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      “Cocksuckers!?” thundered an incredulous Clifton McCain, owner and CEO of KRUQ. The call letters described McCain’s dinky, family-owned cable television station in Dulcit, Iowa, which broadcasted over an anemic fifteen thousand watts. He was reading aloud the ad in the Rainbow Rag.

      “This is Iowa, son, not your sodomite Hollywood!” McCain snapped at Ronan Cook, the Harvard Business School-trained senior programming director at KRUQ. Ronan had wound up in deadly dull Dulcit after enduring a public humiliation in LA over his sexploits with the ABC affiliate’s top morning news anchor and then ditching his job as a segment producer for the program.

      “Where would you be fixin’ to scare one up ’round here for this reality TV show idea of yours anyway?” McCain demanded.

      Murmurs of agreement issued from the four other station employees in the room. Today was their weekly programming strategy meeting, held as always in the dark, dingy, faux-wood-paneled conference room at the station. Decorated in the early 1980s, the room looked like a set from Madmen but had long ago turned shabby with time and lack of care. The furniture—fashionable for its day—was scratched, gouged, broken-down, and depressing. Even the once-green shag carpet was now baby-barf yellow. A dark foot-traffic trail was worn from the door to the conference table, and a moth-eaten stuffed elk’s head had been mounted on the wall to give the place an aura of masculinity.

      “One?” said Ronan to his boss, arching an eyebrow. “We need six, Mr. McCain. I’ve already signed up four.”

      “Four queers? In Iowa?” McCain scoffed at the very notion of such an impossible thing. It was as preposterous as any network casting Roseanne Barr as the lead in another sitcom. “You musta had to go as far on up as Chicago to fetch ’em. Ain’t no Nancy boys in these parts. No, siree. Just hardworkin’, hard-bodied, beer-swillin’ all-American farm kids and their daddies workin’ up a good sweat when they’re plowin’ the south forty or actin’ up the devil with their cars and girlies come Friday night.”

      Ronan looked away for a moment and rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t all that difficult—even in Iowa, sir,” he said. “Statistics indicate that homosexuals are ten percent of our population, and even⁠—”

      “I’m telling you, mister,” McCain cut him off, “I’ve lived here all my life, and the only queers I ever seen was when I served in the United States Marine Corps.” McCain’s rheumy eyes took on the glaze of one whose memory had just jumped the tracks of time. He was seeing himself from the point of view of yesteryear, when he was a young stud, a hundred pounds lighter, in a Quonset hut with his butt-naked buddies, their dog tags jangling a metallic cacophony against the velvet-smooth skin of their young, muscled chests. His voice took on a softer tone. “You would’ve thought that the command for lights out was an order for a free-for-all in them barracks. We, err, those lads would start in jumpin’ ’round and switchin’ bunks like rabbits in a warren.”

      Easing back into the present, McCain faked a dry cough. “I like you, Ronan, but this idea is a waste of your time and ours. Creating a program like The Traitors meets Big Buddies, or whatever they’re called—but with gay people? Ridiculous. That ain’t gonna fly in Dulcit. No, siree, Bob!”

      “I’ve already lined up a sponsor, sir,” said Ronan.

      McCain did a double take, then smiled as though he’d heard the kerching of a Vegas slot machine paying off his quarters. “Why aren’t you other boobs as resourceful as my Roni here?” he said, looking around the table. “But who in these parts would be darned loco enough to fork over the big bucks for this type of program?” he asked.

      Ronan withdrew a check from his briefcase and waved it under McCain’s bulbous nose. “A consortium, actually. One is a partner in one of Hollywood’s biggest studios; the other runs a whole cable network. They were pals of mine when I was in LA. They know a good bet when they see one. Notice the number of zeros? It won’t pay for the whole program, but it’s enough to get more than a good start.”

      “A reality program?” sneered VP of station management Stacia McCain, the boss’s thirty-something daughter whose face was not entirely unlike that of the moose head on the wall behind her. Rather than look directly at Ronan, she examined her Medea-red press-on fingernails as though they were retractable.

      Desperate to please her daddy, her dismissive tone echoed that of her father’s first response. “Reality programs are passé. Sponsors or not, a television program ’bout men who sleep with other men? Come, come, Ronan. It’s absurd!” Stacia adjusted her eyeglass frames and brushed strands of Miss Clairol Believe You Me It’s Genetically Impossible Blonde hair from her face. “In the first place, who’d ever volunteer to be ‘outed’ on the TV, let alone tune in to see ’em bakin’ pies or whipping up a pudding or sponge-painting the living room walls for a full hour every week?” She made a less-than-feminine snort.

      “Or discussing art history,” Ronan countered. “Or reading the latest New York Times best-seller. Or debating social issues, such as Donald Trump’s reserved blanket on the shores of the Lake of Fire. You’d be surprised at what makes a hit show. Who could have predicted that those brainless Kardashians would have had more than a moment of fame? Plus, the planet is a little more enlightened now. There are some who find no shame in publicly being who they are.”

      Ronan continued, “But stereotypes are hardly what this program is all about. This is not Marvin Stewart Living. I’ll explain again. It’s comparable to all those old network hits like The Mole and Temptation Island, only with a gay motif.”

      “Motif?” Stacia snorted again.

      Ronan addressed the rest of the staff. “You were all hooked on those programs, weren’t you?”

      Grunts of general agreement issued from some at the table, their respective eyes turning to the senior McCain for guidance on how they should respond.

      Ella Randolph, the station’s receptionist and tape librarian, tentatively piped in. “They had homosexuals on those shows,” she said in a voice that trilled like a very old Snow White.

      The world suddenly stopped as everyone turned toward Ella, who hardly ever uttered a syllable at a programming meeting. She usually just took her seat at the table and continued knitting booties for her grandbabies.

