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Rituals

Joel Lane

 

 

 

The factory was under a railway bridge, near the old post office in Digbeth. It had been disused for ten years or more. Beck had got the keys from one of his business contacts and dispatched his team there. It was a wretched night: heavy rain was dissolving the snow and ice of the previous week, leaving a wet grey blanket that reeked of car exhaust. There were four of them—plus Dalton, for whom it was a surprise party. They’d picked him up outside Bar Selona at midnight. He was in the back seat, wedged between Finlay and young Ross. The inside of the car smelt of aftershave and sweat. Finlay could feel their guest’s tension increase as the car drove slowly through the Digbeth backstreets, past Victorian urinals and long-abandoned cars, in the weak light of the streetlamps. Nobody spoke.

Under the bridge, Colter parked the blue Metro next to a corrugated-iron wall and they got out. Ross linked arms with Dalton and Finlay walked behind them, glancing down the street as Colter unlocked the rain-blackened door. Something dark ran across the edge of the tunnel. The door swung open, releasing a sour wave of ammonia. Maxwell unzipped his black holdall, took out a small flashlight and shone it into the passage. The walls were spotted with mould, and the plaster had split. Finlay noticed a couple of footprints in the pale dust. No doubt Beck had used this place before.

When they reached the staircase, Dalton froze. Finlay punched him in the back irritably. He wanted to get home. Maxwell said: “If we’re going to play silly buggers, we can be here all night. Nobody will hear anything. I’d recommend not.” Dalton lowered his head and walked with the others up the metal stairs. Their feet stirred up flakes of rust and echoed from the hallway above them. Finlay wasn’t entirely sure what Dalton had done. But what mattered was that he wouldn’t do it again. Even through his boots, the building’s cold was making his feet numb. But he could feel the solid weight in his jacket pocket—like a pacemaker, it gave his actions a steady rhythm that wouldn’t fail.

On the landing they stopped at a double door. Colter pushed; it wasn’t locked. They stepped through, and halted. An electric lamp on the floor lit up two men dressed only in leather jackets and boots. One standing with his back to a workbench. The other, a teenager, kneeling in front of him, sucking his cock. On either side of the circle of light were two men with camcorders. Around them were dust-coated machines on benches. Finlay heard the double doors swing shut.

“Fuck!” one of the cameramen said. It probably wasn’t a direction. The standing performer opened his eyes and shuddered as if he’d received an electric shock. Finlay realised the intrusion had taken him to the scene’s end-point. He reached in his jacket, took out the gun and said: “Get out of here now.”

The boy rose to his feet and turned, wiping his mouth. He was dark-haired and very thin; his prick was erect. Embarrassed, Finlay looked to one side. So when the boy ran straight towards them, he was taken off balance and fired without thinking. Even as the shot echoed through the abandoned building, he thought: He’s just heading for the door. The bullet tore through the boy’s side and sprayed the electric lamp with blood. He fell and curled up, twitching.

The men around Finlay turned and rushed out through the doorway. He stared for a moment at the scene, then dropped the gun and ran after them. If there was any sound from the workshop, it didn’t reach him. They were back in the street before it occurred to anyone that they still had business to attend to. Colter signalled to Finlay to use the gun. Finlay gestured that his hands were empty. Dalton was running away, through the tunnel to Fazeley Street and the city centre. Nobody went after him.

 

 

Three days later, Finlay was drinking in the Black Eagle when some bloke said: “Did you hear about the shooting in Digbeth? Some benders were making a porn film in a derelict factory when a bunch of drug dealers walked in on them. They shot one of the ‘actors’. The director was quite upset, but now he’s selling the DVD for two hundred quid a copy.” The group of drinkers laughed.

“The police made a statement,” said another slurred voice. “They’re keeping the body for examination, and there’ll be another bulletin later.” More laughter. Finlay wondered if the topic had been raised to test his reaction. Rumours spread fast.

Beck had refused to speak to him. The third time he’d tried to get through, an unfamiliar voice had warned him that ‘Sorry’ might not be good enough. He’d hoped to redeem himself by sorting out Dalton, but the problem had been found beaten to death in Walsall. Local boys never ran far enough.

Finlay raised the glass—neat vodka, his fourth or fifth—to his lips and shuddered as the cold spirit went down. The first guy was talking again: “… think they’d want to keep it quiet. But the night before the funeral, all the local queers are holding some kind of vigil in Digbeth High Street.”

He was faintly surprised that there would be a funeral. It made him think of Sean, the boy at his secondary school who’d died in the third year. Leukaemia. The roses dropped into the grave, thudding like bullets.

 

 

The bedroom was cold. Finlay had got home drunk and forgotten to put the heating on before crashing out. He was lying on his side, curled up under the duvet. His cock was painfully hard. For the third night in a row, he’d dreamt about the boy. Seen him kneeling on the dusty workshop floor, his lips around the barrel of a gun. Waking up as the gun fired. He glanced at the alarm clock. Half past three. What was wrong with him—was it desire or guilt? Either way, it made no sense.

