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THIS story is dedicated to the memory of my mother and father, who really did give me nickels to play the jukebox like the one mentioned in the prologue. They even bought me boxes of used records from a local jukebox distributor to play at home. There was always music in our house—along with plenty of love. The main character is not really me, but I actually got that jukebox that ‘Graham’ and I always wanted!


 




Prologue
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Amarillo, Texas 1953


 


“OH, DADDY, look! They’ve got a jukebox!” cried the six-year-old little boy.


“I see that, son, but let’s sit down over here at this booth and order some lunch before we worry about that jukebox,” the father replied.


“Couldn’t I please have a nickel so I can play a record? Huh, Daddy?”


“Wouldn’t you like a nice cold Orangette or maybe a Dr. Pepper first while we study the menu?”


“Oh, Daddy,” the boy groaned in his little voice. “You know I always get the same thing anyway when we eat out at a café—a hot steak sandwich.”


“He’s right, Conrad,” the mother interrupted with a grin. “Let him go watch the records play.”


“Do you think I could have a nickel?”


The father sighed, giving in. “Okay, Graham. Let me get out my change and see….” He picked out some coins and studied the excited, expectant look on his little boy’s face. “I know you love to play the jukebox, so here are two nickels… but you come right back to the table when you’re done watching them play….”


Graham grabbed the coins with a gleeful “Thanks, Daddy.” He raced to the big old Rock-Ola jukebox in the corner of the café.


“Conrad, he can’t even read the names of the records.”


“I don’t think it matters much. He just likes to watch the records spin.”


“Maybe so, but he really does like the music… and he’s got his favorites from the radio. I’ll go help him out. You order something for us. We’ve been married long enough that you can pick something for me…. ”


Graham was already nearly glued to the front of the glowing red, orange, and blue colored plastic front of the jukebox. His eyes were like saucers as he stared expectantly at the machine, which at the moment stood silent and still.


“Want some help, Graham?”


Graham looked up and smiled. “Sure, Mommy. Read me some songs.”


“Well, there’s Hank Williams and Ferlin Husky…,” she began. “Oh, here’s one by Teresa Brewer. I know you like to sing along with her songs sometimes on the radio at home… and on the car radio, too. And here’s one by Patti Page! You like her, too.”


“What are the songs?”


“‘Ricochet’ by Teresa Brewer… and ‘Doggie in the Window’ by Patti Page….”


“Oh, yes!” Graham cried. “Show me the numbers to push,” he exclaimed as he put his two nickels in the slot and waited for the “clunk” as each one dropped inside and registered with a little round light that blinked “Thank You.”


“Here,” she replied, pointing to number 7, “and this one,” she said as she indicated number 16.


Graham gleefully pushed the numbers and stared, fascinated, as the big silver rim around the 78rpm record swung out and waited for the turntable to rise from the bottom of the window. It slowly raised the disk to the top where it began to spin very fast. Then the tone arm obediently met the record and the jukebox burst into a perky tune with the big musical voice of Teresa Brewer exploding over the captivated little boy.


“I love records!” Graham exclaimed.


“I know you do, honey.”


“I want one,” he murmured.


“I’ll talk to Daddy, and maybe we can stop at a record store on the way home and buy one of the records.”


“No, Mommy. I meant I want a jukebox… just like this one!”


His mother smiled as she watched her happy little boy. “Somehow I think you really mean that,” she said softly. “And I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you actually got one someday when you grow up….”




Chapter 1
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Chicagoland, August 1968


 


GRAHAM THOMAS sat at a table in the cafeteria of Maine Central High School in Des Plaines, Illinois. He looked around at the crowd of other teachers also sitting in the stuffy cafeteria. He wondered how much more they all could take of this boring first day of teachers’ meetings. The first day of classes for students was the next week, but the district required three days of so-called “in-service days” to prepare for the beginning of school.


