






Chelsea Station64      
art by Peachboy from an image by Phil Date /Shutterstock



Chelsea Station 65

Josh reached up and switched on the round light above 
his airplane seat. Beside him, a fat bald man with the 
sagging face of a snoozing bulldog suddenly jerked and 
opened his eyes as though startled by a loud noise. The 
man wiped a spot of drool off his chin with his palm, 
huffed a series of incoherent words, and then rested his 
flabby head back against the window. Josh looked at his 
watch and stretched his left leg out into the aisle. He had 
nodded off for only twenty minutes but his neck was as 
stiff as if he had been sleeping slumped over for hours. 
Must be getting old, he thought. He rubbed the kink in 
the back of his neck and stared at the dark sky through 
a small piece of window not blocked by the bald man’s 
head. Thousands of feet below, a million tiny electric 
lights shone in bright conglomerations like galaxies 
across the black landscape. 

He was flying down to Washington D.C. two days 
before the start of the conference because it was cheaper 
than flying out Monday morning. By staying over a 
Saturday night, his boss had explained, Josh would save 
the company almost a thousand dollars on the cost of the 
airplane ticket. Josh didn’t object. He and his wife had 
separated a few months earlier and though he had moved 
into his own apartment, they still spoke everyday on the 
telephone, just as Todd (their marriage counselor) had 
suggested. Todd also advised that Josh and Allison meet 
every Saturday night for, what Todd called, dates. So for 
the past two months, Josh has been dating his wife—a 
movie, a dinner, and maybe a quick fuck in his old bed 
before Josh drove home. Todd thought the sundered 
spouses were making good progress. 

But now Josh looked forward to a week of freedom 
and relished the idea of having hundreds of miles and an 
international border between him and Allison. A male 
flight attendant, who had taken off his blue suit jacket 
during the flight, came down the aisle pushing a trolley 
and collecting garbage. His graceful movements, like a 
ballerina doing pirouettes in a phone booth, seemed too 
broad for the confines of the narrow aisle. With precision, 

he would narrowly miss hitting the overhead bins with 
his hands each time he reached out for a passenger’s 
empty soda can or peanut wrapper. He was a tall slim 
man with wide brown eyes and short black hair cropped 
close to his head that had begun to recede slightly. A 
smile stretched easily over his teeth displaying two deep 
dimples in his cheeks. Josh marveled at how sincere his 
smile still looked after a two hour flight. When the man 
approached, Josh handed him his empty Styrofoam coffee 
cup and smiled shyly back, but the flight attendant’s head 
was turned toward someone else on the other side of 
the aisle. As he passed, his starched white cotton shirt 
brushed against Josh’s cheek. 

Outside the airport, Josh stood on the train platform 
with his black suitcase at his side studying the city’s 
subway map. He moved his hand through the greasy 
gel in his short brown hair and scratched the bald spot 
growing on the back of his head. He had been planning 
this for six months. The confusing colored lines that 
made up Washington’s subway system looked like a 
multi-armed Hindu god. He studied the stops on the 
orange line until he found one on the other side of the 
Potomac River. 

That’s it. 
He opened a zipper on the front of his suitcase and 

took out a glossy color brochure: The Electronic Data 
Business Exchange (EDBX) Spring Conference, Arlington 
Hilton. The Hilton was right above the Balston Metro 
Station on the orange line. He had to take the Metro 
from the Washington National Airport to his hotel in 
Virginia and, although he was thirty years old, Josh had 
never been on a subway. 

After ten minutes and two yellow line trains, a blue 
line train Josh was waiting for finally rumbled to a stop at 
the platform. He pulled his suitcase with a clack onto the 
silver subway car and sat by the doors. He rode the blue 
line past the Pentagon and through Arlington cemetery 
to Rosslyn Metro Station where he changed over to the 
orange line. A few minutes later he was standing in The 
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Arlington Hilton. That was simple enough, he thought.
The lobby was large and elegantly furnished with 

tan leather chairs and dark brown tables. Around the 
perimeter were a number of stores including a coffee 
shop, a hair stylist, and at the far end, a gift shop 
brimming with burgundy and gold Washington Redskins 
shirts, sweatshirts, and ball caps. Beside the gift shop, a 
restaurant was just opening for the evening. The smell of 
burning hickory drifted out of its doors. 

After Josh had checked in, a black man in a maroon 
blazer slid Josh’s room access card and a small gold key 
across the gray marble counter.

“Enjoy your stay,” the man said. 
“Thanks,” said Josh. He put his access card and key in 

the front breast pocket of his yellow shirt. “Oh, is there a 
liquor store nearby? I’d like to get a bottle of wine.” 

“Yes there is,” the man said. “Go out the front door, 
turn right, and walk down one block. There’s a liquor 
store beside The Waffle House on the corner. He leaned 
across the counter toward Josh and lowered his voice. 
“But you know... if you order a bottle of wine from room 
service, it just shows up as Restaurant on the bill.” 

Josh blushed. He’s got me pegged, he thought. No 
boss would question a travel expense for Restaurant.

Josh rode the elevator up to the eleventh floor. He 
entered room 1125, and quickly threw his suitcase onto 
the bed. He had to piss. As he stood in the bathroom 
and emptied his bladder, he noticed little plastic bottles 
of assorted complementary shampoos and soaps in a 
wicker basket on top of the toilet tank. Lavender, almond, 
patchouli. While his stream splashed in the bowl, Josh 
grabbed the bottle of almond body wash, unscrewed the 
tiny white cap and put it under his nose. He sniffed and 
jerked his head away. It smelled like the marzipan icing 
on his wedding cake. He put the cap back on the bottle 
and tossed it back into the basket. I’ll use the lavender. 

He finished pissing, shook and zipped up his fly. 
On his way out of the bathroom, Josh saw his profile 
in the mirror. Even though his new yellow shirt had 
perspiration marks under the armpits and was wrinkled 
from the flight, he still looked good. Since he and Allison 
had separated, he had gone back to the gym and lost 
some weight. And a week earlier, he had made a special 
excursion to the shopping mall near his new apartment. 
It was the first time in a long time that he had chosen his 
own clothes, and he had come home that afternoon with 
a heavy pair of black leather Doc Martin shoes, two pairs 

of blue jeans, and this bright yellow shirt with a fancy 
designer emblem on the chest. “My independence shirt,” 
Josh had thought when he put it on for the first time that 
morning. 

