’m going to watch the eclipse.”


But this is Robert’s idea. A week ago he said to me, “D’you want to go down to the lake on Saturday night? We can watch the eclipse from there.”


“Yes,” I said. “We can do that.”


So we ride towards the lake under the moon. On either side, the dogs are running, making no sound in the heavy dust, their tongues trailing wetly from the corners of their mouths.


The road is beginning to slope down as we come near to the lake. The ground on either side becomes higher, so that we’re cycling down between two shoulders of land. The forest is on either side, not moving in the quiet air. It gives off a smell: thick and green. I breathe deeply, and my lungs are full of the raw, hairy scent of jungle.


We’re moving quite fast on the downhill, so we don’t have to pedal any more. Ahead of me, I see Robert break from the cut in the road and emerge again onto the flat path that runs across the floor of the forest. A moment later I do so too, whizzing into the heavy layers of shadows as if they are solid. The momentum is wonderful, full of danger, as if we’re close to breaking free of gravity. But it only lasts a moment. Then we’re slowing again, dragged back by the even surface of the road and the sand on the wheels.


The turn-off is here. I catch up with Robert and we turn off side by side, pedalling again to keep moving. Ahead of us, the surface of the lake is between the trees, stretched out greenly in the dark. The trees thin out, there’s a bare strip along the edge of the water.


We stop here. The path we were trying to ride on goes straight and even, into the water. That’s because it used to lead somewhere before they flooded the valley to make the lake. They say that there are houses and gardens standing empty and silent in the currents below. I think of them and shiver. It’s always night down there at the bottom of the lake; the moon never shines.


But we’ve stopped far from where the path disappears. We’re still side by side, straddling the bikes, looking out. The dogs have also stopped, stock-still, as if they can smell something in the air. There’s a faint wind coming in off the water, more of a breeze really. On the far side of the lake we can see the lights of houses. Far off to the right, at the furthest corner of the water, are the lights of my house. I glance towards them and try to imagine them: my father and mother, sitting out on the front veranda, looking across the water to us. But there are no lights where we are.


“There,” says Robert.


He’s pointing. I follow his finger and I also see it: the moon, clear of the trees on the other side. It really is huge tonight, as if it’s been swollen with water. If you stare at it for long enough, you can make out the craters on its surface, faint and blue, like shadows. Its light comes down softly like rain and I see I was wrong – it makes the water silver, not green.


“We’ve got a view of it,” I say.


But Robert is moving away already. “Come,” he says. “Let’s make a fire.”


We leave our bikes leaning together against the trunk of a tree and set out to look for firewood. We separate and walk out by ourselves into the forest. But I can still see Robert a little distance away as he wanders around, bending now and then to pick up bits of wood. The dogs are with him. It isn’t dense or overgrown down here. The floor of the forest is smooth. Apart from the sound of our feet and the lapping of the lake, it’s quiet here.


There isn’t much dead wood around. I pick up a few branches, some chunks of log. I carry them from behind where the bikes are. Robert has already made one trip here, I see from a small pile of twigs. I don’t much feel like this hunting in the dark, so I delay a while, wiping my hands on my pants. I look out over the water again. I feel so calm and happy as I stand, as if the rest of my life will be made up of evenings like this. I hear Robert’s whistling coming from behind me out of the dark. It’s a tune I almost recognize. I start to hum along.


As I do, I can see Robert in my mind’s eye, the way he must be. When he whistles, small creases appear round his lips. He has a look of severe concentration on his face. The image of him comes often to me in this way, even when I’m alone. We’ve been friends for years now, since I started high school.


Sometimes, late at night as I lie trying to sleep, a shadow cast in from outside will move against the wall and then he breaks through me in a pang, quick and deep. We’ve been friends for years now, since I started high school. It’s often as if I have no other friends. He has, though. I see him sometimes with other boys from the school, riding past my house in a swirling khaki pack down the lake. It hurts me when this happens. I don’t know what they speak about, whether they talk of things that I could understand. I wonder sometimes if they mention me. I wonder if they mock me when I’m not there and if Robert laughs at me with the rest of them.


He comes down now, carrying a load of wood in his arms. “Is that all?” he says, looking at what I collected. “What’s the matter with you?”


“Nothing,” I say and smile.


He drops his wood along with the rest and turns. He’s grinning at me: a big skew grin, little bits of bark stuck to his hair and the front of his shirt.


“Do we need any more?”


“No,” he says. “That should do fine.”


