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      THE BOWERY, NEW YORK CITY – OCTOBER, 1891

      The Slide was many things to many people. To the tourists who came from all over the city and the world to gawp at the depravity and wickedness of the Bowery, it was the most well-known club where one could find a night of unspeakable debauchery. To the sailors in port and trade looking for a bit of satisfaction, it was a necessary place of exchange. To the men who knew they were different and sought a way to live out those differences, if only for a while, it was a mecca of understanding and acceptance.

      To Ricky DeMarco, it was home.

      “I’m off tonight, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help out if you need me,” Ricky said to his friend and The Slide’s owner, Jonathan Logan, as he stepped behind the bar of the already busy club.

      Jonathan turned from where he was serving a man who looked like any boring uptown accountant, but for the lurid cosmetics he wore. He looked Ricky up and down with a slight frown. “You saying you’ll give up your night off to tend bar?”

      “No,” Ricky laughed, despite the fact that Jonathan had no humor in his question at all. Jonathan never showed anything that came close to a sense of humor, but there were reasons for that. “I have class tonight, remember?” Ricky shrugged the satchel he carried off his shoulder and rested it on the bar.

      Jonathan grunted and sneered at the satchel.

      “Are you still a fresh little schoolboy?” the accountant in lip rouge asked, giving Ricky the eye.

      Ricky blushed a little. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to men flirting so openly with him. Then again, that was the point of the Bowery clubs like The Slide. And The Slippery Slope, their rival club across the street and home to the handsomest and most wonderful bartender, the most magnificent man Ricky had ever known.

      “No,” he said, laughing bashfully and resting a hand on his satchel. “It’s a drawing class. I…I draw sometimes.”

      “Oh,” the accountant said, batting his kohl-lined eyes at Ricky and sliding down the bar toward him. “If you need a model, I’ll pose for you. With or without clothes.”

      Ricky laughed loudly and nervously at that and glanced around the bar hurriedly, looking for a way out of the corner he’d accidentally found himself in. It wasn’t the first time he’d ended up on the receiving end of that sort of attention. It happened on an almost nightly basis, whenever he was tending bar. And it wasn’t as though he didn’t enjoy it. Sometimes he did. Sometimes he took the gentlemen who flirted with him up on their offers of a good time.

      But not since things had started to blossom with Alonzo Russo.

      “I’ll just take this sign out front,” Ricky said breathlessly, grabbing the A-frame chalkboard Jonathan used to write drink specials and enticing messages on for potential customers. He nearly tripped over his own feet as he twisted to grab it, then came perilously close to knocking over a few glasses that had been placed near the edge of the counter behind the bar.

      “Watch yourself,” Jonathan growled, narrowing his eyes at Ricky. He narrowed his eyes at the accountant as well, which was a small relief.

      Jonathan didn’t like it when men flirted with Ricky. Not because he had any designs on Ricky himself. That idea was laughable. Ricky honestly wasn’t sure where Jonathan’s romantic interests lay. He’d never once seen his friend chat up one of the customers or slip off with them for a bit of fun in the back hallway or a room upstairs. Jonathan had other interests—interests Ricky didn’t particularly want to think about.

      He fumbled the large sign as he carried it out from behind the bar and across the increasingly crowded club. The accountant gave up on him and went to join a table of other uptown men looking to enjoy themselves. That was a relief, but it didn’t stop Ricky from stumbling a little and nearly dropping the sign a few times as he made his way to the door.

      He was lucky that a pair of incoming customers held the door for him so that he could whisk the sign out to the street. Bleeker Street was already humming with the usual Friday evening crowd out for a good time. Men—and even a few women—of every description walked the streets with varying degrees of speed and intention.

      Some knew exactly where they were going and what they would find there, and they walked with their heads down, drawing as little attention to themselves as they could. Others were all wide-eyed and full of wonder as they gaped at the sordid clubs and shops that lined Bleeker Street. They were obviously tourists who had read about the depravities of the Bowery and had gathered up their friends to “go slumming”, which was the popular vernacular for it these days.