      “There was more than one of ’em on that island and in Outback, if you ask me, praise Jesus,” she continued. “I liked the cute blond who shaved his chest. All of the gay men I’ve ever seen are very attractive. They floss regularly. They trim their nose hairs. And they’re very polite. They never abandon their divas—except maybe Katy Perry,” she added.

      “It’s true,” said forty-two-year-old Rex McCain, a corpulent, red-cheeked younger facsimile of his father. Rex served as the CEO’s assistant/whipping boy. If you closed your eyes when he spoke, you’d swear it was Truman Capote’s whiny voice. “F’r instance, take that nice weatherman over in Des Moines? ’Member how he looked without his shirt all last summer when he reported the forecasts from over at Beaver Lake? That big blue vein that ran from his right bicep clear up to his shoulder and across his chest?” Rex made an involuntary fanning gesture with his right hand. “He sure made my ratings rise!”

      “Denny Flowers is not gay,” Stacia bellowed.

      “What cornfield did you crawl out from, honey?” Ella countered. She stared at Stacia as if she were a moron who believed wrinkle-faced Dr. Laura got a bum rap when audiences kissed her skinny-assed, queer-bashing heinie into cable radio oblivion. “He’s as queer as Mr. Brady Bunch!”

      “Denny can’t be gay! He’s my favorite weatherman!”

      “Then close your ears to this forecast,” advised Ella. “He dates my sister’s grandson, the Delta flight attendant? You know… the one who joined the mile-high club with his copilot that night when Greg Louganis was aboard a red-eye.”

      Ella turned to Ronan. “Back to your idea for the new show, Ro. I’d tune in. You know for sure they’ll at least take off their shirts. And they have to shower!” She paused. “With cameras recording their every move, I’d wager that a lot of people would watch. Think you could get ‘em to do the full Monty?”

      Ronan smiled, picturing the possibilities. Real-life stories with six gay men, all strangers to each other, forced to share a house. If only I could get this narrow-minded McCain clan of interbreeding halfwits to share my vision, he thought. Men and boys dropping their pants for a big payoff was what gay sex in general, and this program in particular, is all about.

      “Think of the potential ratings,” Ronan said to his boss, encouraged by Ella’s enthusiasm. “It’s a win-win situation! It would be relatively inexpensive to produce, we already have a sponsor, and it’s guaranteed to draw audiences, just as Ella predicts. You wanna win a local Emmy? Here’s your best shot!”

      “I for one don’t want to see a bunch of fags taking their clothes off—especially on my TV,” raged Bull Smith, slamming a meaty fist on the table. Bull was a twenty-four-year-old part-time truck driver, part-time maintenance man at the station and a full-time troublemaker. Although he was almost everyone’s idea of physically sexy, his miserable personality canceled out his considerable natural endowments: sculpted face, wide shoulders, large guns, powerful chest.

      “Again, folks,” Ronan reminded them, “may I reiterate? That’s not what this program is about. And by the way, it’s not PC to call gays ‘fags,’” he addressed Bull.

      “Kiss my PC ass,” muttered Bull, loud enough for Mr. McCain to overhear and give him a stern look.

      “Try ‘queer’ if you can’t say ‘gay’ or ‘homo-sex-u-al.’” Ronan was not the least bit intimidated by Bull. “You don’t have to watch the program! Try You Tube videos of old Touched by an Angel or Highway to Heaven.”

      “That Michael Landon was too darned pretty to be straight, if you ask me,” Bull muttered.

      Ronan countered impatiently, “Perhaps you’d prefer The Lawrence Welk Show? I’m sure he’s still blowing champagne bubbles somewhere in syndication.”

      “Boys,” cautioned Mr. McCain.

      “Here’s the long and short of it,” Ronan continued in his most authoritative tone. “The program I’m proposing may appear to be similar to the other reality shows. But the big variation is that we’d have six gay men sequestered in a house, in the Midwest, monitored in every way, shape, and form twenty-four hours a day, for six weeks. We get to know the contestants as real people.”

      “Why not sixty men instead of six?” Stacia interrupted. “With sixty you could stage a full-blown Egyptian orgy!”

      Ronan looked at her for a long moment. “Roman,” he said.

      “Beg pardon?” Stacia said.

      “Romans had orgies. Not Egyptians. Well, they may have, but they weren’t famous for them. Different cultures, different continents.”

      “Excuse me, Alex Trebek!” she scoffed.

      Ronan proceeded to pass around copies of a proposal bound in red leatherette report covers with clear acetate windows through which they could all read:

      
        
        Hunk House

        Fall Season

      

      

      “Six is all we can afford,” he said, answering Stacia’s question. “There’s food and utilities and the cost of running the house to think about, not to mention the expense of renting the cameras and sound equipment. And the winner gets an all-expense-paid trip to West Hollywood, California, and a walk-on role on a soap opera, like Days of Our Lives. I’ve kept the cost of everything down to the bare minimum. It’s all there in black and white for you to review.”

      “Hunk House?” Old man McCain read the title aloud, in a tone that spoke volumes about his reservations. “Wait a gal-darned minute, son. You wouldn’t be one of ’em, would you? A homo, I mean. You know they have an agenda to recruit straights. I heard that that Ellen lady got a toaster oven when she joined up. You could be bringing ’em in to take over Dulcit and win you a microwave.”

      Ronan tried a different tack. “Would I still be suffering a broken heart because my sweetheart and I split up a year ago if I were gay? Would I have moved here, all the way from Los Angeles, just to alleviate my pain? Do I own a pair of ruby slippers? If I were gay, I probably wouldn’t even bring up the subject of gay because then you might think that I was gay.”

      “Makes sense, I suppose,” McCain harrumphed. He frowned, his thick eyebrows knitting together to form one huge gray caterpillar across the bridge of his red-veined nose. “You still seem to know a lot about them and what they like.”