We build a fire. Rather, he builds a fire and I sit against a tree to watch. It always seems to be this way: him doing the work, me watching. But it’s a comfortable arrangement; he doesn’t mind. I like the way he moves. He’s a skinny boy, Robert, his clothes are always slightly loose on him. Now as I watch, my eye is on his hands as they reach for the wood and stack it. His hands are slender and brown. He’s brought a wad of newspaper on his bike. He twists rolls of paper into the openings between the logs.


Like me, the dogs are sitting still and watching. They stare at him with quiet attention, obedient and dumb.


He lights the fire. He holds the burning match and I’m looking for a moment at this white-haired boy with flame in his hand. Then he leans and touches it to the paper. Smoke. He shakes out the match.


The fire burns, the flames go up. In a minute or two, there’s a nice blaze going. We’re making our own light to send across the water. I think of my parents on the wooden veranda, looking across to the spark that’s started up in the darkness. They point. “There,” they say. “That’s where they are.” I smile. The fire burns. The flames go up. The heat wraps over my face like a second skin. The dogs get up and move away, back into the dark where they shift restlessly, mewing like kittens.


In a little time, the fire burns down to a heap of coals. They glow and pulse, sending up tiny spurts of flame. We only have to throw on a stick now and then. Sitting and staring into the ring of heat, it would be easy to be quiet, but we talk, though our voices are soft.


“We should camp out here sometime,” he says. “It’s so still.”


“Yes,” I say. “We should do that.”


“It’s great to be away,” he says. “From them.”


He’s speaking of his family, his home. He often speaks of them this way. I don’t know what he means by this: they all seem nice enough. They live in a huge two-storey house made out of wood, about half an hour’s ride from us. They’re further up the valley, though, out of sight of the lake. There are five of them: Robert, his parents, his two brothers. I’m alone in my home. I have no brothers. Perhaps it’s this that makes their house a beautiful place to me. Perhaps there really is something ugly in it that I haven’t seen. Either way, we don’t spend much time there. It’s to my home that Robert likes to come in the afternoon when school is done. He’s familiar to us all. He comes straight up to my room. I know the way he knocks on my door. Bang-bang, thud.


My mother has spoken to me about him. At least twice that I can remember, she’s sat on my bed, smiling at me and playing with her hands.


“But what’s wrong with it?” I say. “Everyone has friends.”


“But lots,” she says. “Lots of friends. You do nothing else, you see no one else . . .”


“There’s nothing else to do,” I say. “Other people bore me.”


“There’s sport,” she says. “I’ve seen them at the school, every afternoon. Why don’t you play sport like other boys? You’re becoming thinner and thinner.”


It’s true. I am. When I look at myself in the mirror, I’m surprised at how thin I am. But I am not unhealthy; my skin is dark, I’m fit. We ride for miles together, Robert and me, along the dust roads that go around the lake.


“It’s him,” I say. “Isn’t it? It’s him you don’t like.”


“No,” she says. “It isn’t that. I like him well enough. It’s you, you that’s the matter.”


I don’t want to upset them, my parents. I want to be a good son to them. But I don’t know any way to be fatter than I am, to please them. I do my best.


“I’ll try,” I say. “I’ll try to see less of him.”


But it doesn’t help. Most afternoons, I hear his knock at my door and I’m glad at the sound. We go out on our bikes. This happens at night too, from time to time. As now – when we find ourselves at the edge of the lake, staring at the moon.


“D’you want a smoke?” he says.


I don’t answer. But he takes one out of the box anyway, leaning forward to light it in the fire. He puffs. Then he hands it to me. I take a drag, trying to be casual. But I’ve never felt as easy about it as Robert seems to. The smoke is rough in my throat, it makes my tongue go sour. I don’t enjoy it. But for the sake of Robert, I allow this exchange to take place, this wordless passing back and forth, this puffing in the dark. I touch his hand as I give it back to him.


“Are you bored?” he asks. “Why’re you so quiet?”


“No,” I say. “I’m fine.” I think for a while, then ask, “Are you?”


“No,” he says.


But I wonder if he is. In sudden alarm, I think of the places he might rather be, the people he might rather be with. To confirm my fears, he mutters just then:


“Emma Brown—”


“Why are you thinking about Emma Brown?” I say. “What made you think of her now?”


He’s looking at me, surprised. He takes the cigarette out of his mouth. “I was just wondering,” he says. “I was just wondering where she is.”


“Why?” I say.


“I just wondered if she was watching the moon.”


