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Synopsis

 Broke and desperate to move
out of his ex’s apartment, grad student Gary Harper answers an ad
in the school paper looking for models.

But the kind of “models” the business is looking for
isn’t quite what Gary expected—it’s for an underground gay
wrestling video company! Intrigued, he participates in the audition
process and falls for his trainer, an older man who just isn’t
ready for a relationship.

Heartbroken by this rejection, when his video work
makes him incredibly popular, Gary loses interest in his coursework
as he gets involved in the world of party drugs, porn, and male
stripping…all while trying to fill the hole in his broken
heart.

But love has a way of coming along when you’re least
expecting it…

What's a poor pirate to do? Stevie has never met
anyone quite like Kate, her not-so-helpless captive. Too bad the
bold buccaneer swore an oath to preserve the virtue of the lovely
parson's daughter—an oath Kate has no intention of letting Stevie
keep. But Kate has a problem of her own: the gorgeous Lady
Isabella, a wealthy aristocrat who is happy to use kidnapping and
blackmail to get what she wants—and what she wants is Kate. Jane
Austen was never like this!
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Prologue

I stood before the door to room 322 with my hand
poised to knock and sighed. I couldn’t believe I was doing
this. Yet another hotel hallway—this time
a Wyndham in San Diego—and I was disgusted with my childish
compulsions. Turn around, get back in the car,
and get the hell out of here, what do you care if you never see him
again? It’s not like he’s going to see you and suddenly fall madly
in love with you. And why do you care? Why do you care what he
thinks? Why do you still drop everything and come running the
minute he snaps his fingers?

I’d sworn the last time I wouldn’t do this again,
for Christ’s sake, no matter what he said, no matter how much he
begged—which he hadn’t done, actually. No, it had been the usual
friendly e-mail out of the blue, like it hadn’t been two years
since the last time I’d seen him, like nothing had ever gone wrong
between us in the first place, like there was no history or hurt.
And instead of deleting the e-mail like any sane person would have,
no, I wrote back and one thing led to another and—sure enough—we
wound up making plans like we always did. And here I was, once
again telling myself this was definitely going to be the last
time.

But God help me, I did want to see him again. All
the way over, on the highway from West Hollywood, I’d gone back and
forth. Turn around and head home, or see it through? Obviously,
see it through had won the internal
debate.

I was a little excited, much as I hated to admit it
to myself. Bill Wawrzniak: my life would be so different had I
never met him. Sure, there had been some rough times, but overall I
was pretty damned happy with my life and where I was at. So what
would it hurt to see him one last time? To do this one last time,
and then say good-bye for good?

I shifted my gym bag on my shoulder. Yeah, right, I sneered at myself, good-bye for good. You’ll never say no whenever he asks, no
matter how mad you get or how disgusted you get with the whole
mess. You jump whenever he snaps his fucking fingers. You’ve been
doing it for years, even though you know damned well all you are to
him is a body to use for a few hours in a hotel room. And you’re
never going to stop, are you? He snapped his fingers again and here
you are. No matter how you justify being here to yourself,
you are here, aren’t you?

I gritted my teeth and knocked.

The door opened, and there he was, wearing a T-shirt
and a pair of jeans. He was still sexy, his blond hair now trimmed
in a military style, his eyes still that startling icy blue, his
skin tanned a reddish gold. He was a big man—just over six feet
four and weighing a solid 240 pounds. He wasn’t quite as well
developed or defined as he’d been when we’d first met, but there
was still that indefinable something about him that got under my
skin. There was a big grin on his face, and the big biceps on his
right arm flexed as he grabbed me and pulled me into a hug. He
lifted me up a bit off the floor and said, “It’s so great to see
you, man!” My back cracked as he squeezed me. His delight was
genuine, which was part of the problem.

It was hard to stay pissed off at someone who loved
you.

Just not the way you want him to. That’s always been
the problem.

