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  01


  Have you ever fucked a married guy? If the answer’s yes, then you know the score: he’s all over you in emails and texts, you make a date to see him next time the wife’s out of town, and then if you’re lucky and he doesn’t cancel, you get an hour of clumsy sex during which he probably won’t kiss you or even look you in the eye. Afterward he talks about work, sports, the family, even the weather—anything but what just happened. Then you won’t hear from him for months until that itch needs scratching again, and if you’re fool enough you’ll go back for more. Fun if you get off on dishonesty, bad news if you actually like the guy. I had enough of this bullshit in the military—and I was just as guilty as the next closet case of pretending it wasn’t what I really wanted. I don’t need it in civilian life. It happens, I admit. Sometimes I can’t resist. But it’s a waste of time.


  And that’s what I thought this was—at least, to start with.


  I got an email from an old Marines comrade—he found me through one of those forums that Jody encouraged me to join. “You can’t just wipe the past out,” Jody told me, which is pretty rich from someone who’s already had about five identities by the age of twentyfive. “You’ve got to come to terms with it. Connect with people. It’s part of your life.” So, unwillingly and incompetently and with lots of help, I created a profile on a veterans’ website and said something like “always happy to hear from old jarheads.” I had a cursory glance at who else was on there, recognized a couple of assholes who would still be assholes out of uniform, and forgot all about it.


  Then, one day: You have a new message in your VetsWeb inbox. Click the link (blah blah blah). I clicked, and there he was: Alan Benson. That was one name I was not likely to forget. We were in training together, just about: Al Benson was a couple of years ahead of me at Naval College, and already he was the star of the show. Six feet two, shoulders that could barely fit into a standard-issue uniform, the kind of looks you might find on a Midwestern farm boy, topped off with hair so red that he looked as if he was on fire. People called him Carrot Top, or Rusty Nuts, but only behind his back. To his face, if they didn’t call him Sir, they called him Red. Red Benson. Football hero, athlete, natural leader, everyone’s big brother. Of course I was crazy about him, and of course he barely knew I existed. The body, the looks, the hair, the milk-white skin covered in freckles, and on a couple of memorable occasions when we were in the shower block together, the bright-red bush and the long white cock with its branching blue vein… Yeah, I had it bad. Then he graduated, distinguished himself in combat zones around the world wherever the US Marine Corps was needed, we served together once or twice, and, in the way of these things, we lost touch. For all I knew he was dead.


  Apparently not.


  “Hey, Dan.” Dan? He never called me Dan. “Lieutenant Stagg,” yes, but “Dan,” never. “How are you doing, buddy?” Buddy? He wants something, I thought, but it took me a long while to figure out what. “How’s civilian life treating you? I’m coming to Boston on business next month and it would be great to catch up. Let me buy you dinner? Cheers, Al.”


  Okay: so he knew I lived near Boston, and he knew I’d left the Corps: that much was clear from my profile. He knew that I was short of cash, or he wouldn’t have said that about buying me dinner. How did he know? Had he heard about the circumstances of my dismissal from the Marines—the honorable discharge, hushing up a scandal, a vicious last bite from the dying beast of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell? Gossip spreads fast in military circles. Remember Dan Stagg? Quiet guy, dark hair, balding? That’s him. Well, you’ll never guess what happened. Got caught with his pants down—yeah, with a junior officer. A corporal. Sure, he told them everything. Kicked him out. It’s a shame, really—he was a good marine. Made it all the way to Major. But you never can tell, can you? You never can tell.


  That’s part of the story—the part I don’t care if people know. What the gossips of Pendleton and Lejeune don’t know is that the corporal was killed by a sniper’s bullet in Helmand, that Major Stagg fell to pieces from grief and guilt, and that he didn’t give a shit what his senior officers thought, he just wanted it all to be over, to join Will in death. A spotless record down the toilet without a second thought.


  I had a rough time: so did thousands of other veterans. PTSD, lost limbs, broken marriages. Adjusting to a world in which killing people isn’t your everyday reality isn’t easy. I sat around feeling sorry for myself, and then I kind of pulled through, thanks to a guy named Jody who had a suitcase full of problems even bigger than mine, and a set of circumstances crazier than anything I met in wartime. And now I have a relationship of sorts, and a future of sorts, and I try real hard not to overthink it.


