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A Poem by Cody Bennett

Can’t Find

The courage to leap

the brink, free-fall

beyond the precipice,

hurtle toward

the abyss,

end the pain. Mine.

Mom’s. Oh, she’d feel

the initial sting, cry

for a day or two, but it

would be

short-lived, a quick

stab of grief. Finite.

A satin-lined coffin

and cool, deep hole are

preferable to

walking a treadmill

over a carpet of coals,

enduring the blistering,

skin-cracking flames of

this living hell.



Cody

Awake

A slow swim toward the light, breaking

the surface to crawl back onto the beach,

here in the land of the living. It seems

like a worthy goal. So why do I wish

I’d died instead? Should that be the first

thought to pop into my head?

I open my eyes. Snap them shut again.

I’ve been treading dark water for . . .

I have no idea how long. I test the light

again, and the fluorescent glare against

white walls makes me bury my head

in the pillow. Bleach stink assaults me

immediately, fights the antiseptic smell

that confirms I’m in a hospital. Hospital, yes.

That information sinks through the fog

licking inside my head, syncs with

the onslaught of noises. Monitors

beeping. Ventilators whooshing. And

somewhere, there’s a game show on

TV. Tubes jut from my arms, and some

sort of brace wraps my midsection, limiting

movement, but I manage to swivel my head

toward the rhythmic snore marking time

very near my right elbow. Mom’s dozing

on a gray plastic chair beside the bed.

Her voice floats from memory. Come back

to me, Cody boy. Don’t you dare leave me too.

And I remember her hands, oh God,

soft as rose petals, and fragranced

the same way, as she stroked my face

over and over, urging, Please, son.

We’ll make it through this. We always

make it through. But I can’t do it alone.

I want to help her make it through.

I want to go back to sleep. Except

I’ve finally accomplished what she’s been

waiting for—resurrection. “Mo-mom?”

I have to force the word through

a thick soup of phlegm and it exits

my mouth a hoarse whisper. She doesn’t

stir until I clear my throat. Cody . . . ,

she mumbles, and her eyes stutter open

to find my own staring at her. Cody?

Are you really here? She jerks upright.

Oh my God! She jumps to her feet,

rushes bedside, and grabs my hand.

Too hard. A wicked buzz, like a static

shock, zaps the base of my skull.



A Low Moan

Almost a growl, leaks from my lips.

Mom drops my hand like she’s the one

getting shocked, backs away like maybe

I’m contagious. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

Did I hurt you? Hold on. I’ll get

a nurse. She pounds the call button.

“It’s okay. I’m okay.” Except I’m not

sure I am. A shimmer of pain, muted

but present, radiates from my neck.

It spreads across my shoulders,

down into my chest, swelling to fill

the space defined by my rib cage,

finally settling in my belly. It stops

there, having traveled pretty much

everywhere. Everywhere, except . . .

Anywhere below my waist. Weird.

What the hell? I see Mom watching,

assessing me in some alien way.

With great effort, I reach down,

poke my right leg. Nothing. Left?

Numb. “What’s wrong with me, Mom?”

My voice slurs. My brain is slow.

I’m drugged, yeah, that’s it. A phrase

comes to mind: morphine cocktail.

I’ll have another, please, bartender.

That cracks me up, and I laugh like

a madman. Mom looks terrified.

“Don’t worry, Mom. I’m just loaded,

you know? They gave me some pretty

good drugs.” She nods agreement, but

her expression argues there’s more.

Where’s that nurse? I’ll be right back.

She hustles off, calling for someone

to come right away. Wonder how long

I’ve been here, hooked up to these

machines. A day? Two? A week?

Logic argues it’s probably been

a few days at least, or Mom wouldn’t

have been so worried that I wasn’t going

to wake up again. And now, duh, it hits

me that must be a big part of the reason

my legs feel so weird. They’re still asleep.

Try, try again. I pinch my right thigh.

Hard. Pinch my left thigh. Harder.

Zip. Nada. Man, this is excellent dope.

Bet old Vince would go for this shit.

Vince. Wait. There’s something about Vince.

I need to remember. I close my eyes. . . .



Tumble Backward

in time to . . .

Vince’s apartment.

A poker game.

I remember that and . . .

winning for once.

Did I win?

Yeah, that’s right.

Six hundred . . . no,

six hundred and fifty bucks.

Played it smart.

Left the table still ahead,

like smart gamblers do.

Ronnie.

Oh, Ronnie, Jesus,

I’m sorry. I never meant

to hurt you.

That day, after work

(work?), I was going

to see Ronnie.

She wasn’t mad.

I thought she’d be mad.

Quick stop at the bank.

Deposited the cash,

half in my account,

half in Mom’s

before . . . my date?

I dated Ronnie.