      Then there were the semi-regulars, the sailors looking to unwind on shore leave, the preachers who thought they could save a few souls and condemn the others, the too-quiet men who might have been investigators or reporters, and a few stunned young men who were likely fresh off the boat to America and had no idea what they’d stumbled into.

      Ricky loved all of it. He smiled to a few of the unfamiliar faces and waved to one or two men he knew as he set up the sign. Bleeker Street certainly wasn’t anything like the cozy, idyllic town in Illinois, where he’d been born and raised. It wasn’t quite like the no-nonsense streets of Chicago either. It was dirty, crowded, and sometimes dangerous. There were days when he didn’t know what the horrible stench wafting in from the back alleys behind the clubs was, or when the threat of a police raid meant everyone had to either hunker down in their apartments or find somewhere far away to spend the day. There were nights when he felt horribly lonely as he listened to illicit activities through the walls, or when The Slide was so crowded that he couldn’t hear himself think. But the place was home, and it was almost perfect.

      Almost. One thing would have made the seedy hellhole he’d landed in after…occurrences…feel like paradise on earth. One man.

      He glanced down Bleeker Street and over to the other side at The Slippery Slope. He couldn’t remember where or how he’d met Alonzo Russo. Alonzo was one of the co-owners of The Slope. He’d been there before Ricky had moved to New York a few years ago. Right from the start, Ricky had found Alonso to be gorgeous and perfect, with his chiseled, athlete’s body and his handsome, Italian face and coloring. But lately, he and Alonzo had struck up a sort of friendship. Sort of, because there had been a kiss or two in there as well. Nothing passionate or leading—at least, not as much as Ricky would have liked—but kisses all the same. If only—

      Ricky’s longing thoughts were cut short as the door to The Slippery Slope opened and Alonzo himself stepped out. He wore a coat and hat and set off in the direction of Bowery as though he had a specific errand to run and knew where he was going. Ricky stood where he was, watching the man with a smile on his face, his heart beating in double time.

      And then Alonzo glanced up and saw him. Immediately, a wide smile spread across Alonzo’s face, and he raised his hand to wave. Ricky was a beat too late as he waved back. Even in the dim twilight, Alonzo must have seen the blush that came to his face. His smile took on a warmer feel, and he winked in a way that made Ricky’s blood run hot.

      “Having a good night, Ricky?” Alonzo asked. He only had the barest hints of an Italian accent. As Ricky understood it, his parents had immigrated to New York when Alonzo was a small boy.

      “Fine, good, yes,” Ricky called back…then immediately felt like an idiot.

      Alonzo paused when he was on the other side of the street, opposite The Slide. He looked both ways, as if he would cross the street, but as soon as there was a gap in traffic and he stepped one foot off the curb, he stopped. His smile vanished as he looked at something behind Ricky.

      Ricky caught his breath and turned to find the only thing that could kill Alonzo’s smile that way. Jonathan stood in the doorway behind him, eyes narrowed at Alonzo in warning. The two men stared each other down for a moment before Alonzo seemed to sigh and give up for the moment. He sent Ricky a soft smile and a nod, then continued on to wherever he was going.

      “What have I told you about associating with that man, or anyone from The Slippery Slope?” Jonathan asked in a low, threatening voice.

      Ricky let out a heavy breath and turned to walk back inside. “You told me not to speak to him,” he said, darting a resentful look Jonathan’s way as they walked back into the club and over to the bar.

      “That’s right,” Jonathan said. “And I meant it.” He softened up by a hair as Ricky moved to fetch his satchel and said, “It’s not because I’m some ogre who doesn’t think you should ever have your fancy tickled. If that’s what you want, you’ve got your pick of gents right here who would do it for you, or have you do it for them.”

      “That’s not what I want,” Ricky muttered, eyes downcast as he slung his satchel over his shoulder and quickly checked its contents to make certain no one had stolen anything.