I let myself smile. “It’s good to see you, too.” And
it was, which annoyed me even more. Dysfunctional, party of one, your table is ready. I
hugged him back lightly, wrapping my arms around his broad back and
barely exerting any pressure.

“Come on in!” He set me down and clapped me on the
back. I shut the door and followed him past the closed bathroom
door into the living room area of the suite. The love seat and
table had been shoved against one wall, and a pair of queen-size
mattresses, stripped of their sheets, had been placed side by side
in the center of the room. Next to the love seat was the obligatory
camera bag—he never went anywhere without his video and digital
cameras. “You’re gonna love this kid.” He
grinned at me. “Lots of natural ability and”—he whistled—“his body
is pretty phenomenal.”

“I’m sure,” I said, putting my bag down and
shrugging off my black leather jacket. I was wearing a black muscle
tank top, and I made sure my biceps flexed as I deftly folded the
coat and tossed it over a chair.

“Damn, you look hot,” he said, shaking his head.
“But then, you always do.”

“Thanks.” I sat down in the chair and leaned back,
stretching my legs out in front of me. “So where’s the kid?”

Bill’s eyes glinted. “He’s already dressed and in
the bathroom, waiting.” He rubbed his hands together. “So get
dressed and I’ll take some pictures.”

I stood up and stretched. Pictures were a part of
his ritual. He must have taken thousands of pictures of me during
the years we’d known each other. He’d taught me how to pose, what
gear looked best on me, and as my fame had spread in the
underground gay wrestling circuit, those pictures had come in very
handy. I kicked off my shoes and stripped down to my
underwear—black Calvin Klein briefs with a red waistband. Bill
always liked me in black and red. I unzipped my bag and removed a
pair of black wrestling trunks with red stripes on the left hip. I
slid off my underwear and placed it on top of my clothes. I pulled
on the wrestling trunks and felt my dick start to stiffen a bit.
Putting on gear was always a bit of a turn-on for me. I sat down
and pulled on a pair of knee-high red socks, then my black
kneepads, and slid on my black patent-leather wrestling boots. I
started lacing them up. I focused on the laces while listening to
him mess with the camera. I took my time, thinking, Let the kid sit there in the bathroom until I’m good and
ready—might as well get him used to Bill’s
self-absorption.

Finished, I tied the laces and tucked them inside
the boots.

I stood up. “Well?”

Bill looked up at me and whistled again. “Your body
just gets better and better with age. How do you do it?”

“Diet and exercise,” I replied.

He shook his head. “Still a smart-ass.” He pointed
the camera at me. “Give me a double biceps pose.”

I raised both arms and flexed them, remembering to
keep my index fingers slightly extended and my wrists bent so the
biceps would peak. I stood there, going through pose after pose at
his direction, remembering the first time I’d done this. It seemed
like a million years ago, and in some ways, I suppose it was.

I’d always been a little ashamed of my interest in
wrestling, thinking it weird and strange. For years, I’d only let
very close friends know about it.

Then I met Bill, and everything changed.

“I saw your last video,” he said, taking another
shot of me from behind as I flexed my back muscles. “Great
match—you really beat the fuck out of that muscle boy. But I really
wish you wouldn’t do that erotic stuff. That’s for private.”

“The fans like my cock,” I said with a slight
shrug.

“It’s a gorgeous cock”—he snapped another
picture—“but you shouldn’t let everyone see it—the videos where you
can see how big and thick it is in your trunks are a lot hotter
than the ones where you blow loads on your victims.”

Part of the reason I started doing
the erotic matches on DVD was because I knew you wouldn’t
approve, I thought. That’s me, putting the fun in
dysfunction.

“Well, the kid thought it was a hot match.” He put
the camera down and lit a cigarette. “He’s been hot for this match
ever since he saw that one.”

“Well, bring him out, then.” I shrugged. “Don’t you
want some pre-match shots of the two of us?” I knew he did—he loved
documenting the whole pre-match stare down and pose offs. He’d also
tape the match, and when it was over, he’d have us pose for action
shots. They always look better when you’re
drenched in sweat was his mantra.