Rain was scratching at the windows. As a child, he’d believed the outside world was only a city in daylight: after nightfall, it became a forest, impossible to find your way through. He’d found a story called ‘Finlay the Hunter’ in some book of traditional folk tales in the children’s library in Yardley. It was about a hunter who’d been walking through a forest all day without catching anything and was tired and hungry. He knocked at the door of a cottage in the heart of the forest, and a very old woman answered. She invited him to come in but said there was nothing for him to eat. As they sat in the deepening gloom, he heard wolves howling close by. “My sons will be home for dinner soon,” she said. He reminded her that she’d said there was no food in the house. “There is now,” she said.

As he drifted back into sleep, the boy’s pale figure crouched over him. The darkness in his mouth was tearing his face apart. Finlay lay on his back, drawing cold air into his lungs. He wanted to get another drink. He wanted to cry. He wanted to masturbate. All he could do was lie still. “Sorry,” he whispered.

 

 

Purchased from the corner shop, the Sunday Mercury comforted him with robberies and beatings until page six: a half-page story with the headline ‘Seeds of a doomed life’. It speculated that the dead boy—named as Lee Winter—had been targeted by a ‘gay Mafia’ controlling the trade in drugs, rent boys and illegal porn. The director had apparently recruited his team from a backstreet nightclub that had no singers or disco, just dark rooms where no laws or barriers applied. There was a small photo of Lee, probably taken from a bus pass. His face was tilted, his mouth half open. There were streaks of light on his cheekbones. Finlay couldn’t shake off the impression that the boy was looking past him, at something over his shoulder.

 

 

Finlay shivered. The club was hardly warmer than the street outside: a concrete floor with a few barrels for seats, a bar where drinks were passed through a chain-link fence. A bowl of foil-wrapped condoms stood on a low table. Set in the wall, a huge TV screen showed two men fucking silently. It looked like a punishment. Finlay bought a glass of vodka, though he’d already had too much to drink. He should have gone home. Couldn’t they tell he didn’t belong here? There was a risk he might even be recognised, and what would they do then? At least his leather jacket meant he wouldn’t stand out. The unlit doorway beside the bar was curtained with black crêpe paper. He stepped through it.

A dark corridor led to another doorway, another passage. He glimpsed single men waiting in alcoves. There were mirrors in the walls, but nothing for them to reflect. A side door led to a flight of stairs, but the next floor was just the same: narrow passages that looped or twisted, leading nowhere. This was the forest. Just as he was losing all sense of direction, he stumbled into a clearing: faint overhead lights revealed a web of black fabric, pillars like tree-trunks. Men were standing in pairs, holding each other. It was like a still image of a dance-hall.

Finlay walked slowly through the artificial foliage. Techno music drowned all other sounds. A hand touched his arm. They exchanged glances, just enough to ensure they were strangers. The hands moved over his jacket, feeling the leather itself rather than the flesh beneath. Finlay dropped to his knees, reached up and cautiously touched the man’s crotch. Fingers tightened in his hair. He closed his eyes and felt for the zip. Maybe after this, he’d be able to sleep.

As his mouth closed on the short penis, Finlay remembered the boy rising to his feet. He rocked slowly back and forth, as if praying. Rough fingers stroked his cheek. Then the rhythm broke: the man tensed and shuddered. Finlay’s mouth was filled with a chalky fluid. Its scent was in his nostrils. He gagged, leaned back, swallowed. His eyes opened, but he saw only motionless trees and shadows. The man had gone.

It was raining when he left the club. There were no taxis in sight; he’d have to walk to New Street Station. The roadworks at the top of Hurst Street were covered with black tarpaulins. There was hardly anyone about. Veils of rain crumpled between the streetlamps. The unlit woman in the pane of glass above the porn cinema doorway was a shadow. He could see the rain turning to hail, but he was too drunk to feel the difference. Then he slipped and fell, jarring his knees. The wind whipped tiny hailstones into his face. He looked up, and the city’s light shattered around him like a stained-glass window.

Confused, he rose to his feet and stumbled onward. The smell of vomit from a doorway made him retch. The pavement was marked with still ripples of hail. A taxi passed, the driver sounding his horn for no apparent reason. Finlay raised his finger at the disappearing vehicle. Coming back to the finite was so painful that at that moment, he could have killed just about anyone. Before he got to the taxi rank, he stooped and picked up a fistful of hailstones from the gutter. They took a while to melt, and left his hand clenched in a miser-like posture.

 

 

They were waiting in the porch. Four young men, none of them known to him. Finlay went with them in the car. There was no point in resisting. Probably they weren’t even aware why they were going to do it. They were just beginners, keen to belong, to uphold the rituals.