      “Well, you can’t have anything deeper than that and you know it,” Jonathan said, going around the bar and leaning on it so he could speak without being heard. “I’ve kept your secret for five years now, and I’ll continue to keep it.” He paused for a moment, then added in an even quieter voice, “As long as you keep working for me.”

      Ricky raised his eyes to meet Jonathan’s. He wasn’t talking about work at The Slide. It was the other work that made his eyes flash with purpose now. A chill shot down Ricky’s spine.

      He turned away, as if he could turn away from the whole thing, not just Jonathan and his words. “I’m going to be late to class if I don’t hurry.”

      As he stepped away from the bar, Jonathan called after him, “Mind you don’t loiter after class or get lost on the way home. There’s a job coming up, and I’m going to need you for it at a moment’s notice, whenever Ratzinger gives us the signal.”

      Ricky swallowed hard and nodded without looking at Jonathan. He gripped the strap of his satchel and hurried through the club, bumping a few people in his rush to get out.

      Of course, he would never be able to get out. That was the whole problem about his life. One stupid moment when he was eighteen, brought on by boyish adoration for a man who would never look twice at him that way anyhow, and he’d been trapped like a fly in a spiderweb. He’d lost everything that night—his future, his name, his hope. Jonathan had saved him, but it was like being plucked from the spiderweb and dropped into one of those flytrap plants with sticky sides that he couldn’t get out of.

      There was no point in crying over spilt milk now, though. Once Ricky was out on Bleeker Street, walking toward Bowery so that he could catch a streetcar uptown to his class, he took a deep breath. Then a few more for good measure. The past was over and done. The life he might have led and the other man he had once been were gone. Things weren’t so bad now, not really. He liked working at The Slide. It was interesting, and men like him were ordinary there. He didn’t have to expend all of his energy trying to hide that part of himself—just all the other parts that no one in New York knew about. He had his own apartment, a job that sustained him, and he could take a night off now and then to attend an art class.

      The class was held in a plain, brown building adjacent to the campus of City College. Most of the people in his drawing class were students at the college—which filled him with a sense of melancholy and regret that it was best not to think about—but they allowed non-students to attend the classes, provided they were approved by the faculty. Ricky had been approved in a heartbeat when he’d shown his portfolio, and he had just barely avoided questions about why he wasn’t enrolled as a student.

      It felt good to unpack his things and sit at one of the easels in the drawing studio. He felt at home among the smell of paper and graphite, not to mention the turpentine and paint from other classes held in the room. It was a fairly crowded class with over a dozen other men buzzing around the room, setting up for the evening. There were no women allowed in that particular class, for obvious reasons, but Ricky didn’t mind. He wasn’t there to chat, only to engage in the one activity that made his soul sing and the rest of him forget about the cruelties of the world.

      “Settle down, lads,” the professor—an eccentric man with a long beard who wore a beret, even though he wasn’t French—said as he strode into the room. “Time is the very worst possible thing to waste. You will be working from a live model tonight, and I do not want to ask him to hold his pose any longer than necessary. I am looking for representation of musculature this evening and a feeling of power and strength.”

      Ricky nodded without looking as a robe-clad figure walked into the room, heading toward the block where models hired for the class sat or posed. He pinned his paper to the board on his easel, set out his pencils and charcoals, and adjusted his stool to the perfect height. When everything was exactly how he liked it, he glanced to the model…and nearly sent all of his pencils spilling to the floor.

      There, in the center of the room, facing away from him at first, was Alonzo. He’d just untied his robe and shrugged it from his shoulders. Ricky’s breath caught and his throat squeezed as the simple garment slid down, revealing Alonzo’s muscular back, hips, and ass. A giddy tremor started in Ricky’s hand as Alonzo leaned forward to toss his robe over a nearby chair, giving him an even more vivid view of Alonzo’s ass and the tops of his thighs. Alonzo was absolutely perfectly shaped in every way.