Josh’s hotel room had a worn royal blue carpet and 
cream-colored striped wallpaper. Near the window there 
was a cherry wood desk and chair and in front of the 
bed, a matching cherry wood armoire that held a large 
television set. A gold cardboard note placed on one of the 
pillows of the king-size bed boasted that the sheets had a 
two hundred and fifty thread count. 

“I’ll count them later,” Josh said to the armoire. 
He walked toward the window and opened the 

curtains. It was too dark to see the surrounding landscape, 
except for the glowing sign of the Waffle House down the 
street. Then, as if he remembered something, he clapped 
his hands together and turned around. 

“The mini-bar!”
He leaped to the front of the bed and the floor 

vibrated slightly. 
“Sorry, room 1025!” he shouted to the floor.
He shoved the tiny gold key they had given him at 

the front desk into the lock of the small refrigerator on 
the shelf under the television in the armoire. He opened 
the refrigerator door wide and smirked. 

“Decadence!” 
Dancing in place, Josh took out two tiny vodka bottles 

and a can of tonic. After a few seconds of hesitation, he 
also grabbed a box of chocolate covered almonds and 
walked to the desk. I hope this shows up as Restaurant 
too, he thought, as he crunched the almonds between 
his back teeth. Standing at the desk, he mixed himself a 
drink using one and a half bottles of the vodka and half 
a can of tonic. He took one sip and poured what was 
left from the second little bottle into his glass. He took 
another sip and then laid down on the dark green and 
ruby bedspread. Although he would have preferred the 
drink with ice, he was not going to search the Hilton 
hallways for an ice machine. 

As he finished his vodka tonic, Josh debated whether 
to call Allison. Todd would want you to call now, he 
thought. He chewed on his thumb nail. Ach! His fingers 
smelled like marzipan. 

“Later,” he said rolling out of bed.
He put his empty glass down on the night table 

beside the phone and walked out of his hotel room to 
the elevator. Back down to the hotel lobby, he marched 
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toward the scent of grilling meat and hickory. The vodka 
from the mini-bar was already soothing Josh’s head but 
the stark lights of the hotel lobby yanked him back into 
an unpleasant pseudo sobriety. Above the entrance to 
the restaurant, a large red, white, and blue electric sign 
flashed Yankee Steak House and Bar. Josh grinned and 
swung open the wooden saloon-style doors. 

Inside, sports photos and memorabilia covered the 
walls. At one end of the dark room, a big-screen television 
was showing a boxing match and beside the television 
hung a framed number seven Washington Redskins 
football jersey. Josh tried to focus. Joe Theismann’s 
signature was scrawled in black magic marker across the 
front of the shirt. That must be worth a couple of bucks, 
he thought. If it’s real.

Josh walked to a long oak bar in the back near the 
kitchen and sat down on a barstool with his back to 
the television. There were only a few people scattered 
around the dark room. It was unlikely that anyone else 
from his convention had come two days early. Seeing 
Josh, the bartender put down the paperback copy of a 
Chuck Palahniuk novel he was reading and walked over 
to Josh. 

He was a swarthy young man in his early twenties. 
He had short black curly hair styled with gel, parted to 
the side and combed back over his head which made his 
hair look as if he had just jumped out of the shower. His 
dark almond-shaped eyes looked clear and intelligent 
and around his mouth, he had a sparse goatee. He wore a 
faded black pair of Levis and a red shirt with a black vest 
and matching bowtie. His shoes were shiny black leather 
with a thick rubber sole. In his right earlobe he had a 
small gold stud. His nametag read Ricky. 

“What can I get you,” Ricky asked. He had a crooked 
smile and a tiny gap between his two front teeth. His 
voice was much deeper than Josh had expected. I wonder 
if he has Indian blood too, Josh thought.

“I’ll have the porterhouse steak and a vodka martini,” 
Josh said. 

“Sure thing. How would you like your steak 
cooked?”

“Rare,” Josh said. He grabbed his left earlobe and felt 
a small ancient hole. I wonder whatever happened to my 
diamond stud earring? It didn’t matter. The hole in his 
earlobe had closed up years ago. 

As Ricky shook Josh’s vodka martini in a shiny metal 
martini shaker, Josh noticed that Ricky wore a thick silver 

ring on his thumb. When did they start making thumb 
rings? Josh thought. 

“Your steak will be ready in a few minutes,” Ricky said 
as he put Josh’s martini in front of him. Ricky had a slight 
Southern accent. Josh wondered just how far south one 
had to travel in the States before they started to hear a 
Southern accent. Kentucky? Ohio? His Aunt Wilma had 
picked up her feeble Southern accent by living in Georgia 
for twenty years. Maybe Ricky was from Georgia too.

Josh sipped his drink. The martini was so cold that it 
numbed the back of his throat.

“Mmmmmmmmm.” He closed his eyes and the last 
bit of tension disappeared from his body as the vodka 
flowed from his stomach out through his veins. First his 
gut warmed and his head grew wonderfully hazy. Then 
his arms and fingers tingled with a familiar pleasure. The 
fear he had carried along with him from home was being 
slowly eclipsed by something else. His penis grew erect 
in his jeans. 

Josh stared off at a framed Sports Illustrated cover on 
the wall beside the bar. The photo was of a football player 
in a Washington Redskin uniform catching a football in 
midair. Beside the football player the word WOW was 
written in big white letters. What would the headline 
be for me and my life? Josh wondered. Something like 
WASTE or ZZZZZ. He chewed on an olive and, taking 
the pit from his mouth, placed it on a napkin by his 
martini glass. What has he been doing for almost a 
decade? He worked, he ate, he slept and sometimes he 
even fucked the wife. He tried to remember when that 
had been enough.

While Josh waited for his steak, the vodka continued 
to push at dams he had built in his head. The past wafted 
back to him as if he had caught the scent of long forgotten 
cologne. Another few sips and the barricades broke, 
sending debris from the last eight years into Josh’s frontal 
lobe. If only...

Ricky placed a plate on the bar in front of Josh. The 
aroma of a rare porterhouse steak, baked potato, and 
chopped grilled zucchini wiped all other thoughts from 
Josh’s mind like a wet cloth over a dusty chalkboard. Now 
he could only focus on his dinner.

