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      Dow is not his real name. Twenty-one is not his actual age. Little about this man is authentic. The exceptions are his blue eyes, his thick black hair, which tapers into a widow’s peak to frame the ruddy complexion of his beard-stubble face, his sullen attitude, and his nine-inch dick. His Abercrombie & Fitch–model body is the sum total of steroids, precision-contouring liposculpture, laser hair removal, Botox, and collagen. Even his career trade, for which he claims to be licensed, is false. He advertises himself to be a massage therapist. In reality he is an escort. In less refined circles, a hustler.

      Yet he will tell you that the word “escort” is not a synonym for a hustler, hooker or prostitute. His arrogance elevates him above that station of the sex trade. In fact, he believes that hustlers who give twenty-dollar blow jobs to roadside clients are devoid of class.

      At a table for two, at the bustling and cacophonous Onyx restaurant in West Hollywood, Dow sits down for a prearranged lunch meeting with a man he knows only as Chuck. During the weeklong ritual of courting Dow by telephone for an in-person interview, Chuck has presented himself as a journalist with People magazine. He has said that he is writing an exposé about gay celebrities. Although the mainstream media would likely never commission such a potentially libelous article, Dow is both desperate enough for money and reckless for self-aggrandizement that he allows himself to be easily deceived.

      Chuck is as duplicitous as his interview subject. He can effortlessly match Dow’s prowess at manipulation. That trait is essential to his occupation too. He is not a writer for People magazine. He is Detective Chuck Grant of the Los Angeles Police Department. Vice division.

      Although Dow comes with dubious and self-styled credentials (he is, after all, a hustler) he has been recommended by another informant whom the LAPD often uses to ferret out what the American religious right considers acts of abomination against nature, committed by heroes among the glitterati. Until recently, he was one of dozens of prodigiously endowed for-rent boys employed by a man simply known as Fraker. Dow has agreed, for a fee of one thousand dollars, to discuss his relationship with the notorious panderer who, over the past three years, has sent him out to sexually service Hollywood’s A-list of machismo cocksuckers, power bottoms and “versatile” tops.

      “I want that fucker to pay for victimizing me into a life of degradation,” Dow says, condemning the notorious sex merchant, whom he holds completely responsible for the fact that his life has not turned out as he envisioned.

      His bête noire matches sexual partners for the rich and famous. “He has access to a hundred boys,” Dow says of his former employer. “Out of every two hundred guys he’d meet in a week, maybe one would be acceptable for him to hire. He has the best selection of porn stars too.”

      But that was then. Now, Dow is practically on the street. He has been reduced to accepting a ten-minute pump-and-dump rape from any man who will offer fifty dollars. In his heyday, Dow would insist on condoms. Now he doesn’t even demand extra money if a client wants to bareback him.

      The captain of Administrative Vice for the LAPD would have paid five times what Dow demanded in exchange for information about Fraker. But Dow will never know this. He is not accustomed to negotiating for his services. One flat fee usually covers everything. And he now needs the cash exchange because he is no longer desirable or in ultra-demand to Hollywood’s upper echelon of clients. By merely speaking of his work outside his trade, he has sinned. His decline will only accelerate.

      Dow scans the room for eavesdroppers. He then speaks almost in a whisper as he takes Chuck into his confidence. He nods at the tape recorder. “Because of my career goals, it’s important to me that this tape will be destroyed,” he says, with a mixture of fear and self-importance.

      “Absolutely,” Chuck says. Chuck’s response to Dow gives the impression that he and People magazine are equally vested in ensuring privacy. Nothing is farther from the truth. As a matter of fact, Chuck plans to make a copy of the tape as a backup. The police department will make numerous duplicates, sealing the original in a vault for legal purposes. From Dow’s testimony, Chuck will blueprint the foundation for a sting operation to secure an indictment against Fraker for violation of Penal Code 266i, which prohibits procuring another person for the purpose of prostitution.

      It is absurd that Dow fears exposure. Although the Velvet Mafia has made exceptions among certain favored boys, it can be predicted with the accuracy of an actuary that Dow will never have the recording or acting (he vacillates) career he claims to pursue. Perhaps if Dow had focused his attention on befriending one studio head or film star client—as truly successful boys do—then he may have had an opportunity for entertainment career advancement or any showbiz path.

      But Dow has sexually serviced too wide a variety of industry CEOs, creative executives, agents and publicists, all of whom would be loath to risk publicly associating with him outside of private hotel suites, Malibu hideaways or Palm Springs weekend homes. Also, the tight-knit and notoriously fickle Hollywood community will not forgive this act of betrayal that he is perpetrating against them. Leasing his body to the sexually ravenous elite is acceptable. Selling out their names and sexual perversions and fetishes to a journalist for cash is not.

      “I’ve blocked out most of the horrible memories I have of specific incidents that may have occurred throughout my years of work,” Dow cautions, with great dramatic flourish. It is a means of maintaining a degree of guardianship over his treasury of potentially defamatory information.

      However, Chuck is not interested in prosecuting the famous clients—the actors, singers, writers and producers with whom Dow has been marketed for cash. Unlike illegal narcotics transactions, where the apprehension of buyers and sellers is endorsed, Chuck has been instructed by his task force only to pursue those with intent to influence another to be a prostitute or procure another for the purpose of prostitution. Law enforcement concentrates its efforts on the profiteer rather than the customer of commercial vice. In fact, if Dow is cooperative, Chuck will ensure that he is granted immunity from prosecution in exchange for grand jury testimony.

      “I don’t escort anymore,” Dow insists. “I’m out of the scene. I want to go legit. That life, for me, is in the past. I’m better than that.”

      Chuck is unconcerned with Dow’s caution that he might not provide essential facts for this investigation. Chuck is the Barbara Walters of vice interrogation. He says to himself, How often have I heard a subject say they don’t have any information? Then they proceed to spill their guts. “As you’re no longer escorting, what is your present occupation?” he asks.

      “Massage. Mostly.”

      “That’s a typical gateway into male prostitution,” Chuck says, “isn’t it?”

      Dow barely nods his head. “My foray into that occupation was brief,” he says. “I fucked the biggest names in the business, but I left at the top of my game,” he lies. He begins to explain what he presumes Chuck does not know. “It’s not glamorous or happily-ever-after like Pretty Woman,” he says. “I never got paid to go to dinner with anybody. Only sex. There are lots of ads for massage therapists, and some of them are legitimate. I am one,” he insists. “But most of the ads are from guys who don’t have a regular job. A lot of students. A lot of guys washed up in porn. Or drug addicts. Damaged goods. Those are the escorts.”