      Then he turned around and moved to sit on the block. For a moment, Ricky couldn’t breathe at all as he drank in the sight of Alonzo’s strong, broad chest, the flat plane of his abdomen, and, God help him, the mouth-watering sight of his groin. He had large, shapely balls and an uncut cock that would have impressed even the straightest and stodgiest of men. It was flaccid now, but Ricky could have sworn it twitched a bit as Alonzo faced fully toward him…and stopped dead.

      Ricky dragged his gaze up from Alonzo’s genitals and met his eyes. Alonzo stared back at him in shock. He’d never mentioned to Alonzo that he was an artist, or that he was taking classes. It must have been as much of a shock for Alonzo to see him as it was for him to see Alonzo. All of him. Every glorious inch of him.

      And he was supposed to steady his nerves enough to draw all of that? To commit to paper what he’d thus far only imagined in his most heated dreams?

      Alonzo started moving again, taking a seat on the block and striking a pose that would give the students a clear sight of everything they needed to draw. That also happened to mean that he gave Ricky a view of every glorious curve and elegant line of his cock and balls. It had to be on purpose. Alonzo could have sat in a way that would have protected his modesty, but no.

      Again, Ricky forced his eyes up to meet Alonzo’s—he hadn’t been completely aware of falling into staring at Alonzo’s groin again, but how could anyone resist such an impressive sight? Alonzo wore a wicked grin that he was fighting to conceal. Yes, the bastard had definitely been intentional in his pose so that he could give Ricky something interesting to draw. He lifted one leg, planting his heel on the edge of the block and resting his elbow on his knee so that he could give the rest of the students more interesting shapes to draw, but he grinned at Ricky as he adjusted his other leg to open his hips a bit more.

      “That will do,” the professor told Alonzo, then went on to say, “Try to capture the power and energy of his stance through the depiction of muscle.”

      Ricky didn’t hear a single word of the rest of the man’s instructions. He cleared his throat, breathing a bit too heavily, his face so hot he could only imagine what he looked like, and reached for a charcoal pencil to sketch the outline of Alonzo’s shape. His hand crashed right into the tray at the bottom of his paper, sending pencils scattering across the floor.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he gasped, nearly falling off his stool as he dropped to his knees to gather up the pencils. They’d scattered and rolled as surely as his thoughts had.

      “Mr. DeMarco, is there a problem?” the professor asked.

      “No, sir, no,” Ricky said, gripping his pencils harder than he needed to as he shuffled back onto his stool. “I’m fine. Truly, I am.”

      He was absolutely not fine. He was careening in a wild tornado between heaven and hell as he set his pencils back in their tray and lifted the charcoal to his paper. His hand shook as he made a line, then dared himself to look at Alonzo again.

      Alonzo’s grin was gone, replaced by a neutral expression that would likely be easier for him to maintain during the hour of the class. He sat so still, like he’d posed before. He didn’t seem to care in the least that he was completely nude and very much on display for over a dozen men.

      Ricky peeked around at the rest of the class. They were all sketching away with no deeper interest in what they were drawing. Alonzo was simply an object to them. He could never be just that to Ricky, but for the duration of the class, he could pretend. He took a deep breath, squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and scolded himself to be professional, then he opened his eyes and started sketching.
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      He needed the money. That was the only reason Alonzo bared all for a roomful of gaping knickerbockers. Granted, it wasn’t the same as being some sort of performer on the stage of one of the Bowery clubs. He’d convinced himself that nude modeling for a class of bright-eyed—and hopefully ignorant—students at City College would give him the few extra dollars he needed to develop his safety net in case The Slippery Slope went under or was closed down without too much humiliation. He had the body for it, and for the past year or so, he’d found that acting as an artist’s model was easy money.

      He'd never expected to encounter Ricky DeMarco in an art class, though.