  How much did Al Benson know? I’m a suspicious bastard. I never take things at face value—that’s Marine training for you—and I didn’t believe for one moment that he just wanted to reminisce about the good ol’ days. He wanted to gloat, or to preach, or possibly—yes, the suspicion flickered for a moment—to taste my cock. Experience has taught me that the most cast-iron straight man has secrets. Even Red Benson, the poster boy for the USMC. Unlikely, but possible. In my experience, if you’ve got a cock, anything’s possible.


  I wrote back in the same vein. “Hey, Al. Great to hear from you. Sure, I’m near enough Boston. Let me know your ETA and we’ll hook up”—no, not hook up, that sounds too pushy—“we’ll get together. Plenty of good chow in Beantown! Best, Dan Stagg.” That’ll do. Regular guy stuff, nothing faggy, no suggestion that we could go to the symphony or the ballet or the baths. Good chow, a few brews. Two veterans, old comrades, nothing more. Maybe he’s a nice guy, heard I’d had some trouble, wants to lend a helping hand. That’s what these networks are meant for. Informal support, taking care of each other. Well, I can always use a helping hand. Especially from Red Benson, with his hair and his smile and his freckles. SEND. Off it went. Dispatched and forgotten.


  It’s not like I didn’t have other stuff to think about. Earning a living, for one thing. Building bridges with my family. Trying to sustain a long-distance relationship with a guy who’s fifteen years younger than me, so cute that anyone with a pulse wants to fuck him, and not exactly famous for keeping it in his pants. Jody’s gone back to school, doing the one thing he loves as much as sex: he’s studying fashion at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, catching up on the years when he was making a living with his ass. He’s smart, he’s talented, and from what he tells me he’s having a great time. He’s grateful too: without the dirty money I made from a bunch of crooks who tried to frame me for murder, he wouldn’t be able to afford Pratt’s fancy fees. I don’t mind. I’d never spend it on myself. Might as well buy Jody a future.


  But it’s not easy living apart. For one thing, I worry about him: when he was recovering from his brain hemorrhage, the doctors said he might experience some kind of epileptic seizures. If that happens, I want to be there to take care of him, but I’m not. Then there’s the whole question of where we’d live. Jody loves the city: I’d be happy if I never set foot in the five boroughs again. He’s got a room in one of the campus residence halls that he shares with another fashion student: two single beds, two desks, and a landslide of magazines and fabric and empty coffee cups. I visited him a couple of times when his roommate was out, and fucked him so hard his neighbors would have called the resident advisor if I hadn’t put my hand over Jody’s mouth.


  He suggested once that we might get a place together, somewhere commutable, best of both worlds, but unless he sells his first collection to Saks Fifth Avenue or I win the Massachusetts State Lottery, there’s not much chance of that happening. That kind of rent is way beyond my means. I’m living cheap in a house that belongs to my uncle in Lowell, Mass.—hasn’t been fixed up since the seventies, no central heating, and the roof leaks so much he can’t even rent it out as a meth lab. One step up from a barn: does just fine for the black sheep of the family. I pay him a hundred bucks a month, I keep his insurance premiums down and the junkies and squatters away. It’s a one-sided deal, but I kid myself that it’s better than a motel. At least it gives me the illusion of living with my family.


  My parents are a few miles down the road in Groton, a nice little community where disgraced battle-scarred gay veterans don’t quite fit in. I visit on weekends, or when Dad needs the roof fixed, or Mom wants a tree cut down in the yard. The neighbors probably think I’m the help. When they moved there a couple of years ago for a peaceful retirement growing squash and apples and tomatoes, I guess they didn’t mention me much. I wasn’t the hero anymore, the son they’d been so proud of they stuck pictures of me in the front window of the old family home. I came back different, and the pictures were put away—even the framed pictures that used to stand on the mantelpiece. My sister’s there, with her kids. My brother, twice divorced, is there. But not me.


  I’ll give them time. I’ve got plenty of it. I’m not quite forty yet, they’re only just in their seventies, and we could be looking at ten, even twenty years of avoiding the issue if I don’t do something about it. So I’m here, living in a shithole, working in a rundown gym in Lowell that just about pays enough to cover the rent and put food on the table. God only knows what I’ll do if I get sick or unemployed. Jody says he’ll look after me, whisk me off to Paris and Milan when he’s a famous designer. I’m not holding my breath. But one of these days I’m going to pluck up the courage to say, “Mom, Dad, sit down. There’s something we need to discuss.”