It was like doing a BGEast shoot on a smaller
scale.

Well, it was like doing a BGEast video shoot for
fucking free.

There hadn’t been a sound out of the bathroom since
I’d arrived. I remembered the first time Bill had me hide in the
bathroom so I could make an entrance. I’d been nervous. The only
person I’d done a pro match with at that point had been Bill, and
while he’d been a great mentor, teaching me moves, holds, and
techniques, I was still nervous. The guy I was wrestling was an old
friend of Bill’s from the indie pro-wrestling circuit, and Bill had
raved about him to me for so long I was absolutely terrified I
wouldn’t measure up, either as a wrestler or with my body.
Matt has his own private ring in
Pensacola, he’d told me, and invites guys
up to use it and work with him all the time. You’re going to love
him, and he’s going to love you. He’d shown me a picture of
Matt—his body drenched in sweat, his red and white trunks clinging
to his body, his arms outstretched in victory over his head, a
championship belt around his waist.

He was hot.

The bathroom door opened and the kid stepped
out.

I inhaled sharply.

Bill had been right, damn him—he knew me all too
well.

The kid was a few inches shorter than me, and kid
was an appropriate description. He didn’t look a day over eighteen.
He had close-cropped brown hair, pale skin with reddish cheeks, and
his body was extraordinary. His shoulders were broad and his waist
so narrow I could probably close my hands around it and have the
fingers meet. His chest was strong, his pecs firm with
quarter-sized erect purple nipples. His legs were muscular and
defined, as well. He was wearing a white bikini that was barely a
half inch wide on the sides, white kneepads, white boots, and a
white Zorro-style mask over his green eyes.

My cock became instantly and achingly erect.

“Cage, meet Billy the Kid Weston.” Bill glanced down
at my crotch and smirked, damn him.

The Kid gave me a big, nervous smile, sticking out
his right hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Cage.”

I took his hand after a moment and squeezed it until
he involuntarily gasped. “It’s going to be a pleasure to kick your
ass.”

He pulled his hand away and got right up in my face,
our chests barely brushing against each other. “The only ass that’s
getting kicked is yours.” His voice was young and squeaked a
bit.

“Okay then,” I replied evenly. “Loser gets fucked.
Deal?”

“You’re going to love the way my cock feels in your
ass, old man.”

Nothing gets my cock harder than a cocky young
muscle stud—and we kept mouthing off to each other as Bill took the
pictures he wanted. I was ready for the match to start. As we kept
posing, I admired his body and imagined how it would look writhing
in pain as I twisted it into submission hold after submission
hold.

“Okay, that’s good.” Bill put the camera down and
picked up the video camera. “You guys ready?”

“I’m always ready,” the Kid growled, getting up in
my face again.

I drove my right fist into his abs. He doubled over,
and I linked my hands together and brought them down on his exposed
back, driving him down into the mattresses, gasping. “Too fucking
easy,” I said, straddling his back and reaching under his chin with
both hands. As I pulled his head back, I slid my knees under his
armpits, anchoring them and slipping his arms over my quads. I sat
down on the small of his back, stretched my arms straight out, and
leaned back. I flexed every muscle in my upper body and let out a
howl of triumph. He was breathing hard, moaning every time he
exhaled, as I cranked harder and pulled his head even farther back.
I’d ease up for a little bit, listening to him trying to catch his
breath, before pulling him back again. “I’ll break your pussy
back,” I whispered in his ear. “You ready to give?”

I had to give him credit—most guys gave in and
submitted to the camel clutch almost immediately. He held out for
longer than most guys—but he finally surrendered to the inevitable,
slapping my leg and half shouting, “I submit! I submit!
I submit!”