      It was all Alonzo could do to maintain a bored expression as he sat on display for the room of scribbling artists. The only sounds around him were the hissing scrape of pencils gliding across paper, an occasional cough or sniff from one of the students, and a rare comment or suggestion from the professor.

      Which was why Alonzo could have sworn he could hear every unsteady breath, every squeak and whimper, and every sigh of determination Ricky made as he sketched away. It was clear that Alonzo’s presence had knocked Ricky for a loop. The young man’s reaction to him had been amusing on every level. Only Ricky could look as though he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t when Alonzo was the one with everything his mama gave him hanging for the world to see.

      It hadn’t been lost on Alonzo at all that Ricky had looked. Then looked some more. He hadn’t been able to keep a straight face when the man whom Alonzo had stolen a few kisses from behind the bar at The Slope had stared with wide-eyed astonishment at his meaty bits. Part of Alonzo regretted the circumstances of Ricky getting a look at him for the first time, but another part of him thought it was entertaining to show everything off when Ricky couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      Of course, that meant Alonzo couldn’t do anything about it either, which became more of a problem as the class wore on. The job of a model was to remain detached and uninterested so that the artists could work without awkwardness, but there was no way on earth Alonzo could remain detached where Ricky was concerned. The man was simply too intriguing.

      As over a dozen sets of eyes roved his body intimately, Alonzo watched Ricky. He’d no idea that Ricky could draw to any degree, but the sort of concentration the young man had as his pencil flew over the paper was not that of an amateur who had stumbled into a class like that by accident. There was an intent and focus in Ricky’s eyes—now that the initial burst of surprise was over—that drew Alonzo in.

      In so many ways, Ricky was an enigma to Alonzo. Sometimes he was quiet and meek, like he was lost in his own thoughts or didn’t feel as if he belonged where he was or had a right to speak up. Sometimes he surprised Alonzo with his willingness to defy the orders Jonathan Logan gave him. In the last few months, as the two of them had drifted slowly closer, there had been moments when Alonzo had thought perhaps Ricky wasn’t all that bright. Then there were moments where he was convinced Ricky was the smartest man in New York.

      One thing was certain, though. Alonzo knew it from the way Ricky glanced up at him now and then, studying his body with an artist’s intensity for one moment, then flickering his gaze up to meet Alonzo’s eyes and blushing. Ricky was interested in him in a particular way. It was evident in the shine of Ricky’s blue eyes and the blush that painted his cheeks, somehow drawing attention to his sensual mouth. It was clear in the way he tilted his head slightly and studied Alonzo with a dreamy look, then forgot to put his pencil back on the paper to draw. Ricky wanted him.

      It was a decidedly inconvenient thought to entertain when he was sitting naked, on display, for an entire class. He could feel the effects of his thoughts and feelings about Ricky in his cock, which twitched and tried to fill. Alonzo didn’t embarrass easily, but getting hard in front of a drawing class was definitely enough to do it. The embarrassment got worse when the professor casually walked past him and cleared his throat.

      A moment later, the sound of something dropping pulled Alonzo’s attention back to Ricky—who was now bent over, retrieving a pencil from the floor. Alonzo cracked a smile. He wanted to crack a joke, and he would definitely tease Ricky about it later, but for the moment, he owed it to the men who had paid good money to take the class to stay still and let them do their work.

      He forced himself to think of other things as the professor made his way over to Ricky and commented on Ricky’s work. He filled his mind with dire, worrying things, like the precarious financial position The Slope was in. They’d escaped closure a few months ago, when Morton was on his rampage. Richard Coker had pledged to have the authorities look the other way as long as The Slope helped him win the next election. How long could they rely on that sort of help, though? Politicians were notorious for breaking promises once they didn’t need votes.

      That was why Alonzo sat naked for strangers a few times a month. It was why he took a shift loading or unloading ships now and then with the rest of the day laborers when he wasn’t needed at The Slope. It was why he hadn’t handed all of the money he’d earned over to Graham right away either. He was saving to invest in another business, something so safe and ordinary that it wouldn’t even occur to the police to shut it down as a vice. Graham was in on it too. The two of them saw the necessity of hedging their bets where The Slope was concerned by starting up another business.