  Somehow, that hasn’t happened yet. I’ve stormed enemy positions with guns and grenades, I’ve killed more men than I can remember, but having an adult conversation with my parents scares me.


  A week later: you have a new message in your VetsWeb inbox. It was early in the morning, five o’clock, my turn to open up the gym for the pre-work crowd. I usually shower and shave at work, since I prefer hot water and no bugs living behind the bathroom tiles. I was still in the sweatpants and T-shirt I sleep in, barefoot, puffyeyed. Quick email check in case Jody sent me a nice message to start the day. Sometimes it’s to arrange a Skype session. Sometimes it’s a photograph. Like most people, I acquired IT skills in order to jerk off.


  Not today. Too busy making pretty dresses.


  But there was Al Benson again. Arriving in Boston tomorrow (Thu) afternoon. Staying at the Marriott, Back Bay. Meet me there at 1800? Al.


  Almost sounded like a military briefing. No “buddy” or “cheers.” A time and a place, and if it wasn’t for the question mark it would have been an order.


  I didn’t have to check my diary. I was on earlies, and if I’m not working, I’m free.


  I wrote “sir, yes sir!” and hit send.


  I just about had time to wonder what exactly Benson wanted—a buddy? A fuck? A gun for hire?—and then it was time to jump in the car. I keep a gym bag packed and ready, of course. Some things stay with you.


  Now, those of you who know me well probably rolled your eyes when I said I worked in a gym. Oh, yes, Dan, a gym. A place where guys come and take their clothes off. How convenient. I might bust your chops for that, or I might say, You’ve got me all wrong, I’m in a relationship now and I don’t fool around, and you’d pretend to believe me because you’d prefer to keep your limbs intact. But of course, you’re absolutely right. My official job at the Strong Box—“Lowell’s Premier Fitness and Martial Arts Facility” (i.e., the only gym in town)—is personal trainer, specializing in kickboxing and other legitimized forms of violence. In between clients, who are sparse, I sit at the front desk, answer the phone, pick up wet towels in the locker room, mop the floors, and generally clear up other people’s shit. It’s kind of like working for Uncle Sam, without the killing.


  Of course there are opportunities, and yes, I’ve taken them. Not with the members: I can’t afford to lose this job, and the boss made us sign a piece of paper agreeing that any fraternizing with the clients would lead to instant dismissal. I guess a few too many horny housewives got banged up by their personal trainers. They’re safe from me, but their husbands might not be. Nobody needs to know that. I’m not what you’d call out at work.


  I didn’t sign anything about coworkers, though. People move around a lot in the fitness industry—there’s a high staff turnover even in a little joint like the Strong Box: college grads trying to get a toehold in the business, former athletes whose competition days are over, even a few ex-military men like me. They’re all physically fit, and at a rough guess I’d say about forty percent of the men could be persuaded. You get talking about your bodies, you hit the showers after locking up at night, you compare abs or delts or whatever fucking muscle you like, and that’s all it takes. And just as I was putting the key in the ignition, I remembered I was sharing a shift with Lee, the young English guy who was doing a masters in sports science in a college over toward Boston. Like me, he was living in a cheap rented apartment in Lowell; like me, he was paying the rent by working at the gym; and in his first couple of weeks we’d enjoyed complaining about stuff. He was twenty-one, his first time abroad, his first time living away from home, and he was homesick. I guess I should also mention that he was tall and lean and had played rugby back at home, and hoped one day to play for his country. He had the English rose tattooed on his left pectoral muscle. “I want to wear that on my shirt one day,” he said, the first time I saw him naked. If I had my way he’d never wear clothes again, but I just nodded and said something about sports.


  He was already waiting when I pulled up to the curb, leaning against the wall, wearing jeans and a thick sweater and a beanie; it was September—the days were still warm but the mornings cold as ice, a promise of the winter to come. He’d found a patch of thin early sunshine and was basking in it like a lizard, soaking up the warmth. His face was striking rather than handsome, particularly with the strong shadows accentuating his high cheekbones and deep brow. His eyes were close-set, his mouth large; in repose, he could look quite stupid, a brainless meathead. I liked this. I spent my career giving orders to guys like Lee, and I always had a soft spot for the dumb ones. When he heard the car door slamming he opened his eyes and smiled.


  “Dan!”


  He stood up straight, pulled off his cap and ran a large hand over his head. The hair was cut in some crazy style, buzzed at the side but long at the top and back, a kind of modified Mohawk that would look fucking awful on anyone over twenty-two. When you’re Lee’s age you can get away with it—barely. His nails were bitten down to the quick, and he had a Band-Aid on his right middle finger.


