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Mike felt the chill of the late spring air as he made his way down an alley to Eddie’s basement bar late Friday night. Knocking, twice fast, and twice slow, the peep window opened. “Curly, it’s me, Mike Stands,” he said to the scowling, Black man looking out the little window at him.

“Hey, Mike.  Come on in.  It’s been a while, good to see ya!” the bouncer said with an easy smile as Mike shook his hand.

Pushing past the musty velveteen curtain, Mike entered the dim, smoky bar.  He’d have to concede, the place wasn’t much to look at, but Eddie had never run out of hooch all through Prohibition.  There were rumors that the laws might change soon, making liquor legal again.  Good, thought Mike, it was 1932 and nearly three years with this shit economy.  The least the government could do was let people drown their sorrows legally.

Heading to the bar, Mike, in his early forties, saw a few other men around his age and several older, dressed in similar clothes, work pants and a button-down shirt.  There were two men in suits, obviously visitors.

And then there was the crop of young men standing against the walls in ones and twos.  These young men were there to be picked up by the older men.  They would be paid for sex.  Some of them had taken their shirts off, displaying their bodies.

“Eddie, you been busted yet?” Mike asked the bartender.

Eddie smiled, “They ain’t caught me yet!” he said jovially and danced a little jig.  It was a ritual greeting they’d fallen into a couple years ago that still made them both laugh.  “How’s it going?”

“I got plenty to complain about, but I won’t,” Mike replied, settling on to a barstool.

Nodding, Eddie said, “The usual?”

“Yup,” Mike said.

Eddie put a whiskey on the rocks down on the bar.  Mike took a sip, enjoying the burn in his throat.  They talked for a few easy minutes, catching up on the last couple of weeks.

“Ya hear anything from Billy?” Eddie then asked, putting a couple of beer mugs on the shelf behind him.

“Naw,” Mike said, looking down at his glass.

“Shit, Mike.  I shouldn’t have said anything.” Eddie said, realizing he had brought up a sore point when he asked about Mike’s old steady.

“No, you’re okay.  Nobody’s fault, he couldn’t leave his ma by herself in Indiana.”  Mike and Billy had been getting serious when Billy’s father died suddenly.  Billy had no choice but to go home and take over the family farm.  They’d talked about Mike going with him, but Mike had always lived in cities.  Farm life didn’t appeal to him.  They’d agreed Mike would come visit, but that never happened either.

Eddie added a generous splash of whiskey to Mike’s glass.  “On the house,” he said as an apology.

Mike raised his glass to Eddie and took a drink.  Mike scanned the room again, giving the crowd a bit more scrutiny.

“Hey Eddie, who’s the kid by the cigarette machine?” Mike asked.

Wiping the bar with a rag, Eddie looked over his glasses at the shirtless young man standing alone by the machine.  "New guy," he grunted, voice low enough to blend into the bar’s low thrum of murmuring conversations.  "Calls himself Dan.  He was here a couple times last week.  Quiet kid.  No one’s complained about him."

"How old is he?" Mike asked.  "You know I don’t like ‘em too young."

Bartender shrugged.  "Says nineteen.  Looks it, I guess.  Curly will know for sure.  He always chats up the new boys before he lets ‘em in."

Mike looked at the young man, making it obvious that he was staring.  His eyes scanned the young man’s body, tracing the smooth, exposed skin of his lean, pale shoulders, which caught the weak light from the dim electric bulb overhead.  Mike noted the sharp angles of his collarbones, an almost fragile line above the hard planes of his chest.

Standing by the cigarette machine, Dan saw the husky man who’d just come in was staring at him from the bar.  He swept the dark blonde hair back from his eyes and made eye contact with the man.  Then Dan deliberately looked down at the cigarette machine and back across the room at him.

Mike didn’t miss the young man’s subtle signal.  He downed the rest of his whiskey; the burn feeling a little like courage.  “Thanks Eddie,” Mike said sliding off the stool, coins jangling in his pocket.

As Mike walked across the bar, a dark-haired young man pushed off the wall and strode toward him, intending to intercept.  Without stopping Mike held up a hand; the dark-haired kid veered away.

Mike rested one hand on top of the cigarette machine, with the other, he methodically inserted three nickels into the slot.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shirtless young man turn toward him.  He caught the hint of a tremor in the kid’s hands, before he hid them in the pockets of his pants.  Hunger? Nerves? Both, probably.  Mike pulled the lever and a pack of Lucky Strikes tumbled into the tray with a light clunk.

Mike turned, ripping the pack open.  "Smoke?"  He held the pack out toward the young man.  Up close, the kid’s youth was undeniable: smooth cheeks, smooth skin.  But he was old enough to have some hair on his chest and a line of it running down his flat stomach into his pants.  Mike would have liked to run a finger down that line and see what it led to.

“Sure, thanks,” Dan said coolly, assessing the big man offering him a cigarette.  He noted the man’s clothes and rough, calloused hands.  This guy was a worker, but he’d bought whiskey, not cheap gin, and had money for cigarettes to give away.  Dan was learning to read the johns, the men who wanted sex from him.  This guy had a little money to burn.  Which was good, because Dan desperately needed a little money.

Their hands brushed and lingered as Mike lit Dan’s cigarette.  It was part of the ritual, the signal to open negotiations.

Mike noticed the kid’s hands were cold, despite the basement’s humid warmth.  Yet, he looked healthy enough for a young guy on the road.  He was certainly handsome, to Mike at least.

"How’s it going tonight?" Mike asked, lighting his own cigarette.

"Slow so far, but I am hoping it picks up," Dan said with more confidence than he felt.  He took another drag on his cigarette; his nerves steadied a bit.  “How about you?”

