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      "Big news in the sports world today. According to Page Six in the New York Post, a major league baseball player was spotted kissing another man on a recent road trip to New York," the local radio DJ informed me as I drove to batting practice.

      "Oh, dude. Don't tell me that. Gross!" I said aloud, grimacing. I took a big swig of my Diet Coke as if to wash the bad taste of that idea out of my mouth.

      "The source's photograph of the incident was too blurry to allow a positive ID, but the player was rumored to be a member of the Baltimore Orioles."

      My eyes bulged out of their sockets, and I barely managed to swallow the mouthful of Diet Coke without doing a spit-take all over the interior of my red Corvette. The Baltimore Orioles. That was my team. There was no way one of my guys was gay.

      Was there?

      The idea was too horrifying to contemplate, yet that's all I could think about. Was it really possible that one of my teammates was gay and I never noticed? We showered together, for fuck's sake. I just couldn't picture one of my teammates with another guy. Well, I could picture it. But I tried not to. Ick. I didn't have a problem with gay people. They could do whatever the hell they wanted. I just didn't want to know about it.

      As soon as I suited up in my uniform and headed onto the field for practice, I cornered Charles "Tuna" Manero. He was my best friend on the team.

      "Tuna! Did you hear about-" I stopped and lowered my voice. "Did you hear there might be a gay guy on our team?"

      Tuna's eyes opened wide. "What?" He looked as horrified as I felt. "Where did you hear that?"

      "They just said it on the radio! They don't know who it is, but they said it's an Oriole.""Oh. That's kinda weird," Tuna said. He grimaced a bit but shrugged. He glanced over at some of the other players on the field, no doubt wondering who it could possibly be. "I guess it's not that big of a deal." He didn't look entirely convinced.

      "Yeah. I mean, yeah. I guess not." Maybe I was being a little overly dramatic. At least that's what I thought until Kyle McCracken, our first baseman, came charging onto the field.

      "You guys hear this shit about there being some faggot on our team?" Unlike me, Kyle didn't use his indoor voice when discussing this rather sensitive topic. I winced. Sure, I understood where Kyle was coming from and I was glad I wasn't the only one freaking out, but I felt kinda bad about him calling the guy a faggot. I mean, sure, I used that word all the time, but only when I was joking around with my friends. Shit, I'd never call a real gay guy a fag.

      Word spread pretty quickly throughout the team and people were fairly divided. Some guys claimed they didn't really care if we had a gay player while others were all worked up about it. One thing was for sure, it was on everyone's mind.
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        * * *

      

      As I stood in the on-deck circle during the first inning, all I could think about was the homo player. Was it possible that he had checked me out without me knowing it? That idea made me feel a little queasy.  I tried to shrug off the thought.  I needed to focus. I practiced my swing and eyed the pitcher. I’d gotten six career homers off this guy. If I just concentrated, maybe I could make it seven. I had to stop thinking about this alleged gay player. Besides, I had more pressing things to worry about.

      For one thing, I couldn’t breathe.

      I needed my asthma inhaler bad. Like, really bad. Before the game, I'd tried to reach the inhaler hidden on the shelf in the clubhouse, but Tuna walked in before I could grab it. I couldn’t use the one in my locker either, because Kyle came in to ask me about the Oakland A’s reliever just as I pulled it out.

      My chest locked up tight. I had an appointment at Johns Hopkins tomorrow to take part in a clinical drug trial for my asthma. If all went well, I could just take a pill instead of relying on that geeky-ass asthma inhaler, but right now, I was stuck with it. No way was I gonna take it in front of the guys.

      "Right fielder…Henry! Vaughn! Jr.!" the announcer yelled. I glanced up at the scoreboard at my jumbo-sized picture. My official MLB photo was quite flattering, showing off my muscles, my light brown hair, and my blue-green eyes. My name was met with wild applause and lots of female screams. I loved it.

      "We love you, Henry!"

      "Go Henry, go! Go Henry, go!" A group of preteen girls chanted my name. I loved that. I really did. Loved those cute little twelve-year-old girls who probably had posters of me in their bedrooms.

      Okay, wait. That sounded pervy. I didn't mean it like that. I just meant that they were really sweet. I loved signing autographs for girls that age. They got so excited when they saw me coming over. When I signed for them, I knew I was giving them something to tell all their friends at school. Their little faces lit up like I was some movie star or something. They were so adorable. It totally made my day.

      I wanted to hurry up and finish my turn at bat so I could somehow sneak off and grab my inhaler. I swear other people took breathing for granted. My chest ached so bad.

      The first pitch was a breaking ball, way outside. I didn’t chase it. Second pitch was more like it. I had a good feeling I was gonna nail the next one.

      BWHAP!

      I prayed the ball would leave the park so I could simply jog the bases and be done with it. Unfortunately, it was just a single. I knew it was awful, but a little part of me hoped the next guy would hit into a double play.

      No. I had to do what I had to do. It wasn’t my team’s fault I was too stubborn to take my medicine in front of them and it wasn't fair to the fans for me to just give up because I couldn’t breathe.

      I stepped off first base and got a good lead toward second. I was pretty good at stealing bases because I was a master at psyching out pitchers with my antics. The A's pitcher turned around, and I hopped back on first base. As I waved innocently at him, I heard laughter from the crowd. I loved it because I was a total attention whore. No doubt about it. As soon as the pitcher turned back to face the batter, I took a few cartoonishly long strides toward second. The crowd laughed again. The pitcher whirled around and I darted back to first. The first base coach watched me warily. I made him nervous, but I was successful more times than not, so he usually waved me on if he thought I had a good shot. On my next try, I damn near stole second base, but it didn’t matter because Tuna hit it out of the park. I jogged the bases and hoped I wouldn’t collapse before I got back to home plate.