  I shook his hand, then inspected his fingers. “What’s the matter, Lee? Can’t you afford regular food? Been eating yourself?”


  He pulled his hand away, stuffed it into his pocket, ashamed of the childish habit. “Yeah, right, I know.” He had a habit of mumbling that, combined with a thick English accent and an unfamiliar vocabulary, which made communication interesting. “How are you, mate?”


  “I’m good. You?”


  “Yeah.” He did a nervous little sidelong smile, hissed between his teeth. “All right. Cold, innit.”


  “Let’s open up.” I checked my watch. “Half an hour before we let ’em in.”


  “I need a shower.” He sniffed his armpit and grimaced. “I fucking stink.”


  I scratched my twenty-four-hour stubble. “And I need a shave. Come on.”


  The Strong Box occupied the basement of two retail units, an outdoor clothing store and a bait and tackle shop, accessed by a metal staircase and a tiny front area into which garbage always blew. Our first job was to clear out the night’s debris.


  “I’ll do this,” I said, opening the door: as the senior employee, I was entrusted with the keys. “You go get the water running.”


  “Cheers, mate. I owe you.”


  Yeah, and I can think of a thousand ways to make you pay, I thought, watching his ass recede into the gloom of the interior. I kicked the trash into a little pile and dumped it in the wastebasket, hoping there were no sharps. Usual stuff: burger wrappings, cigarette butts, cans. I needed to wash my hands.


  I could hear the shower as soon as I walked in; good boy, he’d done as he was told—first thing in the morning it could take five minutes for the water to get up to a bearable temperature. The boiler was always breaking down, which made for pissed-off members and smelly employees. The Strong Box was not exactly high-end.


  “Lee?” I stowed my kit in a locker. “Where are you?”


  “I’m having a shit.” He left the tops and tails off words: “avin’ a shi’.”


  I peeled off my shirt. The cheap fabric crackled as it went over my head, making the hair on my chest and stomach (there’s a lot) stand up with static.


  “Fuckin’ ’ell, it’s Bigfoot.”


  I laughed and growled, showing my teeth. “Keeps me warm in winter.”


  “Not like me.” He pulled up his sweater to reveal a perfectly smooth, perfectly flat stomach. “Like a baby’s bottom, me.”


  “You’re young. And I bet you do all that trimming shit that kids do these days.”


  He shrugged. “Yeah. A bit.” He rubbed his head again. “Clippers. Can’t afford them salons.”


  I dropped my pants. “Clippers don’t really work on me.” Lee took in my hairy legs, and his eyebrows shot up, furrowing his forehead—the expression that male models and pop singers try on in photo shoots.


  “You look like our family dog.”


  “Woof,” I said, wondering what he’d do when he saw my ass. It’s starting to look as if I’m wearing hair underpants.


  “I miss him,” he said, with complete sincerity. “He’s a nice old boy.” I thought I detected a bit of moisture in his eyes, but then he pulled his shirt over his head. Lee’s skin was the very pale, smooth type that always makes me think of marble statues, the kind that decorate hifalutin military establishments. Apart from the tattoo, the head of the rose as big as the palm of my hand, he was flawless. Big pink nipples, enough definition to make him look masculine, but not one of those skinny muscle freaks who end up looking like anatomical models. I licked my lips, and felt my dick stirring; it hadn’t been completely limp ever since I got out of bed, even when I was picking up the trash. He unbuttoned his jeans and dropped them down his thighs; there was nothing underneath, just young flesh.


  He sat down to remove his shoes and socks, looking up at me.


  “What you do at the weekend then, Dan?”


  “Saw my folks,” I said. Sat in miserable silence around a dinner that nobody wanted to eat. Cleaned the gutters. Chopped wood for winter. Drank beer at home, alone. “How ’bout you?”


  “Nothing.” He looked down, struggling with a knot in his laces. “Can’t afford to go out.”


  “Come on. Young guy like you should be having the time of his life.”


  “I don’t know anyone.”


  “What about the other students?”


  “They all run around in cars and shit. They never ask me out.”


  “Well, I tell you what, Lee,” I said, pulling my underpants down and very conscious that my dick was well on the way to half hard. “Next weekend let your Uncle Dan take you out for a burger and a beer.”


  “Would you?”