As he ate, Ricky stood close swaying to the classic 
rock music coming from speakers above the bar. “Is the 
steak OK?” he asked. 

“Perfect,” Josh said. 
“Another martini?” 
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Josh looked at his empty glass. He had promised 
Todd to try and cut down on his drinking. 

Fuck Todd. 
“Yes,” said Josh, and then as if suddenly remembering 

his manners, added “please.” 
Josh continued eating his dinner and Ricky fixed Josh 

another martini. This time he dropped two olives into the 
glass before placing it in front of Josh. The olives looked 
twice their size through the cold clear liquor. 

“You must be British,” a voice beside him said.
Josh turned his head to a man sitting two stools to 

his right. The man interlocked his fingers and placed his 
hands carefully on the bar. He grinned. The man was a 
couple of years older than Josh. He had the beginnings of 
crow’s feet growing around his eyes and faint laugh lines 
around his mouth. A five-o’clock shadow was appearing 
on his face.

“Huh?” Josh said. 
The man had short wavy light brown hair, hazel eyes, 

a round nose, and full fat lips. He was leaner than Josh, 
only about one hundred and forty pounds, and wore a 
dark grey suit, white shirt, and a deep purple silk tie. 

“Americans never cut their food that way,” the man 
said. “They cut five little pieces off a steak, put their knife 
down, switch their fork to their right hand, and then 
eat all five pieces.” The man mimed the procedure with 
invisible utensils. The lights over the bar reflected in his 
manicured nails. 

Josh smiled as he continued to chew his food. You 
should see me eat soup, he thought.

“But British people cut off one piece of steak at a 
time,” the man continued. “They also somehow get a little 
bit of everything on their forks… a little meat, a little 
potato, a little vegetable—it’s a skill I’m quite envious 
of.” Josh listened for any hint of an accent but there was 
none.

“I’m not British,” Josh said. “I’m Canadian.”
“Oh really?” the man said. “My grandmother was 

from Montreal. In fact, I’ve always considered myself to 
be part Canadian. I think that’s why I’m one of the few 
people I know in San Diego who likes watching hockey.”

“What can I get you?” Ricky asked the man.
“A glass of tawny port, please,” the man said. 
“Sure thing,” Ricky said. He turned and searched the 

bottles lined up on a shelf over the bar. Josh watched the 
man’s eyes bend upwards and gaze at Ricky as he reached 
for the bottle and took it down from the shelf. Before 

pouring the port into a glass, Ricky ran a cloth over the 
bottle to remove the dust. 

“My grandmother was from Minnesota,” Josh said, 
“but I’ve never considered myself part American,” Josh 
said. 

“Where in Minnesota?” the man asked. He turned 
and looked at Josh. His eyes looked greener close-up.

“An Indian reserve called Nett Lake.” 
“You’re Indian?”
“You mean you can’t tell?” Josh flashed his smartass 

half-smile and watched the man try to decipher it. Josh 
snickered and took a sip of his martini.

“No,” the man finally said chuckling. “You don’t really 
look very Indian.”

“Yeah, I’ve been told that before.”
Ricky placed a glass of port in front of the man, 

folded his arms, and leaned back against the bar. Josh 
wondered why port was served in such tiny glasses. 

“So who taught you those British table manners, 
your mother?” the man asked. He picked up his small 
glass, stood, and shifted himself over to the empty seat 
next to Josh. 

“Actually,” Josh said, “it was my wife, Allison.” 
Like the devil, Josh felt her presence the moment he 

uttered her name. In the corner of the restaurant near the 
kitchen doors she materialized out of the hickory smoke 
and stood shaking her head slowly from side to side, 
looking disapprovingly at his martini with two olives and 
the new yellow shirt. 

Be gone! You have no power here!
“My wife insisted that I learn the right way to use a 

knife and fork before I met her parents,” Josh said. “So 
she sat me down at my kitchen table one night and taught 
me how to cut my food using a slice of pizza.” 

“Would she slap your hand with a fork if you made a 
mistake?” the man asked. 

The man picked up the white cardboard coaster on 
the bar and tapped it lightly on Josh’s wrist. He laughed 
through his teeth. 

“Now Allison likes to tell people I ate with my hands 
before I met her.” Josh took another sip of his martini. 

“So check out this execution of the full-fork move 
you dig so much,” Josh said. He cut off a piece of meat 
onto his fork and then using his knife, added a piece 
of potato and a final bit of zucchini. Josh held up his 
fork, but before eating it, tried to show off by twirling it 
around his thumb. He lost control and almost dropped 
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the fork on his lap but caught it in midair with both 
hands. A piece of zucchini fell onto the front of his 
yellow shirt. 

“Ta da,” Josh said. He shoved the fork into his mouth 
while across the bar Ricky held a cocktail napkin under 
the faucet. 

“And I’m doing that with only nine and a half fingers,” 
Josh said. 

“I’m impressed,” the man beside him said. 
“Me too,” said Ricky. He pointed down to the spot on 

Josh’s shirt. “Can I try and clean that off your shirt before 
it stains, Canada?”

“Yes… please,” Josh said. He pushed out his chest 
toward Ricky. He liked being called Canada. 

Ricky ginned, reached over the bar and wiped the 
front of Josh’s new shirt with the damp napkin. His 
thumb ring tapped against Josh’s plastic shirt buttons. 

“Yep, I’m one classy fucker now,” Josh said. A water 
spot grew on his shirt and felt cold on his chest. His 
brown nipple appeared under the water spot. “But 
since my wife and I split up, I’m seriously considering 
becoming uncouth again.” 

Josh realized that he was acting too familiar. Get a 
few drinks in me and I always treat strangers like the best 
of friends. Once when he was in Atlanta on business, he 
had traded jackets with a stockbroker from Chicago he 
met in the hotel bar. After half a dozen scotch and sodas, 
the stockbroker had walked away with Josh’s favorite 
denim jacket while Josh went home with a too-big navy 
blue blazer with gold buttons. 

Down at the end of the bar, a man and woman sat 
down. The man opened a menu and placed it on the bar 
between the two of them.

“That oughta do it,” Ricky said smiling. He stopped 
dabbing the front of Josh’s shirt and walked toward man 
and woman at the end of the bar.

Beside Josh, the man took off his jacket, folded it, 
and put it on the stool beside him. Josh wondered how he 
kept his white shirt so unwrinkled. And no perspiration 
marks under the arms either.