      When we got back to the dugout, Tuna and I enjoyed the requisite fist bumps. I let the crowd die down for a moment, then I popped my head out of the clubhouse and waved to the fans as they went nuts all over again. Sid Welliver, our shortstop, shook his head at me, but I saw his grin nearly hidden under his cap.

      I seriously felt like I was gonna pass out. There was barely enough oxygen getting to my lungs to keep me standing. I felt like I was breathing through a straw.

      I casually sauntered up to the Gatorade cooler. With my back to my teammates, I pretended to drop the paper cup. I bent over and groped blindly for the inhaler that I'd taped to the back of the Gatorade stand. As I poured a drink with one hand, I grabbed the inhaler with the other and took a deep hit. Ahhhh. I breathed out the medicine and took a few gulps of delicious, nearly flavorful air. I turned back around and was relieved to see that my teammates were far too invested in the game to worry about what I was up to.

      Now that I could breathe, I could enjoy my favorite part of the game: the seventh-inning stretch when they played "Take Me Out to the Ballgame." I also loved when they played "Y.M.C.A."  When we were at home, I always jumped up on top of our dugout and led the fans in singing along, waving my cap and my hands. They absolutely loved it. Fans didn't usually get much personal attention from the players, which was a shame because it really meant a lot to them. If I had time, I jumped down from the dugout and went all the way over to the bleachers to sing with those guys.

      Bleacher fans were the best. They weren't business men and women sitting in corporate seats that they bought just for show and to give away to clients. These were fans who didn't have a lot of money, but they loved the game. They totally flipped out when I headed over there. I was the right fielder, so I even waved to them during the game.

      I also loved the upper deck fans for the same reason. I’d visit those folks up there if I could, but security wouldn't let me. Sometimes, I blew kisses at them from down here, though, especially if there was a troop of Girl Scouts or other groups waving their banners. One time, there was a group of breast cancer survivors up there. I'm still pissed that security wouldn’t let me go up there to visit with those ladies. Instead, I had somebody go up there and get their posters and hats and stuff for me to sign. Better than nothing, I guess.

      Tonight, the mascot, a giant Oriole bird, joined me on top of the dugout and we really got the fans going. It was awesome. It helped that we were winning 10-2, so everybody was in a great mood. I finished the song with the fans, took my usual bow, and then swung back down into the dugout.

      None of the guys looked up. It was our usual ritual. I jumped around, played with the fans, and in general acted like an idiot, and my teammates ignored me. They played like they were too cool to care. Fine. It just meant more attention for me.

      After the game, there were a bunch of reporters in the clubhouse. I loved talking to the reporters after a win.

      "Another great game for the Orioles and for fan favorite, Henry Vaughn, Jr.," said Lucinda Mackleroy, reporter for Channel 13 News. That was why I loved reporters. Especially Lucinda. Fine, luscious Lucinda. I didn't know if those things were real or not, but they were a work of somebody’s art. Either God’s or Dr. Silicone, M.D. I didn’t care who was responsible. I was just grateful. I gave her my best, exaggerated Baltimore accent.

      "Well, you know hon, we’re just out dere giving it the best we got an' tryin’ to win dem ball games." In Baltimore, "hon" is a term of endearment. But you had to say it right. It’s pronounced hawn. Lucinda laughed. "But seriously, we’ve got a great team this year, and it feels great to be in first place right now," I told her.

      "So, Henry, are you aware you’re featured in the gossip column once again?" Lucinda asked.

      "No, I hadn’t noticed," I said. I yawned nonchalantly and stretched my arms out wide, revealing the gossip column taped to the inside of my jacket. Some of my teammates chuckled.

      The headline from Around Town read Henry Vaughn, Jr. and Alexis Darlen Dance the Night Away. That was from our recent road trip for a series against the Yankees. I loved New York. I really, really did. Most of us guys were able to pick up girls everywhere we went on the road, but New York? In New York, we could get celebrities.

      Speaking of girls, I was ready to go out. I tried to be polite to the reporters, but I seriously didn’t want to be stuck talking to them all night. I needed a shower, a beer, and a lady. Lucinda looked like she was about to ask me another question, so I just blew her a kiss and winked at the camera. She took the hint, and turned around to find somebody else to talk to.

      I went over to my locker to grab my stuff. I heard the reporter nab Sid for an interview.

      "Sid Welliver! Great game today," said Lucinda.

      "Yeah, I’m proud of what we did out there. We got a great bunch of guys this year," Sid said.

      "What would you say if one of those great guys was gay?" another reporter asked out of nowhere. It was Michael Perry from Around Town. Around Town was a so-called "local entertainment and arts" newspaper, but it was mostly just a gossip rag.

      Shit. I'd really hoped nobody in the media was going to come right out and ask us about that. It was just a stupid rumor and nobody seemed to have proof of anything. The Baltimore Sun and Channel 13 were reputable enough news outlets not to jump on the gossip bandwagon, but there were no limits when it came to Around Town. I usually didn't mind that, though, because I loved being featured in the magazine with my arm around some hot girl.