“Oh,” I say, and smile bitterly into the fire. I don’t know what’s going through his head, but mine is full of thoughts of her, of silly little Emma Brown, just a bit plump, with her brown hair and short white socks. I remember a few times lately that I’ve seen her talking to Robert; I remember him smiling at her as she came late to class.


“I was just thinking,” he says, and shrugs.


I finish the cigarette. I throw the butt into the fire. We don’t talk for a long time after that. I can hear the dogs licking each other, the rasping noise of their tongues. I begin to feel sad. I think of my anger and something in me slides, as if my heart is displaced.


He reaches out a hand and grazes my arm. It’s just a brief touch, a tingling of fingers, but it goes into me like a coal. “Hey,” he says. “What’s the matter?”


“Nothing,” I say. “Nothing.” I want to say more, but I don’t like to lie. Instead I say again, “Nothing.” I feel stupid.


The fire burns down to a red smear on the ground. Across the water the lights have started to go out. Only a few are left. I look off to the right: the lights in my house are still on. My parents keep watch.


When I look back, Robert is on his feet. His head is thrown back. I don’t stand, but I gaze over his shoulder at what he’s watching: the white disc of the moon, from which a piece has been broken. While we were talking, the great shadow of the earth has started to cover the moon. If you look hard enough the dark piece can still be seen, but only in outline, as if it’s been sketched with chalk.


We stare for a long time. As we do, the shadow creeps on perceptibly. You can actually see it move.


“Wow,” he says.


Sensing something, one of the dogs throws back its head in imitation of us and begins to howl. The noise goes up, wobbling on the air like smoke.


“Sheba,” says Robert. “Be quiet.”


We watch the moon as it sinks slowly out of sight. Its light is still coming down, but more faintly than before. On the whole valley, lit weirdly in the strange blue glow, a kind of quiet has fallen. There is nothing to say. I lower my eyes and look out over the water. Robert sits down next to me on his heels, hugging his knees. “You know,” he says, “there’s times when everything feels . . .”


He doesn’t finish.


“I know,” I say.


We sit and watch. Time goes by. The trees are behind us, black and big. I look across to my home again and see that the lights have gone out. All along the far shore there is dark. We are alone.


“It’s taking a long time,” he says. “Don’t you think?”


“Yes,” I say. “It is.”


It’s hot. The dogs are panting like cattle in the gloom. I feel him along my arm. A warmth. I spring up, away. “I’m going to swim,” I say, unbuttoning my shirt.


I take off my clothes and drop them on the sand. The dogs are staring at me. Robert also watches, still crouched on his heels, biting his arm. When I am naked, I turn my back on him and walk into the lake. I stop when the water reaches my knees and stand, arms folded across my chest, hands clinging to my ribs as if they don’t belong to me. It isn’t cold, but my skin goes tight as if it is. One of the dogs lets out a bark. I walk on, hands on my sides now, while the water gets higher and higher. When it reaches my hips I dive. It covers my head like a blanket. I come up spluttering. “It’s warm,” I say, “as blood.”


“Hold on,” he calls, “I’m . . .”


As I turn, he’s already running. I catch a glimpse of his body, long and bright as a blade, before he also dives. When he comes up, next to me, the air is suddenly full of noise: the barking of dogs as they run along the edge of the lake, the splashing of water, the shouts of our voices. It is our voices I hear. I’m surprised at the sound. I’m laughing. I’m calling out.


“Don’t you,” I say, “don’t you try—”


We’re pushing at each other, and pulling. Water flies. The bottom of the lake is slippery to my feet. I feel stones turn. I have hold of Robert’s shoulder. I have a hand in his hair. I’m trying to push him under, wrenching at him while he does the same to me. He laughs.


Nothing like this has taken place between us before. I feel his skin against me, I feel the shape of his bones as we wrestle and lunge. We’re touching each other. Then I slide, the water hits my face. I go under, pulling him with me, and for a moment we’re tangled below the surface, leg to leg, neck to neck, furry with bubbles, as if we’ll never pull free.


We come up together into quiet. The laughter has been doused. We still clutch each other, but his fingers are hurting me. We stand, face to face. While we were below, the last sliver of moon has been blotted out. A total darkness has fallen on the valley, so that the trees are invisible against the sky. The moon is a faint red outline overhead. I can’t see Robert’s face, though I can feel his breath against my nose. We gasp for air. The only sound to be heard is the howling of the dogs that drifts in from the shore: an awful noise, bereaved and bestial.