At the moment, there was a fifteen-minute break between speakers, but Graham felt too tired to even get up to go get a soda from one of the soft drink vending machines in the room. He looked at his watch and sighed just as a rather handsome, tall, slender young man with curly black hair pulled up a chair and sat down next to him.


“Hi,” the man said and smiled at Graham. “I can tell you’re as pumped up as I am over these first-day meetings. Are we having fun yet?” He grinned and flashed a smile that made Graham nod at the sarcasm.


Graham studied the man quickly. “Oh, yes. I find these speakers truly inspiring,” he said while shaking his head slowly to indicate otherwise. He turned to look at the appealing man next to him and said the first thing that popped into his head. “My name is Graham Thomas, and I’m new in the English department. I know you look familiar, but there are so many new faces that I just don’t remember your name.”


The man grinned. “I know what you mean. I’m inspired about as much as you are. I’m a new teacher here, too. We met briefly this morning on our way from the parking lot, but as you say, there are just too many of us to remember all the names. I’m Ron McWilliams, a new Spanish teacher.”


“Hi, Ron,” Graham said. “I’m sorry about not remembering your name.”


“Don’t worry about it. I just wondered if you’d like to go out for a bite to eat later. I’m from West Virginia so I’m new in town too… and I don’t know anyone.”


Graham smiled and shook Ron’s proffered hand. “Sure. That sounds good to me. I was going to stop someplace on my way home anyway.”


“How about that steak house a couple of blocks from here?” Ron asked. “I hear it’s pretty good.”


“Okay, Ron, I’ll meet you there when this terrible torture is finally over.” Graham settled back in his seat to endure the rest of the meeting.


Graham wasn’t knockdown handsome, but he wasn’t ugly, either. He was five foot nine with a medium body build, and he had enough chest hair and hair on his arms and legs to make himself interesting, in his own “almost modest” opinion. His moderately wavy hair, a little long, not quite to the collar, was dark brown, almost black, and his eyes, which someone once flatteringly called bedroom eyes, were chocolate brown. He wore dark-rimmed glasses to read and drive, but vanity made him put them away the rest of the time.


Graham had come to Des Plaines this fall of 1968 from his hometown in Amarillo, Texas. He’d never even been to the Chicago area before arriving in July for an interview for this position. He had thought of it as a chance to see Chicago for the first time and to have a fun little trip. He was surprised that he was so well liked at his interview, and the fact that Mr. Knotts handed him a contract to sign right on the spot had truly been a shock.


“I’ll stay at least two years,” Graham had said to himself as he gazed at the contract, “just to show I can hold a job. Then if I don’t like it up here in the North, I’ll quit and go back home. But at least I’ll have a couple of years of teaching experience.” He had smiled at Mr. Knotts and signed the contract.


Without warning, the microphone at the front of the room squealed, and then, just as it stopped, a voice boomed across the cafeteria. “If I could have your attention, please…. We need to get back to business so we can draw our first day to a close. If you’ll just take your seats… I would appreciate it. Now, would all our new teachers please stand?” Marvin Knotts, the principal of Maine Central High School, looked over the faculty seated before him.


“We have seventeen new teachers this fall, most of whom have some previous teaching experience, but there are two or three others who are brand new to our profession. We’d like to give a hearty welcome to all of our newcomers, so please join me with your applause as I introduce each one to you individually.”


When the introductions were complete at last and everyone thought they were soon to be dismissed for the day, the principal had one last unhappy surprise. What made it worse was that Mr. Knotts appeared to be so pleased with what he had to say.


“To conclude our first day back on the long path of this school year to educate the fine young people in our community,” he went on in his long-winded drone, “it is my pleasure to call upon our illustrious superintendent Dr. Maynard Watts once again. He has some inspirational thoughts to guide us on our way.”


Mr. Knotts smiled at his faculty, not at all aware of the inner silent groans from his restless teachers around the room, who tried to hide behind forced enthusiasm and fake smiles at the announcement. “Dr. Watts, we’re all on the edge of our seats, I’m sure, to hear your inspiring message this afternoon.”