      "Around Town has it on good authority that one of the Baltimore Orioles is a homosexual," said Michael. I looked around to see him holding up an article entitled Possible Gay Baltimore Oriole?

      "Your thoughts on this?" continued Michael.

      Don’t answer that, Sid. Don’t do it. Seriously, there was no good way out of it.

      "Uh, at this time, I’d have to say no comment," said Sid. And he walked away. Good boy. I looked around at the other guys, who all waved off the reporter.

      I wished I could figure out who it was. Could be Sid. Nah, he just got married. Unless that was just a front. Tuna’s married, too. Brady Clayton’s way too much of a jock. Jackson and Paul are single. But then so am I…

      All right. This was stupid. It was just a rumor. It was probably not even true. It was time to get out of there and get my drink on already. Where the hell was my inhaler? I felt my lungs tightening up again; I needed one more hit before I left. Sure, I had an inhaler hidden in my car, but I’d rather not wait until then to get some relief. I rooted around in my locker. Seriously, where the hell was- aha! I finally hit on the precious, cool metal of my inhaler. It was truly a love-hate relationship with this thing. Life-giving, sweet air packaged in this embarrassing nerd container.

      I found it all right, but my hands were sweaty. I yanked it out from the back of my locker and the damn thing went flying across the clubhouse. It made a horrifying clattering sound as it skittered across the floor.

      I slowly looked up to see if anyone had noticed.

      The inhaler had hit Tuna in the foot. He bent down to investigate. He grinned as he grabbed it and stood up.

      "Well, what have we got here?" He held it up to the light and inspected it like it was some ancient artifact to be studied. I ran over and tried to snatch it out of his hand.

      "Nothing. Give it back."

      Tuna pulled it back just before I could get to it. Damn Tuna and his quick reflexes! Came in handy playing second base, but it sucked right about now.

      "Calm down, Henry. It ain’t steroids," Tuna said.

      "I’d rather you caught me with steroids!"

      "The great Henry Vaughn, Jr.’s got asthma? Say it ain’t so." Tuna wheezed and pushed up imaginary glasses on his nose. "Henry’s got the geek disease. How did I not know that?"

      "Nobody knows that," I said in a hoarse whisper. Except for my dad, which was bad enough. You’d have thought I had herpes, the way he denied it. I was only eight years old and wheezed like an old man with emphysema. It was my mom who took me to the hospital, and just in time, too. You don’t mess around when it came to breathing. My dad’s not a bad guy. He’s really not. He’s just got a thing about what makes a man a man, and I don’t think wheezing like a high school chess club member fit into that image. Henry Vaughn, Sr., better known as Hank, was certainly aware that his only son suffered with asthma. I still never used my inhaler around him. He never said so, but I knew it annoyed him to think that I needed to use it.

      Tuna waved the inhaler around like a bully playing keep-away. He wasn't really a bully. He was just being a dick. Still holding the inhaler up in the air, he made a motion toward the TV reporter who was packing up her stuff, like he was about to out me as an asthmatic on local television.

      "Tuna…"

      He chuckled and handed the inhaler back. "Take it easy. I’m just screwin’ with ya. Who cares if you have asthma anyway?" I cared and he knew it. Tuna probably wouldn’t give a shit if he had asthma, but I found it completely humiliating. Kyle walked in and I hid the inhaler just in time. I didn't know how much longer I could keep hiding it from people. I couldn't believe I’d kept it up this long. I guess it wasn't a big deal, but it wasn't exactly a macho condition. It made me feel so weak and helpless. I couldn't stand it. My only hope was this clinical drug trial thing. I hoped it would work.

      "You guys comin’?" Kyle asked.

      "Hell, yeah," I said.

      "Tuna. Let’s go," came an icy, female voice that could make a man’s balls crawl all the way up to his esophagus. Look out. It was Mrs. Tuna. Emily Manero kept Tuna on a very tight leash and I felt sorry for the guy. That was Exhibit A in the case of Why Henry Vaughn, Jr. Wouldn't Get Married Ever, Ever, Ever. Emily got mad if Tuna did anything without her, so understandably, Tuna preferred just to stay home, rather than start a big argument. She’d been out with us a couple of times and it was excruciating. It was horrible enough to have a bitch wife like her call the shots for you, but it was downright emasculating when it was in front of the guys. Tuna cut loose a little when we were on the road, but he still refused to cheat on her, unlike some of the other guys whose wives weren't half as bad. I admired that about him. I really did.

      I shot Tuna a look that was a mixture of both sorry your life sucks and that’s what you get for stealing my inhaler.

      As I headed out to go drinking with the guys, I couldn’t help but think about the other thing the guys didn't know about me. Something a hell of a lot more embarrassing than asthma.
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        * * *

      

      Sid, Kyle, Jackson, Brady, and I went to Max’s bar to have a few drinks and to see if we couldn’t find some female friends for the night. Well, not Sid. He just got married, so he was no fun anymore. Max’s was the perfect bar because it was far enough away from the ballpark that there weren’t a lot of rowdy, drunk fans. There were enough of them to stroke your ego, but not so many that they ruined your evening when you were just trying to unwind after the game.