      “He’s just a well-read, sophisticated big-city boy,” Ella said, coming to Ronan’s defense.

      “You do dress awfully good, if you ask me,” Bull said suspiciously.

      “I’m from LA,” Ronan offered. “Give me just a little more time here in Dull City⁠—”

      “That’s Dulcit!” Bull cried, pledging allegiance to his hometown.

      “—and soon enough I too will be wearing powder blue socks with brown Rockports and elastic-waist duffer-Dockers tugged up above my beer gut. Just like all the other men in this town.”

      Ronan looked around the room, making eye contact with the other five KRUQ staff members. “You gotta think outside the box, people,” he pleaded. “You’ve got to think of pulling this piddling station out of Chapter 11! Otherwise, why am I here? Why’d you hire me in the first place? I’m only here to help. But I need your support.”

      “You’ll offend viewers with a program like this one you’re proposing,” Stacia retorted, snapping a wad of Double Bubble, looking to her father for approval.

      “Lots of viewers, probably,” Ronan admitted. “But think of all the bombastic church sermons sentencing us to eternal damnation. Free publicity! The congregants will be intrigued, and hopefully they’ll tune in if only to see why their pastors have made such a fuss.”

      Ella proclaimed, “With the right contestants—interesting guys—viewers are sure to come back each week to find out what’s going on in their lives. We’ll have to carefully select and interview hundreds of applicants. I hereby volunteer to help.”

      “And just think of the ancillary sales,” Ronan appealed. “During our next pledge drive, the DVD collection alone will be enough of a hot ticket to keep those donations coming in!”

      “But where’s there a house in Dulcit that’s large enough to accommodate six men and all the crew and equipment?” Stacia countered.

      Ella piped in, “What about the old Maynard place over on Elm? It’s a Queen Anne Victorian!”

      “A hellhole rattrap is more like it,” Stacia blasted back. “I wouldn’t have anyone set foot in there even for a dozen Emmys.”

      Old man McCain mused, “I always did fancy me winning an Emmy. Preferably two, one for each end of the mantel.”

      “That house is where they found old lady Maynard after she’d been up there dead for a week,” Stacia said. “It still reeks of cat piss. Those damned things started eating her alive when she couldn’t get out of bed to fetch their Fancy Feast!”

      “Those sexy young men on your favorite soap are mostly gay, I hear,” Ella interjected, still thinking about well-toned, bare-chested men.

      Ronan resumed his pitch. “I just think this is an idea whose time has definitely come. Nobody else has done it. But they will, eventually, given the proliferation of reality shows. They already have gay sitcoms on television now. You probably all remember Will & Grace. And there’s that Queer Eye For the Straight Guy that got huge ratings. The world’s getting progressive. I’m only suggesting that we beat the networks and our rival stations to the punch. Somebody’s damned well going to do a program like this. We could and should be the first!”

      “An Emmy, eh?” McCain said again.

      “Who knows? Maybe even an Oscar. If we’re successful, we can turn the extra footage, the outtakes, into a documentary feature film.” Ronan pushed all of McCain’s vulnerable ego buttons.

      McCain turned to the final page of the proposal with the budget breakdown. He studied the figures for a long, silent stretch of time. Ronan held his breath. The room remained hushed.

      “You’re the Harvard man, Ro,” McCain finally said. “If you can get more sponsors and keep from going over budget…” He wavered for a moment.

      “Does this mean yes?” Ronan asked eagerly.

      “No!” Stacia protested. “This is ratings suicide!” She looked at Bull for support and received a noncommittal shrug.

      McCain took another look at Ronan. Then he looked at Stacia and Bull, Ella and Rex, then back to Ronan. “I’d just better not get any complaints from the damned FCC!” the old man said.
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      The ad was microscopic, buried between Midwest leather slave looking for open-minded masculine nonsmoker and Man’s man searching for slim, smooth-chested take-charge guy for wrestling and other fun games and stuff.

      Everything in the freebee newspaper the Des Moines Rainbow Rag was printed on pulp stock paper. The ink too easily rubbed off and smeared its readers’ hands. The hands, in turn, smudged the readers’ dicks (the Rag’s circulation being 99 percent male), who were teased by the grainy but sensual photos of hot studs with no shirts that revealed hard bodies. Captions offered escort services, massages, and practically anything else a man could imagine for fun and sexual satisfaction.

      The paper also provided ads of twenty-five words or less at no charge. However, gratis meant there was no guarantee of where one’s message would be placed in the classifieds.

      Hence, squeezed among all the begging and bravado from Iowa’s sex-starved hayseeds proclaiming Herculean genital endowments was the most important ad in the history of KRUQ. The ad that could potentially save the station from looming bankruptcy and send miserably unhappy programming director Ronan Cook III back to the Emerald City of LA, where gay men were as ripe for seducing as picking oranges off a backyard tree.

      It was sheer serendipity that eighteen-year-old Luke Ryan saw the ad. He seldom ventured as far away as the big city of Des Moines from his parents’ farm in Orion. But on this Friday night, after an unusually barren day of only one blowjob—from his sulfur-smelly science teacher, Mr. Hartnett—Luke was crazed with lust. He desperately needed to get fucked or at least have his dick sucked. He decided to drive the fifty-plus miles to Tes-Tease, the only gay bar he knew about in Des Moines.

      However, once there, he quickly became bored with being leered at by the crowd of factory workers and truckers, who were mostly his daddy’s age. Their bloated guts hung over brass belt buckles holding up faded blue jeans that had been run through a couple of dozen rinse cycles too many. Luke decided to leave the smoky, beer-smelling dive and take matters into his own hand, literally, in the comfort of his bed—if he could wait that long.