      Of course, Graham had to be involved. Alonzo couldn’t do it on his own. Not because of money, but because it was a bad idea for him to sign his name to any legal document. All it would take was the barest amount of digging by anyone with an investigative mind and he was certain deals would fall through, banks would deny loans, and dreams would be shattered.

      “It’s eight o’clock,” the professor announced, shaking Alonzo out of his thoughts. “You may pack up your things and go home now.” There was a rush of movement as the students packed away their things and prepared to leave. “Mr. Russo, I have your payment over here.”

      Alonzo took that as the signal that he was released from posing. He slipped off the block, stretched the stiffness from holding still so long from his body, and reached for his robe, covering himself. Instead of heading over to the desk in the corner of the room to collect his earnings, as he tied his robe, he walked to Ricky’s easel, unable to hide a grin.

      “I didn’t know you were an artist,” he said as Ricky finished sketching something. His cheeks were bright pink, and he avoided looking at Alonzo as though he were Medusa. Alonzo couldn’t help but tease him even more by murmuring, “Or do you just like looking at naked men on a Friday evening?”

      Ricky’s eyes snapped up to Alonzo in alarm, and his face went even redder. “No! No, that’s not it at all.” He glanced anxiously to the professor.

      In all fairness, it probably would have gotten Ricky in trouble if the professor had heard Alonzo’s sly comment and taken it seriously. They weren’t in the Bowery, so any slip of the lip could land both him and Ricky in hot water.

      “Let me see,” Alonzo said, straightening and pretending he and Ricky were just casual acquaintances.

      He stepped around to Ricky’s side of the easel…and gaped at what he saw. In just an hour, Ricky had managed to sketch a remarkable rendering of Alonzo’s pose and his body. It was astoundingly good. Not only had Ricky drawn him with absolute perfection, he’d somehow managed to capture the tension in the way Alonzo had been sitting. He’d managed to convey the latent desire of the pose as well, though Alonzo wasn’t certain anyone who didn’t know how he’d been feeling would realize what that was.

      “This is incredible,” he said, looking at Ricky again with all new eyes. “I had no idea you were this good.”

      Ricky shrugged and smiled, gathering up his things without looking at Alonzo for more than a few seconds on end. “I’m sure there are lots of things you don’t know about me,” he said.

      It was the kind of statement that was expected after what Alonzo had said, but it fired his blood all the same. Ricky was right. There were volumes of things he didn’t know about the handsome young man, but now he wanted to know all of them.

      “Are you headed back to The Slide?” he asked. When Ricky nodded, he went on with, “I’ll walk with you. I’ll just get changed and meet you in the hall.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Ricky said with a touch of alarm. He glanced around at the other students, but none of them seemed even remotely interested in the conversation.

      Alonzo shrugged. “I want to. We’re heading to the same place.”

      “Alright.” Ricky’s smile relaxed, and he reached forward to unpin his work from the easel.

      Alonzo hurried to collect the envelope with his payment from the professor, then slipped into the closet that served as a dressing room so that he could put his clothes back on. Though if he were being honest, he would much rather have dragged Ricky into that closet and stripped him out of his clothes instead.

      He chuckled at himself for the heated thought as he dressed. The two of them could land in deep trouble if he indulged in those fantasies here. There would be plenty of time for mischief once they were back in the Bowery. Who knew? He’d said he’d walk Ricky home. Maybe tonight was the night when he would take what he’d wanted for months now.

      Ricky was packed up and waiting patiently for him by the classroom door when Alonzo finished dressing. He smiled at the sight the young man made—rosy cheeks, slightly nervous, but deeply happy to see Alonzo—as he crossed the room to him.

      “Do the two of you know each other?” the professor glanced up from the desk and asked.