I released the pressure and let him hang there, his
arms still draped over my quads. It was tempting—oh, so tempting—to
put him through it all over again, but I hadn’t even broken a sweat
yet, so I shoved his arms off and stood up. I flexed both biceps
over him for the video camera and looked over at Bill. “This is it?
I expected a bit of a challenge—at least to break a sweat.”

“Fuck you,” the Kid gasped out below me. He was
rubbing his lower back with his right arm.

“I don’t like your attitude,” I replied, dropping
onto his lower back with my right elbow.

He howled and rolled away from me almost to the edge
of the mattress, clutching his lower back. I slowly walked over to
where he lay. His cock was hard inside his tiny white trunks. I
knelt down beside him, grabbing his cock through his trunks. “Looks
like you like getting your ass kicked,” I said, squeezing it ever
so slightly.

“Fuck you,” he gasped out.

I sat down on his chest with my knees on either side
of his head. I reached down with my left hand, grabbed a handful of
hair, and pulled his face up into my crotch. I rubbed his face
against my hard cock. “You want to suck that, don’t you?” I
whispered as he tried to pull his head back. I let go of his hair,
and his head dropped back against the mattress. I reached down and
slapped him lightly before getting up and walking to the opposite
side of the makeshift ring. “Whenever you’re ready for more,
boy—I’ll be right here.” I looked over at Bill. He’d stripped down
to a pair of navy blue wrestling trunks with a yellow lightning
bolt across the crotch, which was his trademark. His ring name had
been Bill Lightning. His cock was hard, and there was a wet spot on
the front of his trunks where the tip of his dick was. I was never
really aware of him and his camera while I wrestled; when I’d
started out, that had been good training for the video work. Some
guys could never forget there was a camera trained on them, and it
showed in the video later.

But Bill had trained me well, constantly screaming
at me not to look at the camera. It hadn’t taken me long to learn
how to forget about it, to focus instead on the body of my opponent
and what I was doing to it.

There’d been plenty of times when Bill had straddled
my head and shoved my face into his crotch, growling at me to kiss
his lightning bolt.

I watched as the Kid slowly got to his feet, trying
to catch his breath. He glared over at me. Despite how easy that
first fall had been, he was still cocky.

I love stomping the cocky out of boys.

“Fucker.” He spat the word at me.

I smiled and pulled my trunks down a bit, so he
could see the head of my cock. “You’re going to have to work harder
if you want me to fuck you, boy. I don’t fuck pushovers.”

“The only person getting fucked is you!”

I laughed. “It takes a man to fuck me—and you’re
just a little boy.”

He launched himself at me, which I hadn’t been
expecting. He crashed into me and we went backward into the wall
with a thud. He started punching me in the stomach, knocking the
wind out of me before I was ready for it. I doubled over a bit, and
he grabbed my head into a side headlock and dragged me back out
onto the mattresses while I tried to catch my breath. He was
squeezing pretty hard, and then he hip-tossed me over onto my back,
managing to hang on to the headlock. I twisted, grabbing his wrists
and trying to power his arms apart, to no avail. He just tightened
his grip, and I could feel my teeth grinding together.

He was a strong little fuck.

I managed to get to my knees as he gripped
tighter.

I drove my elbow into his abs and felt his grip
loosen.

I did it again, much harder, and his grip broke as
he fell onto his back.

I jumped to my feet. He was lying there, trying to
catch his breath. I walked over and brought my right boot down on
his stomach. His knees came up, and I stomped him again. I reached
down and grabbed a handful of hair, dragging him up to his feet
again. His legs were a little wobbly, and I slugged him hard in the
abs.

He dropped down to his knees, both arms crossed over
his stomach.

I stepped right in front of him and shoved his face
back into my crotch.

I rubbed my groin against his face.

And he head-butted me right in the balls.