“Ah, that’s better,” the man said. He turned toward 
Josh and held out his hand. 

“My name’s Mark,” he said. “Mark Cooper.” 
Josh shook Mark’s hand. He was surprised at the 

strength of his grip. 
“I’m Joshua Moore… Josh, actually.” 
“Are you here on vacation, Josh?” Mark asked. He 

sipped on his port. Josh wondered how he and Mark 
would look wearing each other shirts. 

“Nope,” Josh said. “I’m here for a conference, but it 
doesn’t start until Monday.” 

“The EDBX conference?” Mark asked.
“That’s the one,” said Josh. 
“My company is one of the sponsors for the 

conference this year.” Mark dropped his head into his 
hands. “And it’s driving me crazy.” 

“Why is it driving you crazy?” Josh asked.
“Well I’m—get this title, Josh—The Manager in 

Charge of Lunches, Tickets, and Receipts.” 
“As titles go... that’s a nice long one.” Josh’s face 

warmed. 
“I’m the liaison between EDBX and the hotel. And it’s 

been a colossal pain in the ass.” 
“So if the food’s bad I can blame you?” 
“You can put the blame on Mark,” he said. “Everyone 

else is.”
Josh finished the last of his dinner. He looked at his 

martini glass. There were only two or (if he took tiny 
ones) three sips of his martini left. He really shouldn’t 
have another. What would Todd say? Fuck Todd.

“All done?” Ricky asked.
“Yep,” Josh said. He leaned back, away from his plate. 

The wet mark on his shirt was beginning to dry.
Ricky picked up Josh’s plate and napkin. “Another 

martini, Canada?” he asked.
“One more,” Josh said. Immediately, he wished he 

hadn’t said that. What if he decided he wanted two—or 
more? Then he would have to go to his room and order 
from room service.

“Luckily it shows up as Restaurant on the bill,” Josh 
said under his breath.

“What’s that?” Mark asked.
“Nothing,” Josh said. 
“Yeah, this conference has been one big headache,” 

Mark continued, “but at least I don’t have to stick around 
until it ends on Friday. I’m flying back to San Diego 
Tuesday night.” 

“What do you do when you’re not seeing to food at 
EDBX conferences?” Josh asked. His tongue felt heavy. 

“I’m part of the management team at a company 
called Southern Technetics in San Diego. Have you ever 
heard of it, Josh?”

“No. I don’t think so.” 
“We are a computer consulting company. So right 
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now, as one would expect, we’re doing a lot of Y2K 
stuff.” 

“Ah.” 
Ricky put Josh’s third martini down on the bar in 

front of him. Josh wondered how many glasses of port 
would fit in a martini glass. 

“And what do you do, Josh?”
Josh stuck his fingers in the glass and pulled out an 

olive. The alcohol burned a hangnail on his index finger. 
“I’m a systems analyst at a metal fabrication plant, in 
Hamilton, Ontario,” Josh said. He popped the olive in his 
mouth. 

“Where’s Hamilton?” Mark asked.
“I tell people it’s thirty miles—and about twenty 

years away from Toronto,” Josh said as he chewed his 
olive. “Our clothes may be decades out of date, but we’re 
ambitious.” 

“And what do you fabricate in Hamilton?” Mark 
asked.

“We make car doors,” Josh said. “Well, we don’t 
actually make car doors. We only chop the steel into 
the shape of a car door. Then we ship it to the Michigan 
where it’s made into a door.” He spit his olive pit into his 
palm and placed it on a napkin.

“That sounds interesting.” Mark looked intently at 
Josh. 

Josh shrugged his shoulders and frowned. His job 
wasn’t interesting and he stopped trying to make it sound 
so a long time ago. 

“And I thought getting into computers would get me 
away from steel,” Josh said. “But—ah well—whatever. In 
Hamilton, steel is the only game in town… my parents 
even met in a steel mill. 

“They did? That’s funny,” Mark said.
Josh wondered why that was so funny. “Yeah,” he said. 

“I guess I’ve got chromium in my blood.” 
A man wearing a maroon blazer and a hotel nametag 

came up to Mark, whispered something in his ear, and 
then left. Mark sighed, picked up his suit jacket from the 
stool beside him and stood up.

“I have to go discuss the semiannual EDBX dinner 
with the hotel,” Mark said. He handed Josh a business 
card from the breast pocket of his suit jacket and then 
finished the rest of his port in one gulp. He reached out 
his hand and placed it on Josh’s shoulder. “I’ll see you at 
the conference on Monday.” 

Later that night, when he got back in his hotel room, 

the message light on the telephone was flashing. Josh 
knew it was Allison. He wondered if either of them still 
believed they were going to get back together. Best to 
put this marriage out of its misery, he thought—just like 
back when his golden retriever, Reefer, got old and sick. 
Josh’s conjured up the image of the last time he saw his 
dog. It was over twenty years ago, now. Reefer’s head was 
sticking out the car window as his older brother drove 
him to the vet to be put down. 

And that dumb dog was smiling. 



“Is Ricky working tonight?” Josh asked. 
“No,” said the blonde woman behind the bar at The 

Yankee Steak House and Bar the next evening. She wore 
the same black vest and bowtie as Ricky had. 

Josh’s face fell. He ordered a vodka martini from 
the woman and then turned around on his barstool 
and looked over the crowd of people in the room. Soon 
the place would be crawling with people here for the 
conference. It was never too difficult to sniff out other 
computer geeks. They had a certain look. Josh looked 
down at his own clothes. He knew that he had acquired 
that geek look himself: short hair parted to the side, nice 
white shirts, and beige cotton pants. So fucking drab, he 
thought. 

He squirmed in on his barstool. He had walked too 
much that day and now his back was aching. He decided 
that he would finish his drink and then head back up 
to his room. There was a call to make. There had been 
two messages for him while he was walking around 
Washington DC. I’ll order room service—a bottle of wine 
and a meal—and afterwards make the call, Josh thought. 
He just needed a little Dutch courage first. He was about 
to leave when Mark sat down beside him and ordered a 
glass of port.

“Hi Josh,” he said.
“Hey, what’s up Mark?” Josh asked too loudly. “How 

are the lunches, tickets, and whatever’s coming?”
“A nightmare.” He put one hand up and shook his 

head like he did not want to discuss it. Mark was wearing 
a navy blue suit a light blue shirt with a white collar and 
a gold and grey striped tie. Dark stray chest hairs popped 
out of his shirt collar while his tie, tied too long today, 
hung between his legs over the bar stool. He smells like 
patchouli, Josh thought. 