It wasn’t a date,

it was a three-way meet.

Oh shit, no. Misty . . .

The thought of her

makes me sad.

Sad? Why? Misty.

Sweet Jesus.

Ambulances. Stretchers.

Misty, but where is her face?

Under the sheet.

Dead.

Misty is dead.

Before that, what?

Misty in bed

with some squeaky guy

with a teeny dick

telling me to hurry.

Time is money.

Time.

Tick.

Bam.

Noise at my back.

Splintering wood.

A fist against my kidneys.

Down I went.

Crack-crack-crack.

The report of a gun.

Small. Sharp. Deadly.

You fucking whore.

You promised no more.

Chris. Misty’s boyfriend.

But she didn’t answer.

And you . . .

Addressed to me,

right before

his boots found my ribs.

Boom. Boom.

He took out two

just like that.

And then, snap!

Electric. Brilliant

sizzling white heat.

A shattering

splintering of bone

in my back.

My back.

I felt it go.

He shot me in the spine.

Chris.

Shot.

Me.

He was at Vince’s.

I taunted him.

He was crazy mean

and I knew that.

Why take chances?

My fault.

My fault Misty is dead.

My fault I’m lying here.

My fault that I can’t feel . . .

No! Screw that!

I’m okay. I’m fine.

Just a little numb.

I’m just fucked up.

It’s the killer dope.

Killer . . .



Spontaneously

Tears spill from my eyes, track

my face. Spontaneously, one word

falls from my mouth, in quick

repetition. “No. No. No. No. No.”

I’m still babbling when Mom

returns with a nurse the approximate

size of a large gorilla. Take it easy,

she soothes. I’ve sent for Dr. Harrison.

She’ll be here as soon as she can.

I’m sure you have questions and

she can answer them better than I.

Meanwhile, how’s the pain?

I dissolve into hysterical laughter.

Both Mom and Nurse Gorilla look

ready to flee. “Can’t feel a thing. Hey . . .”

I reach down to the approximate level

of my pecker. “Am I wearing a diaper

or what? How am I pissing?”

I pat, pat, pat. “Nope. No diaper. Do

I still have a dick? ’Cause I for sure

can’t feel it if I do.” Jesus. H. Christ.

Laughter segues to sobs. Mom shifts

into Mommy mode, rushes to my side.

It’s going to be okay, Cody. I promise.

She starts to reach for me. Remembers

what happened last time, withdraws

her hands. Her soft, rose-petal hands.

Nursilla steers Mom back into the chair,

and when she moves closer, her badge

tells me her name is Barbara. Listen.

You have experienced major trauma.

Do you remember what happened?

At my nod, she continues. I’d prefer

Dr. Harrison explain in more depth,

but I can tell you that you have a spinal

cord injury. The good news is it’s in

your lower thoracic region, which

is why you’ve got the use of your upper

extremities and can breathe on your own.

Barbara lets that sink in. Spinal cord

injury. Lower thoracic region.

I have no clue what any of that means.

But, hey, I can breathe on my own,

and should that become difficult

I can still use my hands to pick my nose.



That’s the Good News

I’m about to ask what the bad news

is when two people bustle into

the room. The nurse introduces us.

Dr. Harrison, apparently my neurosurgeon,

is a tall, pretty woman, with toffee-colored

skin and striking blue-green eyes

that seem determined to look anywhere

but straight at me. Not a good sign.

The dude, who’s Hispanic, stands a good four

inches shorter, but man, is he buff.

Federico will oversee your PT, explains

Barbara. When I look confused,

Federico clarifies, That’s physical

therapy. He extends a hand. Awesome

to meet you, Cody. We’ve got work to do.

PT. Also not good. I shake his hand

anyway, wait to hear the information

I need, but am absolutely sure I don’t

want to know. Dr. Harrison delivers

it. I must be perfectly honest with you.

Your life has been irreparably altered.

Great bedside manner, Doc. I swallow

hard. “What do you mean? I’m not

going to get better or what?”

You will improve some as your body

heals, and we’re not even sure

what the ultimate prognosis is.

We’ll need to do some tests, now that

you’re conscious. What I can tell you

is the most improvement you’ll see

will be within the first six months.

That said, there are lots of promising

new treatments for spinal cord injury.

And SCI researchers are very close

to tremendous breakthroughs, for

quadriplegics as well as para—

“Are you saying I’m paralyzed?”

No, goddamn it! It’s just the drugs.

I can move, and I’ll prove it. I try

as hard as I can, but no amount of

concentration makes my legs so much

as twitch. “No. You must be wrong.”

Finally, she looks directly into my eyes.

We can’t tiptoe around the truth here,

Cody. Your spinal cord has been severed.