Hot iron spikes shot up into my intestines as I fell
back, my body curled up as I groaned. Vaguely I was aware of him
standing over me, saying things in a taunting, angry voice. He
kicked me in the lower back, and I rolled away from him. I was
breathing hard and I was furious. The little shit! You want to
fight dirty, motherfucker? I’ll show you dirty…

He rolled me onto my back and straddled my head. He
grabbed the back of my head and shoved my head into his crotch.
“You like that, old man? How do you like it?”

Actually, I liked it just fine. His cock was hard,
and his balls felt heavy and full of young-man cum. He smelled
musky and sweaty—a smell that drives me wild with desire. I let him
rub his cock against my face, and then he was rolling over onto his
side, taking me with him, and he gripped my head with his
quads.

His legs were strong.

I forgot the dull ache in my balls as my head
exploded with crushing pain. He was trained well in applying a head
scissors, too—Bill had undoubtedly let him know that head scissors
were a huge turn-on for me. He knew exactly what to do—apply some
blinding pressure and then ease up just as I was about to submit to
it…and then once I was able to get some air into my lungs, tighten
it up again. He twisted my head from side to side with his legs,
pressed himself up onto his arms to get a better angle for
pressure. But I wasn’t going to give in to this punk, this little
boy who thought he was tough enough to beat Cage at his own
game…

Fuck.

The pressure built. Surely he couldn’t keep that
up…if I just resisted a little longer…

“I submit! I submit!”

He let go and I fell back onto the mat, holding my
aching head. Through the roar in my ears, I could hear him taunting
me, and I looked up to see him flexing and posing in triumph.

The little fucker.

He was going to pay.

I got to my knees.

“Anytime you’re ready.” He folded his arms and
smiled at me.

I got to my feet. I slowly walked toward him. He
unfolded his arms and watched my approach. As soon as I was in
reach, we locked up, collar and elbow. I shoved him down and
brought my knee up into his chest. He fell back onto the mattress,
and I leaped into the air and came down with my elbow on his abs.
His breath left him in an explosion, and I grabbed his abdominal
muscles in a claw with my left hand and squeezed. Both his hands
flew to my wrist, trying to get my hand off. With my right hand I
grabbed his balls and squeezed. He half screamed.

“You like ball work, boy?” I panted as I gave his
balls a brutal squeeze. I let go and he rolled up into a ball—until
I grabbed his hair and picked him up, dropping his back across my
right knee in a back-breaker. His oh-so-perfect abs were there,
ripe for abuse, almost begging for it. I drove an elbow into them
and ground it into the groove between his top two washboards. With
my other hand I reached over and yanked his trunks down to his
knees. His cock, oozing a little precum, arched up toward me.

I grabbed his neck and crotch and hoisted him back
up in the air, then dropped him down across my knee again. He
flipped off, landing on his stomach, and he arched his hard little
round white ass up in the air. I reached down and smacked it. It
was hard, with little black hairs in the crevice between the
cheeks. I grabbed his trunks and yanked them all the way off. I
stood over him before dropping down to my knees and wrapping his
trunks around his neck, pulling him back. His hands went to his
sweaty trunks, trying to get some air as I choked him.

My own cock was aching as I felt his hard little ass
bucking up against me.

Once you submit, boy, I
thought, I am going to fuck you
senseless.

I let go, tossing the trunks to the side. I stood up
and yanked my own trunks down. I flexed every muscle in my body as
I let out a growl of lust, and with my right foot I nudged the boy
over onto his back. I grabbed his ankles and hoisted him, turning
him over into a Boston crab. He started screaming almost
immediately, and the view of his twisted body, his hard cock
hanging there, was sublime. I hoped that Bill’s camera had a good
view of it—I was going to want to see it in slow motion when I
watched it later.

“I submit! I submit! I submit!”

“Say please.”

“Please! Please!”

“You done, boy, or do you want me to beat on you
some more?”

“I’m done! I’m done!” His voice quivered.

I let go, gently dropping him down to the mattress.
I flexed over him a few times as he lay there moaning. I got up and
went over to my bag. I slipped on a condom and lubed it up before
heading back over to where he was lying.