Chelsea Station 71

“I did a little tour of your capital today,” Josh said. 
“Oh yeah? What did you think of it?”
“It’s very nice—and very clean—except the reflecting 

pool at the Mall. For some reason it was kinda grubby. I 
was surprised”

“They’ll clean it before summer,” Mark said. “So 
where did you go on your tour? I went to college nearby 
so I have some civic pride about Washington.”

“Well, the usual tourist stuff, I guess. I walked 
around the Mall, saw the White House, and a few of the 
memorials.”

“Uh huh.” 
The bartender returned with a glass of port and put 

it in front of Mark. 
“She needs her roots done,” Mark said when she left. 

“What else did you do during your tour?”
“I walked around the Smithsonian.”
“Did you see Archie Bunker’s chair and Fonzie’s 

leather jacket?” asked Mark.
“And Dorothy’s ruby slippers,” Josh said. 
Josh wondered if Canada had an equivalent to this 

kind of pop junk? What sort of Canadiana would they put 
into our national museum in Ottawa? Perhaps Finnegan 
the puppet from Mister Dressup? Or Al Waxman’s jacket 
from The King of Kensington? 

“Those television exhibits always have the biggest 
crowds around them,” Mark said. “What else did you 
see?”

“I saw a flag from the War of 1812. The one that 
inspired Francis Scott Key to write The Star Spangled 
Banner.” 

“Ah… the enigmatic War of 1812,” Mark said. 
“Well it’s not really an enigma,” Josh said. 
“No, I just mean that Americans don’t really learn 

much about the War of 1812,” Mark said. “So it’s more 
like a mystery than an enigma.” Mark put his thick lips to 
his tiny glass and sipped. “Why dwell on wars without a 
clear winner?” 

Josh wondered why the sight of a grown man drinking 
out of a tiny glass looked stupider now than it had the 
night before. 

“I think all we did in history class during junior high 
school was talk about The War of 1812,” Josh said. “How 
we Canadians repelled your American invasion and 
forced your armies back across the Niagara River.” Josh 
lifted his arm and swept the air with his hand.

“Do you live near Niagara Falls?” Mark asked.

“Yep,” Josh said. “And one of the major battles of the 
war, The Battle of Stoney Creek, was fought just a couple 
of miles from where I live.”

“I always wanted to see Niagara Falls,” Mark said. 
“Have you been on that boat that takes you right up close 
to the falls?”

“Yeah, I have. It’s called The Maid of the Mist.”
“Sounds like a poem by Longfellow, doesn’t it?” 

Mark said. He repeated the name slowly, “The Maid of 
the Mist.”

“Did you know we set the White House on fire during 
the War of 1812?” Josh asked.

“Did you?”
“That’s why it’s white… it had to be repainted.”
“That wasn’t very neighborly of you.” Mark said. “I 

thought Canadians were supposed to be nice!” 
“Hey, it was you that invaded us.” Josh pointed first 

at Mark then to himself for emphasis. “Did you know 
Thomas Jefferson said that taking Canada would be 
a mere matter of marching?” I’m getting drunk, Josh 
thought. There was a fine line between Dutch courage 
and stupidity, he thought. “Did you say you went to 
college around here?” Josh asked. He rubbed his hands 
over his face.

“Yes,” Mark said. “I went to law school at 
Georgetown.” 

“You’re a lawyer?”
“I sure am.”
“Then why are you managing lunches and semiannual 

dinners for computer geeks like me?” 
“I stopped practicing law a few years ago. I decided 

I’d rather get in on the business side of things so I went 
back to school and got my MBA. Now I’m finally doing 
what I enjoy as a VP at this computer consulting firm. 
This conference dinner is the exception of course—I don’t 
enjoy this.”

“Did Georgetown prepare you for planning 
dinners?” 

“Not at all, but it had other things going for it.” 
A slight smile grew on Mark’s lips which had turned 

even redder and fuller from the glass of port he was 
drinking. 

“Isn’t Georgetown a Catholic university, like Notre 
Dame?” Josh asked.

“Yes indeed it is—and since I’m half-Catholic and 
half-Jewish, it was a somewhat confusing three years.”

“Just like Proust!” said Josh.
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“Just like Proust?”
“Marcel Proust was half-Jewish too.”
“That’s right, he was,” Mark said. “But I’ve never read 

any Proust… have you?”
“I had to read Swann’s Way for a course in World 

Literature I took at university,” Josh said. “But I wonder… 
can someone actually be half-Catholic or half-Jewish? 
After all, they’re religions not races.” Josh stopped himself 
before telling Mark that he had not met a Jewish person 
until he was well into his twenties. Then I’d really look 
like a hick, Josh thought.

“Where did you go to university, Josh?”
“I went to a small college in Hamilton.”
“Majoring in computer science?”
“Yeah,” Josh said. He was not going to tell Mark that 

it was a technical college, or that he had never graduated. 
“But over the last two years I’ve been taking courses 
part-time at university.”

“That’s cool,” Mark said.
“Yeah, my marriage counselor thought that my lack 

of achievement in life goals was causing my marriage to 
fall apart. So now I’m working on a literature degree. But 
since I can only take one or two courses a year, it’ll take 
a long time before I finally finish. At the pace I’m going, I 
should graduate sometime around my ninetieth birthday, 
I think.” 

“But you like it?”
Josh nodded. “I do.”
“And have these university courses helped your 

marriage any?”
“Not a bit.”
Josh thought about the phone call he had to make. 

It was getting late and if he intended to call Allison, he 
had better do it soon. It was just so hard to get up from a 
barstool once he sat down. 

“My undergrad is in American Literature,” Mark said. 
“I guess books are another thing we have in common 
besides computers. Do you and your wife have any 
kids?”

“No. We lost one and then—I don’t know...” Josh 
motioned for the bartender and ordered another martini. 
Christ, she does need her roots done, he thought. 

“Were you at the last EDBX conference in Napa 
Valley, Mark?” 

“No, I was supposed to come but I couldn’t get away. 
I heard it was pretty good though. I know a lot of work 
was done.”

