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He's always the first one at the door around dusk when I open, leaning back on the stucco wall with one knee bent. Hip shot, low riding khakis barely slung across his groin, eyes off to the side somewhere, like he isn't even really here. I shouldn't even let him in. Kinsey hustles. No, not like that— snooker. 

He slides in ahead of me before I even get through the door. Thin but tall, lithe and ragged like a stray cat. He's got his pool cue with him, like always. I ignore him. Sure I do. He doesn't fall for that. He's had too many free drinks out of me; too many times he looked up and caught me looking back. I only hope the mirrored shades I wear mean he doesn't always know for sure. 

The pool table takes coins, but we all know Kinsey works it with a slug on a string. He's down there now racking up the balls. Before long I hear the muted clinks and smell the first sweet taint of cheap cigarettes. And if I look, so what? I tell myself he can't really know how I feel. I played Kinsey's game too long to show what's going on inside when nothing good can come of it. 

I unlock the till, give the counter a cursory swipe and bring up some stock from the basement. Old Jeff is in next, installing himself at the bar for the first of many halfs of 80 Schilling. Some students come in and turn on the old TV for the footie. Regulars and passers-by add to the smoke and static of voices until the whole place seems to drift out of 

focus and time passes just as fast as it damn well pleases—a place apart. 

The evening draws out like taffy, lit by the strobe of my obsession. Each time I look up he's there by the table. Kinsey blowing smoke up to the overhead light, fumes and fine features struck bright. Kinsey leaning forward, pulling back his stick with a confidant flick, driving it through clawed up fingers. Kinsey aims one of his beaming smiles at a loitering student, but the calculation is already behind his eyes like ticker tape. How to get him in a game? How to make him bet? 

I'll give him this, Kinsey is bloody good, he'll never meet a man he can't beat at snooker and he won't—not here. He could play pro and make it work if he had a different nature, something to anchor and steady him—take him away from dives like this where all he plays for is grubby tens and twenties to get by day-to-day. 

In contrast, everything else down here is dark, so dark, like a Polaroid in reverse—sinking into a black from which there is no return. Sometimes I feel like it is the glass eyes I see through, darkly. Blacker with every passing day. 

It used to be enough, you know. A little business of my own that breaks even and just a bit more. A few friends, no better than me perhaps, but no worse. Something to do at night, somewhere to sleep away most of the day. Go away little alley cat—shoo. It's him that reminds me of a time I took my conquests as I please, as due.... 

A full house at the Underdown is about twenty people, it's a basement dive, but it's full tonight. I'm breaking even by midnight and pure profit 'til two when I send Old Jeff out on 

the street, the last of them as usual. I'm tired in an empty sort of way. My eyes are dry from smoke. Perhaps I haven't fully explained—I have just one real eye and one glass orb, memento of a bar fight from almost ten years and a different life ago. 

I force my mind away from that track and try to live like Kipling said. "And then you'll be a man.... " 
I close the door, lock it, switch off the main lights and turn. The sigh is silent but deep. The old place is battered, dirty and worn down almost to its bones. Hardly the traditional pub I had in mind to retire to with glory and my own meager handful of fame. That was going to be the real deal, all smoked glass, beveled mirrors and gleaming wood. 

One more faint 'click'. Goddamn, me wearing my private face and not alone. 

"Play a frame?" Kinsey asks blandly. 

"Time you got out of here." 

After all these months he knows that well enough, but just racks up. The little shit is really pushing it tonight. But then he picks up the old, cracked, pub cue and holds out his own 'precious' for me to use. He smiles and I can't hate that face. Thin with sharp features, small dark eyes and hair in dire need of cutting that falls over them every time he leans forward. 

I walk over and my hand seems to drift up on its own. Even after all these years the slender wooden barrel fits in my hands so smoothly. I suppose I am accepting ... something. He racks up and sets up the D for my break shot. In silence I comply and start off well enough. There's little to gauge in the 

first shot, but after that one eye is not enough to hit them fine and true. 