      Alonzo and Ricky exchanged a look.

      “We live in the same neighborhood,” Ricky answered.

      It was a clever answer—the truth, but vague at the same time. It seemed to be all the answer the professor needed, though. He let the two of them go without further comment.

      “So, what did you think?” Alonzo asked with a teasing grin as they reached the street and strolled along toward the streetcar stop that would take them back to Bleeker Street.

      “About what?” Ricky asked, blinking nervously.

      Alonzo grinned, enjoying the way he could make Ricky so jumpy. “About my astoundingly beautiful balls,” he said.

      Ricky burst into sudden laughter, then caught himself with an intake of breath that caused him to dissolve into a coughing fit. That was enough to make Alonzo laugh as well. He slapped Ricky on the back, and when that caused him to drop his satchel, Alonzo leaned over and picked it up.

      “I’ll carry it,” he said when Ricky reached for it. “That’s what good schoolboys do, isn’t it? Carry their sweetheart’s books?”

      Even in the New York night, Alonzo could see Ricky’s face flush pink.

      “We’re not sweethearts, though,” he said quietly, then added a tentative, “Are we?”

      A thousand thoughts and feelings pulsed through Alonzo all at once. God, what he wouldn’t give to tell Ricky they were just that. He’d move mountains if it meant he could push Ricky up against the nearest wall and ravish his mouth with a kiss. He wasn’t entirely sure how Ricky liked it, but he had a feeling the man wouldn’t say no to a little rough handling. And once that was done, maybe they’d switch things around so Alonzo could see just how excitable Ricky could get.

      Those thoughts were blasted from his brain as the bell on the streetcar sounded several yards in front of them. They had to forget everything for a moment so they could run and catch the car before it pulled away.

      Once they were seated, it was impossible to continue the previous conversation, so Alonzo asked, “Since when have you been an artist, and why didn’t I know about it?”

      They were wedged close together on the crowded streetcar. On Friday night, more people than usual made their way downtown to the clubs.

      Alonso felt Ricky’s shrug as much as he saw it. “It hasn’t really come up,” Ricky said. “There isn’t much call for artists in the clubs. But I’ve been drawing for as long as I can remember. Mutti always used to shout at me for wasting paper, since it was so expensive.”

      Alonzo blinked. Mutti? That was a German word. “We didn’t have a lot growing up either. Things were tight on Mulberry Street.” He didn’t think it was particularly subtle, but he used that statement to ask, “Where did you grow up?”

      “Oh, not in New York,” Ricky answered, momentarily distracted by a gentleman who fumbled his handkerchief. Ricky caught it and handed it back to the man with, “I only moved to New York five years ago.”

      “Really?” Alonzo’s insides buzzed at the possibility of getting to know Ricky better. “Where did you come from?”

      For some reason, Ricky looked alarmed by the question. “Nowhere, really,” he said, squirming as he settled in his seat again. “The Midwest.”

      “Is it some big secret?” Alonzo asked with a teasing grin.

      Ricky’s suddenly frightened expression said that yes, it was, even though he answered, “No,” with a tight shake of his head.

      Intrigued, Alonzo kept the conversation going in the hope that he could learn more. “I didn’t realize you were enrolled in school and working at The Slide.”

      “I’m not,” Ricky said, leaning back and shifting to the side as they stopped to let on more passengers. “I just take a class now and then to keep my skills honed. I was enrolled in art college once but I—”

      He stopped abruptly, but not because of the jolt of the streetcar as it moved on, or because of the man who squeezed into the seat next to him, squashing him even more against Alonzo.

      Alonzo didn’t mind the squashing at all. In fact, he regretted that the next stop was Bleeker Street. What he did mind was the way Ricky suddenly clammed up and looked like he’d said something he shouldn’t have.