“It was great,” Josh said. “They had a wine tasting 
with all these Napa wines after the semi-annual EDBX 
dinner and everyone got completely smashed. And just 
like this time, my company shipped me down two days 
early to save money. I told them if I had to bum around 
for two extra days, I wanted to stay in San Francisco 
during the weekend.”

“I lived in San Francisco about ten years ago. Did 
you like it?”

“It was fucking wild. I was there over Halloween and 
the town was totally crazy. I ended up walking around 
the gay area with all the other tourists. It was a total freak 
show.”

“You were in the Castro for Halloween?” Mark looked 
at Josh and squinted. “That’s pretty adventurous.”

“It was an adventure,” Josh said.
The waitress came with Josh’s martini. It had only 

one olive. Aren’t we stingy? He sipped. It wasn’t as good 
as the ones Ricky had made the night before. Josh looked 
at his watch. Was he going to make that phone call or 
not? This is my last martini, he thought.

“You know, I lived in the Castro when I lived in San 
Fran in the late Eighties,” Mark said. He stared straight 
ahead at the bottles of alcohol on the shelf. “Actually, I 
lived there with my partner—my ex-partner.” 

“Ahhh,” Josh said, “so you’re...”
Mark nodded. “Just like Proust.”
Josh stared straight ahead. His face warmed. “You 

know, Mark, I kinda figured that out the first time I met 
you. I think it was your glossy fingernails—and the way 
you kept staring at Ricky.”

“Ricky?” Mark looked at his fingernails under the bar 
lights. 

“The bartender from last night… young guy, black 
hair, goatee…”

“Ah yes… Ricky, the bartender.” Mark said. 
Josh finished his drink. “But it’s cool,” Josh said, 

trying to sound disinterested. “I don’t have a problem 
with gay guys.” 

“Well, I’m glad you don’t have a problem with us, 
Josh… would you like another drink?” 

“Sure… thanks.”
“Have you ever had port?”
“Never,” Josh said. 
“Then it’s time you did.” Mark ordered two glasses of 

port. “Is this the first time you ever had a gay man buy 
you a drink?” He grinned.
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Josh laughed. “I guess it is.”
When the bartender brought them their glasses, 

Mark raised his glass.
“Cheers,” he said.
“Cheers,” Josh said. He sipped the port. It was sweet 

and tannic with a strange hint of immorality in it. “I like 
it,” he said.

“Now,” Mark said. “I don’t want to offended you, 
Josh, but I thought you were gay too when I saw you here 
last night.”

Josh tried to laugh. “I’m not offended,” he said. “I’ve 
been told before that I have… an ambiguous sexuality.” 

“There’s nothing ambiguous about you, Josh.”  
It was just before midnight when Josh left the bar. 

Mark walked with him into the deserted lobby to the 
elevators. Inside the elevator, alone for the first time, 
Mark reached up and caressed Josh’s cheek. Josh jerked 
his head away. A bolt of electricity shot through Josh’s 
body and the voltage boiled the last drops of port in his 
mouth and sizzled on his tongue. Josh stopped breathing. 
The elevator doors opened and Mark stepped out onto 
the third floor. He turned and stood staring at Josh until 
the elevator doors closed. Later, Josh would wonder at 
what floor he had started to breathe again.



That next night, Josh walked into the Yankee Steak House 
and Bar smelling of lavender body-wash and wearing his 
blue jeans, brown loafers, and his yellow shirt. He had 
already drunk half a bottle of red wine he ordered from 
room service before coming down for dinner. He had 
only seen Mark once that day. Josh had been making 
notes on a pad of paper during a lecture on electronic 
purchase orders when he saw Mark come into the room. 
He had looked around, waved at Josh, and sat on an 
empty seat in the row in front of Josh. A few minutes 
later Mark stood and disappeared out the back door. He 
didn’t wave goodbye.

When Mark came into the bar, Josh was finishing 
his second vodka martini. He walked toward Josh, sat 
beside him, and sighed deeply. He wore the same suit 
as the night before but with a shiny lime-green tie. On 
his chest, an enormous blue ribbon, displaying his host 
status, hung down from his nametag. Josh chuckled. 

“Looks like you just took first prize at the county 
fair,” Josh said. 

“It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” Mark said. He looked down 
at the ribbon and shook his head. 

“How were you feeling this morning?” Mark asked.
“I was a little shaky,” Josh said, “but I’m better now…. 

I don’t usually drink that much.” 
“We did drink a lot,” Mark said. He carefully 

unpinned the blue ribbon from his chest and placed it in 
his inside breast pocket.

“And I think I may have given you the wrong 
impression last night,” Josh said quietly. He looked 
around at the smattering of people around the bar.

Mark brushed the front of his green tie, folded his 
hands on the bar, and shook his head from side to side. 
Close up, Josh could see tiny yellow and gold paisley 
prints in the tie. “No, I don’t think you did,” Mark said. 

Josh quickly finished his martini in two big gulps and 
put his glass on the bar. “Anyway,” Josh said, “I should get 
to my room.” He stood up.

“How about one glass of port before you head up to 
bed, Josh?”

Josh stood for a second and then sat back down on 
his stool. “Okay, one drink then I have to get to my room 
and call my wife.” 

Mark ordered two glasses of port from the same 
woman who was tending bar the night before. Josh 
looked at the shiny clean bottle of port and wondered 
how long it would take before it was thick with dust 
again. 

An hour later they had finished two more glasses 
of port. Josh had told him about his wife, their house, 
their separation. He had even told him about his crazy 
religious family back in Canada. In return, Mark had 
told him about his brother and sister, his father, and 
his mother who had recently passed away. Soon we’ll be 
wearing each other’s shirts.

“Hey Mark… aren’t you afraid of… catching AIDS?” 
“No,” Mark said, “not really.”
“I’d be terrified,” Josh said, “I’m even terrified for 

you.” 
“I used to be terrified,” Mark said. “I even stayed 

in the closet until I was twenty-five because I was so 
afraid…. but… eventually a person has to live their life.” 
He softly placed his hand on Josh’s knee.

Josh grinned, shook his head, and brushed Mark’s 
hand away. Mark shrugged his shoulders and grinned. 

“So do you have a—what do ya call it—a boyfriend?” 
Josh asked.
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Mark chuckled. “No, I’m single...” 
Josh put down his port glass and laughed. “I was sure 

you were about to say single and ready to mingle.” Josh 
held his head. “Oh shit, I’m drunk. And I really really 
have to go now.” 