Kinsey, I know, is not his real name. I don't know where he got it, but can guess. He looks at men and women alike with an appraising stare, sorting them in moments into those he can cheat, fuck or ignore. Getting on, and never a stud, I know which of those I must warrant. 

Small eyes, he has—so dark I can only call them black and not guess any other color. There's tension in him and as the game goes on, badly for me—my breaks never last long. He gets more tense until finally... 

"You're letting me win!" he snaps. A flash of anger breaks his usual languor. 

I rest the butt of his polished cue gently on the dusty, wooden floor. "You've no money on it and little else to gain. What do you care how I play the game?" 

My utter calm seems only to wind him tighter. He stalks over to me, stands just a little too close, but I don't care. He reaches out and lifts off my glasses. He won't see it though. Not while I am looking directly at him. The prosthetic eye is meticulously matched to my one remaining. It doesn't track quite right when my gaze moves, but now it has no cause to, it's him I'm looking at like a needle to north. 

His eyes prove to be brown, thickly lashed and intent, the pupils wide enough to look blown. A pretty enough little thug if your tastes run like mine. 

After one poised moment I laugh and would have stepped away, but Kinsey seems enraged. He steps forward too fast for me even to react; some dim instinct starts to flare, alone 

down here with a full till and no one to miss me until late tomorrow. But robbery is not on Kinsey's mind. 

His long-fingered hands grasp the back of my head and he grinds his mouth against mine. I feel the pool table against the back of my legs and drop that cue of his with a clatter. He pushes me back onto the table. My hands fall upon the worn wool baize, more familiar than any lover's skin—how I miss it. 

The single bulb glares down on me, too bright, and forces my eyes closed. I lie on the old table like a sacrifice, with the back of my head reaching across the width to rest on the raised cushion and the centre pocket between my thighs. Kinsey clambers up to straddle my groin, knees stretching the old cloth. 

I raise one hand to shield my good eye, he's watching me like he needs a reaction, but I don't have one to give. He needs to read more Kipling, this one, especially 'If'. There's only one line of that poem I can't say I live up to: "If you can dream—and not make dreams your master". I dreamed of being the best at this game, once. And since some drunken thug despoiled that dream I've never had another, no matter how I lie to myself—perhaps I never will. 

Kinsey reaches down and releases the button on my worn, old Levis. He has to rise up on his knees a bit to pull down the zip and ease them down just far enough. He's looking down at me and now I am starting to tense up. Because I don't get it. A kid like Kinsey doesn't suddenly get the hots for a man of middle years and only passable looks without much in the way of cash or influence to make up the difference. 

"I saw you, you know," Kinsey says. 

Kinsey bears down a bit. My cock, held back by thin cotton briefs, eases into the crease of his khakis. Too much cloth between us by far, it insists. I begin to understand what Kinsey is talking about and then he says it clear enough for anyone. "'Pot Black' on the telly and '84 when you almost took the championship at Sheffield." 

My brush with fame; for all it was a brush with wax-made wings. Those heights are long lost to me now and even as an earth bound man, I'm broken. But there's still things I know. Things I could tell a young man with the spark of talent in him. Strange it never occurred to me before now; it never occurred to me to care much what Kinsey made of himself although I knew what use I wanted to make of him. 

Thoughts flicker through the buzz in my head like little fish in a river torrent. There was never much publicity about my bar fight and having a common name nobody ever made the link. I just stopped entering the championships, stopped answering my phone and lacking money, moved. In terms of the snooker world, I disappeared pretty much overnight. 

Kinsey slides from the table, down between my dangling legs and leans over, curling those clever fingers over my briefs and dragging them down in that excruciating moment of embarrassment and anticipation. He takes my over-eager cock his hand and looks down appraisingly before leaning forward and licking the tip with the broad flat of his tongue. My mind is filled with blasphemous exclamations and then wiped completely clean of all thought as his whole mouth engulfs me. 