I got between his legs and lifted his hips up over
mine.

“You ready?”

He opened his eyes and smiled at me. “Fuck me,
please, sir.”

I eased my cock into his tight little hole, and as I
did, I glanced over and saw Bill still taping. His own trunks were
down, and he was pulling at his own cock.

Erotic is only for private,
I heard him say again as I forced my cock into my groaning boy.

How many times had Bill taped me fucking someone I’d
just beaten?

How many times had Bill taped me being fucked after
getting beaten?

I leaned down and nibbled on one of the boy’s hard
nipples. He moaned, his eyes closing as I slowly worked my cock all
the way inside.

Oh, he was so tight on my cock.

It felt so good.

I started to pull out slowly, gently. He began to
writhe underneath me.

“Oh yeah,” he breathed, “fuck me, oh please, fuck
me, sir.”

I slammed all the way back inside him. His eyes
rolled back in his head as a deep moan reverberated in his throat.
Once inside, I ground against him, and his entire body began to
tremble.

I traced a finger from his throat down the valley
between his pecs and along his abs.

I moved my hips back until all that was inside him
was the head of my cock.

He opened his eyes. “Yes, sir, that’s the way,
that’s so nice.” He gasped, his eyes half-closing as I moved deep
inside him slowly, resisting as he arched up against me, trying to
get me inside all at once.

He shuddered as I reached full penetration, rotating
my hips in a circular motion to loosen him up some, and he let out
a shout as he starting spewing cum out of his cock.

I pulled back out, stroking myself as he finished
shooting.

The first time Bill had fucked me, I’d come almost
immediately.

I was you once, I thought
as the boy smiled back at me.

I peeled off the condom, going up on my knees and
stroking. He sat up and started playing with my nipples, and in
three strokes I was coating him with my own load.

“Wow,” he whispered, smiling at me.

Bill turned the camera off and set it down. “That
was even hotter than I thought it would be.”

I unlaced my boots and slipped them off. I stood up.
“I’m going to take a quick shower.” Without another word, I walked
into the bathroom and turned on the shower.

As I washed the sweat and smell of the boy off me,
memories flooded through my mind.

I’d fallen in love with Bill and had always wanted
to please him. Even now, I was still trying to please him, even
though he’d moved on to other wrestlers. It had hurt to realize
that I wasn’t special, that I wasn’t the first and I wasn’t going
to be the last.

I thought about the Kid. I had, indeed, been him
once, young and innocent, excited that an older guy wanted to make
me a wrestler.

How many times had I shown up in a hotel room to
wrestle Bill’s latest find, for his videotaping pleasure? How many
times had I been the first guy to wrestle the new boy, other than
Bill?

This is the last time.

I toweled off and walked back into the other room.
The boy was sucking Bill’s dick. I closed my eyes and saw myself
doing the same thing after getting beaten up and fucked by one of
Bill’s friends.

I got dressed without saying anything. I put my gear
back into my bag and hoisted it up onto my shoulder.

“You want to get dinner?” Bill asked. The boy smiled
at me.

I shook my head and walked out of the room.

Once out in the hallway, I leaned against the wall
and closed my eyes.

This, I told myself,
was the last time.

Three years of this was enough…


Chapter One

The Corinth County Fair was always the week after
the Fourth of July, when the heat of the Alabama summer hung over
the town like a wraith. The sun was relentless in a cornflower blue
sky. An occasional wisp of white cloud drifted across the vast
overhead expanse of blue. The levels of the rivers, lakes, and
streams dropped. Farmers were praying for rain as the crops wilted
in the windless heat. Scorching waves radiated off the softening
blacktop on the roads. Parked cars baked in the sun, and steering
wheels became too hot to hold. No breeze stirred the branches of
the trees, and the stench of death from the meatpacking plant on
the south side of town hung in the still air. The display on the
Corinth County Bank sign showed it was 102 degrees as I parked my
car in the dirt lot across the street from the fairgrounds. I sat
in the car for a few moments, enjoying the cold air blowing out of
the vents, getting up my nerve to face the heat again.