      Chuck is an expert at exposing an alibi. He begins to peel away at the surface of Dow’s life. “Tell me when and how you began as a prostitute.”

      Dow does not look directly at Chuck. He ponders the question for a long moment. “The first time I ever got paid for sex?” he says. “Um, I was sixteen. Still living at home in San Francisco. I had a friend in school who hustled for extra money. High school teachers, mainly. They’re an easy mark. I guess because they face hot, horny teens all day. I never considered doing anything like that. I thought that if I ever sold my body, that I would have sunk as low as a man could go. Then this guy, a pilot with Delta, our next-door neighbor, said he’d give me a hundred bucks if I’d let him suck my dick. I didn’t have to work all summer because every time his wife left the house, he’d suck me off in my folks’ garage. He worshipped me. When I wanted to charge more, he always paid whatever my price was. I loved the attention. And I loved the power.”

      There is a moment of silence. Dow wants to mete out his currency of salacious information in increments.

      “You’re a hot fantasy for a lot of gay men.” Chuck is attempting to flatter his subject into revealing more.

      “I was born to be fucked,” Dow agrees. “I’m a very sexual person. I jack off three or four times a day. I attract certain men. But it’s still perverse. The whole intimidation thing I project is just an image. Clients don’t want me. They want the fantasy of what I sell them.” He considers Chuck’s affirmation that he is a fantasy man. “Yeah. Friends tell me that I should capitalize on my persona.”

      Chuck notes Dow’s vocabulary. Persona.

      “When I moved down here to LA, I put an ad for massage therapy in Encounters,” Dow says. “The calls to me began right away. I went to the guys’ homes. I encouraged them to become sexual as quickly as possible so that I could get the client off, get out, and move on to the next one. I hated it when they just wanted a massage or a massage first. I didn’t want to do all that work.”

      “Volume,” Chuck says.

      Dow chuckles. “Profitable. I made, like, twenty thousand dollars in just the first couple of weeks. I just wanted to get some quick cash and then leave the business.

      “I tried different careers,” Dow says. “I got a job waiting tables. But I had to work ten or fifteen hours a day and take all this shit from obnoxious people who might or might not even leave me a tip. As an escort, I made two hundred dollars an hour, a lot of times having sex with really attractive guys. Of course I never told them, but I would have had sex with a lot of them for free if I’d met them in a club. But some people get off on paying for sex.”

      Although Chuck is eager for more information, his face reveals nothing of his intrigue. There is power in silence. He pays attention—not only to Dow’s words, but also his tone of voice and body language. Chuck’s eyes encourage his interview subject to proceed with his revelations.

      “Sex for hire,” Dow continues. “It was more lucrative than waiting tables. Buying sex is the way a lot of rich people spend their money. They’re too lazy to go out and look for sex. Believe it or not, a lot of married men came to me because I was a venue for them to get what they really needed, which was to have another man touch them in a sexual way. But I thought that was very bad karma.”

      Dow stops and considers what he has said. Chuck writes the words venue and karma in his notebook.

      “I thought it was wrong to enable people to be dishonest and cheat on their own relationships,” Dow continues. “I didn’t want that coming back on me, because eventually I want to date again. You know, find a husband of my own, maybe adopt kids.”

      Dow hesitates for a moment. “But then I decided that I was providing a real service. I was helping conflicted heterosexuals come to terms with who they really are. I figured it was sort of a spiritual activity I was doing. I was always compassionate with the people I fucked, or who fucked me.”

      With a raised eyebrow, Chuck prods Dow to explain further how he thought that he was being a hero. “I’m basically a very kind and nurturing person,” Dow says, looking into Chuck’s eyes. Dow attempts to transmit sincerity. “But then I was forced by my employer into degrading situations. I verbally and physically abused famous people. Tough studio executives who paid big money for me to do that to them. But I never hurt anybody. Not on purpose. I wouldn’t do that. But sometimes I did take my anger out on them. These men had everything. Money. Power. Success. They wanted me, but they dismissed me like a servant when they were done with me.”

      “Some people pay for sex with a hustler because they want to be humiliated or abused, physically or verbally,” Chuck says.

      “I was an escort. I was a professional,” Dow firmly corrects. “But it’s true. Some guys have a fantasy that they accidentally crash into a police cruiser, and Jeff Stryker in a CHP uniform steps out of the patrol car. After he checks the damage and pretends to take a report, he punishes them by letting them suck his dick, and fucks them up the ass.”

      “Guys actually pay for that kind of mind trip?” Chuck says, feigning ignorance. He needs to make headway with the interview before the subject realizes that he is revealing too much. “I suppose even big-name celebrities have their wish lists for depravity.”

      “I’ve heard a lot of disgusting sexual requests that I wish I’d never heard from stars I used to admire,” Dow admits. “I’ve created a plethora of justifications to be able to stomach some of the things I’ve had to do. Now I’m scarred for life. And those men have no idea what they’ve done to me.”

      Plethora. Chuck writes down the word.

      “There’s one star I used to get sent out to a lot,” Dow says. “He insisted that I wear heavy-duty work boots. The kind with the steel in the toe. Before my first time with him, the boss let me know that the star wanted me to treat him rough. I was supposed to break into his house and rape him. He wanted me to kick the crap out of him for real with those boots and then tie him up and fuck the shit out of him. He was willing to pay anything for me to do it. I was horrified at first. I could have killed him. But I was in such an angry place emotionally, I thought, Fuck, why not? It’s his sick trip, not mine.”

      Chuck asks for the name of the star. Jack Lodge, he writes as Dow speaks. This is not news. The former professional football quarterback turned actor has been featured numerous times in the National Enquirer for being the victim of unsolved violent crimes. The truth that he is gay and pays for sex with south-of-the-border boys and day workers is a secret well kept within the industry’s code of silence.

      “One guy, a big producer of action films, had me tie him up and slowly, ever so slowly and delicately, slice down the center of his chest with a razor-sharp bowie knife. He wanted to jack off with his own blood. I did it, but it was only to further my career. At the time I wanted to be an actor. I wanted him to notice me.”

      “Jack Lunderberg?” Chuck asks, knowing this producer’s reputation. “Any film work as a result?”

      “One porn video. That’s where I got my name, Dow. I’m really trying not to do that stuff anymore. The most I’ll do, as part of a massage, is give somebody a hand job or a blow job if the pay is good enough.” Chuck knows that he has drawn Dow into his confidence. Dow’s facade of being a legitimate masseur has been stripped away. Regardless of what he tells anyone, or himself, it is clear that he is still a prostitute. And thinks of himself as one.