  “’Course. Now, come on. Let’s get clean for the people.” I couldn’t stand there looking at him much longer, or he was going to get jabbed in the eye.


  “Fucking things,” he said, and kicked his shoes off, laces still knotted. He trotted after me into the showers, where steam was thickening the air.


  The Strong Box, I’m happy to say, was one of the few remaining gyms to hold out against screened-in shower cubicles; it had a wall with five faucets and a drain down which soapy water ran. No sauna, no steam room, nothing but running water and some pegs on which to hang your towels. No obstacles to a clear and uninterrupted view of your fellow washers.


  We stood, as is usually the case when two men share an open shower, with an empty space between us: close enough to be friendly, far enough to avoid intimacy. For a few moments we both faced the wall, getting our heads wet, rubbing our faces, but as we started to soap up we turned to face each other. I was definitely half hard now, my dick sticking out at about forty-five degrees from my body, water jetting off the end. I lathered up my armpits, my chest, my stomach. Lee’s hair was plastered to his skull, his body covered in a film of white bubbles. There was a small thatch of hair above his cock, trimmed to almost nothing; apart from that, he was smooth. His cock, which I had never seen before, was long and uncut and, unless I was mistaken, starting to wake up.


  “You lived around here a long time, Dan?” He wiped soap out of his eyes.


  “On and off, all my life.”


  “Never wanted to travel?”


  I laughed and washed my ass, making no effort to cover my dick. “Oh, I’ve been here and there.” Afghanistan, Iraq, Bosnia. All the glamour spots.


  “I always wanted to travel,” he said. “See the world, right? Meet interesting people.”


  “Yeah, well, there’s plenty of them.”


  “That’s why I came to the States.”


  “Right.” He was sneaking downward glances, which suited me fine. He wanted to see the world? I’d show him. “And does it live up to your expectations?”


  He laughed. “Well, Lowell’s not exactly Vegas.” He ran his hands down his wet, slippery stomach. “But it’s okay. I like it here.”


  “Me too.” I rested my hands on the small of my back and pushed my hips forward a little. My dick swayed from side to side. He watched it like a mongoose watching a cobra. I guess he was missing his girlfriend back home as much as he was missing the family dog. “As long as you’ve got friends.”


  He looked up into my eyes. “This okay?”


  “I’ve got the keys. And there’s twenty minutes before we let anyone in.”


  “Twenty minutes.”


  “Yeah.”


  He stepped across the tiled floor, under the spray from my shower. “I’m not, you know. Gay.”


  “Right.” I grabbed his dick. “Me neither.” He gasped as I started to stroke him, and buckled at the knees. “I just like fucking guys.” He was fully hard now; it took about twenty seconds. The joys of youth, right? “You like fucking guys, Lee?”


  “I… I don’t…”


  “Or don’t they do that back in the Old Country?”


  He opened his eyes and frowned. “What?”


  “Doesn’t matter. Now, come here.” His hands hung limp at his sides; I took one of them and placed it on my cock. “Time to learn.”


  He didn’t look too happy about having a dick in his hands—in fact he was positively pouting. But then again, he didn’t take his hand away. We stroked each other for a while, slicked up with soap, water coursing down our bodies. There wasn’t time to fuck him—all that business with condoms means I allow at least half an hour even for a quickie—but I wanted to stake a claim on his ass for future reference. With Jody away, it made sense to have a regular buddy, especially one who wasn’t going to fall in love with me, and wasn’t going to be around for too long. I pulled him close so our cocks were touching, reached around and grabbed his right buttock. It felt like a basketball wrapped in a blanket. Lee was so intent on the feeling of two hard soapy dicks jousting around that he didn’t complain about my invasion of what, I assumed, was virgin territory. Some guys yelp if you so much as look at their asses. Not this one. He grabbed both our cocks with one hand, squashed them together, rolled them around.


  “Mine’s bigger than yours,” he said, and smiled.


  “I guess it is.”


  “You want to suck it?”


  “Sure.” Let him think he’s in charge. There’s a lot he doesn’t yet know—but he’s going to find out. I dropped down to a squat, made a circle of thumb and forefinger around his balls, and started sucking his dick. He gently lathered my head, and once I’d got my lips as far down as they’d go he fucked my mouth. I could tell from the hardness in his shaft and the tightness in his balls that he wasn’t going to take long; time to teach him lesson number one. My index finger found his asshole and pressed.


  “Fuck.”