 

 

 

The Window Inside

Drew Pisarra

 

 

 

Little things have always been the death of me. When I was in junior high, I won this Kelly green telescope from the Boy Scouts of America. It was a Model 53B, which—exactly as the catalogue had promised – was a sturdy, semi-collapsible, handheld device with adjustable focus and a carrying case in chocolate nylon that cinched shut with a short, black-cotton drawstring. The telescope itself was about the length of my forearm. Nothing fancy. More like the functional half of a slightly overlong pair of binoculars that had been smashed in two. It looked like a device for snooping, not exploring. I suppose it was the kind of toy I might’ve enjoyed had I been the type of kid who played at being a pirate. But I wasn’t. I hated all forms of dress-up, be it costume parties, Halloween parades, or church. I wanted none of it. I was basically a loner who wanted to blend into the background for as long as I could for as long as I could remember. In short, I had moved outside my comfort zone big time when I hustled those 157 tickets to the Howard County Fair. And I wasn’t about to admit defeat either when my third-place prize arrived in the mail with neither a tripod nor any serious powers of magnification. Bigger isn’t always better, right?

So what did I do that first night? I pointed my spyglass up to the sky. So what did I discover? Not much. No stars. No comets. No Venus, no sir. No craters on the moon, even. At most, I discerned that the encasing, translucent shell of the corner streetlamp was ridged and dirty, its innards speckled with dead flies. Insert shrug here. In the span of ten minutes max, my world had gained a touch of irritable texture while the heavens above remained woefully out of reach. I guess I’d secretly wished for an experience that was only possible with something akin to the telescopic equipment at the Arecibo Observatory in Puerto Rico. I’d read all about that astronomical hub’s sightings of neutron stars and the asteroid 4769 Castalia. I’d tracked down secondhand views online, which were impressive enough to make my newly acquired gadget appear totally useless. I didn’t give a damn about the texture of industrial glass or the delicate veins in a thriving leaf. These were things that I could observe with my naked eye. So what’s a boy to do? I became a Peeping Tom. 

Understand it was summer. Which means it was hot. Which means I was lazy. Which means I stayed indoors. Which isn’t that remarkable when you consider that I didn’t have any playmates, real or imagined. Which is another way of saying that I really didn’t like anyone and couldn’t imagine I ever would. I was an only child whose father called him “perplexing” and whose mother dubbed him “artistic” in a way that sounded italicized. You could hear the curve of mockery when she complimented me in front of others. In truth, both of them considered me a lost cause. They had scientific proof to support such a claim.

You see, when I was very young, my mother had become alarmed when I showed little interest in guns, tools, and matchbox cars. My disinterest seemed unnatural to her, so she nagged my father to take me to a shrink. (My mother was a closet Freudian who held on tight to the idea that anatomy was destiny because she didn’t want to work outside of some light domestic duties.) By some stroke of luck, the child psychologist my father consulted told him to come in without me for that first and only appointment, at which she instructed him to follow me around for a few months, to shadow me, so to speak, and see if I were happy. “If he’s happy,” she advised, “leave him alone.” Evidently, I passed her test but not theirs. In their minds, my behavior remained abnormal, but without a doctor in their corner, they were at a loss. As a result, they didn’t just leave me alone. They abandoned me. Different was too close to weird. A boy who liked dolls and crayons and reading was best to ignore. They’d been hoping for something traditional, someone on whom they could dump their own failed dreams. Since that was apparently not available, they fed me, clothed me then considered their parenting done.

I escaped this pervasive indifference by sneaking away to a crawlspace adjoining the master bedroom upstairs, a storage nook that smelled of fiberglass, dust, and pine. This may sound crazy, but I honestly found comfort in working myself into a state of heat exhaustion inside that unventilated hideaway. I didn’t mind the occasional rash. The smell of asbestos made me light and free. In my haze, I eventually discovered that the dim light suffusing this paneled kid cave wasn’t caused by cracks in the paneling or phosphorescent insulation. The ambient glow was simply diffused sunlight filtered by a dust-coated Catherine window located just below the eaves. Its position was strangely near the floor since it had been created strictly for the house’s façade. As such, the small porthole looked as if it had been fashioned for a family of nocturnal dwarves who’d wisely vacated the premises.

I quickly realized that since the glass was slightly darkened with dirt, no one could see me from the outside, even if I brought my face to the pane. I spit-wiped a spot the size of a quarter semi-clear. The view felt God-like in an omniscient way. Sure, it was only the suburbs but even so, eavesdropping on the neighbors, the mailman, and Jehovah’s witnesses was not without its seductive appeal. Perched on a splintery beam atop scratchy man-made clouds of a sort, I looked out on my domain and judged without mercy. Not much happened. People looked like case studies. Cars looked like weapons in wait. One day I saw my dad flirt with bulimic Mrs. Meyers. Another day, an obviously drunk Mr. Sova tripped while walking his Doberman, Duchess, down the steps. It was boring and not boring. But with my telescope, it was also intimate. Somehow life gets more interesting when viewed ten times larger and from a distance.