It’s incomplete, so some function may

return. As I said, we’ll have to run

more tests. But first, let me explain.



Thirty Minutes Later

I know a lot more. Hell, I’m

a walking, talking SCI textbook.

Let’s see. The spinal cord is a soft

bundle of nerves, traveling from

the base of the neck to the lower

back through the spinal canal—

a tunnel in a person’s backbone.

Electrical signals ping from

the brain down that pathway,

reminding body parts how

to move, or telling them to feel

pain or pleasure or whatever.

But sever the cord, or even nick

it, the communication stops

beneath the site of the injury.

Now let’s get technical. She sure

as hell did. The spine has thirty-three

vertebrae, divided into regions:

cervical (neck); thoracic (upper and

middle back); lumbar (lower back);

sacrum (pelvis); and coccyx (tailbone).

There are twelve thoracic vertebrae.

The bullet struck my lower spine,

sending bone chips on an upward

trajectory. One or more dinged

my spinal cord between T(horacic)11

and T12, but didn’t cut through it

completely. Still, it silenced the flow

of energy between my brain and

the body parts beneath my middle back.

Oh, but wait. This is where it really

gets good. Not only are my legs

confused, but so are my bladder

and bowel. Far fucking out. I’ll be

able to piss and shit with the aid

of “specialized equipment.”

Meaning, (one) stick a tube in the end

of my penis several times a day.

And, (two) . . . well, that is just too

disgusting to think about right now.

So, yeah, once I get out of this hole,

where they’ve got waaaaay underpaid

orderlies to drain my dick and

massage my anus, it’s giant Pampers

for me until I learn how to make

myself take a dump. Make. Myself.

Crap. I know I’m guilty of awful sins.

But do I really deserve this kind of hell?



The More

The good doctor talks, the more

I just want to fold up and die.

But since that won’t happen

right away, there’s something

she hasn’t told me. I need to know.

“Will I ever walk again?”

It’s really too early to say. You might

be able to, aided by leg braces,

though you won’t be running marathons.

It depends on how much feeling,

if any, returns. Meanwhile, your

wheelchair will be your best friend.

Wheelchair. The word slams

into my gut like a brick. I will be

confined to a wheelchair, at the mercy

of a caregiver? Someone to tell me

where to go, when to go, if I can go?

“What about driving? Can I do that?”

Absolutely, with a specially equipped

vehicle. She smiles. That’s usually

the question I get after “What about sex?”

Holy shit.



A Poem by Ginger Cordell

Will I Walk

Away from here, this dirty

city, where people come

in search of Lady Luck,

certain she’ll guide them to

the fortune she owes them,

or

to shed their skins, reveal

the extraordinary creatures

beneath, aliens they struggle

to conceal from spouses,

ministers, their local PTA.

Will

I walk away from her?

My best friend turned lover

before our tumble from

enlightenment, if such a thing

ever belonged to me. Can

I

excise her from my heart

as easily as she deserted me?

If I opened my arms, begged

her to return, would she come

back, or would she turn and

run?


Ginger

How Can I Leave

Here without her—Alex, my sweet

Alex. At least, she was sweet until

Las Vegas claimed her, made her

its bitch. This city is a pimp, selling

fantasies. For a time, Alex and I

were a fantasy duet, working for

Have Ur Cake Escort Service,

despite being a couple of years

underage. “Eighteen” isn’t necessary

to participate in a business that

props up the underbelly of Vegas.

It was not what I had in mind when

I ran away, but then again, I had no

plan, and sometimes it comes down

to survival. We survived, stripping

for pay in hotel rooms, mostly

working bachelor parties, two for

the price of one. I insisted on that,

refused to do more than take off

my clothes and dance. But Alex

couldn’t care less about spreading

her legs and accepting foreign objects,

as long as the dudes were willing

to pay the going rate. Then she got

greedy, started working the streets

so she wouldn’t have to kick back

Lydia’s commission. I found her out

there, soliciting some guy wearing

ugly purple Bermuda shorts. That

pissed me off, but in hindsight,

looking for revenge by offering to let

him buy all he could eat, double-decker,

wasn’t the smartest move. Turned

out, he was a cop on a trash run, prowling

for teen hookers. Vegas has issued

stern orders: get ’em off the sidewalks,

bust their pimps and even their johns.

Detective Bermuda Shorts was only

doing his job. Tell me who’s sending

you out, the court will go easy on you.

Alex and I didn’t roll on Lydia

or Have Ur Cake. Luckily, Judge

Kerry was sympathetic anyway,

an honest-to-goodness do-gooder.

Nevada considers trafficking

children a serious offense.

This is not a victimless crime,

and you, young lady, are a victim.