      It was only because of the picture of half-naked British pop star Thane Morrow featured on the cover of the Rag that Luke even bothered to grab the paper from a Take One rack on his way out the door. While driving home, still stiff and practically exploding from lack of action, and glancing to the passenger seat on which lay the picture of bare-chested Thane, he decided that waiting until he could lock himself in his room with the Rag would give him the most satisfaction.

      Parking his ancient Dodge Dart in the yard beside the barn of his parents’ farmhouse, Luke rolled up the Rainbow Rag and stuffed it into the waist of his jeans, under his flannel shirt.

      Sneaking into the house was nearly impossible. The rusted spring on the screen door that led into the mudroom and then into the kitchen practically screamed in agony in the quiet Iowa night. Every inch of wooden floor from the porch to the stairway cried a protest under Luke’s weight. The stairs to the second-floor bedrooms, covered with thin, worn carpet, failed to muffle the sound of his footsteps on ancient boards.

      Still, on the second-floor landing, Luke was almost to his room when he halted at the sight of the glow of a cigarette in the blackness. Then came his father’s imperious voice.

      “D’ja get any t’night?”

      “Scared me,” Luke said, his heart leaping.

      “Playin’ with the girlies?”

      “Just playin’.”

      “Boy as pretty as you gets to play a lot, don’tcha? With the boys too, I ’spect.” Pop sighed with disgust. “Get yourself fucked tonight?”

      Luke blanched and felt his face turning red with guilt and rage. He never knew how to respond when his father denigrated him with condescending remarks about his sexuality. But he had learned not to cry the way he did when he was fourteen years old and his old man had caught him in the barn, sucking off a high school boy behind the bales of hay. His father had come upon the scene and went wild with shock and loathing. He grabbed Luke by the collar of his unbuttoned shirt and shoved him against the wooden wall of the barn. He concurrently thrashed his son’s face back and forth and pummeled his body with his fists while screaming, “You’re a fucking faggot! I didn’t raise you to be no fucking faggot, and I won’t have you in my house if this is the way you’re gonna turn out!”

      The other boy, whom Luke didn’t even know because they were in different grades, pulled up his jeans and fled in terror.

      It was only after Luke had lost consciousness that his father had stopped the blistering brutality and let his son’s body slip to the cold dirt floor. He stepped back and looked at his son with disgust. When Luke finally opened his eyes, his father ordered him to tell his mother he’d been in a fight at school. “You’re to blame for the messed-up face, boy, not me,” his father said before lumbering out of the barn.

      For weeks thereafter, Luke wandered around in a daze, disinterested in sex, and feeling like a freak. As much as he hated his father for the beating, he hated himself equally for giving in to his lust for other boys. Although he’d always been told it was wrong, Luke couldn’t believe anything that felt so good, and didn’t hurt anyone, could be bad. The healing of his remorse took months.

      Finally, on a Friday afternoon, his science teacher stood beside him in the classroom. While reading aloud from the textbook, the teacher slipped his hand into his pants pocket and began working himself up. Luke knew what the guy was doing, and when the bell rang, Luke voluntarily stayed behind. Not only did he need to slake his own thirst to taste another man’s meat again, he knew he’d pass the class with an A if he let his teacher go down on him. He left the school building determined to get back to sex, but never again let his father find him doing what just came naturally to him.

      Now, standing in the darkness facing his nemesis, Luke wanted to tell his old man to go fuck himself all the way to Hell. But he knew better. Pop would certainly beat Luke black and blue again if he ever sassed back.

      Instead, Luke simply said, “It’s Friday night, ain’t it?”

      “It’s mornin’, queer boy,” his father said, coming up a few paces to stand face-to-face before his son.

      “Queer boy” had become Luke’s father’s nickname for him. He used it often.

      “Hey, queer boy, get your ass out to the tractor and start your chores!”

      “God damn you, queer boy, can’t you see I’m busy watching the television. Don’t be makin’ so much noise with your records!”

      “Jesus Christ, queer boy, I’ve had it with your lazy ass sleepin’ in on Saturdays!”

      Although his mother didn’t like to hear her son called queer boy, she never spoke up against her husband. Luke had become used to it. The words no longer stung.

      “Can I go to bed, then?” Luke asked.

      “Go to hell, for all I care.” Pop exhaled a lungful of tobacco smoke directly into Luke’s face.

      Luke coughed and sidled past his father and continued on to his room. I’ll be so rich and famous someday, you’ll have a heart attack and die, Luke said to himself as he closed the bedroom door against his father’s heavy sigh. He quickly stripped naked and slipped under the bedcovers. The light on his bed stand was a dim 45 watts, but it served to reveal Thane.

      Flipping through the paper, Luke discovered that the “cover story” was deceiving. It was merely a quick Q&A with the hot rocker, probably lifted from some major magazine. But the one photo of Thane was enough to keep Luke hard. He imagined himself playing with such a super stud.

      Wanting to savor the nearly unbearable need to climax, Luke began reading what were usually, at least for Des Moines, fairly lascivious personal ads:

      
        
        Masculine, muscular, biathlete 42.

        Vgl smart, no bull. U B hard hunk, top, late teens, into sports.

        Let’s massage together. 6’ brn/brn, smooth, passive, likes rough play.

        Need spanking, please.

      

      

      Luke continued to scan the tiny type, processing the abbreviations he’d learned to decipher: swm, gwm, vgl, s&m, b&d.

      Then he spotted a new one: KRUQ.

      Luke couldn’t connect the initials with any particular sex scenes he’d ever heard about. He read the ad and couldn’t believe what it said.

      He read it again, then carefully tore it from the page. He brought the torn sheet to his small desk and re-examined it under the brighter illumination of a halogen lamp. “Yes!” he said in a low growl of excitement.