      I was drinking my usual: beer and shots of Peach Schnapps. Peach Schnapps was really supposed to be used in mixed drinks like Fuzzy Navels or whatever, but I liked it straight. I much preferred the sugary, delicious tasting Schnapps to the more bitter shots people usually swig. I know a shot of Schnapps is kind of a queer drink; I might as well be drinking friggin' Appletinis. I used to only chug Schnapps at home because I knew the guys would rag on me about it, but I finally figured that if I was gonna go out drinking several nights a week, I might as well drink what I liked. The first time I ordered it, Kyle asked me if that’s what I usually drank at the Hippo. Club Hippo is Baltimore’s most famous gay bar and club. It was also the butt of never-ending jokes among me and my teammates. We joked constantly about which one of us was going there tonight, who knew the bartenders intimately, etc. "How was the Hippo last night?" Wink, wink, nudge, nudge. The guys ran out of Peach Schnapps fag jokes years ago to the point where it was old news now. Besides, people were used to my, shall we say, eccentricities. They probably figured I just drank Peach Schnapps shots as another way to draw attention to myself. Which might be partly true.

      "So, how’s the new wife, Sid?" I asked. I loved to hear about married life because it reminded me why I was single. I had no desire to become a cautionary tale like Tuna.

      "Fine. Except…" Sid began.

      "Except what?"

      "Guess where she’s making me go after the game on Saturday?" asked Sid. He picked up Around Town from the table and rifled through it until he found the page he was looking for. "There." He pointed to a half-page advertisement for the musical Oklahoma that would be showing at a local theater for the next week. I hated like poison that my first reaction was that would be fun. I squashed that thought back down to hell where it came from and joined in with the other guys’ normal reactions.

      "Isn’t that the one about the gay cowboys? Brokeback: The Musical!" I said, doing jazz hands in the air. That got a big, satisfying laugh from the other guys. Sid looked down at the ad, which featured a goofy, smiling cowboy.

      "Man, nobody told me I’d have to do this crap once I got married," Sid complained.

      "Holy shit, speaking of fags…" Kyle grabbed the newspaper out of Sid’s hands. He tossed aside the gossip article about me and Alexis Darlen.

      "Hey!" I protested as I rescued the paper from the floor and hugged it to my chest. Kyle found the page he was looking for and held it up. The one that read, Possible Gay Baltimore Oriole?

      "What are we gonna do about this?" Kyle demanded. "We got some queer running around our clubhouse!"

      I glanced around at some of the fans at the bar who were listening to our conversation. I hated the idea of them knowing there was a gay dude on our team. I felt like it made us look so weak. And I just couldn't wrap my head around the fact that there might be a guy on the team who was attracted to us.

      "Ugh. The whole idea is just creepy," I said, physically shuddering at the idea.

      Jackson leaned over and touched my shoulder. "Oh, you know you would love it, honey." I punched his arm away. Harder than I meant to. I think. Not really. He deserved it. "You know you’d love a nice, big, strapping gay man watching you in the shower."

      "Quit it!" I said too loudly, even for a bar. A bunch of people turned around to look at us.

      "This isn’t funny, you guys. This is serious," said Kyle.

      "It is?" Sid laughed, clearly the only one undisturbed by the notion of a gay guy on the team. What was wrong with him?

      "Yeah. You want to be known as the queerest team in baseball?" Kyle growled.

      "I mean, would you seriously want some guy checking you out in the clubhouse? Ugh. I mean, shit. We walk around naked all the time in there," Jackson said.

      "Exactly! I wonder who the hell it is," Kyle said as he shot an accusatory look at us.

      "Oh, come on. You think it’s one of us?" I asked.

      "Well, it’s gotta be somebody," Jackson said, sporting the same suspicious look as Kyle.

      "Unless it’s not. Look, it’s just a rumor. You’re all freaking out over nothing," Sid said. He sipped his beer calmly. Wow. He really didn’t give a crap. Weird. Maybe it was him. He just got married, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. I glanced over at Brady. He was awfully quiet….I don’t know. I guess we were probably making a big deal out of nothing.

      "Yeah, it could be just a stupid rumor. Chill the hell out already," I said.

      "Well, maybe it’s you, Peach Schnapps," Kyle said. I jumped up, sending several empty beer bottles rattling into each other. The bar suddenly got quiet. The sports fans had been watching us anyway, and now they stared at us to see if there was going to be a brawl in the middle of the bar.

      "Dammit, Kyle!" I roared. "You leave Peach Schnapps out of this. Come along, darling." I kissed my empty glass and headed up to the bar for a refill. Laughter filled the room and the tension was broken. I turned back briefly and said, "When I get back, you guys had better be talking about something else. Blawwwww..." I shuddered, trying to rid my mind of the queer images our discussion had forced into my unwilling brain.

      As I headed up to the bar, I checked out the scene. There were some fine-looking ladies here this evening. Fine-looking ladies. Who was I kidding? These girls were skanks. I knew it and they knew it. Not that that’s necessarily a bad thing. I like a good skank as much as the next guy. Sure, it was exciting to bring home a different girl every night, but after we hooked up, I usually felt lonelier than if I hadn’t brought someone home at all. Drunken sex was fun, but sober reality was depressing as hell. As gorgeous as some of these girls were, it actually did get boring after a while. Of course, I’d never tell the guys that. Then they really would suspect me of being the fag.

      I didn’t have to tell the bartender, Alice Beckford, what I wanted to drink. She knew. I loved when Alice was working. She was a sweet little pixie of a girl and I think she had a crush on me. It was cute. She was about my age, maybe a little younger. She was rather ordinary looking, especially compared to the girls I usually liked to bang, but she was nice.