I let go. And he lets go of me. Finger by finger, joint by joint, we release one another till we are standing, separate and safe, apart. I rub my arm where he hurt it.


“Sorry,” he mutters.


“It’s okay,” I say. “It doesn’t matter.”


After that, we make our way to shore. I wade with heavy steps, as if through sand. By the time I reach the edge and am standing, dripping beside my clothes, the moon has begun to emerge from shadow and a little light is falling. The dogs stop howling. I don’t look up as I dress. I put my clothes on just so, over my wet body. They stick to me like mud.


I wait for him to finish dressing. As he ties his shoelaces I say, not even looking at him, “What do you think will happen?”


“What d’you mean?” he says.


“To us,” I say. “D’you think in ten years from now we’re even going to know each other?”


“I don’t know what you mean,” he says.


He sounds irritated as he says this, as if I say a lot of things he doesn’t understand. Maybe I do. I turn away and start to walk back to the bikes.


“Hey,” he calls. “What you . . . don’tcha want another smoke or somethin’ before we go?”


“No,” I say. “Not me.”


I wait for him at the tree where the bikes are leaning. He takes his time. I watch him scoop water over the coals. They make a hissing noise, like an engine beneath the ground. Then he walks up towards me along the bank, hands in his pockets. The sight of him this way, sulking and slow, rings in me long after we’ve mounted our bikes and started back up the path.


By the time we rejoin the dust road a little way on, the soreness in me is smaller than it was. One of the dogs runs into his way and he swears. At this I even manage to laugh. I look off and up to the left, at the moon, which is becoming rounder by the minute. Its light comes down in soft white flakes, settling on us coldly as we ride.




Men Without Men


Vestal McIntyre


______


Every Tuesday evening, the members of our little group converged from points across the bottom half of Manhattan onto East Thirteenth for two-for-one draft beers, or as we called them, “two-fers”, at the Phoenix. But this frosty February night was special, because Eric had returned. On the way to the bar, we picked up little welcome-home gifts that fitted into our jacket pockets and searched our reflections in shopfronts, wondering if we had aged in the eighteen months since Eric’s job had taken him to London.


The steady red glow of the Phoenix sign lit an otherwise dark block lined with parking garages and grated storefronts. It was ten o’clock when I passed under it, and most of the others were already inside. I gave the international shhhh gesture so I could approach Eric unseen, took the fringe of my scarf, and touched it, just barely, to his naked neck below that fine cap of wavy hair.


Eric was the hub of the group that had continued to meet in his absence. If any of us had ever thought ourselves in love with him, we soon realized he wouldn’t love us back – couldn’t love anything right under his nose, because proximity made things repulsive to him. Boyfriends were many and short-lived – a few even made it to the Phoenix before Eric discovered some microscopic tic or blemish that he considered monstrous, unmanageable and grounds for dismissal.


Once, years ago, he had taken me to a Bryant Park fashion show he had to attend for work. At the party afterward, he asked me, “Do faces ever gross you out?” I looked around to see which face he might mean, but they were all beautiful. “No,” he said, “just faces, the fact that humans have this ball riding on top of their body, and the front is flattened out, and there’s an opening for you to pour champagne down, and a ridge down the middle with holes on either side for you to breathe through . . .”


Eric was lucky. His ball was flattened in pleasingly square angles and embedded with two eyes that managed to be both black and twinkling. As for his ridge, it had been broken in a high school lacrosse game and now turned at a barely detectable angle from the lump between his eyes. This fantastic nose, this reminder that Eric had flourished in the straight world where others of us had withdrawn, gave him the air of a wounded bruiser, a prizefighter in decline. How we wanted to save him from that next round!


“No, that has never occurred to me,” I had said.


I was able to get closer to Eric than anyone, only because I, a born quantifier, had made a mental measuring stick of just the distance he required, and always kept it in place.


Now he twitched, brushed the touch of my scarf-tassel away from his neck, saw the smiles and turned.


“Buttons!” he said, taking me by my shoulders.


“Eric!” I said.


A moment passed between us, slowly and in great detail. Eric’s eyes were already steeled against me. No sooner did I wonder why than I had my answer: a bit of the beauty of his face had fallen. There were dents under his cheekbones and a dome shape to his mouth – all so subtle you might not notice unless you had studied that face as I had. A decade before, I might have said that this slight sinking distinguished his face with a severe new maturity. But in the years that concluded the last century and began this one, my eye had become accustomed to lypoatrophy, a condition caused by prolonged use of antiretroviral drugs. In an instant, I knew that Eric had HIV and had had it for years. How could he not have told me, of all people? Then, with a sensation of free-fall, I remembered what he had said that afternoon when he showed up shivering on my doorstep having pissed himself on the bus, and understood it.