Eventually, one day, I tapped into the telescope’s full potential. It was a Sunday. Morning services were over, but it was hot as hell, so the block was fairly clear. My crawlspace was like a dry sauna. There was only one thing moving: Victor Scathan, a classmate who lived across the street, was mowing his family’s lawn with a queer-looking machine. This wasn’t a gas-fueled one like ours. This was a strange, man-powered contraption, unlike anything I’d ever seen. It had a stubby wooden handle nailed to a long splintery rod that connected to an iron Y bolted to a shredder on rubber wheels. Where Victor had found this torturous object, I’d no idea. He was a collector of oddities, not so much an inventor as a tinkerer, a quiet kook whose very nature manifested itself in solitary projects involving the repair of broken relics, the restoration of antique junk, and the revival of anachronisms. Normally, I would’ve rolled my eyes at this latest throwback, but from my hidden vantage point, I felt compelled to stare instead.

The wood looked old. The four thick blades were slightly rusted and thick; the metal curved gently like reluctant DNA. A single, shiny bar in front acted as a kind of guardrail, while an open chute in the back directed all chopped grass off to the side. That is, whenever Victor could get enough muscle behind it. At those times, the blades would accelerate to a mesmerizing whirl that hacked off the top of the lawn like a robot-barber. The machine had none of the ease or accuracy of our gas-powered mower. If it made any noise, I couldn’t hear it from my sequestered spot high above. As I zoomed in for a closer look, I spotted the brand inscribed on the main shaft: Folbate Rotary. As I scanned the lens upward, I noticed Victor soaked in sweat. When I held the telescope steadily, I could also see his triceps flex as he tried to power his machine down another row. I could even see his pecs bunch up beneath his T-shirt, so wet by now it had changed from white to gray. I could also see by how he was wiping his hands on his thighs that the wood handle was mean. He needed gloves. Instead, he blistered and bled.

Victor was strange. Stranger than me. Or strange in a different way. He was generally silent, which people interpreted as morose and attributed to his growing up with deaf parents as if there was something inherently wrong with such a setup. I knew all about quiet. Talking wasn’t a habit in my house either. I’d actually first registered Victor as someone worth watching after one of my piano lessons with Peggy Orbison, the only music teacher in our neighborhood. Victor always had the time slot right before mine. Not to boast, but he wasn’t as good as me when it came to dexterity or memorization. Yet, in his favor, he played with feeling, something I hadn’t considered up until that point. I was all finger-work and speed. But as I watched his back arch into and away from the keyboard, it suddenly occurred to me that music was something that could be experienced internally and deeply so. That was a bit of a revelation. The fact that he was studying piano at all struck me as bizarre, given his situation. Perhaps his parents enjoyed the vibrations? Mine certainly didn’t. They hated when I practiced at home and encouraged me to stay after school whenever I wanted to drill my Chopin or Debussy. The spinet in the living room was off-limits except when guests were visiting. Otherwise, I was encouraged to use a flat wooden keyboard when the time came for me to practice my scales. They told me that if I had any talent, I should be able to hear the music in my head. That it would make me a better listener. Perhaps it did. I could sort of do it, but I never felt it like Victor. Hearing and feeling aren’t the same. He was a true piano player. I was more like a player piano.

I’ll never forget his imperfect, impassioned attempt at that schmaltzy “Fur Elise” and how much the hunch of his shoulders entranced me. You could see Beethoven talking to his body, creating a muscle memory of the composition, channeling the notes through his fingertips as they touched the black and white keys as if they were all alive. I’d never done that. My body was a tool, an instrument, a thing to get things done, not a place to get feelings felt. At most, I was a storage space. So what was it about Victor’s muscle movements, his vigorous push of the manual mower, that forced me to think of music, to feel a kind of music inside?

The veins on his arm popped out with each effort. Then he’d stop to pull a splinter from his hand and suck on his palm. I know for sure that’s what he was doing. I zoomed in on his mouth through my telescope. I watched his tongue dart out without shame. I didn’t miss a detail. When he’d pause to squint at the sun in the heat, I’d pull in close on his lashes, which were blonde, not red. He looked much better at those moments because his eyes were set too close.

I liked watching Victor. I liked this gawking in private, this longing unobserved. I liked how the sweat made a line down his back and then spread out like translucent wings. I laughed out loud when I saw how the seat of his pants had grown wet. And yet, I marveled at his perseverance. Our neighborhood was known for its big lawns. The Scathan’s was perhaps the biggest of all. Of course, he’d sweat. I was sweating myself. Even so, when he pulled his shirt off, it came as a shock. Because seeing Victor’s body made me realize how little I understood my own. Not just as I was right now, hunched like a gnome on an unfinished beam, perspiration periodically blinding my eyes. But my own body as a place of potential. Victor’s body had evolved. Not that he looked old. What he looked was ready. What was he ready for? I had no idea.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be him or touch him. Probably both. I kept watching him to figure it out. What I learned is this. That some men had breasts. That pecs came in shapes. That nipples could resemble buttons and candy and fruit all at the same time. That pale white skin could flush furious shades of pink and then turn gold even when glimpsed through dirty glass. That tan lines were erotic when they burned. That you could have a lot of bright orange hair on your head and your legs but little above your waist except in your armpits. That the drawings in my comic books, the sculptures in the church, the Big Jim, and G.I. Joe dolls were, in fact, based on real life, real people. That superheroes were real. That it all felt wrong or off-limits or out-of-bounds.