Nothing He Said

Made sense. How can a willing

participant be a victim? No one

tied us up at the end of the day

(although a few of our customers

offered). And we weren’t trafficked,

as far as I knew then. No one kidnapped

us and smuggled us to the foreign

country of Las Vegas. Now, thanks

to my recent interaction with law

enforcement, the courts, and social

workers, I understand that three

things define trafficking: coercing

someone to turn tricks, transporting

them for that purpose, or in any

way threatening or encouraging

an underage person to sell their body.

Oh, and how good ol’ Iris collected

money for allowing men to force

themselves on me? Uh, yeah. That,

too. Then, there’s Have Ur Cake.

Since Alex and I haven’t reached

the age of eighteen—that magic

birthday that supposedly makes

you an adult—Lydia was definitely

guilty of pandering minors for sex.

She arranged our “dates,” and

collected a hefty fee for her trouble,

so technically she was our pimp,

though we asked for the work.

She never had to twist our arms.

But she totally knew how old

we were, and that we’d run away

with a minimal bankroll. Plus,

she did, in fact, put us in her debt

by letting us stay with her when

we first arrived in Vegas. When I

appeared before Judge Kerry, though,

I didn’t understand all that. “I don’t see

myself as a victim, Your Honor. I was just

trying to make enough money to survive.”

He looked at me with such sadness

in his eyes. I understand survival,

but this is not a good way to earn

money if you truly want to survive.



I Guess I Was Lucky

I don’t really know

what all Alex faced

when she did outcalls

solo. She refused to talk

to me about it. I only

did a few gigs alone,

and I never exactly felt

threatened. Together,

there were a few times

when I thought a client

might hurt us, and one guy

forced Alex to jerk him off.

More than once, we got

stiffed for payment, and

then we owed Lydia

anyway. She never really

bullied us. Convinced

is more accurate. She had

a way of doing that, although

she never could talk me into

stuffing condoms into my bag

and earning a hell of a lot more

money. I’m a dancer. A stripper.

But I’ll never be a whore.



Now My Stripping Days

Are over, at least that’s what Judge

Kerry said. After my advocate

determined Gram does want me

back in Barstow, they sent me

to stay in a group home until

Gram can arrange to come pick

me up. The law says I can only

be released to a “custodial adult.”

Hey, at least I have one of those,

unlike Alex, who ended up in

a different group home—one that

accepts pregnant teens. Pregnant.

If she got that way, it means

she wasn’t using protection, and

God forbid she picked up anything

else besides sperm. The father?

Some anonymous trick, and who

knows what color the baby will

be, or what defects it might inherit

from its paternal side? So sad.

Then again, everything about Alex

makes me sad—her childhood;

the things she’s allowed herself to do;

the fact I might never see her again.



Our Goodbye Was Bittersweet

Bitter, because it was goodbye.

Sweet, because it meant she was

safely off the streets. I spent many

hours pacing our apartment,

pining for closeness and a return

to sweet adventures in bed,

wondering when she’d come home.

If she’d come home. She always

did eventually, but every time

another little piece of the Alex

I loved was missing. Tricking chews

you up from the inside out.

We had a few minutes together

while waiting to see the judge.

“Gram says she welcomes me

back, believe it or not.”

I believe it. The one thing about

you I’ve always been jealous of is

how much your grandma loves you.

No one’s ever loved me like that.

“What about me? I still love you,

Alex, don’t want to live without

you. Please come with me. I’m

sure Gram will let you live—”

No. Are you kidding me?

She’s got six kids to take care

of, plus your mom. You expect

her to add me and a baby?

“We can work out something.

Get jobs, our own place. I can

still help Gram with the kids,

and . . .” It sounded ridiculous.

Aw, Gin. I want you to go back

to school, get your diploma,

head off to college. You can

legit make it in the real world,

and do it all on your own. You

don’t need me holding you back.

She reached out, put one hand

on my cheek. I directed it to my lips,

kissed each finger. “I don’t know

what I’ll do without you, and I’m

scared for you and the baby.”

Her hand fell away, never there.

Don’t worry about us. We’ll be

just fine. Besides . . . She forced

her voice cold. I’ve been thinking

and I’ve decided I prefer men after all.



She Divorced Me

And though her remark was meant

to slice into me, sever the tie between

our hearts, I understand why she said

it so matter-of-factly. I don’t believe

it, and the hurt she attempted hit

its mark square. I still have my cell,

and I’ve texted her dozens of times

in the two months I’ve been here

at House of Hope, where I’ll stay

until Gram can get the guardianship

paperwork in order, take a day off,

plus find babysitting for the kids

and Iris, who is too sick to care for

herself, let alone her offspring.

Wonder if she’ll let us call her “Mom”

now that men won’t be coming around

and aging is the least of her worries.