The superintendent grinned and approached the microphone.


Graham looked around at his fellow teachers and hid a little smirk behind his hand. He was pretty sure most of the teachers were wondering how they were going to take naps with their eyes open while giving the impression that they were interested in yet another boring speech. At least Graham felt that way. He found his own solution by burrowing deep into his own thoughts, pondering the state of the Chicago gay bar scene, while pretending to listen with rapt attention.


Graham’s reverie came to an abrupt end as applause from his fellow teachers signaled the end of the superintendent’s address. Graham hoped there wasn’t going to be a test over it later, because he hadn’t heard a single word.


The principal took the microphone a final time to say, “It’s been a long day, teachers, so I’m not going to prolong it any further. I just wanted to remind you that tomorrow morning we’ll meet by departments with your department chairs, and then the afternoon is yours to work in your classrooms to prepare for the first day of classes next week. Thank you for your kind attention. You’re dismissed for the day. Everyone have a good evening.”


Grateful to be released to go home for the day, Graham turned to Ron and saw that Ron’s eyes looked glazed over, too, probably from the superintendent’s lengthy speech. “Now, about that steak house?”


“Just follow me in your car,” Ron replied. “It’s not very far….”


Graham made his way out of the cafeteria, following closely behind his new friend.


“I’m right over there,” Ron said as he turned and pointed to a little VW import. “See the green Volkswagen Karmann Ghia in that second row? I’ll pull over to the entrance of the parking lot to wait, and then you can follow me….”


By the time Graham reached the restaurant, parked, and entered the place, Ron had a table and was waving to him. When the waitress had left, Graham and Ron sat sipping soft drinks and awaiting their dinner.


“You said you were from West Virginia, Ron. What brings you to Des Plaines?”


Ron laughed. “Same as you, I imagine. I just wanted a job near the big city, and this was as good a place as any, I guess. What about you?”


“You’re right. That’s pretty much my story, too. I’m from Amarillo, Texas, and I just thought it would be interesting to live in the Chicago area after my first year of teaching near Denver.”


Ron gave Graham a mysterious look. “I have a feeling there’s a lot more to your story than just that. How long have you been ‘out’?”


Graham blinked in surprise. “Out where?” he asked, knowing what Ron really meant… but trying to give himself a moment to think how much, if anything, he wanted to reveal to this stranger.


“You know what I mean. You’re gay. I’d bet on it. Don’t get all defensive, though. I’m gay, too.”


Graham now turned his full attention to Ron McWilliams. He had just been trying to be polite and make a new friend on the faculty when Ron asked him out. Now he analyzed the man a little closer. Ron had a smooth, kind of “college fraternity” look about him that didn’t especially appeal to Graham. Graham hadn’t particularly thought about Ron being gay, but he was now trying to imagine Ron as a potential playmate. He was having a lot of trouble with that idea.


“I see the wheels spinning in your head,” Ron said. “Don’t bother giving me a speech about whether you’re a top, bottom, or versatile. I was only interested in making a gay friend… I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I’ve had a few relationships, and that’s just not what I want. I like to go to the bars and play around. A gay bar is like taking a trip to a candy store. You can pick out something different to eat each time you put your hand in the box, so to speak.”


Ron laughed at the shocked look on Graham’s face. “I can see you and I have very different ideas along those lines.”


“I have to admit that I’m more on a crusade to find a lover, if that’s what you mean,” Graham replied. “I enjoy a night out as much as the next guy, but I’m hoping to find someone to keep for longer than just the evening.”


Ron chuckled. “That’s fine. We can be friends without going to bed together. I had in mind that we could just be bar buddies. You know… drive into Chicago for a night of hunting once in a while. Do you know your way around the gay scene in Chicago yet?”


“Not at all,” Graham said. “I haven’t even been to a single bar yet.”


“Then I have an idea. Let’s go to the Annex Saturday night, and I’ll show you around.”


“I assume that’s one of the gay bars….”