I wanted to be him for no reason other than to look in the mirror with pleasure. When he went inside, I went downstairs. I skulked down to the air-conditioned couch where my father was “reading” Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue. My mother was holding a tube for the vacuum cleaner, although I don’t think the machine was in the room. “Good Lord,” she said when I walked in. “What did you do, pee on yourself?” I said nothing but looked down at my pants. Midway down my right upper thigh was a round wet spot. I’d cum in my pants. I felt my ears redden with shame. My mother quickly surmised what was up, at least in part. She mock-screamed, then laughed, “Good lord, he’s still hard.”

What followed was violent and spontaneous.

Afterwards, outside, I found the kind of quiet that comes when your ears are overwhelmed by the sound of your own rushing blood. I felt free in a way that I hadn’t thought possible. I had as little concern for the wreckage I’d left behind as I had for the welt I could feel rising on the back of my head. All of this would pass. I hadn’t made this mess; I’d struck out at it. Now, I had no destination in mind except away. There was no one in sight. The heat continued unabated. The block was barren. There was no Mrs. Meyers, no Duchess, no Folbate Rotary machine. The lawn across the street looked shorn; our own looked scraggly. No matter. I walked towards the highway that defined my neighborhood’s edge and hoped I’d never see either of these homes again. In one hand, I held the lens that had come dislodged from my weapon during the fight. Beneath the glass, I could see warped versions of my fate line and life line, side by side. I flipped the glass over. Everything shrank. I became small. I preferred it that way.

I wondered who would be there at the strip mall. Probably, no one. The place was a row of empties: an abandoned grocery, an out-of-business gift shop, an ATM with no associated bank, and a seedy bar called Tiney’s. That was it. At the intersection, I stuck out my thumb. The sun was much lower yet the temperature held. I wasn’t upset. I wasn’t anything. A car pulled over. In the driver’s seat was a man who glanced over at me with a sense of purpose that jarred me. At first, I wondered if he knew who I was, but no, that was highly unlikely. Even so, I got in, and within a block, he’d placed his hand on the back of my neck with a pressure that felt like ownership. I ignored the gesture, choosing instead to wedge the lone chipped lens in front of my left eye like a homemade monocle. The world grew mercifully blurry as we quickly pulled onto the freeway in a direction I didn’t know. I felt a sharp bite on my cheek, so I squeezed my eye harder.

I turned to the driver and said, “Look at me!” When he did, he went pale. “You’re bleeding,” he said, turning his eyes back on the road. “I’m a pirate,” I replied. “You’re bleeding,” he repeated. “No, I’m not,” I replied. “I cry red.” I wiped a crimson tear from my cheek, then held my finger out in front of his face so he couldn’t miss it. “See?”

I kept my finger there until he took his hand off my neck and pulled over. I heard the door unlock. I didn’t mind. I was used to rejection. Plus, the exit sign ahead looked unfamiliar, and that was good enough for me.


 

 

 

Dark, Firm, & Dry

Rien Gray

 

 

 

One of the most important ingredients for making leather is piss.

Technically, it’s ammonia, but the smell is identical even when poured out of a factory-sealed squeeze bottle. Our—Definition: me plus Samuel, my boyfriend by day and Daddy by night—basement in a concrete block ward of Chicago always carries the tang of a gas station bathroom, musk and sulfides coalescing into modern-day alchemy. There’s no way to strip hair from hide without it, and everyone wants a smooth canvas for custom biker jackets and boots.

I pull fourteen-hour days when someone wants a complete set of clubwear for their next Hellfire Club hookup, but the money’s good. Working with my hands feels good, too—scudding a fresh skin clean with the line of a dull blade; urging the slick pull of fat away in white, clinging threads; prepping the barrel with chromium salts for a nice tan that stops rot in its tracks. I’ve put on almost twenty pounds of muscle in six months between this job and finally going on testosterone.

The tanning’s my favorite part, really. Everyone thinks of leather as black or brown, but when a hide comes out of the barrel. “Wet blue” they call it, before being dried and dyed into something that sells.

Samuel sources our hides from across the city. He’s a big proponent of buying and selling local, even if that means driving two hours to some farmer who only slaughters half a dozen cows a year. I respect it; there’s true pride in seeing the workline from start to finish, a silent brotherhood of industry passed between union men and blue-collar boys.

Except something’s wrong with the hides Sam has been bringing lately. I know most breeds of steer by sight—soft brown Jersey cuts have a completely different weight and feel than the black double-layered coat of a Galloway, with enough curls on its chest to put any bear to shame—but these come in closer to kidskin after curing, soft and warm to the touch. 