      He’d been prepared to end the night jacking off with a sex fantasy about Thane Morrow or imagining one of the studs in another ad. Instead, he opened the top drawer of his desk and took out a spiral notebook and a blue Bic pen that was just starting to leak. On lined paper he wrote out what he thought a résumé might be. Then he composed a quick cover letter and hid the material under a couple of the Green Lantern comics. He closed the drawer.

      The rest of the night was long and nearly sleepless. Luke only jacked off twice, trying to take his mind off the exciting possibility of actually being on a TV show. In the fantasy that produced his biggest load, he was a television star making a guest appearance on a morning talk show:

      His TV segment is over. He’s back in the green room, taking a shower before changing into his street clothes. Before he has time to dry off, the door opens. It’s the show’s heartthrob host. He enters and locks the door behind him. The two face each other. Their respective erections broadcast their thoughts as clearly as James Earl Jones’s voice enunciating, “This is CNN.”

      The host walks over to Luke, who holds a white bath towel by his side. The host pins Luke’s naked body against the wall and plants his lips on Luke’s eager mouth. The two suck each other’s faces as if there’s only as much time as between station identification breaks. Luke unbuttons the host’s shirt and feels his smooth, hard-muscled chest and tight abs. The host pulls Luke away from the wall and pushes him onto the sofa. Luke groans in anticipation as he watches the early-morning show stud tear off his tie and unbutton the rest of his shirt. He rips open his pants. On his back, looking up at the ravenous host, Luke gasps with pleasure as his legs are pushed back against his shoulders and he feels his hole filling with the dick of the man who wakes up America each day.

      “Lucas,” he groaned as he climaxed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Saturday morning finally arrived. Ordinarily, Luke would be embracing his pillow until noon—or until his father revved up the tractor outside his window, trying to make his son feel guilty about sleeping instead of doing chores. Today, Luke rose before dawn. Slipping his bare ass into jeans, he didn’t bother buttoning the top of his 501s or his shirt. He picked up his scuffed cowboy boots with the worn-down wooden heels and crept out of his room and down the stairs.

      Once downstairs, he quickly searched the hall closet and found his father’s ancient Sony VHS videocassette recorder. With his boots in one hand and the VCR in the other, he went out the back screen door. Sitting on the porch steps, he pushed his bare feet into the old but comfortable leather boots and strutted across the dew-covered yard to the barn. Amidst the squawking of the chickens and lowing of the cows, he set the camera on a sawhorse and adjusted the lens to film his audition tape. He framed a bale of hay on which he would sit and pose.

      During the night he had rehearsed what he might say. His monologue consisted of a trumped-up biography—impossibly high SAT scores, bogus sports activities, and college clubs. He gave a rundown of these false accomplishments and his age (he lied that he was twenty-one). He pushed PLAY on the recorder.

      
        
        “If it’s someone with star quality you’re lookin’ f’r, I’m y’r guy. Shucks, I’ve been told I could make a man cry just from lettin’ him touch me in certain places, if you know what I mean. They say I’ve got what you call charisma.”

      

      

      While nervously speaking to the VHS recorder, he unconsciously pinched his nipples. Slowly and seductively, he ran his fingers up and down his sternum. He then slipped off his shirt, tossing it onto a bale of hay. He adjusted his tumescent cock a few times through his jeans, not for any intentional effect, but just because it was in the way. He spoke extemporaneously about plans to move to Hollywood to become an actor.

      “If you pick me to be on your show,” Luke concluded, “I’ll be very grateful. I’ve got to get out of Iowa!” He stared at the lens for a long while. Someone had once told him, “When you look a hot guy in the eye, just think ‘cock, cock, cock.’ You’ll be sending out powerful vibrations, and they’ll pick up on it.” He silently prayed that his unspoken enticement would get through to whoever eventually watched the tape.

      After concluding his “performance,” Luke rewound the tape and played it back. He saw himself on the small screen that was attached to the camera. He looked hot—even to himself—like Narcissus peering at his own reflection in a pool of water. In fact, he liked what he saw on the tiny silent screen so much that he had to jerk off.

      Milking the last of his juice into the bale of hay, he looked over at a cow that seemed transfixed by what she was watching. “Here’s a treat for you, Bessie,” he said, feeding her a meal varnished with his load, thus eliminating the evidence in case his mother or father should come in. Bessie chewed dispassionately.

      “Not exactly Thirty-one Flavors,” he said apologetically. “But maybe this’ll give an extra kick to Dad’s milk!” He laughed at the notion of his fool of a father unintentionally consuming his own son’s load.

      As Luke put his shirt back on, he was startled—and so was his mother, Audrey, who clutched her chest as if unexpectedly finding a stranger in the barn. “Just makin’ a video for a class science project,” Luke said, holding up the camera, bearing witness to the fact that he was being enterprising on an early Saturday morning.

      “I should’ve known better than to think you’d be up early, out here doin’ my chores for me,” his mother said playfully. She adored Luke, and unlike Luke’s father, she wouldn’t expect her son to do anything he didn’t feel like doing, especially on a Saturday morning.

      “Coffee’s on,” she said as Luke left the barn with a guilty expression on his face.

      “Thanks,” he called over his shoulder.

      He returned to his room. Soon after, with his résumé, letter, and videocassette sealed in a large envelope, he addressed it as instructed in the ad, got into his Dodge Dart, and drove to the post office, where he mailed off his fate.
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        * * *

      

      After school on Tuesday, Luke came home to find a message under a Pillsbury Doughboy magnet on the refrigerator. “Call Ella at KRUQ. 555/282-2828. Urgent! Hugs, Mum.”

      Except for Luke, the house was empty. His father was in the cornfield, his mother at a choir rehearsal at their church. Luke’s heart raced as he picked up the telephone on the wall next to the refrigerator and punched the number on the message.