“Of course. Interestingly, it’s on North Clark Street. Does that ring a bell?”


“Not especially. Should it?”


“It depends on whether you’re a history buff,” Ron replied. “That’s where the infamous St. Valentine’s Day Massacre took place in 1929 when Al Capone’s men shot all those gangsters to death in a garage. As a matter of fact, the site is only a couple of blocks from where the Annex is now. It’s a real part of Chicago history.”


Graham considered Ron’s offer for a moment. “Okay. Let’s go make some history of our own on North Clark Street on Saturday night.”


The waitress arrived with their order, but after she left, Ron said, “Great. How about I pick you up at your place around ten Saturday night?”


“Ten? Isn’t that kind of late to be driving to Chicago?”


Ron laughed. “Not at all. You really are new at this. Nobody goes to the bars before eleven, and it’ll take about an hour to get there and park.”


“Whatever you say,” Graham replied, unfolding his napkin.


 


 


RON was prompt when he arrived at Graham’s apartment Saturday in his little green convertible, top up for the evening. They headed for the Northwest Tollway, south of Graham’s apartment.


“You need to remember how to get to the bar,” Ron insisted, “since you’ll probably want to go on your own next time. You take this toll until it becomes the Kennedy Expressway. Then a little further along you can exit at Fullerton, and from there you go north or south on the cross streets, depending on which bars you want. I’ll tell you about the best ones and how to find them.”


As Ron had said, it took nearly an hour before they reached their destination bar.


“I really appreciate your help. Otherwise I’d have to buy a gay bar guide and figure out how to find the bars,” Graham said.


“Well, the Annex, where we’re going, is a pretty good pickup bar, but there are other good places like the Inner Circle, the Normandy, Sam’s, Faces, and the Trip. There are more than that, of course, but those are just the ones I’ve visited so far.”


“Sounds exciting. We only had one bar in Amarillo—the Back Door. I can’t wait to see all the choices in Chicago.”


“We’re almost there. See? The parking lot is full already. I’ll have to drive along this next block to see if I can park on the street.” Ron slowed down until he found an empty space not far ahead. Then he parallel parked his car, and they started walking back to the bar.


“I’m excited already,” Graham said.


“Where are your glasses?”


“Oh, I left them on the dash of your car. I really won’t need them in there.”


“Now, there’s something we didn’t talk about, Graham,” Ron said and stopped on the sidewalk. “When we get in there, let’s split up. Okay? Neither one of us will get lucky if we hang around together. We’d look like a couple. Can you handle walking around on your own?”


“Sure. I’m a big boy now,” Graham replied with a frown.


“Now, don’t get your feelings hurt. You know what I mean. We’ll check on each other about every half hour or so. That way we’ll know if the other one scores.”


“What if one of us does score… and finds someone to go with?” Graham asked.


“We’ll figure that out if it happens. Come on. Let’s go inside and see tonight’s pickings.”


Music from the jukebox was overpoweringly loud when they arrived. The Doors’ “Hello, I Love You” blared throughout the bar. The irony of the bone-shattering music was Mayor Richard Daley’s edict that there was to be no dancing between members of the same sex in any gay bar. That made the jukebox and sound system seem sort of sad, but that was the way it was, Ron explained to Graham.


That didn’t stop many of the boys and a few girls from enthusiastically gyrating with each other as they stood in place around the bar, just short of dancing together. Some of the bartenders and bouncers occasionally roamed through the crowded bar patrons to make sure it didn’t go too far. Often they threatened to throw the near-dancers out on the street if they didn’t cut it out.


The Annex was fairly dark, lighted mostly by various neon beer signs along the walls on the left and in the back. The right side had a mirror that stretched along the entire wall from about halfway up to the ceiling. A few dimly lighted pool tables were at the back just past the bar, right on the way to the restrooms in the rear of the building. The line to the men’s room testified that action was to be found there if one had the courage to participate in stroking at the urinals or sucking and fucking in the stalls. Graham didn’t think he had that much nerve.