One of them has been sitting on the worktable for a week. Every time I go to unroll the package, my skin crawls. I’ve tanned half a dozen others like it, holding bile between my teeth until I can banish them to the barrel, but something keeps warding me off this time.

The whip and grind of steel break my focus as the top-floor service door rolls open; a booming voice carries down the stairs. “Joshua, where did you get to?”

He’s home early.

“Down here!” I call back.

Sam descends with the heavy scuff of boots on concrete, surrounded by an aura of motorcycle exhaust and sweat. The latter gives his short salt-and-pepper hair—heavy on the salt—a sheen like good pomade, daring towards silver. I like dragging my nails through the matching streaks in his beard until he grips my wrist hard enough to bruise.

At fifty-two, Sam is precisely twice my age, but he was one of the first men to take a shine to me at the bar back when I was learning how to cruise. I shined him back, dropping to both knees to polish his solid black Chippewas. He enjoyed having a boy who knew leather around, and I enjoyed sucking Sam’s cock after making his boots clean enough to reflect the beer taps. After a few hookups, I couldn’t chalk up our chemistry to alkyl nitrite—it was real.

Under the half-light of the basement, Sam’s shadow doubles in size, stretching the silhouette of his jacket into darkness. “Hope you’re not getting into trouble down here, boy.”

I welcome his tease with one of my own. “You know me, Daddy.”

“Uh-huh.” He taps his thigh, expectant. “Come here.”

My hands are a mess of oils and dye, but he doesn’t care. I close the distance between us and tilt my head to kiss Sam. His lips brush mine just so, making me work for it, the cool bristles under his mouth scraping the field of my five o’clock shadow. A calloused palm cups my ass, pressing hard through the denim to bring our hips together. Sam grunts when his bulge meets a gap between my thighs.

“Where’s your dick?”

“Upstairs.” Washed clean and on display like a Roman fascinus. “Chemicals down here will fuck with the silicone if it’s exposed long enough. Want me to get it?”

Something warm and liquid soaks through my shirt, pressing against my ribs. I flinch, then realize it’s coming from Sam’s arm. “What is that?”

He pulls back, frowning. “Huh?”

The sleeve of his jacket is black, displacing all color, but the leather is unmistakably wet. I taste iron on the back of my tongue. “Take your jacket off.”

Blue eyes narrow, but I hold Sam’s gaze until he strips. Blood congeals through a slow drain into the bowl of his elbow, spilling lower down his forearm. Whatever cut him gouged right into the bicep and tore its way out with an uneven edge.

“Jesus Christ.” I wouldn’t have noticed if not for the stain; ammonia wipes out everything else down here, even this raw animal smell. “Sam, what happened?”

“Nothing.” When I scoff, he shrugs. “Nothing that matters.”

Samuel always pretends that nothing can hurt him, but I know the truth. So much pain is trapped in that broad chest that the world would split in half if it ever spilled out. All those decades of silence, decades of regret.

“I was helping one of the guys at Forte—” Definition: the bar where we met. “—take out a busted window some jackass put a rock through. He tried to pop the pieces out clean and made a whole mess of the glass.”

Forte is six blocks away. “And you didn’t use the first aid kit they keep under the counter?”

Another shrug, one shoulder this time. “Wanted to clean up at home.”

Concern overrides the inescapable truth that Sam is a terrible liar. I take him upstairs to the kitchen, where my first aid kit is, and grab a few rags to mop up the worst of the blood. Once the wound comes to light, I do his stitches by hand, lacing together jagged edges of skin the same way I sew club patches onto beloved vests, so tight and neat the bond is almost invisible.

While I stew in worry, I cut the last stitch and set the scissors inside. “Do you want me to scrub your jacket? It’ll crust.”

“I’d appreciate it.” His calloused finger catches my chin, forcing me to look up from the refuse of the table: weeping red sterile wipes, off-white surgical thread, a bandage’s opaque backing. “But after that, how about I take care of you?”

My throat tightens. All I want to do is bury myself in Sam’s chest and become half my size, lost in the vault of his body. “You’re hurt.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t give my boy some attention.” He smiles, soft and devastating.

I manage a smile back. “Okay.”

It takes a teaspoon of meat tenderizer powder—any grocery-store brand will do—mixed with a spoonful of cold water to break up the proteins in drying blood. The paste has to sink in for an hour, so I hang Sam’s jacket up, grab my dick from its perch off the counter, and go to where he’s waiting in the bedroom.

My father was a butcher. His hands were the size of Sam’s, although Dad never put them on me except to ruffle my hair. I was exiled to the cash register while my older brother learned the trade, chopping five hundred pounds of livestock a day into their disparate parts. 

One day, he chopped the last joint off his pinky finger. I remember the gore, the shock, the disbelief—as if his cleaver became a living thing that betrayed him—but what I mostly remember is the inside of his finger looked exactly like the pig’s feet we had out on display. Pale flesh, smooth bone, utterly disconnected. If you had cleaned up the mess and put them side by side, no one would have been able to tell the difference.