She spent her youth on a slow death,

creeping closer for years, though

she was clueless until recently, when

a flu bug wouldn’t go away. Tests revealed

advanced HIV-inspired lymphoma.

With her immune system compromised,

there will be no cure for her cancer.



House of Hope

Is a corny name, and I’m not sure

how much hope is actually here.

It’s nice enough, and the food is good,

and the staff pretends like they care.

There are other sex workers here,

some younger than me, who happens

to be something of an anomaly because

my skin is white. The population is

largely divided by race, at least as far

as room assignments go. Hispanics and

black girls don’t get along very well.

Their ’hoods are separate, and they stay

that way beyond those boundaries.

My roommate, Miranda, is Latina,

and pretty, though her plump face

makes her look younger than she is.

She says she’ll be fourteen in two

weeks. She’s thirteen, going on thirty.

Miranda was suspicious of me at

first, but after I told her my own

sob story, she decided to open up.

Right now, we’re sitting on the lawn,

enjoying the mellow November sunshine.

After the god-awful heat of the past

few months, this feels like heaven.

The tale of horror Miranda’s sharing

right now, however, is totally hellish,

and I have no doubt it’s true.

My brother Ricardo runs dope

for Los Sureños. He uses also,

and too much on credit. He owed

Papacito a lot of money.

“Papacito,” I interrupt. “That means

Daddy, yeah?” Lots of pimps insist

their stables refer to them as Daddy,

as if a father would sell them the same

way. Truth is, I guess, some fathers

do. Sí, she answers. I don’t know any

other name, only he makes all the girls

call him Papacito. One day after school,

I’m talking with friends and a big car

pulls up. Ricardo is inside with Papacito.

He tells me to get in. I say goodbye

to mis amigas, and we drive out of

my ’hood, away from El Monte. I’ve never

been so far from home. When we stop,

I don’t know where, Ricardo gets out.

“Do what he says and you’ll be safe.”

He closed the door, and I never see

my brother again, and not Mamá,

either. Papacito, he drive me all

the way to Las Vegas before we stop.

When we get here, he drives down

the strip. I never saw nothing like this

before. “Isn’t it beautiful?” he asks.

“I know all the best places to show you.”

He takes me to a house. It’s nice

on the outside. Nice on the inside.

Except, what happens there is not

so nice. There are other girls, too.

This one, Belinda, she said she’d be

mi mamá now, she’ll take good care

of me—buy me pretty clothes, teach me

makeup. Make me even prettier.

I say, “Mi mamá está en El Monte.”

Papacito grab my arm and squeeze

real hard. “Your mamá, she doesn’t

want you no more, so Ricardo give

you to me.” I thought about that.

Mamá and I had a fight because

I told her about her man, how

he came into my room when

she wasn’t home. How he touched

me. She said I was a liar. A puta.

But I didn’t lie. . . . Her eyes water,

and it’s the first time since I’ve been

here that I’ve seen real emotion in

the girl. “I believe you. It happened

to me, too.” I don’t add the part about

my own mother pimping me out.

Miranda nods. It happens to many

of us. Men are coyotes. I was eleven

the first time. Twelve when Ricardo

traded me for his debt. I found that

out later. But that day, I believed

it was Mamá’s punishment. “But when

can I go home?” I asked. Papacito

tell me never, I’m his now. “Do exactly

as I say,” he said, “and Belinda, too,

or I will hurt you so bad you’ll wish

you were dead. But if you are a very

good girl, I will be your boyfriend.

¿Quieres un novio, no? Someone

who’ll love you forever?” Every girl

wants a boyfriend, and I had no place

to go. The other girls seemed happy, so . . .

It isn’t a unique story, but it is hers.

I think of my sister, Mary Ann, who’s

about the same age, and pray it will

never happen to her. “Weren’t you scared?”

She nods. But not so scared then

as later that night, when Papacito

come to my bedroom. “Such a pretty

little girl,” he said. “Now I will make

you my woman.” I knew what he meant

and tried to say no. He slapped my face

so hard I thought my head would snap off!

Then he grabbed my neck and squeezed.

I couldn’t breathe. I begged him to stop

but he choked me until I almost blacked

out. I wore the marks from his fingers

for many days. I had no fight left then,

and he threw me on the bed, made me

his wife for real. When he finished,

he sent five friends to break me in

better. After that, what did it matter?

What came next, she says, is he pimped

her online or sent her out to work

truck stops, demanding a minimum

$800 per night. He kept every penny.



He Used Her

For almost two years, until a national

trafficking sting operation took

Papacito down good. Pandering

children under fourteen carries a life

sentence, if they can convict him,

which means they want Miranda

to testify against him, something

she’s more than a little nervous about.