      I scanned the room while I waited for my drinks. I spotted a woman who barely fit into her tube top. She had definite potential to be a nighttime companion.

      "Here you go, Henry. Peach it up," Alice said. I didn’t register her voice at first. "Hey, Peaches!" I turned around. "Sorry, did you want to finish undressing her with your eyes? Looks like you were almost done." Her tone was dry and she smiled at me, but I could see a hint of hurt in her eyes. Here I was clearly checking out this hot woman when the least I could do was spend thirty seconds talking to her while she fixed my drink, especially when I knew she had a thing for me. I felt like such an asshole.

      "Thanks, Alice," I said, winking at her. "You're the best, darling girl." She smiled at me again. I headed back to my table.

      As I walked away, I heard her say to the other bartender, "Should I warn him that he won’t get far with her? You know Lynette. She's already had her four drinks. She’ll pass out before they get to the car." It was sweet, if a bit warped, that Alice was concerned about my one-night-stand prospects.

      "Sure, throw him a bone," I heard someone at the bar answer.

      "I’m sure he’s already got one," Alice said. I laughed at that. She was funny, that girl.

      By the time I sat down with my drink, Kyle had snagged himself a lady for the evening. He pinched her ass.

      "You got one, Henry?" he whispered.

      "I thought I did," I said as I watched Tube Top wobble precariously across the room. I was afraid Alice might have been right. I didn’t think she was gonna make it.

      I managed to find another girl after my first choice indeed passed out before she could make it out of the bar. This one I picked up in the parking lot. Classy, I know. But it worked.
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        * * *

      

      Parking Lot Girl was a terrific lay, but as usual, I felt lonely afterward. She was still there in the morning, which made it worse. It was so much easier when they just left after we’d had our fun. I made some extra coffee for her and settled down to read the news on the internet while I waited for her to get up.

      Dammit. My lungs felt tight again. I hated being so dependent on that stupid inhaler. I got up and pulled one out of my utensil drawer and took a mighty hit. I sat back down at the table and just stared at the device. There it sat. Mocking me and my inability to breathe without it. I was supposed to be this invincible athlete, but without that stupid thing, I’d probably collapse in the middle of a game.

      That was my biggest nightmare. Oh no! Henry Vaughn, Jr. just collapsed on the field. People yelling. My female fans crying in the stands. Everybody thinking it was something heroic, like a heart attack. Nope! Little Henry’s just had an asthma attack. Then the trainer comes running out onto the field with my inhaler and shoots it into my mouth and the whole thing is captured on television.

      I shuddered just thinking about it.

      Jeez, was this woman ever going to wake up? I had places to go, mainly Johns Hopkins hospital. I was excited about the drug trial, but I guess it was stupid to get my hopes up about it. What were the odds that the drug would be some miracle pill that would let me throw out my inhaler? Still, it was worth a shot.

      I was getting really restless. I got up and walked over to the ridiculously expensive oil painting of Mickey Mantle that I had on my wall. I lifted up the painting to get to the safe that I had hidden underneath it. I put in the number combination and was about to open it when I heard the girl finally come downstairs.

      I quickly shut the safe and put Mickey Mantle back over it. It wasn’t that I had money or anything valuable in there. If you were gonna steal from me, you might as well steal the painting. It was worth a lot more than anything I had in that safe.

      Besides, I’d rather be robbed than have anybody find out what I had hidden in there.

      I got Parking Lot Girl some coffee and politely shooed her out, telling her I had a doctor's appointment to go to. It was time to go play guinea pig for a bunch of drug researchers.

      Dear God, please let this drug work….
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      I sat in the examining room waiting for the doctor. I hoped nobody recognized me when I came in, but I knew it was stupid to worry about that. There were a million reasons why I could be at the hospital.  Nobody would ever guess it was for asthma.

      I couldn’t help but be excited about what this drug might do for me. I figured it couldn’t hurt, and it was better than trying some weird, untested alternative remedies on my own. Instead, I would be trying a weird, untested remedy under medical supervision. Who knew? This could be the miracle asthma cure I had been waiting for.

      And if it didn’t work, well, what’s the worst that could happen?

      The whole process sure started off on the right foot. The doctor turned out to be this gorgeous woman with shoulder-length black hair, ice-blue eyes, big boobs, and a perky little ass. Seriously, it was like the beginning of a porno. Oh, yeah. I was ready to play doctor.

      I had to stop thinking like that. I had to be cool, especially while she was examining me, or things could get embarrassing real quick. Still, she was a sexy lady doctor, and I’m sure she was used to male patients getting hard-ons while her hands were all over them.

      "I’m Dr. Lucy Gallon. It’s a pleasure to meet you," she said, extending a slender hand to shake mine. A pleasure indeed. "It’s very exciting to have a celebrity participate in our study."

      My heart sank, and I felt like my guts were about to spill out all over the floor.

      "Uh, yeah. About that…" I began.

      "Don’t worry. Everything here is strictly confidential. We never release the name of anyone participating in the study. It’s against the law," she said, smiling at me reassuringly. She was so hot I couldn’t seem to get the whole porno scene out of my head. I imagined the two of us on this reclining patient bed. Oh, baby. "Thanks again for helping us out with the trial. The research assistant, Sam, will be here in just a minute to examine you."

      Crushing disappointment didn't even begin to describe it.

      "Sam….mantha?" I said hopefully, but Dr. Gallon didn’t hear me. She just shut the door, taking all her hotness with her. Damn. I should have known it was too good to be true.