I know what it looks like when a blade breaks the skin. It’s different from how glass cuts, a splinter pierces, or the hard crush-twist-tear of teeth.

Sam rolls me over onto my stomach, every movement taut with discipline even as two of his fingers gently work my hole open. I take him with ease, with relief, letting the rhythm blot out everything but the fact that when his body presses inside mine, I regret the nature of my own a little less. He whispers praise as prayer into my ear, and I feel like an altar underneath him, bearing the weight of a sacrificial bull, blood running hot.

Sam holds me when we’re done, and the sharp sting of antiseptic pricking my nose is more substantial than our sweat and a day’s faded cologne.

I’ve nearly fallen asleep when I remember he keeps a Ka-Bar knife in the top of the closet, its razor-sharp edge serrated in the very center.

 


 

Sam makes breakfast, which never happens. Guilt hangs around him like smoke, stinging my eyes as I try to eat. I flinch when he gets close, fork slipping past grease and syrup, screeching against porcelain. Yet Sam is so deep in his own head that he doesn’t notice—or is pretending not to.

I checked the closet earlier when he was in the bathroom trimming his beard. The knife wasn’t there, but I can’t be sure how long it’s been gone. He could have sold it weeks ago, but I can’t find the will to ask.

“How’s your arm?” is what comes out instead.

He flexes it slowly, the velvet sleeve of his robe shimmering over muscle. “Better. You’ve got a good hand for stitches.”

“Your jacket’s clean too,” I mutter and shove a too-big bite of pancake between my teeth. It sticks like wet cardboard in the back of my throat.

Blue eyes—loyal blue, wet blue—fall on me with inescapable weight. “What’s wrong, Joshua?”

I swallow and almost choke. Despite our domestic spread, Sam wears his cop face. He was Chicago police for twenty years, living through the AIDS era on the down-low. I’ve heard too many stories about him finding the friends he saw at clubs over the weekend beaten bloody in lock-up the day after. Even those who escaped arrest often ended up in the hospital, sick and alone. I’m not sure how he could stand it; if Sam didn’t use his pension to pay for the roof over our heads, I’d tell him to burn the money to ash.

But I still hate when he narrows in on me like a suspect, as if I’ve done anything to deserve that cold, panoptic ire. “What do you think is wrong?”

His shoulders straighten, drawing out the breadth of his chest. “Don’t play games with me.”

I’m not the one who came home covered in blood.

Maybe Sam got into a fight and came out on the losing side. Maybe he hurt himself on purpose, and pride will never let him admit it. Or perhaps he really was fixing a window, and I’ve spent so long breathing chemical fumes down in the basement that I’m forming monsters out of shadows, a kid scared of the dark.

There’s only one way to find out. 

“Where do the hides come from?” I ask.

Sam frowns, putting a deep crease along his jaw. “What do you mean?”

“The leather you’ve been bringing me isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before.” The accusation sticks in my throat, too, lodged deep like a chunk of gristle and bone. I need space to breathe, for there to be a different answer. “Is it a new supplier? Are the boys up in Wauconda breeding fancy veal these days or something?”

He shrugs, but the movement stops at his shoulders; Sam’s face is empty and still as stone. “Same as always.”

Bullshit.

I’m up out of my seat before I can stop myself, ignoring the cold rasp of concrete against bare feet as I descend into the basement. The hide I wouldn’t touch is still waiting on the table, curling up at the edges, brown and stiff. If I don’t treat it soon, the whole thing will decompose.

Pushing past my disgust, I cut the band holding the bundle shut. I’m about to unroll the hide across the table when heavy arms come around me, squeezing tight. My body tenses, expecting pain, but Sam simply holds me, his embrace like an anchor, grounding. Musk and nitrogen clash with his aftershave, heavy with oakmoss and notes of decay. I can’t breathe with broad hands pressed against my chest, sinking to the lungs.

I know who Sam is and what he’s done. These same hands have held a baton, fired a gun, and twisted in a chokehold. What exactly am I afraid of? Is it that he’s hurt people, or that I’m not the exception to the rule?

“It’s okay, Josh.” His voice is a baritone rumble against my back, vibrating down to the bone. “Breathe with me. In and out.”

Panic eats holes at the edge of my vision until I obey, every slow rush of oxygen dulling the gnashing of teeth. The scent of death settles back into its familiar parts; I’m in a room full of skin and flesh, but I always have been. This is the house we stitched together from the detritus of hair and tallow, leather, and barrels of black dye.

Sam lets go of me, and it’s like being unbuckled from a straitjacket. I’m drenched in sweat, shaking but still standing. My hands grip the table, white-knuckled, an inch from the hide that’s haunting me.

“I’m good,” I lie, forcing my fingers to relax. “Sorry.”

“I know I’m not in the house much,” Sam says. “I don’t spend as much time here as I should, helping you out. I’ll do better.”