      “But I only do it nowadays if I’m attracted to them,” Dow insists. “And I would never make a client pay for more than the massage. Usually.”

      “Ethics?” There is a hint of sarcasm in Chuck’s voice.

      “I’d just rather do a legitimate massage and pursue my singing career. And I’m still hoping to get into the sheriff’s academy. That’s why I would be very concerned if my name was used in People magazine.”

      The waiter makes an appearance to take their lunch order. Chuck turns off the tape recorder. Dow orders a glass of iced tea, then selects the prime rib. After all, he is not paying the bill. Chuck, whose attention is focused on his work, orders a chopped salad.

      After the waiter has departed, Chuck pushes the record button on his tape machine. Dow, without prompting from Chuck, continues his autobiography. “I know you’d never know it by looking at me, but I’m desperately lonely. I want a man to love me for me. Not just for my dick. Although I’ve never had any complaints about my cock and how I use it. But right now, I can’t begin to pursue the kind of relationship that I would like because nobody can handle what I do for a living. And I can’t give a massage without sex being a part of it. I just get so horny. And it’s expected of me.

      “I feel imprisoned by money,” Dow continues. “The lack of it. And by my circumstances. I don’t feel good about what I’ve done. I should be famous. I could be a singer like Clay Aiken. Or an actor. Anything. I have what it takes. I have personality plus.” He smirks.

      Chuck remains silent.

      “I don’t drink or do crystal anymore,” Dow says. “When I was an escort, I spent a lot of the money I made on steroids and clothes and tons of drugs. Just to maintain, you know? I blew the money as fast as I could get it. I didn’t put any of it away or do anything productive with it. I felt so ashamed about the way I was getting paid that I just had to spend it. It was dirty money. A lot of the guys I know who hook spend the money on crystal or K or G—to numb themselves against what they’re forced to do. I’m not into the whole PNP scene anymore.”

      “The P and what?” Again, Chuck feigns ignorance.

      “Party and play,” Dow explains. “Party—meaning drugs. Play—meaning sex on drugs. There’s a whole vocabulary when you’re in this business and trying to score. WS means water sports. Meaning sex with piss—urine. FF means fist fucking. Bb means bareback. BB in capital letters means bodybuilder. It’s confusing when you meet a bodybuilder who is into barebacking. Then he’s a BBBb.”

      Chuck does not require a lesson in the vocabulary of vice. “You said before that this is your nature. So why are you repulsed by your activities?”

      “Guys—and women—who are hookers are looked at as lowlifes by society,” Dow explains. “They think that we have so little value of ourselves that we sell our bodies just for money. It made me feel like trash to do that work. I have a lot of shame about it. I wish I never had to do it.”

      Dow is silent for a long moment. It is easy to read what is going on behind his eyes. He is watching himself engaged in a thousand variations on the same theme: sex for cash. Beautiful men. Ugly men. Well-endowed men. Black men. White men. Brown men. Asian men. Men in wheelchairs. Old men. Pathetically ill-equipped men. White collar. Dog collar. All these images clash in Dow’s memory.

      “Some would say that you serve a real purpose,” Chuck says, attempting to urge him to reveal more.

      Dow composes himself. “Maggots serve a purpose too,” he says. “What I do is perpetuate a neurosis in men’s psyches. If you had to pay somebody to have sex with you, wouldn’t that be totally demeaning and a straight-up insult?” he asks. “If I had to pay somebody to have sex with me, I would feel shitty about myself. Worthless. Ugly. A troll. Giving your body for sex with another person should be an expression of passion. Not a barter for cash. The human body shouldn’t be easily given away, much less sold.”

      Dow accepts his iced tea from the waiter and stirs the drink with a straw. He continues, “Eventually, when I get together with somebody I love, I wanted to be able to say, ‘Here is my body. It is a covenant of my passion and my respect for you. I have kept it clean and pure, and I’ve held it in great value for all these years—waiting for you. And I give it to you only.’”

      Chuck controls an involuntary roll of his eyes. He nearly screams out, Holy Christ! You’re a fucking whore! He has become impatient with Dow’s moralistic self-pity. He needs to hear more about the celebrities who have had sex with Dow.

      “You’re very sensitive,” Chuck says in mock appreciation for Dow’s sham of virtue. “When was the last time you fucked Les Reynolds?” The query, referencing Hollywood’s most politically vocal conservative Christian and former TV sitcom star, is intended to push the interview toward the main objective. That goal is to fill an audiocassette tape with a veritable black book of celebrity names and their weaknesses of the flesh, all of which will be used to indict the most notorious male panderer in Hollywood.

      “Okay,” Dow relents. “The guy I used to work for, the one who sent me to the Beverly Hills hotshots, made us—me and the other guys—swear we’d never discuss our clients. But he’ll never know about this, right?”

      “I can’t imagine how,” Chuck says.

      “Reynolds. That hateful, nelly old queen. I’ve fucked him with his own Oscar. I knocked over his fuckin’ Emmys and People’s Choice Awards as he chased me around his estate. I sacrificed myself to that man. I engaged in behaviors that are repulsive to me. I tried to turn my mind off and say, ‘Don’t think about what he’s doing to you, this’ll be over soon.’ The only way for me to self-medicate was to count the money and take a lot of party drugs. And at the end of a weekend of debauchery, looking at a stack of hundreds amounting to three or four thousand dollars spread out on my bed, I’d say, ‘Okay, it was worth it.’ But I can’t ever get my innocence back or kiss somebody without thinking of that old freak.”

      “Explain,” Chuck says.

      “I have this belief that you absorb someone’s energy when you have sex with them,” Dow says. “You mix energy with people when you fuck them. His energy was just toxic. I mean, you can’t be in a room with him for five minutes without it getting all over you. It’s disgusting and depressing. I had to take a lot of showers after our meetings. And a ton of drugs.”

      The waiter has served lunch. Dow and Chuck spend the next few minutes sampling their food. Dow is ravenous. He hasn’t been able to afford prime rib in a long time. Chuck moves his salad around with his fork. Chuck only wants to convince Dow to nail his former boss.

      After tasting his salad, Chuck continues his interrogation. “William Harsh pays for escorts, doesn’t he?”

      Dow takes a sip of iced tea. “He was one of the first celebrities I was thrown to,” Dow says, nodding. “He just wanted me to pose in the nude. I have a great body. He’s a little guy, so I guess he got off on how well built I am. He never took his jeans or T-shirt off. I think he was hiding a puny physique. And a thumbnail dick. I heard he only has an inch and a half. I never saw it. He always climaxed in his underwear, without touching himself. Just the sight of me made him cum. I have that effect on men. It’s my DNA.”

