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“We got to leave separate, kiddo.” Duggan tousles Benny’s chestnut hair, shoulder-length and wavy. Hair that frames a pale, anxious face. Duggan won’t admit it, but Benny’s appearance worries him. He thinks his young friend too lithe and handsome—pretty really—for hitchhiking solo. Benny’s never hiked before, but it’s the best way to economize.

“Two guys hitching together is stupid,” Duggan says again. “We’d turn off potential rides.” He wiggles his left foot. He can feel the folded packet of traveler’s checks inside his brown sock. His larger share from selling the white Chevy station wagon. At least the car made it to San Francisco before it broke down from neglected repairs.

“Why can’t we at least take the same bus to San Jose?” Benny asks. Although he’s used to his buddy thinking in mysterious ways, he needs an answer.

“Better to split up here,” Duggan says, “give you a good head start. I can take the next bus. We don’t want to wind up on the same stretch of highway competing for the first ride.”

“You told me hitching from San Jose’ll be a breeze. If that’s the case, why can’t one of us go further down the road and wait his turn?”

Duggan doesn’t have a good answer. Truth is, he feels responsible for their situation. He simply can’t face the sight of Benny out on the highway, looking fragile and sad and anxious. It was his idea to quit their warehouse jobs, where he worked on the shop floor, and Benny clerked in the office. It was he who convinced his doubtful buddy to start a new life in the city of Peace, Love, and Flower Power.

A couple weeks later, and he’s turning tail back to Jacksonville, Florida. Lucky thing his taciturn brother agreed to put him and Benny up a while. The last time Duggan hitched was in 1950. That was over twenty years ago.

Both men look around to avoid their discomfort with each other. The bus station’s crowded with people this Saturday morning. Many are foreign college kids—well-scrubbed and good-looking Europeans mostly. They exude confidence, the optimism that comes from moneyed nurturing.

Benny wishes he could be one of them. He listens to conversations he can’t understand, imagines a privileged life, and more important, the confidence to feel secure in the world.

At twenty-four, he’s yet to shake his dependent temperament. He prefers to follow. That’s why he’s going back with his buddy, not sticking out San Francisco on his own. If he knew how to make his good looks and easy disposition work for him, he might stand a chance. His buddy knows how to treat him. At least he used to.

He watches Duggan go in autopilot mode, cruising every attractive guy who walks past. Benny understands. He’s understood since they teamed up five years ago, after he finished high school. At first it bothered him not to know whether he’d be sleeping in the bedroom they shared—or on the parlor fold-out couch—while Duggan humped some pick-up. He got used to uncertainty fast. Those frequent nights spent alone he came to enjoy. They gave him time to read the serious books he neglected in school.

Now, while he nervously awaits his bus to San Jose, he thinks that having his own couch to sleep on—in his very own apartment—would be something close to paradise.

* * * *
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Duggan checks himself out in a glass door that’s glazed with grease and dirt. Not bad for forty-three. Thin and well-muscled, with legs that stretch his jeans every which way. Kept his hair too. Not a single gray strand among the black. His sharp, comely features could cut air, though he’s been noticing lately that the tan flesh sags a tad below the broad jaw—and his worried brown eyes—when he’s willing to look hard.

The reflection of a cute kid standing across the lobby catches his attention. He’s back in the moment, ready for temporary solace. He’s caught the kid’s gaze. He can read the guy with ease; parse curiosity from serious, malleable interest. The kid’s hesitant nod sets things in motion.

* * * *
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Benny watches his buddy span the gray terrazzo floor at a fast clip. The skinny blond kid’s real short. His slender neck bends back to catch Duggan’s face, which is for the better. Duggan likes being looked up to.

Nine minutes later—Benny timed it—Duggan’s back with him, about to explain the obvious: “That’s some nice stuff over there, huh?” He nods at the flaxen-haired fellow. “A little Dutch boy playing tourist.” The kid clearly knows he’s the subject of conversation. He pretends to read a travel brochure, but his pale blue eyes keep glancing over. Yellow stubble shimmers on his pink cheeks in the grainy sunlight.

“That kid you want to trick with is a guy,” Benny says. “He’s more than nice stuff.”

“I ain’t in the mood for a lecture,” Duggan tells him. “Get off your high horse before I push you off.”

“What’s the game plan, Romeo?”

“Out back. Between the parked buses at the very end.”

“Isn’t that a big risk? You could get caught or something.”

Duggan tugs at Benny’s long brown bangs. “Don’t worry yourself—nice stuff. I’ll be done in plenty time to see you off.”

* * * *
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California sunshine can’t dispel Benny’s worry. Nor can the hypnotic pleasure he gets from sitting in a cool bus, watching scenery go by. He’s not sure what makes him angrier, his friend’s no show—or missing the chance to have Duggan worry that his young pal didn’t make the bus, might’ve gone off somewhere. He has half a mind to skip Phoenix entirely. That’s where Duggan’s lined up a crash pad for their first rendezvous. Benny will show regardless. What else can he do?