"Me?" Mike replied, "I’m good.  Wouldn’t mind a little company though.  Maybe throw in a meal."

Dan studied Mike’s face under the dim bulb, the few lines etched by sun and time around warm, brown eyes, the graying stubble on a strong jaw.  He saw hands thick-knuckled, yet surprisingly gentle when lighting his cigarette.  Not handsome like some slick city guys, but masculine, solid.  Kind eyes.  Looked honest.  That mattered more.

"Three bucks," Dan said, "And a meal.  ...A proper, hot one." His gaze flicked pointedly toward the bar’s chipped enamel door leading upstairs to a diner.  "Steak sandwich, fries.  Coffee  ...and pie." The boldness felt brittle, but hunger loomed like a freight train, and he could always negotiate down.

Mike’s lip curled into a half smile.  "Fuck kid, I ain’t that rich.  Look, I only live a few blocks from here.  Got some left-over stew, plenty, and it ain’t half bad.  So, three bucks, some grub at my place, and we have some privacy." He looked Dan in the eye, still with a slight smile Mike said, "Take it or leave it."

Dan hesitated.  Stew meant warmth, fullness.  A steak sandwich was a dream.  And money was life.  The offer felt real, unpretentious, like the man himself.

“Give me a second,” Dan said, shrugging his shirt on and walking to the bar.  To the bartender he said in a low voice, “Is that guy okay?” Dan didn’t know this bartender from Jack, but he’d have no reason to lie.

The bartender glanced over Dan’s shoulder at Mike.  “Yeah, kid, he’s a straight shooter.”  Dan gave him a nod of thanks and turned back to Mike.  Decision made.

“Okay, deal.  Three dollars and hot food at your place,” Dan said.  “Then we do what you want.”  The man nodded, and the flutter in Dan’s chest eased slightly; solid ground felt safer than dreams right now.  By the end of the night, he’d have food in his stomach and money in his pocket.  He exhaled a sigh and a plume of cigarette smoke along with it.

Leaving the bar, Eddie gave Mike a knowing wave.  A damp, chill breeze came up off the Sacramento River a few blocks away.  Dan buttoned his shirt quickly and wrapped his arms around himself.

“Don’t you have a jacket?” Mike asked.

“I did, but it got stolen this afternoon at the hobo camp.  All I got is what I’m wearin’.  That’s why I was at that bar.  I need to make a few bucks to buy another one at the Goodwill tomorrow.”

“Salvation Army will give you one for free,” Mike offered.

“Yeah, but the make ya listen to a sermon, and sing too,” Dan countered, shaking his head.

“You got a point there.  Well, we’ll get some food in ya, that’ll warm you up,” Mike said feeling bad for the kid.

As they walked, Mike stuck out his hand, "Name’s Mike."

Dan took his hand for a quick shake; it was a firm grip.  "Dan," he said.

Mike led Dan down the alley, past the firehouse, toward the massive Southern Pacific Railyard a few blocks away.  Though he’d been in town for less than two weeks, Dan knew this area, he’d hopped off a freight train not far from here.

“My place is just right there,” Mike said pointing.  “Above the Parts Warehouse.”  Mike’s room was above a small warehouse next to the long Repair Depot where Mike worked fixing the train engines and cars.  His specialty was the locomotives.  

“You live here?” Dan asked a little wary, eyeing the dark industrial buildings.

“Yeah, a few guys workin’ in the yards live here full time.” He pointed to a few other upstairs rooms with lights in their windows.  “In exchange for a free room, we’re kinda like watchdogs.  But nothing much ever happens down here.  All the action is over by the wharves.”

“Yeah, I hear it can be rough at the wharves,” Dan commented.
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At the stairs leading up to Mike’s room, Dan sidestepped and said, “You first.”

Mike didn’t take offense; the kid was just being smart.  This could be a dangerous game.

The stairs groaned under their weight as Mike unlocked the creaking door.  “It’s nothing fancy,” Mike said, flipping the lights as he stepped inside.  Dan hesitated on the threshold, scanning the surprisingly large space, the iron bed frame shoved against one of the clapboard walls, the coal stove radiating dry heat, a sink and cabinets near one of the windows.  It was shabby, but neat and clean.

Mike gestured vaguely toward the rust-stained sink.  "Basin’s there, if you wanna wash up a bit.  Sorry, no hot water."

Dan welcomed a little clean water, even if it was cold.  He saw the small, worn bar of soap Mike kept near the basin.  He stripped off his shirt, rubbed the thin sliver of soap into his palms, and splashed water onto his face and neck, using the light lather to clean away the grit of several days.  Behind him, Mike coaxed the flames higher in his two-burner stove with some kindling and added a couple knobs of coal, the metallic clink, sharp in the small room.  He put a covered pot on to heat up.

.

"Towels are on the shelf there," Mike said.

Dan grabbed a small towel from a neatly folded stack.  It was ragged but smelled clean.  He rubbed it over his face and chest, the rough cotton snagging on his damp skin as he wiped it over himself.  Mike watched from near the stove, his gaze lingering on the young man’s lean torso.  Water droplets snaked down the hollows of Dan’s ribs and vanished into the waistband of his worn trousers.  Mike’s dick gave a little twitch in his pants.

Dan reached for his shirt, but Mike’s voice stopped him: “No, leave it off, you won’t be needing it for a while.”  

“Food first,” Dan said bluntly in sudden wariness.

Mike put up a conciliatory hand, “That’s the deal,” he agreed.  Then, noticing the young man’s skin prickled with goosebumps and erect nipples, he said, “Stand here by the stove, this place is drafty."  

Mike took his own shirt off and hung it on a peg on the wall by the bed.  Back at the stove, he stirred the stew.  Dan noticed the play of the muscles on Mike’s arms and back.  He wasn’t a lean man
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