Eric noticed the shift in my expression. He had already witnessed five different versions of the same shift as our friends arrived, saw him, then saw him – five sets of eyes snuffed out then re-brightened with a false light as five minds scrambled: Why didn’t he tell me? Have I ever said anything insensitive? They all came up with something. Josh, for example, remembered referring to a former boss who had fired him as a “riddled old titty monster”, which at the time Eric had answered with tommy-gun laughter: “Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!”


I, on the other hand, always thought so hard before speaking that I never said anything untoward. I tended to contribute to conversations when the guys had already moved on, winning me a round of pitying, affectionate looks. Now, for once, being slow on the uptake had served me well.


“Welcome home,” I said, and Eric responded by placing me, still by my shoulders, onto a bar stool someone else had pulled up.


Why hadn’t one of my friends gone to the bathroom and texted me, Eric has HIV, so I would have met him poised and prepared? For that matter, why didn’t I text Archie, who arrived next, shedding his jacket as he approached in order to show off to Eric that he had lost ten pounds?


“Welcome home,” Archie bellowed and, sure enough, when Eric swiveled toward him, his face froze.


“Archie! Look at you!” Eric looked him up and down mock-approvingly, then asked, “Have you lost hair?”


Archie stood, a gasping, happy-sad little fish.


“So, Eric,” someone asked, to break the tension, “how was it, living over there?”


“London, London. What can I say about London? Puddles. There were puddles in my street that hadn’t dried since the reign of Queen Victoria. Little plaques told you so. On the upside, though, you don’t have to laugh at jokes that aren’t funny. That’s what separates them from us – all our desperate, showy laughing.”


Our laughter dipped in volume. It was a difficult situation, and I suppose Eric felt he had to turn the critical eye on us, punish us a little.


He went on describing London, and I scanned our ranks to see who had yet to arrive. Only Trevor, and this was a relief, since Trevor was an actor and, like most actors, performed his life, controlling the shape of his face at all times. The summer before, he had fallen asleep on the train back from the beach and had worn a look of perfect, blissful rest: Exhausted Swimmer Nodding with Rail Rhythm. We all giggled and whispered until he stirred, smacked his lips and gave a big, orgasmic gorilla-yawn. No need to text Trevor, I decided. His supersmile would stay intact.


But no. Trevor’s enhanced ability to emote actually worked against him. He arrived and Eric faced him, and you’ve never seen a grin of such dismay (other than, maybe, on Polynesian war masks).


“For Christ’s sake,” Eric said at last. “Yes, Trevor, I’ve got The Aids.” There was silence, and Eric looked to us with an expression that was actually kind. “I’ve got The Aids, guys. Sorry I didn’t tell you before.”


I waited for his eyes to light on mine with emphasis, significance – “especially you” – but he could keep me waiting forever. Eric was back from London, and I’d have to re-learn those lessons.


Anyway, that broke the spell. We had failed the test, but he loved us still. Now we could reveal our little gifts and drink and burp and bicker about what songs to play on the jukebox. But I couldn’t help wondering if he knew that I now understood what he had said that day.


A couple of years earlier, Eric had gone through a wild phase with crystal meth and God knows what else. He found himself one Sunday morning strung out amid the debris of a very scary sex party in Astoria. His clothes were near the door, but his wallet was gone. He actually had to steal a MetroCard from someone else’s pocket just to get downtown. This took two hours of navigating the subway system with all its altered weekend routes. Halfway home he vomited, and people moved to the other end of the train car. When he finally emerged out of the Delancey Street station, the sky was screaming, sunlight was falling in white sheets, and he desperately needed to urinate. He was about to head home when he saw a bus idling outside the station with its doors open. Eric, in a state nearing psychosis, got on. He was obeying a command from God, a punishment for having sinned. He cowered in his seat, squeezing himself with both hands to keep from peeing as the bus started making its way slowly back uptown. The bus driver was watching Eric through the mirror. Then Eric had a startling realization: this driver was actually a priest from his parish back in Maryland! How had he not aged? And these grannies on the bus with him, pretending not to watch him – they had gone to his church, every one of them! What kind of trap was this? He was so terrified his abdomen tensed and the piss began to leak from him, then flow, heating his hands, flooding his seat.