      The door opened and in walked a young guy about my age. I had expected someone older, like some friendly old guy in scrubs who’d been here for fifty years. Not some guy who looked more like one of my teammates.

      This was the guy who was gonna examine me? I hoped I wouldn’t have to take off my clothes. He’d probably just listen to my heart and my lungs. I mean, what else was there to do?

      "I’m Sam Aubrey." I shook his hand with far less enthusiasm than I had with sexy Dr. Gallon. "Very nice to meet you, Mr. Vaughn."

      "You can call me Henry."

      "Henry it is," Sam said, smiling. He seemed like a nice enough guy. I was just a little worried about how well we were about to get to know each other. "Okay, let’s see here," Sam said as he flipped through my file. "Got your questionnaire, your consent form…"

      "All that stuff in my file is confidential, right? Nobody knows that I have, you know…"

      "Not to worry. This is completely confidential. Though I assure you, you’re not the only famous athlete with asthma. Jackie Joyner-Kersee has it. Jerome Bettis from the Pittsburgh Steelers, Greg Louganis-"

      "Hah!" I snorted at that one. Wow, talk about a double whammy. That guy was gay and had asthma. Hard to believe he was a successful athlete. "Greg Louganis. That’s exactly why I’m here. Using my inhaler makes me look like a fairy boy, you know?" I laughed, waiting for Sam to join in.

      He didn’t.

      There was only one explanation for that look on his face. Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit! Sam must be gay. I felt horrible. Sure, I talked shit about gays sometimes, but damn, I'd never do it in front of them. Sam was a nice guy and I hadn’t meant to insult him. To his credit, I never would have guessed he was gay in a million years. He didn’t have that rainbow vibe. He walked normal. He talked normal. How was I supposed to know?

      "Shall we continue?" Sam asked coldly. His whole demeanor had changed. He hated me. That much was clear.

      A horrifying thought suddenly dawned on me. In a matter of seconds, I was going to have a gay man’s hands all over me. I tensed up and Sam noticed. This was not helping my case. Shit. He’d probably submerge all the metal instruments in ice water before he used them on me. He’d draw blood and take twenty minutes to find the vein. He took a step toward me.

      I flinched.

      Sam sighed deeply. "You can’t catch it, you know," he said.

      "Catch what?"

      "Gay. It’s not contagious. I do have a stack of pamphlets, though, if you’re interested in joining up. That’s what we homos do, you know. We try to convert people to our alternative lifestyle."

      I laughed nervously. He shook his head. He was seriously pissed. He looked like a different person than the friendly Research Assistant who had walked in the door just a few moments ago. Nice to see I had that effect on people. Great.

      "Moving on," Sam said. He didn’t look like he had moved on. "When was your last asthma attack?"

      "Uh, this morning. Lungs were real tight," I said. Sam picked up a stethoscope and I steeled myself, determined not to flinch this time. Instead, I tensed up tighter than a virgin on prom night.

      Sam sighed heavily again. He put the stethoscope in his ears, and he lifted up my shirt. He lifted up my shirt. Damn, I needed to chill out. How the hell else was he going to listen to my heart?

      "Heart sounds good. Let’s have a listen to your lungs." Sam walked around behind me.

      There was a gay man standing right behind me.

      He lifted up the back of my shirt. I swear, he was breathing on my neck on purpose! There was no reason to get that close to me just to listen to my lungs. His soft chuckle confirmed that, for once, I wasn’t just being paranoid. He was screwing with me.

      "A bit of a wheeze. Not too bad," he said. "Take another deep breath. In and out. In and out. In and out." He was talking like that on purpose. I knew how to breathe, for God's sake. That obnoxious smirk on his face proved he was doing everything he could to make me as uncomfortable as humanly possible. A great healer, this guy.

      Sam finally put my shirt back down. He walked over to a drawer and pulled out a peak-flow meter, which is a little plastic device used to measure how much breath you can blow out. I had one at home. Hidden somewhere. I'd put it away once when I had some of the guys over, and I hadn’t seen it since.

      "I’m sure you know how this works," Sam said, holding up the peak flow meter. I nodded miserably. Were we done yet?

      Sam leaned in toward me and held the device in front of my face. He still wore that infuriating smirk.

      "Now, put your mouth around it and blow," he said. "Come on. Blow it for me. Blow, blow, blow, blow, blow…." I exhaled as deeply and forcefully as I could, like I was blowing all my fury at Sam into that stupid meter. I probably got the best reading of my life. Even Sam looked impressed as he read the number on the side.

      "Excellent. Best blow I’ve had in weeks." Now he was just being mean. "Okay, blow for me one more time." I tried to argue, but he plugged the damn thing in my mouth. I blew into it, faster and angrier than the first time. I practically spat the thing out when I finished.

      "Are we done yet?" I practically yelled.

      "Almost." Sam looked weary. Even he seemed tired of this charade and wanted to get rid of me. "Next, we need to do the EKG. Won’t this be fun," he muttered.

      "I doubt it."

      Sam left the room for a moment and I exhaled deeply. Immense relief coursed through my body once he was gone. When he came back, I tensed up all over again. He wheeled the EKG machine over to me.

      "Take off your shirt and lie down."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      "Dude, just let me do my job," Sam said. He didn’t look any more excited about this part of the exam than I did. I actually felt a little disappointed. What, he didn’t find me attractive? Didn’t he know how many baseball fans would give anything for the chance to be in a room with me with my shirt off? Did I really just complain that a gay guy didn’t seem interested in me?