Men like that have a very long reach,

and his ties to Los Sureños make him

dangerous, even in prison. Miranda’s

advocate has convinced her to do it, but

what will happen after that is anyone’s

guess. Her mother’s boyfriend says

she can’t go back to El Monte. So, yeah,

I really am lucky. The court has freed

me, forgiven me, allowed me to go home.

Gram says her house will always be

my home, and she wants me there, safe

and sound. I guess, despite everything,

I’m mostly sound. But I wasn’t safe

before, and I’m not sure there is such

a thing. All I know is, I’m happy to leave

Vegas. This city annihilates souls.



A Poem by Seth Parnell

My Soul

Has taken a vacation,

hitched a ride

somewhere cool and clean.

Maybe the mountains.

I

haven’t seen it in months.

Perhaps it’s deserted

me permanently.

I should feel bad, but I

can’t

muster sympathy

for the boy-become-man

who is me. Man. Gay

man. Kept man. You’ll

find

the ultimate meaning

of that term

in the eyes of every boy

forced by circumstance to

sacrifice

the truth of himself.

I keep digging

for truth

but can’t seem to find it

in me.



Seth

I Swore

I’d never get used to living like this,

at the beck and call, and under almost

total control of another human being.

I say almost, because after Carl, my ex

sugar daddy when I moved in here

with David, I knew enough to find a way

to stash some cash in case I ever need

an escape plan. Carl, who brought me

with him from Louisville, a trophy

houseboy to decorate his Lake Las Vegas

luxury condo, allowed me no chance at

personal resources. He wanted ownership.

Slavery is alive and thriving in Sin City,

Nevada. Maybe that’s why I gambled

on connecting with hot-stranger-in-the-gym

Jared—the growing need for rebellion,

or at least a taste of autonomy. Or maybe

it was simply because I’m only eighteen,

and still stashed inside is the belief

that love waits for me somewhere.



The Truth, However

If I’m to be perfectly honest with myself,

is that my attraction to Jared was totally

fed by lust. Well, lust and loneliness.

Carl may have provided well for me, but

he wasn’t much for companionship.

Working out, lying by the pool, and

improving my culinary skills didn’t exactly

tally satisfaction. Even the sex with Carl

(and sometimes an added friend of his)

didn’t add much spice to our relationship.

So, yeah, I was pretty damn hungry when

Jared showed up in the gym, and that man

was something to look at. Ripped, not

an ounce of flab, and the chiseled face

of a god. I never suspected he was a ringer.

Carl baited the hook, and I bit. Hard.

When he reeled me in, I felt about like a trout

who knew that fly hadn’t looked quite right,

but just couldn’t help himself. And then,

Carl gutted me, threw me into the frying pan.



He Picked the Bones Clean

Disowned me completely, gave me

twenty-four hours to vacate his life,

not even a few dollars to help me

accomplish that goal. Luckily, I had

made a couple of friends online and

was able to convince one of them to pick

me up. Lake Las Vegas is quite a distance

from downtown, and the Mojave summer

temps are killer, sometimes literally.

I was ride-less. Homeless. Totally broke.

I did manage to stuff some very nice clothes

into a duffel bag. I figured I’d be the most

suave street person ever. But Jacques

was cool. He invited me to stay at his place

for a couple of days until I could find a more

suitable habitation, not that he didn’t expect

a little something in return. I was happy

enough to oblige. Exchanging blowjobs

for room and board was nothing new.

There was one slight problem with that—

Jacques had a boyfriend. But I crossed

my heart that Morris would never find out.



As Far as I Know

He never has, which I’m happy about.

I like Morris. He’s quirky and gentle,

and happens to be one of David’s dancers.

In fact, it was Morris who introduced us

at one of David’s infamous parties. My first,

but definitely not my last. It was a week after

I moved in with Jacques. Maybe Morris

felt a little threatened, and hoped I’d stumble

upon a different circumstance. I doubt

he expected what happened. It was late

when he showed up at Jacques’s. Hey, boys.

There’s a party at David’s. Wanna go?

I had nothing better to do, and Jacques

goes along with anything Morris suggests,

especially when it’s partying. “It’s after

midnight. You sure it’s still going on?”

Don’t you know this city never sleeps,

especially not on a Saturday night?

But even if it did, the crowd at David’s

wouldn’t. Staying up all night is a hobby.


I Was Stunned

When we turned into the driveway

of David’s amazing home in the Ridges,

a glitzy neighborhood, even by Vegas

standards. All lit up for the evening shebang,

the house looked like a five-star hotel.

Morris pulled his Prius right up in front,

where a hired valet took the keys. “You’ve got

to be kidding,” I said, as I followed Morris

and Jacques up the marble stairs to the front

door. “How many people live here?”