The Eric I found on my doorstep was gray-faced, hollow-eyed, frightful to look at. He scratched at his wrists, which were speckled red almost to the point of bleeding, and told me about how he narrowly escaped his childhood congregation on the bus.


“Maybe you’re just imagining this?” I suggested.


He gave me a look with real fear in it and edged toward the stairwell.


“Or maybe not.” Quantifying his need to be believed over his need to be released from the nightmare, I let him continue. Then he paused, stopped scratching, took out a bottle of Visine and, with shaking hands, squeezed out droplets onto his wrists.


“Eric, what are you doing?” I asked.


“There’s antihistamine in this stuff,” he said.


Gently, I took the Visine from him and screwed its tiny lid back on and put it on the little table beside my door, next to the change bowl. Eric closed his eyes and kept his arms at his sides. I put my arms around him. We stood like that for a while. Every few breaths, Eric was seized by a violent shudder.


“I n-n-n-need . . .” Breath. Breath. “I need you to tell me I’m not going to die.”


Not until the night of his return would I know what he had meant. He had wanted to tell me he had HIV, but he was too afraid.


I gave Eric a Valium and put him to bed. Every so often, he stirred and whimpered, “It feels so bad!”, pulling the pillows around his head, and I’d climb in bed and hold him for a while.


I washed his jeans in the bathtub and hung them out the fire escape to dry. I slept beside him that night, called in sick the next morning, rented DVDs from Kim’s Video, made him a grilled-cheese sandwich, slept beside him again the next night.


I wouldn’t trade those two days for anything in the world.


______


A new phase in Eric’s life began, when a door that had been locked swung wide open, all because of a medicine that had caused a few ounces of his face-fat to be displaced. One morning we met for breakfast, then decided to call in sick, both of us, and go to museums. Eric cupped his hand around his phone to keep out the restaurant din. “Hi, it’s Eric . . . No, the other Eric. Aidsy Eric.”


He never referred to his condition as anything but “The Aids,” as if that distancing, old-ladyish, capitalized article “The” conveyed everything he cared to say about his relationship to his condition.


“It’s not so easy to find a boyfriend when you’ve got The Aids,” Eric said at two-fers a month or so after his return.


What do you say to that?


“It’s not like that,” Archie said. “Guys these days don’t care.”


“There’s a website for positive guys to meet each other,” I said.


Eric gave these responses a huge eye-roll. He could roll his eyes all the way around the world.


“Or you could go to one of those meet-and-greets at the Center,” Josh said. Josh had HIV too – had had it much longer than Eric – but we tended to forget about it because he seemed at peace. And Eric tended to forget about it because it served his purpose.


“Mnyeh-mnyeh-mnyeh-mnyeh-Center-mnyeh-mnyeh,” Eric mimicked with wrinkled nose and head a-bobble.


“I think it has less to do with The Aids and more to do with the fact that you’re a horrible old tortoise without a bit of air or light or love in your little green heart,” Trevor monologued.


“Furreal?”


“Uh-huh.”


Eric’s face was warmed by a rare and dazzling smile. What he wanted from the world was so specific and so much in flux, he never knew himself what it was until someone plopped it into his lap. Apparently, at that moment he had wanted to be told to fuck off.


Then Bendiks said, “I know someone you’d like.”


Eric’s smile dropped.


Bendiks was the newest member of our little group and the youngest – still in his twenties, a lovely, broad-boned, honest-eyed little man. Josh had invited him over to talk to us one night and, like a little orphan, he had stayed. Having emigrated to the US as a teenager, he still squeezed his vowels a little, still maintained a Soviet paleness at his core and a defense against snow and oppression. We all wanted to kiss him, every one of us, even those who didn’t know it yet.


“His name’s Greg. He lives in my building. He actually reminds me of you.”


“I don’t like people like me,” Eric said.


“I’ve been meaning to bring him around anyway. You don’t have to think of it as a set-up.”


Eric sat stumped, and the rest of us gloried in the fact.


Greg, as he appeared next to Bendiks in the Phoenix doorway the following week, was a thin, handsome black man whom we had never seen there before, but who seemed to have read a manual on how to dress for the place: baseball hat slightly askew on shaved head, an undershirt worn to a state of near-transparency, jeans that were frayed at the hem and colorful sneakers that Josh later told me cost around $200. He took off his hat inside, which struck me as gentlemanly. Bendiks made the introductions, and Greg laughed as he shook our hands, as if there were some joke we were all already in on. “I need a drink,” he then said. “I’ve had the shittiest week so far. I just got back from Argentina on Sunday, and my kitchen was full of ants. In everything. Like, the glass container I keep my cereal in? Ant farm. There were tunnels through the granola, little ant highways. They had made rooms.”