  There was enough soap around the place to make it easy. I slipped in to the first knuckle.


  “Bloody hell.”


  I looked up, wondering if bloody hell was a good thing or a bad thing. His lips were parted, and a thick vein was bulging in the middle of his forehead. Good, I guess.


  I pressed in further, still sucking, still squeezing, getting a kind of head massage from his big white hands. And bang, there it was, the prostate. I drew a circle on it with my fingertip, letting him know what I’d found, and then pressed.


  “Jesus, Dan… Jesus…”


  He was coming now, fucking my mouth hard, pressing me down on him. I pulled on his balls, making the sac tight, as semen pulsed into my throat.


  When he’d finished, I slipped slowly out of his ass and let go of his dick. My thighs were cramping up little, and I stood. Lee looked stunned, and leaned against the shower wall.


  “What the fuck was that?”


  “Did you like it?”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “But nothing. Now, you just lie on the floor, pretty boy, and let me look at you.”


  He did as he was told, a quality I greatly value, and I planted a foot on either side of his hips. Water splashed down on his chest, in his face, but he wiped his eyes and watched.


  I took my cock in my hand and started jerking myself off, taking in every contour of his beautiful wet body. The thick neck, the sculpted shoulders, the deep grooves from his hips to his groin, and that red rose blooming on his chest. He was playing with himself, gripping the base of his cock between two fingers, flapping it around from side to side; if we’d had more time, I could have made him come again. He crooked the other arm behind his head, lifting it off the floor, tensing his abs.


  “I ain’t never done this before,” he said, “but it’s all right.”


  That was all I needed to hear. My dick jumped in my hand and sprayed him with jizz from neck to navel, one big glob landing directly in the heart of the rose. It glistened for a moment before it was washed down the drain.


  We dried and dressed quickly, quietly, pulling on our nylon Strong Box shirts and shorts, tidying the locker room, making sure the place looked respectable.


  I checked my watch: six o’clock sharp.


  “Time to let ’em in, Lee. You all set?”


  He nodded, said nothing. Shit, I thought I was going to have a confused, sulky coworker all day. And then, as I was unlocking the front door, he came up behind me, pressing himself against me. “You really mean that about the weekend, Dan? I mean, you know, about going out and stuff?”


  “Maybe.”


  He looked crestfallen. “Oh. Just maybe.”


  “If you kiss me.”


  He smiled. “Go on, then.” He grabbed my neck, opened his mouth and kissed me, pushing me into the door, pumping his hips. He was hard again.


  “Get behind the desk, Lee, and don’t come out until that’s gone down.”


  He vaulted over the reception counter and greeted the early birds with a particularly warm smile.


  02


  I’ve been in a few high-class hotels in my time: operational briefings and press calls in war zones often take place in surprisingly ritzy locations. I know how to behave. Admittedly these days I’m in civilian clothes, but I don’t look like a bum. I don’t get thrown out.


  “Here to see Alan Benson.”


  “Yes, sir. Just a moment.” The receptionist was a cute blonde girl, perfect scarlet nails, good skin. She tapped a screen. “Room 249. Who shall I say—”


  “Dan!” A booming voice from across the lobby, a figure rising from the depths of a large, soft armchair. “That’s okay, sweetheart. I’ll take it from here.”


  Two strong arms were thrown around me, squeezing hard. I smelled soap and mouthwash, felt a smooth cheek against mine. I’d taken care too. Old soldiers never want to look as if they’ve fallen on hard times. It’s a matter of pride.


  “Let me look at you.” Al stepped back, holding on to my shoulders. The smile was the same, dazzling and confident. He was wearing a well-cut tweed sports jacket, an open-necked shirt from which a few tufts of red hair sprouted, expensive-looking brogues. His blue eyes still twinkled despite the surrounding lines. “My god, Dan, you’re wearing well. You don’t look a day older.”


  I nodded. “Still bald.”


  “Still in shape.” He slapped his own stomach, where a little roundness swelled like a pitcher’s mound. “I got fat.”


  “Hardly.”


  “And look.” He bent down, revealing a circular spot of skin around his crown where once had been thick copper hair. “Catching up with you.”


  “Time goes by, Al.”


  “Yup. How long’s it been?” He looked up at the ceiling. “Fifteen—no, more than that. Seventeen years?”


  I honestly didn’t remember. We served together in some almighty fuckup, but I hadn’t had time to recall which. “If you say so.”


  He looked into my eyes and frowned. “You forgot?”