      I quickly pulled my shirt over my head and then clutched it to my chest. Sam held out his hand, and I reluctantly handed him my shirt. He draped it across the chair. My shirt looked so far away. I never realized how much I took my clothes for granted.

      "All right. Just lie back," Sam said, as he pulled out the little drawer for my legs to rest on. I hesitated a bit, which was a mistake. Sam put his hand on my chest and gently pushed me down on the table. After that, I vowed to do everything he said so as not to give him another excuse to touch me.

      "Just relax, Henry. It takes longer to set up the EKG than it does to actually run the test. We’ll be all done soon." Was it my imagination, or was he actually being nice? He had that soothing voice medical people use to keep you calm. He put the electrodes all over my legs and chest. I tried to relax but it was really hard. He was right that it only took seconds to actually run the EKG. Before I knew it, he was taking the electrodes off and we were done. I glanced anxiously at my shirt, which looked very lonely over there on the chair. Sam rolled his eyes. He grabbed my shirt and tossed it over to me. I put it on in record time.

      "Well, everything checks out. You’re a fine specimen of a healthy man," Sam said. I wanted to punch the smirk right off his smarmy face. He washed his hands at the little sink and then walked over to the cabinet and took out a bottle of pills. He filled up a small paper cup with water.

      I suddenly felt a little apprehensive about taking the pill, though that was what I had gone through all this trouble for. It would be a dream come true if I could just take a pill every day and throw out that humiliating inhaler for good. But still, this was an untested drug. And that’s what I was doing. Testing it for them. I could drop dead for all they knew. I eyed the pill nervously.

      "There’s no way this can be dangerous, right?"

      "I assure you, it’s perfectly safe. We do animal testing first." He spoke in his gentle, medical voice again. "Right now, we’re just trying to determine if the pill is effective. We test it on a control group of people who still have their inhalers nearby in case they need them." I made a face at the word inhaler. Sam actually smiled sympathetically. "We know the drug won’t hurt you. We just need to make sure that it works."

      I nodded and opened my mouth to take the pill. I stopped.

      "Do you really think this will help me get rid of my inhaler?"

      Sam sighed. He was losing patience. Can’t say I really blamed him.

      "I don’t know, Henry. The research looks promising. The pill is designed to stay in your bloodstream for a month, controlling the inflammation of your lungs. We’ll just have to see."

      "So I only take it once a month?"

      Sam nodded. Good. That meant I wouldn’t have to come back to see him for another month. I eagerly opened my mouth to swallow the pill. I stopped again when another scary thought occurred to me.

      "Wait! This won’t mess up any random drug tests, will it? I mean, some asthma drugs use steroids."

      "Not this one, Henry. This one doesn’t use steroids."

      I had to admit, he was way more patient with me than I would have been. I would have smacked me upside the head by now or used one of those plastic pill-shooter deals you use on cats to force the pill down my throat. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad guy after all. I finally took the pill. He handed me a paper cup of water.

      "Bottoms up!" he said, smirking again.

      I hated him.
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      I stood, cap over my heart, with the other players while some opera dude sang the National Anthem. He was actually pretty good. I always felt a little jealous of the people who got to sing the Star Spangled Banner at ballgames. I always thought it would be really cool to get up there and perform in front of all those people. I’ve actually got a pretty decent singing voice. It would be fun as hell to get up there and just belt it out in front of all the fans and shock everybody. Show 'em that I wasn't just a jock who could hit a ball.

      When the song ended, none of the players moved. Every head on my team, plus a few from the Mariners, turned toward me.

      "Let's play ball, hon!" I shouted. The crowd roared their approval. Now the players started walking. They might not let me sing the Anthem, but I got attention in other ways.

      My dad was in the stands today, about three rows behind home plate. He loved coming to games and he especially loved telling everyone around him that he was Henry Vaughn, Sr. I always made sure I waved to him from the on-deck circle. That might not seem like such a big deal, but in professional sports you never see guys waving at Daddy. Sure, you get the occasional player holding up a sign saying "I love you, Mom" or whatever. But waving like a kid in a school play? It just wasn’t done. Which was why I did it.

      The fans loved it. So did my dad. I also waved to him to prove to the fans that he was who he said he was. I’d seen him pull out his driver’s license to prove it too. Made me feel good that he was proud to have the same name as me.

      If he only knew how I really felt about playing baseball.

      Having a son as a major league baseball player was a dream come true for any father. That was all that mattered to me. My mom died when I was ten and he took really good care of me, so I owed him a lot. It couldn't have been easy for him, and I knew he was proud of how I had turned out. He had the ultimate bragging rights among his bowling buddies. Oh, your son’s an accountant? That’s great. Mine plays for the Baltimore Orioles. Game over, bitch.

      It was a pretty good game, I guess. I’d been hoping to hit one out for my dad. When I hit a homer, I always pointed at him as I rounded home, as if I’d hit it out just for him. I couldn’t get it done today, but I did go two for four with a run batted in.

      I signed autographs after the game in the parking lot. It always amazed me to see how many people hung out in the back lot, waiting for the players to come out and sign. There was a big fence surrounding our cars, so fans couldn't get to us or to our vehicles, but the fence was low enough so that we could pass back signed baseballs, programs, and in some cases (like mine), signed, shirtless photos of ourselves. If you got lucky, there were some nice hotties waiting there for autographs.