      Chuck throws out another name. “Dwayne Stone?”

      “That pig? I was always told not to shave or wash for a few days before seeing him,” Dow says. “He wanted guys who are extra thick and uncut, like me. The idea of my cock being rank and cheesy and barebacking on other men was a head-trip turn-on for him. Shit, he’s probably the hottest celebrity I ever had sex with. He is hung like a horse. He lived a totally heterosexual life—outside of our weekly meetings, that is.”

      Chuck nods in understanding. Dwayne Stone was every father’s dream son and every queer boy and straight girl’s fantasy. “I also want to hear about Linaisa and Bob. The Morrisons. They’re an older couple. Well-respected writers. Part of Hollywood establishment. It’s common knowledge that they were part of your club.”

      “Big time,” Dow confirms. “At first, Bob wanted me to fuck Linaisa while he watched. Then he wanted me to fuck her while I put a dildo up his ass. But then we switched, and I started just fucking Bob while Linaisa watched and got herself off.”

      Chuck hears the almost imperceptible sound of the audiotape cassette automatically switching over to record on side B. He can’t waste any more time on the B-list celebrities who have thus far been offered up as proof of Dow’s connection to the Hollywood gay elite. He must now focus on the prize.

      “Fraker,” Chuck says.

      The name sends a shiver through Dow and threatens to derail their conversation. It is a look that Chuck remembers from when he worked on another undercover drug sting and asked a certain drug-addled singing diva if the rumors were true that she had been born with both male and female genitals. He suspects that Dow may terminate the interview, as that crackhead diva did, and storm out of the restaurant.

      “Fraker is a name I keep hearing a lot as I research this story,” Chuck says. “He’s not a star or celebrity, so how does he fit in?”

      Dow hesitates. He looks at Chuck with eyes that plead Don’t ask me about him. He glances around the restaurant. “Not here. Not in public,” he says. He reaches over and pushes the stop button on Chuck’s tape recorder.

      “You’re getting paid a lot of money, stud,” Chuck says. “Answer the questions or say goodbye to the cash.”

      There is an unsettling silence between the two men. Chuck has trapped Dow. Chuck suggests, “Let’s call him Joe.” He turns the tape recorder back on.

      Dow is uncertain. The name of the man now referred to as Joe has been the dominant presence in the Hollywood pornography and prostitution scene for a decade.

      “Your survival money is on the line,” Chuck reminds his interview subject.

      “He was horrible. He was disgusting. That’s all I’m saying about Joe.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Chuck insists.

      “Write down this name: Derek Bracken,” Dow says. “Pay the check. You’ll have to come to my place to get what little shit I know. It’s Derek’s story that you really want. Not mine. And it leads right from this very restaurant to Joe.”
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      Kid, you’ve got a load of uranium in your pants. Boys like you don’t exist in the real world. You could make a freakin fortune peddling your rod and selling your seed. I’d bet my Rolex that men—and women—would give a year’s pay for a piece of you. You’re in freaky horny Hollywood. With a horse dick like yours, you can get anything you want. For Christ’s sake, who or what are you saving it for? Your value depreciates every time you jerk off and give up a load some sucker would pay for.

      Derek Bracken divided his concentration between his duties waiting tables at Onyx and the playback in his head of Marshall Topper’s pitch that Derek should seriously consider alternative work: cock for cash.

      Derek wasn’t your typical six-foot-tall, blond-haired, green-eyed, killer-smile-with-dimples, muscled, waiter/wannabe actor/wet dream fantasy. Although he was all that, he had an indefinable something extra, the “It” factor, which made people of both genders—queer, straight, bi, trans—unconsciously respond to him. It was as if he was followed around by a cartoon dialogue bubble floating over his head, announcing: Erotic twenty-three y/o, silky lashes, full lips, ripped bod, veiny uncut meat, big balls, smooth chest, horny sex pig, fuck machine. No reasonable offer refused.

      Derek wasn’t ignorant of his charms. Marshall Topper, on the other hand, was a repulsive reptile. However, he also defined the term cocksure, which made some people overlook his Brillo-pad hair, pug nose, blubber lips and lewd demeanor. The fact that he drove a Hummer and lived at the glitzy La Talmadge Apartments made showbiz climbers and class conscious-types take notice of him. His dialogue bubble read: Drug charges, DUI, felonies, misdemeanors, body odor.

      “I’m fabulously rich,” he’d once explained the unaccountable reason for his incredible success getting laid by hot boys. “I discovered early on that I could get all the attention I wanted by bankrolling porn videos. Hot guys can’t get enough of fat-cat millionaires like me.”

      The hair on Derek’s ball sack itched as he recalled Marshall’s interest in pursuing him to join Marshall’s coterie of for-rent boys. As the din of laughter, conversation, and cutlery bruising the plates in the busy restaurant faded into white noise, Derek’s thoughts wandered to imaginary sex scenes, in which he was paid to participate. I choose the guys I fuck, Derek said to himself. Not someone with a string attached to my dick.

      Marshall’s voice was still demanding attention inside Derek’s head. I can instantly evaluate a stud’s moneymaking potential, the raspy voice echoed. It’s a gift I have. I’d say you could make ten K a month. More if you service the right clientele.

      Derek absently nodded his head to himself in agreement. Marshall’s “voice” was louder than usual tonight, a result of a table of particularly irritating customers. Their rude treatment of him made Derek long for a new job. Or better yet, financial independence.

      Marshall had been on target when he suggested that the idea of a financial payoff for sex was not an original notion to Derek. From time to time, customers at Onyx—and at dance clubs—offered to pay for play. The overtures were usually from men who were used to waving a hundred-dollar bill under a pretty boy’s nose, knowing that cold cash spoke an international language.

      Derek had made the trade a few times. Although it was more out of curiosity and an elevated level of horniness than for the money. Derek didn’t attach any stigma to the sex trade business. In fact, he advocated prostitution as one of several billion basic human rights. “Hell, it’s been going on forever,” he’d said more than once, arguing in defense of a friend who had often sold himself along Santa Monica Boulevard to pay for law school. “It’s ridiculous that prostitution is illegal anywhere,” Derek said. “The healthiest, most disease-free, drug-free prostitutes or street hustlers are in the countries where it is legal. The government in Holland is smart. They just tax it. May as well, since they’re never going to get rid of it anyway.”