      One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Four rings.

      Luke looked at his watch to see if it was past business hours. It was only 3:15. Finally, the ringing stopped, and a shaky voice on the other end announced, “KRUQ, Channel Three. How may I direct your call?”

      “Ella, please.”

      “Speaking,” said the Katharine Hepburn imitator on the other end of the line.

      “Err, this is Luke Ryan. You called me?”

      “The stud!” Ella said. “What a tape. Wanna be on TV?”

      Luke said, “Don’t everybody?”

      “Not me. At least not the kinda shows they do here. Now if it was a soap…” She trailed off, thinking about the men on The Bold and the Beautiful and Days of Our Lives. “When can you come in and meet with our senior programming director and the producers? Tomorrow morning would be best ’cause we’re in a hurry.”

      “What time?”

      “Nine o’clock. Sharp,” Ella said.

      “What should I wear?” Luke asked. He immediately wondered if it was a naive question. To a job interview, you usually wore a suit.

      “Casual. Very, very casual, if you get my drift. No need to get gussied up. A tight-fitting T-shirt’ll do. And wear those hot-looking jeans you wore on the tape. And the boots, too.”

      “You liked my tape?”

      “Honey, it’s the talk of the station! But remember, this is just an interview. Can’t promise you’ll be selected for the show. But, darlin’, I have a hunch…”

      “Great. Tomorrow, at nine.”

      Luke hung up the telephone. He walked up to his bedroom, exhilarated. Although he knew that bookwise, he wasn’t an Einstein, he also knew that for some inexplicable reason, people, especially men, were always extra nice to him. He’d once overheard Mr. Pudwell, his PE teacher, talking about him to Mr. Hartnett, his science teacher. He described Luke as “a stud with sexy, drive-up-over-the-curb, crash-into-fire-hydrants good looks.”

      The fact had been validated many times. More than a few of the school football players had wrestled with him in the woods behind the football field. He sucked them off. They sucked him off. Teachers were the same. Some of them kept him in detention hall until the coast was clear and then gave him a blowjob. Mr. Hartnett was especially curious about Luke’s banana-sized rod and his sack of low-hanging balls that bounced on Hartnett’s chin like a beanbag. That was why Luke seldom thought about prowling for sex. It just naturally came to him—and often.

      When the alarm finally buzzed at 6:30 the next morning, Luke didn’t have to be called as usual to breakfast by his mother, who had already been up for an hour, feeding the chickens and frying bacon.

      “Well, aren’t you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this mornin’,” she said when Luke came into the kitchen and reached for the glass of orange juice she had set on the table for him.

      “No time for breakfast, Ma,” Luke said. “Gotta big geography exam, and Pamela Bay promised to go over possible questions with me. I’m late.”

      “Pamela, eh?” his mother said with a smile. “I thought you and she were over. You spend more time with her brother Jeb, hangin’ out together till all hours, even on school nights.”

      “Ma,” Luke complained. “Jeb’s just a friend,” he lied. “So’s Pam.” That was the truth. “Gotta go.”

      “What about your schoolbooks?” Mrs. Ryan asked as Luke pushed open the screen door, empty-handed.

      “In my locker,” he answered on his way to his car.

      “What’re they doin’ there when you could’ve been studying for the test last night?” Mrs. Ryan called after her son. “Oh, and by the way, who was phoning you all the way from Dulcit?”

      But Mrs. Ryan’s questions were drowned out by the Dart’s revving engine as Luke’s beat-up sedan rumbled out of the dirt driveway.

      Back in the kitchen, she rolled her eyes, thinking her son, stunning though he was in the looks department, would most likely turn out to be a dunderhead like his father, whom she married only because she couldn’t get enough of his cock. “Like father, like son.” She sighed and returned to frying bacon.
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      It was a little before nine when Luke pulled into the KRUQ parking lot. He was disappointed at the small size of the building and the fact that there wasn’t even a gate or a guard with a special pass for him, like he’d heard happened at movie studios in Hollywood. From the outside, painted yellow with white trim, KRUQ looked more like a tract house than a television station. The only evidence that he was at the right location was a transmission tower in the backyard and a rusting tin sign over the front door that announced in block letters:

      
        
        THE GREAT TASTE OF GRANDPA’S HEAD. IT FOAMS! MORE SPUME

        THAN THE LEADING BRAND. GRANDPA’S ORIGINAL ROOT BEER/KRUQ-TV 3.

      

      

      Luke shrugged. He parked his car and walked to the two wooden steps that were also painted yellow, except where footsteps had worn away the color. The stairs looked temporary, as though two strong men could easily carry them away. The door was no different than what would be found at an ordinary house. It even had a brass mail slot and door knocker. The only exception was a small plastic sign thumbtacked at eye level that announced that business hours were from 8:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M.

      Luke looked at his watch. Ignoring the door knocker, he entered the building and found himself in what looked as though it must once have been someone’s living room but now served as a sort of lobby. There was an old, unoccupied desk, on which a sign next to a black rotary telephone said RECEPTION. RING BELL. Beside the sign was a small, rusting, dome-shaped bell like the type a motel registration desk might have had in the old days. Luke looked around for signs of human activity; then still finding himself alone, he gingerly tapped the bell. Except for the echo of the ring, the room remained silent.

      “Hello?” he called out. “Anybody here?” Luke wondered whether he should tap the bell again. He didn’t want anyone to think he was impatient.

      After another minute of silence, however, he rang a second time. Immediately he heard the sound of water flushing behind a door with a rectangular metal plaque with gold-colored lettering that announced RESTROOM.

      The door opened, and a woman of maybe seventy emerged, tucking a frilly pastel pink blouse into the top of her black slacks. She turned off the bathroom light and exhaust fan, closed the door with one hand and fanned her nose with the other. “I heard you the first time,” she said, pulling at the top of her pants and snapping the elastic waist. “Some things you can’t hurry. Are you Luke?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Luke said. “I’m sorry, was I interrupting?”