Some of my more idle fantasies have dwelt on Kinsey's small, thin-lipped mouth, but the reality of it exceeds any expectation I've never had. Sliding down tight and very wet he pauses as the head of my cock brushes the back of this throat and then pushes on. Every muscle in my body responds in a ripple right down to my toes. Goddamn but I thought I'd be buried without feeling the like again. 

He works me slow and very wet and I just close my eyes and let him do it. I raise my hands up and hold onto the cushion running behind my head, elbows sticking up in the air. There is no doubt that Kinsey has practiced and honed this skill and who am I to complain? Without any tenderness he works my bare cock without even touching the rest of me—except in the metaphorical sense, but that, I decide, can be my secret. 

Holding the base of my cock with precisely circled thumb and finger he dose not tease or draw things out. He devours me with merciless strokes, growing quicker, applying his rasping tongue almost too hard. Then, just as I can barely stand it, he runs the dry base of his thumb down over my straining balls. 

I come almost before I know it, hard and sudden with a jerk and a moan I didn't mean to let escape. By the time I get my eyes open and roll onto my side, he's leaving. Stopping to collect his fallen cue and tapping it against his hands as he walks, checking I haven't cracked it. 

The only light on is the one I am lying under and I can hardly see him at all, but hear him fumbling with the lock to get out. 

"What the hell's your game, Kinsey?" 

There is a silence just long enough for me to know how foolish I must look, naked, limp and spotlit upon the table. 

"Snooker," he replies. "But I could use a coach. Maybe we ought to talk about that ... some time." 

And with that the cocky bastard walks out and leaves the door banging open. If you can dream—and not make dreams your master. Well fuck you, Kipling. I welcome any dreams that ... come. 
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Ringside 
A nudge, a murmur. A whispered conference in the back of the gym. 

And then, 

"Coach. Old Man. What's going on?" The eyes drop almost deferentially, rise again, knowing, complicit. Furtive. Arrogant. "You know you're not supposed to be here." 

I spread my hands, wide, open, honest. A shrug, belying my confidence. "It's a free country." 

"That may be. That may be indeed." Oh, the little bastard's comfortable now, proud of his position. I wonder how long Craig's been tipping him. "But that doesn't change that you're not welcome here." 

"Let me hear that from the Champ and I'll go." 

"Champ's got no time for you." 

"What's that?" Heavy footfalls, dress shoes on the cement floor. "What don't I have time for?" 

"Apparently," I said, turning to face the man who'd been my world, "you don't have time for me." 

Black eyes met mine, slid down over my body, sidled back up. His hands, hands that have knocked the mightiest men in the world to the mat, twitched at his sides, fingertips curling convulsively toward tree trunk thighs. One nostril flared, just a fraction of a millimeter. 

"That depends." Now our gazes were locked. "You sober?" 

"Three weeks." 

"Show me." 

When the Champ gets in the ring, it welcomes him. It accepts him. He belongs in the squared circle. He dominates the space, claiming every inch of it with a forty-inch reach and feet that are faster than thought. 

Things are a little different for me. I'm from the old Irish school of boxing, where you take as much punishment as you have to, letting your opponent tire himself out before making your move. The ring isn't a pleasant place for me. I know I'm in for a beating every time I step through the ropes. But I also know that more likely than not I'm going to win. 

Not this time. This time I'm here for the beating. 

Champ's bigger. He's stronger. He's ten years younger and mightily pissed off at me. His first jab is a body shot, stony knuckles burying themselves in the soft plain of my stomach, knocking half the wind out of me. The next, a cute little uppercut, connects squarely with my jaw. 

That starts the stars dancing across my vision. I can't hear the bells ringing yet, but that will come. 

Bam. Bam.Bam. A flurry of blows to the Champ, all along his ribcage. It's like hitting a statue, solid marble meeting all too fallible flesh. 

"C'mon kid," I snarl. "Don't go soft on me." 