      “Well, you definitely have the talent for art school,” he said, searching for a way he could ask more without frightening Ricky into complete silence. For all the times they’d stolen a kiss when neither Jonathan nor Graham were looking—and really, they’d only done that twice—Ricky had rushed off and avoided talking to him three times as often. Which was why Alonzo was so intrigued by him. Ricky had secrets. Everyone knew it, but no one ever dug any deeper than that.

      Alonzo wanted to dig as deeply as possible. His mouth twitched into a lascivious smile as he contemplated all the ways he could go very deep indeed in an effort to convince Ricky to confess everything…preferably while shouting his name in the throes of orgasm.

      He had to force himself to stop those thoughts and concentrate as the streetcar stopped at Bleeker Street. There was a push and a shuffle as he and Ricky stood and wedged their way past the other passengers to step down. Alonzo used that as his excuse to grab Ricky’s hand as they hurried down to the sidewalk. He kept hold of his hand longer than he should have, but by then they were in the heart of the Bowery, and on a Friday night, there were much more scandalous things to gawp at than two men holding hands.

      “You really didn’t have to carry my bag all this way,” Ricky said as they headed down the noisy and relatively crowded street. The bars and clubs were all open, people from uptown had streamed in for a night of fun, and everywhere one turned, there was music, laughter, and shouted conversations.

      Alonzo and Ricky walked through it as though it were just another day and another walk.

      “I wanted to carry it,” Alonzo said.

      “But we’re not…we aren’t…you know,” Ricky stammered, glancing sideways at Alonzo.

      The man was a complete enigma. One moment he was steady and professional, the next he was shifty and anxious, the next he was as sweet as a deb at her coming out ball. Alonzo teased him by shrugging and making a noncommittal sound as they drew closer to both The Slide and The Slippery Slope. Both clubs were visible ahead of them.

      “We haven’t actually put a name to it or anything,” he said to tease Ricky and confuse him.

      “But Jonathan says…and Graham doesn’t really like me,” Ricky said.

      Alonzo stopped short, turning to stare at Ricky. “Who says Graham doesn’t like you?”

      Ricky tilted his head and shrugged. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? We’ve been told to stay away from each other, after all.”

      “And you’re going to listen to that nonsense?” Alonzo demanded, breaking into a smile. It was painful how sweet Ricky could be sometimes.

      “There could be trouble,” Ricky said.

      There was something in the way Ricky answered that Alonzo didn’t like. Ricky knew more than he was letting on, and something about that got under his skin. Not in the way the rest of Ricky got under his skin, but maybe one way could lead to another.

      He already held Ricky’s hand, and with a quick glance around to see if anyone was paying them any attention, he tugged Ricky into the alley beside where they stood. As soon as they had the cover of relative darkness, he nudged Ricky up against the wall and crowded in on him.

      “I can think of a few kinds of trouble we could cause that we’d both like,” he said in a low growl.

      When Ricky opened his mouth to ask what kind, Alonzo crashed into him with a searing kiss. It was a huge relief to be able to kiss him after wanting to all evening. He vocalized his pleasure against Ricky’s mouth as his tongue slipped in to play with Ricky’s. Better still, Ricky moaned his enjoyment of the kiss without hesitation. He slipped his arms around Alonzo’s sides, avoiding his satchel as he did, and dug his fingertips into Alonzo’s back. It would have been much nicer if he hadn’t been wearing a coat, but it was pretty damn nice as it was.

      They both wanted it. That much was clear. It made Alonzo want to shout in triumph. Whether it was just lust and need or whether Ricky felt more for him, they were definitely of the same mind. All he needed to do was figure out how to sneak Ricky up to his room without Graham seeing to—

      “Run! Get away!”

      The shout came from Bleeker Street, and while it wasn’t directed specifically at him and Ricky, it gave Alonzo pause. He rocked back from Ricky while still keeping Ricky pressed against the wall and craned his neck to see what was going on.

      “Head for cover!” someone else yelled.

      A moment later, there was a rush as people started heading back toward Bowery.

      A moment after that, they started to run as someone shouted, “There’s a bomb!”
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