      But Derek had always been selective of the guys he dated, and he did not want to have to work hard to please some guy just because the guy was paying him. He had enough of that as a waiter at Onyx.

      You’re more of a stud than most of my boys, Marshall’s voice purred. If you’re ever interested in hanging up your waiter’s apron and snaking a drain for real bucks…

      Derek’s recollection of Marshall’s offer was abruptly shattered when his boss, Jet Paterson, the restaurant’s female manager, suddenly tugged on Derek’s shirtsleeve and led him to the side of the room. “Table seven has been seated for five minutes, and they don’t have menus,” Jet snapped. “The guys on three need their check. The single on seventeen has been waiting since the end of Prohibition for you to return her credit card. What’s your fucking problem tonight?”

      Derek put on his most seductive smile, then hurried back into the dining room with the Visa card belonging to the woman on seventeen. Immediately he was back in cordial-waiter mode. The woman seated at the table addressed Derek as she signed her copy of the restaurant’s dinner bill. “My girlfriend’s a cow,” she said.

      Derek smiled as he tried to connect a thread of a statement, he may have made that jump-started the weird comment. He mentally ran down a list of possible links to livestock. Steak? No, she had the salmon.

      “She’s one of those happy cows,” the woman added, her speech slurred. “Or is it contented? I get my animal adjectives mixed up.” Milk? No, she definitely had wine. Chardonnay. Three glasses, in fact. The woman blushed, as if realizing that she sounded utterly vapid as she offered the unappealing bovine description of her friend. “What I mean,” she said, “is that my friend’s an actress. She does the voice-over for that commercial about California cheese. That’s where the cow part comes in. You two would be cute together.”

      “I see.” Derek nodded his head. Hell, Debra Messing was just in here. I’m supposed to get excited about some voice-over actor in a TV ad? But Derek was an artful politician who would not risk the possibility of offending any constituents or, in this case, a customer with the potential for leaving a substantial tip. “Fun commercials. The talking cows, I mean,” he said.

      Derek was used to men and women blatantly hitting on him. Often, cocktail napkins left on the table contained scribbled telephone numbers written on impulse or a dare or a state of inebriation. Derek enjoyed the flirtations. However, he usually passed the propositions on to his best pal Juan, an oversexed busboy.

      Derek had learned that when Juan wasn’t to be found in the dining room, he was probably in the men’s room jerking off. Whenever an urge for sex occurred to Juan, he had to gratify it. “I just go in there, squirt it down the drain, and come back to touching all the glasses and silverware. They think it’s the blue cheese dressing on my fingers,” Juan joked. He eagerly accepted Derek’s cast-off paramours.

      Derek wasn’t necessarily uninterested in the men who desired him, but he never wanted to be referred to as “that waiter from Onyx I fucked.” The few times that he had accepted a date from a customer, he was paranoid for days afterward, concerned that patrons who chuckled conspiratorially or abruptly suspended their conversations as he approached their table were discussing whatever some friend of a friend may have had to say about him.

      This encounter with the cow lady seemed too much like one of Derek’s nonsensical improv acting classes where ridiculous situations required equally ludicrous banter. But Derek didn’t have the time or the inclination to play along with what he supposed this woman was getting at—a date. He smiled. “I’m, um, seeing someone at the moment,” he lied. “It’s only been a few months, but we’re trying to make it work.”

      The woman looked into Derek’s eyes and smiled. “Gay, huh?”

      Derek shrugged and nodded. “Mostly.”

      The woman had spent the evening looking at her wristwatch, glancing expectantly at the front door, and scanning the dining room. She had studied Derek and observed his striking physical features. And his voice—deep and rich. And his irresistible Southern accent. It suggested to her that he had a pair of large, heavy testicles and that he would be a hard-driving and demanding lover. She once again looked at him with sexual longing. But the fantasy of Derek being possible fuckable material for her friend—or perhaps for herself—had now vanished.

      “Your guy is lucky,” the woman said, gathering her purse. “You’ve been a marvelous waiter. God knows I’ve had plenty of opportunity to watch you.” She sighed, then pushed her chair away from the table. She brought herself to her feet. She came up to Derek’s collar. “Did I just embarrass you?” she said.

      “No, I’m completely flattered,” Derek said. “And I’m sure that your cow friend is nice. Tell her that if I ate dairy, I’d buy her cheese.”

      The woman grinned. “It’s not actually her cheese, but…”

      Derek was a practiced master at turning around potentially awkward social situations and making others feel at ease. “Have a wonderful evening, Miss Charles,” he said with a genuine smile, shrewdly remembering the name on the woman’s platinum American Express card. “Come back and see us soon.”

      “Count on it, Derek.” She had obviously mentally recorded the name on his badge. “And good luck with your career. I presume you’re an actor. You’ve got the looks. You’re bound to go far.”

      Derek smiled. “Yeah. All the way to the kitchen,” he joked.

      “Patience. Your time will come,” she said. “I’ll keep my eye on the screen for you.”

      Derek watched as the woman walked across the room past the restaurant’s host. He turned away feeling cheerful and uplifted.

      He then rushed to another table where two attractive and slightly built but successful-looking twenty-something men held hands and stared into each other’s eyes. Junior studio executives… third date… it’ll last six weeks, Derek decided. But a pang of envy for their obvious lust and happiness washed over him. He was reluctant to interrupt their preoccupation with each other, but he wanted to make certain that they felt as though they were the most important men in the restaurant. A satisfactory tip depended on Derek’s convincing them that there were no other customers who meant more to him.

      “Everything acceptable, gentlemen?” he asked. Both men came out of their reveries and looked up at Derek’s wide smile anchored on either side by deep dimples. Although it was obvious from their lack of attention to their pescado a la sal that neither had much of an appetite for food, they said in unison that their dinners were fine.

      Speaking low, as if to take them into his confidence, Derek said, “I’d like very much to bring you both another glass of wine, with my compliments.”

      “You’re precious,” one of them gushed.

      “That would be lovely,” said the other.

      Derek need not have been so generous. He knew that customers in love tended to leave larger gratuities. The liberal tippers wanted to impress a paramour, or their endorphin levels were so high that their brains temporarily blocked their ability to add less than twenty percent of the check.

      As Derek retreated from the table, he heard the men agreeing that their waiter was “a stunner.” He felt like whistling as he wended his way through the vast space of tables and diners and proceeded toward the bar. When he returned and placed two glasses of Merlot before them, the men each looked at Derek’s badge and thanked him by name. This time as he left the table, he heard one say to the other, “If I were running the fucking network, he’d have a series so fast…”

      From your lips… Derek silently mouthed as he moved toward the kitchen. He needed to pressure the chef to expedite the chicken curry and penne with veal Bolognese for the two middle-aged men at table sixteen. They had just asked about the possibility of their meals arriving before the next snowfall in West Hollywood.