The main room was narrow and very long. A two-sided bar ran the length of the room with space on both sides for standing and cruising, which was the reason that most of the hot young men were there.


As they walked along the length of the bar after buying beers, Ron pointed to a section of the mirrored wall toward the back. “See over there? That’s the notorious ‘grope corner.’ Notice how few overhead lights it has and that it’s partially blocked from view by huge clouds of cigarette smoke? That’s because so many guys are hanging out over there… and lots of them are smoking. It really is just what they call it—a haven for groping. Let’s go take a look. You need to experience this. I’ll go first, and then you follow a few steps behind me.”


Graham did as Ron directed, slowly making his way along the wall. When Ron stopped, Graham stopped, too. Ron lit a cigarette, and Graham lit one, too, deciding to follow the example of his teacher.


Sure enough, as soon as he stopped, he was slightly shocked at having his crotch felt and rubbed, causing it to tingle. But it was kind of thrilling. Ron then walked back to him.


“Okay, time to split up. Let’s just wander around on our own and see what happens.”


Graham nodded and began to circle around to the other side of the room, away from Ron, who stayed in the grope zone. He finished his cigarette, drank his beer, and watched as guys cruised each other around the room. Since no one spoke to him, Graham was feeling a little shy and out of his element. He merely moved slowly from place to place, mostly watching others.


He went up to the bar, ordered another beer, and found a place to stand along the left side of the room. He gazed lustfully at all the handsome men who filled the place, but no one returned his stare. A few minutes later, he tried another spot farther down the wall. Nothing. He smoked another cigarette, giving himself something to do with his hands. His throat was beginning to feel dry and raspy so he stared at the almost burned-out cigarette in his hand with distaste. I think I’m quitting these things, he thought. I’m glad I haven’t been smoking for very long….


He continued his routine, which by now was becoming really boring. Another beer. Another spot along the wall. Another beer. Still nothing. Damn it. He knew that a lot of his problem was his being too shy to speak first. But he wasn’t sure how to strike up a conversation with these handsome big city boys.


He decided to try the grope corner again. He didn’t see Ron there this time so he just waited at a vacant spot he found along the wall. Again nothing much happened. Suddenly he felt the warmth of a body standing rather close to him. He turned to look.


“Is that your calling card?” a guy asked as he reached inside the top button of Graham’s shirt, fingering the modest hair on his chest.


“Yeah. So who’s calling?”


The guy chuckled and held out his hand, “I’m Robin. Rob for short. And you are?”


“Graham. Nice to meet you.”


“Hmmm. Graham? Sounds like a sweet cracker,” Rob replied and smiled.


“Want a bite?” Graham immediately blushed. He couldn’t believe he actually said something so forward to a stranger.


Choking his laughter back a bit, Rob said, “Maybe… but let me suck on it first!”


Graham blushed even more, but he decided to continue playing the game. “We’ll see. Rob for short, huh? Is it? Short, I mean?”


“That’s for you to find out, honey. Let’s go to my place and play Seek and Hide.”


“I thought it was called Hide and Seek,” Graham said.


“In this version, I get to seek what you’ve got to hide in those tight pants of yours.”


Rob reached into his own pants pocket and retrieved his car keys with one hand while he placed his other hand right on Graham’s cock and rubbed gently, causing it to stiffen somewhat inside his pants. “What do you say?”


Graham was flattered by the attention and kind of taken in by Rob’s quirky sense of humor. I wonder if I dare to go home with this guy? He replied aloud, “Uh, I’m here with a friend in his car. We live kind of far from here, and we drove to the bar together….”


“That’s okay, you delicious thing,” Rob said. “I promise to bring you back here… later, that is…. ”


“Well, let me look for my friend and tell him I’ll be gone for a while,” Graham said.


“I’ll meet you at the front door in about ten minutes,” Rob said. “I need to go piss anyway. Don’t be too long.”


Graham methodically searched the bar, but he couldn’t find Ron anywhere. What now? He went to the front of the bar where Rob was waiting.