“Let me walk you to your room,” Mark said. 
“No.” 
“Look, either I’m going to walk you to your room or 

you’re walking me to mine.”
Josh stood silently for a second as Mark continued 

to stare at him. Some conventioneers were drunk and 
talking too loud behind them. 

“Okay” Josh said. “I’ll walk you to your room.” 
They took the elevator up to the third floor. The 

whole fucking floor smells like patchouli, Josh thought. 
Mark opened the door of his room and Josh followed him 
in. In the dark, Josh allowed himself to be taken by the 
hand and gently maneuvered onto the bed. Mark fumbled 
with Josh’s pants and quickly had them down around his 
ankles. Josh’s penis was already hard when Mark fell to 
his knees and took Josh in his mouth. Josh gasped. He ran 
his fingers though Mark’s hair. It was so soft. 

Mark stood and turned on the lamp by the bed. 
A warm glow illuminated the room. Mark took off his 
suit jacket, folded it in half, placed it over a chair in the 
corner of the room, and then slowly began to unbutton 
his white shirt. His torso was lean and covered with light 
brown hair that glimmered gold in the lamplight. Josh 
lay motionless on the bed as Mark tossed his shirt across 
the room in a bundle. Then he unzipped his suit trousers 
and stepped out of them. He walked slowly to the bed 
and lowered himself on top of Josh. His mouth moved 
toward Josh’s lips.

“No,” Josh whispered. “I can’t.” 
“Yes,” Mark said. “Yes, you can.”
Josh looked into Mark’s eyes and saw his own 

reflection. It was the first time he saw himself content 
in someone else’s eyes. Somewhere, a border that had 
terrified Josh for most of his life was being crossed. He 
couldn’t retreat now. Josh reached out and put his arms 
around Mark’s waist and then, purposely, he moved his 
hands down under the elastic of Mark’s blue and white 
boxers. He squeezed Mark’s furry buttocks between his 
fingers. Mark kissed him. He tasted like port and steak.

Mark unbuttoned Josh’s yellow shirt and pulled it off. 
He lowered his head and kissed Josh’s chest, licked both 
his brown nipples. They grew hard under Mark’s tongue. 

Josh groaned. Mark moved downwards and unlaced 
Josh’s new shoes. The heavy black shoes fell to the floor. 
Thud.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Josh said.
Thud. 
Mark stripped off Josh’s socks and then reaching 

up, pulled off Josh’s pants and underwear in one motion 
and let them fall to the floor. As Josh lay naked on the 
bed with his arms folded behind his head, he watched 
as Mark pulled down his own boxers and tossed them 
on top of Josh’s clothes at the front of the bed. Mark’s 
large penis had grown semi-erect in a thick patch of dark 
pubic hair. Gingerly, he crawled on the bed and laid his 
body again on top of Josh. Like a winepress, the weight 
of Mark’s body pressed down on Josh and wrung out any 
remaining apprehension into the bedspread and onto the 
floor.

“Like the War of 1812 all over again,” Mark said. 
He stroked Josh’s hair and kissed his ear. His breath 
warmed Josh’s neck. Josh’s face and body glistened and 
turned pink as the blood raced under his skin. He tried 
to speak Mark’s name but it rolled deep in his throat like 
a pre-linguistic growl. 

“It’s a mere matter of marching,” Mark whispered. 
Josh pulled him close and slipped his tongue into 

Mark’s mouth. The whiskers of another man scratched 
against his face, tingling his cheeks and mouth. Mark 
rolled over and Josh laid his face on his hairy stomach, 
gently squeezing Mark’s nipples. Mark laid his head 
back on the pillow and Josh moved his big clumsy hands 
between Mark’s legs. They opened to his touch. Josh had 
never touched another man’s penis and testicles before 
and was surprised at the weight of them and how soft 
they felt in his hand. Mark moaned. Josh massaged Mark’s 
penis with his hand, enjoying the twitches of pleasure 
that moved throughout Mark’s body each time Josh 
stroked him. Josh looked up at Mark and a grinned. Then 
lowering himself on the bed, he slid the head of Mark’s 
penis into his mouth. It was as natural as breathing. 

That night Mark allowed Josh to examine his entire 
body. Inch by inch, Josh moved over Mark. He wanted 
to know how Mark’s body moved, felt, smelled, and 
tasted. He examined the small purple veins in Mark’s 
nose, the mole under his ear, and the tiny bald spot at 
the back of his head that, just like Josh, he tried to cover 
up by styling his hair over it. Josh moved his hands up 
Mark’s body, feeling the wiry hairs on his lean legs and 
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the soft brown pubic hair that smelled of fabric softener 
and Ivory soap. He ran his finger around the areola of 
Mark’s small nipples, partially hidden under a thick coat 
of chest hair. He kissed one nipple then the other. Josh 
moved down his torso, noticing a saltier taste as he ran 
his tongue around Mark’s navel. Lower, it was saltier still. 
Then at some point Josh put his head on Mark’s hairy 
chest. He listened to the thumping of Mark’s heart until 
he fell asleep. Still, even as he slept, Josh would not let 
go of Mark’s penis and he continued to hold it in his fist 
all night. 

The next morning, Mark laid in bed as Josh picked 
up his clothes scattered around the floor and dressed. 
Josh knew that upstairs the red light on the phone would 
be flashing. How would he explain this? Just tell her I got 
drunk and passed out. Nothing unusual about that, that’s 
for sure. 

“So you’re okay?” Mark asked. 
“Oh sure, I’m fine,” Josh said a little too quickly.
“I was afraid that when you woke up… you’d freak 

out or something.” Mark said. 
Josh buttoned up his yellow shirt and leaned over the 

bed. “No,” he said. “I’m not freaking out.” He leaned over 
the bed and kissed Mark on the mouth. Mark’s morning 
beard scratched Josh’s mouth. His penis stirred. For the 
first time in his life, the stimulus didn’t scare him. 

Mark grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him 
into the bed. “I have a meeting at nine-thirty” he said. 
“But I wish I could just stay here with you until my plane 
leaves.” 

“What time are you leaving?” Josh asked.
“My flight’s at two,” he said. 
Josh snuggled up to Mark and put his head on Mark’s 

shoulder. “Wanna hear something funny, Mark?”
“Sure,” Mark said. 
“I planned on having sex with a man this week,” 

Josh said. “As soon as I got off the airplane on Saturday, 
I was checking out the subway map to see how I would 
get from the hotel to Dupont Circle… that gay section of 
Washington.”