For any other time, those shots never would have gotten through. His guard is too good, too instinctive. 

Half a smile, a raised eyebrow. 

"All right then." 

A right cross sends me reeling, but I recover after two steps. 

Out of the corner of my eye I see them, dark sharks sidling out of the recesses of the gym, slinking out of hidden corners to gather 'round the ring. They stand there, silent, arms crossed, watching their idol at work. 

I hook left and surprise him, square on the temple. 

There's a quick jump of fire in his eyes and he comes back at me hard. Fast. Furious. Angry. I smile. 

"There you are," I murmur. "There's the Champ." 

Fast as lightning, the grin shoots across his face. Chased away maybe by nostalgia, maybe by regret. 

No time to ponder which, not with his fists flying at me. Body shot, body shot, body shot again, but they're all clean. I'm too slow, too old, too tired for this. 

"Break!" 

It sounds like a rifle shot, fired from the corner of the ring. Champ and I both pause half a second, puzzled at the interruption in our sparring. 

Then a low giggle runs through the sharks around the ring, gold glints flashing as thick necklaces rise and fall on amused chests. That's when I knew. 

"Hello, Craig." One glove up, an old gesture for calming the Champ. Even now, even after everything, he obeyed. It was beautiful the way he stilled his body, letting the peace flood through his muscles. "What can I do for you?" 

"For one, you can get the hell away from my fighter." 

"Your fighter?" Bold now, obvious, putting on airs I thought I'd left in the barroom. My eyes went up the Champ's body, tracing over his ebony skin, looking intently for some new clue. "I don't see your name on him." 

Craig was in the ring now. He's a big man, earned his muscles inside. Everywhere the Champ was dark and heat, Craig is light and cold. 

Café au lait skin, close-cropped hair. And he's all business. I've known Craig a long time and it's always been about the money for him. It all comes down to the numbers. That makes him mean. He's mean and he's smart. He's also has one hell of an eye for a fighter. My fighter. 

"Don't be stupid." His eyes glared down half a foot. "I don't need no ink on his skin to make him mine. My mark's on his soul." 

I swallowed the laugh. Probably prudent. Definitely more prudent than my next words, which went to Champ. 

"Marks on your soul, Francis? What kind of freak-case nut job have you twisted yourself up in now?" 

I never saw it coming. Fifteen years I wore the gloves. Fifteen years I fought damn near every night. Fifteen years of instinct, of training, of ring sense. Nothing. 

Craig's fist came upside my jaw and laid me out. Teeth went flying and I lay on the mat, more than half dazed, drinking in the flinty sharp edge of my own blood. 

When I'd first found the Champ he was a scrawny little eight-year-old kid named Francis. Good bones, but more than half starved. Heroin had his mother, along with just 'bout every man that could lay down a twenty when the mood struck. 

A hamburger here, a hamburger there, and before you know it, I was talking to his teachers about make up exams and summer school. 

God, he hated it. Couldn't stand the classroom, fought like the Devil's own fury at being pinned behind a desk half the day. 

But he did it. Because I asked him to—and because I had the keys to the gym. 

The gym, where the Champ came alive, and Francis faded away. Nothing much at first—some drills at the speed bag, maybe some free weights here and there. But he had such a fury in him, such a need to fight, that even these small steps became momentous. He used to scream his rage out on the hanging bag, bawling through the endless series of punches. Wild horses couldn't have pulled him away. 

I never even tried. He was magnificent in his rage, howling as hard as he hit, punishing the heavy bag with every fiber of his being. And in that fury, in that angry little boy, I could see the fighter he could become. Would become, if he'd listen to me. 

And for a while he did. He learned all the combinations, how to move his body around the ring, how to outthink his opponents. He even, at long last, learned to stop howling when he fought. 

Apparently he'd forgotten that last lesson. After I hit the mat, the Champ went at Craig with a roar I hadn't heard in twenty years. 