      En route to the kitchen, he overheard snippets of conversation.

      “… I told him, it’s easy to fuck a fool, that’s why I married you!…”

      “… The idiot thought Clytemnestra was an STD!…”

      “… Whatever happened to Loni Anderson?…”

      Derek stopped at the thankfully now-deserted table from hell to retrieve the plastic tray on which the dinner bill receipt rested. He frowned. “Christ,” Derek muttered as he saw that an engraved business card had been laid on top of the check, which was placed facedown. Thinking that one of the jerks from the party of four had taken an interest in him, Derek grimaced and shook his head as he read the card: SMILE. JESUS LOVES YOU.

      Juan was at the table, clearing the place settings. He sang, “Bringing in the sheets. Bringing in the sheets. We shall come rejoicing… Why would anyone write a religious song about doing laundry?”

      “I think it’s sheep,” Derek corrected. “Bringing in the sheep.”

      “Sheaves, you dorks,” another waiter said as he passed by. “Not sheets. Not sheep.”

      “Well, Hail Mary, full of grace, to you too. Cocksucker,” Juan added in Spanish.

      Derek returned to thinking about the hypocrisy of the pious smiley-Jesus sentiment, coming as it did from the most hostile patrons he’d had in months. Derek shook his head as he turned the dinner bill face-up. His eyes immediately went to the line on the receipt that was reserved for entering a tip: 0.

      Derek whirled around, looking for the customers. They had disappeared. “Smile, my Jesus freakin’ ass!” he muttered. “They stiffed me,” he said to Juan.

      The patrons—two men and two women—had been difficult from the moment Derek first greeted them with his winning smile. They were dismissive of him, as though he were an impediment to their enjoyment of a satisfying evening. The first bottle of wine that Derek opened and poured for them had been rejected because it was, “Too bitter!” One of the men acted as though Derek was personally responsible for the botched fermentation process.

      The onion soup gratin was, “Made by a culinary school dropout who doesn’t understand gastronomic subtleties,” the other man in the party claimed. Yet they consumed every spoonful. The skirt steaks, while ordered medium rare, were sent back for being too medium rare. Even the dinner rolls were unacceptable. Not warm enough. Not fresh enough.

      “Who recommended this Calcutta dung heap to us?” said one of the four, as if Derek were not standing beside their table. He might as well have been a hologram. Already Derek suspected that their harassment was a setup, an excuse to defend leaving a small tip. Derek had been prepared for a meager ten percent. But to receive nothing, that was a slap in his face.

      Derek crumpled the Jesus card in his hand. He dropped the insulting gratuity onto one of the plates that Juan was collecting along with the other detritus of the slovenly diners. “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away,” Derek grunted, recalling the gracious customer who had the cow friend who had exalted him and his service.

      “Lookie,” said Juan, pointing under the table. “Somebody dropped their cell phone. Lost and found?”

      “Let your conscience be your guide.” Derek smirked as Juan retrieved the phone and furtively stashed it among the rolls in the breadbasket, which were bound for the garbage Dumpster in the alley.

      As Juan lifted his tray and rested it on his strong shoulder, he exchanged a knowing grin with Derek and moved toward the kitchen.

      Seething with resentment over the affront of not receiving a well-earned tip, Derek pushed the swinging door to the kitchen a little too hard. On the other side, Jet Paterson jumped backward in the nick of time. “Put the brakes on for the old boss lady, would you, please?” she said.

      Jet was not old. She was just twenty-three. But she had a maturity, authority and work ethic that had catapulted her from cashier to waitress to manager in less than six months’ time. She was a taskmaster, and tonight she was in a grumpier-than-usual mood. She scolded Derek. “Find that smiley face I saw you wearing to hustle those two cuties on number seven. You’re not paid to give attitude.”

      “My smile left in a doggie bag with that four-top on number twelve, along with my goddamn tip,” Derek said.

      One of the dishwashers, a beady-eyed parolee from a prison work/release program, was loading plates and glasses onto the conveyor belt of the dishwashing machine. He overheard the complaint. “If those dudes come back, they can have one of my sneeze salads.”

      Jet looked aghast and covered her ears. “That’s so wrong!” she said.

      “Spare me the vivid details. I can’t take another ‘eat at your own risk’ story. Used condoms must not end up in the cucumber soup!”

      “I can’t wait to get out of this place for good,” Derek said. He was once again thinking about what it would be like to have a job where he just had to get sucked off a few times a day, at a couple of hundred bucks per mouth. Ten clients a weekend would be more lucrative than what he made over a forty-hour workweek at the restaurant. And a lot less time working on his feet.

      “Careful what you wish for, stud.” Jet locked eyes with Derek. She moved to reenter the dining room, then turned back to face Derek and held the door ajar. “By the by, Marty and Felicia have a reservation,” she said. “It’s her seventieth, so drinks are on the house.” She smiled devilishly as she turned and left the kitchen. The door swung in her wake.

      “Oh, man.” Juan sniggered. “We got Marty and Felicia. He’ll be on the prowl again. I’ll cover your ass if you cover mine.” He followed after Jet before Derek could punch at his arm in mock reprisal.

      Derek’s malice toward the party who had withheld a tip faded with the news of the imminent arrival of the two regulars. Marty was in his mid-thirties, balding, already showing signs of gravity-challenged shapeshifting. He pretended to be as dense as the proverbial mud fence. His thick tongue and monosyllabic responses to questions usually belied intelligence. And Felicia was celebrating the big seven-oh tonight. And she was rich. Her dead first husband’s business of shrink-wrapping the sides of office buildings with movie and product advertising kept her ensconced in a Larchmont mansion with Marty, her chauffeur turned boyfriend. “Driving Miss Crazy.” For every day that DreamWorks or Mercedes-Benz rented the space outside the windows of hundreds of buildings around the world, the numerical figures in Felicia’s checking account skyrocketed.

      Derek actually appreciated the couple’s relationship. On the surface it seemed an odd arrangement. It was the other restaurant staffers who couldn’t make the leap over the hurdle of knowing that, as a condition of financial support, Marty was required to have sex with Felicia twice a week.

      “Hey, it ain’t that hard to do,” Marty had confided to Derek one night while waiting for Felicia to shuffle out of the ladies’ room. “The titties are saggy, but she’s still got a pretty nice ass. Turn out the lights. Put on the porn. Bend her over and voila! I can fantasize about anything—even a guy like you—if I want to.” Marty gave Derek a lascivious look.