Morris laughed. Officially, just David,

although he keeps a steady supply of guests,

plus a rather large staff. This place has,

like, ten bedrooms or something. It takes

three housekeepers just to keep it dusted

and vacuumed. One day, Jacques darling . . .

That house swarmed with men. Women.

Undetermined. Gay. Straight. Unspecified.

Everyone drinking. Everyone eating.

Everyone smoking. Snorting. Popping pills.

It was Sodom and Gomorrah under

a single roof. I was awed. Awkward.

Nervous. Bemused. Out of my element.

And also totally psyched to explore.

We maneuvered our way through

the house and out into the huge backyard.

Even at that time of the night, the air

was hot and still, and the Olympic-size

pool overflowed an assortment of noisy

guests, most of whom wore only their skin.

I trailed the boys to the bar, and no one

asked for ID when I ordered a mint julep.

I drew away from the tangle, to the edge

of the pavers, and lifted my glass. “Fond

memories, Carl,” I whispered toward

the starlit sky. When I returned my focus

to the party, I noticed Morris and Jacques

had knotted into a small group listening

diligently to a compact man on the far

side of sixty, but decent-looking nonetheless.

Morris caught my eye, waved for me

to come join them. First, I took a big

swig of my mint julep, loving the burn

of exceptional bourbon. “Fuck you, Carl,”

I said out loud, before wandering over

to meet up with my friends. As I neared,

the group’s attention turned toward

me. Who’s this? asked David, although

I didn’t know that’s who he was until

Morris made the introduction that altered

my life yet again. Seth, repeated David.

Wonderful name. Are you a dancer?

“Not unless you count two-step, in

which case, I’m a hell of a dancer.”

Everyone laughed, including David, but

his eyes were serious as they regarded

me, his interest quite obviously piqued.

Well then, not a dancer. What do you do?

I met his gaze square. “I am a top-flight

personal assistant. Currently unemployed.”



The Crowd Began to Thin

As the earliest hours of morning

trickled toward dawn. David and I

hardly noticed, except the queue for

the bar grew shorter and shorter

and his personal entourage shrank

smaller and smaller. A few people

offered cocaine. At first I refused, but

David indulged and finally convinced

me to try it. Oh, but you should. It

makes every bad thing better, and

everything good the experience of

a lifetime. He winked. Especially sex.

I wasn’t attracted to David, not in

the classic sense. But I was hypnotized

by the power of his wealth, and I knew

if I played the game intelligently the reward

could be well worth the effort. One snort

of what David said was damn fine coke,

I shed worry like rainwater. Two, conversing

came easier. Three, and the world righted itself.



At Some Point

Morris and Jacques wanted to leave.

I wasn’t ready, but had no other ride.

I must have looked anxious because

David volunteered, You two go on home.

I’ll take good care of Seth and my driver

can drop him off when he’s ready to go.

The boys wandered off somewhere

close to two thirty. I can’t say exactly

when because I was way too busy

mellowing the coke buzz with bourbon

and, conversely, fighting the alcohol

sluggishness with yet another line.

It’s a great combination, one I’ve since

enjoyed fairly regularly, though David

doesn’t keep a stash here at the house.

Most of it comes in with his guests.

That night we talked well into the morning

hours. Turns out, David was born in

Illinois, so we had neighboring home

states in common. I knew he was angling

for sex, of course. David doesn’t try

to hide his attraction to pretty young men.

When he discovered I was still a teen,

though technically legal, he was intrigued

immediately. So what’s your story?

How did you get to Las Vegas from

Indiana? I take it you’re on your own.

Do you still have a family back home?

Without the cocaine stoking my mouth,

I would never have told him as much

as I did. “My mom died a long time ago,

but my dad still lives on the farm. When

I came out, he gave me twenty dollars

and told me to hit the road and stay gone

until I decided I wasn’t gay. My boyfriend

was studying at the Louisville Seminary,

and I figured we’d just move in together.

But when I got to Loren’s apartment, he told

me he was moving to New York to do

a field study with a congregation there.

Ah. And you weren’t invited to go along.

Queer rule number nine: avoid falling

in love with members of the clergy.

Even the best boyfriend can’t trump God.

“A very good rule. But what are numbers

one through eight? And is there a ten?”

He smiled. Maybe I’ll fill you in one

day. But you haven’t finished your story.

I didn’t especially want to confide disgusting

details about Carl, so I gave an abbreviated

version. “I met an older guy in a club

and we hit it off. He was moving to Vegas,

asked me to come with him. When we broke

up last week, I had nowhere to go, so Jacques

let me move in with him temporarily. I need

a new living arrangement. If you have any

ideas . . .” At that point I was high enough

to be reckless. I looked him straight in the eye,

traced my upper lip with my tongue.

Needless to say, he didn’t summon his driver.