Craig's not me. Long years and hard liquor have yet to dull his reflexes. For a big man, he can dodge remarkably well— and when his fists landed in the Champ's midsection, I know the Champ felt them. 

Still, he fought back. Boxing had been abandoned with that first lunge. This was pure, bare-knuckled fighting, with headshots and the odd leg sweep—anything to put your man down. 

I watched, fascinated by the sight of the two battling. Bulging forearms moved deadly fast, jabbing and cutting. Champ was all about the right hook, pounding Craig's jaw. Craig has a nastier edge, with big roundhouses aimed to knock my boy out. 

Then the Champ's size fourteen boot hit the mat a few inches from my wide-eyed melon and I decided it was time to get out of the way. Rolling under the ropes is never the best way to leave the ring, but it beat the hell out of getting carried out! 

Surprisingly, the sharks caught me. Gentle hands, young hands, still baby soft, helped me to the floor. 

"Champ won't like it if you get hurt, Coach," one shark purred, making sure I had my feet under me. "If your ass has got to get beat, he'll want to do it himself." 

"Thanks," I replied, shaking the stars out of my head. "I think." 

"Thank me later," the shark smiled. Then he winced. "If you get the chance, that is." 

For Craig's latest shot had the Champ staggering. Another right—a vicious little rabbit punch—opened up his forehead. An inch thick crimson river started to flow, welling just above his eyebrow, one plump bead trailing another into the Champ's eyes. 

He saw it at the same moment I did. From outside the ring, some twenty feet away, I could hear his mind snap. 

The next punch would have been enough to kill a small man, cripple one Craig's size. Would have, if it connected. 

Yet it stopped, soft as a downed dove, in the palm of my hand. 

"Francis Obediah Wilson, you are too angry to fight," I said. My words were quiet, yet they echoed like gunfire through the gym. The sharks were frozen in place, wide eyed, uncertain what they'd seen happen in the course of a split second. "Out of the ring." 

"What do you think you're doing?" Craig was still pumped, the anger bright in his eyes. The Champ looked up. "He just saved your life, you idiot. Show some respect." * * * * 

"You still at the Saxony?" The Champ growled at me, toweling the blood off his forehead as we walked the sidewalk. The crowds parted in front of us, as if Moses was giving direction. 

"Nah, I'm at the Merritt." A pause, studying the sidewalk. "You don't want to go there, man. Definitely the low rent district. No gym, no table, not even a tub. It's just a shower." 

"You're there. Craig's not. That's where I'm headed." Three paces, long, full strides. "You coming?" "Of course." * * * * 

He took in the room with a glance—the neatly made bed, the Gideon bible and blue book on the nightstand, the TV turned to the wall. 

"You are living large, aren't you?" 

I flopped into the lone easy chair, gestured for him to sit on the bed. "I had to simplify. Had to focus. There was a lot of garbage in my head that had to come out." 

"Garbage like me?" Brown eyes on me, that thin glint of hurt shining bright. "I'm what you had to get away from." 

"No." Shook my head. Stood up. "Not you. Never you." 

"Bullshit!" he exploded, on his feet in an instant. "You left because of me." 

"No, Francis." My eyes dropped. "I left because of me." 

"Because you were disgusted with me. Because you couldn't stand how I felt about you. Better the bottle than me, right?" The Champ headed toward the door. "This was a mistake." 

"Francis, wait." 

He froze, didn't turn around. 

"That night, when you came to my room..." The night after he'd won the junior-heavyweight championship for the sixth consecutive time, the only man ever to do so. "I was so proud of you. You'd fought so well, so strong, so fast." 

Shoulders squared. "And?" 

"And I'm still proud of you. You know that. I couldn't be— wouldn't be—prouder if I fought that bout myself. Y'know why?" 

"Why?" 

"Because you did it. My boy." Words choked, bubbled up through the tears. "My son." 

He turned, eyes meeting mine over one broad shoulder. 

"So when I came to you..." 

"I was feeling like a father." 

"And I wasn't acting like no son." 