      “He makes her hot,” Derek had said to Juan one evening. “And when Felicia’s hot, he gets a Lamborghini. Everybody wins.”

      “But she’s ancient!” Juan had cried.

      “Money’s a great aphrodisiac,” Derek stated. “Try getting it up when you have the pressure of worrying about rent and food.”

      Suddenly, the chef’s spring-loaded bell chimed in three staccato strikes. Derek’s attention snapped back to his duties. “Shit! Table sixteen!” he groused.

      He raced for the steam table to collect the dinners. He grabbed a potholder, gingerly picked up the hot plates, and set them on a tray. He hoisted the load onto his shoulder and cautiously backed against the kitchen door.

      As Derek arrived to serve his ravenous, pouty customers, he apologized profusely for the unusually long delay. As a gesture of appreciation for their indulgence, he offered to comp both men another glass of wine. “You guys are the most patient men I’ve ever had the privilege of serving,” he cooed.

      At another table, Juan sidled up to him and begged, sotto voce, “Colt model at table three. Please, please, please use your charm for thirty percent of the check for you and a phone number for me!”

      Derek surreptitiously looked in the direction of the man whom Juan appeared eager to seduce. “Heck, I’d bend over for that one myself,” Derek said, deflating Juan’s spirit. “I’m joking,” he added quickly. “He’s all yours. An early Pride Day present.”

      

      As the night wore on, Derek circulated from station to station, working on overdrive to address the needs of his customers. Marty and Felicia were in a particularly festive mood, and when Derek brought two slices of cheesecake dripping with a thick cherry sauce, and a candle on one, Marty withdrew a one-hundred-dollar-bill from his money clip and palmed it to Derek. After Derek instigated a rousing a cappella rendition of “Happy Birthday to You,” he got a pat on his butt from Marty.

      At eleven thirty, Jet spread the word that she was calling a staff meeting. It would commence the moment the restaurant was empty, and the doors were locked. The entire service staff was summoned, including the busboys, as well as the chefs and dishwashers. Attendance was mandatory.

      “Fuck! It’s Saturday night, for Christ’s sake!” moaned one of the waiters.

      “I’ve got a hot fuck waiting for me at two thirty!” said another.

      “I’m doing the early Sunday shift! I’ll be a wreck tomorrow!” whined yet another.

      Rumors about the reason for the assembly ran the gamut from a crackdown on food pilfering to customer complaints to a change in menu to Jet announcing she was moving on to another restaurant. “That would suit me,” one waiter said to another.

      “Good riddance to the bitch,” another waiter snapped.

      “Yeah, but the next one could be worse,” someone else offered.

      When the final patrons had been ushered out of Onyx, Jet locked the front door and walked back toward the banquet room, where thirty employees were waiting for her. The Onyx staff was scattered in cliques, seated on the floor, leaning against the walls, perched on tabletops. All at once, everyone became silent. Jet withdrew a Marlboro box from her pants pocket. She tapped out a cigarette, then retrieved a disposable lighter from her other pocket. “Any objections?” she said, flicking her thumb over the rolling flint of the lighter and bringing the flame to her cigarette. She inhaled the smoke, held it in her lungs for a moment, then exhaled. “This is going to hurt me more than it’s going to hurt you,” she said as a noxious cloud swirled around her.

      “You’re the one who’s courting lung cancer,” a voice said from the back of the room. A small ripple of laughter rolled through the crowd.

      “This is serious,” Jet interrupted. “We’re all canned.”

      For a moment, no one made a sound. Perhaps what Jet had just said was a joke. Maybe they hadn’t heard her correctly. “This is our last night,” she went on. “Onyx won’t be open tomorrow.”

      Derek spoke up. “What are you saying, Jet?”

      “Are you deaf?” She looked irritated. “I’ll repeat for Derek and all the ESLs. Go home tonight. Wake up tomorrow. Get up. Then start looking for another job ’cause you ain’t got one here. Comprendo?”

      The room erupted with dozens of questions posed simultaneously. Jet took another inhalation of smoke. “Onyx has been sold. The new owners plan to renovate the place,” she said.

      “How long?” Derek asked.

      Jet shrugged. “Look, this is a shock to me, too. I just found out this afternoon. The owners called me at home.”

      The room grew silent as Jet explained that the Barton brothers had sold Onyx to the owners of a popular restaurant in San Francisco who wanted a slice of the West Hollywood money pie. They planned to remodel the dining room to duplicate their success in the Bay Area. The good news was that they would consider rehiring as many of the Onyx staff as possible.

      “But that’s bound to be months away, and there aren’t any guarantees.” Derek frowned with dissatisfaction. “None of us can afford to be unemployed.”

      His words were met with a roar of agreement. “What did you say to them?” Derek spoke up again. “What about your job?”

      “This is my last night, too,” Jet said. “They’ve sent a team of security officers to collect my keys, count the money and escort me—and all of you—off the property. It sucks. The ungrateful shits are too scared to come down here and tell you this themselves. I know how you all feel. Trust me, I’ve got rent and bills to pay too!”

      “So, what are we supposed to do?” Derek spoke for everyone present. “Decent waiting jobs are almost impossible to get in this town. Are we eligible for unemployment benefits?”

      “The full-timers will get an extra week’s straight time. Everybody else…” Jet’s words trailed off. But the message was clear. Those who needed help most—busboys and dishwashers—would get nothing except the possibility of being rehired when the restaurant reopened.

      “I’ll stick around and try to answer any other questions,” Jet said, “but I’ve told you exactly what they told me. One thing I’ll add, and I know it doesn’t mean much, but I’ve loved working with all of you. There isn’t a single one of you I didn’t think was a terrific employee. I wouldn’t have kept you on just because you’re cute.”

      Slowly, with the lethargy of a sports team that had been defeated in a hard-fought championship, the former employees of Onyx began to move into the main dining room. There they saw that, indeed, Jet was right about the security crew. Men in blue uniforms bearing the insignia of STAT SECURITY were posted at the doors, at the cash register, and at the entrance to the restaurant’s office.

      “Leave your aprons and name badges over here,” said a burly black man with a drill instructor’s voice. “Anyone who has keys to any of the doors or locked cabinets, turn them in to me. Members of my staff are in the employee locker room. If you have personal items there, you’ll have to sign to get them out. Let’s go, people,” he ordered.