  “I guess.”


  “A lot of guys make themselves forget.”


  “Hey. I’m not one of the fuckups.”


  “’Course not.” The smile was back, the teeth gleaming white, a hand on the back of my neck. “Let’s get out of here. I booked a table for us. Hope you don’t mind.”


  “Am I suitably dressed?” I was wearing the nearest thing I own to stylish clothes, a blazer and slacks.


  “You look fine, Dan. Just fine.”


  He steered me firmly out of the lobby and into the street.


  The restaurant was one of those places I’m never going to be comfortable in, not if I live to be a hundred. Pastel walls, linen tablecloths, flowers in old-fashioned vases, waiters hovering like sandflies. Okay, I don’t pick up my food in my hands and start gnawing the bones. I don’t goose the staff. But I can do without the jus de this and the crème de that. I can do without the constant interrogation—is everything Okay for you gentlemen? Yes. Now, fuck off and let me eat.


  But it was Benson’s treat, and if he wanted to show me how prosperous he’d become, that was fine by me. For the first half hour he barely drew breath. “Leaving the Corps was the best thing I ever did. Jesus, Dan, imagine at our age having to take orders from the fucking Pentagon! I’d had enough. They get you when you’re young and they brainwash you, right? But I always wanted more than that. I wanted all the things we were fighting for, and I reckon I did enough fighting to earn them. I know, I know, I was one of the lucky ones. I have a great wife and two fantastic kids.” He opened his wallet and showed me the photos: Mr. and Mrs. Benson and two perfect American children, a boy and a girl, celebrating a perfect Thanksgiving, having a perfect skiing vacation. “Jesus, they grow up so fast. Al Junior is twelve now. Twelve! And Jeleen is ten. Look at her. She’s going to be a beauty.”


  Yeah, I thought—once she gets rid of the braces and the glasses. Once she sheds about twenty pounds of puppy fat.


  “I’ve got more on my phone.” He reached into his jacket pocket and may have seen me wince. “But hey, I’ll save those for later.”


  This was the point at which I expected him to say, “And you, Dan? What have you done with your life?” But no, he kept going, unable to stop the momentum.


  “I’ve got to show you this.” Another photo from the wallet, this time of a house. A fucking house. “We just moved into this amazing place in South Fayette, just outside Pittsburgh. I took this the day we moved in. I have to carry it around with me because I can’t believe we got it.”


  “Very nice.”


  “You should come out sometime. Loads of guest accommodations. Hell, you could practically have your own wing!”


  “Great.” I share my apartment with some bugs. Plenty of room for them too.


  “I figured if you’re going to move, you might as well buy the place you want to live in, right? This is a proper family home. We can stay there forever. At least till I retire—but that’s a way off yet, right? Even if I am older than you.”


  The waiter took our orders, which meant a further fifteen minutes of intricate discussion: cuts of meat, methods of cooking, appropriate wines. I was beginning to wonder if I could fake a duodenal ulcer in order to cut and run.


  “But hell,” he continued, once the waiter finally left, “I work hard for the money and I’m going to enjoy it. People think that just because I work for a university I get six months’ vacation every year. Bullshit! I take two weeks, that’s all, and I spend every minute with my kids. Every minute!”


  He smacked the table, as if someone was contradicting him.


  “Who am I kidding? I love my job. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t. Had enough of doing stuff I hate when I was in the Marines. I’ve got a lot to be thankful for, I got the software training on Uncle Sam’s dollar and I took it all the way to the top. Here.” He produced a business card. “Keep it. Maybe you’ll need it.”


  Alan Benson


  Head of Software Design


  University of Pittsburgh Medical Center


  “Great,” I said, and put the card in my pocket.


  “The money’s good, I admit that, but by the time the school fees are paid, not to mention the fucking mortgage on the house, there’s not much left for me. I mean, we were lucky. Brenda’s father died a couple of years back, left her a little. Only child. That helped.”


  I bet it did, I thought, wishing I had a couple of wealthy relatives at death’s door.


  “No regrets, not me. Some of the guys, the top brass, told me I was crazy when I left. Could have climbed right up the promotion ladder, four stars on my shoulder, big player. But that’s not what I wanted. They can’t see outside their own little world. I left because I wanted a real life, okay? Not rank and promotion and all that crap. I’ve got a family! It was the best decision I ever made. Ten years ago, Dan! I just told them I was going to walk, and I walked.”