“Ready to go?” Rob asked.


“I can’t find my friend,” Graham said. “I’m afraid to leave without talking to him….”


“Hey, he’s either found someone and gone home with the guy… or maybe he’s just sitting outside in a car making out with someone. Either way, let’s go. We’ll be back before he even notices you’re gone.”


“I still feel funny about just leaving this way. Would you mind driving by his car as we go? I want to make sure it’s still there.”


“Okay, show me where it is.”


The car was just where he and Ron had left it… so Rob headed for his place, which was in a quiet neighborhood still on the near north side of the city. Rob’s apartment was on the second floor, so they walked up the stairs, not saying anything. Even though Graham was excited about his first Chicago “date,” he was still a little apprehensive about going home with a stranger like this in the big city. His small-town background hadn’t prepared him much for Chicago. But it was a little too late to worry about it.


Graham could tell that despite being relatively handsome and well-built, the guy was several years older than he was. It worried him just a little to be with someone who was so much more experienced at picking up bar tricks. He felt a lot like a student on the first day of class.


Rob unlocked his apartment door and let Graham in. Then he locked and bolted the door, sliding the chain lock securely in place. Somehow the sound of that sliding lock made Graham gulp and grow a bit more nervous. Instead of leading Graham on a tour of the place or taking him to the bedroom, Rob pulled several oversized throw pillows from the sofa and tossed them onto the floor, making a sort of bed in the middle of the room. He went to his console stereo, selected two or three record albums, and started the music.


“Come and join me, Graham,” Rob said, taking off his shoes and socks. He unbuttoned and discarded first his shirt and then his pants and underwear, and lay down on the rug-covered floor completely naked with his head on a pillow.


The only light in the room came from the lights of Chicago that glittered through the large, undraped bay window next to the sofa. Still, it was bright enough for Graham to see the hardened cock gently bouncing on the flat belly of the nude man waiting for him on the floor. Graham was intrigued, and he quickly undressed, throwing his clothes onto the sofa.


Graham lay down next to Rob, who wrapped his arms around him. Cuddling as close as he could, Rob began kissing Graham lightly all over his face. Startled at first, it took Graham a moment to relax and enjoy the moment.


Rob rolled over on top of Graham and began rubbing their swollen cocks together, gently at first and then urgently. He kissed Graham deeply, invading and possessing his mouth. He placed his hands on either side of Graham’s face and whispered, “You smell so good, and I love the feel of your hair in my hands.”


Although Rob was certainly doing the right things to stimulate him, Graham somehow felt there was something not quite right about Rob. As he lay there, Graham puzzled over his obvious hesitant response to Rob’s fervent efforts. 


Then Rob rolled onto his side, reached down to grab hold of their two cocks, and began to stroke them. “You’re really cute,” he told Graham. “I’ve never seen you in the bars before. Are you new to Chicago?”


By now Graham was having a difficult time concentrating on what Rob was saying because the stroking on his dick was finally arousing him so much, but he didn’t want to come too fast. He tried to focus on what Rob had said.


“Uh, yeah. I just moved here from Texas last month. I live in the western suburbs. Des Plaines, actually.”


“How old are you, my little Texas friend?” Rob asked.


“Twenty-three,” Graham replied. “How old are you?”


Rob stalled for a moment, apparently trying to decide on his response to the question. “I’m thirty-two,” he said at last.


Wow. That’s old! He’s nearly ten years older than I am. But out loud he merely replied, “Really? I couldn’t tell…. ”


“You’re lying,” Rob said with a grin, “but that’s okay. I know that I don’t look all that old. After all, I got you here tonight, didn’t I?” He chuckled.


Graham thought, Yeah, but that’s because I didn’t know your age. Nine years! Maybe that’s what I was sensing. I’ve never been to bed with such an old man before. Still, he’s nice looking. Aloud, he said, “Let’s skip all this talk and get to the good part.”