      As if they were automatons programmed to accept commands, each of the waiters, busboys, kitchen staff and host converged into a single-file line and began depositing onto a tabletop all the items that belonged to the restaurant. Then, one by one, they gathered at the front door, where another uniformed, frozen-faced guard acted as sentry.

      Juan joined Derek in the crowd. When the entire staff, minus Jet, was assembled at the exit, the head of the security contingent signaled the guard at the door, who turned the key in the lock. He held the door open as the employees walked out for the last time.
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      Early morning sunlight filtered through the roll-down bamboo shade covering the window in Derek’s one-room apartment. Lying in bed, on his back, the top sheet draped to his bare waist, he studied the Rorschach water stains on the ceiling. A toilet flushed next door. The sound of a screeching blow dryer in another unit penetrated the wall. The scent of coffee percolating in still another apartment filtered in through the open window along with cool, damp air.

      Derek became vaguely aware of the shorter intervals between the sounds of automobile traffic passing in front of his apartment building. Fuck life, he was too tired to say aloud. But the thought counted.

      On any other morning, Derek would, by now, be in his jogging togs, preparing for his ritual five-mile course through the hills and flats of West Hollywood. But the impact of his layoff from Onyx made him immobile. He felt utterly defeated.

      Too morose to do much more than blink his eyelids, Derek lay in bed, calculating his meager net worth. He thought about his monthly expenses: rent, utilities, car insurance, cell phone, minimum payment on the enormous balance on his Citibank credit card, gym membership, acting and tap dance classes, his expensive hairstylist at Diamond Salon. He came to a sobering conclusion: financially he was fucked.

      Although Derek estimated that he had enough cash in his savings account to cover his rent for a month, he realized that it would be impossible to meet all his expenses. Until now he hadn’t considered that most of his meals were at Onyx and therefore free. As of this morning, even scrambled egg whites were a luxury item.

      Cross-referencing his anxiety with the awareness that he had no marketable real-world skills, Derek knew that he wasn’t qualified to do anything besides perform as an actor and serve food at restaurants. His experience with the latter far exceeded the former. His theatrical credits consisted entirely of equity waiver roles in experimental one-act plays written by friends and presented, also by friends, in storefront theaters along Melrose Avenue in Hollywood. A professional director in a legit show had never cast him. And other than the mind-numbing monthlong temp job as a file clerk in the insurance claims department of Executive Indemnity when he first moved to Los Angeles, his résumé included just one employer: Onyx. The fact that he seldom networked with waiters at other restaurants would make soliciting peers for assistance to help find a position at the Ivy or even the Olive Garden difficult. There was no one to whom he could turn to rescue him from his dire situation.

      These thoughts made staying in bed his activity of choice so as to avoid a face-to-face with reality.

      For a while longer he lay thinking about his priorities in life. Rising to the surface of his thoughts was the fact that he could no longer delude himself into thinking that fate would soon throw a film or television role to him. Thus far, neither of the Stevens—Spielberg or Soderbergh—had discovered him. And he realized that to put any expectation into believing that such a thing might suddenly occur was as stupid as waiting for the Prize Patrol to arrive with balloons and champagne and a five-foot-long check.

      The daylight permeating the room became more pronounced. Derek decided that he could not give up and accept the hand that fate had dealt to him. Reluctantly, he raised himself up and pushed away his bedsheet. He swung his legs over the side of the mattress. “I’ve survived a lot of crap,” he said out loud. “I can survive another bump in the road. Yeah,” he agreed, “that’s what Oprah calls it. ‘A bump in the road.’” Then all he could think about was how rich Oprah was.

      Derek finger-combed his hair, then stepped naked to stand before the mirror that hung on the wall above his chest of drawers. He studied his well-defined physique and grimaced with the thought of his gym membership about to expire and being unable to pay for another year. “Muscle memory,” he whispered. “A couple of weeks off from training won’t be impossible to reverse.”

      The idea of losing even a hint of his hard-earned musculature made his resolve to find a job this day all the more intense. “I’ll find something,” he pledged to himself as he padded to the bathroom to shave, shower and prepare to meet potential employers.

      It was a Sunday afternoon. The air was hot and unusually humid, drifting through the Los Angeles Basin, settling there, too heavy to move. The warm day had coaxed the tank-top boys of West Hollywood out en masse, to exhibit pumped and ’roided physiques that they diligently worked year-round to achieve.

      Street traffic, as always, was congested and seemed to move at parade-float pace. Derek drove his ancient, badly dented, faded brown Honda Accord along Santa Monica Boulevard. He stopped in at every restaurant: the French Quarter, Numbers, Hugo’s, Marco’s Trattoria, even the odious Barney’s Beanery, which had, until only a few years ago, displayed a sign that barked “No Fags Allowed.” At each restaurant, smiling seductively, and asking about employment opportunities for a well-qualified waiter, Derek heard variations on the same theme. “The full-time manager is off today. Come back Tuesday. But don’t count on anything. We’ve been cutting back.”

      He then drove up to Sunset Boulevard and checked out Gaucho Grill, Endive, Kate’s Kitchen and the Mondrian Hotel. The same response greeted him at establishments along the Strip.

      Finally, late that afternoon, dejected and becoming more pessimistic by the restaurant, Derek returned to his apartment. He unlocked the door and stepped into the stifling hot space. Los Angeles’s old bungalow apartments, of which his was a classic early twentieth-century version, were built long before the invention of air-conditioning. The archaic electrical outlets could not even support the required outlay of wattage for a modern Kenmore window unit. Hence Derek’s discomfort throughout the summer.

      He removed his black slacks and his wrinkled white dress shirt, which was diaphanous with perspiration. He separated his body from his white briefs and dropped everything onto the floor beside his unmade bed.

      At that moment, in his peripheral vision, Derek caught the red blinking light on his answering machine. Three blinks followed by a momentary pause meant the possibility of three job interviews. He pushed the machine’s play button.

      Juan’s voice issued through the speaker. He lamented that although he had already started searching for another busboy job, the establishments at which he inquired were not only not hiring, they were as rude as if he had been a homeless man begging for a handout. “Which I’ll soon be if I can’t get something right away.” Juan choked back a tear. “Boss, if you hear of anything, please let me know. I don’t want to have to go back to my gringo ex-boyfriend.”

      Voice number two on the machine was Derek’s playwright friend Roberto. “How’s it hangin’, bud?” he said. “Don’t tease me with the truth. Hey, I’m casting a show.”

      Derek perked up.

      “Know anyone with a decent Irish brogue who can play an ambivalent priest? Ya see, he’s torn between his divine calling and his conflict with a weekly Saturday night ritual of sodomizing runaway twink prostitutes in his church
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