I was meeting some of my friends from high school at
the fair. I was home for the summer from college and bored out of
my skull. Every day was the same: get up, eat, watch television,
read some books, and pray someone would call with something to do.
The monotony stretched endlessly ahead of me, and the day I could
return to college seemed a million years in the future. I’d always
hated going to the fair when I was in high school, but then as now,
there was never anything else to do. The fair was a way of killing
time, wasting some money, and getting out of the house.

Next summer I’m finding a summer
job and staying at school, I swore to myself for maybe the
thousandth time that day as I got out of the car and locked it. I
looked across the street at the fair. It was the same old fair it
had been every summer of high school. Animal pens that smelled like
shit, kids screaming, rigged games of chance on either side of the
midway, and rickety-looking rides assembled by the long-haired
stoner-looking dudes that operated them.

I wished I could say it was fun being around my
friends from high school, but it wasn’t. Time had passed and we’d
changed. I was the only one of my old gang who’d gone to college.
My lifelong best friend Tony was getting married in September to
his girlfriend, Angela, whom I’d always hated. Tony was working at
the meatpacking plant and trying to save enough money for a down
payment on a house. To be fair, the reason I’d always hated Angela
was because she diverted too much of his attention from me. I’d had
a crush on Tony almost from the first time I’d seen him, and truth
be told, I still hoped the day would come when he’d wake up and
realize I was what he’d always wanted. He was so sexy, with his
dark skin, blue-black hair, and blue eyes. He had the body of
death, too—broad, strong shoulders, massive chest, flat stomach,
and muscled legs topped by a gorgeous round bubble-butt I just
wanted to bury my face in.

I didn’t have anything in common with them
anymore—not with Tony with his job on the kill floor, or Robbie who
worked at the rubber-glove factory on the other side of town, or
Kevin with his job on his father’s dairy farm. They looked older
than me, more weathered, and it seemed like all they ever wanted to
talk about was their jobs, drinking beer, or getting laid. Robbie
and Kevin were already physically going to seed, rolls of fat
gathering around their waists and dark circles under their eyes.
When I tried to tell them about my life at Gulf State, they just
looked at me blankly, and one time I caught Kevin scowling at me.
Their lives were already set, for better or worse. They knew they
were never getting out of Corinth County, and whatever dreams
they’d once had for getting out and seeing the world had died.

But not mine. I was getting my degree and getting as
far away from Alabama as I possibly could.

And I think they resented me a little for
escaping.

We were supposed to meet at the entrance in about
five minutes. I broke into a sweat as I hurried across the street
to the front gates. Sure enough, they were all standing there
waiting for me, lounging casually. Despite the heat, they were all
wearing jeans and sleeveless T-shirts. They waved absently as I
walked up to them. “Hey, guys,” I said, digging out my wallet to
pay the entry fee. We paid, got our hands stamped, and walked into
the midway. Despite the heat, it was crowded. There were lines at
the rides, parents holding on to their children. The smell of hot
grease mixed with the odor of the animal pens.

“What do you guys want to do?” Kevin asked after
we’d gotten Cokes from a vendor. I took a drink and almost gagged.
It was too syrupy and sweet.

“We should go check out the wrestling matches,” Tony
said, chewing on some ice.

That got my attention. “Wrestling matches?” I asked,
resisting the urge to throw my nasty Coke into the nearest garbage
can. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” Tony grinned at me. His straight teeth were
starting to stain from chain-smoking. “They’ve got some guys up
from Florida, the Gulf Coast Wrestling Alliance. They set up a ring
and everything. There’s some matches this afternoon and some others
tonight.” His left eyelid slid down in a wink. “Thought I’d
surprise you.”

I grinned back at him, and for just a moment it was
like being back in high school
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