      “I was nearly done. Got the breakfast out. One meal in. One meal out. That’s what keeps your colon clean. I’ll finish that Reader’s Digest piece about penile enlargements later. D’ja ever think the day would come when medical science could pump that thing up longer an’ fatter than your average who-ha can handle?”

      “No, I never…”

      “You only need a good six inches to get the job done right in the first place.” Ella studied Luke’s wide shoulders, his large strong hands, and size eleven boots. “But I don’t reckon that’s anything you’ll ever need to worry about, bless your heart.” She cackled at her own observation. “Okay. You’re here for Hunk House.”

      “Hunk…?”

      “The TV program you wanna be a contestant on.”

      “Is that what I’m here for? To be a contestant on some game show?” Luke was disappointed. He expected at least a movie of the week. Or even something cheesy from Hallmark.

      “Trust me, you’re gonna have a blast. It’s not like any other game show you’ve ever seen. That’s not exactly true, but we like to think we’re a little original ’round here. You could be famous. Like a Kardashian! By the way, we were very impressed with your videotape.”

      “I made it myself.”

      “No!” Ella said facetiously. “Now, first you have to meet Ronan, the fella who thought up this whole crazy thing. You have to be interviewed by him and Stacia, the station owner’s daughter. I’d join in, but they want me to be the greeter. They must think this is Walmart or something.”

      “What about the other contestants?” Luke asked.

      Ella shook her head. “Why don’t we just get you situated with Ronan. He can answer all your questions.”

      She led Luke through another door into a short corridor, along which were four similar doors—former bedrooms, Luke guessed, two on either side. At the end of the hall was yet another door with a nameplate: RONAN COOK.

      Pausing outside the doors, Luke asked, “Is he nice?”

      Ella reached up to knock. “A total doll,” she whispered. “But if you ask me, he really needs a boyfriend. You two’d be cute together.”

      She rapped on the door, then turned the knob and entered the dreary office. “Ronan,” she announced, “this is Luke Ryan.”

      Ronan came out from behind his desk to shake Luke’s hand. “Great to meet you, Luke. Here, take a seat.” He motioned for the young man to sit in the chair facing his desk. “Loved your video. Great touch with the hay. And your shirt, or lack thereof.”

      “I’ll just leave you to have some private talk,” Ella said, closing the door behind her.

      “I didn’t know what you wanted on the tape, so I just thought I’d give you a sample of what some guys have said they liked from me,” Luke said.

      “You’ve got great instincts,” Ronan said, cocking his head to examine Luke’s honest-to-god peaches-and-cream complexion, blond hair, and green eyes. Luke’s shirt was open at the neck and down three buttons, hinting at the smooth physique Ronan had already watched many times on the video.

      “Some very nice fellas have said I’ve got pretty amazing instincts, if that’s what you’re callin’ it,” Luke agreed.

      “We all thought your body was like, oh, I don’t know, Michelangelo’s David or something.” Ronan chuckled.

      Luke frowned, puzzled. “I don’t watch foreign movies. Sorry.”

      “David?”

      “Name’s Luke.”

      “No, Michelangelo’s…”

      “It’s Luke. Like the Skywalker dude.”

      Ronan started to explain the most famous statue in the world but decided it wouldn’t be worth the effort. “Of course, we couldn’t see everything you have stored away, like a squirrel in winter,” Ronan winked. “But I suppose we will eventually, eh?”

      “Everything?” Luke asked. “What kind of show are you making, anyway? Is there a nude scene or something? I’m really kinda shy. I don’t think I’d know what to do.”

      Ronan laughed. “It can be anything you and the other guys want it to be.”

      Luke nodded. “About the other guys? What exactly is this program all about, and how many other guys are in it?”

      “There are supposed to be a total of six men sharing a house. But we’re in a fix. We go into production the day after tomorrow, and so far, we can only round up five, you being the fifth. We need six! Know anybody who might be interested in playing?”

      “And be competition for me? I don’t think so! But what exactly is this all for?” Luke asked. “I mean, what do I—we, have to do to play and win?”

      “Here’s the pitch,” Ronan explained. He laid out the scenario: six gay men, one house, six weeks of games in which one player a week is dumped, the winner receiving a trip to LA and a walk-on role on Days of Our Lives. He finally asked if Luke was still interested in participating.

      Luke was quiet for a moment. “Hell yes! I’m gonna win me a trip to California!”

      “And with a face and body like yours,” Ronan said admiringly, “I’m sure you’ll end up being a movie star. Just like Bradley Cooper. Only don’t ever forget the people who gave you your first break.” Ronan paused. “I’m as desperate to get back to Hollywood as you are. Okay. Now, we’ve gotta go see Stacia.”

      “Who?”

      Ronan sniggered. “The dragon lady.”

      Ronan picked up the headset off the cradle of the old rotary telephone on his desk and dialed Stacia’s extension number. “Luke Ryan’s here. I’m bringing him in.” He hung up without saying goodbye.

      As they walked down the hall, Ronan warned Luke, “Don’t be intimidated by her. She’s a bully, but it’s only because she’s under the thumb of her daddy, the station’s owner. She’s desperate for his approval. She compensates by trying to make everyone else feel like shit. I’ll be with you the whole time, so just be relaxed and answer all her questions truthfully.”

      “Is this some kind of test?”

      “We just need to know as much about you as possible so we can make sure you’re a good match for the other contestants.”

      “It’s not like that smart Jeopardy! show, is it?”

      Ronan chuckled. “Good one. Answer everything she asks in the form of a question. It’ll drive her nuts! No, this is simply a sort of personality evaluation. But there are some pretty personal questions on the list. You up for it?”