He checks his wallet to make sure he has the address and phone number. Again he worries how he’ll manage the long, cross-country trip. His journey to Phoenix is a test run. Should hitching prove too hard, Duggan promised he’d put Benny on a Greyhound back to Florida. “Expense be damned,” he’d said, though halfheartedly.

* * * *
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The plaid suitcase—greenish brown, made of thick cardboard and waterproof fabric—quickly tires Benny. He’d like to hold the flimsy luggage with both hands, but that would appear goofy, and cause a different kind of discomfort. He only wanted to bring a few changes of essential clothes. His buddy insisted otherwise: “Take everything you can fit, Benny. A kid with your looks won’t be walking any.”

Duggan should’ve known his friend might have trouble locating a street that leads to the highway. Benny’s plagued with the lamest sense of direction. In unfamiliar territory, he tends to go in circles a lot, often takes the longest route to any given destination. He’s shy to boot. Won’t ask passersby for help. He worries they might suspect bad motives.

In the heat, his dark green T-shirt molds to his slight frame. His dungarees rest on curved hips, and a pair of buttocks like two ripe cantaloupes. Long-legged jeans bow slightly. They conform to their slender, well-turned contents. Frazzled hems kiss the pavement under his brown loafers. To lighten his burden, he pretends the suitcase contains popcorn, not his heavy belongings. The fantasy immediately backfires. His stomach grumbles; his mouth waters. Already his thin arms ache as he switches the suitcase from one to the other.

He wants to get far away from the city’s Diridon Bus Station area. Too many cocky military guys loiter about. Their shaved heads spook him on account of his long brown hair. Ditto the peace sign center-stitched to the back of his jeans like a target—or an invitation. Some guys give him hard looks.

At least he’s on the shady side of the street. Dry air lessens his unease. He could make himself feel happy on such a day, if he felt sure his adventure would turn out well. Except for a few official-looking buildings, the street’s dominated by small retail stores and low-end restaurants. The kind he and Duggan saw in other small cities they passed through on their trip West. San Jose could be anywhere USA.

What a change from the magical realm of San Francisco, with its multi-colored buildings the locals called Painted Ladies, and the hilly streets that held something new at every turn.

A sign on East Julian Street announces directions for Highway 101. He stands in front of it to let drivers assume his destination. He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. A fold-out map opens flat in his mind. It’s covered with red lines, blue lines; complicated green lines that course every which way. Bold splashes of amber denote major urban areas. The map resembles an anatomy illustration: The body of America.

Benny opens his eyes again. Gone are the map’s elegant abstractions. They’re replaced with the concrete reality around him, and his precarious circumstance within it.

How in hell did I wind up here? he asks himself. Duggan—that’s how I wound up here.

While he reflects on the complaints he’d like to lay on his buddy—who should’ve known better since he’s so damn smart and a lot older—he irons the scowl from his face. He must appear approachable; the perfect driving companion. That way someone’ll stop. Someone nice.

After a few false starts, he gets up the nerve to stick out his thumb. People walking by regard him with indifference or suspicion. At least Benny thinks so. He feels as though he were doing something offensive—like sticking his dick in the air, and not the first digit of his hand. The notion makes him flush.

You got yourself a bad attitude, he thinks, recalling Duggan’s favorite criticism. His buddy makes the accusation whenever Benny pokes holes in some dumb, fast-money scheme Duggan envisions—always at the end of any given month when bills come due.

Cars pass in herds, mixed with some trucks. They comply with the speed limit, pretty much. A red Caddie coupe slows down. The driver scowls at Benny, points down the road for the novice hitchhiker to start walking. His passenger—a pimply adolescent—shoots Benny the bird. The kid’s bared teeth are woven with shiny metal braces.

Little creep should be wearing a muzzle instead. Talk about a bad attitude!

He remembers the last time Duggan criticized his attitude. Said it needed an adjustment. It happened after Benny called his friend a barfly for routinely staying out until the early hours during weeknights. Afterward Duggan got real quiet. He undressed from the waist down, unbuttoned his brown, uniform shirt—required dress for the warehouse. Then he sat on their couch, read his paper a while. When Benny passed by to get a book, Duggan said, “You. Over here.” He kept pointing hard, like that nasty driver a moment ago. Only Duggan pointed downwards—at his bulging, naked crotch. “Take care of it while this working man reads his paper.”

I work too, Benny thought. Go to school at night to boot.

His resentment aside, the order excited him. Duggan knew it would.

Benny knelt and serviced his buddy, hearing the occasional turn of the newspaper—which he suspected Duggan wasn’t reading for real. It was a way to pretend indifference to his buddy’s attentions. They both liked sex that way most times, which made it okay; providing they didn’t talk about it afterwards, or let the inequality spill over into everyday life.

But it did spill over, Benny
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