  This was getting tedious, so I said, “I was thrown out.”


  Clang! You could practically hear the echo of my words in the ensuing silence. Benson busied himself with his napkin, then continued.


  “It takes a long time to adjust to civilian life. At first I was kind of confused—but my kids got me back on track. I hardly got to see Al Junior; I missed the baby years. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake with Jeleen. Every night I was there to put her to bed. Every damn night.”


  And he was off again. I could feel that phantom ulcer starting to smart.


  “I never had kids.”


  “Ah, man…” He rubbed his head, rearranging his hair. “You don’t know what you’re—” He stopped abruptly. His eyes darted around the restaurant looking for a safe topic of conversation. “Where’s that damn waiter?”


  “You know why I was thrown out, I guess?”


  “I’m hungry.”


  “Al? Buddy?”


  If he ignored me this time, I was going to walk.


  “Yeah. I know.”


  “I fell in love.”


  Benson reached across the table, squeezed my arm. “Listen, Dan, that kind of stuff doesn’t matter to me. You know? I don’t judge.” He wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Ah! At last. Food.”


  The dinner looked good, so I ate it. I listened to Benson’s monologue, and said “sure” and “right” when necessary. I would let him pay the bill, then make tracks.


  Then, as we were looking at dessert menus, the conversation took an abrupt swerve.


  “You heard about Dick Coburn?” He looked up at me, his eyes bluer than ever.


  The name rang a faint bell. A marine, yes. But who and when I couldn’t say. “What about him?”


  “He’s dead.” He looked back down, pretending to scan the menu, but I could see that he was blushing, nervous.


  “That’s too bad.”


  “You don’t remember him, do you? Just another of the things you’ve forgotten.”


  “Sorry, Al. My memory isn’t as good as yours.”


  “Remember that special ops mission in Iraq? Ninety-eight?”


  That was it, of course: the last time I’d seen Al Benson. He was a first lieutenant, I was a second lieutenant, we were sent ashore to take out an Iraqi surveillance station. A messy mission that involved a lot of shooting and dead bodies. We were under the command of a particularly nasty officer, a sadistic shit whose name was—


  “Harry Armitage,” said Benson. “That’s who you’re trying to remember.”


  “Armitage. Jesus. That’s right.”


  “I’ve spent the last seventeen years trying to forget him. He was a bastard.”


  “He sure was.”


  “And look at him now.” His mouth turned down in disgust, as if he wanted to spit. “A fucking general. That’s why I had to get out: because shit like that floated to the top.”


  “It doesn’t matter, Al. There were always psychos in the Corps. I was one of them.”


  “It does matter, though, because he’s going to become a very powerful man.”


  “Is that so.” There was a glint in Benson’s beautiful eyes that I didn’t much like: it said obsession.


  “Tapped for a job in the West Wing.”


  “Really?”


  “Don’t you read the papers, Dan?”


  “Not if I can help it.” I had a sudden flash of Lee’s wet, white body, the look of amazement on his face as I swallowed his load, the feeling of his young body pressing against mine as we unlocked the gym. “I have better things to do with my time.”


  “Well, good for you, because—” Benson took a deep breath and put his hands on the tabletop. “Okay, I’m sorry. My wife always says I take this stuff too seriously. You want dessert?”


  “Just coffee.”


  “Me too.” He beckoned the waiter over and ordered.


  “So what happened to Dick Coburn, then? Was he still serving?”


  He shook his head, looked at his fingernails, sighed. “Dick was the one who got away.”


  This sounded interesting. “What do you mean, Al?”


  His eyes pleaded for understanding. He paused a while, then said, “You know what I mean. One of the guys that slips through the net.”


  “Which net is that?”


  “Dick left the Marines a year before I did. He was having a few problems. Emotional problems.”


  I thought I detected a tear in Benson’s eye, but he blinked it away. “Go on.”


  “He had a kind of breakdown. Went back home to Kentucky and stayed with his folks for a while, but that didn’t work out. He never really got along with his folks.”


  This was starting to sound familiar. I wondered how much Benson knew about my circumstances? How far did news like that spread?


  “I lost track of him. His mother said he moved to Chicago, though fuck knows why he’d go there. He didn’t know anyone in Chicago. He should have got in touch with me.”


  “Maybe he didn’t want to.”


  “Of course he—” Benson was almost shouting. The coffee arrived and he calmed down. “He was a good buddy. He knew he could have come to me for help.”
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