“That works for me.” Rob proceeded to kiss Graham again while fondling Graham’s cock and balls. Then Rob moistened two of his fingers in his mouth, slid them below Graham’s balls, and began to try to insert them into Graham’s ass. Startled at Rob’s attempt, Graham pushed Rob’s hand back to the two pulsing cocks. Rob responded by rolling back over on top of Graham and pushing his dick up under Graham’s balls, aiming for an entry into Graham’s ass. Rob’s dick was pretty thick and rather long. 


This scared Graham, who had never been fucked by anything that big. And Rob hadn’t even produced a tube of lubricant. Graham pushed Rob’s hips away and said, “No, I don’t want to get fucked.”


“Come on… I promise not to hurt you.” Rob urged his dick back toward Graham’s ass.


“No, I said. Stop. You don’t even have any lubricant handy anyway. I’m not about to help you jam that big dick up my ass!”


Rob shrugged and said nothing, but he pushed himself into a simulated fucking position. He pulled Graham’s thighs tightly together and stuck his cock between them, right up against Graham’s balls. He began pumping his cock in and out until finally the friction caused him to come, squirting juice all over Graham’s ass and onto the rug beneath them.


Then Rob just rolled over onto his back and lay there, catching his breath. After a moment, he fumbled for his cigarettes, a lighter, and an ashtray from the coffee table next to him.


Graham reached between his legs, scooped Rob’s come into his hand, and spread it over his own cock, lubricating himself. Then he stroked until he came a few minutes later.


“You really are new at this stuff, aren’t you? When I saw you at the bar, I thought you’d be a lot more fun… than this turned out to be.”


“Sorry to disappoint you. Uh, I guess I’ve always been kind of shy in bars. It’s hard for me to strike up a conversation.”


“You mean it’s hard for you to pick up tricks.”


“I guess you could put it that way. But a lot of that is because I really want a lover, not just a trick.”


Rob snickered. “You must have been watching Doris Day movies with a happy ending.”


“So what? I know there must be somebody out there for me.”


“I hate to rain on your parade, but life isn’t like that. I know from my own experience.”


“Just because you’ve had bad luck doesn’t mean that I will. I’ll get a lover one of these days.”


Rob stubbed out his cigarette. “Have it your own way. Why don’t you go clean up a little in the bathroom and get dressed. I’ll drive you back to the bar.”


“Okay. Be right back.”


When he was done, he came back to the living room where Rob was waiting for him by the door, already dressed.


“Okay… let’s get going,” Rob said with a frown as he put out another cigarette in an ashtray on a little table next to the front door.


Within just a few minutes, Graham found himself being dropped off in front of the Annex… feeling rather disappointed with this first Chicago trick.


Rob-for-short had barely said a word on the way back to the bar, and that was fine with Graham. They both just mumbled “Bye” at each other as Graham got out of the car, which then sped rapidly away into the darkness.


Well, that was kind of a bust. And he doesn’t know what he’s talking about anyway. He’s just a bitter old man scrounging around for sex.


Since he was already outside, Graham walked a block and found Ron’s green Karmann Ghia still parked in the same place. Good. Now to go find him so we can get out of here.


Graham looked at this watch and saw it was already nearly three. He couldn’t believe it was so late. And he was amazed that the bar was still open at this hour. At home a bar had to close by two.


The bar was not nearly so crowded this time when Graham entered, and that made it easier to search for Ron. To Graham’s dismay, Ron was nowhere to be found. Graham circled the bar three or four times and even checked the men’s room despite his trepidation. There was no Ron in the Annex anywhere. He practically ran out the door and down the street to check on the car again. But there it was, still parked in the same spot. It dawned on Graham that Ron had left with someone, just as he himself had done. Graham had no choice but to go back inside and wait. Instead of drinking beer now, Graham ordered Coke after Coke as he waited. He was tempted to smoke cigarette after cigarette as the hours dragged by, but he decided to stick to his vow to quit.