Eric narrowed his eyes. “Why were you in Argentina?” he asked.


“I was between jobs. I work freelance. So I just decided to go. If you’re going to do nothing for a couple of months, it’s cheaper down there.”


“Buenos Aires is fun,” Trevor said.


“I’ve always wanted to go to Buenos Aires,” I said.


“I’ve always wanted to go to the Bronx,” Josh said.


“I’ve heard there’s a zoo up there,” Bendiks said.


“You know what I’ve always wanted to do?” Archie mused. “Slap someone across the face with a fish.”


“Alive or dead?” Eric asked.


“Dead, I think. Heavy. Yea big. Right across the face.”


“Who?”


“No one in particular. It’s not an aggressive thing, purely sensory.”


“Mmm.”


Then we all turned to Greg again, blinking expectantly.


He hesitated with an open-mouthed smile. Am I being attacked, or is this just how these assholes communicate? He forged ahead: “Yes, Buenos Aires is the best. The absolute best. The Malbec is dirt cheap and drinkable, and all these artists and writers are living there. Everyone tangos. It’s the new New York.”


Eric dropped his head forward and tilted it to the side. It was a gesture somewhere between that of an old man trying to hear with his good ear and an angry bull pawing the dirt. “The new New York?” he said.


“Kinda,” said Greg.


Eric scanned our faces, as if to quickly register that each of us agreed that Greg had just said something ludicrous. Then he said, “Buenos Aires was the new New York, like, five years ago, then Montreal became the new New York, and then everything came back around here. New York is the new New York.”


“Really,” said Greg. “I guess I’m still living a few New Yorks ago. Oh, I’m vibrating.” He jumped up and took out his phone. “I know it’s rude, but I have to take this call. It’s about a job.” He went outside.


We all told Bendiks how handsome we thought Greg was. All except Eric. He started talking about the canker sore on the tip of his tongue. “It’s a big one, see?” He opened his mouth, extended his tongue into a pink taper, and crossed his eyes to see the tip where a white ulcer was circled in red. Then he retracted his tongue and said, “It’s impossible to eat anything spicy or interesting. I’m in hell.”


“I get those sores sometimes,” said Bendiks.


“It’s a pain you can’t ignore,” said Eric. “Kind of like when you get . . .”


“A zit inside your nose?” said Greg, who reappeared beside Eric and pushed a button on his phone. It played a little shutdown tune as he dropped it into his pocket. “Oh, it’s so awful, the Zit Inside the Nose. I always wish I could transport the pain to my fingertip or my butt or something. The closer a pain is to your brain, the harder it is to ignore. That’s the scientific rule, I think. Women in the 1800s got toothaches so bad they’d throw themselves out the window. It was the leading cause of suicide, actually. Not those oppressive marriages, not the whale-bone underwear – toothaches.”


Eric was quiet, and I wondered what he had planned to say before he was interrupted, if it was something more droll than what Greg said, or less. Bendiks twisted his little flower hands. His matchmaking wasn’t going well.


To take things in a different direction, Josh asked Archie, “Who’s been around the office lately?”


“Let’s see. Lindsay Lohan, Richard Gere . . .”


We were all intentionally slovenly, but Archie was the only actual slob. His hair and beard were straggly, he had a beer belly that only recently had shrunk from second to first trimester, and often, when he slipped between us to order a drink, we got a whiff of curry and knew that he had stopped on Sixth Street for a big meal of cheap Indian food on his way to the Phoenix. We could almost have told him what he had ordered, so strongly did his bodily oils trap a meal’s bouquet. But Archie also had the highest-paying job. He was an agent at a company that represented actors, singers, all manner of stars.


“Who’s Lindsay Lohan?” Josh asked.


“I hate Richard Gere,” Eric said. “He copied my trick!”


“What do you mean, he copied you?” Bendiks asked.


This was a story I had heard before – most of us had – but it was a good one.


“Well, it was when I first moved to New York. I was working at the Strand, and here comes Richard Gere, making a big show of buying all these books on Buddhism . . .”


“Richard Gere copies everyone,” Greg said. “That’s what he does.”


We were all surprised that Greg had interrupted Eric’s story.


“How exactly, pray tell, do you know this?” Eric said. “I suppose Richard Gere copied one of your tricks, too.”