      I got lucky.

      My dad often came out to the players’ lot to watch me sign autographs. I liked to take him out for a beer afterwards, but if he saw me chatting up a Debbie Double-Ds, he would wave me off and made sure I took her home instead. I think he was just as proud of my batting average with the ladies as he was for my success in baseball.

      What a dad.
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      The next morning, I woke up with Debbie Double-Ds in my bed. I had to stop calling them that. More than once, I’d accidentally called a woman "Debbie." One girl let me know in no uncertain terms (a slap across the face) that Debbie was not her name. Funny how some woman I had met seven hours earlier for what we both knew would be a one-night stand could get so upset about me not recalling her name, especially when there was alcohol involved.

      Right now, I desperately needed to remember the real name of the woman with the rockin’ body who was currently stretching out in my bed. Lindsey? No. That was that other one. The brunette. Shit. This one began with an S. Or was it a J? Yes, it was definitely a J. Jane! Jane was definitely it. I remembered because last night we had played Tarzan and…never mind.

      It was funny. I mean, she looked great, but somehow I remembered her being hotter last night. Beer goggles, maybe. I don’t know. She was pretty smokin’, I guess. She had this lacy black bra, black thong, and she looked amazing. Somehow, she just seemed more amazing last night. She leaned back in bed and spread her legs a little. It was clearly an invitation for an encore performance of last night.

      "Come on, Henry. Come back to bed," Jane said seductively.

      "Sorry, I wanna get in a run and some lifting before batting practice," I said and I wasn’t really sure why. I could have gone again. No question about that. Jane looked disappointed and I was kinda disappointed in myself. I just wasn't feeling it.

      I went for a run through the neighborhood. It was a nice area. There were lots of trees and it was fairly quiet with the huge houses spread pretty far apart.

      Another jogger, wearing unnecessarily tight athletic pants, ran by me. I nodded at him and he nodded back as he passed by me. Then I turned around and checked out his ass.

      I turned around and checked out his ass.

      Okay, that was a little weird. I really didn't know what possessed me to do that. Sometimes you couldn’t help looking, I guess. If a guy wore tight shorts like that, he couldn't expect people not to look.

      What?

      Never mind. I kept jogging and tried to put the guy out of my mind. Except I couldn’t. I had a really odd feeling in my stomach. I hoped I wasn’t getting sick. That was all I needed. The Orioles were on a pretty hot streak lately and I didn’t want anything to screw that up.

      I felt a little better as I ran. A guy on a bicycle rode by me. He had really strong, muscular legs. Wow, not bad.

      What?

      That uneasy feeling in my stomach started to spread through the rest of my body. Something felt very, very strange. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. Suddenly, I had the sharp realization that I was noticing those guys the way I usually noticed big-breasted women or ones with long legs.

      It was attraction that I felt.

      I stumbled while running and it took me a good ten paces to catch myself. I probably looked like something out of a Jim Carrey film. I was grateful for the distraction, but it didn’t last long. I tried to deny it to myself, but there was really no mistaking it. For the briefest of moments, I had felt attracted to not one, but two men.

      Okay, okay don’t panic. This was stupid. I’d never experienced anything like this before. I don’t think. I mean, I’m sure I’d noticed guys sometimes when they looked good, but that was normal, right? Right?

      A test. I needed a test. I needed to go find some more men to look at. Gah! What a thought. I jogged faster, looking all around to find some guys to look at to see if I felt anything. I couldn’t find any at first. All I saw was a girl in her twenties or so bent over, weeding in her garden. I jogged past her.

      I jogged right past her.

      A sexy girl in her twenties, bent over with her thong visible in the back and I jogged right past her without turning around for a second look. I had to check out Tightpants Jogging Guy, but I ignored Thong Lady?

      I was totally psyching myself out here. I saw a blond guy walking to his car. I hoped he was hot. Just so I could test to be sure, not because…anyway. I nodded politely as I ran near him. He waved and smiled warmly. I knew that smile. It was an I know you. You’re Henry Vaughn, Jr.! smile. I concentrated. I searched my whole being for any sign of attraction. I knew objectively that he was a good-looking guy, but I didn’t feel anything.

      Relief flooded through me. I was just being paranoid but I really couldn’t help it. I was raised to avoid anything even remotely faggoty. My dad wouldn’t even hug me. Ever. Not as a kid and certainly not now. My pointing at him from the field and him giving me a manly handshake after a good game was about the extent of our physical relationship. No unnecessary touching. Gays were about the lowest form of life for him. Sissies. He still called them "sissies" sometimes and he and his friends used the word "fag" as a mock term of endearment. As in "Hey, fag, what’s up?" and "Nice to see you, homo. What’s going on?"

      I headed back home, ready to put this whole weird experience behind me. I couldn’t help thinking about Linds- Debb- no, no, it was Jane who was in my bed. Jane, who I could’ve had sex with again this morning, but I didn’t. I turned her down.

      But what about last night? Last night was pretty impressive, right? Right. Damn right. Just ask Jane. I needed to see her again. If she was still there when I got home, I was gonna rock her world. She’d tell her grandkids about the things Henry Vaughn, Jr. did to her. Well, maybe not her grandkids. But her friends. She’d definitely tell her friends.

      I ran toward home as fast as I could. On the way, I passed a shirtless guy riding

      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


    


  


OEBPS/images/queen-henry-12-31-13-1-sRGB-600-70.jpg