I Wanted the Sex to Convince Him

To let me move in, so I offered anything

he wanted. Compared to Carl, who was all

about the kink, David’s requests weren’t

extraordinary. The thing is, he can have

whatever he wants with any of the cute

dancers in his stable who might be looking

to advance his career. But David doesn’t want

easy sex, he wants affection. Okay, he wants

love, which isn’t something I can give him,

though I profess to. I doubt it’s possible

for someone my age to fall in love with

a man old enough to be his grandfather,

no matter how good that person is to him.

I want to experience real love again,

wrapped around sex and infusing lust

with meaning. But that won’t happen here,

won’t happen today, and I don’t dare go

searching for it elsewhere right now.

It’s enough that I can barter my body for

a lifestyle most people only dream of.



La Dolce Vita

That’s what I’m living here with David—

the sweet life, and I can’t discount that.

But neither can I count on it to last, as that

asshole Carl so aptly proved. So I’m bartering

my body on the side, via Have Ur Cake

Escorts. People travel to Vegas specifically

to create memories to leave here, and I’ll stay

in Vegas with them. When Lydia interviewed

me, I was clear about the parameters—only

clients willing to pay premium rates for a top-

of-the-line barely adult. I won’t risk losing

life with David for anything less than a grand—

five hundred in exchange for my company,

another five for invading it, condoms required.

Sometimes couples want three-ways, and that

costs a third more. For fifteen hundred,

I’ll get it up for a woman, too. With limited

hours available plus a relatively high price

tag, I’ve had five dates, plenty to open a bank

account. That should multiply quickly.


I’m on My Way

To an outcall now, meeting the guy

at Picasso, one of the Bellagio’s finest

restaurants. David’s in L.A. for a couple

of days, so I don’t have to fabricate

an excuse. I expect my client to be

older, but when the maître d’ brings

me over to the table, the decent-looking

man who stands is in his early thirties.

I’m Joe, he says, and that may or

may not be the truth. Thanks for

joining me. Would you like a drink?

he asks, knowing I’m underage,

not that it matters. Carding is rare

in these situations, and should a waiter

get too nosy, I have a forged ID. I request

my favored mint julep, and Joe springs

for the prix fixe dinner. Four Five-Diamond-

Award courses, accompanied by wine.

I sit, staring at actual Picasso paintings,

while Joe tells me about himself.

I can’t imagine he’s lying. The details

are too specific. He’s an art dealer, in

Vegas on business. His wife, three kids,

and two golden retrievers wait at home.

You must be wondering why a married man

would arrange to meet someone like you.

I shrug. “Everyone has fantasies or fetishes,

but few are brave enough to act on them.”

When I was a kid at summer camp,

there was this teenage counselor, Rob.

He wasn’t exceptional, really. Still, I

used to daydream about him holding me.

Touching me. Using me. The first time

I masturbated, I pretended it was Rob

jerking me off. It’s strange, because I’m

really not gay. I love my wife, and having

sex with her. But once in a while, this need

rises up, and I want Rob to jerk me off.

After dessert, we go upstairs—Joe and Rob,

who does a whole lot more than jerk Joe off.



A Poem by Whitney Lang

Need Rises Up

From a bottomless well

of longing,

a whining so insistent

no

amount of willpower

can force

it silent. They say the

way

to be strong

when confronted with

the siren’s song is

to shutter

your ears,

fight the darkness, reach

for the light, but

the windows

are draped

with memories

of ecstasy.



Whitney

A Chat

With the Grim Reaper

should be enough to scare

away any thought of relapse.

Wish it were that easy,

but not even days conversing

with death can disintegrate

the claws of addiction.

My memory banks

are foggy, misted by months

held fast in the arms of the Lady,

squeezed by need

you can’t describe, can’t relate

to unless you’ve experienced it.

I barely remember that last fix,

Mexican black tar instead

of my usual China white.

The Lady, she took me on

one hell of a ride

before we dove over the cliff,

falling, falling, falling.

Falling in slow motion.



Overdosing on Heroin

Is ugly business.

Well, the initial rush

is truly incredible. Similar,

I imagine, to a military jet taking

off, throwing you back in your seat

as you climb, almost perpendicular

to the ground. Yeah, close to that.

But then, the noise, a hurricane

inside your head, blowing.

Pounding. Exploding.

You try to fight the bad wind,

and everything slows.

Your breathing.

Your heart.

Slow.

Slower.

You

can’t

find

air

as

you

drift

toward

darkness.



Withdrawing from Heroin

Is a whole lot worse.

When you OD, you have no idea

you’re tumbling toward death.

When you withdraw,

you have no doubt about it.

It’s like being underwater,

and really, really needing to breathe.

You swim as hard as you can,

but you’re too deep

and it’s taking too long,

you won’t break the surface
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