“It’s common knowledge. Oh, I’m vibrating—” And, again, he stood up and pulled out his phone.


“You are not vibrating!” said Eric. “You turned your phone off ten minutes ago. We all saw you.”


Greg put his phone back in his pocket, opened his mouth and released a few bars of throaty laughter. “That’s it. That’s the thing Richard Gere copied from me. I do that all the time when I want to get out of a conversation. I say, ‘Oh, I’m vibrating,’ and take out my phone. The best is when I don’t even have my phone on me. I take out my wallet and look at it and say, ‘Oh, I have to take this call.’ Complete dis. Richard Gere saw me do that at a party, and now he does it all the time.”


“You just made that up!” said Eric. “You’re good, but I’m better. I totally busted you.”


“Nigga, please!” Greg said merrily. “If I’m going to make something up, it’ll be less banal than Richard Gere coping my trick.”


Eric sat back with a complicated smile. He had just been called “nigga” by a black man. Should he feel insulted or flattered? And how to respond? What trumps “nigga”? Furthermore, Greg had implied that Eric’s Richard Gere story was banal. As Josh said the next day when we gossiped over the phone, “That Greg had a lot of tricks up his sleeve for someone in an undershirt.”


“Does anybody like you?” Eric asked Greg.


“Those with sophisticated palettes find me irresistible. Truffles Limburger would be my drag name. And you? Does anybody like you? Oh wait, let me guess. Everybody’s drawn to you, and you beat them all away.”


Eric gave a shrug of assent.


Greg broke into song: “I hate everything I love-ah!” He flashed jazz hands and made it a Broadway musical. “I hate everyone I love-ah! The oldest story in our homosexual world-ah. Singit!” He lifted an imaginary top hat.


“Okay, you want to play a guessing game,” Eric said. “It’s my turn. Everyone has always underestimated you. All your teachers, everyone. As a result, every sentence out of your mouth is an effort to prove your wit. Just like how you wear those clothes to prove you’re not a thug. Just like how you mince, just a little, across subway platforms to prove to the white women you won’t mug them. Isn’t it exhausting? Oh wait, wait, I get one more guess. I guess that you’ve never dated another black man. You like lording it too much.”


“My turn? Oh, goody. First, let me guess your age, and don’t tell me I’m wrong, because I’m always right. You’re . . . one hundred . . . and fifty . . . three. Yes, one-hundred-and-fifty-three, and you were born with Venus rising and the moon in the House of Prick. Let me add here, just parenthetically, that I dated a black man for five years, who is still my best friend and with whom I share a dog. Who is much more clever and charming than you. The dog. But back to our game. You’ve gotten by on your looks so far. Well, Sugah, you ain’t dat pretty no mo’! The stars say that you will fade away lonely and alone, having lived your life a porcupine who jabbed everyone who got close – jabbed even himself – couldn’t jerk off your pokey little porcupine penis for all the jabbing. So yes, honorable son,” (here Greg pressed his palms together), “you were born during the Year of the Masturbating Porcupine. Many happinesses.” He gave salaam.


We all sat trembling with fear and titillation. Would it come to blows? The Phoenix had never seen a fist fight. It wasn’t a lesbian bar, after all.


But Eric stood up and shouted, “You are a worthy opponent!”


Greg responded in the same voice, “It is a good day to die!”


“Kaplá!” they both shouted. They flung back their arms and jumped up against each other, thumping chests.


“What the fuck was that?” Archie asked me.


“Klingon war cry, from Star Trek.”


“Christ.”


“Yep.”


Bendiks had made a match – a different kind than he intended, but a match nonetheless. He had given Eric someone who shared his sci-fi obsession, and the rest of us were invisible now as the two talked Trek. I joined another conversation, but couldn’t help noticing how animated Eric became, how he’d jump off his bar stool to make a point. He bought a round – not for us, just for him and Greg – then Greg bought the next. Finally, the beer had its effect and Greg went off to empty his bladder.


“This Greg’s a total fraud,” Eric said, his eyes barely grazing me. “I’ll beat Bendiks silly for bringing him. Did you hear that shit merchant talking about Buenos Aires?”


“Ridiculous,” I said.


“Everyone knows that Buenos Aires is totally over. It was the new New York years ago.”


“Wait,” I said, “you were serious about that?”


“What?”


“All that new New York stuff. I thought you were making fun of him for using that phrase.”


“I was making fun of him for saying Buenos Aires is the new New York.”
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