“Well, well, well,” Mark said. 
“I made up my mind after I came back from San 

Francisco six months ago. I knew that if I didn’t do 
something soon, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. So 
last month I bought one of those gay travel guides and 
picked out some places to go while I was here. I knew it 
was now or never.”

Mark pulled Josh closer to him. “I’m not really 
surprised, Josh. You took to the whole thing like a duck 
to water. It’s as if you’d been rehearsing it in your head 
for twenty years.”

“Maybe I was just looking for the right person to 
seduce me.” Josh grinned.

“So you had your eye on me since Saturday at the 
bar?”

“Actually no…” Josh said. “At first I had my eye on 
Ricky the bartender. That first night at the bar, he wrote 
his phone number on my credit card receipt. I was going 
to call him up—but then you showed up.” 

“Almost on cue,” Mark said. 
As Josh was sitting on the bed putting on his shoes, 

he noticed that there were about two-dozen neckties of 
every color and pattern hanging on hangers in the closet 
by the door. Josh stood and walked over to the closet.

“Why did you bring so many ties with you for a four 
day conference?” Josh asked.

“Oh,” Mark laughed quietly. “I know it’s dumb, 
but I have this thing about ties. I grab one everywhere 
I go. Then last year I was in Lisbon and they sell them 
everywhere there. So I bought all these knockoff Boss 
and Armani ties from tie vendors on the streets and came 
home with about twenty new ties.”

Naked, Mark got out of bed and walked up behind 
Josh. The two men looked at the ties hanging in the closet. 
“I even bought two at the airport on my way here,” Mark 
said. “I can’t help myself.”

Josh was silent. 
Mark put his arms around Josh’s waist and kissed the 

back of his neck. “Pick one out to take home—as a gift,” 
he whispered.

Josh put out his hand and pulled the long silk and 
satin pieces of blue, green, red, and paisley cloth towards 
him. He let them drop in an airy sweep of twenty silken 
waves goodbye as they floated back into the hotel closet. 
Josh held back a sob. They were all so beautiful his heart 
was breaking. 



That night, after Mark had left for the airport, Josh took 
the orange line to Dupont Circle just like he had planned. 
He was heading to one of the dance clubs on P Street. It 
wasn’t hard to find, he felt the club before he saw it. A 
bass beat thumped through the sidewalks and adjacent 
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buildings. Walking up the doors Josh could almost see 
the wall pulsating with the beat of dance music and the 
hearts of hundreds of gay men inside. He marched in, 
checked his jacket, and bought a bottle of beer. He looked 
at his watch. He was early.

After drinking two beers, Josh plucked up the 
courage to head to the dance floor. I haven’t danced since 
my wedding night. First he stood and swayed to the music 
on the periphery. A strange smell of sweat and solvent 
drifted in the smoky air, making Josh slightly dizzy. Finally 
he waded into the bodies on the floor and tried to dance 
like the younger guys. But why did all the songs sound the 
same? It was as if the DJ just played one long song. 

As heat from the bodies on the jammed dance floor 
began to rise and many of the men took off their shirts 
and tucked them into their pants. Josh unbuttoned the 
top three buttons of his yellow shirt. His chest was wet 
with sweat. The pounding of the bass vibrated deep inside 
him and he felt his heart beat in time with the swarm 
of men on the dance floor. They had become one large 
animal writhing in the heat and hazy smoke.

“Hey, Canada!”
It was Ricky the bartender. He looks shorter than he 

did the other night, Josh thought. Maybe he was on a 
platform.

“Hey, Ricky!” Josh yelled over the music. “No bow-tie 
tonight?”

“Fuck no!” Ricky said. He took a swig from his bottle 
of beer and grinned. His eyes were so dark, they looked 
black. This must be what they mean by smoldering. 
Tonight he wore a pair of khaki cargo pants covered with 
pockets and an emerald green Abercrombie and Finch 
T-shirt with gold trim around the neck and arms. 

They danced together in the middle of the dance floor 
and slowly, over a number of songs that still sounded 
the same to Josh. Ricky moved closer toward him. They 
embraced. Ricky stood on his toes and kissed Josh on the 
lips. Josh noted how he tasted different than Mark. Now 
he wanted to see Ricky naked too. Josh slid his hands 
down Ricky’s back and, holding his buttocks, pulled him 
close. Josh felt Ricky’s erection on his leg. 

“Do you want to head back to the hotel?” Ricky 
asked.

“Let’s go,” Josh said. 
As Josh stood with his arms around Ricky’s waist in 

front of the coat check waiting for his jacket, he imagined 
the telephone flashing away in his room. Let it flash. The 

music beat deep inside him, shaking something loose. For 
the first time in his life he felt as if he belonged. 

Josh took his jacket and walked hand-in-hand with 
Ricky to the front door of the dance club. He was starting 
out on his few first baby steps into this new fabulous 
world. His life was finally waking up. This was just the 
beginning. Everything is open to me. Sure it would have 
been better if he had come out when he was younger, 
but thirty was still young! From now on, if there was a 
headline on his life it wouldn’t be WASTE or ZZZZZ, it 
would be SEX! or DANCE! or COCK! He wanted to howl 
from the top of the Washington Monument. 

Then as they were about to walk out the front door of 
the club, Josh was startled by someone shouting behind 
them.

“Oh my God, Ricky!” the voice screeched. “Where 
are you going with that old guy?” 

Suddenly, as Josh stepped out of the club onto 
P Street, the new wide-open road he had imagined 
unfolding in front of him seemed to narrow, shorten, and 
finally disappear into nothingness. 

“Sorry about that,” Ricky said as they walked down 
P Street toward a queue of taxis. “My friends can be real 
jerks when they drink.”

“Hey, that’s okay,” Josh said. He zipped up his jacket 
over his new yellow shirt and pulled up the collar against 
the cool evening breeze. It felt too cold for May.

“But, I’m really glad you finally decided to call me, 
Josh” Ricky said. He reached out gently rubbed the back 
of Josh’s head. Ricky’s thumb ring felt cold and tingled 
against the nape of Josh’s neck. 

“Yeah… I’m glad I did too,” Josh answered. Finally.
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