      Luke shrugged. “I’ve come this far.”

      Ronan opened Stacia’s door without knocking. “This is Luke,” Ronan said, making the introduction.

      Stacia didn’t bother to get up from behind her desk, nor did she look up from her computer, on which she was drafting a memo. “Stacia,” Ronan said again, “I’d like you to meet Luke Ryan.”

      “In a minute,” Stacia complained, tucking strands of hair behind her ear.

      Ronan didn’t wait for an invitation. He reached for a chair, pulling it up to one already in front of Stacia’s desk. He motioned for Luke to sit beside him. For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of Stacia typing.

      “Is it just me; have I done something wrong?” Luke whispered to Ronan. “Or is she this rude to everyone?”

      Ronan laughed. “Touché!”

      Stacia stopped typing and looked up at Luke. “I don’t want this one on the show. Get him out!” She pushed more hair behind her ear and immediately went back to writing.

      Ronan was about to say something in Luke’s defense when Luke stood up. “Sorry, ma’am. I hear you won’t even have a show unless another moron shows up by tomorrow.” He said and turned toward the door.

      “Sit down,” Stacia snapped, calling him back.

      “Stacia’s daddy owns the station, so she doesn’t think she has to be civil to anyone,” Ronan said to Luke. “Missy, let’s just get on with the interview, shall we?”

      Stacia sighed. “I’m making this brief. I’ve got a luncheon.”

      “It’s only nine thirty, isn’t it?” Luke said.

      She stared at him with antagonism. “Are you gay?”

      Luke was taken aback by the question. “Isn’t that what you advertised for?”

      “Are you sure? You don’t look gay to me.”

      “Stacia,” Ronan interrupted, “what exactly does ‘gay’ look like to you? Charles Nelson Reilly or Kevin Spacey?”

      “How long?” Stacia addressed Luke.

      “How long what?” Luke asked.

      “How long have you been gay?”

      Luke laughed. “Are you serious?” He looked at Ronan. “Ya mean how many years? Let’s see, I’ll be eighteen, err, twenty-two, in November. You do the math.”

      “Claiming ‘no choice,’ eh? Any social diseases?”

      “Like gonorrhea or syphilis?” Luke asked.

      “Ah, you know your social diseases,” she smirked.

      “I’m very healthy,” Luke said.

      “How often do you have sex?”

      “How often do you pee? Excuse my language.”

      “Don’t get sarcastic,” Stacia ordered.

      “I have sex about as often as most people say they pee. I can’t help it. Men are just nice to me all the time. It just feels good, so I get into it with ’em. Nothing unusual about that, is there? I can’t help if I like sex so much. It’s the best thing in the world. So how often you pee is probably how often I have sex.”

      “I drink a lot of water,” she deadpanned.

      “I suck a lot of dick,” he said, looking her straight in the eye.

      Stacia stopped their verbal parry for a moment. “How long could you go without sex?” she continued.

      “Go without sex?” He was incredulous. “I’ve never tried not to have sex. Has anybody? Except for nuns and priests—and I hear they don’t have such a high rate of success. Intentionally not have sex? Can’t say that I actually intentionally have sex, but it happens all the time just the same.”

      Stacia said, “This program is going to have you locked in a house with five other men for six weeks. Could you go six weeks without sex?”

      “Depends, I guess, on how nice they are to me. Heck, I know straight guys who’ve been in jail who get buggered a hundred times more than they want. Why are you even asking, since this is going to be a house with all gay men? Of course there’ll be sex. It’s always been impossible for me to avoid. Unless they’re all trolls, in which case I don’t know if I can take six weeks of that. When can I see pictures of the others?”

      “You’ll meet them the day after tomorrow. If you’re accepted. But you have to avoid sex ’cause you can’t have intercourse on TV. FCC rules.”

      “What’s wrong with sex?”

      Ronan jumped in. “Luke, this doesn’t mean you won’t have sex. If there’s someone in the group you’re interested in, I’m sure you’ll find a way to get off.” He was trying his best not to scare away this badly needed potential contestant, who, from what he’d seen so far, could become the star of the program.

      Stacia interrupted. “No sex! There’ll be cameras in every room—including the bathroom and shower—plus microphones hidden in even the most out-of-the-way places.”

      “But what if I don’t like the other guys?” Luke asked.

      “Tough titty,” Stacia snarled. “Once you sign on, we’re locking you up in a house for six weeks and throwing away the key. You won’t have television. Or newspapers. One phone for emergency use only. No Cher CDs.

      “You’ll just have the other guys for company. I hope you’re good at making friends, because if you’re selected, you may be with some of these guys for a long time. That is if you make it to the end. One of your asses gets the boot each week.”

      “What if I want out on my own?” Luke asked.

      “You’ll never see California on KRUQ’s dime, that’s for sure,” Stacia said.

      “I know how much you want that Days of Our Lives gig,” Ronan reminded him. “The trick is to get along with everybody as much as possible, so they don’t kick you out when everybody meets weekly to vote and decide who goes and who stays.”

      “Ronan,” Stacia said, “you’re the so-called brains behind this program. Why don’t you take over with a few pertinent questions?”

      Silence filled the room for a moment. Ronan finally asked, “Luke, what is it about another man that turns you on?”

      “Turns me on?” Luke considered. “I know if I were smart, I’d probably realize I’m supposed to say something like brains and a sense of humor. Like that would win me a Mr. Congeniality contest.”

      “I just want to know what really gives you a woody for another guy?”

      “Different things,” Luke said. “Full lips and a full load of junk in a guy’s pants, I guess. The usual. Muscles. Tattoos. Big tools. Although I’m big myself—or so I’ve been told—in case anyone’s interested. I just like what guys do to me. I don’t really have
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