Finally, Graham found himself being ushered out the front door as the bar closed. It was five in the morning, and Graham was out on the sidewalk in a strange city on the same street where the infamous gangster murders had happened nearly forty years ago. Graham’s imagination began to run away with him, and he felt real fear. He didn’t know anyone in the city, except for the lackluster Rob-for-short who naturally hadn’t given either a last name or a phone number.


Finally, anger at being deserted in the city by his “friend” began to overcome the fear. He decided on a plan. He was fortunate because at that moment a yellow cab began slowly cruising down the street. Graham hailed the cab and directed the driver to the downtown bus station. Graham figured that if he went there, he might be able to get a bus to Des Plaines so he could at least get back closer to home. He’d worry about the rest of the details if he could get that far.


The cabbie let him off as he requested, but Graham was disappointed to learn there wasn’t a bus to Des Plaines until much later in the day, about mid-afternoon. He was not about to sit around a bus station all day, so Graham sat down by the window and looked across the street. The answer to his problem suddenly appeared. There was a car rental business there, and amazingly it was still open.


Graham walked across the street, pulled out a credit card from his wallet, and went inside to rent a car to drive home. He was slightly dismayed when he remembered that his glasses still rested on the dash of Ron’s car, but he figured he’d have to risk it and drive without them. Fortunately he could see well enough to read street and road signs, and it wasn’t too long before he found himself back in Des Plaines, angry enough at Ron to do him some real damage if he ran into him at the moment. He parked the rental car and went inside his apartment to get some sleep.


The sound of his telephone ringing a few hours later awoke Graham. It was a little after noon. Sure enough, it was Ron McWilliams.


“Hi, there,” Ron greeted him cheerily. “I see you got home okay.”


“I got home all right, but no thanks to you! That’s the last time I ride anywhere with you. If we ever go out together again—and that’s a big if—it’ll be in my car or in separate cars,” Graham grumbled.


“Hey, I’m sorry it worked out this way. I met this guy and—”


“You don’t have to give me the details. I get the idea,” Graham said, wondering if he should mention that he had done practically the same thing. But I didn’t leave Ron stranded in Chicago, Graham reminded himself and kept his aloof tone.


“How did you get home anyway?” Ron asked.


“I took a cab downtown and then rented a car.”


“Oh. Well, I’ll tell you what. I’ll split the cost of the cab and the rental car with you to make it up to you. How does that sound?”


“Okay. I’ll just let you do that. And there’s another thing you can do. Drive over to the local Avis agency when I return this rental car. Then you can give me a ride back to my apartment.”


“Sure thing, Graham. When do you want to return the car?”


“Meet me there in about twenty minutes. I’ll throw on some clothes and look the place up in the yellow pages.”


“Okay, I’ll see you there—” Ron began, but Graham had already slammed the phone down and was muttering to himself as he went to dress.


Their friendship had gotten off to a rocky start at best, but it grew to somewhat friendlier levels as the next three years passed. However, Graham never quite forgot the feeling of being stranded on a cold street at five in the morning in a city that he didn’t know. He was not particularly sad when Ron McWilliams found a new job in Ohio and left at the end of those three years. But at least Ron had introduced Graham to gay life in the city of Chicago, albeit in a very unforgettable way.




Chapter 2
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August 1971


 


GRAHAM sat in a student desk near the center of a classroom teeming with other English teachers in his department. Large travel posters of England and movie posters from film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays around the walls indicated that this room was like a United Kingdom outpost in the middle of America. In other words, senior English—British literature—was taught here. It made Graham a little envious because he would like to have had the resources to create an environment as elaborate as this in his own senior English classroom. The English Department chairman had traveled a great deal, which permitted him to collect all these items, and he had also been teaching a lot longer and amassing an impressive collection along the way. Even the two other senior English teachers in the department had grand and colorful rooms. His own classroom was neatly adorned with some posters and pictures but not as fully decorated as he hoped to make it in years to come. He sighed and resigned himself to being the new kid on the block among senior teachers.
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