I closed my eyes, remembering the fire in his kisses, the thrill of his body crushing mine against the wall. 

"No. No, you weren't." Eyes still closed. "And I pushed you away." 

"And then you left." Those tears were bright now, but the voice still angry. "What the hell was I supposed to think?" 

"I didn't push you away because you weren't acting like a son. I pushed you away because I wasn't feeling like a father." 

"What do you mean?" 

"At that moment, you weren't the Champ in my arms. You weren't Francis, who I'd known since he was a baby. You were just an incredibly hot, incredibly desirable man, who I wanted very, very much." 

"And now?" The space between us closed rapidly. "You're not my father, Coach. You were good to me—God knows you were good to me—are good to me—but you're not my father. Not how it would make things wrong." 

A finger on his lips stopped him. "I don't think they made all the incest taboos because they were worried about fathers hooking up with their sons." 

A chuckle. "Though God knows we'd churn out some butt​ugly babies!" 

"But I can't do it. I've brought you up, Francis. For ten years you lived in my house. There are some lines you can't cross." Now I turned away, staring at the mustard-gold industrial drapes concealing the chaos outside. "Even if I want to." 

"Coach?" A hand on my shoulder. "What happens if I'm the one that crosses the line?" 

A pivot on the heel, faster than I'd managed in any of my last twelve fights. My shoulders were caught between the Champ's hands, pinning me in place. 

"Champ?" 

His eyes were inches from mine, full of want. The blood had stilled on his forehead, congealing into a bright red blossom just above his eyebrow. And his lips. Parted just a fraction, looking ever so soft. Oh, God. His lips. 

"Yeah, Coach?" 

"Then I don't know what happens." 

"Let's find out." His head bent, lips even softer than I imagined meeting mine. And despite everything, despite the million voices in my head screaming that this was wrong, wrong, wrong, I melted into that kiss. 

Tongues slid over each other. He stole the air from my lungs, pulling the very breath out of me before pausing to say, "You're not my father, Coach." 

Heart pounding, need coursing through my veins, all I could do was agree. "No, I'm not." 

"And the fact you were so good to me all those years," the Champ continued, pausing only to kiss again, "only makes me want you more." 

"God, God, God," I moaned, as he chewed his way down my neck. Nothing should feel this good. My cock was rock hard inside my pants, straining against my fly like I was a teenager. 

And seeing the Champ's hands midnight dark against my own Celtic skin? Insane. We were breaking every taboo— black and white, man with man, father figure and loving son. 

Father and son. My brain ached with the thought off it, seven generations of Catholic guilt kicking me square in the gut. Father and Son. 

His lips had reached my stomach, tongue tracing fiery swirls around my navel, when I pushed him away. 

"We can't do this." 

Black eyes angry, glaring at me. 

"You mean you can't do this." 

"You know why I can't do this?" I was shouting. The thin walls of the Merritt rocked with it. Had it been a classier joint, I would have worried—but it wasn't and I was too damn mad to care. "Because I love you. I fucking love you more than anything, and that's why I can't sleep with you!" 

He broke then, mighty shoulders collapsing like a house of cards. The cheap motel bed creaked under his sudden weight, cushioning his sobs. Tears ran fast and furious, a crystalline river spilling over his cheeks. 

I stood silent, watching, helpless in the face of the pain I'd caused. 

Finally he stopped. He looked up, tear tracks glistening. When he spoke, the words were barely there. 

"But Coach," he croaked, emotion breaking through every syllable. "I love you, too." Arms opened wide. "What are we supposed to do?" 

I stepped into his embrace, cradled his head against my chest. The weight against my heart was eerily familiar, an echo of the angry eight-year old boy, the junior fighter who lost his first bout, the featherweight who'd been three pounds over the limit. But back then I'd had the answers. Now it was different. 

"I don't know, Champ," I said, slowly rocking back and forth. Salty tears slid over my cheeks, slipping sideways into my mouth. "I just don't know." 