He was never the kind to settle. Sam told me that early on, back when we were hooking up at the bar. Community was an impossible dream when he spent so long wearing the same boots that press down on queer necks, and even after retiring, plenty of guys at Forte gave Sam the side-eye. No arrests for indecent exposure or cruising are on his record, despite an equally storied career at bathhouses and leather clubs, cock loaded and ready to blow.

So he drifted, circling Chicago, on instinct to patrol. It wasn’t until I brought him back, night after night, that Sam considered sticking around. When he volunteered to get us a place together, away from the suffocating silence of my family, I couldn’t say no. He bought everything in this basement, from the studs to the soda ash.

“Thanks,” I say as he takes a step back, velvet a soft, terrible temptation against my damp shirt. “I should get working. You mind doing the dishes?”

“Sure.” He gets halfway up the stairs, then stops. “Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

I force a smile stretched out past my teeth. “Will do.”

The second Sam is gone, I open the hide back up. The smell alone is brutal, but the subtle curves of ink at the very edge confirm my worst fears. There are plenty of reasons to tattoo cows—every purebred up for sale has a permanent ID—but it’s always in the ear. Never along the cut and curve of the shoulder, right where a sleeve would begin. Never with blue and orange ink, a faint trail of flame snuffed out by a blade.

Only one species does that.

I shove the hide into my saltwater trough, pushing it down to the very bottom. The brine will cure everything. It did for all of the other hides Sam brought me, no matter how soft or smooth. If I treat this like any other piece of leather, who will know the difference?

Fuck.

 

 

The next night, Sam brings me another.

This hide isn’t clean. Meat and fat cling to the belly, and a net of curly black hair covers every inch of skin, too thin to be a Galloway. Sam isn’t clean either; his hands are wet and red, leaving streaks behind as he drops the bundle on the table in front of me. I’m frozen in place as he washes up in the sink, scrubbing slow and methodical as a surgeon. The hilt of the Ka-Bar knife juts out from a sheath on his hip like a challenge, alarmingly clean. He must have done the rest of the work the old-fashioned way.

Blood drips onto the floor in soft little taps in contrast to my heartbeat, which crashes against the inside of my chest. When Sam finishes and dries off his hands, he looks at me, one gray brow raised in expectation.

“You going to take care of that?”

“You—” I gag on the truth. What do I say when he won’t let me pretend? “Sam.”

“I remember you telling me something your father said once. I liked it a lot.” Sam is casual as if we’re talking over a beer rather than what’s left of a body. “That everyone should know where their dinner comes from. From start to finish, we become another link in the chain. So go on. Find out. Tell me where you stand.”

The hide—the skin—is unmistakably human. I can’t even take comfort in the notion that it might have come from a long-dead corpse; it’s too wet and flexible with heat. The flesh along the inside is what butchers call DFD—definition: dark, firm, and dry, the state of meat when the animal experiences massive trauma before death, flooding the body with bitter hormones. One last defense mechanism, spoiling the presumed meal to come.

“Who is this?” I ask. “Who were they?”

They, as in plural. At least six—that I know of. Maybe it’s only recently that I’ve started to notice. 

“Doctors, mostly. A couple of journalists. One mortician.” Sam leans back against the sink, and hooks his thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans, knife close at hand. “Murderers, every last one of them.”

I blink. “So this is some fucked-up vigilante thing?”

He frowns. “They had decades to get right, Joshua. Thirty years, I watched them. I had their names from back in the day. Every one of these bastards was responsible for good men dying. The best men I know. Because they were sick with something the world refused to understand. They closed hospital doors. They turned out our dead. They wrote articles laughing about faggots getting their comeuppance. Back then, even the President laughed at us on a public mic.” 

Despite the bloody proof next to me, I understand the seed of his rage. “So you found them and skinned them alive?”

“Thirty years,” Sam snaps. “Waiting for penance. Even as society changed, they weren’t the least bit sorry. They didn’t lose a single bit of sleep. So I took the pound of flesh they owed with interest.”

I believe him, but it only feels like half the truth. “If you’re so proud of it, why didn’t you tell me? You had me doing your dirty work, hiding evidence. Sending pieces of your victims across the whole city as goddamn jackets.”

“They’re victims of fucking nothing. They’re no better than cattle.” Sam straightens up, shadow catching on the darkness near the staircase. “This is what men do, Joshua. When someone threatens your way of life, you draw blood.”

There it is. Anger sparks in my gut, rising up to meet his fearsome fire. “If that makes you a man, what am I?”

He hesitates, just long enough. “Josh—”

“You made me complicit!” I slam a fist against the table. Blood splashes near my shoes, jostled by the movement. “But I’m not a man to you. Just playing at being a boy. Yes sir, no sir, I’ll clean your leather, sir. Fuck you. You’re a liar.”

Sam takes a step closer to me, and I fight not to flinch. My largest blade, the shearing clever, is in the block just a few inches away. “I didn’t want to lie to you
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